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 1. PEACEKEEPERS

 


The headwaiter shuffled over to a small
table near the back wall, carrying in each hand an enormous
steaming plate of spaghetti. He set these down in front of two men,
being careful not to splash any of the red sauce onto them or his
own white formal shirt. He bowed and moved away.

One of the men, a middle-aged Caucasian with
sparse hair and a black-dyed beard, gently nudged his plate aside
and consulted a pocket flip pad. He made a mark on one line of the
page, then looked up.

“So, that takes care of
robberies. You ready to talk fights?”

The other man chuckled. A grizzled
Afrigro-American with buzz-shaved head, he still possessed an
athletic build despite his advancing age. He said, “The ones on
camera… or off?”

“Well, that depends. How
many are, uh, Certified Historical Events that got our friends in
law enforcement involved?”

“Come on, Michelangelo. You
know I can't keep track of all that. Just too many Domination
Events taking place between our people, you feel me?”

“Of course.” As he took a
bite of his meal, Michelangelo said, “But that's alright. Let's not
lose the forest for the trees. 'Cause Duke, you and me, we do some
good business together. Sometimes you leave the table up, sometimes
you're down. But mostly it all evens out. So please, eat your food.
We'll square this in good time.”

“True that, my
friend.”

Over the next half hour, Duke and
Michelangelo haggled over the handwritten lists that ran down each
of their notepads. The plates were cleared away, then coffee and
port arrived. Finally, Michelangelo scribbled something onto a
cocktail napkin and handed it to Duke.

The black man closed his eyes drowsily and
shrugged his shoulders. “Okay. So I walk out of here a winner this
month.”

Michelangelo snapped his fingers. A skinny
teenager who had been standing in the shadows near the kitchen now
approached. A few words were exchanged quietly, and then the boy
walked through the empty restaurant out into the street.

“An extra measure of
precaution,” Michelangelo said with a wave. “To keep our, uh,
freelance conflict resolution service a private matter.”

Duke nodded. He tapped a fingernail against
his glass of port. “Well, I'll take this type of service over
standing in line at the HRA any day of the week.”

The men laughed together heartily. A moment
later, Michelangelo adjusted himself in his seat and wiped the
corner of his mouth with a cloth napkin.

“So tell me,” he said,
“how's the family? Everyone good?”

“Oh, you know how it is.
They're fine. Got no time or patience for the man who holds it all
together… But they're good, doing real good.”

Michelangelo smiled softly. “Everybody
thinks that this is easy. Sitting around in fancy suits, eating and
drinking, just a couple of guys shooting the breeze, right? If only
they could see below the surface!”

“Mm,” Duke grumbled. “Don't
even offer to trade places with me for an hour. 'Cause if I
got one taste of
that weight off my shoulders, I'd probably never let 'em put it
back.”

“Absolutely. People take
what we do for granted. Keeping peace in the streets—relatively
speaking, of course. But more importantly, limiting each
neighborhood's exposure to the surveillance pipeline.”

“That's it! We keep all
their Debit Scores down, for Christ's sake. Keep the tension from
spilling over into chaos, so they can go about their lives. But oh,
'Papa Duke goin' off on one of his pub crawls again.' My foot! I'm
the person cleaning up all their
vomit.”

Just then the front door of the restaurant
opened and the lanky young man returned. He pulled a frosted
plastic tube out of his inside jean jacket pocket and handed it to
Michelangelo without a word, then moved away to his spot in the
shadows.

Michelangelo gave the green-capped container
a little shake and held it out over the table. “Here ya go, count
the coins if you want. You're the big winner.”

“Unfortunately my jackpot
is destined to be short-lived,” Duke said with a chuckle as he
received the bullion. He stowed it inside his blazer. “Next stop
for me is Rabbi Lovitz. I got to hustle over there before sundown.
I swear, the knockout game ain't no game when it comes to these
here private payouts, no sir.”

Michelangelo rose to escort Duke to the
exit. “Maintenance work is rarely glamorous. But why should
everything that happens be the entire world's business? So, we
settle these trifling debts our way. Wipe the hard drives, seal the
records before—”

Duke rapped a knuckle
against the doorframe twice. “Before MARVIN drops in for a visit.
Mm-hmm. See you next time, compadre. And thanks for the
supper!”

“Anytime. You have yourself
a nice New Year… Il
Duce.”

The men shook hands and Duke stepped out
into the cool gray day.


