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CHAPTER 1


Cole was sunk down in his overstuffed leather chair, feet up on the ottoman and a half-gallon carton of Breyer’s Brownie Mud Pie ice cream in his lap. It was time for his annual viewing of Woodstock. With an eight-foot screen, 5.1 Surround Sound, and 500 watts of power putting him in the center of the Festival, he was missing only the rain, mud, and marijuana to make it just like the real thing. Cole was finally at home in his new house. He found a kid at the Chronicle who was an electronics whiz and, with his help, Cole’s home theater system was fine-tuned—looking and sounding 10 times better than it ever did in Chicago.

It was more than a year since he moved to San Francisco. He never realized how much he hated the cold Chicago weather until he spent a winter in the City by the Bay. It was a smart move. The Sentinel had gone through too many changes after Mick Brennan died. A couple people kept him up to date by e-mail, but as the months passed, the e-mails became few and far between. Now he seldom heard from the “Chicago Mob.” The only one to stay in touch was Olajean. She e-mailed a couple times a week and even sent care packages of her oatmeal raisin cookies and a quart jar of barbeque sauce just in case, as she put it, “California barbeque isn’t up to our standards.”

Olajean was about the only person he really missed in Chicago. There was Tom Harris, too, but theirs was a different kind of relationship. During Cole’s lowest times, Tom was always there with a “stop feeling sorry for yourself” or a swift kick to put Cole right. Cole called Harris several times in the past year, twice just to get the legal angle on a story he was working on, the rest of the time just to say “hello.” Tom’s wife sent Cole a gift certificate for movie rentals at Christmas and a nice card on his birthday.

Cole’s house was in the Marina District and was costing a small fortune. Chris Ramos, the life-partner of Cole’s new boss, made good on his promise to find just the right place for him. The neighborhood was beautiful and pure San Francisco. From his front window, he could see San Francisco Bay and the Golden Gate Bridge. All the furniture Cole moved from Chicago fit perfectly in the new place, and Chris was rather put out that his services as an interior decorator were not needed. Cole took Chris and Chuck to a Moroccan restaurant for dinner, and that seemed to smooth things over.

To his amazement, Cole bought a bicycle and began to riding around Crissy Field. He loved to see the sailboats on the bay and often stopped to watch people fly their kites. Last May, he got so enthused at the Festival of the Winds that he actually bought a kite and took part in the festivities. Every couple of weeks—weather permitting, which was almost always—Cole brought his granddaughter Jenny out to the spacious grassy field and flew the kite with her.

Most of all, he loved riding across the Golden Gate Bridge. Coming and going, Cole would stop in the middle of the bridge and watch the sailboats and windsurfers below. Once he was lucky enough to be on the bridge when a gigantic barge came under, headed for the Port of Oakland. Surrounded by tugboats and a Coast Guard escort, it was a magnificent sight. Coast Guard helicopters flew under the bridge, their blades painted with black and white stripes so that the whirling of the blades made an amazing circular pattern against the red orange of the helicopter’s body.

Cole found a friendly market on Laguna not far from his house. He struck up a conversation one day with Carnell the butcher, and they became “baseball buddies.” At least once a week, they’d go see the Giants play. Carnell always made sandwiches that they carried in. Filet mignon, Italian ham, and the best corned beef Cole ever tasted. Every game, Carnell brought the sandwiches, and Cole bought Carnell a couple of beers. Sometimes Cole picked up burritos from a Mexican place at 20th and Folsom, but most of the time he let Carnell do his magic. They sat in the cheap seats, and Carnell watched the game and Cole watched the people. They talked of politics, movies, and music. Both left rested and refreshed. Carnell Thomas was just the kind of friend who made Cole happy to be alive on a sunny day.

Work was going well, too. The fresh start produced a new vibrancy to Cole’s writing. The articles he wrote in the last year were met with praise from the editorial staff and, as Chuck Waddell promised, Cole was booked for appearances on several local morning television shows as well as interviews on CNN, MSNBC, and Fox News. The series he did on the dying fish industry brought attention to the plight of the disappearing generations-old industry in the San Francisco Bay. Cole wrote about street gangs in Chinatown, the proposed needle exchange program in the Tenderloin, and the alarming increase in the suicide rate among Hispanic youth. But the article that got the most attention was “The Path of the Pedophile.” Granted, Cole’s brush with death at the hands of his subject, Terry Kosciuszko, brought a bit more publicity than Cole would have preferred. The reaction in hate mail was far stronger than anyone imagined. Because of the articles, the Cardoza-Worthington bill in the State Senate brought new laws to protect children, mandating much heavier sentences in California for those producing child pornography. Overall, the reaction and renewed awareness of heinous sex crimes on children in the production of “kiddy porn” made Cole’s bumps and bruises seem trivial.

The new job also brought several new friends into Cole’s life and, for the first time in a long time, he actually had a social life. Thursday was poker night. The eight or so regulars rotated the game from home to home. Cole even hosted a couple of times and pulled it off, to the compliments of all. Thanks to Carnell, he served prize-winning meat trays. Lucy at the Righteous Vegan Bakery recommended two different crunchy sandwich rolls, one with poppy seeds and the other with jalapeños and olives. She would’ve had a seizure if she knew what was going into the rolls. A couple of jars of mayo, horseradish, mustard, and a head of lettuce, and “sandwiches at Cole’s” were becoming legendary. Each week, five or six guys and three women bought in for 20 bucks and played poker like it was for a million dollars. It was BYOB, and the B was for beer, and there was no smoking allowed. They laughed, argued, and bluffed until 11 o’clock when win, lose, or draw, the game stopped and everybody went home.

At least one Sunday a month, Cole went with Carnell, his wife Lisa, and their twin boys Darnell and Arnell to one of the largest black churches in the city, True Hope Church of God in Christ. Cole got a healthy dose of gospel music and enough Hellfire and Damnation to at least keep him thinking about the straight and narrow until his next visit. After service, there was always a big potluck lunch. The spread was amazing, and after at least two plates, Cole would slip out the side door and catch a cab home. Lisa would always scold Cole on his next visit and tell him he should have stayed for the evening services and got “the baptism.” Cole would smile, nod, and look at his shoes while Carnell winked behind Lisa’s back and gave Cole a thumbs up and big grin.

The best thing about his move to California, though, was being close to Erin. They were now truly father and daughter. They seldom spoke of the past, living in the here and now, and were very happy. They frequently spoke on the phone, and Erin loved to pop in unexpectedly at Cole’s house with a homemade casserole or a plate of enchiladas. They often met for lunch when Erin drove into the city, and Cole joined her and Ben at several concerts, movies, and plays during the year. Cole used his press credentials shamelessly to get backstage so Erin could meet some of her favorite singers, and once he and Ben even bluffed their way into a speech by the president at the Commonwealth Club.

Cole was quite proud of his son-in-law the doctor and bragged about him frequently. Erin stopped working and was dedicating herself to homeschooling Jenny. They joined a co-operative of families who, like Erin and Ben, wanted to make sure their children received the best possible education but still wanted them to develop social skills.

The co-op provided social interaction through group outings to parks, museums, the aquarium, and the zoo. The parents came up with all kinds of fieldtrips to businesses, farms, and factories. One of the favorite activities was to go where the parents worked. The parents were a diverse socioeconomic group, so the trips included everything from the sweet warm smell of sourdough at one family’s bakery to the noisy clatter of a machine shop where one of the mothers worked. Jenny still talked about the day they rode on the cable car. The father of twins in the group was the conductor and let all the kids climb up on a box and clang the bell. In April, Ben gave a tour of the hospital with a goal of making it less frightening to the kids. They all went home in surgical masks and blue slip-on shoe covers. Jenny was thriving, and even though Cole was terribly prejudiced, he could see that his granddaughter was a very bright little girl. Cole held her hand proudly as the co-op group toured the Chronicle one afternoon.

Max Yugur’s voice came from the TV, “I’m a farmer. I don’t know how to speak to 20 people at one time, let alone a crowd like this.” The crowd roared with approval and Cole thought he heard a ringing noise. He hit the TVs mute button, and a moment later the phone rang again. Cole jumped to his feet and picked up the phone from the kitchen counter just as the answering machine kicked on: “Hi, you’ve reached the other Cole Sage. Please leave his messages after the beep.” He let the message finish, and then said, “Hello, hello?”

“Mr. Sage?”

“Speaking.”

“This is Gerald Fonseca. I’m communications director with the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children. I’m sorry to disturb you on a Sunday afternoon.”

“Not at all,” Cole said with little conviction. He was getting a little weary that every organization on the planet was contacting him to speak at their meetings—for free, of course—or to endorse them or, worse yet, serve as honorary chairman of this or that.

“Well, maybe this will take the sting out of my interrupting your nap.”

“Woodstock,” Cole interrupted.

“Pardon?”

“Nothing, sorry, what were you saying?”

“On behalf of the NCMEC, it is my honor to inform you that you are the recipient of this year’s Hope Award. The Hope Award is given to a person who has done an outstanding job of raising the awareness of the tragedy of missing and exploited children. We’d like to invite you to our annual awards ceremony so that the President can give you the award personally.”

“Well, thank you”—long pause—“Mister—?”

“Fonseca.”

“Yes, well, thank you. Who is your president?” Cole said, thinking of nothing else to say.

“That would be Franklin Evans, but I was referring to President Obama.”

Cole stood staring at the paused image of John Sebastian in his silly tie-dyed shirt and pants on the wall-sized screen in front of him. “Wow, I, uh, I’m a bit taken aback. Thank you, Mr. Fonseca, I would be honored.” Cole felt foolish and a little ashamed that he was abrupt at being disturbed. He stood gazing at the screen, hoping that his irritation wasn’t too obvious.

“Excellent! The ceremony is the 23rd. I realize that’s only three weeks away, and that’s partially the reason I’m calling. It was the only date the President had open—actually, he had a cancellation but, anyway, we got him on board. We’ll be sending you the formal invitation, tickets for your flight, and your hotel reservation information. Before the ceremony, there’ll be a private meeting with the President along with the two other recipients of this year’s award. We’re grateful for your articles, Mr. Sage. We’ve seen nearly a 30% increase in hits to our web page and a substantial increase in donations. I look forward to seeing you in Washington. Good afternoon, Mr. Sage.”

“Thank you, Mr. Fonseca. I’ll see you there.” Cole clicked off the phone. “Well, how ’bout that! Far around, far down, far up…” he said toward the screen in his best burned-out hippie impression. “What do you think about that, John?” The tied-dyed Sebastian stayed frozen on the screen as Cole smiled and said softly, “Well, how ’bout that.”

Cole sat down and hit the play button on the DVD, but after about five minutes, he realized it was no use. The spell was broken, and he was far too excited to sit still for the rest of the movie. He won awards before, lots in fact, but this was unexpected. It wasn’t a journalism award, either. It was for benefiting someone else. And not to sound mercenary, but awards always meant that he got a raise. He was always happy to get them, and it was a nice honor, but they were just praise for doing his job. Now Cole reflected on what “doing his job” meant. What did Fonseca say? A substantial increase in donations? That meant something. The other awards always came with a “making the public aware” tag, but this time it was measurable in dollars and cents. Cole was pleased. Self-consciously, he reached up and felt the back of his head. He slowly traced the scar that lay like a small, fat earthworm on his scalp.

The blow that sliced open his head had long since healed, and Terry Kosciuszko was long dead, having hung himself in his cell. But Camilla Salguero would never be whole again. She could never have a child, her body would never function normally and, worst of all, the scars in her heart, mind, and soul would never fully heal. Each time Cole touched his own scar, he thought of the little girl in the hospital bed. The last he heard, she was home. She couldn’t go to school because she was terrified of going out of her house. Even though she was told that the man who hurt her was dead, she was still afraid. In her child’s mind, she was still unable to believe he was not outside waiting for her, waiting to hurt her again.

The ringing of the phone brought Cole from his thoughts. He hit pause on the remote.

“Yell-o,” he said brightly.

“Cole?”

“Yes?”

“Hi, this is Kelly Mitchell, Ben’s mom.”

“Well, hello,” Cole said cheerfully.

“Are you busy? Got a minute to talk?” The voice on the other end of the line was smooth and yet carried an air of confidence.

Cole liked the voice. Although they met only a couple of times and very briefly, Cole found Ben’s mother charming. Who was he trying to kid. He also found her attractive. Tall and straight. He remembered hoping she wasn’t a tennis player. He hated women who played tennis. She was about 40-something, 48 maybe? Her hair was cut short, just below her jaw line. It was nearly black, and Cole remembered thinking as he watched her through his polarized sunglasses, that her hair didn’t have that funny red cast that dyed hair gets. She was thin but not an “I’m going to be a bony old lady” look; she was thin in an “I take care of myself” way.

“All the time in the world. What’s up?” Cole fumbled for the TV remote and switched off the power.

“I’m having a little get-together on the 23rd and wanted to ask if you could make it. Lots of food and friends, just a small, fun kind of late-afternoon thingy.” She paused. Cole smiled at her saying “thingy.”

“Yeah, I would be but uh, the 23rd? I’ll be in Washington.”

“Name dropper. Seattle or D.C.?” she asked. Cole wasn’t sure if she was teasing or being condescending.

“D.C.”

“Private talks with the prez?” Kelly sounded as though she was suppressing a giggle. This woman was almost what Cole would call “bubbly.”

“Well, yes, actually.” Cole’s words sounded funny to him, and he laughed softly.

“You’re kidding, right?”

“No, actually I’m not. I just got a call from a children’s foundation, and they’re giving me this award, and the president is going to present it to me and I—”

“How wonderful!” Kelly broke in. “What for? I mean, why you? Wait, this isn’t coming out right.” She took a deep breath. “Why are you being honored? How’s that, better?”

“I wrote this article for the paper.” Cole was stammering like an idiot. “It was about a sexually abused little girl. Maybe Ben told you about her.” Cole’s voice softened as he thought of Camilla.

“Yes, he did. The poor little angel,” Kelly said softly.

“The National Center for Missing and Exploited Children has gotten a positive response since the article appeared, and they are giving me an award. So, I’m going to Washington for the ceremony. On the 23rd.”

“Darn. I mean good that you’re getting the award, darn that you can’t come. Just thought it would be nice if you could have joined us. I mean, we are almost related.” Kelly laughed an embarrassed laugh.

“Yeah, that would have been nice. Well, thank you and…” Cole paused. “I just realized, I don’t think I know your husband’s name.” The phone suddenly felt very quiet.

“He’s gone; I mean he died, when Ben was in college. I thought he would have told you. Well maybe not, it was very hard for Ben, losing his father.” There was an uncomfortable silence.

“Oh, I am so sorry.” Cole felt like his face was on fire. “I didn’t realize. I’m very sorry.”

“Eight years ago now. He didn’t even tell Erin until shortly before their wedding. Even then she had to pry it out of him. Tell you what, I’ll scold Ben and you scold Erin for this uncomfortable moment. What do you think?” Another pause. “So, next time?”

“Absolutely!” Cole said, the heat fading from his cheeks. “It would be nice.”

“All right then, it’s a date! I mean, I’ll call you and let you know—oh, you know what I’m trying to say. Bye-bye.” The line went dead.

Cole put the phone back on its base, raised his eyebrows, and blew out a long breath from his puffed-up cheeks. Across the Golden Gate Bridge in Sausalito, Kelly did the same.

Cole went to the hall closet, grabbed a sweatshirt from the hook on the door and his peace sign baseball cap. He locked the front door, unlocked his bike from the wall rack, and jogged down the stairs to the street. Sweatshirt on, cap adjusted, he was off down the street heading for the bay.

The wind was crisp and the water was tipped in white as Cole pedaled his way along the wide cement walkway. A few months ago, he would have stopped to rest after the first half mile. Now he braced himself against the wind and didn’t miss a stroke. He stopped at Fort Point, got off his bike, and climbed up on the rock wall. He took a deep breath of salty air.

Even with the slight chill, the day was glorious. He stood looking across the bay toward Alcatraz. As he turned, the golden glow and deep shades of the afternoon sun gave the hills north of the bridge sharp contrasts of gold and near black. Cole looked up at the bridge. The tops of the towers seemed to reach the heavens. The sky was cloudless, and Cole squinted as he followed the line of the gracefully flowing cables from tower to tower, like the arch of a trapeze artist. He imagined a girl in white tights swinging along the span of the bridge, her feet lightly grazing the cable, dismounting at the top of one tower, only to grab another bar to the next.

Cole felt totally relaxed on any day he rode along the bay. He seemed to gather strength from the water, the graceful sailboats, and the power of the windsurfers. He loved watching people who jogged and walked along the paths. He smiled at mothers pushing strollers along the walkways. Among the neighborhood residents who walked, rode, or jogged around Crissy Field, there was an unspoken understanding. Cole noticed it about three months after he began riding. One day, a jogger gave him a slight nod of the head. A little while later, another jogger without drawing the slightest notice to himself, briefly touched the brim of his cap. After that, Cole paid closer attention to those around him. He gave a smile and a quick nod of the head to anyone he saw a second time. Occasionally, there was a friendly “good morning” or “hello,” but most of the time, the acknowledgment was enough.

Cole spent about 10 minutes at the Point. He broke into a sweat riding into the wind, and now he was starting to get a chill. As he remounted his bike, he noticed a flock of gulls about 20 feet off the water. Their wings were spread wide and their heads faced into the wind. They hung like a mobile above the water, their altitude fluctuating slightly as they floated. Cole stopped, straddling his bike, and gazed in awe at the birds’ ability to relax in mid air.

It was a good day, and Cole was at peace. He rode back along the side roads and skirted the old Presidio buildings. He decided to take an alternate route home. As he climbed the hills, he shifted gears twice. He was quite pleased with his new healthier self. The old, getting flabby Cole of Chicago was giving way to the trimmer, more fit, tanned Cole of California.

Cole judged that he circled six or eight blocks south of home and was thinking of extending his ride to explore the center of the city when he saw a 7-Eleven on his right. He forgot his water bottle, and the combination of wind and exercise made him thirsty. Rationalizing that he already worked off the ice cream from lunch, he figured he could use a Coke and a candy bar. He glided up on the sidewalk in front of the store and leaned his bike against the window. Glancing around, he was aware that the area was not as nice as his Marina neighborhood. He remembered that he hadn’t brought his bike lock. No problem, he thought, I’ll be quick.

The man behind the counter didn’t smile when Cole came through the door. Cole walked to the cooler in the back of the store and got a Coke. He glanced at the window to check his bike. The old Chicago Cole, he thought, always worrying about the bad guys. As he made his way to the candy aisle, he noticed that the guy behind the counter was leaning around the register, watching him.

Cole grabbed a Snickers bar and walked to the counter.

“How you doin’ today?” Cole asked.

The clerk didn’t respond. “One eighty-five.”

Cole paid with two dollar bills, all he had on him. This was another of his old habits: Never carry much money when you leave the house on foot. The clerk slapped 15 cents change on the counter.

“Thanks.” Cole forced a smile.

The clerk didn’t respond.

Cole began to tear the wrapper from the end of the Snickers bar as he stepped out the door. He sensed, more than saw, someone approaching on his left. As he turned, he saw a man in a filthy down jacket that once was beige. His hair was dreadlock matted and as filthy as the jacket. He looked to have about a week’s growth of beard. Cole figured him for another junkie panhandler and was planning to ignore him.

“Hey, you,” the man said in a dry growl.

Cole ignored him and reached for the handlebar of his bike.

“I’m talkin’ to you, asshole.”

Cole turned and faced the man, now only about three feet way. So much for trying to avoid him, Cole thought.

“Give me your money,” the man demanded.

“Don’t you mean some money?” Cole asked sarcastically.

“Give me your money. Now!” The man shouted.

“I don’t have any.”

“Bullshit!”

Cole glanced around. There was no one on the sidewalk, and he didn’t remember anyone in the store but the clerk. The bearded man was about three inches taller than Cole but thinner. His eyes were large and seemed exaggerated because of the dark circles around them. The muscles in his jaw worked as he gritted his teeth. Cole noticed the man’s strong hands and large knuckles. He used one hand as he spoke to make a jabbing, pointing gesture at Cole; the other hand was in his jacket pocket.

“Have you got a gun?” Cole said calmly, stalling and hoping the clerk would see and hear the confrontation. When Cole glanced through the window, the clerk was no longer behind the counter.

“No, I ain’t got no gun. I said give me your money, and I mean it, shithead.”

“A knife?” Cole wondered what the man had in his pocket. “Have you got a knife?”

“Money!” The man screamed the word in a crazy, long, howling growl. He stretched towards Cole, his neck twisting, his head turning, with lips pulled back, showing a contorted view of his stained, crooked teeth and swollen gums.

“No gun? No knife? What makes you think I’m going to give you anything? I don’t have any money. Now, get the hell away from me!” Cole half-laughed, dismissing the man and now becoming more irritated than afraid.

“I’m going to kick your ass and take it. Now give it!” The man’s countenance became dark with anger, and his words came in screaming bursts. The strong gnarled hand made a thrust for Cole’s throat.

Cole jerked back and felt the unopened Coca-Cola can in his right hand. He slipped his hand to the top of the can and held it, fingers spread like claws around a sphere. In a quick arcing move, he brought the can full around and, with all his might, struck the man with the base of the can across the bridge of his nose.

The bearded man’s filthy hands flew to his face, and he screamed in pain. Cole stepped back and watched as blood began to flow through the man’s fingers, into his mouth, and down his chin and neck. The man’s eyes were closed, and he screamed, spitting and gurgling blood as he staggered past Cole, turning so he faced the parking lot. Cole spun and kicked the man just above the ankles with a powerful blow with his right foot. The mugger’s feet flew up, and he landed hard on his butt, falling back against the windows and hitting the back of his head on the metal bar that ran about two feet off the ground.

Cole knew the man no longer presented a danger, so he backed away from the howling figure on the sidewalk and opened the door to the store. “Hey, better call the cops and an ambulance. Got a guy hurt out here!”

Cole moved quickly, grabbing his bike and mounting as it rolled down the parking lot toward the street. He passed a green dumpster at the edge of the lot and tossed the Snickers and the Coke into the left side where the lid was flopped back. Traffic seemed to swarm around him like angry bees. Horns honked and cars cut him off, turning in front of him without signaling. Twice Cole swerved to keep from hitting people running against the light through crosswalks. The serenity of his earlier ride turned to an angry fight for survival as he tried to get home.

Reaching his building, Cole laid down the bike and sat on the steps to catch his breath. What happened? Such a great day had turned to crap with just one stop. Cole was not violent by nature. His fight-or-flight response always skewed towards flight, but he wasn’t afraid to defend himself. Stopping the mugger at the 7-11 was just such a situation. The man was an unknown quantity. There was no way of knowing what he was capable of. Cole always believed, as his father taught him, you hit first, hit hardest, and disappear.

As a boy, Cole was harassed by a group of older boys on his school bus. There were four stops before Cole got off the bus. Each day when the driver got off to walk a student across the street, the older boys would begin a grunting, pushing sound in their throats. As the driver’s feet hit the ground, the boys would rush to Cole’s seat and punch, pinch, pull his hair, and poke at his neck with their thumbs. This torment went on for weeks before—in sheer anger, terror, and frustration—he confided the problem to his father. Cole made him promise not to tell his mother, because the first thing she’d do was call the school.

Cole’s father took him out to the garage and taught him to hit—and hit hard. Their practice sessions went on every night for a week. On Sunday night, Cole’s father sat him down and taught him two things Cole has never forgotten. The first was to hit first, hit hardest, and disappear—run if necessary before the authorities came or the person revived enough to harm you. This rule came with a stern and strict warning. Hitting anyone was a last resort. It was done only if you believed your adversary meant to do you harm. If you feared for your own safety or the safety of your loved ones. It was basically the code of kill or be killed. Fight back or live in fear.

