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Finite Resources 

“All of us consume oil.  We’re all partially to blame for the gulf spill.”  Jake 

accused and his Red Team cheered.  He tried not to let it go to his head but it was hard.  

Since opening statements he had taken a commanding lead, which was unexpected given 

his competition. 

“Hardly.  That only makes us responsible for demand and not the neglect of BP or 

the US government.”  Melissa repeated and the Blue Team nodded approvingly.  “Over a 

hundred and fifty million gallons of oil has polluted the gulf coast.” 

Recycling earlier statements was a good sign.  She had run out of arguments and 

for some reason, couldn’t twist his remarks like she often did.  Perhaps she found him 

attractive and he was dazzling her with his charms.  His mind wondered what it would be 

like to date a Blue Girl and then he remembered he hadn’t won yet.  “If BP’s neglect was 

the fault, why would the government be culpable?” 

“Because they are too lax on drilling regulations.”  She pouted her enticing lips.   

Focus!  His inner ego demanded of his inner id.  “Then why is BP negligent if 

they were within legal boundaries?”  More accolades were expressed from the Red Team, 

who was more charged to support their contender.  Actually, they were getting obnoxious 

for his taste but what could he do?  To be fair, they didn’t get the upper hand often and 

the novelty was thrilling. 

“They each share roles in this disaster.”  Melissa was exasperated.   

They were going in circles and Mr. Harding wasn’t interfering to get them 

moving forward.  Their teacher was content to let them circle the bush.  Melissa was 

taking it personally.  Mr. Harding’s views were in line with hers and therefore she 

expected him to forgo his usual Jake favoring. 

He did not.  Jake never understood why he was the exception on the Red Team.  It 

was out of his control and generally he appreciated it.  Looking at the flustered raven-

haired beauty, he felt guilty. 

“And both are reacting to the demands of the consumer.”  Jake closed his notes 

overly confident the debate had run its course.  It was tactical to shake up Melissa more 

so they could finish and he could tell her she did great.   
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Unfortunately the Red Team followed his lead and packed up their supplies.  It 

was disruptive.  Mandy was especially blatant in her actions.  She smiled at him and he 

withheld an eye roll. 

Melissa glared.  He gulped.  He imagined her thoughts.  “Look at Mr. Perfect.  He 

never loses.  Sure that was helpful when they debated other schools but annoying to no 

end in class.  His conceit knew no end.”  Melissa didn’t care for him and sadly that made 

her more appealing. 

“Melissa?”  Mr. Harding finally spoke.   

Mark from the Blue Team mouthed, “Alternative energy.”   

Jake snickered.  He was prepared.   

Melissa got the message and the mocking snicker.  She nervously shuffled 

through her note cards probably hoping to find another avenue to take.  She was too 

smart to think Jake hadn’t done his research.   

He pushed the point.  “Would you like to discuss nuclear energy?  If so, I’d like to 

reference Chernobyl.” 

“Chernobyl isn’t a domestic incident.”  Melissa feebly argued.  Her self-loathing 

for downgrading a truly horrendous disaster to a mere incident was apparent.   

“Then we can move onto Three Mile Island.” 

“Three Mile Island was over thirty years ago and the industry has evolved since.  

But I agree that nuclear is a weak substitution.  As a country, we should move to 

renewable energy which is far safer.” 

“Sure.  I won’t even mention that locations aren’t easy to come by.”  Jake 

unpacked and examined his notes.  That wasn’t good.  He was ready go and now she 

wanted to discuss the pipe dream known as renewable energy.  Slyly he let Melissa see 

his paper that read It’s Not Easy Being Green across the top in bolder larger 

font.  With a wink he continued, “Let’s focus on efficiency and cost.” 

Melissa scoffed.  “We’re talking about our planet’s life.  It won’t happen over 

night but regardless of whether you agree with fossil fuel use or not, we will eventually 

deplete the finite supply.  Estimates range from twelve to eighty years remaining.”  Her 

big brown eyes sparkled with irritation. 
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“Some estimates are over three hundred years give or take.”  Jake stated 

concealing his misgivings.  He wasn’t a scientist but his numbers sounded as wrong as 

hers and he figured the truth was somewhere in between.  “That includes oil, coal and 

natural gasses.” 

“So you intend to drill until it dries up and leave the problem to our children?” 

That wasn’t fair.  Jake didn’t intend to shirk the problem off to future generations.  

Throughout the debate he coolly dominated as he deftly riled up Melissa.  Finally she had 

returned the disfavor.  “The fact is we have time.”  He may as well have stuck his fingers 

in his ears and hummed loudly for all his last statement was worth. 

“And our decedents can fend for themselves?” 

“Like you’re going to have offspring.”  Mandy mumbled from the Red Team.   

Jake shook his head for Mandy to hush up.   

“Mandy, you aren’t debating.”  Mr. Harding reprimanded.   

“Sorry Mr. Harding.”  She flirted which never worked on that teacher. 

Melissa had her groove back – at last.  And she knew it.  “We’re here to discuss 

who is to blame for the oil spill and we both know that BP failed in safety standards 

which was easy to do with the US government turning a blind eye on Big Oil.”  A 

satisfied smirk perked up her beautiful face.  One of her two adorable dimples showed. 

“The government is lenient because we need oil to survive.”  Jake flustered.   

“Are you unwilling to ambitiously pursue the promotion of renewable energy?” 

“It isn’t that easy.  Renewable energy is more myth than matter.  In the meantime 

energy demands are all around us, in clear and invisible ways.  You couldn’t go a month 

without fossil fuel.”  He chuckled incredulously, “You couldn’t go a day.” 

“To help our planet I could.”  Melissa said adamantly.  “I propose that the class 

goes green for a month.  We can carpool and cut back on energy consumption.” 

Where was this coming from?   

“Carpooling still takes gas.”  Jake’s voice didn’t sound like usual – kind of whiny.  

He coughed it clear before going on.  “Even if we walked or peddled around Mulberry 

we would still be dependent on oil.  Personal transportation is a drop in the bucket.  

Trucks, ships, trains bring supplies to our stores, markets, schools.  Everything you 
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consume, even free Internet content is impacted by companies and people that rely on oil.  

It is our bloodline – like it or not.  It’s impossible.” 

“Transportation is a good start.  And it isn’t impossible.  People lived without 

fossil fuel for centuries.” 

“You’d have to live on a self sustaining commune and cut off many ties to the rest 

of the world.  It would be a reversal of progress.” 

“We’ll end on that note.”  Mr. Harding rose from his desk looking pleased with 

both students.  “Of course we can’t live without fossil fuel.  The whole world needs to 

move forward.  And we do need to advance renewable energy before we deplete our 

supplies.” 

It was a draw but Melissa sulked back to her team.  Mark gave her a pat on the 

back both figuratively and literally.  “Jake is teacher’s pet.  You didn’t have a chance of 

getting a clean win.”  He said loud enough for Jake to hear.  Mr. Harding did as well and 

sighed. 

“Thanks.”  Melissa managed.   

Jake stood at his podium taking too much notice of Melissa.  She had grown up to 

be so pretty.  Her intense eyes darted up to his and he looked away before he could 

complete a full inventory of her assets. 

Grabbing his book bag Jake felt dejected despite the congratulations he received 

from his team.  In the reflection of the window, he saw the equally dejected Melissa 

plodding out with her BFF Tara.   

Once in his 4Runner he sat thinking its gas mileage was way too low.  He felt like 

a cad.  Mr. Harding should have declared Melissa winner.  He doubted she was changing 

her position after the debate.  He was kind of surprised Mr. Harding hadn’t since he was 

the most liberal teacher in school.   

Laughing he recalled how irate Mr. Harding was when the news that the Nobel 

Prize winning Al Gore’s carbon footprint had increased after the release of An 

Inconvenient Truth.  He went on a tirade that started with hypocritical and ended with 

ass. 

Tap, tap, tap.  “Jake.”  It was Mandy leaning with a big cat-ate-the-canary grin. 

He rolled down his window.  “Hey.” 
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“Want to go celebrate your win?  We could go to my house, crank up the air, turn 

on all the lights and all the appliances.”  She batted her eyes.   

Now don’t let Jake’s reaction fool you that he wasn’t flattered on many levels 

with Mandy’s adoration.  Mandy was the snobbiest girl for good reason – she got away 

with it.  The fact that she was gorgeous, rich and wild helped immensely.  However, it 

also made her higher than high maintenance.  Plus, she had a cruel streak.  It all started 

when she got her nice round rack that she had propped up in full glorious view.   

Jake glanced up to her eyes.  “You don’t really listen during debate do you?” 

“To Melissa?  Um, no.”  She brushed his bangs back with a manicured nail.  

“Why don’t you give me the highlights at my place.” 

He shied away a bit.  “I can’t today.” 

“Later then.”  The blond bombshell cooed.  “Are you going to the big Beach Bash 

on Saturday?” 

“Planning on it.”  Then he added quickly, “I’ll see you there.” 

She didn’t frown but did stop smiling.  He figured she got his hint.  Plans were set 

without her.  “Sure.  I have a new bikini for the occasion.  You’ll love it.” 

He’d like to think that didn’t stir any reaction in him.  “See you around.” 

Leaning up she waved goodbye and sashayed away.  Her lower back was as 

voluptuous and mesmerizing as her upper front. 

“I may regret this someday.”  He groaned and adjusted. 
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Women! 

The word “Mom” flashed on his Bluetooth incoming caller ID.  She usually 

phoned in the afternoon when his dad would be at work and Jake was free to talk.   

“Hi Mom.” 

“Jake.  Sorry it’s been so long.  How are things in the States?”  Her shrill voice 

always sounded peeved.  She had moved to France a few years ago without a job or idea 

of how she would survive.  It was after an exceptionally long and ugly divorce where she 

was denied any visitation to her children.  Luckily she managed to get a job and had done 

quite well for herself or that was what she told him. 

“Good.  How is France?” 

“Bon.”  She said cheerily.  “It’s nice to hear your voice.” 

He didn’t know what to say.  Talking to her wasn’t illegal but it felt subversive.  It 

didn’t feel nice per se.   

“Um, well, how was your birthday?”  She finally got to her point.  When he 

turned eighteen he was no longer a child and therefore free to visit.  “I never got you a 

proper present. Would you like to come to France?” 

“I don’t know Mom.”  He pulled into his drive behind his dad’s car.  That meant 

the old man was working from home, which he did when he didn’t want to be interrupted 

with office hubbub.  “Can I think about it?” 

“Of course.”  She didn’t have choice.  “I’m a different woman.  Haven’t had a 

drink in years.” 

“That can’t be easy in France.”  He joked but she didn’t think it was funny. 

“Really!”  She insisted.   

He didn’t mean to doubt her but if he had to take a bet it would be that she hadn’t 

refrained.  “Sorry.  I was kidding.  I’m glad you’re clean.” 

“I’ll let you go.”  Even over the speakers she sounded shaky.  “Send me a recent 

picture when you have a chance.” 

“Will do.”  He wiped a tear from his eye.  His folks split when he was five.  The 

divorce was finalized before he was eight.  Originally she had monitored visitation but 

when she took Jake from school one day without permission – well things got messy.   
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Walking in he remembered that day.  She told him it was an emergency but even 

at ten he knew she was lying.  For a while, at the time, he wondered if he’d ever see his 

father or brother again.  His mother was unaware that his father had given Jake a cell for 

emergencies.  During a bathroom stop, he called home.  He had to but he was scared to 

death at what his father would do when he found them.   

A day later, in a hotel in Taos, New Mexico, his older brother Lance walked into 

the coffee shop where they were finishing up their breakfast.  Lance didn’t do anything 

you’d expect from someone on the verge of rage.  He was nineteen at the time and had 

driven all night to find them.  His body trembled with withheld emotion as he tossed 

down a twenty to pay for the meal.  Taking Jake by the hand he led the way out. 

Their mother pleaded that she didn’t do anything wrong.  That she loved them.  

That she wanted another chance.  She was so hysterical her sentences were incomplete 

but her message was clear.  She was desperate to be in their lives.  For the grand finally 

she spat out, “I haven’t hurt Jake.” 

Lance spun on the spot, “If I ever learn otherwise…”  He didn’t finish his threat.   

“Jake!”  His father called from his home office. 

“Hi Dad.”   

“Bad day at school.” 

“School is school.”  He considered what to tell his father.  Then he felt angry.  

Why didn’t he know the whole story yet?  He wasn’t ten any longer.  If he had to make 

adult decisions, he needed all the information.  “Mom called.” 

His father sighed, as he always did at that comment.  Then his face grew graver as 

he saw his son wasn’t going to stop there.  A bigger sigh.  “She wants to see you now that 

you’re eighteen.” 

Jake bit his bottom lip as he nodded.  “So…how did you get full custody?” 

Dropping into his big comfy desk chair his father aged ten years in a minute.  

Stephen McKenzie never talked about the ex and never got close enough to another 

women to even broach the topic of marriage.  The wound healed but the scar remained. 

Helping his father understand that he knew it wasn’t going to be a happy answer 

Jake prodded, “I’ve looked up what circumstances were needed to get full custody.  It 

had to be severe alcoholism or drug abuse or…or worse.” 
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“It was worse.”  His father’s eyes watered.  “Do you want to see her?” 

“I’ll decide after I know everything.” 

“If you want to see her, you don’t want to hear it all.”   

“Dammit Dad!  Stop being so evasive.  She wasn’t a good mother.  I remember 

that much.  And she smacked us around, maybe more than she should have but it wasn’t 

like we weren’t a handful.” 

“Smacked you around?”  His father yelled.  “That was one of the bigger 

problems.” 

“And the rest.”  Jake said softer trying to calm things a bit. 

“Booze was a condition that they tested when she saw you and she wasn’t dry.  

Sometimes it wasn’t just booze.”  He looked around the room, anywhere but Jake’s eyes.  

“And she didn’t take money for sex but…” 

“I get it.”  He stopped his father.  His mother’s address changed several times 

over the years after she was kicked out of the house.  Even as a kid he knew she was 

calling in favors from friends.  Looking back, it would be foolish to think benefits 

weren’t provided in exchange.   

“You wanted the whole story.”  His father challenged.   

“Is that it?” 

“That’s all I’ll talk about.”   

“Fine.  I’d like to see the court documents.” 

Stephen shook his head.  “No.” 

Jake walked to the door but stopped before exiting.  “She never gave me more 

than a sore butt or a bruised arm.” 

Sadness, frustration and failure flooded his father’s face.  “You were the lucky 

one.” 

Less confused but still without full understanding, Jake trudged up to his room.  

Lance could finish the story.  Obviously that was what his father meant.  But that 

changed everything.  That made it so bad he wouldn’t be able to forgive his mother.  He 

wasn’t going to see her again.  The details weren’t needed. 

Before getting to work, he checked his email and habitual websites for updates 

and news.  On Facebook Mark posted a note on his wall congratulating the Red Team.  
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“Melissa did great today. Girl, you rock! You won the 

debate in my book.” 

“I agree.”  Jake commented and clicked Add as Friend to be included in 

Melissa’s network.  A couple of minutes later she had accepted.  She was online.  

Needing a diversion he opened a chat.   

“Hi.”  He wrote.   

“You’re a worthy adversary.” 

“As are you. <bowing humbly>”  He almost commented how 

distracting she was but he thought better of it.  It might trigger her survival instinct to 

fight or flee and he didn’t want her to do either. 

“If you say so.”   

“You got me rethinking things. I want to trade in my 

car for a Prius.” 

“Prius is too chick.” 

“Any recommendations?” 

“I’ll get back to you.” 

This felt kind of flirty.  He liked it.  “At least we get to sit out 

for a few.” 

“True.” 

“For the record, I do not want to leave the problem to 

our children.” 

“Our children?” 

Oops.  That was a dumb mistake.  “Not yours and mine combined.” 

“I may have misjudged you.” 

“Are you going to the Beach Bash?”  More time the usual passed.  

He typed in “Still there?” but before he pressed <enter> she had responded. 

“Tara and I are going.” 

Hmm.  Sounded like she was making sure he didn’t invite her along with him the 

way he had with Mandy.  “As long as you carpool, I’ll allow it.” 

“Haha. Are you taking your gas-guzzler solo?” 

Was she checking to see if he was going with another girl?  Probably not but he 

smirked regardless.  “I’ll walk.” 
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“LOL.” 

“Didn’t expect a Red Boy to say that.” 

“No I didn’t but you’re not typical Red. Do you really 

think we’re all to blame for the oil spill?” 

“We have a tangential culpability.” 

“Since we’re not debating, I’ll admit you have a solid 

point. <bowing humblier>” 

Nice.  She was flattering him.  “You’re too gracious.” 

“ghhhhhhhhhhhh p” She lost him.   

Not up on his chat short hand he was forced to admit his ignorance.  “What was 

that?” 

“My cat walked on the keyboard. Sorry.” 

“That’s why all pets should be dogs.” 

“:op” 

 He knew that one.  It was a smiley with a tongue sticking out.  “Cute.” 

“;o) – I’ll be nice.” 

“:oD”  Things were going very well.  “Want to carpool together to 

the beach?” 

“Um, aren’t you forbidden to hang out with Blues?” 

“I live dangerously.” 

“I’ll see what Tara says.” 

Not a no.  His face had a bigger grin than his last emoticon.  “See you at 

school.” 

God bless the Internet.  He would have never gotten around to asking her to go 

with him to the beach in person.  How did people get together before the World Wide 

Web?  They must have been bolder.  Or maybe the Internet was wimping everyone out.   
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Shades of Purple 

Jake went to see what was for dinner.  His father must have had a big project 

because there was a note to order pizza and without a list of don’ts like “no extra cheese.”  

After the big five-Oh, his dad was careful not to intake too much crap food.  Jake ordered 

a large pepperoni, sausage and mushrooms.  And a salad as an afterthought. 

“Pizza will be here in forty minutes.”  The younger McKenzie informed the older.   

Stephen was gazing out the window next to his table of the town layout.  Glancing 

over he shoulder he nodded at his son with a small smile.  “Sorry about earlier.  It isn’t 

easy to talk about.” 

“Tell me about it.  It took me this long to even bring up the divorce.” 

“Your mother was a mess.  Maybe she’s not anymore.  God knows she has to be 

better than before.”  He chuckled at his lame comment.  “And I don’t want you thinking 

all women are a mess.” 

“I don’t.”  Jake said quickly.  Even if they were, he wouldn’t stay away. 

“Good.”  He considered his son for a moment.  “Does that vacuous look mean 

you’ve got your eyes set on a special someone?” 

“Sort of.” 

“Does she like you?” 

“Not sure.  She’s Blue so…” 

“Blue?”  That surprised Stephen.  “How Blue?” 

“Pretty Blue.” 

A brow lifted on his father’s right side.  “Steer clear of politics when you’re 

together.” 

“Actually, I like talking hot topics with her.” 

That made his father’s head shake but not stubbornly.  “You’ve been warned.  

Aren’t there any Red Girls you like?” 

Jake huffed with an air of disgust.  “One that likes me.  A lot.” 

“Beating them off with a stick?”  Stephen remembered how fertile high school 

was for socializing.   

“She’s hot and all but really mean.” 
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“Stick with the Blue one.  It’ll be easier converting her to Red than to convert a 

mean girl to a nice one.” 

“I guess one date would be enough to seal the deal.”  He winked and mimed a 

shot with his fingers.  “Then your boy will be a man.” 

Pretending that Jake was kidding whether he was or not his father warned him.  

“Be careful with that too.  One-night stands are more fantasy than fact.  You’ll think it 

meant nothing, she’ll say it meant nothing – but son, it almost never means nothing.  

That’s when they get all nutso…” Stephen’s hands waved crazily at the sides of his ears.  

Jake guessed to animate the idea of brain cells flying out leaving behind only 

irrationality. 

“Gotcha Dad.  Anyway, Melissa isn’t like that.  She’s interesting inside and out.” 

“Come here.”  His father motioned him forward to the town model.  “Mulberry 

was founded in 1979 by two brothers who were on opposite ends of political compass.”   

Like all Mulberry residents, Jake had learned about the town founders.  Before he 

could object, his father went on. 

“Ted and Frank Mueller planned the shared community to have equal parts.  To 

the north we have Blue State where all the Democrats and Liberals live.  To the south, 

Red State where the Republicans and Conservatives live.  Everything in the middle, all 

the commerce, utilities, town hall, schools, etc. are shared.  Their idea was like minded 

people could manage their neighborhoods but the town would benefit from more than one 

point of view.” 

“And now we have a green section.”  Off to the east was a newer section.  It was 

about half the size of the Red or Blue. 

“True.  Those that didn’t fit in either well for one reason or another congregated 

there.” 

“Like Lance.” 

“Lance is Red.”  Stephen insisted.  “On all but one issue.” 

Probably.  Lance was gay and the Reds were not gay-friendly as a whole.  But 

other than gay rights, he was Red through and through.  He was extremely fiscally 

conservative.  Probably more so than their father. 

“At least he stayed in town.”   
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Lance and Stephen had a strained relationship but it was improving.  Some times 

Jake blamed his father for not accepting that his oldest son was homosexual.  Other times 

he thought Lance was too sensitive.  Stephen didn’t try to modify Lance to 

heterosexuality.  He just didn’t understand what made someone gay.  Jake didn’t know 

either.  Per Lance, the difference was Jake didn’t care why.  Since their father had 

opinions on the possible cause, Lance saw that as a passive form of blame.   

“He’s coming for dinner on Sunday.”  His father told him.  “Kept it vague but I’m 

guessing we’re going to meet his boyfriend.”   

“Cool.”  Jake had wondered about the new someone in his brother’s life.  In the 

last year Lance had been happier than ever before.  Not in a giddy “in love” way but Jake 

figured that was behind it.  Some lucky guy had completed his brother and it improved 

the whole Lance.  He wouldn’t be the first date Lance brought over but it was the first 

that took a year to introduce to the family.   

“Is boyfriend the right word?”  Stephen liked to play extra obtuse to cover up his 

true level of out-of-touch-ness. 

Jake shrugged.  “I guess.  I’m sure girlfriend won’t fly.”  They laughed.   

“According to Lance, he’s the girlfriend in his relationships.  Whatever that 

means.” 

“That he’s the more effeminate in the couple.”  Jake informed. 

“I can see that.”  There was a slight good humor eye roll.   

The doorbell rang and they moved their discussion to the kitchen where they ate 

standing by the island.   

“Do you think it was a good idea?  What the Muellers did with Mulberry?”  Jake 

asked between chews. 

“When I moved here I thought it was brilliant.  Now, not so much.  I love our 

home but sometimes we get too hard lined on our separate sides of Main Street.  Other 

times I’m awed that after thirty years equilibrium is self-sustaining.  People must like it 

because the segregation isn’t enforced.  Twice talk got dangerously close to action in 

regards to splitting our town and it’s stirring again.”  He dropped his pizza crust 

uninterested in eating it and picked got a new slice.  Biting off the tip Stephen pinched 
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the cheese string that refused to break.  “But then we do live in a nice home in a good 

community with some of the finer luxuries of life.” 