 


 2. EQUITUS

 


Security was tight at the Kennedy Center on
Saturday evening. Patrons found themselves required to pass through
a limited number of entryways before gaining access to the famed
theater's bright red carpeting. Once inside, they encountered
members of the Secret Service who were posted throughout the
venue.

Because tonight, in their
final public appearance of the year, the President and First Man
would attend the Noah Rafferty play Equitus.

A hush fell over the crowd. Heads turned and
craned upward. There were murmurs, then loud applause erupted as
Eileen Jeffries-Lao and husband Paul Jeffries entered their private
box and came into view. She was wearing an elegant navy blue dress
that sparkled from a thousand different points.

The couple waved graciously, then motioned
for people to retake their seats. Several minutes later, the
theater lights faded out and the performance began.

Equitus
was the shocking story of a troubled young man who
live-streamed charitable acts by day, but later committed hate
crimes in fits of amnesic rage. A love triangle involving his
employer's Affirmative Action hire and a woman he'd known in high
school propelled him inexorably toward a psychotic break—or perhaps
the breakthrough that would change his fortunes forever.

“Ridiculous!” Eileen heard
Paul snort late in the first act. He was seated to her left, his
right leg crossed over top and body leaning away.

“What now?” she
whispered.

Paul waved a hand toward the stage. “More
sex, that's what!”

“But darling, these two
have been dancing around the tension ever since they drove to the
soup kitchen together.”

“Eh, maybe. I thought this
kid was finally going to look in the mirror. Now
another roll in the hay
to solve his problems?”

Eileen cast a sideways glance at Paul in the
faint light. She said, “Isn't that how you've always gone about
it?”

Paul's leg slid down and he turned toward
her, mouth agape for a moment. Then he smiled, saying, “Don't be
resentful just because you showed up late to the party.”

“What is
that supposed to
mean?”

“Please. People talk. Word
gets around. I'm aware of certain… work friendships over at Sixteen
Hundred Pennsylvania Avenue.”

Eileen Jeffries-Lao felt a shiver run across
the surface of her body. The ongoing affair with her chief of
staff, which she had tried to keep a secret from everyone… Who else
knew?

“I…” Her voice trailed off.
Down below, the hay-rolling actress's father was in a huff about
something. She felt a pat on her knee.

“It's alright,” Paul said.
“Everyone's got to play their role up on stage. You got your 'four
more years.' So, whatever it takes to sustain you across the finish
line, I understand.”

Eileen cocked her head at an angle. “But
still, you're jealous? Or mad?”

He chuckled, saying, “You've no idea the
types of indignities that the husband of a pioneering female
politician must endure. Who you engage in pillow talk with is the
least of my troubles—especially at this late hour in your
career.”

“Oh. So you're watching the
clock, now that you believe my stock is done rising?”

“Possibly. Although I don't imagine either
one of us expects to retire to some palatial estate together and
pass the years quietly.”

Eileen reached for her wine glass, while her
mind envisioned a distant fork in the road. On one path, that
idyllic retirement where she would play grandmother to her
daughter's children. On the other, working even more feverishly
with the international power brokers who were secretly engineering
the great space project that would send humanity to the stars.

But an arduous second term as president lay
between her and that day in 2033. All the travel, the speeches, and
cagey political decisions that would be laid at her feet—and upon
her legacy. Perhaps even the quietly proposed scaling back of the
domestic Reparations program. Cord cutting done only for the
greater good, of course…

“Ah, the gears are turning
now,” she heard Paul say. He frowned and added, “I do hope you
aren't planning to have me offed. No need, my dear. I'll continue
to stay out of your way. But always ready to keep up appearances!
Oh yes, you can certainly rely on this old soldier!”

Eileen watched as he rattled the ice cubes
inside his whiskey glass and drank. The First Man in that moment
looked stoic, and yet so very small. He had paid a tremendous price
in hitching his wagon to her—a WASP marrying a second-generation
Chinese immigrant, then playing second fiddle throughout the course
of her career. And with the Historical Reparations Administration
serving as the capstone of her presidency, perhaps there was
something cruelly poetic about his having to attend so many events
where he stood in as the symbolic fall guy.

Liquor and young ladies were the balm for
Paul's frustration, which Eileen had at least understood if not
quite forgiven. But now with Tony Rizzuto as her own guilty
pleasure, the drug to help endure the strain of it all… Not only
was she no better than her philandering husband, he seemed to have
cultivated an artful veneer that masked his disappointments and
imperfections.