Cole’s father held a deep sense of family. The defense of his family was the most important thing in life. When Cole looked back on his father’s life, he was always struck by the impact World War II had on him. Cole’s father often spoke to a school friend whose cousins in Germany went to the gas chambers. He was appalled that the Jews never fought back. Cole often heard his father say that he would never have let his family be “led off like sheep to the slaughter” in the Holocaust, that he would have either escaped or fought to the death. As a child, Cole knew that no matter what, he was safe as long as his father was alive.

Cole was facing his first battle. The next day on the bus, during the first three stops, young Cole was spit on, punched in the back of the head and neck, and his homework folder was torn in half. There was one more stop before he got off the bus. Cole was ashamed and afraid. He knew he must stop the harassment or he’d go crazy. As the bus slowed to let off Candace Grant, Cole pulled together all the courage he could muster and waited. Remembering what his father showed him, he waited for his tormentors.

The bus stopped, the doors opened, and Candace and the driver hopped out. Cole could hear the guttural “uuugh” of the jackals behind him. He felt the seat move back as Mark Pollard, the most vicious of the three older boys, pulled in behind him. Cole stood straight up as fast as he could. He reared his head back and heard the low thud as his head struck Mark’s chin. Then Cole spun around and with all his might hit Paul Thompson in the nose as he started to make the ghastly grunting growl of their pack. Lonnie Collins, the third of the trio, stood legs spread and hands across the aisle to prevent any help from the back of the bus, even though no one ever came to Cole’s aid. Collins’ eyes blazed with anger and hate until Cole pulled back and kicked him in the groin with enough force that he could have easily made a 50-yard field goal.

Cole hopped up and sat in the vacant front seat across from the bus driver. Behind him, he heard the groaning and crying of his three fallen enemies. Each of the three bullies lay either on a seat or the floor, all out of the line of the driver’s vision. Mark’s tongue was nearly bitten off when Cole’s head slammed his jaws closed. Thompson had a broken nose, and Collins would roll and groan, holding his crotch long into the evening.

On Tuesday morning, two of the parents called the school. Cole was not mentioned by name, but a girl on the bus told the principal that the older boys were picking on Cole. When a call slip summoned Cole to the principal’s office, he was prepared to use the second lesson his taught him in the garage. This was less noble than the fighting lessons but over the years would serve Cole on more occasions. Cole reviewed the rules in his head as he waited: Admit nothing, deny everything, and destroy any evidence.

Cole’s father explained that the burden of proof is always the responsibility of the prosecution. To a sixth grader, this was heady stuff, but it was quickly committed to memory. Occasionally, when least expected, his father would quiz Cole on the Rules of War, as they were known between them. Cole wasn’t quite sure what they all meant, but he was always ready.

Principal Little frowned at Cole as he ushered him into his office.

“Were you on Bus 18 yesterday afternoon?” Principal Little began.

Cole didn’t answer.

“Three boys were injured pretty badly,” Little went on.

“Really?” Cole said. Admit nothing, he thought.

“Lonnie Collins said you were responsible.” Little’s voice softened with the lie. He slowly leaned toward Cole.

“He’s an eighth grader,” Cole said, as though the mere idea was ridiculous.

“Did you see what happened?”

“No.” Cole looked straight at the principal. Deny everything, he thought.

“Were you the one who beat them up?”

Cole laughed and said, “I wish!” He felt empowered by the Rules of War.

“This isn’t funny, young man.” Little’s face was turning a deeper shade of his usual pink.

“I was sitting next to the bus driver,” Cole offered calmly.

“We’ll see about that!” Little’s anger seemed to be growing.

“Ask Delores, she’ll tell you.” Cole never had a confrontation with an adult other than his parents. They always won because they communicated to Cole why he was in the wrong or why the rules were the way they were. Even if he hated it, in a way he always understood. The adult he faced now was like one of the kids on the playground. They just got madder and madder and always lost because they couldn’t think anymore. Cole was elevated to a new level in life as he realized that adults did the same thing! He knew that, equipped with this power, he could win against any adult. I can rule the world, Cole thought to himself.

“That’s Mrs. Bellpassi to you!” Little broke into Cole’s thoughts.

“I sat right across from her,” Cole said, looking the man straight in the eyes.

The principal picked up his desk phone and dialed a three-digit number. “Bus shed? Is Mrs. Bellpassi around? Yes.” Little glared at Cole as he waited for the driver to come on the line. “Delores, Mr. Little here. Where was Cole Sage sitting on yesterday afternoon’s bus? He was. All right. That’s what I needed to know. No, no, I’ll fill you in later.” Some of the power seemed to have seeped out of the red-faced little man.

Principal Little moved around a note pad and straightened several pencils that were on the top of his desk. After nearly a minute, he looked up at Cole. “Is there anything you want to tell me?”

“No, sir.”

“Mrs. Bellpassi confirms your story. I still think something is fishy about this whole mess.” Little sounded defeated even though he still glared at Cole.

“Do you really think a six grader could beat up three eighth graders?” Cole knew he won both on the bus and now with Little. But he needed to push it just a little.

“I suppose not. But I better never hear of another problem on the bus again. I will call your parents and it’ll be their responsibility to get you to school. Is that understood?”

“Yes, sir. I won’t have a problem on the bus.”

That afternoon, only one of the three eighth graders rode the bus home. Cole never had another problem on the bus. Although his father had been dead for years, there were many times Cole thought of the Rules of War and wanted to ask him about them. Had he lived by those rules himself? Cole never saw his father do anything violent or be put in a position that would warrant the use of the Rules, but Cole had used them—not often, but enough to know they worked and, unfortunately, several times the results were far from what he intended. By and large, he subscribed to them and knew that if he’d had a son, he would have taught them to him. In today’s world, they seemed far more necessary than the world he lived in as a boy.

Cole thought of the mugger, his animal fierceness, and the grotesque contortion of his face. Then he thought of the wounded, howling figure leaning back against the 7-Eleven windows. Would he have really hurt me? Cole wondered. But this wasn’t a schoolyard; this was a cruel, angry world. It was the threat his father spoke of long ago. The threat that someone might hurt or possibly kill him put Cole into fight-or-flight mode. He did the right thing. He couldn’t have run. His bike was there. He couldn’t have ridden off. He would’ve taken too long mounting, and if the man attacked Cole, he would have had a difficult time defending himself straddling a bicycle. He did what was necessary. Cole was not a violent person; he knew that violence had its place, but only as a deterrent to further violence.

During college, Cole saw Sam Peckinpah’s Straw Dogs with Dustin Hoffman. Hoffman played a mild-mannered math professor driven to extreme violence when circumstances around him spiraled out of control. At the time, Cole was struck by the underlying question the film presented: Just how far would a person go to protect his home? Over the years, the idea became one of his favorite after-dinner conversation starters. He realized that many years ago, it was easy to say “whatever it takes”—and most men did. In reality, Cole was unsettled in his own mind just how far he could actually go.

Cole realized that it was dusk, and he saw the fog begin to roll up from the bay. Soon the bridge and the entire marina would disappear into a grey blanket. As night fell, the grey would turn to a white veil that swirled around street lamps. The fog would turn headlights of cars into solid conical tubes projecting from the vehicles. All the hookers, muggers, dopers, and street people in the city would appear and disappear within a few steps. It was time to go inside.


CHAPTER 2


He sat popping the blisters on his sunburned shoulders with a curved stick. The sweat beaded and dripped from the split ends of his dusty brown hair. The salt burned his raw shoulders, but blister after blister, he used the stick to puncture the pockets of clear liquid.

The winds of the foothills were a source of annoyance to Curtis Winger. His allergies were driven crazy by the dust and pollen that rode heavy on the winds. If he’d stayed in Minneapolis, he’d probably been rich by now, but the glamour of Las Vegas landed him in the dusty windblown piece of ground where he now sat bewildered.

The small canvas canopy provided little shade, and the shining aluminum of his Airstream trailer radiated with the afternoon sun. The plastic stereo speaker covers on the deck behind the back seat of his car drooped in molten black ruin. Three cans of ravioli hissed from swollen, near bursting seams as they gently rocked on the back seat.

Curtis’s pet rabbit, Harvey, lay dead on the front seat, a small trickle of blood still dripping from the corner of his small pink nose. He always wanted a rabbit like Jimmy Stewart had in the movie but settled for a small New Zealand instead.

Curtis’s clients went up with the first blast. Lucky for him, he decided to take a drive in the desert. Why he decided to take a drive was still a considerable mystery. His usual habit was to spend Sunday morning in bed. Getting up at six o’clock was as out of character for him as winning at the crap tables.

The revolution seemed such a good idea at the start. Mel Lyman tried to show the way, but Curtis knew the CIA or FBI, somebody poisoned him and he was gone. “Freedom from the repressive politics of the power elite,” and “share the wealth,” all seemed like the type of things that would surely propel the masses onto the “winning” side. They used to believe in the Doors’ lyrics—“They got the guns, But we got the numbers, Gonna win, yeah, We’re takin’ over”—but in the end, the guns proved to be the great leveler of philosophies. “This time there won’t be any changing water to wine,” that’s what Mel said, and look where it got him, dead. Lillie said Mel wasn’t dead, that if we believed, he would come back. That’s what they say about Elvis and Jim Morrison. Curtis even heard some kids say that about the black dude Tupac. He knew they were all dead, just like his friends, just like the revolution.

In the distance, the smoke and flames still rose above Las Vegas. They went ahead without him and taken out three casinos on the strip. He told them not to mess with his stuff. They didn’t know what they were doing, and Curtis knew it. He planned every step of the hit. He left the bombs in the backpacks on the table. He saved the materials for a year. All the preparation, all the work. It was gone, and for what?

The blockade of the city stopped any chance of taking a look at his boys’ handiwork. He knew they weren’t the real thing. All that talk of “filthy lucre” and “God’s pure light of judgment.” What was all that about? Curtis thought. With the evacuation came the cutoff of the water supply. The water Curtis brought from Vegas was almost gone. When it goes, that’s it, he thought. He drank up all the beer and soda in the trailer when he first got there. Now he was down to the water from the hotel that he’d filled jugs with for the radiator.

The first couple of days after the blasts, several cars passed, but none passed lately. The roads in and out of Vegas were crawling with National Guard troops, FBI, state and local police and sheriff’s units. Curtis spotted the old trailer on his drive. All the backtracking and circling around trying to avoid the roadblocks caused him to run out of gas. He had just enough inertia to coast down the drive and into the yard in front of the trailer. The old man said he didn’t have any gas and that his car wouldn’t start. It all was true, but Curtis didn’t believed him. Curtis killed him. He killed the old lady, too. He found a length of hose connected to the trailer used to drain water from the sink, but there wasn’t enough gas in the old man’s car to be able to siphon it out. That was the problem with cars; they have to have gas. Thus Curtis’s current predicament.

So, there he sat, out of gas, almost out of water, a dead pet, and three cans of Franco American Ravioli in Meat Sauce. The sunburn, he could let slide. That was his own fault, but why this other stuff? What had he done? Maybe he could still shoot somebody, if they would just come by, but he hadn’t seen a car in nearly two days. He really needed to leave.

The thing that particularly bugged him was that they chose the desert in the first place. They should have gone to Reno or Lake Tahoe. Their money was just as dirty, God’s pure whatever would still work, right? It was cooler there; there was water, trees, and beautiful lakes. The statement would have been just as meaningful. All that money, all those fat-assed rich people, not one cared that their SUVs and RVs were killing the planet. The irony was that he was sitting there paralyzed. He laughed to himself.

In Minneapolis, the Muslims were going to give him almost a million to teach them about explosives. Curtis didn’t like their religion. Mel Lyman was the only god he ever believed in, and look where that got him. So, now his money from The Cleansing Army of Christ went up with the casino hotel. Curtis had been broke before. The old man kept $50 in his wallet, so technically he wasn’t broke. Things would turn around.

Curtis would never strike someone as a revolutionary, an outlaw on the run for more than 30 years. At five-foot-five and 115 pounds, he was not a real physical threat. He could no longer remember, but he was pretty sure he would be 65 years old on his birthday. Trouble was, he had so many sets of fake IDs, he wasn’t absolutely sure which one was right anymore. He cut his hair short before he made the trip to Las Vegas. He no longer got “you look like Willie Nelson” comments. His red hair streaked with grey, his freckles and wrinkles, and his casual way of dressing made him look like a regular guy, a neighbor, the guy down the street. The thing that set him apart from all the “regular guys” was his total lack of regard for human life. This made him a grave threat.

In the beginning, the Peoples Deliverance Committee found ways around the gun control laws and brought weapons in from Mexico. As their revolution wore on, however, ammunition became a problem. Now with the government constantly looking for drug dealers, it made shipping difficult. After September 11, tighter and tighter restrictions were put into place on large caliber ammunition and the amount a person could buy. That’s where Curtis came in. Without a moment’s thought, he would plan and execute the indiscriminate killing of dozens of people through the use of chemicals, drugs, and poisons. The police and even the military always labeled the deaths as accidental. Curtis’s work was clean, well planned, and lethal. If they needed ammunition, Curtis would create another “accident” and liberate whatever was needed. National Guard armories were his specialty.

In the last days before the capture of Friend-Leader Adam A, Curtis eliminated an entire unit of the Kansas National Guard out on maneuvers by placing Trimetholene-Sentox into their water supply. The anti-electrical qualities of the compound “short circuited” the central nervous systems of all who drank the contaminated water. Curtis acted at night, and the chemical found its way into the system of everyone who brushed their teeth, drank coffee or tea, or ate anything prepared in the commissary the next morning. That got just about everyone on the field. The attack yielded more guns and ammunition than Curtis and his people could haul away.

The deaths were blamed on Legionnaires ’ disease. Adam A sent a letter to the New York Times claiming responsibility and warning of future attacks. With it he sent a list of demands, one of which was that the Peoples Deliverance Committee’s Manifesto be published in the Times. One week later, the FBI surrounded the house where Friend-Leader Adam A was staying with five members of the Committee. Adam A shot himself. The rest gave up without a struggle. It was then that Curtis determined he would go on alone. Mel Lyman taught him when he was chosen for the Karma Squad that “the embodiment of the Truth can withstand a loss of numbers, but the vision of one can carry the reality of the Truth on forever.” Curtis claimed that truth as his own and never looked back.

It seemed odd, though, for such a hero of the revolution to be sitting alone on the porch of an aluminum trailer sneezing and wiping his watering eyes with the tail of his shirt. Across the valley, waves of heat rose from fields of golden dead grass. In the foreground, the rusting cadavers of three bullet-ridden delivery vans blocked the gate hanging at half-mast at the edge of the road.

It rained, they say, about six months before Curtis arrived at the Baby Oxen Ranch. You couldn’t prove it by him, though. In 18 months, not one drop. That’s what the old man said. Even the gnarly live oaks that dotted the countryside were bare of leaves, so it was for sure the water table all but dried up.

As the hot wind tossed yellowed newspapers around the snaggled picket fence marking the boundaries of the yard, Curtis’s eyes fell on a piece of ground that broke the smooth golden pattern of the surrounding earth.

Powdery brown soil, with only pieces of straw here and there, held his unblinking gaze. The wind rocked the shovel next to the plot ever so gently, but enough to send a piercing needle of the hot summer sun into Curtis’s eye.

“Guess I should have buried them farther from the house,” he said aloud, looking at the graves.

A thin wisp of sticky saliva spanned the open chasm of Curtis’s parched lips. His dry tongue moved across his lips like the dry butt of a carpenter’s hand across a rough-cut timber. He unscrewed the cap from the white plastic gallon jug that sat between his feet. He brought the jug up to his eye. No more than three inches left, he thought. He took a short pull on the hot water from the jug. It tasted like chlorine. Clorox jugs were tough, that’s why he used them. They were treated with special stuff, too. Curtis used them a lot to store and transport various chemicals. He wondered if he cleaned this one well enough. Oh well, he thought, the water hasn’t gone bad. Must be the Clorox.

Curtis held the water in his mouth a long time. He pretended he was soaking his tongue in it. He licked his lips with great care, trying not to spill even a drop of the precious water. There was something different, like how sound changes when you go underwater. The sound was different. He strained but couldn’t tell. Were his ears ringing again? He did so much damage to them. Between explosions and rock bands, he lost most of his high frequency hearing years ago. He scanned the horizon. Far in the distance, Curtis could see two thin wisps of smoke. As he stared out across the rocks, the smoke seemed to change directions.

Curtis’s eyes were itching and watery, and his vision constantly shifted between crisp and blurred. He wiped his eyes with the arm of the stained T-shirt that lay across his lap. When he looked again, the smoke was gone. Curtis frowned and rubbed his eyes. He thought he saw something out there. There it was again, this time closer. It wasn’t smoke. It was dust. At what Curtis judged to be about a half mile away was a trail of dust behind some kind of vehicles. Couldn’t be cars, he thought, too far apart. He blinked and tried to refocus. It was a pair of four-wheel all-terrain vehicles.

Curtis closed his eyes and felt the watery tears roll from their corners. The sensation was short lived as the tears dried quickly on his dry windblown cheek. ATVs meant a way out. Shortly, the itching in his eyes subsided. Curtis blinked twice and smiled as he opened them to see the riders coming in his direction. Now less than a quarter mile away, he could see two men in long-sleeved white T-shirts and jeans. The rider on the right was wearing a full-faced red-flamed helmet. The other rider wore a three-quarter helmet with goggles.

Curtis sat up straight in the lawn chair. He reached down to the pile of magazines and newspapers on the ground on his right. He flipped past the magazines and pulled out the green sporting section of an old newspaper. The other sections turned yellow with age and exposure. Curtis looked down at the green canvas bag on his left. Should he wait? Better to be prepared, he thought. He unzipped the bag and reached in, feeling the cool steel barrel of his FN Herstal Five-seveN. Curtis took it off a policeman in Belgium two years ago. He wasn’t a gun nut. He used many weapons over the years. He was a good, but not great, shot. Several times he almost was killed when he forgot to put a round in the chamber of an automatic weapon. He was always afraid of running out of ammunition, so he never carried a revolver. He fell in love with the Five-seveN. It was always ready. No hammer to cock. Safe to carry with a round in the chamber, it was ready to fire. It held 20 rounds in the magazine. Those 20 rounds were bullets that could pierce a bulletproof vest like a knife through a watermelon. The gun was perfect for what Curtis needed, up close and personal. He laid the gun in his lap and held the paper as if he were reading.

The ATVs coasted to a stop 10 feet from where Curtis sat, and the riders killed the engines. Before him were two young men in their mid-20s. The rider on the right was tall and thin. He wore heavy engineer boots and jeans. The other man was smaller and wore tennis shoes. The taller of the two flipped up the face shield on his helmet.

“How’s it goin’?”

“Fine. What do you call those things, anyway?” Curtis smiled, indicating their vehicles.

“Mines a KFX700, his is a 400.” The taller man boasted.

“Okay, now in English.”

The shorter man laughed and looked at his companion. “He means to say they’re Kawasaki All Terrain Vehicles. His is bigger, so he always rubs it in.”

The taller man began once more. “Hey, we got kind of turned around. The National Guard guys blocked the canyon we were going to take, and when we took the trail they pointed us to, we got lost, I guess.”

“Where you guys from?” Curtis asked.

“Bakersfield,” the shorter guy offered.

“You camp out here?” Curtis continued.

“Yeah, we’re here for a couple weeks. We do it every year.”

“Been here long? Did you see the bombs go off downtown?” Curtis continued questioning the shorter man.

“No, we just got here last night. That’s somethin’, isn’t it? We figured things would have lightened up by now. It’s been a couple weeks, right?”

“Yeah, two weeks Sunday. The rocks around here must play hell with your tires,” Curtis said, looking the vehicles over.

“We bought those new Fukuoka Steel Knobbers. Seem to be working good. So, how do we get back to Mac Johnson Park, anyway?” The taller man seemed impatient with the conversation and his friend’s chatter.

“Which one?”

“Mac Johnson, it’s new, just west of Red Rock Canyon. Opened last May. We really like it. Nobody knows about it yet, so it’s really empty.”

“You got to be a good 20 miles north of Red Rock. This is Old Murphy Road. Red Rock is hell and gone from here,” Curtis said, pointing to the end of the dirt driveway.

“Daniel, you idiot,” the short guy laughed, “I told you we were going south.”

“How far’s a thing like that get on a tank of gas?” Curtis said to the man named Daniel.

“No problem us running out. We’ve only gone about 25 or 30 miles. We can get almost 200 miles to a tank.” Daniel rocked the vehicle side to side. “We just topped up before we left.”

“You guys are lucky your women let you go on vacation alone. My old lady would never have stood for that.”

“We’re not married,” Daniel said. “No one to answer to but ourselves.”

“Fine-looking guys like you not married?”

“Sometimes I feel like we’re married, the way Kyle is always bitchin’ at me to clean up the house.”

“You live together?”

“Yeah, but we’re not gay or nothin’. We have been friends since junior high, and we work together at Kurland’s Kawasaki. That’s how we got these. Employee discount.”

“Yeah, if we were married I’d divorce him,” laughed Kyle.

“So, nobody will know you’re missing for two weeks,” Curtis said as he stood up. The newspaper hid the pistol.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Daniel snapped.

“Take off your helmet, Kyle,” Curtis said in a flat, firm tone.

“Why?” Kyle said, a frown starting at the corners of his mouth.

“I don’t want to get blood on it,” Curtis said as a smile went across his face.

“What the hell are you talking—” Before Daniel could finish his sentence, Curtis raised the gun and shot him through the right eye. With the force of the bullet exiting his helmet, Daniel flew off the bike like he was yanked by an invisible rope. Daniel fell against Kyle and crushed Kyle’s leg against his own ATV.

“See? Now take off your helmet,” Curtis demanded.

“Please, don’t hurt me, please, God please, please I don’t want to—” Kyle sputtered as he fumbled to undo the straps on his helmet.

As the helmet cleared the top of his head, Curtis raised the gun again and fired. “Damn, missed.”

Kyle frantically tried to push his dead friend’s motorcycle off his leg.

Curtis fired again, hitting Kyle in the side of the neck. He fired once more, and the bullet hit Kyle in the mouth, blowing his front teeth out the massive wound in the back of his head.

“Okay, that’s done,” Curtis said, as though he’d just finished washing the dishes.

He tossed the newspaper down on the lawn chair and the pistol on top of it. Curtis tilted his head to the right and sized up the carnage in front of him. He walked up to Daniel’s body, sprawled face up in the dirt. The dust already absorbed the crimson puddle around his head. Curtis squatted next to the body and began searching the pockets of Daniel’s jeans. He pulled the front pockets wrong side out. A small folded wad of bills was Curtis’s first item of interest. There were 30 dollars in bills and 87 cents in change.

“What you lookin’ at?” Curtis said to the lifeless form as he rolled it over.

Curtis removed a wallet from the right back pocket and a round tin of Rooster snuff from the left. He popped the lid from the snuff and sniffed at it.

“That’s some nasty shit, Daniel.” He tossed the tin away and looked at the lid. “‘Lasts long,’ huh? Guess it lasted longer than you.” Curtis laughed at his joke.

Flipping open the wallet, he found another $300 in $20 bills. Curtis pulled a driver’s license, Visa card, and Social Security card out of the plastic picture holder. He looked for a long time at a picture of a plain-looking girl in what must have been a high school graduation picture. Curtis gently pulled it from the plastic sleeve and tore it in two. Behind the picture was a lock of hair. He held the small curl between his fingers and twisted it gently, letting the hot wind blow it away strand by strand.

“I did you a favor, kid. She’s ugly.”

Curtis shoved the wallet back into Daniel’s pocket. He stood for a moment looking down at the tall lanky form laying in the hot rocky soil. Curtis decided the dead man’s clothes were too big and shifted his attention to Kyle. Kyle only had four $1 bills and a fistful of pennies in his front pockets. Starting to roll him over, Curtis realized that they were nearly the same size. He unbuckled Kyle’s belt and yanked it through the loops of the dead man’s jeans, draping it around his neck.

