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Mosses rushed into the Eastern Star Cleaners. 

Marta was business waiting on an elderly lady that seemed confused about her change.

"Yes, ma'am, this is the correct amount."

"I guess I must have thought it cost less. Did you raise your prices?" The old woman asked in an accusatory tone.

Mosses looked shaken, and it was clear to Marta that he wanted to talk to her. Jacob, the other person that worked with them at the cleaners, noticed the agitation in Mosses and grew nervous. Mosses did much of the pressing in the shop and seemed never to look up from his work in customers were in the store.

"No, ma'am, we have not raised any prices in over two years. 

All our customers would go to the larger cleaner if we did."

The old woman gathered her goods and gave a slight smile as if that was the answer she wanted to hear.

"You have got to contact the handler and pull the plug on this operation." Mosses pleaded as the three gathered in the small office in the rear of the cleaners. 

"Has our cover been blown? What did you learn at the mosque today?" Jacob asked, dropping the fake middle eastern accent he used for his cover.

"No, my cover was not blown. In fact, I now know where the bank we are looking for is located. 

The man I have been shadowing was there today, and I have his trust." Mosses swallowed and gasped like he was having trouble breathing. There was clearly more to be said, but the rush of information was overwhelming.

"Then this is good news." Marta defined.

"Not at all. The reason he trusts me is that they have been following us, and they believe we are genuine terrorists because the is a federal team watching us too.

"Protection?" Marta hypothesized.

"He says they look like an extraction team. He has seen plenty in the middle east. Most likely private contractors."

"Limited private contractors are operating on US soil." Jacob looked confused.

The chime of the little bell over the door alerting to 

the entry of a customer sounded, and the three came forward.

"We give a discount to first responders," Marta called out as she led the trio out of the small office. Her offer came with her straining to speak understandable English. There were four people dressed in city police uniforms standing facing the counter. As a trained agent, she knew there was something wrong. Live through this encounter, Marta thought. Don't break the cover. Marta began to assess. They were not just standing randomly. They were covering the room. Some sort of tactical formation.  The look on their faces was focused; they were ready for a rough encounter. And even though their uniforms and badges said ST. Louis City Police, they were carrying the wrong type of weapons.

"We did not come to get our clothes pressed. We had a few questions." The tall, strong-looking man in his forties spoke. He had a pockmarked face and a steely gaze like he was reading a map that was sitting too far away.

There were two other male officers and two female officers in the cleaners. An additional male officer could be seen through the storefront window guarding the entrance to the cleaners. A stocky pale-skinned female officer with a red buzz cut started to walk behind the counter, and Moses blocked her.

"Step aside, Sambo," Red commanded.

Mosses stood there staring straight ahead and not moving. He had endured many racial insults in the military academy and knew them for what they were.

"Relax, Mosses, we have nothing to hide," Jacob called to Mosses.

"That's right Nigger Jim, be a good nigger and step aside, and while you are at it, show me some ID. And it had better not be your grandmother's food stamp card."

"It is not necessary to insult him," Jacob shouted from the back of the room.

"I tell you what, why do you all pony up some current valid ID." The officer in charge commanded.

Red and Mosses still seemed locked in, staring at each other. Red made a half turn to fake, then spun around to punch Mosses in the face. 

Mosses had boxed golden gloves before being accepted at West Point. Mosses slipped her punch and let the force from the would-be blow cause her to fall off balance and almost hit the floor. The other officers found this entertaining. Red did not. Red raced toward Mosses to grab him and wrestle him, but he held up the heel of his hand, and it hit her like the force of running full speed into a wall. She dropped to her knees.

"Stop this shit. The kid is clearly not trained to stand still and take a beating. No peaceful protesting or singing we shall overcome while you beat the shit out of him.' The commander praised the skill level of Mosses. Moses leaned forward to help the female officer up; the universal no harm intended move. She lay half kneeling and nursing a nosebleed. Then something Mosses had never before experienced overtook him. The light in the room seemed to dim, and a rush of air seemed to pass his ears. For a moment, he could swear he heard the voice of his late grandmother singing one of the old negro spirituals she used to sign on her way to church in Georgia. Mosses looked over at Marta and could not identify the look on her face, but she was staring at him. His midsection to be more precise. It hurt. He looked down at his midsection, and there was Red’s hand. She had something in it. It was the handle of a knife, and the blade was buried deep within his stomach. 

Mosses was sad not that he knew he was dying but that he had let Marta and Jacob down. He was the youngest of the team, and his inexperience was marring the operation. There was screaming from behind him. Then the screaming stopped at the end of automatic gunfire. It was Jacob that had been silenced.