As for herself, bearing the weight of so
many critical responsibilities had apparently left her susceptible
to one of the little vices that so often ensnared the types of
people she looked down upon.

Eileen reached out and
clinked her glass against Paul's tumbler. “Thank you. Maybe
we will have
something to talk about when all is said and done.”

“Shh,” he said. “I think
someone else is about to have sex now. Or maybe get assaulted. You
never can tell with these modern plays…”

The president turned her eyes back toward
the stage.


 


 3. THE NICE PLACE

 


“All in a day's work, my
friends.”

The Reverend Matthias G. Witherspoon tugged
at the zipper of his jacket, then used the long grabber tool he was
carrying to snatch a mangled plastic food container out of the
grass.

“Yes sir, you kids are
getting a real taste of what it's like to help your
community.”

Surrounding him were half a dozen boys, each
carrying a thick orange plastic bag and wearing work gloves. Every
so often one of them would reach down and pick up a piece of
trash.

“Don't let me catch you
dawdling now,” Witherspoon added. “It ain't that cold out today. And the
alternative—well, y'all already know a thing or two about juvenile
hall.”

“It ain't so bad in there,”
one of the boys said. Matthias gauged him to be about ten years
old. “Got TVs, hoops…”

“That's what they want you
to think, Geoffrey. Make you feel comfy behind bars. Not so you'll
reconsider your mischievous ways, neither. Nah, they gettin' you
used to the idea of spending your life inside a cage.”

The group arrived at a residential
intersection. Reverend Witherspoon said, “Well, which side looks
worse off, left or right?”

“Left,” one boy
said.

“Right!” another
declared.

“Let's split up,” a third
offered.

Matthias said, “No way. We
operate as a team, watch each other's backs. Need to do a thorough
job out here for these folks, too. Why? Because everybody wants to
go to the nice place—instead of doing the work to make
a place nice. So many
people got a chip on their shoulder, and an excuse on the tip of
their tongue. And when they put their hand out, that completes the
Holy Trinity of Failure. But not me, for I choose to take pride in
this town. Anyhow, I say we go to the right. Ten minutes, we'll
pass the truck, get a sip of water and swap out any bags that are
full. So come on.”

The clean-up crew slowly made its way along
a quiet street that was flanked on one side by a warped chain-link
fence. As they retrieved crushed cans and discarded toys and the
occasional piece of wet clothing, Reverend Witherspoon felt a wave
of contentment warm him from within. Initially his return from
sabbatical had not gone smoothly, but now everything seemed to have
worked out.

He brokered a peace deal between the warring
factions inside his church—those who attended primarily for social
reasons versus the parishioners inspired by his fiery October
sermon to take Christianity, and life itself, more seriously. A
balanced schedule of events, patient discussions with all aggrieved
parties, and a commitment to turn frustration into meaningful
action had helped mend the congregation's fractures.

Litter removal was just one of the many
activities he hoped would not simply engage with the local
community, but help to unify and revitalize it. He felt that these
kids here with him today were much too young to get caught up in
the criminal justice system, let alone the street life, and so
Matthias took great pride in this mentorship opportunity.

“Y'all are some good
dudes,” he said, exhaling into the cool air. “Just got too much
free time for all that energy. You don't realize what I'm about to
explain, 'cause how could you know? But truth is, all them cops and
judges and lawyers, they want
y'all to act stupid and break the law.”

He heard a scraping sound and then watched
as a glass bottle went bouncing down the street. Nicholas, who had
kicked it, said, “I think you lyin'. That don't make no sense!”

“Oh, we got a skeptic here.
That's fine. So tell me, Mister Nick, how am I wrong?”

The boy, only eleven but already capable of
a fierce scowl, said, “They ain't like… construction workers, who
come in and make something new. Nah, all they do is the
cleanup.”

“That's riiiight,” Matthias
said. “And speaking of which, don't you forget to pick up that
bottle you thought was a soccer ball… But let's get into it, and I
hope you other boys is listening, 'cause your friend Nicholas might
teach you something here.”

“Yeah, yeah,” the other
boys said. They were starting to get tired, Matthias noticed,
lazily kicking at the plastic bags as they moved along.