“Had to bleed on the shirt, didn’t ya,” Curtis said in disgust. “Nice tennies, though.”

Curtis moved to Kyle’s feet and pulled off the new-looking white leather shoes. He smiled when he saw the 9 1/2 stamped on the tongue and tossed the shoes toward the trailer door. Curtis removed Kyle’s wallet and found $580, BP, Chevron and Shell gas cards, and a MasterCard. In the compartment with the money was a MasterCard receipt for the Mac Johnson Memorial State Park campsite, complete with signature and space number.

“Good boy. Always keep your receipts!”

Curtis picked up the helmet lying not far from the body and tried it on. It was a bit loose but would do. He took off the helmet, put the goggles inside it, and tossed it toward the trailer. Curtis surveyed the scene, quickly bent down and unzipped Kyle’s jeans. He moved to Kyle’s feet and pulled the jeans off, then the socks.

“Nice clean socks. That’s important. You never know when you leave the house what might happen,” Curtis said as he rolled the jeans and socks up in a bundle.

Curtis took Kyle’s ATV and pushed it around to the backside of the trailer. Moving quickly and with definite purpose, Curtis took Kyle under the arms and dragged him into the trailer. Inside, he shoved and twisted the body until he had it sitting upright at the small table at the end of the trailer. He leaned Kyle’s head against the window and used the lacy white curtains to tie a bow under his chin. Curtis folded the dead man’s hands one atop the other on the table.

Daniel’s body was much heavier and more difficult to get inside. Curtis propped the body in the wooden chair across the table from Kyle and used Daniel’s belt to strap him securely to the chair. Glancing around the small trailer, his eyes landed on a tube of red lipstick in a small basket on the counter below an oval mirror. He took the lid off, gave the case a twist, and smiled. Curtis turned his head lightly to the right and admired his arrangement of the bodies at the table. He slowly approached the small young man whose head he secured with the curtains. Holding Kyle’s chin, he used the lipstick to write EARTH RAPER on his forehead. He made a capital “A” in a circle—the anarchy sign—on the top of Daniel’s helmet, then shoved the lipstick tube into his hollow eye socket.

Back outside, Curtis took the shovel from the graves of the old man and woman who owned the trailer and threw several shovels full of dirt on top of the blood soaked earth. Satisfied with his clean-up of the yard, he took the Clorox bottle and took a long pull, finishing off the warm contents. He carried the jug upside down, shaking it several times as he rounded the trailer to where the ATV was.

Curtis examined the vehicle until he found the fuel line. With a quick tug, he pulled the hose loose and stuck it in the Clorox jug. He filled the jug and then stuffed the fuel line up between two wires to keep it from draining out on the ground. He stood and removed his black handled Gator knife from his pocket and flicked it open. With a stab, yank, and twist, he systematically flattened all four tires, then flipped the vehicle on its back. Glancing around, he found a stack of two-by-sixes about three feet long wired to the underside of the trailer. The old people must have used them to level the trailer. He took two of the boards and created a ramp using the groove in the right back wheel of the ATV.

The Clorox jug gurgled, and gas splashed as it ran down the side of the car as Curtis tried to pour it into the gas tank. He figured he spilled at least a fourth of the gas, but what got in the tank would be more than enough for what he was going to do. It took a lot of pumping but the car started. Curtis revved the engine a couple of times, then pulled around to the backside of the trailer. He lined the right wheels of the car up with the makeshift ramp on the ATV. Backing up about 50 feet, he floored the accelerator, ran up the ramp and slammed down, crushing the little ATV under the weight of the car. Curtis killed the engine and got out of the car.

He walked around the car, examining the view. Then he turned and half jogged about 100 yards toward the road. Not bad, he thought. From his vantage point, you could barely tell the car sat atop a crushed vehicle. If anyone were to drive by, it would look like a couple of old cars parked next to a trailer. He returned to the trailer, gathered what few belongings he carried with him, and tossed them in the heavy wire mesh basket on the back of Daniel’s ATV. Kyle’s helmet still wet with sweat was a good fit. Curtis tightened the band on the goggles and started the engine.

Within moments, he was racing across the desert toward Red Rock Canyon and the Mac Johnson campgrounds beyond. The ATV had a lot of power, and Curtis was like a kid on a new bike as he jumped and swerved his way through the rock formations, sagebrush, and Joshua trees. Twice he stopped on a ridge to get his bearings and see if he could spot any roadblocks or National Guard trucks. Only once, when he crossed the Blue Diamond Road, did he see any law enforcement of any kind. A quarter mile north of where he crossed, a highway patrol car was parked behind a billboard waiting for some unsuspecting tourist to speed by.

Curtis was careful to obey the frequently posted speed limits inside the park. The ranger at the gate gave a half-hearted return wave when Curtis rolled slowly past. The receipt in Daniel’s wallet for Space 132-A saved a lot of time and kept Curtis from having to speak to the ranger. The pair was right. There were few spaces filled in the new campground, and 132-A was tucked back in the corner near a large grey brick shower building.

Parked in the space next to a large tent sat a late model Dodge 1500 pickup truck. Curtis parked the ATV next to its trailer and cut the engine, leaving the helmet on until he was sure that the space across the road was deserted. He quickly unzipped the tent and went through the bags. He took a couple of what he decided were Daniel’s T-shirts and stuffed them in Kyle’s bag without looking in it. He rolled up the two sleeping bags and within three minutes, they were stowed in the back of the truck along with two ice chests full of food, beer, and soda.

Curtis tossed the helmet and goggles into the tent and got in the truck. In keeping with the silver-and-black color scheme of the truck, the windows were all blacked out except for the front windshield. The strong Hemi engine purred like a giant cat as Curtis sat idling while he went over the instrument panel and figured out the air conditioner controls. He put the truck into drive and rolled out through the gate and onto Highway 159.

The air conditioner blasted ice-cold air into the cab, and Curtis pushed the power button on the stereo. The thunderous bass blasted at a painful volume. Curtis bolted from his relaxed hand on the armrest slump to a straight-up startled position like a bomb went off in the cab. He pushed the eject button on the face of the CD player. The silver disc gracefully floated out. Curtis pulled it out and read the label.

“Thug Life? What kind of shit is this?” Curtis said, pushing the electric window button. With a flick of the wrist he sent the disc flying out the window.

Fumbling with the various buttons on the sound system, he finally found the FM button. Through a process of elimination, he finally stopped when he heard the announcer say, “You’re on 97.1 The Point, Las Vegas’ home of Classic Rock.”

The familiar opening riff of Layla filled the cab. Curtis reached over and turned the volume up to nearly where Tupac blasted earlier. A wide smile crossed his face as he heard Eric Clapton sing, “Layla, you got me on my knees.” Curtis set the cruise control and headed south and west for the California border.

Curtis knew he could no longer help others in their quest for justice, equality, and restoring sanity to a world gone mad. He would work alone to bring down the destructive evil that was killing the Mother of us all. The earth must be saved. He knew what he had to do now. Mel Lyman sang it. Curtis learned it. He reached over, turned off the radio, and began to sing softly.


CHAPTER 3


“Higher, Grampa, higher!” Jenny squealed with delight as Cole pushed the swing.

The sweet smell of the freshly mowed lawns of Cromwell Park came in wafts as the noisy tractor mower made wide loops around the thick emerald grass. It was a perfect day for the proud grandfather to take his flaxen-haired granddaughter to the park. Huge billowing clouds occasionally blocked the sun’s warm rays and passed shadows over the park. New moms with strollers paraded like peacocks along the rolling mini-hills that dipped and rose across the grounds. A small army of kids under four feet jumped, climbed, and ran through the sand-filled play area of brightly painted climbing toys, swings, and slides that emptied onto blue rubbery surfaces guaranteed not to bruise or break bones.

Not like when I was a kid, Cole thought. If you fell off the Jungle Gym from the top rung, you’d probably spend the rest of the summer in a plaster cast covered with signatures. Cole enjoyed the feeling of the spongy blue material under his feet. Nice touch. Even the toddlers would fall and giggle, pick themselves up, and be off to the next discovery.

Erin packed a picnic basket, and Cole was getting stomach rumbles that reminded him he skipped his breakfast to get a few things finished before his trip to Washington. For once, he outsmarted his juice-box packing daughter and brought a small ice chest with two Diet Cokes securely packed in ice.

“Are you about ready for our picnic?” Cole said, figuring 45 minutes of swings and slides would make anybody hungry, even a four-year-old.

“More swing, please!” came the delighted cry as the swing arched upward.

“Okay.” Cole lifted the swing and gave it another push forward.

Two pushes later, Jenny called out, “Hey, Grampa, are you hungry like me?”

“Yeah, let’s go eat!”

Under the shade of a 100-year-old sycamore tree, Cole spread the brightly colored patchwork quilt he kept in the trunk of his car for just such occasions. Jenny peeked into the wicker basket and came out with a bag of cheese puffs and a bunch of grapes. Cole popped the lid and found what he was looking for, a roast beef on whole wheat, lots of mayo, a swipe of dark mustard, and alfalfa sprouts.

“Your sam’ich has got grass in it!” Jenny giggled.

“And yours has got purple stuff!” Cole said, handing Jenny her peanut butter and grape jelly, no crust, cut diagonally.

“Your mom makes the best picnics,” Cole mumbled as he pushed dangling strands of sprouts into his mouth. “How are the cheese puffs?”

“Here, have some,” Jenny offered.

Inside the basket were napkins and wet wipes, bananas and carrot sticks, and enough crackers and chips for a Tuesday night poker session. Cole smiled at the thought of his daughter preparing the basket for his outing with Jenny. Erin was a wonderful mother and seemed to think of everything, a trait Cole liked to think she got from Ellie. It was almost two years since Ellie died, and the sharp pain of her loss had been reduced to an occasional dull ache in the void that Erin and Jenny filled with love.

Almost like clockwork in the middle of lunch, Jenny announced she needed the bathroom. With great trepidation, Cole took her to the concrete block restroom building. He raised his voice to an artificial level as they hop scotched the muddy puddles around the building as a warning to anyone who might be inside that a man with a female child was approaching.

“Anybody in here?” Cole called into the women’s restroom door. There was no response so he called even louder, “Coming in! Okay, sweetie, all clear.”

Jenny shot past him and into the first stall. Cole positioned himself in the doorway, arms crossed and daring even the demons of hell to try to get past him.

“All done.” Jenny came across the wet floor, still pulling up her underwear and little navy blue shorts. “I’ll wash my hands,” she said, reaching for the grimy faucets.

“No!” Cole said a little too sharply. “We’ve got wipes. Those things are nasty.”

Back at the blanket, Jenny’s enthusiasm for eating waned, and she rubbed her eyes several times. Cole put the remnants of their lunch in the basket, gathering the empty sandwich bags and juice box. He stood to find a garbage can.

“Hey, while I get rid of this stuff, why don’t you lay back and see how many animal shapes you can find in the clouds?”

“Okay, I’ll find more than you!”

Cole made his way the 30 feet or so to the trash and back to find Jenny, eyes closed, mouth slightly open, sound asleep. Cole quietly removed the latest copy of Time from the basket and sat down on the deep green bench 10 feet from where Jenny slumbered peacefully. As he scanned the Table of Contents, he was distracted by the shuffling of feet on the sidewalk to his right. Huffing and waddling at a snail’s pace, a very pregnant woman came shuffling toward him, her belly arriving well before the rest of her. Her hair was shoulder length and limp. What was certainly a pretty face before was now red, splotches obscuring the fleshy pounds of pregnancy.

“Can I share your bench?”

“Absolutely.” Cole gestured for her to take a seat.

“The doctor says I have to walk more. So, twice a day, I try to make it around the path here.”

“How much longer have you got?” Cole inquired.

“Six weeks.”

Cole glanced over at the woman beside him in disbelief. She was enormous and looked like she was about to pop. Her face was a deep red and moist with sweat.

“You look like you could use something to drink. I have an extra Diet Coke.” Cole pointed at his little ice chest.

“Could I have a handful of ice instead? I feel like I’m roasting.”

Cole picked up the ice chest and sat it between them on the bench.

“I’m Mindy,” the young woman said as she reached into the ice chest.

“Cole.”

Mindy took a large handful of ice, popped a cube in her mouth, and held the rest against the back of her neck.

“Are you going to be okay?” Cole asked with genuine concern.

“Oh, yeah. I do this all the time.” Mindy’s voice cracked, and she began to cry. “Damn hormones. My husband thinks I’m nuts, my doctor thinks I ignore his advice, and my mother thinks I’m a crybaby. I’m so sick of it all.”

“Good thing you got the park, then. Nice place to get away for a little while.”

“Your daughter is so pretty,” Mindy said, regaining her composure.

“Granddaughter, actually. She’s a cutie all right.”

“Aren’t you afraid for her?”

“How do you mean?” Cole wasn’t sure if Mindy was going to start crying again or not.

“I sometimes think that Curt and I have made a mistake bringing a child into this world.” Mindy watched Cole’s face for a reaction.

“How do you mean?”

“With all the wars and drugs and gangs and children disappearing, sometimes I think that we have made a big mistake.”

“You know, my parents must have thought the same thing after World War II, but I was still born in the middle of the Korean War. I know what you mean, but I think every generation probably feels the same way.”

“It just seems everybody hates everybody. Like those guys who crashed into the World Trade Center. Why did they have to do that? Do you think they will ever bomb San Francisco? I always think of September 11 every time I go into the city. I wish it was like when I was a kid.” Mindy sighed.

“Yeah, all we had then was the Ayatollah Khomeini, Khadafy, a war in Bosnia, Timothy McVey, Ted Bundy, and don’t forget disco!” Cole gave a slight chuckle. “It’s different, but really, it’s all the same.”

“It just seems like we are always on the edge of the next catastrophe, though. Every week there’s a new crisis.” Mindy sighed.

“When I was about 10, Kennedy was president, and a pudgy little sweetheart named Nikita Khrushchev was the leader of the Soviet Union. The U.S. got a hold of some pictures of missiles being set up in Cuba.” Cole paused. “Do you know about this?”

Mindy’s blank stare answered before her words. “Not really,” she said softly.

“Well, we knew that Castro couldn’t have built them, so they must have come from the Russians. Kennedy told Khrushchev to get them out. The Russian said ‘no,’ and we set up a blockade around Cuba. Nobody in, nobody out.”

“Can we do that?” Mindy asked.

“Things were easier back then, I guess. Yeah, we did it. For 12 days, the world held its breath. Everyone believed it was going to be World War III. Every night at the dinner table my parents would talk about the Russians hitting us with atomic bombs. I would sit at the table and get a knot in my stomach the size of a grapefruit.

At school we did drills—getting under our desks, covering our heads—like that would help. For 12 days, every night my parents would plan what to do ‘if.’

“How scary,” Mindy offered, genuinely concerned.

“They talked about putting wet towels at the bottom of the bedroom doors so radiation couldn’t get to us. They loaded the trunk of the car full of food and blankets and even jugs of water. The plan was to go to my uncle’s ranch in the foothills. If Dad was at work, he said he would get there the best he could. I could hear my parents down the hall, talking into the night in their bedroom, planning, worrying, ‘what if-ing’.”

“Then it was over. The Russians backed down. The crisis was gone, but nothing would ever be the same for me again. Kennedy was shot in Dallas, Martin Luther King was shot in Memphis, Bobby Kennedy got shot in L.A. All that stuff happened almost 40 years ago, and you know what? Here we sit. We’re still here. I have a granddaughter. I never figured I’d live to be a grownup. The world would come to an end first.”

Mindy blinked. “But doesn’t it seem so much worse now? It’s like everybody hates us. I mean, at least I feel like it.”

“Well, you can thank CNN for that. Used to be it would take quite a while for news from the other side of the world to reach us. Now it’s instant, 24/7, 365 days a year. When I was a kid, we never heard of a murder or police chase in the next county let alone on the East Coast. It’s all in your face now. Do you watch cops chase some car thief down the freeway in Los Angeles? Why? You can’t help, it doesn’t affect you, it only adds to your stress.

“I tell you what would make you feel better. Drop your subscription to the newspaper and take CNN, FOX, MSNBC, and Headline News off your Favorites list and block them on TV. You’ll go through withdrawal, but within a week you’ll feel much better.”

“Oh, Curt would die without his news.”

“Tell him its doctor’s orders. Too much news isn’t healthy. Trust me on that one.”

“What do you do for a living, Cole?”

“I’m a newspaperman.”

For the first time, Mindy showed a hint of a smile, then it broadened. She giggled, which quickly turned to laughter, and Cole joined her. Her huge belly shook as tears ran down her cheeks.

“Oh, stop, stop!” Mindy tried to speak but was convulsed again in laughter.

“Feels good to laugh for a change, huh?” Cole said with a big smile.

When the laughter finally subsided, the two sat on the bench in silence. Cole looked up and watched the billowy white clouds roll high above the park. Cole looked down at the Time magazine on his lap. What was the percentage of good news on its pages? he wondered. He spent his whole life reporting and digging for the news. Had he been part of the problem for people like Mindy? He hoped not, but he knew that death, horror and suffering sold papers; it drove the network news and made a multi-billion dollar industry of cable news.

Jenny stirred on the blanket. “You ready to go home?” Cole said as she stood, rubbing her eyes.

Cole and Mindy exchanged smiles. He gathered the blanket, lunch basket and ice chest, swept Jenny up in his arms and left the park.

Erin invited Cole to stay for dinner and he happily accepted. While the smell of dinner wafted from the kitchen, Jenny watched Dora the Explorer on TV, and Cole took a nap on the couch. Cole felt at home at Erin’s house, and the peace she made in her home with Ben and Jenny was like a balm to his hurried soul.

“Mom, phone!” Jenny’s yell from the floor brought Cole out of his slumber.

“Got it!” Erin called. “Hello, Carol? What’s the matter, sweetie?”

Cole sat up at the urgency of Erin’s voice.

“What is it, hon?” The sound of Ben’s voice was muffled by the kitchen wall.

“Here, talk to Ben. I will. Don’t worry, okay? Already? Here he is.”

Cole strained to hear. The pauses from the kitchen were long and interrupted only by occasional “uh-huh”s and “I see”s.

“Do you want me to come over? No, it’s no bother. All right, but if you change your mind, give me a holler, promise? Okay. Hey, listen you’ll be fine. I’m sure they won’t be back. Feel free to come over later if you want to. Okay, bye-bye.”

“Poor Carol,” Erin said as Cole entered the kitchen.

“What’s going on?”

“That was our neighbor, Carol. Someone broke in through the back bedroom window and took everything smaller than the refrigerator,” Ben said, continuing to set the table.

“We’ve never seen anything like this happen since we’ve been here,” Erin said with obvious strain in her voice. “I can’t stand the thought of a burglary. We had a break-in when I was little, and it still terrifies me to think about it. You feel so violated.”

Ben said, “We’re not on the alley. We have double-pane windows, and we have an alarm, none of which Carol has. Our house sets back farther from the fence. We’re not a good target.” Ben smiled the smile he must use on terminal patients to give them comfort, but it didn’t seem to work on Erin.

“Well, I’m still scared.”

“Shhh, let’s not let Jenny get upset. Cole, tell her the odds of us getting hit.”

“He’s right. You’re a bad burglary risk. Besides, Ben will shoot anybody who jumps the fence.”

“Would you shoot someone, Dad?” Erin turned to face her father.

“If it came down to shooting someone or letting them hurt someone I love? They lose.”

“You could really kill someone, Cole?” Ben looked closely at his father-in-law.

“I think if it really came down to it, I could. How far would you go to protect your family? If someone had serious intent of harming one of you, they would feel the full force of me. I didn’t say I’d like it or look forward to it, but if push came to shove, yes, I’d kill someone.”

“I don’t know if I could,” Ben said. “My whole life is about saving lives and healing. I would give my life to save Erin and Jenny, but I’m not sure about taking one.” Ben paused and fiddled with a napkin on the table. “This is like my Ethics or Philosophy classes in college, the ‘how many angels on the head of a pin’ kind of thing.”

“Well it’s not going to come to that. Even if, God forbid, you get broken into, burglars are cowards. They wait until no one’s at home. I bet if they catch them, it’ll be a bunch of kids.” Cole switched subjects. “What smells so good?”

“Swiss steak.” Erin smirked. “My two heroes, I feel a lot safer. John Wayne and Sydney Carton,” she said sarcastically.

“Sydney Carton? Who’s he?” Ben frowned.

“Tale of Two Cities, Dickens. Carton gave his life for that of his friend,” Cole said, lifting the lid off a saucepan. “Went to the guillotine.” Cole licked his finger after a quick dip into the saucepan. “Guess that’s you, Ben. That makes me The Duke. Hey, this is really good.” Cole smiled.

“Jenny,” Erin called, “let’s eat.”

After the dishes were neatly arranged in the dishwasher and a pot of coffee started, Erin took Jenny for her bath. Cole and Ben went out to the patio. The hot air of the day was beginning to turn to the cool air of evening. Neighborhood sounds died away, and the rustle of leaves high in the trees mimicked the ocean. The two men sat in a comfortable silence for several minutes before Ben spoke.

“I’m not a coward.”

Cole was startled by the sudden declaration. “What?”

“About protecting Erin and Jenny. I would fight to the death to protect them.”

“I have no doubt. Look, this is a pet topic of mine for after-dinner conversation. I had no intention of upsetting you. My remark about shooting somebody climbing the fence was an attempt at levity. I wasn’t suggesting or implying anything.” Cole broke off, sensing Ben’s need to speak.

“I know, it’s just that, every day I deal with death and dying. Families ripped apart by disease and genetic hiccups. The thought of taking a life on purpose is so far outside my focus, it just caught me by surprise when Erin reacted, I guess.”

“She’s a lot like her mother on this. Ellie was vehemently opposed to guns, a committed peacenik. Violence is so foreign that when it does rear its ugly head, it scares us. To some, it’s a chosen path. You read about them in the paper every day. Thugs and gangsters, mobsters, sooner or later, their number comes up. In our lives, violence sneaks up on us. We’re far more likely to experience the fight-or-flight reflex than kill-or-be-killed.”

“So, have you two lined up target practice?” Erin said as she held the screen door waiting for Jenny.

“No, but I’ve decided to go check on Carol.” Ben stood, stretched and made his way to the door.

Jenny burst through the screen door and threw a ball, nearly hitting Cole in the head. Her wet hair bobbed and swayed as she dodged Cole’s attempt to grab her. She chased the ball and kicked it across the lawn. Erin dropped into the chair Ben vacated and heaved a big sigh.

“I overreacted, huh?” Erin smiled sheepishly.

“Oh, I don’t know.” Cole sighed. “The world seems to have gone crazy, and we’re stuck in the middle of it. I had a guy try and mug me the other day.” Cole paused trying to decide how much to reveal. “Right in front of the 7-11, middle of the afternoon. You don’t have to go looking for trouble, we’re surrounded by it. We try to have standards and values, but events around us strain those to the breaking point.”

“I shouldn’t have reacted the way I did. Ben’s always had this silly idea that I think he’s a coward. Once when we were dating these drunks at a street fair started making remarks about me. They got a bit close, and it got kind of scary. Ben took me by the arm and made a fast escape.”

“Sounds smart to me.”

“Me, too, but Ben thought he should have stood up to them, defended my honor and all that.”

“Yeah and got his butt kicked. It’s a guy thing. Those drunks and the guy who tried to rob me, it’s their world; they operate at that level all the time. We just happened to walk into it, unprepared for what they do as part of daily life. It’s the same with this burglary thing. The bad guys come and go on their schedule, and people like Carol come home to it. Ben is right to want to protect his family. He is also right to question how far he would go to do that. There’s a million years of macho gene pool he’s swimmin’ around in. If the time ever arrives that he needs to act, he’d know what to do.”

“Think so?”

“Know so.” Cole smiled. “Say, Ben’s mom called and invited me to a dinner party she’s having. I didn’t know Ben’s dad died.”