“Yeah.  At least we’re on the Red side.  I hear that a lot of Blues block out Fox 

News from their cable.” 

“They do.  Some Reds have blocked MSNBC though.  Remember this, extremism 

knows not color or political party.” 

Both sides really did get impossible.  Jake mulled over his school day as he lifted 

a third slice of cheesy goodness.  “Dad, how hard would it be to trade in my car?” 

“You love that car?”   

“I do but the gas mileage is so bad.” 

Wiping some grease from the corners of his mouth Stephen laughed.  “She must 

be a very attractive Blue.” 

That took all of one second to decipher.  “We had a debate on the oil spill and my 

position was we are all partially to blame because we create high demand.” 

“Brutally honest but son, you drive three miles tops most of the time.  It isn’t like 

you’re a major contributor to destroying the planet.” 

“Is it hard to trade it in?” 

“You’re better off staying with the 4Runner.  Any new car would up the monthly 

dues and prolong the final payment for five years.” 

Jake took a drink of root beer.  He only drank it with pizza.  They belonged 

together.  “Okay.”  He relented. 

Stephen rubbed his eye.  He looked tired.  “What if I had a way to reduce your 

fuel consumption and keeping the Toyota?” 

Pulling his head back Jake’s mind made the obvious deduction.  He had to be 

jumping to the wrong conclusion.  “How?” 

“You know how.  It’s sits in the garage collecting dust.” 

Four years ago, his father bought a Honda Reflex, a supped up scooter.  Stephen 

had gone through a personal conservation movement as well but it was due to gas prices 

nearing four dollars and not taking care of Mother Earth.  It passed when prices dropped 

and an SUV got perilously close to his father when he was cruising the coastline.   
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“You’ll only use it in town during the day, no freeways, no rain and with a 

helmet.” 

“Deal.” 

“The girls will think a scooter is uncool.” 

One girl wouldn’t.  She was just that Blue to appreciate the effort. 

After dinner Jake got the basic instructions from his father.  Since it was dark, 

they kept the lesson confined to their block. 

There was a full helmet, a half helmet for passengers (which were advised against 

but not completely forbidden), gloves and a helmet cam.  Jake would play with that after 

he had taken it for a few spins. 

“After school tomorrow we can have a better demonstration.”  Stephen decided 

and tossed his son the keys. 
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It’s Not Easy Being Green 

Jake walked into the garage the next morning and said to the empty building, 

“why not take the scooter?”   

Because you haven’t ridden more than a block at a time.  A wiser, softer, easy-to-

ignore reply came from his better judgment. 

He shimmied the helmet on his head, skipped the gloves, and started the engine.  

The Reflex sounded wimpy compared to a car but it had some getup and go.  It was early 

and the roads were mostly vacant.  He putted down to the first stop sign.  Even at his 

reduced speed, he shouldn’t have used the front brake.  The machine bucked a little.     

By the time Jake was on campus, he was a pro.  Checking the time, he had thirty 

minutes before classes start.  The teacher’s lot was three quarters full.  The students lot 

not even ten percent.  The big yellow Hummer of Todd Garrett shined in its two occupied 

stalls.  Todd was early everyday so he could horde two spots up close.   

Jake pulled into a bike spot.   

“What is that?”  Todd grimaced at the odd choice in vehicles. 

“My dad’s old scooter.  It’s kind of fun and gets great gas mileage.”  Jake was 

selling it too hard.  Todd had a superiority complex and his very presence automatically 

triggered Jake’s defense mechanism. 

“It’s cool – for a girl.” 

Forcing a grin, Jake hefted his bag and went to his locker.  He was delighted to 

see Melissa’s shapely legs poking out from under her open locker door.  She hadn’t heard 

him approaching in his sneakered feet.  She was discussing the beach trip with Tara.   

“Jake is nice.  It’d be fun to talk to him when I am not obligated to disagree.” 

“Sure, you’re interested in his mind and not how he fills out a pair of 501s.”  Tara 

scolded.  “Besides, I told Mark we’d go with him.”     

“Oh.”  Melissa was disappointed.  So was Jake. 

“You know Mark – our long time friend and not some dork that flirted during 

debate with you.” 

“I wasn’t flirting.”  Jake said even though it was partially true. 

Melissa’s locker door shut.  She was mortified.  Tara was peeved. 
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“Good morning ladies.” 

“I’ll see you in the library.”  Tara left. 

Melissa closed her eyes and inhaled.  “How much did you hear?” 

Nothing good.  “That you’re already set to go to the beach with Mark.  It’s fine.” 

She bit the corner of her lip.   

“I’ll carry those for you.”  He took her books.  “What’s in the library?” 

“Study group.”  Melissa followed at his side.  “Maybe we can do something else 

instead of the beach.” 

Smiling too hard, he tested to see if Melissa’s word meant a date.  “How about a 

movie?” 

“Popcorn’s on me.”  Her eyes were wary of him.  He hadn’t passed into full trust 

but he was given a trial pass.  There was a time he was sure she thought him an oaf.  

Even during the debate.  He was okay with being wrong for once. 

“Tomorrow?”  His mouth said but his brain told him, Shut-up.  Too eager. 

Her right hand darted behind her neck and rubbed nervously.  She nodded.   

“Melissa…”  Tara sang out.  “We’re waiting…” 

“We’ll chat later.”  Melissa hustled to the table of Red Team debaters. 

Tara brushed her fingers away from her giving Jake the rude hint to move along.  

He grinned and waved.   

“Dude, I didn’t know you were here.  Where’s your car?”  Travis asked looking 

askance at the Red Team. 

“I took my dad’s bike.”   

“What bike?  That moped of his?” 

“It gets 70 miles per gallon.” 

“Really?”  Travis was Jake’s best friend and the most business minded teen he’d 

ever met.  “Nice.  And what will you do with your extra cash?” 

“Keep it.”  He said wondering which of Travis’s many schemes he was hoping to 

add funds to. 

Travis led them away from the library.  “What was going on in the there?” 

“Tara doesn’t like me.”  But Melissa might. 

“And she’s decided to be more overt about it?” 
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“I don’t know.” 

Class was boring as always.  At lunch Jake showed Travis the scooter.  Of course, 

seeing wasn’t enough.  Travis took a couple of laps around campus.  A few of their 

friends had tagged along.  They all razzed Jake because a moped wasn’t a real bike but 

they all took a spin as well. 

“It’s a scooter.”  He’d tell them.  “Not a moped.” 

Wes was finishing his lap when the abominable yellow Hummer roared up almost 

tapping the back tire.  Beep, beep, beep!  “Get that Tonka toy out of the way?”  Todd 

hollered. 

Almost taking a spill, Wes managed to get a solid stand and grip to keep the 

scooter from a bad scrapping.  “Asshole.”  He muttered as Jake and the others walked 

over. 

Jake straddled the idling bike as he pushed it to its stall.   

Todd cut him off head on.  “Crash your car?”  He guessed with glee. 

“No.”   

“What’s with the kiddy ride?” 

“Nothing.”  Jake tried to pass the obstinate classmate but couldn’t.  “Move!” 

“Sure.”  Todd stepped aside but twisted Jake’s hand and the accelerator as he did.  

The bike lurched forward with an unprepared Jake on top.   

The front tire wobbled and before Jake could straighten it out, he was on the grass 

and falling fast.  Instinctively he braced with his arm extended.  His hand hit the lawn but 

his body flew over at an odd angle and a sharp pain shot up.   

Todd roared thinking the whole thing amusing. 

Travis was at his left as Wes picked up the scooter.   

“How bad is it?”  Another person on his right lifted his hand tenderly in hers. 

“Ow!”  Jake cried out before he could steady the pain.   

Melissa glared at Todd who at least stopped chuckling.  “Let’s get this iced.”   

Travis and Melissa walked with Jake to the nurse’s office.  The nurse tsk-ed and 

put a cold pack on his injury.   

“Are you good?”  Travis asked needing to get to class.  

“Go on.”  Jake allowed.  “I’m good.  You should go too, Melissa.” 
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“I’ll wait.”  She offered. 

Travis looked torn.  He wondered if he should keep his friend company or why a 

Red Girl would help a Blue Boy but he left.  Jake would be questioned later. 

The nurse ran down care instructions and gave Jake a couple of aspirins to ease 

the throbbing.  Then she wrapped it snugly in an elastic bandage and sent them off with 

passes for missing their next class. 

Class was half way over and with an official excuse to skip, they opted to sit it 

out. 

“Todd is a jerk.”  Melissa accurately surmised. 

“We’re in agreement.” 

“See, there are things we see eye to eye on.”  And as emphasis her eyes were 

staring directly into his.   

His pain was forgotten.  Averting her stare he flushed mentally reliving his 

accident and thinking how idiotic he was.  Why was she in the parking lot? 

“So, are we still on for a movie?”  Jake hadn’t gotten the details ironed out and he 

wanted to firm up their plans.  He examined his hand hesitantly as it continued to swell 

even with the pressure of the bandage. 

“No.”  She frowned.  “That’s why I was looking for you, to tell you I forgot about 

this thing I have to do with Mom.” 

Vague.  It was a cheap excuse.  A thing?  What thing?  “Oh.” 

“I’m sorry.  I could maybe get out but I think it’s kind of her way of bonding with 

me.” 

“Sure.  Another time.”  He evaded thinking they wouldn’t get around to a new 

plan.  The Blue Girl wasn’t interested. 

“We can do the beach.”  She bargained. 

Maybe she was.  “With Mark and Tara?” 

“Alone.  They can go without me.  I mean, it doesn’t have to be alone.  With 

whoever you had in mind when you asked me.”  Again her hand wrapped around her 

neck and rubbed.   

He glanced up to her receptive expression.  “Are you sure?” 

She giggled.  “Why not?  I’ve never dated a Red Boy before.” 
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“We aren’t all bad.”  He said but internally rejoiced on the term dated. 

“You do seem different.  At least you pretend to be open to new ideas.” 

“I am not pretending.  Aren’t you open to new ideas?” 

“I think you listen better than me.  You’ve peaked my curiosity.” 

Excellent.  “See, you are open-minded.  We should get to debate.”  If only they 

had a pass for the rest of the day. 

Before complying she gently examined his wrist.  He winced a bit.  “Come on 

tough guy.”   

Everything felt really pleasant until they got to class.  Each team gazed at them in 

disbelief.  Melissa moseyed to her people and he sat by Travis. 

Mr. Harding wrote Immigration on the board.  That was their next topic to 

debate.  Jake was relieved he couldn’t argue two debates in a row.   

“Mark, you’ll take the liberal side and…” their teacher checked his notes for an 

equally qualified contender from the Red Team.  “And Travis, you’ll take the 

conservative side.” 

“Mr. Harding?”  Travis raised his hand but didn’t wait to be called.  “This isn’t a 

black and white issue.  Where is the line you want to draw?” 

“Take whatever stand you feel compelled to.” 

Mark and Travis exchanged looks.  “What if we agree?” 

Harding chortled.  “That’s like saying what if the coin doesn’t land heads or tails.  

Sure it’s possible but unlikely in Mulberry.” 
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Blue Chip Cookies 

“What happened to your wrist?”  Stephen asked as Jake and Travis walked in.  

“You had to take the scooter.” 

“I didn’t do this.  This butthead at school thought it would be funny to hit the 

accelerator when I was holding it idle.” 

“Hi Mr. McK.”  Travis said.  He drove the scooter and Jake drove his car.  With 

the bum hand, Jake couldn’t work the accelerator well.  

“It’s only a sprain.”  Jake unwrapped the beige strap.  His joint was swollen, 

bruised and extremely sensitive to the lightest touch. 

“Is she worth it?”  His father charged. 

“Melissa?”  Travis said as he looked at Jake.  He had enough clues in the last 

eight hours to deduce Jake was enamored.  “She’s worth it.”   

“Who is this butthead?” 

“Todd Garrett.” 

Stephen gave a knowing nod of the head.  The affluent Garretts were very 

prominent in town.  Mr. Garrett wasn’t involved with the PTA but he got his way when 

any controversies arose.  Supposedly, he used his money to control the current Blue 

mayor. 

Jake got a plastic bag of ice and led Travis to his room.   

“So, how did you come to take notice of Melissa?”  Travis jumped right in. 

“You haven’t?” 

“Sure but she’s Blue.  She doesn’t even recognize us as human.” 

“That isn’t true.  Anyway, during the debate, I don’t know.  We kind of 

connected, like we heard each other more than normal.” 

“What does that mean?”  Travis was out sick most of the week and missed the 

debate. 

“We understood each other’s positions.” 

“You’re going Blue.” 

“Define going?”  Jake teased.  “I’m taking her to the beach party.” 
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“Nice!”  Travis got quiet.  Which wasn’t in the nature of the garrulous boys 

genetic make up.   

Suspicious of what caused the reaction Jake asked, “What?” 

“Did you know that Mandy has been asking about you?” 

“No.  I’m not surprised.  She has been very forward.” 

“And you aren’t going to take advantage of that?” 

“She’s nuts.  Dating her means handing your balls over to her brutal care.” 

“And what is wrong with your balls in her hands?” 

“Travis?” 

“Well, she thinks you like her.” 

“Why do you say that?  I’ve never done anything to make her think that.” 

“She asked me if it was true that you had a thing for her.  I said I didn’t know for 

sure.  Of course she took that as an affirmative.” 

“Where did she get that idea?” 

“Todd.” 

What was that guy’s problem?  Was he out to upset Jake’s world for shits and 

giggles?  “And why would she believe Todd had any insider information on who I found 

attractive or not?” 

“It was what she wanted to hear.” 

Jake rolled his eyes.  Travis only shrugged. 

“She’ll back off when you show up with Melissa.” 

“You think?”  Jake sassed.  It wasn’t likely and Jake’s doubt weren’t based on a 

false sense of grandeur.  Mandy was persistent.  Her last three boyfriends were plucked 

out of seemingly healthy relationships with other girls. 

“Maybe when she hears what a klutz you are, she’ll pass.” 

Jake pulled up the ice pack and tentatively twisted his wrist.  It was definitely a 

demerit against him.   

“If you want my advice, I wouldn’t toss Mandy aside for Melissa.” 

“Why not?  And don’t give me that Red versus Blue crap.” 

“That may not be a problem for you,” Travis said it as if he didn’t believe it truly 

was a moot point, “but it could be for Melissa.  And you have a free pass with Mandy.” 
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“I’d still avoid Mandy.” 

“Even though you’ll get to sex faster with Mandy than Melissa.” 

It was a valid point and Jake didn’t mind losing the scarlet V on his forehead.   

The next day was Friday.  Jake’s wrist was even more sensitive than the night 

before.  It made every simple task a hundred times more difficult.  Using his left to wash 

his hair, shower, brush his teeth and even getting dressed was awkward.   

On the other hand – pun intended – after the blood got circulating, his wrist was 

more useful.  Still Jake couldn’t work the bike well and he was unwilling to take his 

4Runner.  Travis decently offered to carpool until Jake got better, lost his gas-guilt or 

gave up on the Blue Girl.   

As Jake’s payment, he was forced to listen to another sermon about dating 

someone from the wrong side of Main Street.  He listened heedlessly.   

Mandy cut them off on their way to the lockers.  “I heard you were hurt.”  She 

said mournfully.  Taking his hand she gently kissed his bandage. 

“It’s worse than it looks.”  Jake lied jerking his hand from hers.  It panged but he 

got free. 

“Are you going to the beach party still?” 

“Yeah.”  He wasn’t going to pass up a date with Melissa over a small thing like a 

sprain.  Mentioning he had a date would probably cool Mandy’s jets but it seemed 

impolite, so he didn’t. 

“Do you need a ride?”  The blond offered. 

Travis couldn’t believe Jake’s good fortune or his aversion towards it. 

“That’s nice of you to ask,” Jake tried to be magnanimous, “but I have it 

covered.” 

“We should get to class.”  Travis suggested. 

The boys got their books.   

“Hi Jake.”  Melissa walked up holding a round tin with a bow.   

“Hi Melissa.”  Jake smiled too hard.   

“Here.”  She held out the tin.  “They’re chocolate chip.” 

“That was sweet.”   

Travis’s mouth hung open.  “What cologne do you wear?” 
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Melissa was befuddled without the context that girls were swarming Jake and 

Travis had a bizarre sense of humor.   

Jake got the ribbon off but couldn’t pry open the lid with a bum wrist. 

Melissa did the honors.  “It’s to help you feel better.  It isn’t as good as 

Obamacare.” 

Jake laughed and bit a cookie.  Exaggerating a yummy face, he gave Travis a 

sampling.  He savored the treat more because of the baker.  “What really makes them 

scrumptious is knowing that you were doing your domestic duty.  A good woman 

belongs in the kitchen.” 

She blushed.  “You are hopelessly Red.”   

The boys walked to history in silence until Travis finally regained his wits.  

“Melissa really likes you.” 

“We’ll see.”  Jake said to keep his expectations in check but his expectations kept 

thinking the cookies were a very good sign. 

“I never thought you’d go Blue especially when you had a Red hottie at hand.” 

“That isn’t important.  As long as you respect each other, differences in opinion 

aren’t obstacles.”   

That evening, Jake went to the movies with some of the guys.  They stopped by 

the diner for a post cinema snack and as usual, ran into more people from school, Mandy 

and Todd included.  Keeping the Red Girl at arms length took effort.   

At least Todd gave him a wide berth until it was time to leave.  He followed 

Travis and Jake to their car.   

“So, how’s the glass wrist?”   

Jake wished he could throw a left hook.  Instead he grinned and bared it. “It’s 

better.” 

“I hear your father may run for mayor.” 

And there it was.  The motive for Todd’s sudden intent in creating havoc for Jake.  

Todd’s father didn’t want a new mayor that he couldn’t leverage to his means.  The real 

question was why hadn’t Stephen told Jake he was thinking about running for office.   

“He’ll lose.”  Todd promised. 

“Is this for the recall?  I didn’t know he was on the ballot.”  Travis said. 
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“He isn’t.”  Jake admitted.  “And the recall isn’t a done deal.” 

“Not yet.”  Todd stated.  “But some of the old timers have been putting the 

pressure on your dad to step up.  They don’t like the way Mayor Bailey is running 

things.” 

“Because he’s dishonest and wants to split the town.”  Travis was well informed 

on town politics.  “The recall is long over due.” 

“Good riddance to bad rubbish.”  Jake said sagely.  No wonder his dad gave him 

the founding father’s lecture the other night.  He’s been thinking about their town and 

what was best for its future. 

“I’m all for seceding from the Blues.  It’s time we stopped carrying these free 

loaders.  Let them have their own jurisdiction and stop dragging the rest of us down with 

them.”  Todd strutted away. 

“I should hit that jerk.”  Travis growled. 

“Another time.”  Jake deferred.   
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Vamos a la Playa, No? 

Jake wanted to ask his dad about the rumor that he’d run for office.  When he got 

home, his father was already in bed and the next morning he was gone before Jake woke 

up.  He had slept in late. 

The wrist was better.  It needed to be wrapped but it wasn’t so tender.  When he 

went to change for the day he suddenly realized that he would be in his swim trunks in 

front of Melissa.  He wasn’t fat or ugly but he wasn’t Mr. Universe either.  It was too late 

to change route without cancelling and that was even less appealing.  He wanted to get to 

know her and not just in the usual ways.  He wanted to figure out how her brain ticked.  

Sure, he wanted to see how her body ticked as well but if that would ever happen, it was 

down the road.   

Too stubborn to let a girl drive, he took his 4Runner.  He had never been north of 

Main Street.  It wasn’t much different.  As he followed his GPS directions he had a 

blissful thought.  Even though he would be in his trunks, Melissa would be in her suit.  

He prayed that meant a bikini.   

Melissa answered the door in shorts and a crop top showing a sliver of bare belly.  

“Dad wants to meet you.”  She said regretfully.   

Jake nodded and followed the nubile beauty through her house.  In the kitchen 

were two parents; a peppered haired man and a tall blond lady. 

“Dad, this is Jake.  Jake, this is my father Jon and my mom Tammy.” 

“Melissa has told us a lot about you.”  Tammy greeted.   

“Nice to meet you.”  He shook her hand and then Mr. Bonner’s.   

“You’re from the other side of town.”  Jon sized up Jake. 

“Yes, sir.” 

“I think it’s great.”  Tammy said firmly.  “This town is a little hard to get used 

to.”   

“Yes, ma’am.”  Jake wondered how Blue Tammy was given that admonishment 

on the bizarre cityscape.  “How long have you been here?” 

“Two years.” 

She must be a stepmom.  Melissa had lived in town for years. 
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“And your father is Stephen McKenzie?”  Mr. Bonner asked. 

Seeing a confused look on Melissa, Jake guessed it was a presumption her father 

made on his own.  He didn’t know how Mr. Bonner would have heard of his dad.  

Stephen ran an architecture company that had been instrumental since the early days of 

the town.  His uncle Jeff had started it and his father joined before Uncle Jeff retired and 

handed the reigns over to his favorite nephew.  So people knew Stephen McKenzie but he 

wasn’t famous. 

“Yes, sir.”  Jake answered. 

“Wasn’t he involved with our new schoolbooks?” 

Jake tensed.  There was a colossal debate five years earlier about changing the 

history texts at the high school.  Lance had long graduated and Jake was still in junior 

high at the time, but Stephen was among the parents that tried to keep the old book line.  

The newer books had “revision” history that leaned left.  In the end, a third book was 

chosen and the Blue Staters felt they had been forced to compromise. 

“I think so.”  Jake somewhat dodged. 

“Hmph.” 

“I’ll be home by midnight.”  Melissa hinted they should leave. 

“Ten.”  Her father countered.   

“My curfew is midnight.” 

“You’ll be gone all afternoon.  Ten is fine.”   

“I’ll have her home on time.”  Jake promised. 

“Have a nice time.”  Tammy said as she saw the teens off. 

That went horribly.  Jake glanced at Melissa who was hanging her head.   

“He’s not very open-minded.”  She muttered.  “And my curfew is midnight.  It’s 

only because you’re Red that he truncated it.” 

“Your mom is cool. 

Melissa laughed.  “Don’t tell Dad but I think she leans right.  Technically she’s a 

stepmom.” 

Jake opened the passenger side and Melissa climbed in.  Once in his seat he 

punched in the location for the beach bash.  Directions weren’t needed.  The GPS would 
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warn them of any traffic and give them an ETA.  Being that it was the weekend, traffic 

should be negligible. 

“We don’t have to go to the beach.”  Melissa surprised him.  “At least not right 

away.” 

“Where would you like to go?” 

She shrugged.  “I’ve never rode a scooter before.” 

Jake’s eyes twinkled.  “We need to fix that.”  He shut off the GPS and drove 

home.  He pulled out the bike and gave her the full helmet and took the half helmet for 

himself.  For fun, he mounted the camera on Melissa’s headgear and set it to record.   