“So check this out. A
super-secret life lesson courtesy of the Reverend Witherspoon
himself. And free of charge. You don't even have to put on your
Sunday best and step inside the church. Now look across the way
there. Y'all see that house? Nice place. Up above, power lines on
the poles. Pipes under the road too. I bet there'll be a couple
cars pulling into that drive end of the day. That all costs
money.”

Geoffrey said, “Cash money! Mm-hmm.”

Matthias paused to grab a soda cup with his
claw. “Yep. Money, cooperation, all that community stuff I been
talkin' about. So… Okay, sometimes in the kitchen you spill or
break an egg on the floor, right? Accidents happen, but you still
get to eat your meal.”

“When are
we gonna eat,” Matthias
heard a voice whine softly from behind.

“The problem comes when
certain people make it they life habit to always be that broken
egg. The mess! Society says, 'What can we do?! We tryin' to move
forward, but this crew always settin' us back a step.' So what you
think now, Nicholas?”

“They going to kill us?”
the boy asked.

“Ha! They
wish! So don't give 'em
no ideas. But no. What they do is flip the mess into their own
favor. They already set the world up for makin' money, so now
that's what they do with lawbreakers. From the policeman to the
attorney's secretary on down, they all cashin' in on folks who play the
fool. And it's better than a meal, because that you only get to eat one time. But a
repeat offender, my God! That's like in pinball when your ball gets
stuck up at the top. Bouncin' and bangin' all around those bumpers
racking up points, and you don't even have to do a thing. Are you
startin' to feel me, fellas? Anyone?”

Geoffrey said, “So, like, where they get the
money from? Who pay them?”

“Good question, young man.
Very astute. The answer is, the taxpayers. All the other people who
live here in town. And for them, it's worth it. They're happy to
pay their neighbor the judge to keep the ruffians off the street.
Now lemme get real with y'all. How many of you know someone been
locked up a bunch of times?”

Matthias paused to make a count of hands,
but before he could continue, Nicholas said, “And you think that
gonna be us too? That we next?”

The reverend exhaled
heavily. “Look here. I don't believe any one of you got malice in
your heart. Truly. But the system don't care—it can't
see that part. All those
vultures see is another black boy shoplifting from the convenience
store. All they see is y'all voluntarily posting videos of you and
your friends gangin' up and beatin' on somebody. And Lord of Mercy,
that is why I'm trying to intervene on your behalf! To talk some
sense into you before you really go too far, and they lock you up
and throw away the key. Because the coppers and all them, their
lives are totally set up. Sittin' on their butts until fresh
criminals come along and give 'em something to do. So tell me, you
still wanna step in their trap, now that you know it's
there?”

The boys had stopped walking. There was the
occasional sound of crinkling plastic as one of them adjusted his
weight. A police cruiser rounded the corner at the end of the
block, and Reverend Witherspoon waved at the white officer as the
car rolled past.

“See?” Matthias said.
“Someone's always keepin' an eye out.”

A boy named Ismael dropped his bag and said
sadly, “What we supposed to do? If they just waitin' for us to mess
up… Sound like we always gonna get caught in the mix.”

“My friend, I do not know.
But stick with old Matthias and we'll try to figure it out. At
least now you know something you didn't before this morning. So
let's wrap it up for today, get out those sandwiches, and I'll log
in your hours. Few more sessions with me, not only will this town
be looking more beautiful than ever, maybe we can cook up a plan to
keep you fine youngsters out of the legal system's teeth. 'Cause
believe you me, even when you done nothing wrong, they'll still take a
chunk out of you. Consider for example the former Mrs. Witherspoon,
who at present is living in a mighty fine house that was paid for
by yours truly…”


 



4. THE MOST BEAUTIFUL BOW

 


It was all so bittersweet. What with
everything happening down in DC for President Jeffries-Lao's second
inauguration, and Kate Donohugh being completely out of the
mix.

Weeks ago she had stepped down from her
position as HRA liaison working at the White House's behest. Packed
up her belongings from her parents' house in Arlington and returned
to Brooklyn, where she resumed her duties at the HRA megabranch in
Newark.

But that wasn't all. She had a little secret
no one else knew about. One that, if it came to fruition, would
change everything and put the most beautiful bow on what had been
the wildest year of her life.

She was pregnant. It was only the first
month, however. Far too early to tell anyone, let alone make plans
or think hopeful thoughts which might reverberate for the rest of
her life.

She needed to stick to her normal
routine—walk the dogs, work diligently, and keep riding the wave of
reconciliation she'd been on with her husband Chris ever since
returning from a disastrous overseas HRA work trip in November.