Erin cleared her throat and looked into Cole’s eyes for a moment before she spoke. “We don’t talk about it, that’s why. Ben has never really grieved for his father. He was in Med School and rather than face the fact that he died, Ben threw himself into his studies and didn’t look back. He adored his father, and the scar of his death is so thick that he can’t feel the pain. One of the only fights we have ever had was when I told him he needed to talk about it, grieve, and embrace his memories of his dad. He was like someone I didn’t know, told me to mind my own business. We didn’t speak for nearly two weeks. His mom never mentions his dad in front of him. They had the same kind of fight over it. I think that’s why he reacted the way he did when mom died. The weird thing is he’s so kind and loving with families that lose a child. He cries with the parents, and calls them from home to check up on them long after the child is gone.”

“I have a lot of history to catch up on.”

“Some of it is better left behind. I like the idea of you and Kelly having dinner though.” Erin smiled.

“Well, on that high note, I better get home.” Cole stood.

“Jenny! Come give Grandpa hugs!”

The little girl ran and plowed into Cole at full speed, hugging him tight around the legs. He picked her up, gave her a kiss on the cheek, and set her back down. In an instant, she was back chasing her ball around the yard. Erin gave Cole a hug at the front door.

“How did I ever get along without you?” she said to Cole’s back as he made his way down the front steps.

“From all appearances, pretty well!” Cole waved as he unlocked his car door. “Say goodbye to Ben for me.”

Erin waved back and closed the door.

The traffic seemed unusually slow as Cole approached the large intersection where he made his turn onto the freeway. Neil Young had been in the CD player for several days, and Cole pushed the reverse button to hear “Ambulance Blues” again. Just ahead on his right, he could see several people walking along the street. He hoped there wasn’t an accident. Between the mellow sound of Neil Young and the warm car, he realized just how tired he was. He smiled at the thought of being tired from playing with his grandchild. Before reuniting with Ellie and meeting Erin, he all but given up hope of having children, let alone grandchildren. Cole’s thoughts were interrupted by the honking of horns.

Cars in front of him were suddenly beeping, honking, and blaring. The cars in oncoming lanes were also honking, and waving out the windows. As the traffic crept slowly forward, Cole could now see people on both sides of the street.

A dozen car lengths ahead on each side, he could see a hundred or more people waving placards and flags. A few car lengths farther and he could see that the signs to his left carried a pro-immigration message, and the signs to his right were anti-immigration. The light changed, and he moved forward slowly. He was three cars from the intersection when the light changed again.

There was a surreal feeling to listening to Neil Young and seeing people’s mouths moving out the windows but not hearing their cries. “Oh, Isabella, proud Isabella, They tore you down and plowed you under.” The music played and Cole watched a pretty woman about Erin’s age with long black hair raise her sign high in the air and call out to the passing cars, yelling until her veins bulged and snaked up her neck. Dozens of signs bobbed up and down as people shouted and called out. Signs of red, white, and green read, “No Human is Illegal,” “We Pay Our Taxes Too,” “Today We March, Tomorrow We Vote,” and “We are America!” Brown men with creased, weather-beaten faces held up children to raise their signs higher, casting their shapes to dusk’s long shadows. A woman with long grey braids draped over her large bosom held a sign over her head that stated, “I Love the USA! Let Me Stay!”

To his right, Cole read the fierce black and red letters of signs held in answer to the signs across the street. “More INS, Less IRS,” “Vote for Pedro to Go Home,” “I Didn’t Fight in Iraq for Illegal Aliens,” and “No Borders, No Country.” With feet firmly planted, they leaned like sailors in the wind and screamed what Cole knew, without hearing, were inflammatory words. Neil sang on, “Oh, Mother Goose, she’s on the skids / Shoe ain’t happy, neither are the kids. She needs someone that she can scream at and I’m such a heel for makin’ her feel so bad.” The soft drone of the music made a strange soundtrack for such rage.

The light turned green for the turn lanes. The cars streamed from his right and blocked his view for several seconds. A black Chevy 4X4 pickup with oversized off-road tires caught Cole’s eye. He could see a man’s head and shoulders above the cab of the truck. With an almost fluid motion, the man brought up a large McDonald’s soda cup, complete with lid and straw, and hurled it at the crowd as he passed. The cup that must have been nearly full struck the woman with the grey braids in a brown fan of liquid. The cubes of ice sparkled in the setting sun’s sharp rays. Her white cardboard sign floated to the ground.

To his right, the faces that were so fierce in their screams and taunts broke into smiles and laughter. Then he saw crossing the space between the two groups the arching flight of a tomato. Cole didn’t see who or what it hit because his attention was fixed on a man of about 50 who was bent over and taking the lid off an ice chest. His hand came up with an unopened beer can. He shook the water off it and then as if struck with a sudden idea began to shake the can vigorously. Cole watched a smile cross the man’s face as he pulled back and threw the can with all his might at the crowd across the street. Cole gazed as the can turned, twisted, and spiraled into the crowd, striking a man in the head.

The man dropped to his knees as blood ran from under his baseball cap and down his forehead. Men to either side of him bent to examine what happened. As if with the dropping of a starting flag, both groups, with a force Cole could nearly feel, charged each other. Like ancient warriors screaming a battle cry, the groups ran into the traffic. Cars stopped as the green arrow went to red. Cole’s light was still green, but the cars in front of him sat frozen. A woman slapped the hood of Cole’s car as she ran by; a thin young man of around 20 jumped up and ran across the back of Cole’s car.

In the turn lane to his left, the two sides collided. Fists flew, shirts were grabbed, a woman was thrown to the ground, and a Hispanic man with strong shoulders began kicking someone just below Cole’s vision. Two women spun around, their hands deeply entwined in the other’s hair. With all the mayhem just outside his car, Cole felt strangely objective and removed from the scene.

From all around him horns blared. In front of him, a blue-grey cloud of smoke floated up. The car just ahead of him was pulling away, tires spinning. The car behind him gave several short repetitive horn blasts, and Cole instinctively began to pull forward. People jumped and shoved others out of the way. Cole was jolted and pitched forward. The car behind him rammed his back bumper. As he hit the crosswalk, Cole floored the gas pedal and shot around the corner. He hit the northbound ramp at 50 miles an hour and was doing almost 70 as he merged onto the freeway.

Neil Young played on. His words seemed to float along with Cole’s speeding car as he headed back toward San Francisco. “You’re all just pissin’ in the wind, you don’t know it but you are. And there ain’t nothin’ like a friend who can tell you you’re just pissin’ in the wind.”


CHAPTER 4


The backside of Topanga State Park didn’t have homes occupied by movie stars. The trees were sparse and the earth was dry. The vistas were extreme, and the rocks looked like a razor gashed them. The Topanga Canyon of songs and movies seemed a million miles away. Off a gravel road, off the Mulholland Highway was a rutted dirt road that wound its way down to the bottom of a box canyon. The Bureau of Land Management’s topographical map identified it as Canyon 136. The east side of the canyon opened onto a dry expanse of rock and sagebrush. Facing the open end of the box canyon was an old ranch house, once used in Gene Autry westerns. Now it was as bleached out and dry as the rocks around it. If Curtis Winger had a home, this was as close as it would get.

The old man and woman who’d lived there more than 50 years had been there so long that no one remembered that they actually were the cook and ranch manager to the family who once lived there. The original owners died during the time of the Korean War. Their son drank up what little money his parents left him, and one night he drove over a cliff on the way home. His body wasn’t discovered for more than a month. Nobody ever bothered to check the deed or ask why Pete and Cleo moved into the big house. Nobody really cared. The land was for all purposes worthless.

The little garden that Cleo tried to grow next to the barn always failed. Pete gave up raising anything bigger than a chicken in the early ’60s. Twice a week, Pete and Cleo got dressed up and drove their faded green 1959 GMC pickup to town for groceries. Once a month, when their Social Security checks came, they would go to the movies. Lately, it was getting harder and harder for Pete to sit through the feature because of his restless leg syndrome. His leg would start feeling tingly and twitchy, and he’d have to get up and walk it off.

Over the years, a lot of men and a few women came to the ranch to look for work, hide, or just pull their lives together. In the ’40s, it was draft dodgers and deserters. In the ’50s came the Braceros hiding from immigration and homosexuals hiding from who they were. In the ’60s, a fellow named Manson and a flock of girls tried to stay in the barn, but Pete chased them out. He wasn’t havin’ none of that free love stuff. In the ’70s came hippies who had done and seen too much. The ’80s brought the coke burnouts and beautiful people who fell through the bottom. The ’90s brought shattered children, misused, abused, and confused street kids. The 21st century brought a new generation of deserters, tree spikers, and the walking wounded of a society plagued by priests who forgot their vows, parents who abandoned their natural barriers and a socio-economic abyss that had no bottom. Through it all, Pete and Cleo were at peace knowing they wouldn’t be around to see the children of the new crop of castoffs of the 21st century come rolling in.

Neither Pete nor Cleo could remember when the man who now called himself Curtis Winger first came to the ranch. He was Kevin Westerman back then. He had been so many people since then, it was hard to keep track, but he was back. He always came back. He looked so much older than the last time. Cleo blamed it on poor diet. Pete tried to never judge people who came to the ranch for help, but Curtis’ eyes were cold, bitter, and angry. No one was ever chased off who needed help. Pete chased off a fair share of bums, but people in real need—no matter how hard they seemed on the outside—always softened up with a few days of Cleo’s cooking and the hard work Pete said was payment for their upkeep.

Kevin, or Curtis or whoever he would be next time, arrived the night before. Said “hello,” ate a sandwich, had a cup of coffee, “thanks,” “goodnight,” then went out to the tack room in the barn. The only other thing he said was, “Is my stuff still here?”

“Just where you left it. Probably buried in dust a foot thick by now but still where you put it.” Pete went to a rack on the wall next to the stove and got a brass key that hung by a loop of twine. “Here, you’ll need this. I had a mangy bunch a while back. I felt like they might steal something, so I put a padlock on the cupboard. Didn’t want anything happenin’ to your stuff.”

Curtis just nodded and went to the barn.

The young man who became Curtis Winger first came to the ranch in the spring of 1970 when Mel Lyman came west to record an album with Jim Kweskin. Curtis was on his third day of an acid trip that lasted a week and got the plan wrong. Lyman and Kweskin left Boston for San Francisco, but somehow Curtis wound up in Los Angeles. He was never able to hook up with them again. Curtis read that in recent years, the Lyman Family gave up their allegiance to the revolution and become fat and wealthy, while he alone remained true. Down through the years, he sought refuge at the ranch a day here, a week there, but he always disappeared without warning or goodbye.

Curtis pulled back the big barn door, which groaned and creaked on its sprung hinges. Through the dusty window of the tack room, he could see the orange glow of a cigarette. The tack room door was open, and he could smell the bittersweet mix of tobacco, old leather, and body odor.

“Come in,” said a voice from the dark. “Here, let me light the lamp.”

The flash of a match lit the dark room and bloomed into the flame of a kerosene lamp on a small table. “My name is Thomas Whitehorse.”

Curtis didn’t respond, just moved to the bunk bed on the wall opposite where the man sat.

“Smoke?” Thomas said, extending a pack of Salem cigarettes.

“No.”

“You know the rules here? You been here before?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, then. I mind my business, you mind yours, we’ll have no problems.” Thomas paused. “The guy who left yesterday stole my coat.”

“I don’t steal.” Curtis said, staring at the man across the room. “You Indian?”

“I am Dineh, Navajo.”

“Do you know the Peyote ritual?

“I have lost many of the traditional ways, not living on the reservation so many years. Why do you ask?”

“I need healing. I need a vision of what I am going to do.”

Thomas Whitehorse laughed. “What? Are you one of those mescaline-eating hippies who want to touch the earth and sky and all the movie Indian bullshit?”

“No I—” Curtis began.

“Look, God made Peyote. It is His power. It is the power of Jesus. Jesus came afterwards on this earth, after Peyote. We have eaten Peyote of 10,000 years. God told my people through the Peyote visions the same things that Jesus told the whites. You need your white Jesus, not no Indian Peyote.”

Curtis answered. “I’ve eaten the sacred mescal buttons many times. It’s a power I don’t understand, but the visions have directed me. I took a lot of acid, but it was just a high, you know? I never saw my spirit, my future, the stuff my life would be. I have to do something important, and I need to see, really see what to do.”

“Find another way,” Thomas said with a tone that signaled the end of the discussion.

“Just thought I’d ask,” Curtis said flatly.

“You did.” Thomas dropped his cigarette to the floor and ground it out with his booted foot.

Thomas Whitehorse lay back on the bed, and then rolled, putting his back to Curtis. Curtis stood and walked the few feet across the room to a row of cabinets with plywood doors. Two were padlocked; the others, simple slide latches. He took the key from his pocket and tried the first lock. It was four years since he was here, but he remembered which cabinet he used.

Inside in the shadows was a footlocker standing on end and two cardboard boxes. A coat or sweater of something dark hung above on a nail. Curtis took the lamp from the table and put it on a chair next to the cabinets. He pulled out the top box. There was nothing of any value. Mostly wire, switches, and a length of fuse. He set it on the bed. The next box held manuals, notebooks and drawing schematics of explosives he used or designed. He pulled out a yellow spiral notebook and flipped through the pages. This was his life’s work, field-tested recipes and formulas for poisons. Batch sizes, effects, and timing of various compounds and their strengths carefully documented. Urban Chemical Warfare was written on the cover. Curtis smiled. This was what he knew, his first love. He knew he could build bombs, demolish buildings, and cause incredible destruction, but he did love the quiet simplicity of chemical death.

He tossed the box on top of the bed, and then gently laid the notebook on the old stained pillow at the head of the bed. Curtis approached the footlocker slowly and with something close to reverence. Carefully, he pulled the long wooden chest from the cabinet and laid it on the floor in front of the bed. He ran his hand lightly over the top of the army green box. Curtis reached under his shirt and pulled a thin silver chain with a small chrome key over his head.

For a long moment, Curtis looked at the key, slowly turning it in his hand. He never thought for a moment that Pete would let any harm come to his things. He only asked about his things to give the old man the impression that he didn’t completely trust him or anyone. It was true, but in all the years Curtis came to the ranch, he never saw or heard of Pete helping the sheriff or losing anything entrusted to him. Even though he hadn’t been to the ranch in four years, the footlocker had been setting in the tack room cabinet for more than 10.

Curtis unlocked the footlocker and gently lifted the lid. The contents were few, but their value to Curtis and the revolution were immeasurable. Strapped to the bottom of the box was a stainless steel canister and an aluminum rectangle that together made a Special Atomic Demolition Munition (SADM)—what the cable news channels like to call a Nuclear Suitcase Bomb. Since 1991, the existence of these portable atomic bombs were argued about and debated from Moscow to Langley, Virginia, and every Western capital in between.

The truth is, there were more than 200 at the time of the fall of the Berlin wall. They all disappeared. In January 2000, a Russian defector named Col. Stanislav Lunev told a U.S. congressional committee that terrorist leader Osama bin Laden paid the equivalent of $700 million for two bombs, but he wouldn’t say when. They were supplied by the Russian mafia who bought them from former KGB agents.

Curtis and his network of anti-government friends found the report amusing. If they had four between them, Osama must have a whole lot more than two! On several occasions, Curtis was offered the new “backpack” atomic weapons, a dirty little bomb made up of three coffee can-sized canisters that created lots of radioactive debris. The problem with these lightweight devices, in Curtis’s thinking, was that they simply made a mess and made people sick.

He was only interested in making a statement. The statement had to be punctuated with as much death and destruction as possible. The bomb in the footlocker would make just such a statement. A great many people would die from the force of the explosion itself. Many survivors of the blast would die of radiation poisoning in the weeks afterward. Those even farther away from the explosion would suffer radiation sickness in the days and weeks to follow.

This was terror! This was homegrown, all-American terror, a domestic statement of revolution. Violence is as American as apple pie and baseball. This kind of violent attack in the homeland would unite the people. This time, they would be united in their understanding that the machine became the government was no longer what the men on the money had in mind. This time, the people would rise up to bring an end to Big Brother monitoring their lives, taxing them into poverty, and destroying their planet for selfish gain.

This kind of bomb would put fear and anger in enough people to bring down the incompetent pigs that ran the establishment government. It would replace it with a system of local committees that are friendly to the earth and personal freedom, unencumbered by the petty “spit on the sidewalk” laws that the bloated government passed by the hundreds each year.

No government was best, but a crippled, hated, ineffective government would do just as well. We the People knew best, not the rich, lying lawyer bastards that took over what the Revolution of 1776 began. Curtis was reborn and renewed in his determination to complete what he had signed on to do in 1968. Even if all the leaders of the revolution faded away, he was still fighting the war. Even if he were totally alone, he knew the righteousness of his cause. His commitment was total.

Mel Lyman taught Curtis and the other members of the Family, “At this particular time, on this particular planet, in this particular nation, there has become a vast number of people whose inborn moral development is at a higher state of maturity than the very law which was created to bring about that state of development, and for these people that law is no longer necessary.” Mel was God, and even though he went back to the realm of the spirit, he still reined in Curtis’s being. Mel showed the way, the path; Curtis would take it to the next step.

Curtis reached down and stroked the canister. There was something inexplicably sensual in stroking something that could remove a city from the face of the earth. Curtis had the tools, he and the commitment, but no plan, no clear vision. That damn Indian could have helped. Peyote never failed him in the past. It gave him the vision of killing the traitors in the Urban Warrior Alliance. He saw the FBI, as clear as if standing in front of him. Perhaps they were. He saw the Judas kiss of the three traitors. They took money. There was no doubt what he must do, and he did it.

Alongside the lustrous canister of the bomb was a coarse-woven dark green army blanket. Curtis could not remember why it was there. The bomb was securely strapped down; there was no need for packing. He lifted the blanket out of the footlocker with both hands and laid it beside him on the bed. As he began to unroll the blanket, he was surprised to see several bundles of $100 bills, four magazines of 9mm ammunition, a manual for the bomb, and three passports, each with his picture.

The names in the passport were all different and in the photos, Curtis’s hair and beard were different colors, styles, and lengths. Since he never legally possessed a passport or been fingerprinted, he didn’t exist to the authorities. He left lots of fingerprints that he was sure were on file with the FBI and other government agencies, but every document he ever possessed had been a forgery. As he looked at the passport showing him with short-cropped black hair, he smiled and thought to himself that he must have been pretty stoned to have paid for such an obvious fake.

As the last fold in the blanket fell away, it revealed a leather pouch a little smaller than a man’s hand.

“Yes!” Curtis whispered, recognizing the beaded sun embroidery on the bag.

Loosening the leather thong, he emptied its contents into his palm. At least two dozen black leathery mushroom-shaped chunks spotted with green mold lay in his cupped hand.

“It is a sign.”

Curtis dropped the Peyote buttons back into the leather bag. He looped his finger through the drawstrings and pulled them tightly closed. The money, bullets, and other items he could understand forgetting, but forgetting the bag was unconscionable. This was God’s way of contacting him, speaking to him. How could he have forgotten? No matter, he thought. I will receive my vision and my mission will be made known to me. Curtis was so excited, he could hardly contain himself, but he didn’t want the sleeping Indian to know. He refused him. Well, they refused Jesus, too, and they turned their backs on Mel Lyman, but Curtis Winger would complete their missions. He would bring the harmony of the plan of heaven back to people’s minds, and he would bring the restoration of the Law of Eden back. People would once again see the need to embrace nature and the gifts of Mother Earth.

Curtis rolled up the blanket and tried to place everything back just the way he found it except the sun bag. Before putting it back in the footlocker, Curtis decided to look more carefully in case he should find anything else to help guide him through. On the bottom of the chest was a newspaper that he couldn’t understand why he saved, a copy of Soldier of Fortune magazine, and a sewing kit. Lying on the side, partially hidden by the bomb base, was another sign.

Lifting it out as though it were the most precious document in the world, Curtis raised the dog-eared copy of the Autobiography of a World Saviour. Curtis brought the book to his lips and gently kissed it. To get more of the lamp light, Curtis turned slightly on the bed and opened the cover of the book. The flyleaf and copyright pages were long gone. Underlined in faded blue fountain pen were several lines from the Introduction with the words “This is the Word from Mel his self” written in the margin. Curtis lightly ran his finger over the words then read to himself:

The only pain is separation and the only joy is breakthrough, and the battle only really begins when man has finally, through exhaustion, worn out every tangible means, devoured everything in sight, and arrived right back where he started, with an empty belly and a world with no food, having cried all of his tears and standing completely naked and alone, knowing full well that there is no comfort outside of himself.

Above the Introduction was inscribed, “To Jason – Live, Love and Learn, our time is short, Mel.”

“Jason. I am Jason. Jason Reed. Jason Weston Reed!” As he whispered the words, he was Curtis no more. He closed the book and laid it on the pillow beside the leather pouch. As he reached to close the lid on the footlocker, he saw the newspaper clipping he glued in the lid.

Dated August 19, 1984, The Chicago Sentinel, the headline read, “Warriors of the ’60s Revolution; Gone and Nearly Forgotten.” Jason seethed as his eyes skipped across the yellowed page. Abbie Hoffman, Jerry Rubin, Angela Davis, Eldridge Cleaver, The Black Panthers, Minutemen, Weather Underground, The Manson Family, Mel Lyman. His eyes froze. The words seemed to glow in the dimly lit room: Prison, Dead, Professor, former Congressman. Phrases of text seemed to stoke the fire of his rage: “all but forgotten,” “footnote to history,” “mellowed with age,” “his antics seem almost silly now.” How dare they defame the ones who showed the way? How could the list have Mel’s name? He was God come to Earth to show a better way. In the months he was in Roxbury with the Family, Jason’s life changed forever.

Jason, yes, Jason, he had been there. His mind raced back to hearing Mel Lyman speak. He remembered selling the Avatar on the streets of Boston. A memory came that Jason didn’t like; he tried to suppress it, but it floated back to the surface. Stealing, no, it was someone else. Stealing, accused, and told to leave. He remembered Mel’s eyes. Mel knew of Jason’s actions without speaking, accusing, or judging. Most of all, Jason remembered the Karma Squad and the beating they’d given him the night he tried to sneak back into the house to talk to Mel. God, how he wished he could give the money back. Oh, to just sit at Mel’s feet and listen again. He had forgotten so much. He sometimes thought that he mixed the voices. He read so much, he listened to so many. Was he losing Mel? Never. The voice of God could not be lost.

Who wrote this? Under the headline was the name Cole Sage. Where are you now, mister newspaper writer? He must take it back. No, Jason thought, he will be the one. He would tell the new story. The revolution reborn must be announced. “Jason Reed, Hero of the New Revolution.” He could almost see the headline in his mind. Savior of Our Mother the Earth! Cole Sage would be the new Oracle of the Revolution. He would repent and make straight what he defiled.

“I will find him tomorrow.” Jason spoke the words as a vow, closing and padlocking the footlocker.

When Jason awoke, the sun was high in the sky. He felt his hair, and it was wet with sweat. A shaft of light came through the shade on the window, and he could see that the Indian was gone. Jason stood and made his way out of the tack room to the faucet that hung above a cement sink in the corner of the barn. He washed from the waist up in the cool water, letting it pour gently over his raw, sunburned shoulders. The T-shirt he grabbed from the tent was rank with Kyle’s body odor, and he threw it into the corner of the barn on his way out.

In the truck, he fished out a clean T-shirt from the travel bag that belonged to one of the dead campers. Without a word to anyone, he drove out of the ranch and back to the main road. Forty-five minutes later, he exited the Santa Monica Freeway. This was a necessary trip, but he hated to go into the southwest end of Los Angeles. He needed a phone, and he had to get rid of the truck. As he drove, he watched groups of black and Hispanic youths that gathered along the streets.