Since his wrist was sore, he took the back seat and instructed her.  She was a 

natural.  They took it up the coast and found a cliff that looked down along the shoreline 

that was spotted with beachgoers.  In the distance they saw a dense assembly where their 

classmates were gathering for a day of sun and fun.   

Jake took off his helmet as he dismounted.  Then he removed her helmet because 

it covered too much of her gorgeous face.  Hanging them on the handlebars, he brushed 

her hair behind her shoulders.  Her dark locks were loose, which was lovely and rare.   

He debated kissing Melissa.  It would happen in time.  He decided that was 

inevitable.  She liked him.  He liked her.  There was some wicked strong chemistry 

between them.  But did he need to wait for the right moment?  As his brain played out its 

internal argument, he was nicely taken off guard when Melissa beat him to the punch.  

Not expecting it, he hadn’t given it his all.  He’d maybe kissed a dozen girls in his short 

experience.  Even without his full effort, it was better than any he had before.   

The next kiss he wasn’t only ready for but he also initiated.  Running his fingers 

down her soft cheek he expressed his desires.  Caressing her neck, he told his hand to 

stay north of the promised land.  It ignored him as it drifted lower and lower until his 

meaty palm rested on the upper bulge of her right breast.  And it wasn’t going to stay 

there for long. 

Melissa was breathless and Jake outright panted when they broke for air.  “You’re 

full of surprises.”  He told the intriguing girl. 

She got off the bike and walked to the edge of the cliff.   

“Is something wrong?”  He worried. 
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She shook her head but didn’t look back.   

He walked up to her and held her hand.  “We would’ve gotten there soon 

enough.” 

“I don’t know what came over me.”  She demurred.   

Of course she knew.  They had some weird magnetism and it wasn’t easy to 

resist.  “Let’s go to the beach.” 

“Let’s go to your house.” 

“Melissa, no one is home.  If you weren’t ready for this, well, we’ll end up doing 

more of the same.”  Why was he telling her that?  Just take her home and let nature take 

its course. 

“Maybe but how are we going to get to know each other with our friends 

constantly interrogating the other.”  She looked lovingly at him. “I want to know 

everything about you.  Why you seem different than the other Reds?  How Red you truly 

are?” 

“Funny.  I kind of have the same questions about you.”  He leaned his head down 

to hers and kissed her forehead.  “Whatever you want to do is fine.” 

They geared up and went back to his place.  It was no longer empty.  Stephen had 

returned and worked in his office.   

“Dad, I’m home.”  Jake hollered half glad to introduce Melissa to his father and 

half annoyed they lost their privacy.  “This is Melissa Bonner.  Melissa, this is the 

infamous Stephen McKenzie.” 

His father’s hand shook Melissa’s but his eyes were on his son.  “Infamous?” 

“There’s a rumor you’re going to run for Mayor?” 

“But you’re Red.”  Melissa blurted out.  “Excuse me.  It’s nice to meet you.” 

Stephen laughed.  The current Mayor wasn’t Red but may as well have been 

given that Chip Garrett pulled the strings.  Melissa’s response wasn’t necessarily about 

having a Red mayor so much as why would a Red challenge the incumbent who acted 

Red.   

“I kept saying no, but I guess they didn’t care.”  His father said.  “I’m thinking 

about it.  This is all contingent on if they get the mayoral recall rolling.”  That was why 
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he had been spending so much time at home.  If people were pestering him at the office 

to run for mayor, he needed space to work and think away from the commotion. 

“But why?”  Melissa pressed.   

“Mayor Bailey is ruling like a dictator, or some say.”  Stephen added the 

disclaimer even though it was clear he thought the same.  “Why my name has come up, 

I’m not sure.” 

“You’d be great.”  Jake assured him.  “Dad’s very fair.” 

“Well, maybe I’ll vote for you.”  Melissa said.  “I’m not impressed with any front 

runners on our side, unless they have someone new.” 

Dad shook his head that he didn’t think they did.  “That’s one vote, now I just 

need another twenty thousand give or take.” 

“I’ll vote for you Dad.  But only because you’re my father.” 

“Thanks.  Um, did you take the bike?”  Stephen asked critically. 

“Melissa wanted to take it for a test drive.  We stayed on roads with light traffic 

and she isn’t half bad for a girl.” 

She nudged him when he made his sexist remark.   

“I can see she isn’t predictable. Your father would scream that you even joked to 

vote Red.”  Sounded like Stephen knew who Mr. Bonner was. 

“He’ll never know.  It’s a secret ballot.”  She grinned.  “And I haven’t decided 

yet.  I’ll have to know what you plan to do and where you stand on dividing the town.” 

“Firmly against it.”  Stephen testified which was the right answer in Melissa’s 

opinion.   

“We were going to hang out here, if that’s okay.”  Jake asked wondering if his 

father would be upset that he planned to have a girl in the house without supervision. 

“Sure, but if you’re going to watch television, stay in your room.  I’ve behind 

schedule on my work.” 

“All right.”  Jake easily agreed.  The young couple scavenged for food and settled 

on sandwiches and chips for lunch.  Then Jake took her to his room.  “Give me a 

minute.”  He insisted and did a quick job of straightening up. 

She walked in and took in every detail.  His room was larger than any of his 

friends.  His father designed the house to be spacious for the McKenzie men.  Jake’s 
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room had three distinct areas; his bed, his desk and a place to relax.  Melissa paced the 

edges giving a generous amount of attention to his bookshelves.  “No girlie pics.” 

He had his father to thank for that.  Stephen didn’t like the boys to pinup ladies, or 

in Lance’s case men.  He said it dehumanized them and he wanted his boys to appreciate 

the whole person.   

“Why do you have a couch and a huge TV?” 

“When Dad got the new HD TV, this was handed down to me.  So we got a couch 

and made it a sort of game room on this half.”  Jake went to his movie collection but all 

his films were either big action or old kid flicks.   

Melissa walked up behind him.  “Do you have Twilight?” 

“You have got to be kidding.” 

“Aren’t you into obsessive love?” 

He laughed more that it was a joke than at the actual joke itself.  “Not really.” 

“You’re so like Edward.” 

“Is that the buff one?” 

She giggled.  “No.” 

Darn.  “Thanks.” 

“But he’s the smart one.”  She laughed harder.  “You’re not like him.  I was 

kidding.”   

If he didn’t find her so appealing, he’d kick her out.  “What do you want to 

watch?” 

Melissa read the titles.  “Star Trek.” 

“You like sci-fi?” 

“It’s the least bloody of the options, except for Harry Potter.”  She smirked. 

“Those are old.”  He blushed. 

“You do know that the guy from Twilight was in that one.”  Melissa pointed to the 

Goblet of Fire. 

“I didn’t.”  He’d toss it out after she left.  Okay, he wouldn’t.  That was a good 

movie, contemptible teen-idle aside. 
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They ate as they watched the flick.  She snuggled up when the food was no more.  

Of course, his father walked in minutes later.  Jake forgave him since it was to let them 

know he was leaving.  They were alone again.   

Jake put his arm around Melissa.  He didn’t want to watch the movie.  He should 

get to all the questions he had.  But that wasn’t happening either. 

“Do you really want to get a hybrid?”  She asked. 

“Dad said it wasn’t fiscally prudent.” 

She frowned.   

“So he gave me the bike to conserve gas in the meantime.” 

Sitting up straight she looked him in the eye.  “You’ve been riding the scooter to 

save gas?” 

He nodded thinking it was obvious. 

That apparently was more alluring than the monster ice spider that chased Captain 

Kirk through the snow because she kissed him.  That time, his hand didn’t stop at the top 

of her breast or even at the bottom.  She pulled off her shirt and he followed her example.   

“Do you have a pool?”  She whispered in his ear. 

“Yeah.”  His hands were on her waist and eager to stay the course. 

“We’re in our swimsuits.”  She stood up and removed her shorts.  Only in her 

bikini the last thing he wanted to do was move to the backyard. 

“Okay.”  He stripped to his trunks, removed his bandage and they went outside. 

She toed the water to test the temperature.  It was acceptable.  She strolled to the 

diving board and Jake stared at her heart shaped bottom as she did.  Two bounces and she 

dove in like a pro.   

Not wanting to be outdone, he backed up and cannonballed a yard away from her. 

He got a mischievous splashful when he came up for air.  Swimming to catch her, 

she tried to out pace him but he seized her.  He drew her in for a long passionate kiss.  

Even the tepid water didn’t quell his desire.  It did however, make progress impossible.  

So he climbed out and helped her to dry land.   

Dripping wet, he spread out a towel.  They reclined and before long, her top was 

untied and only in place because their bodies were so close.  What was it about her that 
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drove him wild?  In answer, his good hand uncovered one of the two very good reasons 

why. 

The sun was setting and the air was chilly.  She coyly sat up and tied her bikini 

back in place.  But it was removed once they were on his bed, as was her panties.  Then 

he was naked and he was officially closer to losing his virginity than he had ever been in 

his life.   

Part of him wanted to stare at her and memorize every nuance.  But one part 

wouldn’t allow it.  So he explored with his hands and his mouth and was explored 

likewise by Melissa. 

“Do you have anything?”  She asked between moans.  His brain, which was on 

reserve and not in full control, had to process that she meant protection. 

He did.  But what would she think if he whipped out a box of condoms.  Then his 

more animalistic side said four words, it’s about sex, stupid.   

Whoever thought of prophylactics was a patient man because it was a halt in 

romance to stop and roll one on.  It was even harder with a bare Melissa nibbling on his 

ear as he did it.  Finally prepared, they finished what they started.   

Laying on his back with Melissa resting on his shoulder and running her fingers 

over his torso he thought about how he never imagined this in his wildest dreams when 

he woke up.  Well, he imagined it but not as a possibility.   

He curled up and held her with both arms.  They hadn’t gotten to any of their 

questions and they had already done the deed.  He didn’t mind taking the steps out of 

order but he feared she might in time.  It was too late and he was too happy to let the idea 

linger.   

“I’ve never done that.”  She confessed needlessly. 

“Me neither.”  He admitted freely.   

“You had condoms.”  Melissa pointed out. 

“I’ve had them for a year.  My brother gave them to me as kind of a just in case 

slash joke.”   

She bolted up holding the sheet over her body, which was ridiculous since he 

hadn’t only seen but tasted almost all of her.  Grabbing the box, she flipped it over until 

she found the expiration date.  Then she relaxed. 
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He chuckled.  “They’re good.” 

“Yes.”  She rolled her eyes and repositioned in his arms.   

“And we have more.”  He tested. 

If she was in compliant, he never knew.  The front door shut.  Stephen was home.  

They scrambled to get dressed and he threw his comforter over his disheveled sheets. 

“Let’s go see what’s for dinner.”  Jake figured it would be better to go to his dad 

than for his dad to see any clues they missed.  He ran his fingers through his hair to erase 

the mussed look. 

They ate Chinese food and Jake got Melissa home an hour before deadline.  That 

hour dwindled to half an hour as they kissed.  Jake walked her to her door.   

She closed her eyes.  Not in a prelude-to-a-kiss way, but in I’m-ashamed-of-

myself way.  He put a finger to his lips to stop whatever guilty contrition she was about 

to confess.   

“If we rushed into things, we did.”  He kissed her gently.  “I have no regrets.” 

“And in the morning?” 

“No regrets.”  He repeated.  “Good night, Melissa.  You’re incredible.” 
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Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner 

Jake woke up still in an elated daze.  He wrote Melissa an email.  Can’t wait 

to see you again. We’ll talk at school. 

He wanted to say more but he didn’t want to seem clingy.   

“Did you have a good first date with your little Red girlfriend?”  Stephen asked 

over breakfast. 

Jake grinned ear-to-ear.   

“That good.”  His father teased and put his dishes in the dishwasher.  “Don’t 

forget we have guests for dinner.  We’re having barbeque.” 

Jake worked on his homework between moments of reverie recalling Melissa.  

Productivity was low.  At four Lance knocked on his door jamb.   

“Hi little brother.”   

Jake got up and gave Lance a hug.  Lance was big on hugs and Jake knew it 

would happen soon enough if he didn’t get it over with. 

“A hug without resistance?  Who is she?”  His overly sentimental brother could 

be a prophetic nuisance at times. 

Jake told Lance about his new romance and since it was Lance, he told him 

everything.  Not to enforce stereotypes but Lance really was the mother he never had.  

And before any of you down play it, Lance wasn’t only better than Jake’s actual mother 

but he was competitive with the best of Moms everywhere. 

After some congratulations and words of caution, Lance got to business.  “I 

wanted to give you a heads up that I’m bringing someone to dinner.” 

“Dad told me.” 

Lance bobbed his head at that predictability.  “You’ve met him.” 

Jake waited for a name since he couldn’t place the man his brother alluded to. 

“Mr. Harding.”  Lance said carefully taking in every aspect of a reaction he could. 

An eyebrow raised on one side.  “He’s pretty cool.”  Jake admitted.   

Lance was pleased.  “I think so too.” 

Lance was one of those guys that looked a little too thin and toned.  Not prone to 

super revealing clothes or anything blatantly gay, he was a sharp dresser.  His blond hair 
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was always presentable and although Jake couldn’t place his finger on why, it was always 

a bit too perfect for a straight guy.  Most people didn’t assume he was gay immediately 

but they figured it out quickly. 

Mr. Harding was sloppier.  Maybe that was camouflage.  It was something Jake 

figured wasn’t for general knowledge.  As a teacher, his sexual preference could cause an 

overreaction.  Mr. H was also fit but he had some love handles.  Then again, He had to 

have some years on Lance, more than five but probably less than ten.  And since it never 

dawned on Jake that he was gay, he guessed it only triggered the most acute gay-dar. 

“How did you meet?” 

“At a conference on communicating with difficult learners.”  Lance told him.  

Lance wasn’t a schoolteacher but he ran a dance studio.  Mostly he spent his days 

teaching couples; ballroom, tango, swing, anything.  He was a born natural and only got 

better with formal training.  Once he was in a Vegas show but he didn’t care for it.  Said 

it took the fun out of his greatest love.  And he had a good mind for business that a 

performer’s life didn’t placate. 

“He’s a lucky guy.”  Jake said and felt a little sappy.  That happened when he was 

with his brother.  Lance brought out the metro-man within.  “I guess you are too.  I mean, 

you’ve been so happy lately.”   

“Ryan has given me a sense of self-worth that I never learned growing up.” 

Jake frowned as he thought about the reason for the delayed self-esteem.  “Mom 

called.  She wants me to go see her in France.” 

That statement erased the foolish smirk on Lance’s face.  It was promptly 

replaced with a fowl scowl.  “I’d advise against it.” 

“Duh!”   

Lance slumped on Jake’s bed.  “Mom, well, Mom was not a Mom.” 

“You don’t have to talk about it.  I’m probably not going to go.” 

“I do if you’re thinking about seeing her.  She hated when we were babies that we 

cried.  It frustrated her that we were upset and she didn’t know why or how to make it 

stop.”  His eyes watered.  “She picked up the habit to punish me.  When you came along, 

I wouldn’t allow it.  I kept you safer but increased her irritation with me.” 
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Jake knew he was unplanned.  You don’t have kids nine years apart on purpose.  

But he never knew his birth would have aggravated an already belligerent mother. 

“Dad didn’t know.  I was scared to tell anyone because she threatened me.  Told 

me it would show my weakness to seek help.” 

“Lance, I’m not going to see her.”  Jake blurted out hating his mother.  Often he 

felt that strongly against her but it usually passed.  He didn’t see it passing after what he 

had learned. 

“Finally it was too much and I took you to the roof content to wait there until Dad 

came home.  I was weak and I wanted it to stop.” 

Jake remembered the day.  He was five and he thought it was so exciting to crawl 

up on the roof and listen to music starring at the sky.  Looking back, he realized the 

headphones and the stargazing was to keep him from hearing his mother’s pleas for them 

to come down.  “But we got down before Dad came home.”  He said. 

“Clouds rolled in and it started sprinkling.  Mom sent you to your room and 

unleashed her full drunken fury on me.”  Lance sniffled and wiped his nose with a tissue.  

“She was so focused on disciplining me that she didn’t hear Dad come home.  He pulled 

her off and grabbed the belt from her clenched fist.  She slashed at him with her bare 

hands and I thought he was going to use her weapon against her.  He didn’t of course.  

He’s a good man and he had the situation contained.  Mostly contained.  He did get a 

bloody gash by his eye.”  Lance drew a finger down his temple where their father was 

cut.   

“I thought she left because we were so bad that day.” 

“The police arrested her.  Uncle Jeff came to sit you.  Dad took me to the ER.”  

He laughed a little.  “I was more scarred emotionally than hurt physically.  It was her 

most brutal but not her most sadistic attack.” 

Jake didn’t want to hear what could be more sadistic.  “Is that why you and Dad 

are kind of weird with each other?”  Jake asked thinking Lance might have held 

resentment that their Father didn’t stop the abuse sooner. 

“I love Dad.  He was and is my hero.  I wish I were smart enough to tell him 

sooner.  Mother was clever to hide the clues and keep me in my corner.  Of course, she 

pushed him to ambitiously pursue his career.  He was out too often to even be close to 
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us.”  Lance smiled awkwardly.  “Dad and I are weird because I’m gay.  I know he can’t 

fully expect it.” 

“Dad doesn’t care.” 

“Actually, Dad thinks it’s his fault for letting his wicked wife ruin me for all 

women.” 

Did she?  Who cared?  She was gone and Lance was perfect just the way he was.  

“So what?  If you’re happy with Mr. H, you’re happy.” 

“Right.  But as long as Dad thinks that’s why I’m gay he can’t forgive himself for 

his neglect.  He sees it as a scar.”  Lance gave Jake another hug.  When Jake sniffled 

fighting back more tears Lance joked, “Don’t let me sissy you up or he’ll blame me.” 

“Dad wishes I was more like you.  He thinks I’m unfocused.” 

“You’re eighteen.  Enjoy your youth.  And Dad loves us unconditionally.” 

The bell rang and Ryan Harding was welcomed into the McKenzie home.  

Stephen knew Ryan from school and they got along well.  Ryan helped with the barbeque 

as the brothers warmed the bread, tossed the salad and set the table.  Everything was 

going smoothly.  Other than an uncomfortable look from Stephen when the couple 

kissed, it was perfect.  And since neither of the men saw it, it was irrelevant.   

“The steaks are fabulous.”  Lance praised.  “My compliments to the chefs.” 

“Thanks.”  Dad and Ryan said in synch.   

“Ryan, what can you tell me about Melissa?”  Lance asked to Jake’s annoyance. 

Ryan put the pieces together before Jake was done frowning at his brother.  

“Forbidden fruit.  I love it.  A little Hatfield and McCoy.” 

“Really, we don’t need to discuss this.”  Jake strongly urged against it. 

“Nonsense.”  Lance ignored him and motioned Ryan forward with a roll of his 

hand. 

“She’s a good thinker.”  

“I don’t want to hear the boring stuff.  What does she look like?” 

“Luxurious dark wavy locks that she foolishly ties up in a ponytail.  Big 

thoughtful brown eyes.  Dimples.  And a button nose.” 

“Is she cute enough for my brother?” 

“Cuter.  He could do worse.”  Ryan winked at Jake.   
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Lance absorbed the information.  Probably due to the fact he was too amused with 

Jake’s discomfort he missed the big clue at the start of Ryan’s appraisal.  “What do you 

mean forbidden fruit?  What is she?  Blue?” 

“She is a free thinker.”  Stephen defended. 

“Oooh, so both of your sons are dating Blue?” 

Their father mocked a serious expression.  “I’ll use that to sway the left wingers 

to vote for me.” 

“You’re running for Mayor?”  Ryan asked before Lance. 

“I guess so.” 

“And you’re using us to sway voters?  Your own flesh and blood?”  Lance said as 

if he were appalled. 

“Definitely.” 

Lance’s theatrical side took over as he filled everyone’s wine glass, even a fourth 

for Jake.  Standing up ceremoniously he made a toast.  “To the McKenzie men success;  

Father’s new vocation, Jake’s first love and to my future husband.” 

“You’re getting married.”  Jake gasped.  “Congratulations.” 

“You’ll be my best man.” 

“I better be.” 

Stephen’s face was processing something.  It was a problem.  Jake knew what his 

father looked like when he confronted a dilemma.  The oldest McKenzie glanced to 

Ryan. 

Jake thumped his dad’s leg under the table with his sneaker.  He didn’t want that 

old awkwardness to ruin his brother’s big proclamation. 

Shaking off his trance, Stephen voiced his concern.  “If you get married, you 

could lose your job.” 

“I know.”  Ryan acknowledged. 

“That’s stupid.”  Jake said. 

Lance kissed Ryan’s hand, “Even the left isn’t that accepting.  Even those that are 

for gay rights might not like the idea of an openly gay teacher.” 

“That’s idiotic.”  Jake said.   
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“That isn’t the point.  Being gay is acceptable but not in a position where it could 

influence kids.”  Before Jake’s outrage could continue his brother added, “We all agree it 

isn’t fair.” 
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Post-Coital Regret 

“You never showed up to the beach.”  Travis said as Jake climbed into his 

Mustang Monday morning. 

“We decided to skip it.”  He said without elaborating. 

“And…” 

“And we got along well.” 

Annoyed that Jake didn’t divulge juicier details, Travis drove in silence until they 

got to campus.  “So are you going to see her again?” 

“Oh yeah!” 

Jake’s only class with Melissa was debate and he didn’t see her until lunch.  He 

found her at her locker and thankfully Tara wasn’t there. 

“Hello.”  He said cheerfully. 

She turned red immediately and stepped back a bit putting more physical space 

between them.  “Hi.”   

“Would you like to have lunch together?” 

Melissa frowned.  “That would make tongues wag.” 

“Let them.”  He said easily.  Then his dim brain started picking up the clues.  She 

was distant.  Perhaps she regretted their intimacy or worse, maybe she didn’t like him 

after she spent some time with him. 

“Not today.” 

“Okay.”  He weighed his options.  Should he ask for another date or wait until she 

was less weird?  He’d wait when the odds were better that she’d give him a positive 

answer.  “Well, I’ll see you in debate.”   

Tara was behind him when he turned around.  “Leaving so soon?” 

“Hi Tara.”  He passed her and went to have lunch with his usual friends.   

Hopeful that Melissa would warm up, he sat in a chair on the edge of the Red 

section so she could sit next to him in the Blue.  As soon as Melissa entered with Tara, 

the two girls sat in the front row, far away from him. 
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It wouldn’t have mattered if she sat next to him since the teams had to brainstorm 

on research regarding immigration.  Once class started, they would arrange the desks in 

two circles to sort through the tasks.  It stung nonetheless. 

Mr. Harding waltzed in happier than normal.  “You know what to do.”  He told 

his students.  After much scraping of furniture on linoleum, Jake faced away from the 

Blue Team and tried to forget about Melissa. 

