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Code Bleeding Heart

Disclaimer: Any resemblance to real people or existing fictional characters in this story is entirely coincidental.

7:35PM Tuesday, November 21st, 2023

The hum of Saint Motel’s A Good Song Never Dies could be heard playing at a low volume, from an overhead speaker in the bar. Derek Whittaker quietly nursed a glass of whiskey, while watching the bartender and praying he wasn’t about to be thrown out. Derek had been nursing the single glass of whiskey for well over 20 minutes, and it was nothing like the daiquiris that Monica used to make for him back when they lived in Florida. Derek Whittaker was the younger of the two Whittaker children, and an agent of the Secret Service. Derek was wallowing because he knew he’d been keeping his job by the skin of his teeth. He had failed two fitness tests, made a bad impression on the service’s choice of shrink, and knew for a fact that his boss would fire him the next chance he got.

Derek breathed a quiet sigh of relief as the bartender, a pale, skinny and bald gentleman with a tattoo of a hawk on his right forearm, walked past him and began taking the order of another customer at the bar. Saint Motel turned to Billy Joel, to Queen, to some rock band that Derek didn’t recognize, back to Queen. Derek had finally finished his first whiskey, and the bartender had given him a second before Derek could even ask. He began to feel slightly nauseous, left 25 dollars on the counter and slowly meandered out of the bar and into the Louisiana Afternoon sun.

He pulled out his phone with the intent of getting a Lyft or Uber, only to see four missed calls: three from his supervisor, and one from Monica. He resolved to listen to the voicemail in the morning, sat quietly in the back of a stranger’s car for the ride back to his apartment and promptly crawled into the single individual mattress with the blue sheets. He was too tired to care that the bed smelled like sweat from many a day like this one.

Wednesday, November 22nd, 2023

As Derek woke up the following morning, he remembered the voicemails on his phone and groaned. He continued to lie motionless for about 15 minutes before finally looking at his phone: 7:18 AM, 19% battery. Derek sat up and plugged in the phone. He stared at the scarcely furnished or decorated room for a few brief seconds before letting out a sigh and going to the kitchen to get started on a pot of coffee.

As the coffee slowly dripped into the pot, Derek remembered the terrible tasting whiskey he’d had the night before and all the ways in which he’d messed up as a secret service agent. With his anxiety gradually rising, he carefully poured his first cup of coffee and went back to his bedroom to listen to the voicemails.

Voicemail 1:

“Hey Derek, I’m calling again because you still haven’t come by to get your jacket that you left here. You really should be wearing it; the temperature is dropping, and I don’t need my little brother getting any snottier than he already is. Let me know how things are going at work and call me back ok? Love you, Bye.”

Voicemail 2:

“Whittaker, it’s Jones here. I need you in the office so you can be briefed on your next assignment: don’t be late.”

Derek checked the time: 7:35 AM. He exhaled, and felt a large amount of stress leave him. If Jones had a new assignment for him, it meant he wasn’t getting fired, at least not yet, even if he couldn’t make it to the office before 8AM.

Derek Whittaker nervously strolled into the building and through security at 8:25AM. Had it been anyone else, Whittaker would have been on time, but this was Derek Whittaker, who threw his car keys into his jacket, despite not driving to the bar himself dropped his jacket on the floor in front of the tv when he got back and forgot that said jacket existed until he almost tripped over it in a panic at 7:59AM. 

“Whittaker!”

Derek immediately knew from the sharp, staccato quality in the Inspector’s voice that he was displeased. Inspector Robert Jones let out a seemingly involuntary short, low, sound that resembled a growl before turning and marching to his office with Derek Whittaker nervously following at his heels.

The Inspector closed the door and the blinds as Derek walked into the office. Derek racked his brain with ways to defend his shortcomings, but his mouth wouldn’t move and all he could do was stand in front of the inspector’s desk.

“Take a seat Whittaker” Inspector Jones told him while taking a seat himself.

Derek sat in the left chair in front of the Inspector’s desk.

“Inspector –”  

“You’re not in trouble.” Derek felt the muscles in his body relax slightly.

“Not yet anyway,” Inspector Jones elaborated. “You’ve been selected for a new secret mission, and if you handle it right you MIGHT, get to keep your job.”

Derek’s ease turned to eagerness. “A chance to prove I belong here.” He thought to himself.

“You’ll be investigating the actions of a well-known chemical engineer.” Jones continued. “Your target is Dr. Alan Mangrove. He used to work on weapons for a large defense contractor and a series of tips have led us to believe he may be selling secrets to the Russians.”

Inspector Jones slid a folder across the desk. Derek felt a sinking feeling in his stomach as he picked up the folder to look at its contents.

“Dr. Mangrove got his doctorate in chemical engineering in 2001 from Yale. He retired 2 years ago but reportedly shows up at facilities on occasion to offer his services.”

Derek looked up from the folder to meet the Inspector’s eyes, only for the Inspector to turn and stare intently at a bookshelf while continuing to brief him.

“Dr. Mangrove is known for his research on fuel efficiency and antimicrobial substances. He’s also scheduled to deliver a guest lecture at the University of New Orleans two weeks from now. Immerse yourself in his research, then introduce yourself at this event and ask to study under him. From there, collect as much data as possible on his whereabouts, his contacts, and projects he has information on and report back to me.”

Derek stood up “Yes sir!”