The street gangs of L.A. sliced up the city and controlled with blood and fear the turf they claimed. Jason hated them. They served no purpose in society. They killed and terrorized their own people. They were leeches and would be eliminated after the revolution by the people who loved the earth. Peace would reign after the bloodletting and the punks who stole for their own gain and killed for a few blocks of slums would have no place in his world. For now, though, he would use them to his purpose.

The directions Jason received were not good. The phone at the Shell station where he got gas was in poor repair, and the slurred black ghetto slang was hard to decipher. He was sure he was on the right street, but the landmarks were different than the guy on the phone described. The stuff on the right side of the street was actually on the left. The KFC was a Popeye’s, and he never did see the Taco Bell. Luckily, the guy got the streets right. Jason wasn’t here sightseeing, and the sooner he got his business done, the sooner he could be on the road.

The light changed. Jason was the second car in the right lane. Ahead about a half block, he saw a kid about 16 talking on a cell phone turn into an alley. On the other side of the alley, a small grey car pulled away from the curb. As the light went to green, Jason signaled and slid into the now empty spot. Passing the alley, he saw the kid leaning against the wall next to a dumpster with his back to the street. He got out of the truck and quickly ducked into the alley. The street noise covered the sound of his approaching footsteps. About three feet from the kid, Jason spoke.

“Excuse me.”

The kid leaning against the wall turned his head, giving Jason a sneering, disgusted look as though he were the filthiest of beggars and turned back around.

“Excuse me,” Jason said again.

The kid turned his head again and as he opened his mouth to speak, Jason, throwing his whole body behind it, landed a crushing blow to the kid’s jaw. A dull thud resounded as the blow sent him slamming against the dumpster. Jason stepped forward and grabbed the kid’s neck with his left hand and wrenched hard with his right, which was gripping the side of the kid’s head. In that one swift movement, the kid’s neck snapped, and he fell dead. His cell phone clicked closed as it hit the ground. With a confident flow of movement, Jason grabbed the front of the kid’s Lakers T-shirt and the top of his baggy jeans, lifted the limp body and dropped it into the dumpster. He closed the lid and slid the bolt closed.

Stooping, Jason picked up the phone and looked back to the street. He began pushing the dumpster to the end of the short alley where three more dumpsters were squeezed together in a chain link enclosure. He pulled out an empty one and pushed it to the spot the other one was. He knew this kind of dumpster setup from when he washed dishes in the kitchen of a Chinese restaurant; they were on a monthly pickup rotation. Without missing a step, he continued on to the truck and drove away.

Six blocks and two left turns put him in front of Joe’s Mexico City Café. There was the noisy clang of a cowbell above the door that announced his entrance. Inside the restaurant, it was cool but damp. Somewhere a swamp cooler was working overtime to combat the steam heat of the kitchen. A chunky Mexican woman in a skintight black skirt led Jason to a rear booth. As he requested, he was next to the windows.

Every square inch of wall space was covered with an astounding mishmash of bric-a-brac. Hundreds of little shelves and hangers displayed dozens of plates all decorated with saints, Jesus, and scenes from Mexico. Next to a scene of the Crucifixion was a plate with two fighting cocks suspended in air. Jason sipped water as he waited for his contact and slowly and carefully examined the walls. The gold and white French provincial shelves about a foot wide held fancy cups, statues of saints, soccer trophies, roosters, bulls, matadors, and figurines of Jesus with lambs and little children, standing arms spread wide, and one with a clock and an oversized heart in the middle of His chest.

The cowbell clanged, and a Mexican man of about 20 in khaki Dickies work trousers and a white T-shirt came through the door. It was well after the lunch rush, and Jason was one of only three customers in the place. The man surveyed the counter and instantly determined the two old men were not who he was looking for. He turned his gaze on Jason and came to the booth. He slid in, set a cell phone on the table, and pushed his sunglasses back onto the top of his head.

“Artie says he don’t know no Jason Reed. What’s your game?” the Mexican said slowly.

“Is that to call him?” Jason said, indicating the phone.

“Yeah.”

“Okay, tell him to check on Curtis Winger with Hernandez.”

The young man picked up the cell and flicked it open like a switchblade, hit a button, and put it to his ear. “It’s Domingo, ask Chewy if he knows a Curtis Winger.” The young man looked up at Jason and smiled. “Is that so? Aw right, see you in a few.” He flicked the phone closed and the smile disappeared. “He says you’re crazy and for me to be careful. You crazy, man?”

“Crazy enough, I guess. So, are we going to do this or sit here and play 20 questions?” Jason stared into the young man’s eyes and could have sworn he saw him shudder.

“Your ride is on the curb? The Ford?”

“Yeah.”

The young Mexican dug into his pants pocket and pulled out a pair of keys on a yellow “Have a Nice Day” key ring. “The blue Kia parked behind you. Your change is in the glove box.” He slid the keys across the table at Jason.

“Here.” Jason held out the keys to the truck and dropped them in Domingo’s waiting hand.

The young man slid out of the booth and was out the door and in the truck before Jason could stand up and drop a tip on the table. If you looked close, the late model Kia had obviously been painted, but traveling down the road, no one would be able to tell. A good trade, Jason thought. Behind the wheel, he leaned over and popped open the glove box. Inside was a brown paper bag wrapped tightly around what looked like a small brick. Jason tore the tape free and unrolled the bag. As he requested, there was $5,000 in $10 bills. A fair trade, he thought. A car and five grand for a free truck.

On his way back to the ranch, Jason stopped at a mini-mart and bought a bottle of vodka and a sandwich. The Kia ran well, and Hernandez filled the tank with gas. The license plates had fresh tags, and there was even a dummy registration in a plastic holder on the visor in the name of Curtis Winger.

*     *     *     *     *

Cole was deep in thought when his phone rang.

“We’re all here, where are you?”

“Oh, Chuck. Man, I was reworking this piece, and the time got away from me. I’m there, hold on.” Cole looked at his watch. He was seven minutes late for the editorial meeting. He pulled his jacket off the back of his chair and raced out the door.

It took him only seconds to get down the hall to the conference room. He opened the door, and eight pairs of eyes all landed on him with “now it’s your turn” looks of pure glee in their eyes. Chuck Waddell sat at the end of the long walnut table in his tall back swivel chair. He always pushed it in from his office for meetings.

“Mr. Sage, so glad you finished your nap,” Chuck teased.

“Sorry.” Cole looked down in totally faked contrition.

Cole sat toward the center of the table next to Hillary Willard. Hillary was one of the first to welcome Cole to the Chronicle, and even though she was the Social Editor, they hit it off and were becoming good friends. Hillary held the distinction of being one of the two women who played in the Thursday night poker games.

“I hope this is short,” Hillary whispered as Cole sat down.

“Lot to cover today, people. Eric?” Chuck always started around the table from right to left. The About Town columnist, Eric, always visited with Chuck before the meetings started and was always the first to report.

Cole had at least 20 minutes before it was his turn. He was back to his rewrite in his head and a thousand miles away when he heard Hillary start to speak. He sat up and tried to refocus.

“And that’s about it for this week,” Hillary finished.

“Cole?”

“I’m trying to wrap this series on the faith-based charities in the city. I should have the last rewrite finished by tomorrow. I’ve got a couple ideas, but nothing has jelled. Three interviews have canceled, so it’s back to the drawing board. Luckily, I’m a couple of days ahead of schedule on this stuff.” Cole lifted a two-inch thick manila folder of tear sheets and notes. “Soon the muse will land. Never fear.”

Chuck reviewed the month’s calendar, and the meeting broke up in record time. Cole couldn’t help thinking of his old friend and editor, Mick Brennan, in Chicago. Their editorial meetings would last so long, they would send out for lunch and sometimes dinner. In retrospect, Cole thought that the people on the paper were like Mick’s family, and once he everyone was in the room, his loneliness wouldn’t let them go. So, like the father of an unruly family, he would keep the conversation and activity going as long as he could at the “dinner table.” Bless his heart, Cole thought, I miss the old bugger.

“Hey, want to grab a bite?” Hillary Willard asked, tugging on Cole’s sleeve.

“Can’t. I really have to finish this piece. It’s really giving me fits. You’ve lived here forever. You ever go to Glide Memorial in the late ’60s, early ’70s? Back when Cecil Williams was really stirring things up?”

“Cole, sweetheart, have I ever given you one of my cards?”

“I don’t think so.” Cole wasn’t sure where this was going.

“Here, read.” Hillary handed Cole her card.

“Hillary Willard, Society and Social Editor, San Francisco Chronicle,” he read.

“Exactly, Society Editor. Now, does that sound like someone who would go down to Ellis and Taylor and bump butts on a pew with a bunch of junkies and God knows who else?”

“Meow! Forget I asked.” Cole made a clawing motion in the air.

“I’m teasing. Cecil and I were on a board together a few years ago. Homeless shelter sort of thing. He’s a wonderful man. You’d get along well with him. Go see him. Tell him I said ‘hello.’”

“I was thinking about doing just that. I need a punch line for the ending. Can I get a rain check on lunch?”

“Rain checks only granted if you buy.” Hillary gave Cole a big grin.

“You’re on.”

An hour later, Cole parked around the corner from Glide Memorial United Methodist Church. Since coming to San Francisco, Cole tried to avoid the Tenderloin. Probably the toughest area of the city, the ravages of drugs, alcohol, and poverty left deep scars. If the Tenderloin had a heart, it was Glide. The church was built in the late ’20s, and over the years ebbed and flowed with the times. Membership hit its lowest level in the early ’60s, and shortly after, Cecil Williams came onboard.

Williams had a mission. That mission was to reach the disenfranchised of the city. Addicts, gays, alcoholics, the homeless people whom traditional churches either turned their backs on or had no clue how to help. Glide was the haven of unconditional love in a world of sorrow and rejection in one of the city’s roughest neighborhoods. Within a few years, Glide became a beacon of light to people lost in darkness. Today, 30-some years later, the social programs of Glide were world-renowned. The food program alone put government social programs to shame; serving more than a million meals a year, Glide gave a helping hand to those who, without it, would perish. AIDS testing, health care, women’s programs, crisis intervention, literacy, computer training, jobs training and placement, and children, youth, and family educational programs—just the beginning of how Glide served the community.

As Cole approached the front doors of the church, a tall thin man in a pair of baggy shorts, a tie-dyed Hello Kitty T-shirt and a big smile greeted him with a warm “hello”.

“Hi, how’s it goin’?”

“One day at a time!” The man beamed. “Hope you aren’t wanting to see anybody.”

“I was hoping,” said Cole.

“They’re all at a retreat.”

“A what?”

“Retreat. All the staff goes a couple times a year to have a day of recharging their batteries. Lotta food, prayer, and just kind of kickin’ back, all together, all at once.”

“Sounds like a good idea.” Cole liked this man’s energy; it seemed almost infectious. “So, how is it you got stuck here?”

“Oh I’m not staff, just a volunteer.” The tall man put out his hand to Cole and said, “Paul Moore.”

“Cole Sage, I’m with the Chronicle.”

“Doin’ a story on Glide?”

“Sort of. I’m working on a piece about faith-based charities.

Glide is high on my list of examples,” Cole answered.

“Sure saved me,” Paul said, looking down almost shyly.

“How’s that?” Cole asked.

“If it hadn’t been for Glide, I would have been dead long ago.” Paul looked deep into Cole’s eyes for a long moment.

Paul Moore’s deep blue eyes seemed to project an inner peace. His face was tan and deeply lined. It wasn’t the lines of a hard life; more the lines of a life lived outdoors and smiling. Cole knew with a little prodding that there was a story worth hearing behind those eyes, and he sensed it would all come back to Glide.

“Paul, can I ask you a few questions for this article?”

“I guess, long as you spell my name right,” Paul said with a laugh.

“Two ‘o’s?” Cole smiled back. “How long have you been coming to Glide?”

“April 7, 1972. Next.”

“What time?” Cole smiled broadly. “Just kidding. Paul, I have a feeling you have a good story. Want to tell me, instead of me asking a bunch of silly questions?”

“Morning service, 11:00.” Paul laughed at his own wit. “It’s a long story. Want to sit down? I have a couple of Cokes in my ice chest over there.”

“That would be great. Where shall we sit?”

“The steps are where it all started, how ’bout over there?” Paul pointed.

Paul went to the small blue ice chest next to the building, got two Cokes and a sandwich wrapped in plastic wrap.

“Might as well have lunch while we’re at it. Turkey and alfalfa sprouts. Want half?”

“Sure.”

The two men climbed the steps just high enough to be out of the sun and sat down. Paul unwrapped the sandwich and handed Cole half.

“So, what do you do when you aren’t volunteering, Paul?”

“Well, I was an electrician, but I fell off a ladder and now I’m disabled. $686 a month.” Paul took a big bite of sandwich. “These are my specialty. Turkey, alfalfa sprouts, and peanut butter. Never acquired a taste for mayonnaise.”

“It’s good.”

“Better when I got bacon to put in it, but the price of bacon lately, forget it.”

The two men sat in silence as a bent old woman passed in front of them pushing a shopping cart stacked high with her earthly possessions, tied down under a blue ragged-edged piece of tarp.

“I always wonder if I would have made it that long,” Paul said, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

“There but for the grace of God?” Cole prompted.

“I was in the Red Freedom Brigade. Ever heard of it?”

“No.”

“Most people haven’t. Our leader was part of the Symbionese Liberation Army, the guys that snatched Patty Hearst, but he got kicked out. We were Marxist misfits. Made a lot of speeches, shoplifted a lot, and smoked a lot of dope. One of the guys robbed a liquor store to liberate the cash and a bottle of Wild Turkey. He shot the clerk, got $86, and dropped the bottle on the sidewalk. When the cops caught him an hour later, he started making Marxist speeches, all about how the ‘man’ was oppressing the workers and the black man, stuff like that.” Paul paused for another bite of sandwich.

“He told the cops how they would never solve several burglaries and catch the people who did it, because the blue house we lived in on Park Street was filled with committed soldiers who were armed and very dangerous. When the police raided the house, I was in Golden Gate Park playing Frisbee with my dog. Everyone was swept up in the raid except me. How’s that for a divine plan starting to work its way out?

“Anyway, the house was locked up. I lost all my stuff, such as it was, and was on the street. In true revolutionary style, I bummed off friends, tried to hook up with another radical group, and finally fell in with a bunch of musician, street vendors, and drug addicts off Haight. I was lost.” Cole was taking as few notes as possible so as not to distract Paul.

“Then another part of the plan unfolded. One Sunday night, the band guys went to a gig, and I was left in the house alone. I smoked up all my grass and was feeling sorry for myself. I turned on the radio. In those days, KSAN broadcast the Glide evening celebrations live. At first, I thought it was some kind of a concert or something. Then Cecil Williams took the microphone. He started talking about love.

“If there’s one thing a former radical hippie bum down on his luck didn’t want to hear about, it was love. The summer of love was a long time ago, I thought. Haight wasn’t about peace and love anymore; it was dope, sex and rock-and-roll, light on the sex and real heavy on the dope. I was too lazy to switch the station, so I just lay on the sofa and listened to Cecil.

“He wasn’t talkin’ about hippie love, free love, or flowers-and-beads love. He was talking about unconditional love. The kind of love God has for mankind and how no matter how bad we thought we were or how far gone we were, God still loved us. He said that Glide people didn’t judge like the world ’cause they were trying to live God’s love.

Cole shifted his weight on the step. As he looked out at the street before him, the plight of humanity in the deflated down jackets, and plastic and canvas coverings of the shopping cart army, gave Paul’s story a truth that was sharply focused through the lens of San Francisco’s reality.

“Around here we say, ‘Come to a place where unconditional love changes lives every day, and hope triumphs over sorrow. Everyone is welcome.’ Of course, I didn’t know that back then. But I digress.” Paul took a deep breath. “This will sound farfetched, but you know what I did? I got up off the sofa and caught a ride from the guy next door who was pulling out of his garage, and he dropped me off about three blocks from the church. Mind you, I had never been in a church before.

“First thing, this guy gives me a hug and says ‘come on in.’ I had never seen anything like it. There was everybody you ever saw in your life who should never be in a church all under one roof. That was the point. Those were exactly the people who needed to be in a church. I sat near the back and was just groovin’ to the music when this little black woman got up and told the story of how she had come to Glide and how she was on dope and selling herself on the street and, oh man, I thought if she could turn it around, maybe I can.

“I started crying like a baby. I didn’t even hear her stop talkin’. The music was playing and people were singing and I knew I couldn’t leave. Towards the end of the celebration, Cecil came back up and said if anybody needed help for addiction or was hungry or just needed somebody to talk to, to stick around and there were people who loved you and wanted to help you.

“That’s what I did. Now, I know it was God leading me here. He has held my hand every day since. I got clean, got trained as an electrician, my spirit has been fed, and I have a family here at Glide that loves me, peanut butter in my turkey sandwiches and all. I’m not perfect, and I’ve fallen down a few times, but my family here loves me and lifts me back and helps me get on the right track again. I been clean and sober more than 30 years now. I have taught classes, cooked meals, shared God’s love with people who think nobody cares and, in my small way, have tried to give back what this old place gave me. Thing is, I can never give back enough to pay for my being saved from what I was on my way to.”

“So, you volunteer.” Cole smiled.

“Full time. Nice thing about being a volunteer, your only boss is the man upstairs. And I don’t mean Cecil.” Paul laughed at his own joke and looked for Cole’s response. “There’s so much to do, you know, so many people who need help that I always have something to do. Even if it is just sweeping the sidewalk.” Paul flicked his thumb toward the broom.

“So, where did all that revolutionary zeal go?”

“Oh, there’s still a revolution going on. Difference is, this revolution is happening in people’s hearts. And you know something? Sometimes I think that’s a harder war to win. It breaks your heart sometimes to see people turn around and walk away from the love we offer to go back to a life of addiction, abuse, or living out of a shopping cart like that old lady down there.”

“So, in one sentence what’s the secret of Glide?”

“Simple: Unconditional love changes lives every day, and hope triumphs over sorrow. That’s it. Are you really going to put me in the paper?”

“I can’t see any way around it.” Cole smiled. “One last thing. Do you think that unconditional love always works?”

“Nope, if there’s one thing I’ve learned, some people are so full of self-hate that they hate everything and everybody around them. They just don’t want to be saved. And that’s a fact.”


CHAPTER 5


Reed drove 18 hours straight, took two short naps, and stopped for hamburgers twice, then did it again before he reached Chicago. Within an hour of his arrival, he connected with a militant Native American group called the Geronimo Brigade.

Reed was well known to the group. Two years before he spent a weekend session instructing two men from the Brigade and a bone-thin woman with a missing foot on how to assemble nail bombs without blowing themselves up. The woman without the foot claimed to have lost it as a child when federal agents stormed her home to arrest her father and another man. She was shot as she came out of the bedroom to see what all the noise was about. A jumpy federal agent’s shotgun discharged, hitting the six-year-old in the ankle and taking her foot off. In appreciation for Reed’s training, the woman offered him sex, but he declined because the thought of her naked repulsed him.

The group was more than happy to give Reed 12 sticks of dynamite in exchange for the lesson in how to assemble a backpack nail bomb. One tall Indian, who claimed to be from the Chippewa tribe, giggled like a schoolboy at the idea of the detonator being hidden in the zipper of the backpack.

“Zip, zip, dead, dead,” the tall Indian repeated over and over as he made an up-and-down motion, mimicking the opening and closing of the zipper.

When Reed was finished, there were three backpacks sitting on the kitchen table in the small apartment. Blue, green, and pink canvas—leather and nylon hiding terrible death and mayhem.

Reed peeled off $60 from a wad of bills in his pocket and tossed them on the table. “Here, this is for the kids to get new backpacks. Tell them thank you. School’s important.” He pointed at a man with red eyes sitting in a chrome chair from an old dinette set. “Don’t let me find you spent it on whiskey, either. I said the money is for backpacks. I’ll know.”

The red-eyed man nodded. He had no doubt that this strange white man had ways of knowing. Even in his blurred alcoholic state, he knew this man’s implied threat would bring great violence.

In a smooth, sweeping gesture, Reed looped his arm through the shoulder straps of the backpacks and turned for the door. “Don’t go to any baseball games for a while.” With that, he was out the door.

*     *     *     *     *

“Chicago Sentinel. How may I direct your call?”

“Listen closely. I need to talk to Cole Sage. No voicemail, no secretaries, no on hold. Cole Sage only and right now. Anyone or anything else, bad things are going to happen.”

“Just what is that supposed to mean?” Olajean said with a snap. She was having a bad day and had no time for foolishness.

“Just what I said. Something bad will happen.”

“Right.” Olajean pushed the blinking light and cut off the caller. Even before her morning break, she already got three nutcase calls.

Seconds later, the line lit up again.

“Listen, bitch. I have a bomb. The people’s blood will rain down on you. Is that what you want? Now, put me through to Cole Sage the writer, right now. I’m not a patient man. I have a bomb, and it will go off in 30 minutes if you don’t put my call through.” The man’s tone was stern, clear and deliberate.

“I can’t put your call through. He doesn’t work here anymore.” Olajean’s voice quaked slightly. She heard something in this man’s voice that sent a shudder through her.

“Liar!” the voice on the other end of the line shouted.

“Please now, let’s be calm here.” Olajean pushed the small red button and began recording the call. “Mr. Sage left the Sentinel a year ago. He lives—”

“Listen close. Tomorrow noon I will call back, and Sage better be there. Otherwise, people are going to die tomorrow night, got it?” The line went dead.

Olajean sat motionless. The lines on her phone console were all lit up. She didn’t move.

“Olajean!”

“What?”

“Answer the phone! It’s gone crazy!” The woman hugging a small folder to her chest leaned forward trying to get a better look at Olajean.

“Yes, yes, okay. Sentinel. How can I—” Olajean turned to the woman behind her. “I can’t do this. Take over.”

She unplugged her headset, stood, and turned sideways to get through the small swinging door behind her receptionist desk. Across the room beyond the door was an empty desk. Olajean was half out of breath when she picked up the phone on top of the desk. Dialing a number from memory, she waited only a moment before it was picked up.

“Mr. Roberson, we have a problem,” she began.

Twenty minutes after her call to Mark Roberson, Olajean sat in a conference room with Operations Manager Roberson and Lieutenant Tom Harris of the Chicago Police Department.

“Hey, you all right?” Harris patted Olajean on her thick shoulder.

“Yes, lieutenant. I’m okay. I was just a little rattled, I guess. It’s just so strange to get a call like that, for Cole and all.”

“Now, I need you to tell me as closely as you can what the caller said.” Harris’s normal interrogator’s tone was replaced with one of compassion for an old friend.

Olajean took a deep breath and began. “He said he needed to talk to Cole Sage. He said if I didn’t connect him, bad things were going to happen. That’s what he said—’bad things.’ I may have done something stupid. I hung up. I thought it was just another crank call. I’ve had three this morning already. Then he called right back. This time his voice was different, harsh, fierce you might say. He said, ‘Listen bitch, I have a bomb.’ He said the blood of the dead people would rain down on my head. He said to connect him to Cole Sage or he would blow up the bomb in 30 minutes.” Without thinking, Olajean looked at the wall clock and pursed her lips tightly. “I told him that Cole was no longer here, and he screamed ‘liar!’ at me. I told him that Cole had been gone a year. That’s when he said people are going to die tomorrow night if he calls back at noon and Cole isn’t on the line. I started to tell him where Cole was but thought better of it.”

“How would you describe the voice?”

“White guy. East Coast, maybe. Boston? Not Southern or Midwestern. Didn’t sound young to me. No tellin’ age, though. There was something in that voice, Lieutenant. He meant business. I get crank calls all the time, and they have a certain—something, I don’t know—but this guy, he was different. I think he meant it.”

“Is there anything else? Noise in the background? Anything?” Harris coaxed.

“I hit the record button, so we have part of it on tape. I missed the first part, before he called back, I mean.”

“That’s great. That will help a lot. Good thinking!” Harris smiled reassuringly at Olajean.

“Is Cole in danger, you think? This guy sounds mean, vicious, you know. What do you think he wants with Cole?”