Getting the picture that he wasn’t going to get more than a cold shoulder, he 

hurried out when class was dismissed.   

Travis didn’t bring up Melissa and the next day, Jake didn’t expect anything to 

change.  It hadn’t.  By Wednesday, he was frustrated.  His wrist was sore and still 

wrapped but it worked for most tasks.  He took his scooter and left early knowing that the 

Red Team often met in the library before the day started.   

Melissa wasn’t surprised to see him waiting at her locker.  Tara was irritated 

which was abundantly apparent since she didn’t bother to disguise it.   

“Go on without me.”  Melissa told her friend.  Jake deserved an explanation and it 

couldn’t be done publically. 

“What’s going on?”  He asked when they were alone. 

“I’m sorry.”  Melissa hung her head avoiding his confused look. 

“About?” 

“Acting like a bitch in heat.”  Glancing up her embarrassment showed.  “I told 

myself I wanted to get to know the real you and I jumped you like a well paid hooker.” 

“That’s not how I saw it.”  Jake tensed.  “So you don’t want to get to know me 

now?  Was I a boy toy for the day?  If anything, I want to know you even more than I 

already did.” 

“You must think I’m a slut.” 

“I don’t.”  He lifted her chin.  “We were both lost to our impulses.  That doesn’t 

negate that I want to know the whole you.” 

She pouted.  “Because you want to have more sex.” 

He couldn’t deny that.  “Whenever you want, I’ll be willing.”  More was needed.  

“Or if you don’t, I still want to spend time with you.  Think of it this way, with that big 

what-if out of the way, we have no pressure to try to seduce each other.” 
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Half her face smiled.   

“It wasn’t very good anyway.”  He fabricated on the fly. 

She snickered and her redness spread from her cheeks to the whole face, even her 

ears.  “It was fantastic.” 

Jake kissed her virtuously.  “So, what are you thoughts on the death penalty?” 

Finally she laughed sincerely.  “Only for naughty Red Boys.” 

“I’ll walk you to the library.” 

She shook her head.  “Let’s go outside and talk.” 

The words let’s talk hung ominously in the air.  He breached the gap but he was 

going to be let down gently that it was over.  Wouldn’t he have been exemplary if the 

idea of not having sex with her again wasn’t a factor to his dread? 

They sat under a tree off the beaten path.   

“I want to see you again.”  She preempted. 

Jake inhaled and was shocked to realize he had been holding his breath.  Relieved, 

he let her continue. 

“My father was upset that I dated a Red Stater.  He saw us pull up and harangued 

me for making out with you for thirty minutes.”  She rolled her eyes thinking if he only 

knew.  “He forbade me to see you but Tammy stepped in.  Said she didn’t think a 

responsible parent should force his will on an intelligent adult child.” 

“Okay.”  He nodded not understanding how to handle the situation.  Sure they 

could date but they’d have to be hypersensitive to her father’s concerns.  The situation 

was laid out and he’d follow her lead on the course of action. 

“And it isn’t just Dad.  Tara and some of my so called open-minded friends 

haven’t been quiet on their distaste that I choose you over the beach.” 

Time was running out.  More and more students bustled about.  Mandy glared as 

she spied the couple sitting together.  Jake ignored her.  Or he tried but he felt guilty even 

though he never encouraged her. 

“I’m sorry you’re getting so much resistance.”  He told Melissa. 

“Hopefully you’re worth it.” 

“Oh, I am.”   

“Well, I guess I’ll handle the heat, for now.” 
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The five-minute warning bell rang.   

“Shall we meet for lunch?”  She asked as she hoisted her books in her arms. 

“I’ll be right here.”  He patted the recently vacant spot under the tree. 

The day crawled by but finally it was mealtime.  Jake tried to ditch Travis but he 

followed.  He wasn’t as vocal as Melissa’s friends but he had doubts about letting his 

buddy get involved with a Blue Stater. 

“Hi guys.”  Melissa smiled.  “Are you joining us for lunch?” 

“I was commanded to leave before eating.”  Travis jabbed Jake with his elbow.   

“We’d like some privacy.”  Jake grumbled. 

“Oh yeah, tons of privacy on a full campus.” 

Jake’s head fell back.  At least he wasn’t being a jerk like her friends or 

unyielding like her father. 

“You should stay.”  Melissa allowed.  “You can be the mediator.” 

Jake guessed she meant chaperone.   

“I’m a natural mediator.”  Travis promised and sat on Melissa’s left.  Jake took 

the seat on her other side. 

“Where shall we start?”  Jake begrudged. 

Melissa tented her fingers with a sinister gleam.  “Do you only watch Fox News?”   

Jake laughed.  “No.  But Morning Joe is all I can stomach for long on MSNBC.  

I’d watch it more often if they had more Pat Buchanan.  He can really breakdown a 

situation and state his opinion, usually without a bias.  And you?” 

“Dad has Fox blocked.  I do catch a clip or two online.” 

“A rebel.”  Travis remarked.  “Next question goes to Jake.”  He was taking his job 

very seriously. 

“Do you watch Olbermann, Maddow or Matthews?”  Those were the most 

intolerant voices on the left leaning news station.  

“Occasionally.  When a tag looks interesting.  Often, I can’t watch the whole 

thing.  They get so…” She tried to think of a word that wasn’t too harsh but still 

conveyed why she disliked their shows. 

“Condescending.”  Travis offered.  “And Jake do you watch Hannity or Beck?” 

“Or O’Reilly.”  Melissa added. 
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“He is not nearly as bad.”  The two Red Boys defended. 

She rolled her eyes.  “I’ll take it you do watch O’Reilly Factor.  I’ll admit I like 

Greta Van Susteren.” 

Travis grinned stupidly at Jake.  “I bet he likes to hear that.  Okay, next question 

our little Blue friend.” 

Jake shook his head amused that Travis approved. 

“Why don’t you ask the next question Mr. Moderator?” 

If there were any resistance left in Travis’s mind to reject Melissa, she erased 

them with her submission.  Mimicking her dramatic flair he rubbed his palms together 

and pondered.  Jake knew Travis would start with a joke and he did.  “Do you begin your 

day with a tall glass of Kool-Aid?” 

“That is so wrong.”  She giggled.  “No, I’m not drinking the Obama Kool-Aid.  

Actually, I am a Hillary fan.” 

“She was robbed.”  Jake affirmed.   

“Tell me about it.”  The liberal beauty vented.  “It was so hard to watch the 

imbalance in the press.” 

“Only one station lives up to the fair and balanced test.”  Travis reminded her and 

she glared. 

“Sadly, Fox was more fair to Hilary than the others.” 

“Just goes to show you that sexism is more tolerated than racism.”  Jake winked. 

Travis gave Jake a feigned disgusted look.  “Suck up.” 

“What?  I’d rather have lost to Clinton.  I like the sound of Madam President.” 

Melissa was pleased regardless and proved it with, “If you’re lying, I don’t care.” 

Travis shrugged and made another inquiry.  “What do you think about our current 

president?”  Somehow all the questions were going to Melissa once Travis had control of 

the talking points. 

“I firmly believe we vote our elected officials in and they are all of ours 

regardless.  I didn’t care for George W. but he was my president since he was our 

president.” 

“Noble but you’re avoiding the question.” 
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She huffed.  “Fine.  I think we should have had someone with more experience 

and that didn’t vote ‘present’ so many times.” 

“Per the professional left, you’re a racist.”  Travis warned. 

“Oh, stop!”  She foolishly reacted to yet another of Travis’ little tricks.  “He’s a 

great speaker but not a post-partisan leader, not motivating and not a doer.  And, if I must 

be completely honest…” 

“You must.”  Jake demanded. 

With a sly smirk she went on, “Obama has a bad case of ‘not my fault.’  Most 

things aren’t the current president’s fault but you can’t keep blaming the past 

administration and everything else.  Inherited or not, their his problems now.  Where he 

really went too far in my opinion was his initial reaction to the oil spill.  He immediately 

said BP would pay.  That wasn’t what I wanted to hear.  I wanted an action plan to fix the 

problem regardless where it originated from.” 

“It was like arguing over who flipped the bill when Grandpa was still on life 

support.”   

“You’re a funny boy, Jake.  But at least he’s better than Sarah Palin.” 

“That isn’t fair.  John McCain was the presidential candidate.” 

“Well, he choose poorly on his VP pick.” 

“How can you be sympathetic to Hillary’s mistreatment and not to Sarah’s?” 

“Oh, she got it MUCH worse than Hillary.  I felt bad when she quit her job 

because I don’t think that would have happened if she hadn’t been thrust on the national 

stage and then skewered.  But it passed when she took a job as a Fox News Contributor.”  

She made the open and end quote motion before and after the last three words. 

“Lots of politicians become commentators…” 

“Let her have it.”  Travis urged before Jake could protest that Sarah was more 

experienced than Obama.  Neither boy cared for Palin’s overly folksy tough talk. 

“Fine.”  Jake relented.  “And to be honest, I thought she was unproven as well.  

At least she would have only been VICE president.” 

“Would you vote for Sarah if she’s the top of the ticket in 2012?”  Melissa asked 

Jake but both boys answered with a resounding no.  “Good to know.  Next question and 
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let’s stick to policy and not people.”  She was hot under the collar.  Palin had that kind of 

allergic reaction on the left. 

Travis asked a particularly personal issue to Jake.  “What is your stance on gay 

marriage?” 

Jake held his breath again.  Melissa was contemplating the question.  She didn’t 

have an instantaneous response for that one.  Being so Blue, she had to agree with him.  

She just had to accept homosexuals categorically. 

“I’m okay with civil unions.” 

“That isn’t fair.”  Jake snapped.  “Why not full marriage?” 

“Marriage is between a man and a woman.” 

“Why can’t it be redefined since that definition is inherently prejudice?” 

“You’re for gay marriage?”  Travis said traumatized that Jake and Melissa were 

reversed on that controversy. 

“Of course.  With a 50% divorce rate, what do heterosexuals base their objections 

on?” 

“That’s terribly fair minded.”  Melissa admitted and her brain’s gears churned the 

new insight around. 

“And what about bigamy?”  Travis dared. 

“Two equal partners.”  Jake drew the line.  “I don’t even get why people oppose 

gay marriage.  It doesn’t take away from straight marriages.” 

“Opposite marriages.”  Travis corrected poking fun at the tragic Miss America 

answer from a few years earlier.  “As for me, I can live with civil unions but probably not 

marriage.  Well, I’ve learned something new about you Mr. McKenzie.” 

Jake rolled his eyes.  “I have a surprise or two left in my bag of tricks.” 

“Okay, I can agree to gay marriage.”  Melissa decided.  “You’re right, it doesn’t 

affect me since I’m neither gay nor married.  If anything, we should ban marriage in 

general since 50% divorce is reprehensible.” 

“You’re really cute when you admit that I’m right.”   

Before they parted ways, Jake made plans to see Melissa that Friday. 

Travis and Jake fist-bumped to his success.   
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News Flash 

The gossip trickled through the school faster than the BP oil spill polluted the 

gulf.  By Friday, Jake had affirmed that he was seeing a Blue Girl at least a hundred times 

to various Red friends.  Mandy never asked but since Stella had and they were best 

friends, he was sure the aggressive girl had been informed. 

Friday night Todd was throwing a big bash that Travis wanted to go to only 

because every senior Red boy and girl would be there.  Jake was pressured to take 

Melissa for their date but he worried.  The party would be wall-to-wall Red. 

Mr. Bonner answered the door when Jake picked up his date.  “Melissa will be 

ready soon.”  He offered Jake a seat on the sofa and sat in the recliner next to him.  

“Where are you two going tonight?” 

“I was going to let Melissa choose.”   

“How chivalrous.”  He took it as an omen that he wouldn’t approve of their 

activity. 

“Where’s Mrs. Bonner?”  Jake wished the nicer parent were present. 

Mr. Bonner looked annoyed about something.  “She is out with some friends.”  

He said disdainfully. 

Jake fidgeted wishing to holler for Melissa to hurry.  There wasn’t a need. 

“Hi Jake.”  Melissa stammered seeing that her date had been subjugated to more 

time with the head of the house. 

She was stunning.  Melissa had a flowery sundress on and wore white shoes.  Not 

white, more pearl like.  The skirt was above her knees and the edge of the top had a little 

v-shape to it accentuating her breasts. 

“You look fantastic.”  Jake was the luckiest guy in the world. 

“I’ll be home on time.”  Melissa announced not wanting to have another argument 

on her curfew.   

Mr. Bonner walked them to the door and his frown didn’t change before he was 

out of sight.   

“You’re father adores me.”  Jake said sarcastically. 

She laughed.  “Well, you can’t win them all.” 
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“Todd is having a party if you want to go.” 

“Todd hurt your wrist.” 

“True but we won’t spend time with him.  Or we can catch a movie.  Travis 

wanted us to go to Todd’s.  I didn’t commit so the choice is yours.” 

“If Travis wants us there, let’s go to the party.  If it’s a dud, we’ll leave.” 

“You’re a born diplomat.”   

Todd’s house was among the biggest on the south side of Main Street.  A six-foot 

wall surrounded the property like it was a fortress.  Some cars pulled in but Jake parked 

on the curb in case they left early.  He didn’t want to be boxed in. 

Loud music boomed out the open front door.  The house was dimly lit.  Travis 

chatted with his sort-of-girlfriend Kathy in the backyard.  

After introductions, they chatted.  Kathy was a little skeptical of Melissa but 

friendly.  Todd stopped by doing his hosting duties.  With an odd glance to Melissa he 

hurried off knowing that Travis and Jake didn’t care for him.  They were too popular for 

him to eject based on personal dislike.   

Then Wes arrived with Stan.  A few girls joined and then some more guys.  The 

more people in the group, the more tension Jake sensed.  Melissa kept close to him 

feeling it as well.  Then she went to the restroom with Kathy.  Do girls ever “go” alone?  

Once she was back, Jake was going to see if she was ready to leave.  He was.   

“You would bring a Blue to my party.”  Todd said from behind Jake. 

“We’re leaving.”  Jake answered avoiding a conflict.  “See you guys later.” 

Travis walked with him.  “Ignore Todd.  Stay.” 

“It’s not him.  It’s got too uncomfortable.” 

“Some.  She’s cool.  It just doesn’t happen a lot.  You know, cross-town 

relationships.  They’re not use to Blues in social situations.  Stay.” 

Jake halted and turned to Travis.  “I’d like some alone time.” 

Travis rolled his eyes.  “It’s what?  You’re second date?  Like you’re going to 

score tonight anyway.” 

Not wanting to answer, Jake continued. 

“No way?”  Travis caught up.  “Already?” 

“Travis, forget about this conversation.” 
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“Don’t know why you even came to the party if…” 

“Travis, please.” 

Inside the house they found Melissa and Kathy confronted by Mandy and Stella. 

“Like Jake would ever date a liberal.  He is only using you to make me jealous.”  

Mandy accused. 

“And it’s failing miserably.”  Melissa saw Jake and tried to move forward. 

Mandy cut her off at the pass.  “You’ve been warned.  Just know that when he is 

with you, he’s thinking about me.” 

Melissa couldn’t believe her ears.  Of course she didn’t buy it for one second.   

Then Kathy did something surprising, she stood up for Melissa.  Not that Kathy 

was a wimp but she was taking the offense against the most popular Red Girl in Mulberry 

High.  “Okay but you remember that when he’s thinking about you, he’s kissing her.” 

“Ladies.”  Travis ran between them before a catfight broke out. 

“It’s time to go.”  Jake tapped his watch. 

Melissa took three calming breaths to quell her nerves.  “Let’s.”  They walked 

back to his car.  “I’m sorry I ended your party early.” 

Jake kissed Melissa.  “I was coming to get you anyway.  What do you want to 

do?” 

“We never did watch Star Trek all the way through.” 

“Brilliant.” 

It wasn’t even nine fifteen when they got to his home.  A news van was parked 

out front.   

“What’s going on?”  Melissa asked. 

“Not a hundred percent sure but I guess the mayoral recall is on.”  Jake held her 

door. 

“Would you like to make a statement about your father’s name being on the list of 

candidates for the recall measure?”  An attractive reporter asked holding a mike to Jake’s 

mouth. 

“No.”  He answered simply at the unexpected company.  Melissa squeezed his 

hand to let him know she was there for him.   



Lisa Marie Arnopp 
Red State, Blue State 

51 

The reporter dropped the mike.  “We’re waiting for your father.  He agreed for an 

interview.  I didn’t mean to pounce.” 

“I’ll remind him you’re here.”  Jake promised and waved at the cameraman. 

Inside his dad and brother were watching the news on the giant HD TV.   

The anchorman announced the breaking story.  “The election will be held in two 

weeks and residents have a choice to recall our current mayor or keep him.  Additionally 

votes will be cast for one of two candidates listed as replacements.  Charles Weston, a 

Democrat, currently working in a private practice.  He had served for ten years as 

Assistant District Attorney from 1994 to 2004.  On the Republican ticket Stephen 

McKenzie.  His architect firm was instrumental in developing downtown as well as 

privately owned homes.  Mayor Bailey has been charged with corruption for accepting 

funds in exchange for political favors and early indicators show 47% will vote to remove 

him from office.  That’s in the margin of error.” 

As he spoke they posted pictures of each candidate and Mayor Bailey.   

“Now to Amanda Crawford for a live update.  Amanda.” 

The scene flashed to the reporter stationed in front of Jake’s home.  “We are 

outside Stephen McKenzie’s home.”  Looking over her shoulder the camera panned the 

front of the house.  “One he designed for his family seven years ago.  Both of his sons are 

with the candidate on this monumental night.”  The scene flashed to Lance arriving and 

waving politely at the reporters before disappearing in this house.  Then to Jake and 

Melissa’s entrance. 

Stephen turned around.  “I didn’t hear you come in.”  He said muting the audio.  

“Hello Melissa.” 

“Isn’t Friday night a bad time to announce something like this?”  Jake asked. 

“It was leaked by the mayor’s office.  Melissa, it’s wonderful to meet you.”  

Lance took her hand and kissed it.  “You’re more lovely than Jake described.” 

“Melissa, this is my brother Lance.”   

“Nice to meet you.”   

“I guess I’ve stalled the interview long enough.”  Stephen fretted.  “Lance, are 

you ready?”   
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“Are you absolutely positive you want me to be your campaign manager?”  Lance 

warned.  “It could be a problem for your constituents.” 

“I’m sure.”  Stephen vowed.  “The Muellers thought it was excellent to keep it in 

the family and you’d help win some Blue votes, which is funny when you think about 

how Red you really are.” 

Melissa’s brows knitted.  “Why?” 

“Honey?  Please.  I’m gay.”  Lance amped up the flamboyance as if it was 

obvious. 

She looked at Jake putting the pieces together on his unusually liberal stance on 

gay rights.   

“Don’t worry, he isn’t.”  Lance joked. 

“I know that.”  Melissa sassed.   

“She’s figuring out why I’m for gay marriage.”  Jake told his brother then turned 

to his dad.  “When you say Muellers plural do you mean Ted and Frank?” 

“Both are endorsing me.”  Stephen proudly confirmed. 

“Let’s go make your television debut.”  Lance pushed the older McKenzie by the 

shoulders and led him to the waiting reporter. 

Jake turned up the volume.  He was going to hit record but it was already set.  It 

didn’t take long for the anchorman to reintroduce Amanda for an on the scene interview. 

“Mr. McKenzie, would you like to make a statement for the press?” 

“Thank you Amanda.”  His father said comfortably.  “I’d like to confirm that I 

have put my name in the race and have the support of the town founders.” 

The reporter pulled her mike to her mouth to ask, “Ted Mueller?” 

“Ted and Frank Mueller have both endorsed me.”  Stephen smiled stupidly 

waiting for the next question but the reporter was taken aback.  Not wanting to have dead 

air his father spoke up, “We’ve secured office space at the mall between the Starbucks 

and Cold Stone for campaign headquarters.” 

Snapping out of her mild surprise, Amanda closed the segment with, “Coffee and 

ice cream.  I think I’ll like covering this election.  Do you know if the Muellers have ever 

supported the same candidate in the past?” 

“I can’t say for sure.” 
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“We’ll have to check into that.  Back to you Jim.” 

“You’re a natural.”  Melissa complimented as the older McKenzies returned. 

Stephen turned pink.  “I’m going to have to get used to that.”   

“It took him an hour before he went outside.”  Lance updated.  “But you’re worth 

it.”  The father and son had found a project they could share and it seemed to give them 

some comfort with each other.   

“I’ll help out on the campaign as well.”  Jake volunteered. 

“Me too.”  Melissa bounced on her feet.  “This will be so much fun.” 

“Aren’t you Blue?”  Lance asked. 

“I am not voting for Charles Weston.”  She grimaced.  “What’s your campaign 

strategy?” 

“Honesty.”  Lance declared.  “It’s just crazy enough it might work.” 

“Been done.  Some gangly man named Lincoln.”  Stephen reminded Lance. 

“The gay president.” 

“He was not.”  Melissa rebutted. 

“Give us our one.” 

Jake rolled his eyes.  At least Lance didn’t try to make Lincoln into a Democrat. 

The modern left liked to steal him and Theodore Roosevelt.  For the record, both were 

Republicans.   

“Well, this has been very exciting but I have to get going.  I promised the ole ball 

and chain I wouldn’t be too late.  I’ll see you in the morning.”  Lance gave everyone a 

big hug and Stephen walked him out. 

“You’re brother is a lot of fun.” 

“He’s gives our family some style.”  Jake held her arms.  “I should take you 

home.” 

“No movie?” 

“We don’t have enough time.”   

“That’s okay.”  She ran her fingers through his hair. 

Jake’s sigh sounded more like a hum.  “Dad’s home.”  If she was thinking what 

he was thinking, she couldn’t be as vocal as the last time.   

“But I wore this dress just for you?” 
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“Thank you.  I’ve been sneaking glances down your cleavage all night.” 

She covered up.  It was silly that she was shy considering but it was also cute. 

They watched some television and stayed dressed until it was time to end their 

evening. 
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Not-So-Red Volunteers 

Mid-afternoon on Saturday, Jake drove to the mall.  Melissa would meet him 

there later.  She had planned their evening.  What she hadn’t done was filled him on their 

itinerary. 

Lance was in his element.  He buzzed around the office organizing resources.  

Stephen was following behind thanking everyone for their time and support.  He had 

given three interviews that morning.   

“How are you holding up?”  Jake asked his father. 

“I’m drained.” 

“Don’t listen to him.  He’s doing great.”  Lance corrected. 

“Impressive.”  A smarmy voice remarked.  It belonged to a stout silver-haired 

man.  “I’m Chip Garrett.”   

“Todd’s dad?”  Jake asked. 

“You must be Jake.  That makes you Lance.”  Chip gave Lance a disgusted once 

over.  “I wanted to see what kind of candidate warranted the Mueller brothers support.  It 

is the first time they have agreed on anything since they founded Mulberry.” 