“Good, now go clean your desk: you’re making your squad look bad with that mess.” Derek felt his face turn red as he nodded and marched out the door to go organize his workspace.

5:33PM Wednesday, November 22nd, 2023

When Derek returned to his apartment after work, he was exhausted. He was anxious, unsure how he was going to pull off what was probably to be his final assignment as a secret service agent. He needed to distract himself, “anything will do” he told himself, as he grabbed the remote and turned on the tv. Either fittingly or not, he ended up watching the news.

“Thank you for tuning in to WDSU New Orleans! Earlier this evening, an advisory was put out for Louisiana and Texas. There have been multiple assaults on gay men in the area by individuals posing as prospective partners on dating apps be sure you know beforehand who it you’re talking to online!’

“Tonight’s main story concerns the disappearances of multiple college students from the University of New Orleans. Three students have been confirmed missing as of 4pm today and a fourth student is suspected to have gone missing around 2pm. All students have been identified as members of the University’s Phi Beta Sigma fraternity. If you see any of the young men shown on screen, please contact local authorities. 

“Up next, there’s been a recall of Kitchen Aid ovens, stay tuned to know if you may be entitled to compensation or even, a new oven.’

“We’ll be back with all that and more at six! Now for a word from our sponsors:”

Derek paused. “Kitchen Aid... Is my oven a Kitchen Aid?”

He peered around the corner, into the kitchen. “Kitchen Aid” in large silver letters could be seen on the oven door.

“F-ck” Derek thought. “I have to cozy up to a guy who’s probably a crazy Russian spy AND there’s a recall on my oven?! What kind of a name is Mangrove anyway?”

After several minutes of frantically searching the web and trying to identify the model of his oven, Derek eventually concluded that there was not, in fact, a recall on his oven.

He breathed a sigh of relief, only to suddenly remember the voicemail from Monica the night before. He threw on his shoes and ran to his car. He started the engine and realized he barely had enough gas to make it to the nearest gas station, so he stopped to get gas and then drove to Monica’s house as the sun turned the sky a dark orange behind him. His thoughts raced “What if Dr. Mangrove finds me out? What if he pulls a weapon on me? What if he sees through my façade at his lecture?” They didn’t quiet down until he was in Monica’s driveway, and there was only a tiny bit of sunlight left.

He approached the door calmly, Monica always had a strange way of making him calm, even without trying to. He rang the doorbell and Monica proceeded to open the door for him.

“Derek! It’s about time you showed up!” She declared while feigning surprise.

“Sorry, I got caught up at work.” Derek half-whispered while turning his head slightly toward the ground.

“Well, you get in here. Ryan’s been asking nonstop about when you were coming back.” She waved him inside.

It was a modest house that Monica and Ryan lived in. The living room was cramped, only a few feet across, and the kitchen could be seen from the front door. Monica always kept her kitchen spotless. A half wall separated the hallway from the living room. This meant one could see the doors to two bedrooms and the bathroom while watching tv, and if you leaned your head over the short wall into the hallway you could see the closet the washer and dryer were in, the door to the garage and the door to a third, smaller bedroom that was set up as half a play space for Ryan, half an office for Monica. If this arrangement sounds like a subpar way to do work while raising a 6 year old boy, it’s because it is.

“UNCLE DEREK!” Ryan shrieked with excitement.

“RYAN, inside voice please!” Monica retorted, but Ryan was too excited to care, running enthusiastically into Derek’s arms.

“Mama got me a Lego a ship and and-”

“How about you get your ship so you can show him?” Monica asked.

“OK!” Ryan ran off excitedly to his room.

Monica wrapped her arms around Derek. “I’ve missed you. I was worried when you didn’t respond to my call the other day.”

“I’m sorry,” Derek told her “I got caught up at work. I’ll call you back sooner next time.”

“I want you to be safe ok.”

“I FOUND IIIIT!” Ryan yelled as he ran back to Derek.

“WOW!” Derek exclaimed, “That’s a cool ship!”

“Oh! Your jacket – here.” She handed him the simple jean jacket that was sitting on the couch.

“Thanks”

“So how is work going?” She asked him.

Ryan had stopped paying attention at this point and was making noises while pretending his Lego pirates had just landed on an island.

Derek suddenly had a lump in his throat. His first instinct was to tell Monica everything – he wanted to tell her everything.

“It’s a little tough, but it’s nothing I can’t handle.” He couldn’t tell her about his mission, it had to remain secret, and he definitely couldn’t tell her that his future with the Secret Service depended on it.

“That’s good I suppose.” Monica furrowed her brow pensively and almost imperceptibly. “Hey look, I signed Ryan up for choir and he has a recital in a few weeks, and it would mean a lot if you came.”

Derek felt his heart rise in his chest, as if life could still at least be sort of normal. Ryan, having heard his name, turned to look up at Derek and Monica.

“Uncle Derek is coming to my concert?!” he exclaimed.

“Maybe” Monica told him. “Do you want me to send you the information?”

“Of course! That’d be great.” 

7AM November 23rd, 2023:

Derek hadn’t gotten much sleep the night before, but he got up and stumbled into work anyway. He had done thorough research on Dr. Mangrove and his contributions to chemical engineering, but much of it was too complex for Derek to grasp after only a single read through. He got into the building on time (a rarity for Derek) with bags under his eyes, shuffling around like a zombie and barely managing to not spill his second cup of black coffee as he moved around. 

In life we all take risks. We also all have moments where we either underestimate or overestimate the amount of
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