“Old grudge, gripe, or something. Otherwise, he would know Cole hasn’t been here in a while. Cole pissed him off somehow, and he’s still carrying it around. Who knows? Mark, let your security people know about this. I’ll beef up patrols around the area for the next little while, just in case.” Harris rubbed his forehead and ran his hand down his face. “Olajean, are you sure he said ‘rain down on you’?”

“Yes sir, he said the blood of dead people going to rain down on my head.” Olajean put her hands atop one another on her broad chest.

“Can we monitor the elevators and stairwells on the video system?”

“Yeah, what are you thinking?” Roberson spoke for the first time.

“It just bothers me that he said ‘bomb’ and ‘rain down.’ Anything happens above the first floor…” Harris trailed off. “Any man that calls, hit the record button.”

“Sure,” Olajean replied quickly.

“Mark, what are you thinking?”

“I’ll put somebody on the loading docks and shipping platforms. We are pretty vulnerable to someone just slipping in down there. Are you going to call Cole?” Roberson’s stress was in his voice.

“As soon as we wrap up here. We’ll arrange for Cole to conference from San Francisco. The guy will never know the difference. For now, I think it’d be a good idea if we keep this as quiet as possible.” Harris slapped his palm with the leather folder he always carried, signaling the end of their meeting. He turned and said to Olajean gently, “Good work. Don’t worry about Cole, either. He’s always the focus of some hothead or other. He’s still around, isn’t he?” Harris patted her shoulder, used the leather folder to give Roberson a salute, and was out the door.

When Harris got back to his office, his first call was to the FBI. The relationship between the Feds and the Chicago PD was friendly, and they often gave each other a heads-up on cases that might cross the line into the other’s turf. Tom Harris developed a good working relationship with Carter Washington, and they’d worked effectively together on a couple of high-profile cases to both their advantages. Harris left a voicemail message summarizing the situation.

The number for Cole Sage at the Chronicle was under the plastic cover on Harris’s desk. He dialed, entered the extension, and got Cole’s voicemail. Harris redialed and stayed on the line. He asked if Cole was in the building and said it was urgent. He identified himself, and the operator transferred the call to Chuck Waddell, Cole’s supervising editor.

“Harris, Chuck Waddell here. I’ve heard a lot about you. Cole’s out of town. Flew out this morning for Washington.”

“Do you know where he’s staying?”

“I don’t. Maybe his secretary does. What’s up? Anything serious?”

“Yeah.” Harris wasn’t going to tell a newspaperman about a potentially deadly situation. “Can you transfer me? It’s important I get a hold of him.”

“Hold on.” Waddell’s friendly tone was gone. He transferred the call.

“Cole Sage’s office.”

“This is Tom Harris of the Chicago Police Department. It is urgent that I speak to Mr. Sage. Do you know where he’s staying in Washington?”

“Yes sir, The Hay-Adams downtown. Do you want the—”

Harris was off the line and dialing the DC operator. He left two messages at the Hay-Adams, one for Cole for when he checked in and one with the concierge stressing the urgency of contacting Cole, just in case.

Harris took the caller’s tape. In the car, he listened to the voice and message over and over. Olajean was right; there was a sober seriousness to the voice. There was no hesitancy, no nervous energy, just cool direct orders that expected an immediate response. His rage was like a switch, fierce and violent, then calm and back to business in seconds.

They weren’t dealing with an amateur. What was the connection to Cole? This wasn’t some right-wing conspiracy nut convinced that Cole’s writing was bringing Armageddon, or a militant racist who hated Cole’s desire to bring educational equality to schoolchildren. They followed up death threats before, and most of the amateurs made a lot of noise and then backed down, fading into the fringes again. The cowardice of these people was surpassed only by their bungling of covering their trail. Once confronted, they usually feigned an apology and said they just flew off the handle. This was different. The threat wasn’t to Cole.

The phone rang on Harris’ desk. “Lieutenant Harris, this is Mark Roberson at the Sentinel. We got something I think you better take a look at. Just after you left, Cole’s old secretary got a letter from the caller.”

“I’ll be right there.” As he answered, Harris’s cell phone rang.

“Tom, this is Carter. What’s up?”

“I think you need to be in on this threat to Cole Sage. They just received a letter. How soon can you meet me at the Sentinel office?”

“Just finished an interview. I’m about 10 minutes away.”

“Meet me there as soon as you can,” Harris responded.

“On my way.”

The letter was from the caller, no doubt. After slipping the sheet of paper into a Ziploc evidence bag, Harris began to read aloud.

“To Cole Sage, Master Deceiver,

You have lied to the people. You are part of the government mind control machine. The leaders of the Revolution were convoluted and fattened by your fame machine. They did not falter so much as the fatted calves and harlots of your new Babylon seduced them.

Mel Lyman told us that this time, there would be not water into wine. I tell you that the blood of the innocent will rain down until you hear my voice.

I am the last warrior of the true Revolution!

What began in Chicago by Daley’s jackboot thugs beating us will end in Chicago with the surrender of the government’s control of the destruction of our Mother the Earth.

The old warriors may have faded but the REVOLUTION has begun again!

Join me and save lives. Refuse me, and the blood of innocents will be on your head.

I will prevail until the end.”

Harris stopped and looked up. “Whew, that’s a bit to chew on.” He handed the plastic bag to Carter Washington.

“Nice touch, the thumbprint in blood. He’s taunting us. He wants us to know exactly who he is.”

“So, what do you think? Your case now?” Harris asked.

“Looks like. This guy doesn’t sound like your garden-variety rage case, either. He is old-school radical. What’s this thing about ‘old warriors’? What do you think he means?”

“I think that’s where Cole comes in.” Harris shrugged.

“So, have you talked to him?”

“He’s in the air on the way to DC. I have messages at the hotel.”

“I’ll have my guys pick him up at the airport. I need to hear the tape you mentioned. Anything else the receptionist can tell us?”

“Not much to tell. She hung up on him the first time he called, thinking he was just another whack job. The tape’s got the rest.”

“First things first. We have got to get Sage on the phone. I’ll have our people set up a network line and be ready to trace the incoming.” Carter paused a moment. “We haven’t got a clue when, where, or how this joker could or would use a bomb.” Carter looked at Harris and made a clicking sound with the side of his mouth. “I hate the wait.”

Cole landed at Dulles at 4:30 to find two Federal Agents waiting at the end of the ramp, holding a small sign that said simply, “C. Sage.”

“Lookin’ for me?”

“Cole Sage?” A tall, athletic Hispanic man offered his hand as his partner offered FBI identification. “I’m Special Agent Eric Peralta. This is my partner, Brian Julian. We need to get you to a phone in a hurry. A friend of yours in Chicago, a Lieutenant Harris, is anxious to talk to you.”

“Enough to send the FBI?” Cole frowned.

“Actually, we took over for Harris. Our man in Chicago is Carter Washington. Know him?”

“No. What’s this all about?” Cole pressed.

“Your old newspaper got a threatening call. The caller claims to have a bomb and will set it off unless he talks to you.”

“I get threats all the time. Crackpots and crazies. What makes this special?”

“That’s what they want to talk to you about, I guess. We were just assigned to pick you up and get you to a phone ASAP.”

“All right, let’s do it,” Cole said.

“Sir, if you give me your luggage tags, I’ll pick up your bags and meet you at the car,” Julian offered.

“Thanks, but this is all I’ve got,” Cole said, lifting his old worn leather suit bag.

“We can use the airport security office. There’s a secure line there.” Peralta gestured toward the left.

Inside the security office, three desks were lined up one behind the other. One was covered two feet high in old magazines and newspapers, and another, the remains of someone’s Taco Bell lunch. Peralta pulled out the chair and lifted the handset. He punched in a series of numbers and handed the phone to Cole.

“Carter,” a voice said after one ring.

“Cole Sage here. How can I help?”

“Good to hear from you, Mr. Sage. Good flight?”

“Yes, fine.” Cole was surprised by Carter Washington’s casual, friendly manner.

“Somebody here would really like to talk to you.”

After a moment, Cole heard a familiar voice come on the line. “Hey, we got a problem here.” It was Tom Harris.

“And I suppose it’s my fault.”

“Looks that way. How are you, Cole?”

“That depends on what you’ve got going on.”

“It might be something, it might be nothing. But we’re on high alert and treating this like the real deal. This morning, Olajean took a call from a guy asking for you. Very matter of fact and very convincing. He said if he didn’t speak to you, he was going to set off a bomb. Here’s the kicker: Within minutes of the call, there was a letter addressed to you. You want me to read it? I already peeked at it. He says unless he talks to you tomorrow at noon, he’s going to detonate a bomb.”

“So, I guess I talk to the guy.”

“Agent Washington has put together a network line so you can do it from DC.” There was a pause on the line for several seconds. “Who the hell is Mel Lyman?” Harris asked softly.

“What?” Cole wasn’t sure he’d heard right.

“Mel Lyman. Who is he?”

“Sixties radical, thought he was God. At least, that’s what he wanted his followers to think. Had a commune, a family, like Manson only they didn’t kill anybody. Why?”

“The guy quotes him.”

“You gotta be kidding,” Cole said in disbelief. “I hadn’t heard about Lyman in years. Your guy is old-school radical.”

“Have you ever had any connection to Lyman’s people?”

“None that I know of.” Cole tried to flip through his memory for any connection. There was none.

“Well, all right, so we wait until tomorrow. So, what are you doing in DC?” Harris’s voice shifted to conversation with ease.

“I’m getting an award for the piece I did on child abuse,” Cole said dismissively. “So, how is the call going to work?”

“No sweat. The FBI guys will hook you up with a phone and walk you through things. Cole, follow their lead, okay? No Lone Ranger stuff.”

“Tom, I’m surprised at you. Why would you think I would—”

“Yeah, yeah, I know. Just watch it. Bombs start going off, and it’s on me, you know. Just be careful,” Harris interrupted.

“All right, I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

“Congrats on the award. See ya.”

Agent Peralta stepped forward. “Can I give you a lift to the hotel?”

“That would be great.” Cole smiled and moved toward the door.

*     *     *     *     *

The National Center for Missing and Exploited Children hadn’t missed a thing. The hotel was elegant and more than accommodating. The presence of the FBI probably didn’t hurt, either. Cole’s room was rich but still livable. After a shower and a brief nap, he reviewed his speech for the evening and was about to dress when he got a knock on the door.

Two men in dark blue suits stood in the doorway and presented their Secret Service IDs. In all the excitement of being picked up by the FBI and Harris’s call, Cole forgot about meeting the president. The agents, Winfield and Hafer, were cordial and yet all business. They explained protocol, transportation, seating at the dinner, and gave Cole a light grilling on the situation in Chicago. Satisfied that he was as in the dark as everybody else, they all shook hands and left Cole to finish dressing.

Cole’s driver took him to the Ritz-Carlton’s underground parking garage and was cleared to enter a staging area on the west end. A young woman of about 25 wearing a sleek black velvet evening gown met Cole’s car. She gave Cole a brilliant smile and introduced herself playfully as his date for the evening. In fact, she was Ashley Portafiano, Gerald Fonseca’s Administrative Assistant. She studied journalism at Columbia and law at Georgetown. She had confidence and a rapier wit. Her days as anyone’s assistant were numbered, and Cole found her totally charming.

The meeting with the president was cordial and brief. He swept into the anteroom about five minutes before the formal event was to begin. Cole found him friendly and charismatic. Any thought of this man being dumb disappeared when he looked Cole in the eyes. The President complimented Cole on his career and even commented on his recent move to San Francisco. He was well briefed, but you would never have known he was working from a short list of facts.

Cole ate his dinner but couldn’t remember a moment later what it was. The faces he saw before him at the tables intimidated him. Faces he knew as well as his own. The room was an A-list of movers and shakers. Hollywood, Washington, and the media were out in force to support the work of the NCMEC.

The President was received politely in the mostly left-leaning room but managed to win a smile from even his detractors with his self-effacing humor. His remarks about Cole and his career were glowing, as one would expect for the evening’s honored award winner. What was surprising were the ovations that interrupted the President’s speech. During the standing ovation when Cole was brought to the podium, the President put his hand on Cole’s shoulder and said, “You’re a mighty popular fella. Maybe you should run for something.”

“My life?” quipped Cole in response.

The President laughed heartily and slapped Cole on the back. It was that moment Cole realized he left the copy of his speech in the anteroom. He made a short but heartfelt appeal to the room not to just get excited about child abuse at an awards dinner but to take their zeal and really make a difference. He then reminded the audience and constituents of the need for vigilance and enforcement of the laws passed in the previous year on behalf of America’s children. He thanked the President for his kind words and the Board of the NCMEC for the honor and was back in his seat in less than 10 minutes. Cole wiped his sweating palms on his pant legs and settled back for the rest of the speeches.

The evening ended with a whirlwind tour of the room, arm in arm with Ashley Portafiano. He was greeted by senators and governors, teased by fellow journalists, hugged and even occasionally kissed on the cheek by beautifully gowned movie stars, all recorded by a myriad of flashing cameras.

Gerald Fonseca approached Cole with a broad smile and gave him a handshake that was just a little too long for comfort.

“Cole, my friend, it was a grand evening! We’ve received dozens of checks and even more pledges. You have truly made a difference. I can’t begin to show our gratitude. Please don’t forget us. This work must go on and must grow.” Fonseca paused. He looked down at the floor and a deep frown creased his brow. “You know, I was an abused child. I was raised by an uncle who sexually abused me from the time I was three until I ran away at 12. Luckily for me, I went to a Salvation Army shelter to get out of the snow. A woman named Sally O’Connelly fed me, gave me some new clothes, and gently coaxed my story out of me. She saved my life, Cole. I went to a foster home, and the Fonseca’s adopted me. I vowed to God that I would spend my life helping kids like me. And by His grace, here I am. Surprised?” Fonseca smiled.

“A little.” Cole wasn’t sure what Fonseca wanted to hear.

“Just don’t forget us.”

“You don’t have to worry about that.” Cole offered his hand to Fonseca and left the ballroom.

Shortly before 11, Cole was dropped off at the Hay-Adams. In his room, he kicked off his shoes and removed his dinner jacket. He slipped his hands through his blue and red suspenders and slipped them off his shoulders.

Cole saw his reflection in the mirror at the end of the bed. He took a long hard look at the man before him. He reflected on this night and how far he was from his boyhood home. In the past, Cole interviewed a couple of American Presidents and numerous foreign leaders. But tonight was different. He shared a joke with the most powerful man on earth. What a weird feeling.

Cole thought of the beautiful women and their fine gowns and jewels. Most of the gowns cost more than his whole wardrobe. He saw one necklace that was worth more than all his earthly possessions! Yet here he was. He finished dressing and got into bed. He ate dinner with the President of the United States of America. Some people would say you can’t get much higher than that. As Cole lay in the dark in this very expensive hotel, in the Capital of the greatest nation on earth, his mind drifted back to a night long ago.

When Cole was a junior in high school, he went with a group of friends to a concert in an exhibit hall at the State Fair. On the bill were Santana, The Blues Image, and Janis Joplin. It was Cole’s first concert. They passed out apples at the door, and there were lots of joints and leather bags of wine from straps around people’s necks in the audience. It was loud, smoky, and never forgotten.

As Santana exited the stage, Cole made his way to the front and positioned himself at the apron. He came to see Janis Joplin and was going to get up close. Standing not too far from him was a tall black man with a huge Afro, a goatee, and a loud African print shirt. Cole recognized him immediately from the cover of Janis’s album I Got Dem Ol’ Kozmic Blues Again Mama!

Cole approached the man and said, “You’re Snooky Flowers, you play with Janis.”

“That’s right, you seen our show before?”

“No, I recognize you from the album cover.”

“Right on. You like Janis?”

“She’s my very favorite,” Cole said without hesitation.

“You ever meet her?” the musician asked.

“I wish. This is my first concert, I’ve never met anybody famous except for you.”

“Damn. I never been called famous before. How’d you like to meet Janis?”

“More than anything,” Cole said, staring up at the tall smiling man in front of him.

“Then so you shall. Follow me.”

Cole and Flowers walked behind the stage and outside the exhibit hall. There set two white trailers. Flowers did a cha-cha up three metal steps leading to one of the trailers, opened the door, and motioned Cole to go in. Without a thought, Cole bound up the stairs and into the trailer. To the left of the door was a brown plaid couch. Flowers pointed at it and told Cole to have a seat.

“Janis, you got company.”

“I’m not ready yet,” said a crackling voice from behind a folding door in the rear of the trailer. “Hold on, I’m comin’, Hold on I’m comin’,” the unmistakable voice began to sing. “Don’t you ever be sad, Lean on me in times of bad…”

Cole’s heart thumped in his chest. It was Janis! He quickly ran his hand through his hair, smoothing, straightening, anything! He was going to meet his favorite singer. He loved the Beatles, he worshipped Dylan, but this was Janis! She had been on his turntable since he saved the $2.99 to buy the monaural copy of the Big Brother and the Holding Company album with “Down on Me.” He was the first person he knew to know her name. He bought Cheap Thrills from a kid at school for two bucks because the boy forgot to send back the “I don’t want it card” to Columbia Record Club and they sent him the record. Cole played it on “repeat” so many times it was nearly worn out, and that voice was now behind the brown plastic folding door. He couldn’t breathe; he panicked and looked for a way out. Then the folding door pulled back and there she stood.

“How do I look?” Janis Joplin looked at Cole and smiled.

She was wearing a pair of purple crushed velvet bellbottom pants, a powder blue silk blouse with sleeves that spread like butterfly wings at the wrists, and a knit vest. Around her neck was a dark blue feather boa. Her hair was parted on the side, and hung about her shoulders like a frizzy lion mane. Cole thought she was beautiful.

“Wonderful,” Cole stammered.

“Hi, I’m Janis.” The singer reached out to shake hands with Cole.

“I’m Cole. I love the new album.” Cole felt his face go red. What a stupid thing to say, he thought.

“Thanks, you’re kind of cute. How old are you anyway?”

“Seventeen.”

“God, I hated being 17. I hated high school, how ’bout you?”

“It’s okay, I guess.”

“Stick with it. It’s a bitch but ya gotta have that diploma, ya know?”

“I’m tryin’.”

There was a knock on the door. A longhaired man with thick glasses and a pointed beard stuck his head through, smiled and raised his spread hand, signaling five minutes.

“I’m ready, Slim.” Janis gave the man a big smile and a wink. “Well, there’s work to be done! Is there something we can play for ya, Cole?”

“‘Piece of My Heart’ is my favorite song,” Cole offered.

Janis looked down at the floor. “Ah man, I’m sorry; we don’t do that one anymore.”

The low bump of drums and bass could be felt and heard from beyond the door. Janis looked up at the door, went past Cole, and opened it.

“Nice to meet you. Hope you enjoy the show. Peace.” And she was gone.

Cole stood and left the trailer. It took several minutes but he finally spotted his friends waving at him from about the fifth row. Just as he reached them, the chunka-chunka of the band’s warm-up stopped, the lights went down, and there was a snap of the snare drum. The band broke into a Bo Diddley beat. A brilliant white spotlight shot to the right side of the stage, and Janis emerged shaking a pair of maracas. The band went into a blaring version of the song “Bo Diddley,” and Janis was wailing.

At the end of “Get it While You Can,” Janis held the microphone with both hands and acted like the stand was her only support. The hair around her face was stuck to her from sweat. She pushed it straight back away from her face. With a quick snap, she took the mic from the stand and began to talk to the audience.

“You know how sometimes you get the blues? Bad blues, lowdown blues, and you feel so all alone in the world. You ever been there?” The crowd roared back in confirmation of the blues. “Sometimes it don’t take nothin’ to bring it on, but sometimes, sometimes somebody brings ’em down on ya. Well, tonight I met a new friend and within a couple of minutes, I gave him a lowdown dirty case of the Kosmic blues. And just to try and make it right, we’re gonna do this one just for him.” Janis looked down into the audience, pointed right at Cole and blew him a kiss.

The band kicked into a blistering version of “Piece of My Heart” and Janis stomped, kicked, and screamed her way through an extended version that lasted nearly 10 minutes. Cole stood, pumping his fists in the air and singing along at the top of his lungs.

As he lay on the bed 30 years later, Cole could have sworn he could smell patchouli oil. He met a lot of famous people since that night at the State Fair Exhibit Hall so long ago, but no one he ever met gave him a greater thrill. As the image of Janis Joplin onstage closing the show with “Summertime” drifted across his memory, Cole softly hummed along until he fell into a deep, peaceful sleep.


CHAPTER 6


Cole was awakened by the pounding in his head. He was in a hard, deep sleep. The room was blacked out by thick curtains and, for a moment, Cole wasn’t quite sure where he was. He rolled over and blinked several times. The pounding wasn’t in his head—it was someone beating on the door.

The light on the nightstand was touch-controlled, so Cole batted his hand around in the dark trying to hit the base. He was so sound asleep, he couldn’t shake it off. His fingers finally hit the cool brass of the lamp, and the light came on. His watch read 7:37 and the pounding began again.

“Just a minute!” Cole yelled toward the door as he flipped back the covers, trying to find the plush terrycloth bathrobe from the closet. He ran his fingers through his hair and rubbed his eyes as he passed the mirror on his way to the door.

Standing in the hall were agents Peralta and Julian.

“Good morning!” Peralta offered brightly and brushed past Cole. He handed Cole a brown paper bag. “You strike me as a cherry-filled or chocolate-glaze man to me, so I got both. I, myself, am a mocha man, so I got this.” He gestured to the tall cup in his hand. “In the off chance you weren’t, I could drink it myself. Julian here is a Mormon, so he’s no threat in the coffee department.”

“You hit a grand slam on all counts,” Cole said as he stepped back to let the men into the room. “If you can find a cup in here, I’ll share the mocha. I sense from this early house call that we’ve hit a snag somewhere.”

“Not at all. That is, unless you object to an 8:30 departure flight.”

“Departure flight?” Cole was still shaking off the cobwebs.

“It was decided, unless you have some strong objection, that maybe it would be better if you took the call from our ‘bomb boy’ in Chicago.”

“I’ll need to call the airline,” Cole offered.

“All taken care of—our nickel, too.” Peralta smiled.

“Can’t see how I can refuse, then. Can I trust you two not to eat my doughnuts while I shower?”

“I’ll watch him, but I put in a coffee disclaimer,” sneered Julian. “Peralta is completely addicted to caffeine.”

Cole pointed at Peralta. “No coffee, no doughnuts, or no flight.”

At 8:35, Flight 318 to Chicago took off. Cole would never have told Peralta and Julian, but he was secretly pleased to be able to make a stop in Chicago. He was eager to see Harris and Olajean, and with his new job, he probably would’ve been at least a year away from a Chicago visit. He smiled at the thought of a reunion with old friends. The smile was short lived as he glanced at the airline seat phone and realized he hadn’t called the Chronicle to tell them he was going to be a day late getting back.

Tom Harris was standing at the gate when Cole got off the plane. The two old friends exchanged handshakes and a hearty bear hug.

“Hey, skinny!” Harris gave Cole a head-to-toe once over. “How much weight have you lost?”

“Almost 30 pounds,” Cole said proudly.

“Jeez, what’s your secret weight-loss plan? Or is it the subject of a future reality show?”

“I bought a bike. I ride it all over the Marina area and even the bridge.”

“The bridge? I assume you mean the Golden Gate? You sound like a native. First-name basis with one of the most famous sites in the world! Not bad for only a year.” Harris gave Cole a good-natured slap on the back. “Car’s out here.” Harris pointed as he made his way toward the exit.

The ride to the Sentinel was spent catching up on family and work. About six blocks out, Harris got around to Cole’s reason for being in Chicago. “So, you figure out who this guy is?”

“No clue. I really haven’t had much time to process all this. I can’t figure out, if he really has a bomb and is ready to use it, why he would call me? Just doesn’t figure if we have no history.”