"Bag the bodies if there is a bounty on either of them, I want us to get it. Bag the chick." The commander ordered. "And call the translator team that was recommended let’s see what this one has to say."

Marta felt the nylon tie bind her from the back as a dark see through hood was placed over her head. She felt an over personal and over aggressive searching of her person and one last statement rang in her ears. It was from the commander. "Alright boys and girls let's get the fuck out of her before the real cops show up."

#
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"SO. THIS IS THE PART where I fold the whipped egg whites into the batter." Alexis stated to Vincent Garrison. Vincent felt proud that his daughter Lisa and his next-door neighbor's daughter Alexis love to get cooking lessons from him. He also tutored them both in math even though Lisa, being eighteen and preparing for college, was at a higher level than Alexis.  

"Now the trick is to wait until the oil is just the right temperature before adding the batter. Corn oil works best for pancakes and canola if you don't have it but never use a meat rendering. 

The smoke point is too low. It will burn your product and taste burned."

"Oh my God what are you doing." Lowell Waterman entered the room from the kitchen. The Waterman's are Vincent Garrisons neighbors. The Garrison back door has a keypad lock and Vincent insisted that all the Waterman's know the combination. Lowell entered with his nine-year-old son Donny.  

"Cornflakes," Donny screamed, and the small copper-colored puppy named Cornflakes rushed out to greet his favorite playmate.

"Mr. Garrison is teaching me to make Mississippi Pecan Pancakes."

"Not that. Where is your robe?" Lowell scolded.

"Well, I was cooking, and it was warm. Besides, Mr. Garrison doesn't see me that way." She turned to Vincent. "Do you." Alexis stood wearing a nightshirt that was probably the perfect size two years ago but now looked like she was blossoming in all the right places.

Vincent walked over to where Alexis had left the robe and handed it to her. "It is not about how I look at you. It is about your father asking you to do something and you questioning it. Do what he asks first. Then ask your question. The time we fathers have with our daughters goes so fast it need not be marred with defiance."

"God, I am sorry, Daddy. Sit, and you can be my first customer."

Lowell shot Vincent a look of gratitude for the parental backup.

"Oh my," Lowell exclaimed as he tasted the pancakes. "Why aren't you teaching my wife to cook."

"Because she is hopeless," Alexis mumbled.

"I heard that." Sharon Waterman explained, appearing from the kitchen in search of her missing family. "You are a traitor, Lowell Waterman. I send you to retrieve my children, and I find you eating pancakes."

"It was my duty as a parent to check her culinary progress. 

And my God, are there good."

"Sit mom, you get the next batch."

"Mr. Garrison, Cornflakes says he wants to go outside to do his business," Donny called over the other conversation.

"Then, by all means take him outside, and maybe someday you can let me in on how the two of you talk to each other. It could save me countless carpet cleanings."

This brought a round of laughs from the group.

"Will Lisa be back soon?" Susan Waterman asked Vincent with a note of concern ringing in her voice.

"She is visiting her mom in Chicago. She should be back tomorrow. I keep thinking she will be off to college soon, and my nest will be empty." Vincent may have started the statement to be glib, but his eyes gave him away.  
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Chapter 2
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Vincent parked his car and walked to the waiting Toyota 4Runner. Barney sat behind the wheel. Rita sat in the back. The vehicle was parked in the rear parking lot of the First Baptish Church, their usual planned meeting place. Vincent took the front passenger’s seat and handed the driving instructions to Barney.

"So that's it. Don't we talk." Impatiently Rita squeaked from the back seat.

"Look you guys know how I feel about you. I am grateful for everything you guys have done. 

We have saved each other's asses too many times to count. But this is where I come out. No more missions. No more dirty and dark meetings.

"What about the Evil Queen. How is she taking your leaving to be a normal person?" Rita asked.

"Doesn't really matter. We broke off all romantic relations." Vincent answered in a dry voice.

"Romance, is that what you call it?" Barney remarked shifting the vehicle into drive and starting the journey.

"Who are we supporting? I hope it's the Navy. Those guys are cute, and they have manners." Rita queried.

"Private contractors dropped the ball, so we got the call. We are close, and I agreed to one last ride. But it was mostly because I wanted to see you guy ugly faces one last time."

They drove for a while, recanting tales of saving each other in close calls, and finally, Barney spoke out. "Did you check these directions?"

"Why, what's up?"

"If you have a perfectly
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