“I’ll give you the tour.”  Stephen offered and showed the snooty man around. 

“Isn’t he a Mayor Bailey contributor?”  Jake asked. 

“Not really.  But he is one of the people suspected of bribing him in the 

corruption investigation.  Probably wants to see how much of a threat, if any, Dad is.” 

“And if he’s determined a threat?” 

“Then he’ll want to know if Dad can be leveraged.”  Lance rubbed his thumb and 

fingers together to denote money. 

Jake pivoted when someone tapped his back.  Melissa smiled with Tara and Mark 

behind her looking less happy.  She kissed him on the lips.   

“Welcome.”  Lance said and made the introductions. 

“We’re here to volunteer.”  Mark told Lance. 

“You’re going to help my dad get elected?”  Jake didn’t buy it. 

“We don’t have to vote for him.”  Tara smarted back.  
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“Melissa convinced us it would be a good experience.”  Mark glared at Tara.  

“And we haven’t committed our vote but we’re open.  But then again, some of us aren’t 

old enough yet.” 

Tara rolled her eyes.  “It’s the principle behind it.”  She was seventeen. 

“Your terms are acceptable.”  Lance grabbed some volunteer forms for the Red 

Staters to fill out.   

“You’re father will have a fit.”  Jake whispered to Melissa. 

“He did.  He saw the news clip this morning of us walking into your home last 

night.  He prohibited me to see you.” 

“Again?  Since you’re here, I guess your mom came to our defense.” 

She nodded.  “Tammy adores you.” 

Jake didn’t know what Tammy based her opinion on since they only met the once 

but he’d take it.   

“Then her father bribed her with a new car if she dumped you.”  Tara’s head tilted 

curious to see Jake’s reaction. 

“Not new, new.  Used new.”  Melissa clarified and shot Tara a warning look. 

“You can have my car.”  He joked but worried he wasn’t worth the sacrifice. 

“I don’t need a car.  I have a boyfriend to drive me wherever I want.”  She 

fluttered her lashes mischievously.   

Tara’s bad mood passed as Lance gave them the tour.  It was too interesting to let 

things like party lines ruin the fun.  The teens went on a coffee run for Lance and some 

friends. 

A couple of homeless vets hung out on the bench sunning themselves at the 

outdoor mall.  With a nod to Jake, he knew they wanted their usual.  Jake wasn’t against 

giving handouts to people in need but he preferred food instead of money.  Mack and 

Adam, the vets, knew that and appreciated the sustenance.   

The refreshment order for the volunteers was large and took some time.  When 

the food and two coffees were ready for the vets, Jake made a special delivery and 

wished his vet friends well. 

“Do you know them?”  Tara asked impressed and maybe a little humbled. 

“They’re here a lot.  Nice guys.” 
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“You’re giving out fish and not teaching them to fish.”  Mark reprimanded. 

“Well, there are always exceptions.  Anyway they told me they’re helping Dad’s 

campaign so Lance will teach them how to fish.” 

They dropped off the drinks for the workers and headed off to their cars to have a 

frivolous evening.  First stop was the bowling alley.   

“Bowling?”  Jake bewildered as he parked. 

“It’s a cover story but we usually play one round before the real event.” 

“Which is?” 

“There’s a party.  A real party.”  She illuminated. 

“Last night wasn’t real?” 

“There will be booze at this one.”   

“Todd’s parents were home.  We have drinking parties too.” 

“Whatever.”  She dismissed.   

They rented shoes and joined her friends.  Four more Blues joined them and took 

the lane next to theirs.   

Mark didn’t waste anytime getting to business.  “Melissa says you aren’t like 

other Reds.  I was told I could cross-examine you for myself.” 

“It’s only fair.  Travis grilled me like a cheese sandwich.”  Melissa invoked Jake’s 

sense of equality.  “And you promised to be nice.”  She added to Mark. 

“Shoot.”  He said biting the proverbial bullet. 

“Did you like President Bush?” 

“I thought we were to stay on topics and not personalities.”  Jake’s equality 

reminded Melissa. 

“We had a few people questions at lunch.”  She demurred. 

“Answer the question.”  Mark tossed his ball and got a strike. 

After bowling a spare, Jake responded.  “I guess we’re talking about W and not 

forty-one.  No, I didn’t like him.  But he wasn’t as bad as the left-winged media painted 

him to be.  If anything, my opinion of him has improved since he left the White House.” 

“Easy when he isn’t in a position to do more harm.  And you’re thoughts on 

Reagan?” 

“Reagan was the greatest president in modern times.” 
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Mark groaned.  “Well, you seem pretty damn Red to me.” 

“I am.”  He vowed. 

“Ask him other things.  About policies.  Ask him about gay rights.” 

“His brother is gay.  Of course he’ll stray from the norm there.”  Mark apparently 

had better gay-dar than Melissa because Jake hadn’t told him about Lance.  Of course 

Lance’s obsessive compulsive side that showed in the campaign office gave his tell away 

quicker than usual.  Mark tried to think of a good topic.  “Legalized marijuana.” 

“I’m for it.” 

“Medicinal?” 

“Recreational but we should tax the hell out of it.” 

“Nice Red spin.”  Mark liked his answer. 

“Do you feel that way about all drugs?”  Tara pressed. 

“No.  Others are too mind-altering.”  Jake was getting hit harder than Melissa and 

their bowling game was going at a snail’s pace. 

“Are you speaking from experience?”  Mark asked.   

“That isn’t a political compass question.”   

“Fine, I’ll tell the press that you refused to deny the claim.”  

It was an idle threat but Jake wasn’t so sure it has baseless.  His father wasn’t 

running for president but Jake didn’t want to wake up to the headline Mayoral 

Candidate’s Son Won’t Deny Drug Use.  “I haven’t been stoned.”  That was 

true.  Once he smoked a couple of hits but nothing happened.  Travis told him it was like 

that sometimes.  It would take another try or two before he felt buzzed. 

“Okay.  A good line to draw is natural drugs.  Things that grow.”  Mark gave him 

gauge to consider and then went for a hard ball next.  “Education.” 

“I’m for it.” 

Tara laughed but stopped quickly.  It ruined her sour puss when she did and she 

meant to be a hard-ass. 

“I mean do you think all schools should be equal.” 

Jake shook his head.  “I think all schools should meet standards but if a 

community has money and resources to improve their school, I don’t see why that is 

wrong.” 
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“Because underprivileged neighborhoods will be left behind.” 

“Then what is the incentive to work harder and make more money if you don’t 

improve your family’s life.” 

“We aren’t talking about cars, we’re talking about education.” 

“I agree with standards but I don’t believe in for each according to his ability and 

to each according to his needs.  Considering you live in Mulberry, you must realize that 

you are getting a better lifestyle because of your parents income and choices.” 

Mark held his tongue.  Fact was he was getting a first-rate education in Mulberry. 

“Speaking of choice.”  Tara interrupted.  “Where do you stand on abortion?” 

“I can’t get around the idea that life starts at conception.”  Jake admitted.  “If you 

truly believe that, than I don’t see how you can rationalize abortion.”  Before Tara could 

protest he held up his hand and continued.  “But if you don’t agree with that, I don’t see 

why abortions would be paid for with taxes or provided to underage girls without 

informing parents or guardians.” 

“What if she was raped by a relative?” 

“Then the state needs to be informed and the adult punished.” 

“It isn’t that simple.  A young victim isn’t always strong enough to stand up to her 

tormentor.” 

“Then every underage case should be investigated.  But if you were pregnant and 

wanted that child and someone hurt you in a car accident and you lost that child, would 

you shrug it off as ‘it was only a fetus and not a baby?’” 

Tara paused.  “That’s different.  That’s personal injury.” 

Melissa was terribly still as she pondered his scenario.  “He has a point.  What 

about third trimester abortions?  Preemies live all the time when they are wanted.  How 

can you say that one eight-month fetus is alive and another isn’t?  I am firmly against 

third trimester abortions except in the case of harm to the mother.” 

“How you can claim a fetus is life?”  Mark wasn’t being rude but giving his 

position equal airtime.  “How can you claim something is alive if it isn’t self-sustaining?” 

“Then a newborn isn’t either since it can’t survive without nursing or care.”  Jake 

stated flatly. 
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“Not long but it can be left safely for short periods of time.”  Mark held his hands 

up in surrender.  “However, I understand that you feel differently and I respect that.” 

Jake’s head sank.  “I didn’t mean to belie your point either.” 

The other bowlers had finished and were off to the party.   

“Can we go?”  Tara asked not wanting to bowl at all.  She was terrible at it.  Half 

of her balls were in the gutter. 

“Sure.”  Mark was the leader of the pack and made the final call.   

“We’re going to skip the party.”  Melissa told them and after some grumbling 

they left. 

“You don’t want to go to the party?”  Jake asked in his car. 

“We can but is your father home?” 

He gulped.  “No.  He’s having dinner at Ted Mueller’s.”  Why was he nervous?  

They had already been intimate.  Of course, it just happened the first time.  Knowing he 

would need to perform frightened him.  Maybe he was jumping to conclusions.   

“Let’s watch that movie we never got to.” 

The house was empty as promised.  He popped in Star Trek again but didn’t even 

get past the academy when they were in his bed and recuperating.  Jake held Melissa 

tightly.  “I think I love you.” 

She sat up and looked down at him.  Her expression most grave.  “Not to be super 

pessimistic but what does love mean to you?” 

He thought about it.  “That I care more about you than I do about me.” 

She kissed him.  “I expected you to go with something trite like we were 

destined.” 

He rolled on top of her thinking he was ready for another round. 

Melissa’s eyes smiled up at him.  “But you had a simple and fitting definition.  I 

love you too.” 

He nibbled on her neck.   

“You did well with Mark and Tara.” 

“Can we focus?”  He said moving down to distract her. 

She moaned.  A sign she was distracted. 
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PTA Meeting 

Lunches had become a bipartisan affair for the first time in Jake’s life and from 

the stares their group got, he imagined it might be a first for Mulberry High.  Mark, Tara, 

Travis and Kathy ate with the Purple Couple, as Jake and Melissa had been dubbed.   

“This is nice.  Eating in a mixed group.”  Melissa popped a grape in her mouth. 

“I had my doubts but you’re right.  This isn’t so bad.”  Travis agreed.  “I have a 

question.”  Quizzing each other had become a favorite pastime, at least for Travis and 

Mark.  “If we have a liberal president, why is the left still so angry?” 

Mark took the first stab for the Reds.  “I think that’s because things aren’t better.” 

“But they direct their anger to the right?”   

“And that is because they don’t want to admit that some things don’t change.” 

“Not over night.”  Tara amended. 

“Is it really that different?  We all see the same problems and we address how to 

correct them differently.”  Jake said.  “We don’t want pregnant teens or homeless people 

or war or oil spills or crime or whatever.  Where we differ is in our methods to improve.” 

“Yeah.”  Melissa nodded.  “I think we get so focused that our way is right the we 

imprudently see opposition as undermining the greater good rather than disagreeing with 

the cure.  That degenerates to harsh party lines.” 

“But Tea-Partiers take it too far.  How can they doubt that Barack isn’t a US 

citizen?”  Tara moaned. 

“How can the far left think George W. was behind the World Trade Center 

attack?  And one of those nuts was on the White House staff for a while.”  Travis 

reminded her.  “Both sides have fringe and both get real scary.  To every MSNBC there 

is a Fox.  To every Olbermann, a Limbaugh.  To every Hannity, a Matthews.” 

“Hey, it’s been two weeks.”  Kathy said.  “Since your oil spill debate.” 

Jake draped his arm over his girlfriend’s shoulders.  “Happy anniversary.” 

Mark and Travis’s debate on immigration was that afternoon and to Mr. 

Harding’s surprise they didn’t have different opinions.  Actually instead of taking a stand, 

they lined up the consequences and both were without a good solution.  Illegal was illegal 

but many of these families had been living in the States for years.  They agreed that 
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Arizona’s law, when looked at objectively, wasn’t out of line but neither felt it was the 

right answer. 

Mr. Harding fished out a coin from his trousers and flipped it several times.  “It 

never lands on its side.”  The class laughed.  “You really are amazing people.  I’m so 

honored to have known you.”   

Jake didn’t like his comment.  It sounded like a good-bye.  He lingered when 

school was out and so did Melissa and their group. 

“Mr. Harding, is everything okay?” 

“The PTA is having a meeting tonight to discuss my employment.”  Mr. Harding 

admitted.  “Don’t be sad.  We expected this might happen.” 

“Why?”  Apparently Mark’s gay-dar wasn’t foolproof. 

“I want to move in with my boyfriend so it’s time to come out of the closet.”   

Jake watched the teens’ reactions.  There was shock but they didn’t seem turned 

off by the admission. 

“Discrimination is unlawful.”  Kathy said.  That was a big surprise.  She was 

easily the reddest of their gang.  But then it would be wrong to assume she was hard lined 

on every issue. 

“They may vote to keep me on but I’m not holding up the unwritten but 

understood policy of don’t tell.”  Mr. Harding packed his briefcase.  “I have prepared 

myself for this potential outcome.” 

The kids left with that gray funk hanging over them like a rain cloud.  “We should 

go to the meeting.”  Tara decided.  “He’s the best teacher we have.” 

They agreed. 

Jake waited for his father to leave first.  He didn’t want to get an order to stay out 

of it.  He picked up the crew.  They were stunned at how many cars were at school.  And 

Amanda Crawford was there with her camera crew. 

“Jake McKenzie.”  The reporter recognized him.  “Would you like to comment on 

your position regarding Mr. Harding’s career?” 

Jake knew he shouldn’t but not answering felt like he was letting his brother 

down.  “He’s a great teacher.” 

“And where does your father stand?” 
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“You’ll have to ask him.”  Jake dismissed.  His dad would support Mr. Harding 

but he wasn’t sure how to phrase it properly for the press. 

She motioned for the cameraman to cut.  “We’re on your side.” 

“Thanks.”   

“Good luck.” 

The auditorium wasn’t maxed out on capacity but it was teeming with parents and 

a many other students.  Todd was there with his father.  Even the Mueller brothers were 

there.  A panel of the usual parents and teachers sat at long tables on the stage.  Stephen 

was with them talking to the principal.   

Lance was with Ryan Harding up front.  They were ready for the worst but hoping 

for the best.  They could have been any two guys and Lance wondered if they had to keep 

their distance in an effort to not stir up the opposition.   

Chairs weren’t set up for the excess attendance and those wishing to sit retrieved 

their own seats from the stacks at the sides of the auditorium.  The six friends grabbed 

chairs and sat in the back.  Jake’s father and brother hadn’t seen him and he decided to 

keep a low profile. 

Principal Sherry was plugging in a mike for the head of the PTA.   

A grumpy woman test-tapped it and an amplified thump echoed through the 

room.  Chatter was stifled until order was restored. 

Amanda and her cameraman were filming from the side. 

“Mr. McKenzie.”  The grumpy woman said.  “I know that you have been an 

active participant on the PTA board for years but as you are currently running for mayor, 

your attendance is causing a commotion.” 

Stephen glanced up surprised to be asked to step down.  “I believe the commotion 

is due to the nature of today’s agenda.” 

“If it’s all the same, I think it would be better if you removed yourself from this 

decision since you are too personally connected.” 

Stephen stood up.  Mr. Garrett took his place with a wicked grin.  The grin turned 

upside down when Stephen didn’t leave but stood with Mr. Harding. 

“Mr. McKenzie, I thought you agreed to leave.” 
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“I agreed to removing myself from this vote.  I would like to remain to speak on 

Mr. Harding’s behalf.” 

The room murmured.   

When Grumpy sighed, it was magnified in the speakers.   

The cameraman zoomed in on Stephen and Mr. Harding.  It would make the news 

for sure.  Jake didn’t know if there was an ulterior motive behind removing his father 

from the panel.  If she meant to reduce the profile of the affair, it accomplished the exact 

opposite. 

“Very well.  What would you like to say?”   

It wasn’t fair that she had a microphone and Jake’s dad had to go without.  

Stephen spoke clearly and his voice traveled.  “It is illegal to discriminate against 

someone for their sexual orientation.” 

“Out of curiosity, where do you stand on homosexual marriage?” 

“I don’t see how that is relevant.”  Stephen glanced at the Muellers.  An answer 

would affect his race.  He gulped and decided to speak his mind.  “I am for everyone’s 

right to get married regardless of sexual orientation.” 

Tongues clicked as people spoke in hushed tones to their neighbors.   

Grumpy tapped again for attention.  “You’re running for mayor on that platform.” 

“No.  Gay rights are not part of my platform.  It is a state matter and as mayor of 

the town, I alone cannot influence its legality.  I would uphold the laws of the land 

regardless of personal opinion but in the voting booth, I will vote my conscious.” 

A smattering of parents clapped.  The board looked unimpressed.   

“Well, then, I suppose we should get to matter at hand.”  Grumpy said.   

First people from the board spoke their mind and then some of the parents.  Those 

in favor of keeping Mr. Harding stated he was an excellent teacher and that removing on 

that basis was not only criminal but immoral as well.  Those opposing said that as a 

teacher, he was an example for their children. 

Every new input increased the nerve-racking atmosphere.  Jake wanted to step 

outside to get a break from it but stayed for both his brother and his teacher. 

It went on for an hour with no end in sight when Principal Sherry took the mike.  

“I’m ashamed of us.  This is the twenty-first century.  I would like to remind those in 
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attendance that even if this board votes to remove Mr. Harding that I do not have the 

authorization to break the law.” 

A heavyset woman stood up and interrupted the principal.  “What about our 

children.  Being a teen is hard enough in this modern world without having questionable 

role models confusing matters.” 

“Sit down Clarice.”  Frank Mueller said.  “You have two daughters that aren’t 

going to be gay-ed up by taking Mr. Harding’s class.”  The crowd giggled to hear a sixty-

year-old man use the term gay-ed up.   

“Ted, how can you endorse this man knowing where he stands on gay rights?”  

Clarice addressed the Red Mueller. 

Ted stood up.  “Because he speaks candidly and wouldn’t take a bribe.”  His eyes 

darted briefly to Mr. Garrett.  “He will represent the constituents.” 

“And what do you think about Mr. Harding.”  Clarice dared. 

“I hear he’s an inspirational teacher.”  Ted said.  “My granddaughter is looking 

forward to debate next year.” 

Clarice was flabbergasted.  She turned on Stephen.  “Mr. McKenzie, what kind of 

mayor would put himself in the middle of this kind of controversy?” 

“This man,” Stephen pointed to Mr. Harding, “Will be my son-in-law.” 

The room gasped. 

“Maybe not in the eyes of the state but in my eyes and I will not forsake him.  The 

fact is sex is not on his job duties and his sexual orientation is irrelevant.  Furthermore, 

my stance on gay rights is even less pertinent.  What matters is that he is a darn good 

educator.” 

“Well, I’ve never.”  Clarice gasped.  “I guess this shouldn’t be a shock 

considering you raised a gay son.” 

Lance held his father’s shoulder with a whispered word of caution.  Stephen 

couldn’t mouth off if he was running for office. 

“Can you sincerely tell us that you have no regrets that your son is gay?” 

Stephen’s eyes got very sad.  “Only one.”  He looked at Lance and Ryan and held 

up his finger.  “One and that is that he may never have children of his own.  I regret that 
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because he would be a terrific parent.  And his children would be most fortunate to have 

his genes and his love.” 

Lance slyly wiped a tear away and patted his father’s shoulder.  Stephen gave him 

a hug and Ryan too.  Jake’s eyes were wet as well.  Melissa kissed him and he saw that 

she was crying. 

“You’re family is amazing.” 

He nodded. 

Mr. Garrett stood up.  “I find this concerning in a candidate to replace Mayor 

Bailey.  If our mayor is recalled, I cannot believe that we have a Republican candidate 

that is more liberal than the Bluest of citizens.  I intended to make a formal declaration 

that I too will be running as a mayoral candidate.” 

“What a schmuck?”  Travis whispered among much hubbub in the room. 

Principal Sherry called for order.  “People please.”   

Everyone hushed and shifted in their seats.   

“I have three things to say before you vote.”  The principal looked up and down at 

the panel.  “First, this thing is being blown out of proportion due to the fact that Mr. 

Harding is engaged to the son of our mayoral candidate.  It’s bad politicking and it is 

ugly.  Second, it will take a court order for me to violate…” She paused.  “No, I would 

quit before acting imprudently based on unfounded fears.  And third,” Principal Sherry 

looked at Mr. McKenzie, “you’ll receive an official letter in the morning with my 

endorsement.  You’re all right for a GOP candidate.” 

The mood of the room changed.  The first hour, it felt like an angry mob.  Perhaps 

it was the Muellers.  Maybe it was Stephen’s articulated support.  But Jake guessed it was 

the principal’s outrage that swayed many over to Mr. Harding’s side.  Whatever it was, 

only a few strongholds remained inflexible. 

The board voted.  They were split and that was plenty for the principal to 

disregard the request.   

Amanda was interviewing Stephen and Principal Sherry when the kids walked up 

to congratulate their teacher.   

“Mr. McKenzie, are you worried the ramifications tonight will have on your 

polls?”  Amanda asked. 
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“I’m running for mayor to serve my community.  I will work for our community.  

My position on gay rights is irrelevant in that capacity.  But I have proven tonight that I 

will give my all to keep the education in our schools top notch.” 

“Sure he has.”  Ted said as the Muellers joined the interview uninvited.   

“Before you endorsed Stephen McKenzie, were you aware of his position on Mr. 

Harding or gay marriage?”  Amanda asked the town founders. 

“We did.”  Frank said.  “What this town needs is an ethical revival and this is 

hardly a deal breaker for us.” 

“You both spoke up in favor of Mr. Harding.  Would you care to confirm or deny 

your stance on gay marriage?” 

“I’ll take this one.”  Ted said.  “I’m rethinking my viewpoint.” 

Frank laughed.  “And I have moved from civil union to marriage.  I guess you can 

teach old dogs new tricks.” 

“There you have it folks.  Mr. McKenzie is a candidate that makes voters think.”  

The light on the camera went off and Amanda slouched immediately.  “I hope you win.” 

“We should get an interview with that other guy.”  The cameraman jerked his 

head towards Todd’s dad. 

“Must we?” 

“He’s announced he’s running.” 

The news duo left less enthused. 

“Melissa.”  Jon Bonner walked up with Tammy.  “What are you doing here?” 

“Dad?  You never come to PTA meetings.” 

“I came to support Mr. Harding.”  Then he rethought his comment.  “His job not 

his marriage.” 

Jake tensed.  

Tammy gave Lance and Ryan a big hug.  “I was worried the first hour.”   

“It was something I would have lived with if they ousted me.”  Mr. Harding 

reminded everyone.   

The Bonners left with Melissa. 

“How do you know Tammy?”  Jake asked his brother. 
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“They took a swing class at my studio when they were engaged.  She became a 

friend.  Straight women love gay men.” 