“At least that you are aware of. The feds are taking this really seriously. I think they know something we don’t. I’m not so sure, though. Since 9/11, they tend to jump first and ask questions later.”

“The thing that gets me is that letter. I got the fax by FedEx. Who on earth could still be quoting Mel Lyman? I mean, nobody under 30 has ever heard of him. Even to old farts like us, Lyman’s just a footnote to the ’60s if he’s remembered at all.” Cole laughed half-heartedly.

“Well, be careful. This guy sounds nuts.” Harris punched in the cassette sticking out of the player.

The voice coming from the speakers gave Cole a shudder. There was something about it. It had an otherworldly air. The message could have been anyone’s words, but the clipped speech pattern and the direct, matter-of-fact delivery said that this was not just a crank call. Cole now knew why the feds were treating this seriously. Since this whole thing began, Cole was worried for the first time. What did this guy want with him?

“Well, the old place looks the same,” Cole said as they pulled up in front of the Sentinel building.

“You might want to reserve judgment on that.” Harris smiled. “I’ll park in the garage. See you upstairs.”

The lobby of the Sentinel was completely remodeled. Cole hated it. It was modern, slick, and lacking the historical charm of the old lobby. Charcoal tile with gold sparkles replaced the old marble squares. The pale dove-grey walls lacked the charm of the time-yellowed plaster with all its coving. Things really don’t get better with time, Cole thought.

“Hello, I need to see Mark Roberson. He’s expecting me. My name is Cole Sage.”

The young woman pushed a series of buttons on her console and glanced up at Cole without smiling. “I’ll send him right up.” Without looking up, she handed Cole a laminated visitor’s pass. “He says you know the way.” Without missing a beat, she said into her headset, “Chicago Sentinel, how may I direct your call?”

Cole slapped the top of the counter. “They’re nicer at the Chronicle.”

The young woman behind the desk didn’t even look up; she simply buzzed Cole through to the inner offices.

What once was home now seemed foreign and unfriendly. The elevator doors opened and closed on the first floor, without Cole seeing anyone who looked familiar. He rode the elevator up to the fourth floor with a man who stared at the numbers above the door without moving or even seeming to breathe. As he exited the elevator, he saw in the hall ahead of him the broad back and enormous hips of his old friend Olajean.

Cole gave a long, loud wolf whistle in Olajean’s direction.

“That better not be Cole Sage whistlin’ like that, disrespecting my femininity,” said a husky voice Cole would have recognized anywhere.

Olajean turned and gave Cole a beautiful dimpled smile that showed as much in her eyes as on her lips. Cole gave her a warm hug and a peck on the cheek.

“I been worried sick about you. What is this all about, Cole?”

“I wish I knew. Guess we’ll see at noon. Why’d they haul you up here?”

“They didn’t. I got this new girl to cover the phones, and I have assumed myself into the situation.” She put her finger to her lips in a playful “don’t tell” gesture.

“I’m betting this is all blown out of proportion and the guy won’t even call back. Thanks to the federal government, though, I got to come to town and see you!” Cole winked.

“Sweet talker, like always. So, how you like San Francisco?”

“Would it hurt your feelings if I said I loved it?” Cole smiled with a little embarrassment.

“A little, but I am sure happy for you. Got a lady yet?” Olajean asked coyly.

“Just you.” Cole said as he heard a door open down the hall. “Just you.”

The man at the end of the hall was pacing and speaking into a cell phone. As Cole and Olajean approached, he gave them a nod and motioned them to the door.

“That’s the FBI. Ain’t he pretty?” Olajean whispered.

“Lovely,” Cole smirked.

The small conference room seemed engulfed in electronic equipment. The long walnut table in the center was a jumble of wires, speakers, and briefcase-sized cases opened to reveal banks of lights and switches. At the end of the table, looking like a relic from a bygone era, sat a single beige telephone. Attached to the handset was a little black suction cup and a wire tailing off into the electronic switchbox. Two men who were intensely checking and testing the equipment didn’t look up as Olajean and Cole entered the room. Mark Roberson stood by the window reading the day’s edition of the Sentinel.

“Hello, Cole.”

“How are you, Mark?”

“Anxious would be the best word, I guess.” Roberson folded the paper and tossed it onto the chair. “Have you met Agent Washington?”

“Saw him in the hall,” Cole answered.

“Nice guy. Too nice, kind of makes me nervous.”

“He can be nice to me all he wants,” chimed in Olajean.

The door opened, and Special Agent Carter Washington entered the room. He wore a dark blue suit, white shirt, dark tie, and a wide smile—but his eyes told another story.

“Good morning. I’m Carter Washington.” He extended his hand to Cole.

“Hello. Looks like we might have enough equipment to do the job here.”

“Can’t be too careful.” Carter rolled his eyes and looked toward the technicians. “They’ll make sure we get everything we need and then some.”

“AgentWashingtoniswhatweliketocall‘technophobic.’” One of the men working on the wires did a mock imitation of Washington’s rolling of the eyes. “But he’s always pleased with the results, don’t let him fool you.”

“Here’s what’s going to happen. When the call comes in, all this equipment will kick on and we’ll record and trace the call. It’s not like the movies. There’s no need to stall the caller. What I do want you to do is, get as much information from the caller as you can. I’ll be listening, and we can work together to answer anything you’re not sure about. Don’t give the caller any personal information. My hunch is that you won’t get the chance to say much. This guy appears to be a talker and has some demands and ideas he wants to deliver through you.”

“So, now we hurry up and wait,” Cole said dryly.

For the next few minutes, Cole entertained Olajean with stories of his new life in San Francisco, his growing relationship with Erin, and all about Jenny, complete with pictures. Every time he tried to ask about Olajean’s family and what was going on in her life, she would answer him with another question about his work or his family. Cole was beginning to feel uncomfortable with the one-sided news update. He was about to ask why she was being so evasive when Agent Washington interrupted their conversation.

“We’re going to put through a test call to make sure all systems are ‘go.’ Please answer on the third ring.”

The phone rang with an irritating jangling and clanging. Once, twice—and on the third ring, Cole picked up and said his name. There was an almost faint buzzing tone on the other end of the line.

“Will he hear that noise?” Cole frowned.

“Hold on.”

The tone grew louder then faded away.

“How’s that?”

“Better. It’s gone. Good,” Cole said as he strained to listen.

“We’re good to go, Wash,” the technician said from behind a panel of pulsing digital lights.

Mark Roberson stood and nodded at Washington. “This is where we disappear, Olajean.”

Olajean glanced at Cole, who just lifted his eyebrows and smiled slightly. As Roberson and Olajean moved toward the door, two of the three technicians joined them. As they moved into the hall, Tom Harris entered the room.

“Where you been?” asked Cole.

“I peeked in earlier. Too crowded for me. I’ve been out on the bench by the window. We all set in here?”

“Three minutes and counting. Sounds like NASA.” Washington began, “Houston, we’ve got a problem.” He imitated the fuzzy crackling voice from space then shrugged. “Nervous energy.”

“Whew! I thought you were trying new stand-up material on us.” Cole made an exaggerated gesture of wiping his brow to lighten the tension in the room.

The jangling of the phone broke through their nervous laughter. Cole looked at Washington, and Harris stood up. The second ring sounded even louder than the first. As the third ring sounded, Washington nodded at Cole, who picked up the phone.

“Cole Sage.”

“August 19, 1984, you know what you said?”

“I can’t tell you what I said yesterday.”

There was a long moment before the voice on the other end of the line said, “‘The heroes of the ’60s Revolution are gone and forgotten.’”

“Did I?”

“You said they did nothing that mattered in the end.”

“Did they?”

“Theirs was a new vision and a new day. That vision is now reborn in me.”

“Who are you?” Cole asked, as if expecting a name he knew.

“You’ll find out soon enough.”

“You know, there are six things we get whenever we do a story. Day one of journalism class: Who, What, When, Why, Where and How. You seem to think you have the what. I need to know the who, or nothing else matters.”

“I’ll give you another ‘what.’” The caller paused. “And a ‘when.’ Then I’ll call back tomorrow. Perhaps then you won’t think you’re so cute and clever. What? A bomb. When? Tonight.”

The line went dead. Washington clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth, laid the headset on the table, and crossed to the windows. Cole hung up the phone and ran his hand across his mouth.

“That didn’t go so well,” Cole said after several long moments.

“I got it all. Cell phone. Number belongs to Hector Armandiaz in LA.” The technician waved a notepad and smiled.

Carter Washington stood perfectly still, looking out the window. Suddenly, he threw his hands behind his head and began twisting from the waist. He did several repetitions of this movement and then bent to touch the tips of his fingers to his toes. He then put his hands on his hips and bent backward in an arching posture. He held this position for several seconds then blew out his breath in several large puffs.

“Well, Mr. Sage, we do indeed have a problem.” Washington pursed his lips and bit his bottom lip.

“I thought if I kept it light, I wouldn’t get nervous. Maybe I should have taken a different approach.” Cole was feeling the shock of the caller’s threat.

“Shoulda, coulda, woulda. An FBI agent’s three worst enemies. You can look at things that way, or you can go nuts. So, what have we got?”

“You guys are killin’ me, here.” Tom Harris spoke at last.

“He started with the ’60s Heroes of the Revolution thing,” Cole offered. “We are going to have to research that one. I don’t remember it at all. What’d he say? 1984?”

“August 19,” Washington said. “He was the rebirth of the ‘new vision’ and, yeah, a new day. There was a new vision and a new day. ‘That vision is now reborn in me.’” He read from his notebook.

“Then the bomb. He said tonight,” Cole said.

The theme from Sesame Street brightly whistled from a technician’s cell phone. “My kids like it,” he said, flipping open the phone. “Nutting. That right? How long? Figures. He’s right here. I’ll let him know.” Nutting flipped the cell closed. “LA. The guy the cell phone belongs to has gone missing. That is, the son of the guy who pays the bill has gone missing. Kid didn’t come home about three nights ago, and nobody has heard from him since. Police are treating it as a missing person.”

“Where did the call come from?” Harris asked.

“Still working on that, but it appears to have come from the Lakeshore area. We’ll have it pinpointed in a couple of minutes,” Nutting replied.

“This is the second call and the second threat of a bomb. As cold as it sounds, we have nothing until it’s set off. My feeling is that he’s serious. We may be looking at the worst. He said he would call back tomorrow. So, we wait.” Washington closed his notebook and slipped it into his inside jacket pocket.

“That’s it?” Cole asked with a hint of exasperation in his voice.

“What is it you want me to say?”

“I don’t know but—” Cole stopped, realizing he didn’t know the answer.

“Look, this guy is scary, real scary, and I’d have liked nothing better than to have traced the call to a house on the east side, driven over and arrested him for making terrorist threats. But that’s not going to happen. At least not today. So, we need to keep our heads, get on with whatever we need to do, and meet back here tomorrow. My guess is he’ll call at noon again. So, unless we got something else to talk about, I suggest we get about our business.”

“I say we go watch the Cubbies lose and eat a couple hot dogs. And I’ll volunteer to drink Cole’s share of the beer.” Harris held open the door and gestured for everyone to exit the conference room.

“Now, that sounds like a reasonable plan.” Washington smiled and gave Harris an approving nod.

“I’m going to the morgue and see what I wrote in August of ’84 that has this guy so fired up.” Cole followed Washington out the door.

“What about the Cubbies?” Harris said to Cole’s back. “Game starts in an hour!”

“Come get me in 30 minutes if I’m not back before. Meet you in Mark’s office.”

“It’s a Family Night Double Header!” Harris yelled toward the closing elevator doors.

*     *     *     *     *

Cole gently rubbed the photocopy between his thumbs and index fingers. He read and re-read the story written so many years ago, while waiting for Tom Harris to return from the snack bar. It was his first real job stateside, just back from his posting in Thailand and looking to make a name for himself. The article raised a few eyebrows but quickly disappeared with the news of the Cubs’ 9 to 6 win over the Cincinnati Reds.

The words on the page seemed like they were written by someone else. The style, the voice, even the tone of the article seemed so foreign to Cole. The arrogance, he thought as he went over the article again. “Their willingness to base a revolution on the lyrics of rock songs only underlines the utter futility of what they set out to do.” Cole would have chuckled at his own words if the voice of the man on the phone hadn’t interrupted his thoughts: “Theirs was a new vision and a new day. That vision is now reborn in me.”

Cole glanced around the stadium. People were making their way back to their seats, arms full of cushions and beer, hot dogs and sunscreen, happily unaware of the evil that robbed Cole of his escape into the national pastime.

Cole missed Wrigley Field. He’d spent many an afternoon hiding from work in the bleachers. The Cubs were the perfect team for Cole’s level of enthusiasm for the sport. Since he didn’t care if they won or lost, it made his addiction to people-watching far easier than if he was a big baseball fan cheering for his team to win. He loved Chicago fans; they never failed to provide a more entertaining show than was on the field.

Today he needed the crowd, the noise, and the sunshine to distract him from the fear of what would happen if the bomber kept his promise. Harris told Cole if he’d pay for parking, he had a big surprise for him. The surprise was seats in the Club Box section just across from first base.

“Just out of curiosity, where did these come from?” Cole asked, holding up his ticket stub as Harris returned to his seat.

“Graft.”

“These must cost $80!”

“$88. I don’t come cheap.” Harris grinned. “We caught a guy who burglarized a pawn shop, and we retrieved about 80% of what was stolen. The owner has season tickets and every couple weeks, there’s an envelope in my box at the station with a couple in it. I told him I couldn’t take them, but he always says he doesn’t know what I’m talking about.”

“So, here we are!”

“So, here we are,” Harris said, raising his Polish dog in a salute to home plate.

The afternoon was glorious. There were just enough clouds and enough of a breeze to take the edge off the heat and keep it cool. Cole saw several old friends, ate two Polish dogs and a bag of popcorn. Between games, Harris went for a walk and Cole dozed off. If you held a gun to his head, Cole couldn’t have told you the score of the game, but he enjoyed just being at the ballpark.

Harris spent the day bringing Cole up to date on his family, the details of several oddball cases, and the strange twists on a few still unsolved. He ate four hot dogs, three beers, and a batter’s helmet full of soft-serve frozen yogurt. It was like playing hooky from school, and both men thoroughly enjoyed the escape. And for a few hours, they tried to forget bomb threats and the crimes of the city.

The second game was a nail biter. The Cubs were up by a run and then down by two. Inning after inning, the teams switched positions on the field as well as the lead. Bottom of the ninth, St. Louis tied up the score, and the game went into extra innings. Even the faithful were starting to go home. Cole’s backside was starting to tire of the hard plastic seats, and he hinted to Harris that the hour was getting late, but his words fell on deaf ears as Harris continued to yell encouragement and reproach to his beloved Cubs.

The trickle of fans leaving became an exodus by the bottom of the tenth. Harris finally gave in and agreed to call it quits. In the crowd, Sergio DiVencinci and his grandson Carlo gathered their things and were making their way toward the gate. Sergio felt the absence of his wallet and told Carlo to stay at the gate while he went back to check their seats. Carlo stood watching the crowd laugh, argue, and make their way out of bleachers on the corner of Waveland and Sheffield. He enjoyed the radiating warmth of the brick wall just around the corner from the gates as the setting sun gave way to the cool evening breeze. The wait seemed to be taking forever for the 11-year-old. He remembered the pouch of Big League Chew bubble gum in his pocket, although he’d forgotten how much he chewed during the long day at the park.

As he dug for the remaining gum, the pouch slipped from his fingers, and the breeze blew it along the wall. He heard from his grandfather on more than one occasion that Wrigley Field was a shrine to baseball and that everyone must keep it clean, so Carlo followed the tumbling pouch as it rolled and finally came to rest against a green canvas backpack.

There was no one near the backpack. Carlo picked up the empty gum pouch and started back toward the gates. He looked over his shoulder at the backpack. Still there, he thought. The boy stopped just in front of the gates. No grandfather. Carlo walked back and looked again down the wall. The backpack was still in the same spot. The boy’s curiosity was more than he could stand. He walked to where the abandoned backpack set.

His father found a tennis bag at the park once. There was a University of Illinois sweatshirt, two cans of balls and $23 inside. Carlo remembered his father telling him that since there was no identification on the bag, it was “finder’s keepers, loser’s weepers.” A kind of a gift from heaven, his father said. Could this be a gift for Carlo? Papo will know, he thought. He gently kicked the bottom of the bag. It was heavy. He bent down, flipped over the strap. No tag. He took one of the straps tightly in hand and turned the bag so he could see the side that was against the wall. Nothing behind the plastic ID window, either.

He would take it with him. If anyone came looking while he was waiting, he would take the backpack to them. This would be the right thing to do. Carlo paced proudly in front of the gate with his new backpack over his shoulder. As he walked, he felt just like one of the high school boys that caught the bus at the end of his street. From inside the stadium, he heard a great cheer go up. The Cubbies must have won! They left too early.

Grandfather has been gone a long time, the boy thought. Then suddenly there he was, coming through the crowd, waving. In his hand was his wallet, and on his face was a smile of relief. Carlo waved and nearly jumped up and down with excitement.

“Papo! Papo! Look what I found!” Carlo shouted.

The grandfather stopped and patted the boy’s shoulder. “What is it?”

“I found this!” The boy thrust out the backpack. “Dad says if there is no ID, you can keep it! Can I keep it? I don’t see any ID.”

“Let’s take a look, Carlito.”

The crowd was bumping the old man, so he stepped closer to his grandson. He took the straps and draped his arms through them, reaching to pull the zipper back to check for identification.

The force of the explosion was felt more than heard inside the stadium. Nails ripped through the little boy’s neck, nearly decapitating him. The old man took the full force of the explosion. Nails went through his stomach, out his back, and embedded in a woman behind him. Nails sprayed out in a chrysanthemum of death. Nails pierced faces, necks, and shoulders to the left of Grandfather and Carlo. Nails cut a swath through the necks, backs, and legs of the people to their right. Blood and tissue sprayed several yards all around the explosion. The force cleared a 20-foot circle in the crowd.

The panic was as explosive as the bomb, and people ran in hysterical terror. Others just stood, staring, unable to take in the carnage before them. One member of the security staff and a Chicago police officer were killed instantly. A second man in a yellow security jacket stood with a stunned look on his face, a nail driven deep in his cheek. A Chicago police officer standing by his patrol car had the presence of mind to radio stadium security, and they began diverting the crowd away from the gate.

Tom Harris heard the explosion moments before his pager started buzzing and his cell phone rang. The voice on his cell was excited, coming in bursts.

“Harris! Where are you? Did you go to the game?” The voice was Patrick O’Malley, chief dispatch officer.

“Yeah. What’s goin’ on, O’Malley?”

“A bomb. At the bleacher gate on Sheffield. Bodies everywhere. Oh, Jesus, lotta people down. The 911 calls sound like they’re coming from a scene out of Dante’s Inferno. How close are you?”

“A ways. I’ll head that way.”

“I got nothin’ but rookies and reserves out today. The big doin’s at Daley Center has drained us. Get over to the gate quick, can ya? I’ll send everybody I can. Fire and rescue are on their way. Call the chief when you see what’s what. You’re the only experienced man I got within five miles.”

“On my way, Pat.”

“God bless you, Tommy. This ain’t gonna be easy.”

Cole gave Harris an inquisitive look. Just as Harris started to respond, the voice of Paul Friedman came over the public address system. There was no excitement or emotion in his voice. It sounded very strange for the man who called the plays, introduced the players, and welcomed VIPs to Wrigley Field to ask for calm.

“Ladies and gentleman, I need your help,” Friedman began. “Please take your time leaving the stadium today. We have an emergency at Bleacher Gate N. You are in no danger. If you’re in no rush to get home, be seated and let the crowd thin out. There’s no congestion if you use Gates K and F. Everything is under control. There’s no need to rush. Please be kind to each other. Move to the exits, and drive home safely.”

“That guy’s got ice water in his veins,” Harris said, looking towards the announcer’s booth.

“A bomb.” Cole’s words came out choked and dry. “Just like he said.”

Harris leaned in close to Cole’s ear. “Yeah, it’s bad,” Harris said flatly. “Lot of injuries. I need to get over there.”

Cole followed Harris as he tried to make his way against the flow of people headed out. The crowd was calm, but signs of worry were everywhere. Parents pulled kids close. Cole caught bits of conversations as they passed people. Words like bomb, explosion, and terrorist came in the snippets as they struggled and pressed their way through the crowd. Harris cut across seats and jumped rails. He moved faster and faster as the crowd thinned in front of him.

A mass of wet newspaper where someone spilt a beer caused Cole to slip and land hard on his knees. His palm was scraped where he caught his fall on the cement step. Harris kept moving, and Cole limped behind from the pain as he tried to keep up.

“This way.” Harris pointed to the Gate N sign.

The tunnel under the stands was dark and seemed to have a lot of debris. Blankets, hats, jackets, and programs were on the ground everywhere. The light of the exit loomed larger. Harris stopped. At the gate was a pile of eight or nine bodies. The twisted forms lay atop each other as if they’d all just lain down. Cole moved past Harris, and closer to the bodies. Moans and crying were coming from outside the gate. The bodies in front of him were still.

“This way, Tom,” Cole said. There was a gap between the wall and the bodies. Cole slipped past them, out the gate and into the light.

The scene in front of them was panic and carnage. The area was red with blood. The sidewalk looked like it was painted, and the walls on either side of the gates were splashed with blood and tissue. At his feet, Cole saw an arm lying at an odd angle, still clutching a horn. It was blown away from its body. A few feet in front of him was a pair of legs sticking from a blue denim skirt, but there was nothing from the belt up. Cole turned his head and saw that the wall was sprayed with something sticking out from the brick. He moved closer and saw that nails were driven into the brick at strange angles, some with bits of cloth and flesh attached to them.

The sound of sirens screamed through the air. An ambulance pulled up on the sidewalk, and paramedics stood motionless as their eyes surveyed the bloody nightmare before them. Cole turned to locate Harris. He was approaching a young officer who stood next to a woman with a young boy in her arms, rocking back and forth. The child’s face was partially blown away, and in his forehead were two nails, sticking out at opposing angles. His mother rocked and wept, her mind unable to comprehend the severity of his wounds.

“Carter!” Harris yelled at the young officer. Harris looked again at the officer’s brass nameplate just to be sure. “Carter, damn it, snap to!”

The young man looked up at Harris with a blank stare and didn’t change expressions.

“You’re a Chicago police officer. Start acting like it! Get these people back and clear the way for the fire and ambulances!” Harris made broad strokes with his arm, indicating the people who stopped in the street in shock and horror of what they survived. Carter turned and slowly started walking toward the crowd.

“Move!” Harris yelled.

He hit several buttons on his cell phone, turning and pacing as he began speaking. His right palm flat against his forehead, he spoke into the phone. “Chief, Tom Harris. I’m at the scene. God, I don’t know. Fifty, 100, it’s hard to say. Maybe more, yes, more. Fire is just arriving. I have two officers and a couple of reserves I can see from here. We need a lot of backup, a lot of emergency. It was loaded with nails, sir, hundreds of nails. Yes sir, I think so. No sir, I will.” Harris snapped the cell phone closed and dropped it in his pocket.

“What can I do?” Cole said as he approached Harris.

“Kick those paramedics in the ass and get them busy. I have no idea how they start, but anything is better than staring. Would you look at that!” Anger flared in Harris as he pointed at the pair still standing at the ambulance.

“He did it,” Cole said flatly.

“Don’t start, Cole. I got enough to worry about without you freakin’ out on me.”

“I’m okay. I just can’t believe he really did it.”

“See if you can help somebody. Forget who did it for now. That will come. These people need help.”

Cole jogged over to the paramedics. “Okay, guys, this is what you’ve trained for. Focus on the survivors. Let’s get busy.” Cole walked to the back of the ambulance and opened the doors. “Come on! What do you need out of here?”

As he called for the ambulance crew, a fire truck pulled up and six firefighters jumped off. As they hit the sidewalk, one of the six began retching violently.

