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"YOU MEAN WE CAN DO THREE HUNDRED THOUSAND DOLLARS IN DAMAGE FOR UNDER TWENTY BUCKS!" said Mae to the tall, gangly Uhaul salesman. She gave me a wink. "DID YOU HEAR THAT, JAN?"

I nodded, remembering when Mae had disarmed my ex-boyfriend similarly.

The man turned pale and stammered, "Usually we don't think of insurance on the truck in those terms."

A cold Thanksgiving wind blew in off the desert, playing with Mae's short black hair, giving her a deranged Rossie O'Donnell look.  Even out here, on the Uhaul's parking lot just north of LA, Mae's presence filled the open space. And I don't mean just physically. Yes, Mae was a bigger girl than I, stocky in a Brian Dennehy sort of way was. 

While I was only five three, barely over a hundred pounds with a petite frame, innocent blue eyes, and long blond hair, Mae stood at over six feet tall and weighed at least two hundred pounds, with cropped black hair and brown eyes. Yet, it was her confidence that made the greatest impact, dwarfing even her massive frame.

Mae held the man in her gaze, caught like a deer in the headlights of an oncoming big rig. She smiled. "You said it was important, that we needed to come back. Now I see what you mean."

His Adam's apple bobbed up and down and his eyes lost their salesman gleam. "Forget I said anything." He let his clipboard drop to his side.

"Give me that!" Mae said, snatching it from him and scrawling her signature across the bottom. "You're not a very good salesman. Your spin is all off. Three hundred K for under twenty bucks - now that's a spin." Her eyes dropped to the man's chest where he had pinned a Gore/Lieberman 2000 button - another sign of LA. "I'm surprised you didn't know that." Mae tossed the clipboard back at him and without a word she threw me the keys, and closed the back of the truck.

Opening the driver's side door, I pulled myself up into the cab of the truck. I slammed the door shut, happy to be out of the icy wind. My bones had begun to ache from the cold. Turning the ignition switch, the heater flooded the cab with a blast of lukewarm air. Thank God the engine was still warm. It was then that I noticed the package Mae had placed next to me on the vinyl seat.

The package seemed innocent enough, about the size of a large shoebox closed with thick bands of duct tape in two places. Across the top Mae had scrawled in block letters - 'Don't Rattle & Roll.' I lifted it. It was incredibly heavy. 

The passenger door opened and Mae got in. "Whoa, there little lady. Don't do that!" she said.

I set the box down. "What is it?"

She shrugged. "Just some delicates."

"Delicates?" I looked at her incredulously. Nothing about Mae or her stuff was delicate.

She shook her head. "I know. I know. You're upset about the insurance. Don't worry; I'll cover it. Besides, you never know when three hundred K worth of damage might come in handy."

"Don't change the subject, Mae. The box - what's in the box?"

She shrugged. "Things that go boom."

I rolled my eyes. "Really, what is it?"

She didn't respond at first, transfixing me with a gaze. I watched as a rather unnatural expression of seriousness took hold of her. I liked her Rossie O'Donnell look better. 

Something was wrong. 

My inner voice screamed - 'get out.'  It was the same voice that had tried to warn me about John, my EX. I didn't listen then either.

Mae smiled and the feeling passed. She punched me playfully in the shoulder. "Jan, you've got to lighten up. The water board gave me them to drop off on our way up north."

"Them? How many of 'them' are there?"

"Eight. They need one box stashed into each of the pump sites for the aqueduct. The other seven boxes I stashed in the back."

Bordered by the ocean and surrounded by two hundred miles of desert, the aqueduct was LA's lifeline, the only thing that kept it and San Diego from immediately reverting back to a desert.

I sighed. "Why didn't you bring this up earlier? How long is this going to take?"

"Not long. The aqueduct follows Interstate 5 all the way to Sac-o-tomato. It should eat up only an hour or two."

I shook my head.

"Listen, I'll split the loot with ya. We get fifty bucks a pop."

That caught my attention. I was a recent college grad living off credit cards.

She grinned. 

I closed my gapping jaw.

"Yep, four hundred bucks in all," she continued.

"It's a deal!" I said." 

Mae offered her hand and I shook it with a grin.

I started the engine, put the truck in gear, and pulled out onto the Interstate heading north.  I remember thinking that it all sounded too good to be true.

Anyone who's traveled Interstate 5 north of LA can tell you - the drive is a sheer torture. A straight road cuts through endless miles of flat desert, stretching forever ahead and behind. Distant barren mountains to the left inch imperceptibly forward. They create the illusion that you're standing still. 

The only cars on the road are heading in the other direction, back towards LA with its promise of fortune and fame. You're alone on your side of the freeway. After all, who heads to Sacramento for Thanksgiving?