“Let’s hope they vote for father’s of the gay men they love.”  Stephen prayed. 

“Speaking of women loving gay men…” Lance nudged Ryan’s shoulder. 

“There’s something about my past I think you’d like to know.”  Ryan started.  “I 

was somewhat older when I realized my leanings veered from the straight and narrow.” 

Stephen was nodding.  “Is this secret going to be a potential campaign problem?”  

He take a thousand hits for his sons but fresh off a battlefield, he wanted a heads up. 

Lance laughed.  “I don’t think so Dad.” 

“As I was saying,” Ryan went on, “I was married before, to a woman.” 

“Oh.”  Stephen relaxed.  “That isn’t unheard of.” 

“Our divorce was amicable considering the circumstances.  However, it was after 

we had children.” 

“You have children?”  Their dad liked the idea.  “Lance, you’ll be a stepfather?” 

He nodded.   

“Twin girls.  You’ll love them.”  Ryan Harding bragged. 

“And the former Mrs. Harding is also wonderful.”  Lance added.  “And we may 

look into hiring a surrogate.  So no regrets now?” 

Stephen hugged his eldest son and his soon to be son-in-law.  “You’ve thought of 

everything.”   

Jake took his friends home and then went to bed glad to know that the parents in 

the PTA woke up – enough anyway.   
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Maybe Mandy  

The numbers wouldn’t reflect the public’s reaction to the PTA meeting for three 

days.  Stephen played it down at breakfast.  “At least it’s out in the open and I think I did 

a good job explaining that as mayor my views on gay marriage have no more weight than 

anybody else’s.” 

Sure it made sense but sense got lost in predetermined beliefs. 

Jake parked his scooter and got a weird reaction from the student body.  They 

were polarized.  Some were friendlier than normal and clearly supported his brother and 

their teacher.  Others ignored him and had quiet exchanges when they saw him.   

Before lunch, he got a text from Lance.   
Fear not. Contributions are flying in. A few hate 

calls. But overall more love.  

Amanda and her faithful cameraman were on campus getting reactions from 

students on the latest news.  She waved at Jake. 

He waved back and was glad he gave a statement the night before. 

“Hey fag.”  Todd called as he marched up to be nose-to-nose with Jake.   

Travis threw the first and only punch.  The rich snot almost lost his balance but 

his buddy George was there to keep him from falling. 

“What are you?  His lover?”  Todd said unable to compete with Travis in a 

fistfight so he fought with snide commentary. 

Students gathered eager for more action. 

“Todd, why don’t you get in your monster car and go to hell.”  Mark said. 

“Let’s go.”  George tried to get Todd to leave. 

Too angry to be pacified, Todd spat out, “My father has to run for mayor because 

yours is a queer maker.  Like he wants the hassle of politics.” 

“How is your father going to win if the current mayor is being recalled because of 

dishonest business dealings with the likes of him?”  Tara said bravely but stood warily 

behind Mark in case things got to blows again. 

“You’re all faggots or faggot sympathizers.” 

“Todd!”  George warned a second time and tried to pull him away. 
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Todd yanked his arm free.  “I’ll get you later.”  They left. 

“That was fun.”  Travis mused.  “What’s for lunch?” 

“You guys go ahead.”  Melissa said. 

Jake didn’t know when she got there but he was awfully glad to see her.  She 

pulled him to a vacant classroom and closed the door.  Jake hugged her tighter than ever.  

“I needed this.”  He meant the affection and her.  He wasn’t going to let go.  At least that 

was his intentions until he realized she was crying.  “What’s wrong?” 

“I can’t see you anymore.” 

“Why?” 

“My father says we have to break up.” 

“I thought Tammy was on our side.” 

“After last night he blew a gasket.  He is all for gay rights as long as they stay 

away from him.” 

“He was there to support Mr. Harding.” 

She shook her head.  “He said that because everything changed.  I can’t help out 

with the campaign, I can’t see you and if I do, he’ll send me off to my grandmother’s in 

Oklahoma.” 

“But Tammy.” 

“Tammy left him.  It wasn’t just how he was being with me.  She’s friends with 

Lance and Mr. Harding.  They had a mammoth fight about it a couple of nights ago that 

reignited at cataclysmic levels.” 

Jake didn’t move.   

“I’m sorry.”  Melissa kissed him on the cheek and went. 

If the school and the media weren’t monitoring his every move, he would have 

ditched.  Melissa must have.  She wasn’t in debate.   

As soon as the last bell rang he hopped on his scooter and got to the mall.  He 

pulled Lance aside and told him the latest debacle. 

“What are you going to do?”  Lance asked as he embraced his broken hearted 

little brother. 

“What can I do?” 

“You’re both eighteen.” 
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“We can’t move in together.” 

“I didn’t mean that but Melissa isn’t a child.” 

“She is to him.”   

“We’ll figure it out.”  Lance promised. 

Jake helped Lance with content for his father’s website.  He put his all into it to 

keep his mind from straying.  When Lance went for some dinner, Tara popped into the 

office.  Jake knew that Mark and Tara had been there for a while but he hadn’t gone out 

to see them. 

“Hi Jake.” 

It was sweet that she wanted to check on him but she reminded him of his ex.  

“Hey.” 

She sat at the table and looked at the website.  “Looks good.  Makes me wish I 

was eighteen so I could vote for your dad.” 

“Assuming everyone doesn’t bail on him after last night.” 

“They aren’t bailing on him.  I’ve been helping on the phones and he has more 

money than he can spend in the less than two weeks.  A lot of people appreciate that he 

spoke his mind and stood his ground.  Not only did the Log Cabin Republicans endorse 

him but the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force.  Of course Monsignor Wilson called 

and had a private conversation with your father.” 

“I bet he’s not endorsing him.” 

“No he endorsed him.  Probably didn’t care for his position on gay marriage but 

your father is the only pro-life candidate.” 

“Do we have any updates on polls?”   

“Nothing official.”  She leaned on her elbows facing him. 

Getting that she wanted a focused conversation, he pushed the keyboard away and 

sat back giving her his full attention. 

“Mark and I will help you and Melissa see each other on the down low.” 

“Yeah.  I guess if we let some time pass her dad will cool down.  Maybe after the 

election and people go back to talking about trivial things like LiLo’s nail polish.” 

She smiled.  “Melissa loves you.  She’ll find a way to make peace with her father.  

Hold tight.” 
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“Thanks.”  He said earnestly.  “You guys are turning out to be pretty good 

friends.” 

Friday was hell.  Jake didn’t see Melissa until the end of the day.  Seeing her 

laugh hurt more than seeing her sad.  Tim was talking her ear off and she didn’t even 

notice Jake walked into Debate.  It was salt on his unhealed wound.  Tim had taken 

Melissa to their Junior Prom so it wasn’t just a friend cheering her up.  He was a potential 

Blue option.  Tim left for his last class.  He wasn’t in debate. 

Jake didn’t bother to change out his books and went straight to the parking lot 

when school was out. 

“Hey Jake.”  Mandy caught him.  “I’m having some people over tonight.  The 

parents are in Vegas for the weekend.  Mark and Kathy said they’re coming.  You should 

come with them.” 

“Maybe.  I’m not in the partying mood.” 

“Look,” She said sternly, “I know it’s hard right now.  But staying home and 

dwelling on it isn’t good for you.” 

He reconsidered her.  “Good point.  I’ll see you there.”  He didn’t intend to show.  

But if he didn’t accept, she would keep pressuring him. 

On the ride home he berated himself for riding the stupid scooter.  Why was he 

still trying?  Because it better for the environment.  His little green conscious reminded 

him. 

Lance and his father were home for the first day that week.  That didn’t mean they 

weren’t working on his campaign run.  They were preparing notes for a debate the next 

week.  Jake didn’t know if he could be much help but he joined them.  Their first task 

was to list out potential topics. 

At seven o’clock, Travis stopped by with Kathy.  “You’re not ready?” 

“I’m not going to a party at Mandy’s.” 

“You went to a party at Todd’s.  This one will have more select attendance.  Get 

dressed we’ll wait.” 

“I’m helping my dad.” 

“Get out of here.  We’ve got it covered.”  Lance shooed him away.  “You can go 

back to moping tomorrow.” 
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Wanting to do nothing less than go to a social gathering, Jake tossed on a new 

shirt.  He kept his sneakers on too tired to really try and look nice.   

Mandy lived on the edge of Red State in a modest house considering her family’s 

wealth.  There weren’t more than four cars at Mandy’s.  It was a small gathering.  As 

soon as he walked in, he knew he shouldn’t have gone.  Everyone was drinking and not 

beer.  They were going for the real stuff; whiskey, vodka, gin, various liquors.   

“Dude, I can’t be caught drinking.  My dad’s running for office.”  He whispered 

to Travis. 

“I’m not going to drink so we won’t be hassled going home.  Relax.” 

Jake looked around and the usual instigators were missing.  “What if Todd 

shows?” 

“He isn’t invited.”  Kathy informed.  “Mandy’s pissed off for his trick he played 

on her about you.” 

Jake did the math.  The odds were pretty good that he could be an ordinary kid 

that blended into the scenery.  “Okay.”   

“Try this.”  Wes offered them shots of a thick cold liquid.   

Jake threw his head back and was startled instantly.  It had a strong licorice flavor 

and it wasn’t for faint of heart.   

“Nice.”  Wes complimented.  “Where’s Melissa tonight?” 

“She couldn’t make it.”  Jake lied not wanting to go into their personal trauma.  

Then he shook the empty shot glass.  “Keep ‘em coming.” 

Five more shots and Jake was feeling nothing which was grand.  Kathy was also 

buzzed.  She took Travis by the hand to go find a dark corner.  Then Wes took Carrie.  

Finally, Sean and Stella slyly drifted away. 

“They’ve abandoned us.”  Jake slurred looking at Mandy.  They were alone. 

“How’re you doing?”  She asked drinking a glass of white wine and doing a very 

good job of appearing like an adult woman rather than a teen girl. 

“You were right.  I needed a diversion.”  He rose from his chair and his head 

spun.  Unsteadily he stepped to the couch to join the host.  Gently he rested his head on 

her shoulder and glanced down.  “What should we do?”   

“This is nice.”  She put an arm around him.  “I’m glad you came.” 
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Jake meant to say “Me too” but it came out more like “Mmm” as he kissed 

Mandy’s neck. 

“None of that.”  She cautioned.  “You’re in no condition.” 

“I’m not that drunk.”  He said and played with her necklace. 

“You are pretty drunk and hurt right now.  Don’t.”  She pushed him up. 

“Don’t you want to make out?” 

“No.”   

“I should have never dated a Blue.  What was I thinking?”  His fingers dances 

down her neck to her cleavage. 

“Name one thing you like about me.”  She dared lifting his hand like a dirty rag 

and putting it on his lap. 

“You’re eyes.” 

“Funny, that isn’t where you’re looking.”  Mandy lifted his chin until Jake 

stopped leering down her blouse.  “Jake, I didn’t invite you to try to steal you from 

Melissa.” 

“I thought you wanted to go out with me.” 

“For a while but not when you’re pining for some other girls, even if she is Blue.”  

She giggled.  Mandy went to the bar to get a drink for her inebriated guest.  “Here.”   

“Water?”  Jake revolted.   

“You’ve heard of it.”  She lifted the glass for him to take more.  “You’ll thank me 

in the morning.” 

“I’m fine.”  He poured another shot of Ouzo.  It vanished in a gulp.  Then the 

room spun clockwise.  No, counter clockwise.  Jake closed his eyes after he realized that 

it would go one way and then the other on a whim.   

When he opened them, he was face down in a toilet.  His stomach was undoing 

everything he ate.  A damp napkin was offered to clean his face.  Then a familiar glass of 

water.  He shook his head and gave another mighty heave but little came out.  After 

another quick swipe with the napkin, he drank the water.   

Mandy’s manicured fingers brushed back his hair from his sweaty forehead.   

“I’m sorry.”  He muttered feeling like a cad, an idiot and a wuss rolled into one 

messy slob. 
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“Don’t be.  This may be a shocker but I have choices.  I don’t need to be second 

fiddle.” 

“This may be a shock, but no one would be shocked by that.” 

“When Todd told me you liked me, I was super flattered.  After all, you’re cute 

nice, smart and have this really accepting attitude.”  Her face went a little pink.  “I know 

everything thinks I’m some wild bitch on wheels.  Do you want to know a secret?” 

Of course he nodded.  Who ever answers that question with a no? 

“I’m a virgin.” 

“Really?”  At least Jake had the wisdom not to laugh – or maybe he was too 

hung-over to make the effort.  For the first time, he saw Mandy for more than a pair of 

boobs and fine piece of ass.   

She glowered in response to his doubting her. 

“It’s that you could have anyone you want.”  It was the right response.  She 

relaxed and he went on, “You’re also kind of nice.” 

“I try.  Still need to work on it some.  I probably owe your girlfriend an apology 

for the other night.”  She stood up and held out her hand.   

He took it and leveraged off the bathroom floor.  Although his head throbbed at 

near deafening levels, it wasn’t spinning.  “Melissa dumped me.” 

“I heard her father intervened.” 

“What’s the difference?” 

“All the difference in the world.”  She pecked his cheek and walked him to her 

room.  “You smell like rotten licorice.” 

Travis burst into the door.  “Jake, I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to leave you 

unmanned.” 

Jake and Mandy looked at Travis quizzically. 

“Oh, you’re dressed.  Of course you’re dressed.  I mean why wouldn’t you be 

dressed.”  Travis twisted in his spot feeling foolish for his assumption. “Look, we have to 

sober you up.  There’s a news van outside.” 

“Good timing.  I am alcohol free.”   

Travis’ eyes flashed past them.  Seeing that Jake just left the bathroom, he 

understood that his friend had barfed his guts out.  “All right.  Let’s get out of here.”   
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Kathy stumbled in.  “Are we leaving?” 

“Kathy, why don’t you crash here for the night?”  Mandy offered. 

Kathy rolled onto the bed and closed her eyes. 

“Go.  I’ll get her home safely.”  Mandy promised. 

It wasn’t Amanda Crawford out front.  The van read CNN.  Travis pulled his car 

to the side of the house out of the line of view of the news crew.  Jake hid in the back seat 

under his jacket.   

“I’ll be back for Kathy.”  Travis told Mandy.   

When they were blocks away, Jake climbed into the passenger seat.  “Thanks.” 

“No sweat.  What happened?” 

“Nothing.” 

“Good.  Once I realized you had been left alone with Mandy, I figured she’d 

make her move.” 

“She didn’t but I did.”   

“Dude, what if things work out with Melissa?” 

“Nothing happened.” 

“But you just said…” 

“I said I made a move and she shut me down.” 

“Mandy did?” 

Jake nodded.  “Turns out I’m resistible after all.” 

Travis snickered.   

“And it turns out she isn’t half as wild as the rumors make her out to be.” 

“I guessed as much.” 

Jake threw his friend a dubious glance. 

“Like she’d give it up to Todd.” 

Jake laughed.  Todd was the first rumor of Mandy’s extracurricular activities.  In 

hindsight, Travis made an excellent point. 
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Purple Matter 

Saturday wasn’t a good day physically, so Jake’s body was in synch with his 

heart.  Stephen told him to come by the office after he mowed the lawn.   

Jake mowed almost every weekend but never so fatigued.  Barely finishing he 

rolled on his bed and passed out.  At one he woke up sticky.  Some food and a shower 

and he had passed the worst of the day after affects.   

He walked into the headquarters to find it busier than ever.  Amanda Crawford 

was there without her cameraman talking to Lance and Ryan.   

“Where are these numbers coming from?”  Ryan asked as they stared at a 

computer screen. 

Jake walked around and saw updated polls but they weren’t from the paper.  It 

was a website called PurpleMatter.com.  In one corner was a three-dimensional brain that 

was half red and half blue.  The other corner had the same brain icon but it was 

checkered.  Across the top it read, “Taking the pulse of Mulberry.  Speak out by issue 

regardless if you live in Red State, Blue State or Green State.”  Then it had all kind of 

questions.  To the right were results in graphs.  By “Who Will You Vote for in the Recall 

Election” Stephen McKenzie had the largest slice of the pie with 72%. 

“What’s this?”  Jake asked. 

“We don’t know.  It popped up yesterday.  All these numbers are from after the 

PTA meeting.”  Amanda rolled the cursor over the recall voter poll and clicked.   

The next page broke down the details with filtered menus on top.  The surprising 

thing was that 60% of the Blue voters were backing McKenzie. 

Then Amanda dropped down a filter and clicked on registered voters.  Stephen’s 

percent dropped to 42% for all voters but it was ten points higher than Weston, the 

democrat, and twenty above Garrett.   

“That’s good.”  Jake said.  “But it can’t be right, can it?” 

“I’ve been playing on this site all morning.  The numbers are rolling in fast.  True 

the Red votes are splitting evenly between your father and Garrett but the Blues are 

making up the difference.  And the number of people who intend to vote out our current 
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Mayor has jumped to 80%.”  She scrolled down and below were comments.  By each was 

a red or blue or purple dot denoting which side of town the author lived in. 

Let’s face it.  People are brutally honest when their identities are anonymous.   

“And what are your polls saying?”  Ryan asked. 

“We run a three day average.  I’m trying to get the raw numbers but the IT people 

at the station are real data Nazis.  By the time I get what I asked for, they won’t be 

needed.  That being said, as far as I can tell, they are going the same direction as this site.  

The only problem with this site is it’s highly traveled by teens, many who are too young 

or aren’t registered.  Even filtering those out, the tendencies will lean young and liberal.” 

“Whoever built it is very clever.”  Lance declared.  “Look.”  He sat down and 

took control.  “To vote you have to input your zip, gender, age, etc.  The biggest 

disadvantage is users need to go to the site.” 

“That means it’s getting people motivated to act.”  Ryan told them. 

“But it isn’t a proper random sampling.” 

“And sometimes, neither is a vote.” 

“Who started this?”  Jake asked. 

“My people are working on that but we won’t know before the election unless 

we’re lucky.”  Amanda said.  “Or we can ask the Principal?” 

“Principal Sherry?”   

“She posted the link on the school’s message board.  And it’s being passed around 

via email, social networking sites, we even put a link on our station’s site.” 

“May I?”  Jake asked and Lance relinquished the computer to his little brother.  

“It’s a student.  It has to be.”  He decided.  “Every debate we ever had is covered.” 

“We hit the big dilemmas.  They aren’t patented.”  Ryan acknowledged. 

“It’s someone from Mulberry, obviously.  And it has the debate topics in the exact 

order from our class.  Look, the last is on immigration.” 

“Are you kids still pouring over that mysterious Purplish.com?”  Stephen snuck 

out of the office. 

“PurpleMatter.com.”  Lance corrected.  “You should learn that in case you want 

to reference it during the mayoral debate on Wednesday night.” 

“Of course I’ll want to reference this well established two day old source.” 
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Lance crossed his arms looking pissy and prissy at once.   

Stephen clasped his hands together.  “Tomorrow we’re spending the afternoon 

going over notes for Wednesday.” 

“We are.”  Lance’s glower ended.   

By Sunday the pain of being dumped had subsided to numbness.  Jake was 

relieved.  Lance had a stack of paperwork with him when he arrived to prep the candidate 

with the latest information.   

The three men sat at the dinning room table as Lance gave Stephen some pointers 

to keep his answers hopeful, positive and to work in as many sound bites as possible.  

“But not so many that you sound like an old fart spewing off cliché after cliché.” 

Stephen crumpled his brows nodding.  “I haven’t debated since college.” 

“You’ll do fine.  It’s like riding a bike.”  Lance promised.   

When the bell rang, Jake went to answer it.  Weeping on his doorstep was 

Melissa.   

“I’m sorry for barging over.”  She threw herself into his arms.   

“What happened?” 

“I can’t take it anymore.  He’s driving me nuts.” 

“Hi Jake.”  Tammy walked up.  “I broke her out for some girl time.” 

“Come in.”  Jake welcomed them in. 

“Sweetie, I heard about what happened.”  Lance gave Tammy a big hug.  “Did 

Jon throw out recyclables again?” 

Tammy laughed.  “No.  He can’t handle that his baby girl isn’t a baby anymore.” 

Lance glanced up to Melissa and gave her an even bigger embrace.  “Hon, how 

are you doing?” 

She bobbed her head around undecidedly. 

Stephen got their unexpected company some drinks.  He didn’t mind a break from 

the cram session but he felt helpless with two emotional women in the house.  Then of 

course there was the inevitable arrival of Jon Bonner.  Stephen groaned like a man twice 

his age when heard the banging at the front door. 

When he returned, the agitated Mr. Bonner was with him.   

“Can we go home and have a private family discussion?”  He pleaded. 
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“No.”  Melissa refused.  “I’m moving in with Tammy.” 

“She’s your stepmother.  I’m your father!” 

“And I’m eighteen.  I’ll finish up high school and get a job.” 

“Melissa, your father is right.  It wouldn’t be right.”  Tammy ran a hand down 

Melissa’s arm as if to warm her on a cold day. 

“Do you even have a place to stay?  Hotels get pricey.” 

“Tammy can crash at my house.”  Lance interjected.   

Mr. Bonner glared at Lance.  Deciding he had bigger battles to fight, he turned 

back to his daughter.  “And you’re going to keep seeing this boy?” 

“Calm down.”  Stephen urged. 

“Melissa has her whole life ahead of her and I won’t have it ruined with an 

unplanned pregnancy.” 

“Dad!” 

Everyone went rigid with the implication.  Jake glanced at Melissa. 

Mr. Bonner walked over to his daughter.  “I just don’t you to have to go through 

an abortion.” 

Melissa frowned.  “What if I didn’t want an abortion?” 

“Of course you’d have an abortion.  Look, this isn’t important.  It isn’t like you 

were serious enough to have, well, you know.  This is why I’m putting my foot down 

now, before you let your hormones get the better of you.” 

Melissa didn’t say a word.  The unnatural stillness in the room translated to one 

scary thought for any parent of a teen. 

“No, no, no!”  Mr. Bonner lost it.  “You didn’t.” 

“Dad, I didn’t say anything.” 

“What if you’re pregnant?  Oh god, you can’t be pregnant, can you?” 

Lance’s eyes darted to Jake who shook his head slightly.  They used protection. 

“Well, if I am, I’m not having an abortion.”  She blurted out.   

“You’re too young to have a baby.” 

“It’s called pro-choice Dad.  That means it’s my decision.” 

“And you’ll make the right one.  You’re coming home with me.”  He demanded. 

“No, I’m not.” 
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Tammy put her hands on Melissa’s shoulder.  “We should go.  It’ll be fine.”  

Then the lone grounded member of the Bonner family turned to Stephen.  “We’re sorry 

for bringing our problems into your home.” 

“We understand.  I hope you work it out.”  He said. 

“Stephen, about what we were discussing earlier…”  Mr. Bonner began. 