But now, while tidying up the apartment
after a small New Year's Eve party, Kate pictured the living room
floor as it might look when littered with brightly colored
children's toys. Her mind started to helicopter up into the clouds
as one pleasant future vision triggered another, and soon she was
dancing through fantasy land.

It might have been the
first time in her life that she truly wanted something just for
herself. Because through the years, something external had always pushed her toward
whatever she did. Go to college not simply to learn, but to get a
good job. Join a volunteer organization to save this endangered
species, or protect that marginalized group. And finally, work for
the HRA to avenge the past.

She held her breath for a moment, suspecting
that she had stumbled upon another layer that was hidden beneath
this role of playing helper. Something negative, angry… Something
that thought in zero-sum terms, rather than of building on top of
what good was already there.

Kate looked down at her
body, thinking, But this is different.
This little thing is completely vulnerable. Later, when she comes
out, her skull will be soft, her neck too weak to support the head.
No words, no thoughts. Just needs—for milk, for warmth, to know
she's still protected and safe after leaving my body.

And then what? Kate would teach this baby
words… in order to tell her how privileged she was? To start
planting those seeds of doubt and self-recrimination before she'd
even taken her first steps? Make this child question herself,
rather than blossom confidently?

Kate vowed that she would not allow her
daughter's mind to be influenced at such a young age. There had to
be another way to teach empathy without putting a person's own
foundations at risk.

There's a new life inside
of me. I must protect her. She is mine! My responsibility. She
does not belong to
the world…

But it was still so very early. Any number
of things could go wrong. Then she would be right back where she
started—but also carrying heartache instead of a child…

Kate set her cleaning supplies down and
closed her eyes. She took a moment to remind herself how blessed
she already was. With health after a breast cancer scare that had
mercifully only required a brief series of radiation treatments.
Blessed with family and friends. A nice apartment. Coworkers who
adored her.

And then there was the job itself. Assistant
regional manager for the Historical Reparations Administration.
Source of both satisfaction and strain. Career fulfillment after
nearly a decade of working with activist groups.

Would she really go back to work when her
maternity leave ended? After so many years spent battling on the
front lines of progressive politics, suddenly she saw how tempting
it would be to check out completely.

But logistics were a very real
consideration. Chris ran a small one-person tech design business.
While his clients did keep him busy, it was really Kate's
government salary and gold-standard benefits package that fueled
their household. He would most certainly have to take a real job if
she decided to be a stay-at-home mom…

Kate shook her head. The instant that
thought crossed her mind, she knew how cruel it was. Implying that
what Chris did wasn't substantial, or meaningful in its own way.
Belittling sideswipes like that were what had ground him down and
put their marriage on the rocks just two months ago.

She would have to keep working on herself.
Cut negative thoughts off at the pass. Respect her husband and
their special bond. She knew in her heart they could navigate
around whatever new challenges lay ahead. Because it was all worth
it. And would be ever more so, if their family grew to three.

Plus the two Corgis, of course.


 


 5. A WIN-WIN

 


“Well? What do ya
think?”

Clyde Jenkins turned away from the TV screen
and glanced at Eddie Pryor. The man's eyes were bulging in
anticipation of what Clyde would say about this other rapper who
was being pitched to team up with on a new song.

“It's kinda weird, to be
honest,” he replied.

“I know, I know,” Eddie
said. “But it's unprecedented what this guy does—and
did.”

Clyde wondered,
How can Eddie act so smart, but then sometimes he
seems really dumb?

He was recalling how this Hollywood mogul
had suggested—no, insisted that Clyde's family fly out and visit
Los Angeles. His mother Dawna, sister Myra and her boyfriend
Octavius, plus his young niece and nephew all got the royal
treatment around town during the Holy Holidays. But Clyde now
suspected that this invitation hadn't come strictly from the
goodness of Eddie's heart. More likely, it was a calculated move to
prevent Clyde from having second thoughts about their freshly inked
deal, had he taken a trip back home to Newark.

That was the man's smart side. But the
proposed pairing with this other artist did not seem to make any
sense.

DJ Low Bought started out
as just another singer who had grown up poor, before catching a
wave of success with some mix tapes under his first stage name, MC
Nyte Nyte Nine. But a couple years back something happened—a car accident
while not wearing his seat belt, or maybe resisting arrest
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