Mile after empty mile enables your mind to wander. Which is fine unless you're coming off of the tail end of a bad relationship. Fifty miles down the road I glanced over at Mae. 

She was starring out the window, humming some hick tune off key, having not a care in the world. What a pair we make - big old Mae and little old me. 

It was Mae that saved me from 'him.' And now we were going to room together, far from LA and the memories there. The image of Mae chasing after John with a broomstick came to mind. It made me smile. He never bothered me again after that night. But despite everything, I still missed him. I wondered if Mae felt the same way. "Mae?"

"Huh?" she said, still starring out the window.

"Your ex. Do you still miss him?"

"Yeah!  But then my aim is improving." She pointed towards an off ramp a quarter mile ahead. "Take this exit." She placed a heavy hand on the box between us.

"Oh, that's right." I had forgotten about the box. 

Mae pointed me down a dirt road paralleling the freeway to an ugly cinder block building, straddling the aqueduct. 

Opening her passenger door, Mae popped out. "I'll be back in a jiffy," she said, grabbing the box.

I watched as she stomped up to the cinderblock house and through a door with a red sign reading - No Admittance. 

I sat back and waited, listening to the wind whistle against the outside of the truck. As the minutes passed, the truck's cab got colder and colder. I wrapped my arms around me. It was never this cold in November. Finally, when I could see my misty breath, I turned the ignition, starting up the heat again. Lukewarm air washed over me. I noticed something on floor on Mae's side of the cab.

It looked like a tan burlap sandbag except there was something other than sand in it. Curious, I leaned over and tried to grab it, but I couldn't reach. Unbuckling my seatbelt, I scooted over and lifted the bag. Two items clumped around inside - a short cylinder object about the size and weight of a can of Pepsi and something else - a gun?
The cab door swung open and I dropped the bag.

"What are you doing?" Mae asked suspiciously, setting down the second duct tapped shoebox she had gotten from the back of the truck.

"Nothing. I got bored... what's in the bag?"

"Something that you shouldn't know about." She gave me that 'look' again. I retreated to my side of the cab. Buckling my seatbelt, I turned over the engine.

As the miles rolled by I forgot about the incident. By the time we reached Wesley, only one package remained. 

Mae glanced in her side view mirror. "Damn tree hugging, lettuce eating, democrats!"

"What is it?" I glanced in my side mirror. A lone green sedan hung a hundred yards back.

"Green Peace freaks! The water board warned me about them."

I laughed. "You're joking."

"He's followed us since Kentwood. There were reasons why the board paid us fifty bucks a pop."

"Jesus! What are we going to do?"

"Slow down."

"But he'll catch up."

"If we speed, he'll just match us. No one does the speed limit on I5. If we slow down, he won't want to blow his cover. He'll fly by us. Then we'll just take a back road to the last site."

I signaled and moved into the slow lane while lifting my foot off the accelerator. In my side mirror I could see the car approaching, staying in the fast lane. But it was still too far away to see the driver.

"Slow down," Mae urged.

I let speedometer dip to fifty.

I watched as the car approached to within only a few car lengths. I could see the driver now - a middle-aged man with white, wind blown hair, and crazed, frantic eyes. "Jesus!" I gasped.

Mae slapped me on the arm. "Don't look at him!"

I fixated on road in front of me, my heart pounding in my chest. My knuckles were white on the steering wheel. "Why is he following us? What does he want?"

"I told you - Green Peace."

"That doesn't make any sense."

"His car is green isn't it?"

I glanced at the visor's vanity mirror. I didn't recognize the terrified woman that starred back at me. I looked more frantic than the man in the sedan did!

This is nuts.

Taking a deep breath, I calmed down. What was the worse thing that could happen?
"Oh, oh," said Mae.

I turned and saw Mae looking past me out my side window. I turned and saw the sedan alongside. The man's eyes burned into me as he pointed angrily, signaling me to stop.

I screamed, "What do I do?"

"Punch it!"

I stomped the accelerator and the truck lurched forward.

The sedan fell back but only for a moment. What was I thinking? I couldn't race a Uhaul truck against a sedan!

The car pulled up alongside us again. This time the man had a gun.

"This is nuts!" I screamed.

"Ram him!"

"Huh?" I turned to Mae.

"You're in a Uhaul truck insured for three hundred K. Ram him!"

My window exploded, showering me with glass.

"Shit!" I yelled, swerving the truck into the sedan.

The car swerved and slowed down, but not fast enough. The backend of the truck slammed into the front end of the car. 

The truck began to spin. At forty miles an hour we hit the gravel on the side of the road and the truck flipped. It began rolling down the embankment. Something hard, probably Mae's elbow hit my jaw and then my thigh as the truck rolled down the hill. I screamed. After twenty seconds the truck finally came to a stop, lying on its driver's side.