“Monday.”  Stephen told him and escorted the embarrassed family out of the 

McKenzie home. 

Lance looked over his shoulder to his little brother.  “And now you’ll get the 

lecture.” 

Jake dropped on the couch.   

“Well, that was a nice recess from our debate prep.”  Stephen sassed.  “Jake, have 

you been active?” 

He nodded.   

“Were you careful?” 

Again Jake nodded. 

“We’ll talk about this later.” 
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Rumors 

Melissa wrote Jake a note that she had her internet privileges returned but 

couldn’t see him.  Tammy took Lance up on his offer to stay with him for some space.  In 

theory it was temporary.  Mr. Bonner blew a fuse when Tammy told him the she took 

Melissa to her doctor about getting birth control. 

Jake didn’t know how to respond.  Needing to stay strong and be supportive, he 

kept it straightforward.  “You’ll get through this.”   

Monday lunch, Melissa was with Tim again.  Tara and Mark had joined them.  It 

was like their purple group never existed.  When debate ended, Melissa beat Jake to the 

door in their mutual desire to avoid each other.  When he walked out to his scooter, he 

saw her and Tim in animated discussion.   

“Let’s get back to my house.  I can’t wait to check.”  She was excited about 

something. 

“Okay.”  Tim said 

Melissa was about to continue their conversation when she spied the disgruntled 

Jake.  “Oh Jake.  Tim and I are just friends.” 

Who use to date.  “It’s cool.”  He said not slowing his pace and then stopped.  

“What isn’t cool is that we’re not even that.”  He regretted it immediately but didn’t take 

it back.  It wasn’t that he didn’t understand that families bicker but Melissa had really 

gone to far with “it’s my body and my choices” the day before.  No one needed to know 

they had been sexually active.  Why didn’t she play it cooler?  Why didn’t she keep their 

intimacy private? 

“Hey there.”  Mandy said nonchalantly.  “So Melissa, want to go shopping?” 

“No thanks.”  Melissa answered meekly.  She was still dealing with the sting from 

Jake’s harsh tone. 

“I guess it’s easier to be open-minded when there’s a dashing young man to 

impress.” 

Melissa scowled.  “I’m currently forbidden to spend time with any Reds, dashing 

or otherwise.”  She walked away with Tim. 

Jake had an incredulous look on his face with a slight aura of discontent. 
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“What?  It isn’t easy to be nice to everyone.” 

“At least you’re trying.”  He said watching Tim open the door of his car for 

Melissa. 

“Honey, I’m not done yet.”  Mandy grinned.  “Melissa!  I’m not Red.” 

Melissa, who had started to enter the car, popped up looking mystified.  “What?” 

“I’m not Red.  We technically live in the Green State.  So, you can come with us.  

Tara and Kathy are coming as well.” 

“But Kathy is Red.”  Jake mumbled. 

“Hush.”  Mandy said and then walked over to Melissa.  “With you there, it will be 

mostly Blue.” 

“Go.”  Tim nudged.  “I’ll text you the news.” 

“Okay.”  Melissa agreed warily.  It was the same Melissa that accepted Jake’s 

date without knowing if she should.  Her trust was extended on a trial basis. 

Mandy grabbed Melissa by the arm and led her to her convertible.  “We’ll have so 

much fun.” 

Tim closed his passenger door.  Rather than get in his car, he met Jake at his 

scooter.  “She’s trying to find a way to get out of this.  Melissa is hooked.” 

Jake glanced up Tim.  “But you’re there to keep her mind off me.” 

He laughed.  “Well, than I suck because all she says is how horrible this is and 

how great you are.  So I tried to channel her anger into positive energy.  Then she had an 

epiphany and needed some computer help.  That’s why we’ve spent so much time 

together.  I’m a hired hand, except I’m not getting paid.” 

“For what?” 

“PurpleMatter.com.”   

Jake looked at Tim.  “You guys built that?” 

“I built per her instructions.  Like I said, I’m a virtual day laborer.” 

“You’re good.” 

“It wasn’t so hard.  See we keep track of the users age, gender, party, etc. and use 

that to splice the data and graphs.”  He went into technical terms referring to Boolean 

logic but Jake was lost on the geek speak. 
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Jake nodded dumbly.  His brain was too busy rejoicing that Tim was a beast of 

burden to Melissa.  “Hey, I’ll catch you later.”  He drove to the mall and skipped his 

dad’s office.  He looked for the girls and found them at the ice creamery and they were 

all giggling about something.  Following their stares he saw Todd getting the brush off 

from a college girl.   

“Hi.”  He panted.  “What a coincidence to find you ladies here.” 

“Join us.”  Mandy offered. 

Melissa looked awkward.   

“I better not.”  He knew she had to fight her own battles so he said what he 

needed to say.  “Melissa, I was a jerk at school.  After this election is over, we’ll figure 

out something, if you’re still interested.” 

“She is.”  Tara assured him.   

Blushing and looking sad Melissa merely smiled.  “We’ll talk next Wednesday.” 

The following week was going to be hell.  Feeling hopeful, he went to see how 

things were going in the office.  He told Lance who built PurpleMatter.com.   

“Well, they had the best of intentions behind it.”  Lance admitted. 

“Why do you say that?” 

Lance took him to a computer and Jake read.  On the message board some 

unpleasant topics were being discussed.   

One string discussed whether all the McKenzie men were gay.  They based this 

on the fact that Stephen never remarried and Jake was lumped in with the rest.  Another 

said that Stephen had a drug habit.  Still another claimed Stephen was having an affair 

with a married woman and named Tammy Bonner among a list of other potential 

adulterers.   

But the worst of the lot had some truth but it twisted back on itself to be nearly 

unrecognizable.  It claimed that Stephen was abusive and that was why his wife fled 

without the kids, out of fear.  It left with the false innuendo that perhaps the former Mrs. 

McKenzie was no more. 

“This is getting ugly.”  Jake gasped. 
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“At least the majority of people are denouncing these rumors validity.”  His father 

had sprung up out of nowhere again.  “Of course, once the lies are out there, doubts will 

hang around.” 

“Have we heard confirmation if the Mayor will participate in the debate?”  Lance 

asked. 

“He’s resigned on the conditions that the ethics charges are dropped.  This is an 

old fashion election now.” 

Lance scoffed.  “That was to clear the way for Mr. Garrett.  Without the charges 

the investigation will be forgotten.” 

Checking the latest numbers, Jake tried to cheer up his father and brother.  

“You’re leading in all the polls.  Even the legit ones.” 

Stephen frowned at the scandalous list of topics on the message board.  “We’ll 

see.” 

Jake closed the web browser.  “It’s ridiculous.  How can you be gay and having 

an affair with a married woman?” 

“Shh.  You don’t want someone saying I’m having an affair with a married man.”  

Stephen tried to joke.  “Anyway, neither is true.” 

“When you show up with a date at the debate both rumors will be halted.”  Lance 

decided. 

“You’re taking a date?”  Jake asked. 

“No.  Principal Sherry is coming as a supporter.”  Stephen blushed.   

“Whatever?”  Lance sang the last word.   
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Mayor vs Mayor 

The Art Center was jam-packed.  It held twenty five thousand people and it had 

reached full capacity forty minutes prior to start time.  The high school was three blocks 

away and overflow was sent that way to watch in their auditorium.  When that filled, 

people were directed to the football stadium where they could hear a live broadcast. 

An event coordinator announced the surplus of spectators to the McKenzie camp. 

“This is nuts.”  Stephen paced in a room backstage.  His sons, Ryan and the 

Muellers were with him as well as his not-date Principal Sherry.   

“Chill-lax.”  Jake told him.   

He sighed.  “Why is the whole town here?” 

“It’s an involved community.”  Ted Mueller said proudly. 

“Do we have a breakdown on the audience make-up?  Did anyone think to track 

that?” 

“In a town like this you can tell.”  Amanda walked in with her trusty cameraman.  

“It’s pretty even Red and Blue.”  Then she looked at the Principal.  “You’re kids are 

really into this.” 

“Too bad more of them can’t vote.” 

“No.  But their enthusiasm is contagious.”  She smiled her brilliant whites at the 

candidate.  “You up for a pre-debate interview?” 

He sighed.  “Sure.”  Stephen straightened his tie and flattened out his clothes with 

the palms of his hands. 

The cameraman positioned his equipment and flicked it on but Amanda shook her 

head.  She could tell Stephen wasn’t psyched for it.  “We’ll see you after you win.  It’ll 

be easier.” 

“Or harder if I lose.” 

“Don’t worry.”  Amanda said extra confidently. 

The three candidates took the stage looking overwhelmed.  Even the arrogant 

Chip Garrett was intimidated.  Judging by the size of the venue and the two reserve 

locations, more than half the town had come out for the ceremonial political rite of 

passage. 
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Sheriff Miller did the honors of reading the questions.  He picked up his cards and 

read the first to himself.  Then he tore it in half.  “Don’t know what that was doing in 

here.”  He muttered and went to the next card.  “It has been said that Mulberry is really 

two towns needlessly connected.  What is your opinion?  We’ll start with Mr. Garrett.” 

Garrett had a menacing smile.  “The two halves have not merged on their own.  

We must accept that as a sign that separation should be considered.” 

Many in the audience responded negatively.  A few brave souls clapped but the 

majority of the din didn’t care for his answer. 

Beads of sweat formed on his brow.  “I merely said it should be considered.  Of 

course if we did, the commerce and communal facilities would be shared until 

replacements were ready.” 

“And what of the Green State?”  An anonymous voice shouted from the crowd. 

“It is smaller and would need to be absorbed by one or the other or split.” 

Grumbling broke out and the Sheriff Miller called for order.  “Mr. Weston.” 

Charles Weston licked his lips nervously.  Then he took a drink of water before 

leaning too closely to his microphone.  “I’m against it.”   

It was short but the audience was receptive.  A few harrumphs were heard. 

“Did you want to expand on that?”  The moderator hinted to elaborate. 

Weston shook his head and kept his gaze down. 

“Mr. McKenzie.” 

“I agree with Charles Weston.”  Stephen said.  “This town has benefitted from our 

diverse community.  However, at times it gets divisive and reminding people that we are 

a community should bridge that gap.  As mayor I intend to ensure that both sides are 

heard.  At our annual Founder’s Day, I would like to add an attraction where our high 

school debaters can have open dialogue.  We’ll post videos online.  Hopefully our bright 

eyed youth will invigorate the adults to remember we all make up Mulberry.” 

The crowd was pleased.  If there was any dissent, it was too quiet to be heard. 

“Easy words for a Blue Man living in Red State.”  Garrett scoffed. 

“Either you’re erroneous about the town not blending or you’re wrong about me 

being Blue.”  Stephen finished.  “For the record, I am a citizen of Mulberry who happens 

to be registered Republican.” 
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The moderator concealed a wry smile and looked at the next card and was about 

to tear it up again. 

“Sheriff Miller, I believe you are to read the questions and not censor them.”  

Chip Garrett challenged. 

“This question is not a mayoral matter.”  Miller stated firmly and went to the next 

legitimate card.  “Mulberry has a long tradition of family values.  How will you uphold 

them as Mayor?  We’ll start with Mr. Weston.” 

Charles Weston was turning green.  “I believe in family values.”  He answered 

vaguely. 

Acknowledging that Weston wasn’t going to give any lengthy answers, the 

Sheriff moved on to Stephen McKenzie. 

“Our town has a well evolved support system to help families in need.  Our 

schools are top rated.  Our churches are full and active in supporting the community.  

Services are in place when things unravel.  As mayor, I will see that funding is 

maintained or increased in all areas.  Mulberry has some of the lowest statistics on crime, 

domestic abuse, runaways and teen pregnancy.” 

The spectators were more subdued.  It was true.  Things ran well.  Hard to get 

passionate on a situation that was under control. 

When it was Mr. Garrett’s turn to answer, he took the opportunity to criticize 

Stephen.  “Some of us practice good family value in the home and some of us merely 

orate loftily.  I would like to see that those who abuse their family whether it’s their sons 

or their wife, are punished to the full extent of the law.  Furthermore, I am dead set 

against gay marriage.” 

It fell like a led balloon.  Jake fumed.  Son?  Wife?  Not daughter or husband?  He 

was adding to the rumor fire fodder. 

Sheriff Miller didn’t need to wait to read the next question since there wasn’t a 

commotion.  It went on like that.  Weston never gave more than a one-sentence response 

and grew greener as time passed.  Garrett did his best to inflame the false scandals about 

Stephen without actually stating them – at first subtly, then less so.  McKenzie answered 

his conscious always putting the community first. 
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“Our last question.”  Miller held up the final card that wasn’t read or torn up.  

“Please give a summary of your plans if you’re elected mayor.  Mr. McKenzie.” 

“Before we finish, I would like to thank you for moderating our debate, Sheriff 

Miller.”  Stephen said graciously.  “Mulberry is a great town.  The first thing I would do 

to promote and maintain its health as a community is assign department heads.  Currently 

we have an opening for City Planner and I have convinced Jeff McKenzie, my uncle, to 

come out of retirement and update our shared facilities to better accommodate the growth 

the town has experienced in the last ten years.  Second, we are long over due for an 

Education Liaison.  Since Principal Sherry is content and committed in her current 

position, she has agreed to help me find a suiting department head for this position.  

Third, I would like to create two new departments.  We are in need of a Veterans Advisor 

and the Muellers have agreed to share that slot until a permanent candidate is found.  

Finally I will create a Green Department and find a scientific mind to lead our town into 

the increasing evolved world of renewable energy.  There is room for improvement in our 

town’s recycling program and we can reduce wasted energy in all publicly owned 

institutions.  Mr. Bonner has agreed to organize a design a plan.  He has, as of yet, not 

accepted the job, but I’m hopeful.” 

It got the best reaction from the gathered masses.   

“Those are splendid ideas.”  Mr. Garrett falsely complimented.  “I’m sure we 

have the money to spare to make them happen.  As mayor my first concern will be to 

investigate unresolved cases of domestic abuse and to incorporate Christian values in our 

classrooms.  In closing, I would like to remind the people that I live with my one and 

only wife and have raised three well adjusted children.” 

Jake saw his father relax as soon as he stepped off the stage.  After so many cheap 

shots at the McKenzies, Chip’s last below-the-belt-blow didn’t even register. 

“How did you get Mr. Bonner to agree to that?”  Lance asked.  “Last time I saw 

him, he didn’t seem too happy with the McKenzie men.” 

Stephen frowned.  “He agreed when I first asked.  Then he recanted unless I 

promised to keep Jake from Melissa.  I bartered for him to help me find a fitting hire 

unwilling to accept his terms.  I’m hoping he’ll change his mind if I get elected.” 

“I’m sorry Dad.”  Jake told him.  “Everything is so complicated.” 
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“Don’t.”  Stephen pointed his index finger right at Jake’s eyes causing them to 

cross to focus.  “Mr. Bonner has needlessly complicated things.  You met a pretty girl 

that you like and likes you and honestly, it shouldn’t have been anymore complex than 

that.  Give Mr. Bonner a chance to be the man I know he can be.” 

“How would you know that?” 

Stephen rubbed his eyes with thumb and forefinger.  “Trust your Dad.  I’m not 

just a pretty face.” 

Principal Sherry rolled her eyes and Stephen blushed realizing their family wasn’t 

alone.   

“She’s a pretty girl that you like and likes you and it isn’t anymore complex than 

that.”  Jake whispered in his father’s ear.  “Go get her.” 

“You’re grounded.” 

Amanda interviewed the three candidates.  Hands down, Stephen was considered 

the winner.    
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Spin Doctor 

It was eleven when the McKenzie men arrived home for the evening.  Jake 

couldn’t sleep.  He surfed the internet and went to his new favorite website, 

PurpleMatter.com.  There was already commentary on the mayoral debate as well as an 

official posting with a survey.   

Still too jazzed to slumber he pulled up the video from the day Melissa wore the 

helmet cam.  The first images were of Melissa looking up playfully as he pointed the lens 

at her.  The image flipped as Jake placed the helmet on his test driver and fastened the 

chinstrap.  He flushed seeing that he was already captivated at that point. 

Then there was the trip out to the coastal cliff.  He remembered her occasionally 

placing her hand over his that were clasped over her waist.  Seeing that she did that at 

every stop, he missed her more than ever.   

Finally his right hand lifted and pointed to their spot along the coast.  The image 

drifted to his butt when he was taking off his half-helmet.  That is to say, Melissa 

definitely scoped out his posterior.  Then he removed her headgear and placed it on the 

handlebars where the camera continued to record sideways.  His head was out of the 

frame and Melissa’s adorable face looked up.  Standing, her face disappeared but their 

two bodies hugged tightly.  It was their first kiss. 

Inspiration hit and he edited it down to less than five minutes.  Adding in the song 

I Don’t Wanna Miss a Thing he burned a copy to a CD.  It took longer than he thought 

and his eyelids sagged.   

Making a pit stop on the way to school, he purchased a single pink rose to go with 

his video.  There was one problem to his plan.  He didn’t know Melissa’s locker number.  

He stealthy walked to the girl’s lockers.  If he got Tara’s attention to help, he may be able 

to place his gift without Melissa seeing.   

“What’s in the bag?”  Melissa asked from behind him. 

“Um, nothing.”  He lied. 

“It’s from Flo’s Florist.”  She said suspiciously. 

“It was supposed to be a surprise.”  He handed the items over. 
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Peering into the bag, she smiled.  Her arms seized him and she gave him a soft, 

warm, long thank you kiss.  “Come on.” 

“Where?” 

“Let’s skip school.”  She gave him a tempting kiss.   

He pinned her against the wall.  “Next week. If the word gets out that Stephen 

McKenzie’s son played hooky, well, it wouldn’t play out well in the press.”  He was 

under a microscope.  If his dad won, he may not get out from under it. 

Melissa frowned.   

“I gave that to you to remember me.  This isn’t over.” 

“No it isn’t.”  She spun on her heels and with a spring in her steps she skipped 

down the hall.  Turning back she held up her rose for fragrant sniff.  “Next Wednesday, 

we’re finding some time together if we have to runaway to Canada.” 

Jake’s giddiness didn’t pass.  In fact, it increased when Melissa sat next to him in 

Debate.  All things were possible.  Patience, he needed patience. 

Stephen and Lance were busier than ever with one full weekend left before the 

election.  Jake was to be kept out of the limelight.  His father felt the heat was getting too 

hot for his teen son to endure.  Children shouldn’t be involved in that kind of negative 

press. 

Saturday the defecation hit the air circulator.  Jake wondered downstairs and 

found his father and brother glued to the television watching the latest news.   

Jim the anchorman read the latest bulletin.  “We have learned that Stephen 

McKenzie’s eldest son had been admitted to the emergency room at fourteen with 

questionable bruises and lesions.  No charges were pressed on Stephen McKenzie.  A 

nurse’s aide that worked at the hospital at the time confirmed that the scars were 

consistent with victims of physical abuse.  We’ll keep you posted as this story unfolds.” 

Lance turned off the television and hurled the remote across the room.  It skidded 

on the wood floor.  The keypad landed directly under the dinning table in the next room.  

The batteries slid further until they slammed the wall by the kitchen door.  “I’ll get on 

this.” 

“Lance.”  Stephen called but Lance was in a daze.  “Lance!” 

“I’ll fix this.” 
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“Forget about it.  What are you going to say?  That it was your mother?  Like that 

will fly any better.”  Stephen shook his head.  “If asked, we tell them I never laid a hand 

on you.  We don’t want to react and provide fuel to the fire.” 

“But…” 

“Don’t bring up your mother.  If they ask what happened, I don’t know but don’t 

bring up the truth.”  Their father ordered.  “It will raise questions as to why she wasn’t 

charged formally.  Not that I don’t deserve a public lashing for my stupidity but…” 

“Dad, that isn’t fair.”  Jake told him.   

“The world isn’t fair.”  He snapped.  “Look, when she agreed to relinquish 

visitation, I dropped the charges.  That can be interpreted as illegal.  I was desperate to 

keep you safe and I did so without allowing the legal process to run its course.”  Stephen 

covered his face with his shaky hand.  “I shouldn’t be mayor.  I shouldn’t have let her off.  

I should have known what was going on in my own home before either of you boys were 

hurt.” 

Lance held their father.  “You did everything right.” 

“This is out of control.”  Jake paced.  “How did this happen?” 

“First guess, Chip Garrett.  All his campaigning flaunts his solid nuclear family 

and his upstanding offspring.” 

“Upstanding my…” 

“Jake!”  Stephen cut him off.  “Chill-lax, dude.  So I got swift-boated.  There’s 

three days until election.  This may not even do enough damage fast enough.”   

“Maybe.”  Lance said distantly.  “Even if we try to refute it, that news will travel 

slower.”   

“Unless we get it on PurpleMatter.com.”  Jake suggested.  “That is the hottest 

source for this election right now.” 

“We can start a new discussion thread but it will be lost among the many.” 

“Melissa will post it as a news item.”  Jake got a confused look from his father.  

“Melissa started that site.” 

“Good idea.”  Lance got excited.  “I’ll call Amanda Crawford so they’ll air it on 

the news to make sure people visit the link.”  His phone was already out and dialing.   

“How are things with you and Melissa?”  Stephan asked carefully. 
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“We’re waiting until after Tuesday before we try to get her father to re-evaluate 

his stance.” 

Stephen chuckled.  “Spoken like a true politician’s son.”   

“I’ve got some good news and some bad news.”  Lance informed his family.  

“Amanda is eager to write the counter story for PurpleMatter.com.” 

“And the bad news?” 

“It won’t be announced on the news.  She quit her job when they aired that bogus 

crap.” 

“I’ll call Melissa.”  Jake said glad to have an excuse to reach out. 

“Just in case, use my phone.”  Lance tossed his iPhone to Jake. 

“Good point.  I think her father is monitoring her calls.”  

Melissa picked up on the first ring.  “Hello?”   

“It’s Jake.” 

“Hi Tara.”  She said.  “I’m going to talk in my room.”   

“Is your father in the room?” 

“He was.”  A door closed on her end of the phone.   

Jake told Melissa their plan.   

“That’s brilliant.  I’ll call Tim now.  We’ll be ready when you guys need us.” 

“Good.”  He said and before they hung up he added, “I love you.” 

“Me too.”  She sniffled. 

“What’s wrong?” 

“Dad isn’t getting better.  He’s freaked out that your family may have an anger 

management problem.” 

“That story is a lie.”   

“I don’t believe it.”  She assured him.  “Let him simmer.  We’ll try to talk him 

down after Tuesday.” 

“We?” 

“Tammy and me.  She told Dad that he needs to be more discerning when 

listening to hearsay.  He calmed down for now.  He wants her to move back in.” 
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Fallen Apples 

The McKenzie men were tenser than normal for good reason.  Their personal 

lives were being pointlessly exposed for political gain. 

A new reporter came by to interview Stephen’s response to the abuse accusation.   

