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Starting Over
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Riva – the spy who loved me – and I were living happily ever after until that never-ending-credit card ended and we had to get jobs. She knew she could find work as a covert operative. They’re always hiring.

It was difficult leaving her behind, but I wasn’t going to follow her around like a military spouse. Not my style. Maybe we would meet again. Maybe not.

I went back to LA and hung out a few weeks. Bought a used Hyundai – SUV in case I had to sleep in it – but managed to stay with friends. Then I remembered that “staying with friends” was how Riva and Venelia’s old boss Serge/Elroy had found me.

I hopped into my car and drove east... for hours. The CHECK ENGINE light came on just outside of Barstow, but it had been flickering off and on since I bought the thing, so I ignored it.

Past Las Vegas – surrounded by pavement or sand since leaving Southeast Asia – I decided I needed more greenery. I’m from Louisville originally but my father and sister have since moved to Lexington. My mother died several years ago, and I have no idea what my brother is up to these days, if he’s even alive.

In Missouri, I missed the connection to I-44 and continued along I-40 to Nashville. Music City USA. That’s where the Hyundai broke down. I guess that warning light wasn’t kidding.

The mechanic said something about the timing belt and transmission, and I left it with him. Days turned into weeks. Weeks became months... well, you know the progression. I decided Nashville was as good a destination as any, and I stayed. 
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Lehavre
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I managed to go several years in Nashville without anything particularly stupid happening. But, my luck eventually ran out, and I had to leave everyone and everything behind... again.

I found a job in IT a few years ago at Lehavre NA, headquartered in Brentwood, just south of Nashville. It was the North American arm of a Belgian conglomerate that had been gobbling up bioresearch firms on this side of the pond. They bought and renamed Hemsley Research shortly after I started.

Everything changed when I stumbled upon what they were doing in one of their labs. I had a clearance level of “secret,” but only those with “I’d tell you but then I’d have to kill you” clearance knew what really went on at that lab.

They listed their own whistleblower number, but I never trusted corporations. The larger ones don’t mess around. Government security pales in comparison to that of corporations involved in certain kinds of research.

They’re not openly called hit men, but they designate a few of their security team as proactive and, voila, you’ve got yourself a hit team. I assumed Lehavre’s whistleblower number was that team’s direct line. Their only question would be, “Where are you right now?”

Paranoid, yes, but better safe than sorry.

When the lab director’s assistant Darla – a full-figured blue-eyed blonde, and the only good thing about that place – called one day, it was nice to hear her sweet southern drawl. My wife Cori and I had another argument that morning and it reverberated all the way to work. Our marriage was running on fumes.

Oh yeah, I got married. A lovely hazel-eyed brunette woman named Cori. She was honest in a way that felt refreshing at first. A welcome contrast to what I usually run into. Honesty cuts both ways, but I could take it... usually.

I used to think I married her because of that honesty, but now think it was only because she reminded me so much of Riva. They had the same build, same dark hair, same way of looking at you – both with captivating eyes – like they’ve got you all figured out.

Cori is all-American, with a midwestern twang, while Riva had that sexy Eastern European accent. Other than that, they could’ve been twins.

Darla and I always enjoyed a lively banter – usually over the phone. We’d only met in person a few times at company functions, but you wouldn’t know it to hear us talk. There was an instant spark, but we kept it platonic.

~ ~ ~
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Tim sat in the cubicle behind me. He was a couple years older and shorter than me, but with a handsome face framed in thick brown hair. He’d been with the company longer and enjoyed a regular stream of co-workers, mostly women, stopping by just to say hello.

We had an unspoken competition to come up with the best one-liners. On a good day, we were the second coming of Abbott & Costello. We couldn’t come up with a more recent comedy duo at the time.

Tim suggested Sonny & Cher, but with me as Cher because I was taller, it didn’t work for me. That duo where one of the guys doesn’t speak didn’t work, either. We were just Tim and Dobie until further notice.

On a bad day, Tim and I were called into the principal’s office – our boss, Griffin – and given a talking to about professional decorum in the workplace, blah blah blah.

We regularly overheard each other’s phone conversations and, after one of my calls from Darla, he would say something like, “Phone sex again?” or “Get a room!” or “Have you told your wife about her?” My responses were equally juvenile and not worth repeating.

On this latest call from Darla, she said the lab’s production line was “messed up.”

“The term you’re looking for,” I said, “is ‘hosed.’ Probably caused by a Windows update.”

I laughed. She did not. She was under duress. Boss breathing down her neck, probably staring down her blouse.

The software controlling the hardware was not working. And that’s as technical as I’m going to get. Nobody wants technical details.

She said Jimmy, the handyman down there, couldn’t fix it.

“Jimmy couldn’t jimmy it?” I offered with a laugh and smile in Tim’s direction, but he wasn’t there. He would have drummed out a
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