Stunned, I looked around. Blood spattered my blouse and arms. But I had no major cuts. Where was Mae? She must have fallen out. The crash had knocked out all the windows. I was covered with bits of glass. A roaring wind whistled through the cab.

I remembered the face of the crazed man and his gun. My heart leaped in my chest. Mae's burlap bag - she had a gun - or something. Unbuckling myself, I crawled through the gap where the front window had been. The cold wind cut into me as I emerged. 

I spun around. The green sedan lay upside down, perhaps fifty yards away. Still I couldn't see Mae or the man. I searched the spattering sagebrush, bowing in the wind. 

There! I found the burlap bag.

I ran over to it. Inside I found a small handgun and a brushed nickel cylinder the size of a Pepsi can covered with blinking lights. What the hell?
I shook my head. No time. I put the cylinder back in the bag and grabbed it and the gun. Slowly, I approached the car. To my left the embankment climbed for a hundred feet to the freeway. To my right a small grove of oak trees stood, lining a ditch. I hoped he was still in the car.

The sagebrush grew thicker near the car, two feet high in some places, enough to hide a man. I began to run. 

The thorn bushes tore at my slacks as I jogged alongside the car.  A gust came and pushed the brush aside from the car's door, revealing an emblem - California State Police.

I gasped.

Something moved.

The man was still inside, suspended upside-down. He looked at me with his crazed eyes.

I pointed the gun at him. "Don't move!"

He coughed.

"Why did you try to kill me?"

"Bombs." He coughed again.

Whump!

I looked up. Mae placed the last box on top of the car.

She laughed. "You crazy bitch! You rode that wreak to the bottom of the hill? I told you to jump."

I leveled the gun at Mae. "This is the state police, Mae. What have you done?"

Mae frowned. "What have I done? You mean what have we done. Just planted bombs from here to Bakersfield to choke off LA. It will take years to repair the damage once the letting begins." 

I remembered the burlap bag and the cylinder. "You need this don't you? To trigger the bombs." I raised the burlap bag.

Mae nodded. "So hand it over."

I laughed. "You got to be nuts."

She shrugged and took a step towards me.

I pointed at the ground in front of her and pulled the gun's trigger.

Nothing happened. Perhaps the safety was on. But then I knew nothing about guns. 

Mae began to run.

I turned and ran towards the grove of trees, fiddling with the gun. I pushed what I thought was the safety and then tried firing back at Mae. Nothing. 

Mae was just a few yards back. I realized that if Mae got this gun she would definitely know how to use it. I chucked it aside, grasped the burlap bag tighter, and ran hard for the trees. A big girl like Mae should tire easily.

A strand of barbed wire in the grass snared my foot. I fell to the ground losing my grip on the burlap sack. I rolled on my back just as two hundred pounds of Mae came down, pinning me.

"Damn, girl! Is this how you repay me after I knocked off your boyfriend?"

I starred up in horror.

She seemed surprised. "What? Did you think he just 'went away?'  That man was obsessed. He thought I was a bad influence or something."

"Mae, why are you doing this?"

"In the future LA for all its glamour and glitz ends ups being the root of all evil."

She's nuts. I smiled and said, "The future?" With my right hand I searched the grass for a rock or anything hard.

"Yeah, you don't think all these acts of God are just acts of God? I've been sent back to correct a few things."

"Twelve million people live in LA!"

Mae shrugged. "Sometimes you just got to kill a few people. Comes with the job."

I felt something soft, like fabric. It was the Mae's bag. 

Her eyes strayed to my hand.

"What are you saying? You're from the future?"

"Sure am!"

I encircled the bag in my hand and grasped the fabric tightly. "But why this day out of any other?"

"This is the day that Don Muchow moved to LA and everything went to hell."

She didn't see it coming. With all my force I swung the bag sideways against Mae's head. It connected and something glowed inside the bag.

"Oh shit Sherlock!" Mae screamed, rolling aside. A massive explosion erupted from the box on top of the sedan. A blast of heat and metal scourged my skin followed by a shower of dirt. 

Mae grabbed the cylinder out of the bag. I could see it was dark now. She then rolled over to face me.

My entire body ached and I was too tired to run. "Just do what you're going to do." I closed my eyes and waited for the end.

Mae chuckled. "You know you're a pretty lousy victim. That was the detonator you hit me with. You just destroyed the entire aqueduct. Without water the twelve million in LA will shrivel up and die. Or at least move somewhere else." 

I turned to face her, my blue eyes set wide with shock.

She started to laugh.

I started to cry.

Mae placed a hand on my shoulder. "Aw, Jan I'd never hurt you, especially now. You see, the detonator was also my ticket home to my timeline. And there's no exchange on that ticket where I come from. I guess we're going to be roommates longer than I thought. Good thing we took the insurance on that truck, huh?"
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