“It is unfounded.”  He dismissed easily – on the outside anyhow.  Then the 

interviewer moved on to more pertinent subjects. 

“If Dad can’t explain the situation, how is Amanda going to write a rebuttal?”  

Jake asked Lance. 

“I’m not sure.  She is motivated to make things right and promised she could 

dispel the falsehoods without opening up more of our privacy.”   

“She’s some smart journalist if she can do that.” 

It wasn’t even noon on Saturday and Jake felt like a painful year had passed since 

they saw the unfounded news item.  The energy in the campaign headquarter was set on 

high voltage.   

Amanda and Stephen were in his office finishing up their article for 

PurpleMatter.com when Todd Garrett strolled in. 

“Hello everyone.”  He said smarmily.  “Getting down to the wire.” 

“What do you want?”  Lance asked. 

“Wanted to have a confidential conversation with your father.”  His ever-

disdainful look was harsher as he spoke with the homosexual son of his rival. 

Jake went to tell his father.   

“We’re done here.”  Amanda said as she closed her laptop.  “I’ll be back for my 

things after this is posted.”  The former journalist didn’t travel light.  Her purse was more 

like an enormous duffle bag.  She fumbled around for a few items and left with a 

guarantee that within the hour, their work would be public. 

Jake followed her out of the office as Stephen greeted Chip with more diplomacy 

than was deserved.   

“Are you going to see Melissa?”  Jake felt stupid asking a professional woman 

about his ought-to-be girlfriend. 

“I am.”  She smiled knowingly. 
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“Tell her hi for me.” 

“Will do.  I’ll be back before you know it.  This will work.” 

About fifteen minutes later, Mr. Garrett left in a foul mood.  The brothers were in 

the office with their father before Mr. Garrett was out the door. 

“What happened?”  The boys asked. 

“He bribed me to step out of the race.”  Stephen shook his head.  “The polls aren’t 

showing a significant dip after the news story.  Seems the public is wary of such an 

outlandish rumor being thrown out last minute.” 

“Should we stop Amanda from posting?”  Lance questioned. 

Stephen shook his head again.  “Not needed.”   

“He’s scared.” 

“No doubt.”  Stephen sagged in his chair.  “Shit!  I really didn’t think I would get 

this far.  Boys, it’s starting to look very likely that I will be Mayor.” 

“Having second thoughts?” 

Their father shrugged.  “Not really.  Just getting scared of meeting the 

expectations of the voters.” 

“Why?  You have a rock solid plan.”  Jake reminded him.   

“And don’t forget all the additions you’ll bring to the head of departments.” 

“Amanda is considering the Education Liaison.  Principal Sherry says she’s 

brilliant and ingenious.  Apparently Sherry was Amanda’s mentor.  If she accepts and 

Mr. Bonner stops being an obstinate mule, it will be great.” 

“Why Mr. Bonner?” 

“He use to be very environmentally active until his first wife passed.” 

Jake didn’t know that Melissa’s mother had died.  He never asked.  It seemed 

personal to inquire but then at the time, he assumed it was a divorce. 

“He lost the fire in his belly.  I think he’ll come around.” 

Hopefully coming around would include his opinion on daughter’s dating life as 

well as saving the planet.  No wonder he was so protective.  Mr. Bonner had lost 

someone he loved.  Jake lost his mother.  And he did love her.  But he knew he was better 

without her in his life.  It was hardly comparable. 
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Needing a pick-me-up, Jake announced, “This calls for a celebration.  

Frappuccinos are on me.  Dad can I have some money?” 

Getting the usual he found he was a drink short when he returned.  Amanda was 

back and beaming. 

“We were waiting for you.”  She told him as he gave his drink to the reporter. 

Since Lance has his theatrical side, Jake was used to an occasional flair.  Lance, 

however, wasn’t prone to sharing the stage.  Amanda sat the McKenzie men on the office 

couch and turned the computer screen around.  She punched up PupleMatter.com. 

“They really did a great job at this site.  If someone goes in a re-answers a survey, 

their previous answer is overridden.  Your 52% high has dropped to 33%, which is two 

points lower than Garrett but 10% are undecided.” 

“We’ve seen this already.”  Lance didn’t like being upstaged on the drama factor.  

“Can we get to your story?” 

Amanda rolled her eyes.  “Men!”  She muttered as she went to the home page.  

Clicking on a link that read Fallen Apples.  The next screen didn’t have more than a 

paragraph but it did have a clip.  Amanda read the blurb like a Shakespearian actress.  

“Children are our most precious resources.  When we look at our candidates they all have 

close knit families and no doubt, the kids are chips off the old blocks.” 

“That’s your retort?”  Lance was appalled. 

Not answering his question, Amanda clicked the link.  It was from the lawn at 

school by the parking lot.  Jake and Travis were talking when Todd started his rant about 

the McKenzie’s using his derogatory phrases for homosexuals.   

Jake remembered seeing the journalist interviewing students shortly before the 

repulsive incident played out. 

“And look, we’ve already have one hundred hits and it has only been up,” 

Amanda checked the time, “for twenty minutes.” 

Lance got up and grabbed Amanda’s face in his hands and gave her a big smack 

on the lips.  “Honey, if I wasn’t gay, I’d be in love with you.” 

Flattered, she blushed. 

“It doesn’t really address the issue.  It’s diversionary.”   

“It works.”  Stephen said.  “Still, I don’t know.  Maybe we crossed a line?” 



Lisa Marie Arnopp 
Red State, Blue State 

98 

Amanda wouldn’t allow it.  “It is truthful.  This kid doesn’t feel like that because 

he was brought up in an open-minded home.” 

“Dad, she has a point.”  Lance told him. 

Stephen closed the browser and fixed his computer back to normal.  “If he hadn’t 

taken a pop shot at you boys, I wouldn’t even consider this.  Don’t forget, Todd is just a 

teenager as well.” 

“You really are too moralistic for politics.”  Amanda half complimented as she 

gathered her things.  She plugged in an earpiece and listened.  Jake figured it was her 

messages until she pulled out a video camera.  “And I suppose you won’t allow me to use 

this?”   

Stephen walked over.  “You recorded me?” 

“Only because I knew Chip was up to something.” 

“What?  You got the bribe on tape?”  Lance asked. 

She nodded. 

“We’re not using that.”  Stephen ordered.  “He was here because he’s losing.” 

“Fair enough.”  Amanda agreed.  “I’ll see you on Tuesday.” 

“Ahem.”  Mr. McKenzie held out his hand.  “Please.” 

Sighing she handed him the memory chip.   
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Payback’s a Bitch 

The rest of the weekend, Jake spent at home or at headquarters and therefore 

surrounded by like-minded Stephen McKenzie supporters.  It wasn’t until Monday 

morning that he was in mixed company.  The students were buzzing about alleged child 

abuse and Todd’s tirade.   

Jake’s friends circled the wagons and kept the disgruntled Garrett supporters at 

bay.   

Todd knew who shot the telling footage and his father had demanded that 

Amanda Crawford be fired.  Since she had already quit, he didn’t get the satisfaction.  

Amanda was freelancing for national news for the duration. 

“That bitch reporter.”  Todd spewed out loudly at lunch. 

“Watch it Todd.”  Mark joked holding his phone up like he was recording. 

“You’re an asshole, Mark.” 

Melissa ate lunch with their group that had re-banded in the face of adversary and 

friendship.   

“Won’t your father have a fit?”  Tara asked cautiously. 

“We came to an agreement.  For now, I’m allowed to choose my friends but I’m 

forbidden to date.”  She rolled her eyes.   

“Baby steps.”  Travis joked. 

“Easy for you to say.”  Jake muttered. 

“He had to show he would try to get Tammy back home.  She’s really great.  And 

he isn’t usually so irrational.  Gawd, I hope we can fix things.”  Melissa fretted. 

“How are the polls?”  Kathy asked Tim who was a new addition. 

“Undecided have gone up to 30% and Garrett and McKenzie are neck and neck.” 

It was the kind of news that made Jake wish they had released the video showing 

Garrett’s bribery attempt. 

After school, Jake chatted with Ryan about how stressed out the family was.  

Ryan was doing his best to keep the inner-bitch from escaping Lance’s usually serene 

persona.  Jake wished him luck with that. 
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On his scooter was a printed pink note.  Smiling he opened it to find an invitation 

from Melissa.  “Meet me at the old lighthouse.  Love, M.” 

It wasn’t a hard decision.  Jake took the windy road to the abandoned lighthouse 

that had become a historical town building.  There was a fenced perimeter that had a 

breach on the north side.  Kids used it often, as did homeless people looking for shelter in 

the colder, wetter months.  The location wasn’t far.  The lighthouse was the only building 

down that road, so the location was secluded. 

He knew it would be better to wait another day.  The only downside was he didn’t 

have any condoms with him.  Maybe Melissa had some or started the pill.   

With his helmet on, he didn’t hear more than a buzz from the vibration of the 

engine.  So when the enormous yellow Hummer zoomed into view on his side mirror it 

was his first sign that he was in trouble.   

Jake swerved to the left side of the street and prayed that the road was as isolated 

as ever.  Slowing down, he tried to get behind the monstrous vehicle.  Todd dropped his 

speed as well and merged into Jake.   

Jake had two choices; risk the terrain or become road kill.  He took the risk over 

certain death.  The angle of decline was easily sharper than forty-five degrees.  That 

combined with the rocks and bushes made it impossible to steer or stop.   

The bike hit a boulder and lurched left and Jake lurched right.  He tumbled three 

full rotations before landing on his back.   

Todd’s ugly face hid behind sunglasses watched from the roadside.  Then he 

walked away.   

The helmet had a big gash from one of the rocks.  Better it than Jake’s skull. 

Jake tried to stand but his leg was hurt.  Sitting he saw his scooter was banged up 

pretty good.  The front wheel was twisted and it was going to need some servicing before 

it was usable.  Touching his shin, Jake realized he needed some doctoring himself.   

Rolling on his belly he pushed up on his left leg.  Testing weight on his right, it 

wouldn’t have it.   

“Don’t move.”  A man called from the direction of the lighthouse. 
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Jake rested on a rock and looked.  Two men hustled down the hill.  It was Mack 

and Adam, his homeless friends.  It was impressive how fast they moved through the 

uneven land.   

“We saw everything.”  Adam said.  “Are you hurt badly?” 

“My right leg.” 

Gingerly Adam patted where Jake indicated.  “It’s probably fractured.” 

“Can you bring my pack from the scooter?”  Jake asked. 

Mack got his sack and Jake called his brother.  Mack and Adam carried him up 

the hill.  Thirty minutes later Lance was driving Jake to the hospital while Mack and 

Adam stayed with the tow truck and his bike.   

Stephen was at the ER before they were and he was pissed. 

Lance stayed with Jake while the ER staff put a soft cast on his injured limb.  

He’d have to use crutches.  Hobbling down the hall, Jake couldn’t believe his rotten luck 

or gullibility for thinking Melissa had set up the rendezvous.   

When they met his father in the waiting room, he had done a lot of legwork in 

their absence.  Sheriff Miller was there to take Jake’s deposition.  Mack and Adam had 

already provided their accounts of the incident.   

Jake hadn’t noticed Amanda until she waved at him from a chair.  She wasn’t the 

only reporter in the room.  He confirmed what they already knew and said he was feeling 

better.   

Then hell broke loose.  Chip Garrett walked in with his son Todd.  “This is a 

feeble attempt to further tarnish the Garrett family name.” 

“You really don’t want to be here right now.”  Stephen promised. 

It was too late.  Cameras were rolling and everything was being captured for 

posterity’s sake.   

“I’m told your son has already had unfortunate spill on his scooter.  He has 

another and wants to blame Todd.”  Chip pulled his son forward.  “Tell them where you 

were after school.” 

“I was in the library studying.”  The spoiled son stated on cue.  Either he didn’t 

care to lie or he was a horrible actor. 

“We have witnesses.”  Lance informed him. 
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“Ah, yes.  A couple of local vagrants of questionable reliability.”  Chip accused. 

“They served our country in the Kuwait war.”  Sheriff Miller informed him.  

“Mack has a remarkable recall and gave the license to the yellow Hummer.  Of course, 

there is only one yellow Hummer in town and that belongs to one…” 

“I’m sure they have covered their butts to make this seem plausible.”  Chip 

dismissed.   

“Forgive me if I feel obliged to pursuer this as is my job.” 

“You’ve put your support behind Mr. McKenzie?”  Chip mildly implied. 

“And I have also taken an oath of office and that outweighs political bickering.” 

“I wouldn’t argue with a man who carries a gun.”  Lance said smarmily under his 

breath. 

“That’s enough from the likes of you.”  Chip sneered. 

“What do you mean by the likes of him?”  Amanda asked with a microphone 

ready to capture his response. 

Realizing he had revealed a little too much, Chip quickly restated his last 

comment.  “That the McKenzie family will stoop to nothing to win this election.  It 

makes me wonder what abuse they plan if Stephen is named Mayor.” 

“Um, excuse me.”  Jake interrupted. 

“Oh good.  Do you wish to retract your false allegation?”  Chip looked down his 

nose.  He had an affective scowl. 

“No.”  Jake said.  “I wanted to know where my things were.” 

“Here.”  Stephen had his school bag and helmet. 

Jake leaned on his crutches and grabbed his helmet.  He pulled out the flash card 

from the camcorder.  “It’s a helmet cam.”   

Todd’s face went pasty white.   

Chip’s eyes shot daggers at Jake.  “Are you saying you were able to pivot your 

head to see the plates?” 

“The yellow Hummer drove along side me and then Todd was at the side of the 

road when I landed on my back.” 

“I’ll need that.”  The sheriff said. 
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“It was an accident.”  Chip lied.  “Todd left to get help.  We assumed you would 

make a big deal of it in the press…” 

“Are you revising your statement?”  Miller waited. 

“We are.”  Chip and Todd walked off to have a private discussion with the 

Sheriff.   

“Can we get that video?”  Amanda asked. 

Stephen shook his head.  “You have a story without it.  Let’s keep the melodrama 

as low as possible.” 

“You are too noble for public office.”  She begrudged but left to wait outside to 

interview the Garretts on their way out.  The other journalists followed. 

Chip and Todd left through a back exit but Jake figured they wouldn’t make it to 

their car without being caught on camera.   

Sheriff Miller returned.  “Let me guess.  The camera wasn’t on.” 

“How did you know?”  Jake gasped. 

“You chose your words carefully.”  Miller winked.  “Smart though.  It wasn’t like 

Todd admitted to running you off the road, but they’ll cover the charges and he’ll be 

taking an aggressive driver education class.” 

Stephen groaned.  He was thinking that another felon was being let off without 

repercussions.  First his abusive wife.  Now Todd Garrett.  Was he giving worthy people 

second chances?  Or was he enabling them to torment again? 
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Election Day 

Tuesday morning Jake woke in a twisted position due to the immobility of his 

casted leg and his habit of tossing around in his sleep.  It was an early start at five in the 

morning.  The drugs didn’t help wake him up so he had two cups of coffee. 

Stephen drove Jake to a pre-voting breakfast the Muellers threw in his honor.  

Everyone was subdued confident they backed the best man but apprehensive that he 

would win. 

Once the booths opened, the group went to cast their ballots.  Jake knew voting 

was a privilege and had looked forward to the day he would be part of that great 

American process.  Selecting his father made him feel as proud as he felt patriotic.   

Given his family’s involvement, Jake had a pass from school for the day.  He 

stayed at headquarters with his father.  Stephen and Jake bided the time thanking well-

wishers.  Lance was hidden in the office keeping tabs on the numbers.  Ryan contained 

Lance’s inner-bitch well but it was out and running amok.   

At noon Stephen had a press conference and the two sons stood with him 

stoically.  Well, Lance stood and Jake leaned on his crutches.  He felt like a prop or 

backdrop for the camera.   

“Currently you are lagging by four points per exit polls.”  A geeky journalist 

began.  “Close and yet behind.  Do you think you’ll make up the difference before the 

booths close?” 

“The people will decide.  I’m honored to have come this far.” 

“Are you conceding?”  Another asked.  Did they really get paid to ask such 

ridiculous questions? 

“Not at all.  Our resources say that merely 30% of the people vote before noon.” 

The afternoon dragged.  At four they moved to the ballroom at the Vista Grand 

hotel.  Stephen was the calmest.  “It was in the hands of the constituents.”  He would say 

trusting fate, God, the better judgment of the town citizens. 

Jake’s usual friends, Mandy and Tim included, arrived shortly after five.  His first 

words were, “What took you so long?” 
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“Dude, the lines were long.”  Travis admitted.  “The kids have been rallying the 

parents.” 

“On it.”  Lance sang in response to Jake’s wide-eyed look and walked off barking 

orders into his hands free set.   

“How are you?”  Melissa asked Jake. 

“Dad’s fine.  I guess either way, the campaigning is over.” 

She kissed him on the cheek.  “I meant the leg.” 

“I’m on drugs.”  He told her.  “Good drugs.”  So good, they made him tired.  “I’ll 

live.” 

“McKenzie men are strong.” 

Over her shoulder he saw Lance throwing a sissy-fit trying to get some 

information out of his contacts.  It didn’t look strong.  Bitchy definitely but not really 

strong. 

“Hello kids.”  Mr. Harding greeted.  “Did you vote?” 

“Those of us old enough to.”  Tara frowned. 

“For his re-election in two years.”   

“I am sure my parents voted for McKenzie.”  Mandy said.  

“Mine wouldn’t say who they voted for so it had to McKenzie.”  Tara topped 

Mandy for once.  Mandy didn’t mind it once in a while. 

“Dad didn’t.”  Mark confessed.  “But Mom did.” 

“Let’s not talk about it.  I’m getting anxious.”  Jake pleaded. 

At eight o’clock voting was over and actual numbers would be reported in full 

within the hour.  Lance’s sources could only tell him that late day voting was higher than 

normal but exit polls were all over the chart.  PurpleMatter.com had a how-did-you-vote 

survey but since the site skewed heavily young, it was nice to see but hardly reliable. 

The packed ballroom.  The anticipation of waiting for the results.  His father’s 

blasé attitude.  His brother’s hyper-anxiety.  Jake couldn’t take anymore.   

“Lance, I need to get out of here for a minute.” 

“Don’t go far.  We’re expecting word any minute.” 

“How far can I go?”  He held out his crutches. 
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Jake hobbled out the door and went to the mezzanine.  Sitting on a bench, he 

closed his eyes and took slow deep breaths.  It was time for another painkiller but he 

wasn’t sure he could stay awake if he did. 

“I want the truth?” 

Jake’s eyes popped open.  Mr. Bonner stood with his arms crossed and foot 

tapping.  Pushing up on his crutches he held out his hand, “Mr. Bonner.”  His mind raced.  

If Mr. Bonner wanted to know the intimate details of his relationship, he’d have to go 

somewhere else to get them.  In the meantime, Jake would be extra polite. 

Melissa’s father didn’t move.  “Did your father hurt you boys?” 

Jake’s hand retracted.   

“I have a right to know if my daughter wants to spend time with you.  You think I 

want her dating someone who might hurt her?” 

Jake paced away and back.  He was going to need another pill for sure.  “Sir, this 

isn’t about me.  This is about you not wanting to lose your daughter.  First you accuse me 

of getting her knocked up and now you think I would hit her.  I’ll tell you the truth but I 

don’t think you want to hear that either.” 

“Just a second young man.  I have every right to protect Melissa.  She’s the most 

important thing in the world to me.”  Mr. Bonner cut him off. 

“Well, she’s the most important thing in the world to me too.”  Jake said.  “I love 

Melissa.  I’ll see you downstairs.”  He left the befuddled tyrannical parent stunned and 

muted. 

Jake’s phone buzzed as he exited the elevator on the main floor.  Dad is 

Mayor!  “Woo hoo!”  Jake moved so fast he almost ate it when he hit the polished 

wooden floor.  Probably would have if the crutches didn’t have rubber tips.  In the 

ballroom the tension was palpable.  The crowd didn’t know. 

“Where were you?”  Melissa and the others asked. 

“I’ll see you soon.”  He kissed her.   

“No kiss for me?”  Travis called out as Jake kept moving to his family. 

Stephen and Lance were on stage and looking for their wayward kin.  Ryan 

helped him up the stairs to the platform. 
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At the podium Lance held up his hands for people to settle.  Once the din was 

down to a murmur he leaned into the microphone.  “We are glad so many people could be 

with us tonight.  Win or lose, like minded company is always welcome.  I’ve received the 

official word and I am proud to announce that our new town mayor is my father, Stephen 

McKenzie!”  He was practically yelling after proud to announce to be heard over the 

cheers. 

The uproar didn’t quiet for five solid minutes.  Stephen stepped up and shook 

hands, said thanks and waved at familiar faces.   

Finally it was possible to give the acceptance speech.  “We did it.”  It took 

another thirty seconds before he could continue.  “I’d like to give my special thanks to 

the Muellers.  Having the backing of the Red and Blue Mueller is proof that our town 

works and that we can come together as a community.  I’d like to thank Jeff McKenzie 

who will resume his work as City Planner.  Another thanks to the Muellers, who have 

already secured two likely prospects to serve our Veterans well.  And to Amanda 

Crawford who has accepted the position as Education Liaison.”   

The audience went nuts after each accolade.   

“Is Jon Bonner in the house?”  Stephen called covering his eyes to reduce the 

spotlight.  Faces were hard to distinguish when you’re blinded by the glare. 

Jon Bonner was in the back and when the people found him they parted to let him 

move forward. 

Stephen cocked a brow.  Getting a smile and a nod from Mr. Bonner Stephen 

added one last word of gratitude.  “Get up here.  And a special thanks to Mr. Bonner who 

will be the head of our newly founded Green Department.” 

Jon Bonner was on stage and finding out how hard it was to locate people through 

the limelight.     

Scanning the room, Jake saw Tammy and Melissa already at the steps.  They ran 

to Jon and the ladies hugged and kissed him.  The only discernable sound was the 

chanting “McKenzie, McKenzie, McKenzie.”  Even so, it was clear that Jon was 

whispering apologies for his temporary lose of sanity to his wife and daughter.   

Leaning over, Mr. Bonner grabbed Jake’s shoulder and told him.  “You were 

right.  It isn’t easy letting go.” 
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“It’s been crazy these last couple of weeks.  I don’t know what I would have 

thought as an outsider.”  Jake admitted. 

Melissa’s hand felt like a lost body part found again.  The adults were going to 

party the night away but the kids had to get rest.  It was a school night after all.  Melissa 

got the keys to Tammy’s truck and took Jake home.  She parked out front of Jake’s home.   

“I promised I would drop you off and nothing else.”  She admitted. 

“I understand.”  Jake’s mouth said but many parts of his body quietly protested. 

Melissa kissed him.  “But Tammy said she trusted me to use my own judgment.  

And Dad allowed it.” 

“He always liked me.”   

“Shut-up Red Boy.”  She playfully scolded. 