“Oh, sweet mother of God, what happened here?” a short curly haired firefighter cried.

“Jimmy, what the hell you want us to do?” another called out.

“Fan out, see who’s alive and who’s dead,” a tall, thin man responded. “Just use your gut. Do what it tells you.”

Within moments, a white Chicago Fire SUV pulled up along with three more fire trucks. In the next several minutes, a total of nine ambulances arrived. The police pushed the crowd back four blocks and set up a parameter around the south end of Wrigley Field.

The last to arrive was the FBI. They took control of the scene, and technicians began to reconstruct the explosion, gather materials, and interview survivors. The emergency personnel on site were instructed by the FBI on what to touch and what to leave alone. Once the injured were removed, the carnage was photographed and a grid laid out for identification of every piece of evidence. This process went on until the early hours of the morning when, under the guidance of the FBI, a team from Cook County Coroner’s office arrived and began bagging and tagging the bodies. Eight men in biohazard suits began to collect and process limbs, partial bodies, and two heads that were found against the wall.

Around midnight, Cole and Harris crossed Sheffield and went to Murphy’s Bleachers, a sport’s bar across from the gate. The manager had set up a sandwich table with coffee and sodas for all the emergency workers. Cole found a booth with a wall that blocked the view across the street and sat down. A minute later, Harris slid into the booth with a cup of coffee.

“You want anything?”

“Naw.”

“I called home and told Marianne that you’d spend the night. We’re just in the way now. We’ll let the Feds do their job.”

“How many? Did they get a count?” Cole looked at the steam rising from Harris’s coffee.

“Twenty-one confirmed dead, another 11 critical. Of those, who knows how many will make it.”

“I never dreamed he’d do it.”

“I know you don’t want to hear this,” Harris paused, “but it might not be him. We’re assuming it is the caller. We have no proof, and he hasn’t taken credit for it.”

“Come on, Tom, are you kidding me?”

“I’m just saying, we have nothing from the caller but a threat. Yes, it seems obvious, but much stranger things have happened. He said he’d call back. Let’s see what happens.”

Cole sat and thought about the call. Did he provoke him into this? His mind ached from the overload of fatigue and guilt. As he rubbed his eyes, the images of bodies and wounds rolled past in his mind. The slaughter was like a video playing over and over in his head. Why would a person bring such pain to innocent people? Families out to see a ballgame. The Family Night Double Header turned into a night of terror. Damn him, Cole thought. Damn him for what he has stolen from the children. Cole thought of his granddaughter Jenny and the Giants’ games they’d gone to. He thought of children who would now be afraid to go to the ballpark. Cole got a deep lump in his throat as he thought of the grief of the parents who brought their child to the game only to die at the hands of this animal. Damn him.

But Cole cursed himself too, as the author of the article that was the catalyst for all this pain.


CHAPTER 7


Reed sat in the car and listened to the game on the radio just a few blocks away. He gambled on St. Louis folding in the 10th inning, and won. He walked the few short blocks to the ballpark, backpack over his shoulder and a spring in his step, acting like he hadn’t a care in the world. Reed learned long ago that the people who got caught were the ones who looked and acted guilty. He was on a mission, a quest in a battle he would win. He looked like a confident, happy man.

As he neared the gate, he shifted the backpack so it’d be barely visible to anyone he approached. His hands were in his pockets, and the lapel of his jacket hid the strap. A cop and a security guard at the gate were smoking and chatting. The cop in the patrol car was reading the paper, waiting to direct the crowds. Reed slipped the backpack off his shoulder, letting it gently drag on the ground, then opened his fingers and let it drop against the wall. He put his hands back in his pockets and crossed the street, circling back to where he parked the car. He got in, rolled down the window, and waited. Six minutes after getting in the car, he heard the explosion. He smiled, started the car, and drove back to the parking lot where he made the bombs. The Indians said nothing the previous night when he parked in their space at the end of the apartment building. They would say nothing tonight.

The light of morning woke Reed. He checked his watch: 6:48. He had about 45 minutes. Reed returned the seat back to its unreclined position and got out of the car. He walked to the corner of the lot and peed against the stucco wall. A cat scurried from behind a garbage can where it scavenged for food. He hissed at the cat and smiled.

Reed lifted the lid of a dumpster at the end of the apartment building. Within seconds, he found a brown grocery bag. It was folded and not soiled or wet. It would work very nicely for what he needed. He returned to his car and opened the trunk. He removed the pink child’s backpack from the trunk, put it in the grocery bag, and rolled the bag closed. He put it under his arm.

At a corner grocery store, he bought a packaged ham and cheese sandwich and a pint of orange juice. He ate as he walked the six blocks to where he would wait. Just as the day before when he followed the school bus, the street was empty. He found the house with the tall hedge he saw the day before and tucked himself between the hedge and the house. From this vantage point, he could see both ends of the street. Reed checked his watch: 7:27. He waited. At exactly 7:30, a little dark girl in a pink sweatshirt came out of the house next door and stood on the curb.

At 7:43, the sound of a school bus could be heard coming around the corner. The bus pulled up and parked just to the right of where Reed was hidden. As he quickly moved from the hedge, he dropped the little pink backpack out of the grocery bag. His pace quickened as he crossed the street and rounded the back of the bus. He waited for the sound of the bus doors opening, then peeked to see the driver exit to escort the little girl across the street. Reed quickly went to the open bus door and went up on the first step.

“Ashley! You forgot your backpack!” he called into the crowded bus, then turned to a little Asian girl in the front seat. “Sweetie, will you pass this back to Ashley?” He handed the girl the backpack and left the bus.

Reed walked quickly to the end of the bus. As he heard the doors close, he walked more quickly. The street showed no signs of life. He walked to the corner and made a sharp left turn. It was then he heard the explosion.

“Curiosity killed the cat,” Reed said as he pushed his hands deep into his pockets and walked the six blocks back to the apartments and his car.

The Sentinel building loomed high above the smaller commercial buildings surrounding it. The traffic was heavy on the sidewalk, and no one noticed the nondescript man with the backpack enter the building. Reed walked up to the receptionist desk and asked for directions to the Classifieds desk.

Without looking up, the receptionist said, “Around the corner. You’ll see the sign.”

As he rounded the corner, Reed did indeed see the sign. He let the backpack slip from his shoulder and, as he stopped at the window, let it drop to the floor.

“May I have a rate sheet, please?” Reed asked.

“Here you go,” a young blonde said brightly. “Any questions, our number is on the back.”

“Thanks.”

Reed returned the way he came. At the end of the hall, he passed a very pregnant black woman and her three small children. Reed left the Sentinel building and again disappeared into the stream of people on the crowded sidewalk.

“My goodness! Someone left their bag,” Millie Stevens said to the young blonde at the Classifieds window. “You got a Lost and Found?” she asked, shifting the baby on her hip and handing the backpack through the window.

“Sure do. I’ll check for ID when we’re through and give the owner a call. How can I help?”

Cole slept little. The café mocha he picked up on the way to the Sentinel soured in his stomach. All night Cole tossed and turned, role-playing in his head what he would say when the bomber called again. He tried tough, he tried pleading, and he tried cold directness, but now sitting in the office waiting for the call, he still didn’t know what he’d say. His head ached with thoughts swirling in his mind.

Five minutes later, the pretty young blonde in Classifieds remembered the backpack at her feet. She didn’t live to remember anything else. The explosion and its load of nails rocked the Sentinel building and could be heard and felt four floors above. The five women in the small office were all killed in the blast. It was 11:05 a.m.

Cole Sage and the FBI team were all waiting in place when the building shook from the blast. Harris and Washington were discussing the similarities between the Wrigley Field bomb and the one that devastated a South Side school bus earlier that morning.

“Oh, God, no!” Washington said as he gazed down.

Harris was out the door, running for the stairs.

Cole stood and turned to Washington. “Call your people. This is out of control.”

“11:05. He’s supposed to call in less than an hour. You stay here. Just in case. Don’t leave.” Washington was out the door in a run.

Cole spun around and kicked a chair across the room.

On the ground floor, smoke and dust filled the air. In the entry, large chunks of the ceiling had fallen, and the T-bar and tiles fell into the hall leading to the Classifieds window. The wall in front of the Classifieds office was blown out by the blast, and the concussion blew the nails back into the office. The five bodies against the back wall resembled pincushions. Computer monitors were in pieces all over the room. Nails cut a path across the room. Several large windows were blown out into the street. One passerby was lying on the sidewalk, severely lacerated by flying glass.

Tom Harris stepped over the debris in the hall and into the exposed office, stepping over what had been the front wall. He felt the slickness of tissue as his foot touched the wet carpet. This was where the young blonde woman unzipped the backpack, releasing its hellish fury. Her body was blown to pieces in the blast and would not be identifiable. Farther into the room, he saw the bodies of the office workers thrown like so many ragdolls against the back wall. Harris knelt and checked the pulse of a woman who still had color in her face. It was too late. She, too, was dead.

Harris looked out the shattered window and saw a man who looked to be in his 80s on the sidewalk struggling to get up. He hopped out the window and knelt beside the man.

“What happened?” the man asked weakly.

“A bomb,” Harris offered. “Here now, lay back. Help is on the way.” Harris removed his coat, rolled it tightly, and put it under the man’s head.

“Where has my America gone?” the man asked in an Eastern European accent.

Harris could not answer. He used his handkerchief to wipe the blood and tears from the old man’s eyes. He patted the man on the shoulder and waited with him until the ambulance arrived.

Cole paced and thought and talked to himself as he waited in the fourth floor conference room. What was the damage, how many were hurt? His mind raced for an explanation of why all this was happening. From his pocket, he pulled the copy of the article that the caller quoted. It was written more than 20 years ago. What relevance could it possibly have today? There were no real revelations. It posed a lot of questions. It gave facts and dates and told the whereabouts of a group of ’60s radicals. Could the caller be one of them? Impossible. They were all dead or living out their lives above ground.

Cole stayed in the conference room as Washington ordered except to use the restroom. In the hall, he heard no activity. He stopped and listened for a long moment. The fourth floor was silent. The noisy bustle of the office was stilled. The building was evacuated. Cole remembered an evacuation years before when a gas leaked was discovered. That lasted only a couple of hours. The paper got out on time. Now, a search of the building would take hours. It would be a late edition for sure, and the Sentinel would be its own headline.

Carter Washington’s call for assistance was answered within minutes of the blast as a full team of FBI investigators arrived on the scene. Members of the crime scene investigation team flew in from all over the Midwest after the Wrigley Field bombing. Their numbers were split between Wrigley Field and the school bus scene, but the team that arrived at the Sentinel was still larger than everything available in the Chicago office.

At ten minutes to twelve, Washington came back to the conference room. He sat quietly at the far end of the table. Cole sensed he should not speak to him. The agent’s face was grave, and he seemed to be deep in his thoughts. After several minutes, he stood and joined Cole in watching the emergency vehicles below.

“Nails. At Wrigley, the bus, and now here. These are very sophisticated, very lethal explosives. The best we can figure so far is that the bombs are in backpacks. There are no witnesses. No one survived who might’ve seen the guy. If anyone even saw him at all.” Washington unconsciously wiped a smudge off the window.

“A boy on the bus said he remembered passing a backpack on the bus shortly before the blast. He was in the front of the bus. Said he was tying his shoe when the bomb went off. He wasn’t sure how it got on the bus. Said he thought somebody’s dad brought it.” Washington took a deep breath and sighed heavily. “Seventeen children are dead, six more injured, most won’t make it. The driver’s dead. Now we have six dead women downstairs.” Washington cracked his knuckles. “Five to twelve.”

“What am I going to say? I don’t understand how I connect to this. Every angle comes back to this article.” Cole waved the photocopy. “It was a puff piece. It filled space. Could all these people be dead over something I knocked out in an hour?”

Washington looked at him. “One thing I’ve learned is that things don’t have to make sense to make them true. This time, the call will be monitored in Washington. A roomful of our top people from the Behavioral Science Unit will be listening in. They’re working on a profile of our bomber.

“You’re a smart guy, Sage. I’ve been reading your stuff. Follow your instincts. Interview this guy. Don’t let him interview you. Turn it around. Keep him talking, because the more he says, the more we have to work with.”

The door opened, and Harris and FBI technician Nutting came in.

“Moral support,” Harris said to Cole. “Okay with you?” he said to Washington.

“We need all we can get.”

Cole gave Harris a half-hearted smile and looked at the light on the phone. It blinked twice and the phone rang.

“He’s anxious. Let it ring five times.”

Cole picked up on the fifth ring. “You’re early.”

“My name is Jason Reed. I am the one who designed and delivered your warnings.” The voice was firm and confident, but the connection was not good.

“My warnings?” Cole asked.

“Now you know how serious I am.”

“The people in my article never killed the innocent. What threat are children to your revolution?”

“You care nothing for children. Your government and its failed policies are responsible for the deaths of thousands of children every day. But they aren’t white, so your government doesn’t give a shit. Children? Please.”

“So, this is all about killing white children, baseball fans and secretaries? If what you have is some kind of political agenda, that’s failed policy.”

“My agenda was set by the God. He came and showed us the way, and you belittled Him.”

“You mean Lyman?”

“You people didn’t know who lived among you. Mel taught us that suffering is always the consequence of denial, and nothing in God’s creation can be denied. Man is God’s highest creation. If man’s not going to survive, God’s not going to survive. You said Mel was a footnote in history. He was the Christ, the Messenger of God. Your government killed him. Now I will complete the job he started.”

“Mel Lyman didn’t kill anybody. He didn’t espouse that kind of violence.”

“Violence is as American as apple pie. It’s the only thing Americans really understand. That’s why your government invades all those little defenseless countries—Grenada, Panama, Bosnia, Iraq. It’s like Mike Tyson beating up kids on a playground. I like violence. I understand it. It brings with it a message of strength. In my case, a message of a new beginning.” The sound of cars passing muffled some of his words.

“So, what have I got to do with all this? I just write for a newspaper.”

“You’re too modest. You have the power of the pen. More people have died from the stroke of a pen than from all the guns that ever fired a shot. You’re going to use the power of your pen to get my message to the people, Mr. Cole Sage of the Chicago Sentinel.”

“I don’t even work here anymore. You knew that. They told you the first time you called. You haven’t done your homework, Tim.”

“Don’t call me ‘Tim.’” There was a change in the voice. For the first time, there was no confidence behind it.

There was a long silence. Cole heard a horn honk and the sound of music in the background.

“Reed, you still there?” Cole said, breaking the silence.

“You work somewhere. They said you worked.”

“That’s when you got angry. You didn’t let the operator finish her sentence. You denied her, Tim. Nothing in God’s creation can be denied. Isn’t that what Mel Lyman said?”

There was laughter at the other end of the line. “You’re trying to provoke me. It won’t work. Tell me where you work.”

“I write for the San Francisco Chronicle.” Cole suddenly felt naked. Did he give away too much?

“This will be the Summer of New Love. I will send you my Statement of Truth.”

“Your truth or Mel’s truth?”

“They are the same.”

“Then you are God, the Christ? Are we to worship you now? Come on, Tim, two Christ’s are company, three’s a crowd.”

“I never said I was the Christ. You are twisting my words, Mr. Cole Sage. That’s a dangerous game to play. You have been warned. Next, you will be punished. This game has been fun. You’re a good match for me. We think alike, but it’s time to stop playing games.

“I will bring down your government. The people will rise up to join me in freeing the people of the world of the Jews and their control of the world’s economy. Your government infected Africa with AIDS. I will bring healing. Your government keeps the people of South America enslaved to puppet governments that they prop up with drug money. I will send a message to the working people of America that they can free themselves from the chains of a government that is really their enemy. Television and McDonalds have poisoned them. They will respond when shown the way. You will print my words.”

“I’m just a writer. I have no say in what is printed. You must know that, Tim.”

“There you go again with the ‘Tim’ thing. Give it up, Sage, it ain’t workin’.” Reed laughed but it sounded forced. “I’ll send an envelope to you in San Francisco. You’re a writer. Talk to your editor. Tell him what can happen if I’m not given a platform for my words. Print what I send. Then you will have reserved your place in the history of the New Beginning.”

“If I help you, I need some assurance you won’t hurt anybody else,” Cole said.

“What was it my grandma used to say? To make an omelet, you have to break a few eggs. I’ve just begun to break eggs. Okay, here’s what: I won’t do anything until I see my message in your paper. I will send the same envelope to CNN, Fox, and all the cable news people. But you and your paper, they will be my testament.”

The sound of a harmonica suddenly drowned out Reed’s words. The phone was picking up music, loud music. The voice was gone but there was still the sound of the blues coming through the phone.

“He’s in a blues club! That’s the music I keep hearing in the background.”

“Good call. He’s on Halstead somewhere around 14th. He’s long gone by now. Nice touch, the music on hold.” Washington smiled at Cole. “Nice work on the phone. Did any of that make any sense to you?”

“Obviously, he’s got no lack of ego. How many bad guys call in their names? What’s bugged me all along is the Mel Lyman thing. Lyman was an acidhead who went from seeing God to believing he was God. He wrote a lot of rambling anti-Vietnam war, hippy trippy be-one-with-the-universe crap. Nobody paid much attention to him outside his little commune. He even tired of that and went to Oregon. Died. Nobody knows exactly how or when.” Cole stood and ran his hands through his hair.

“Reed is a real dangerous man. Rest assured there are a dozen people in Washington right now combing files, photos, and similar bombings. We’ll know who he is very soon.” Washington smiled with the assurance only past experience could bring. “Once we know who, the where gets a lot easier.”

“I need to get home. When can you get me on a plane?”

Washington flipped open a cell phone and asked about planes and departure times. He flipped the phone closed and said, “Seems you and I aren’t quite rid of each other yet. I’m going with you. We leave in an hour.”

“I have got to get back to work, too,” Harris said as he made his way to the door.

“Hey, Tom, next trip is yours. I don’t think I’ll be in Chicago again soon.” Cole turned and shook hands with his old friend. “Thanks for the moral support.”

“Been a hell of a weekend.” Harris slapped Cole on the shoulder and was out the door.

*     *     *     *     *

Within minutes of laying down the phone, Reed was winding south and west out of Chicago. In the seat beside him was his leather bag with the dozen or so peyote buttons. Reed reached out and gently stroked the bag.

“Soon, my friends, soon,” Reed said as he patted the bag and rolled down his window.

The miles and states rolled by. Reed seldom listened to the radio. He stopped only for gas and food in the mini mart. In a small town in Kansas, he bought a ham and cheese sandwich that he thought had a tangy aftertaste. Two hundred miles later, he was stricken with violent cramps and diarrhea. He found himself squatting in a ditch by the side of the road, cleaning himself with dry weeds. He cursed the store, the clerk, and the person who left the sandwich on the shelf too long. The second blast of diarrhea caught him off guard, and he was unable to hold it long enough to pull over. Thirty miles later, he discarded his soiled jeans and underwear in a rest stop bathroom and cleaned as best he could with the rough brown paper towels above the sinks.

In Arizona, Reed bought a pint of vodka and a quart of chocolate milk to soothe his burning bowels. The time was drawing close to perform the peyote ceremony. His thoughts raced, and his imagination brought memories of his peyote visions of five years before. Now, at long last, he would receive the vision that would lead him to the final victory over government repression and a media that masked news with lies of the near fatal illness of our Mother Earth. As he drove, Reed spoke aloud, writing and revising the message he would send to Cole Sage. At times his anger would burn so hot, he would slam his fist against the dashboard.

He wished he could remember the words of Mel Lyman more clearly. At times, he grew frustrated with himself because he knew he was mixing Mel’s words with others he read or heard. Once he caught himself reciting the words to Bob Dylan’s song Gates of Eden, another time it was Street Fighting Man by The Rolling Stones. He knew he must be careful. He must not make those kinds of mistakes. He read the confused writings that appeared in the underground press. He needed to stay clear of song lyrics and the Bible. Those crutches always make the writer sound weak and unable to speak their own truth. Quoting Mel would be fine. That was the real truth he must convey. He mustn’t copy from the book, though. Mel had been gone such a long time. His words faded in and out of Reed’s memory.

The magic of the peyote will make it all clear, he thought. The desert seemed to be alive with the spirits of the Indians who lived and died with the dry winds. He once was sure he saw spirit vapors rising from the waves of shimmering heat. The spirits would guide him to the place he would perform the ritual.

Near Wickenburg, Reed crossed the Santa Maria River. This is the place, he said to himself. The water cut a crooked path through the rocky terrain and flowed with cleansing power through the landscape. At the small parking area of a historical landmark, Reed pulled in and stopped the car near the guardrail. It was at least a hundred yards down to the water and at least a mile to where the river made a sharp cut through the rock and disappeared behind an embankment.

The leather bag and the bottle of vodka were all Reed took from the car. In his excitement, Reed lost his footing and slid several feet as he hopped the rail. He pulled the bottle close to his chest as he rolled to a stop in the sharp rocks. He torn the knee of his jeans and cut a gash in his elbow. The banks of the river were uneven, making the way difficult. He tried to make his way in the river, thinking the smooth bottom would make it easier going, but the current made it hard to keep his footing, so he again took to the bank. The heat of the day, easily over 100 degrees, sapped Reed’s strength, and he stopped often to splash his face and soak his feet. His head throbbed from the heat.

It took the better part of an hour to reach the bend in the river. As he looked back one last time to where the car was parked, he saw a path above him. He struggled and bruised himself for nothing. The path appeared to lead right back to the parking lot. Reed cursed himself for his stupidity and impatience.

“No!” he said aloud. “This pain is a lesson. It is part of the spirit’s plan to humble me.”

As he rounded the bend in the river, the water became much shallower. He again entered the water, this time to make his way across to the shaded side of the bank. The current slowed, and the crossing was cool and refreshing. About midway, Reed held the leather bag and the vodka bottle high over his head and squatted, letting the water cover him. The underwater world seemed to strengthen his tired muscles and clear his pounding head. He could feel the heat leave his body almost like steam. With a great burst of air, Reed blew a stream of bubbles toward the surface. He stood and enjoyed the sensation of the water running down his face as he faced the blazing afternoon sun. His T-shirt clung to his body as he left the river, and his tennis shoes sloshed with a sucking sound as he made his way up the bank.

Some 50 or 60 yards away, a snarled dogwood tree bent out over the water at almost a 45-degree angle. This is the place, he thought. The soil at the base of the tree was a fine mix of sand and small pebbles. The tree, though large, did not give much shade, but it would be enough. The trunk had burned long ago and was partially hollowed out. As Reed approached the tree, he spoke to it.

“I have come to use your shade to cool me for my journey. Your trunk will be my shelter for the night. I will use the magic of nature and the spirits of those who lived in this land to seek a vision that will help me defend and rescue our Mother the Earth. With the help of Brother Peyote, I have blended my soul together with the native people who lived in this land so long ago. Just like you would accept the prayers of the shaman tree spirit, accept me, too.”

In his excitement, Reed expected that it might respond, but the tree stood as still as before. No matter, he thought, all of nature must be ready and waiting to come to my aid in this great quest. The healing would be from the earth. He pulled a few dry weeds from the hollow of the tree and stripped several saplings from the trunk. Reed sat in the hollow. He pictured himself as an Indian warrior taking shelter in the tree. He saw himself in a great feathered headdress, his face painted and ready for battle. Even though the warrior he saw was of the plains and would never have seen desert lands, Reed imagined himself in buckskin and sitting on a buffalo rug. To be of the earth, he thought, is to be pure. Not like the oil-guzzling resource abusers that overran the land and destroyed people and cultures that were here first.

A fly buzzed around Reed’s mouth, and the tickle of its feet awakened him. The shadows fell long across the river, and the sun was setting behind him. As he pulled against the sides of the hollow, his knees cracked and he felt the sting of the cuts on his legs and hands. It would soon be dark, so Reed set about to gather firewood. The brush was dry and would start easily, but finding enough wood to sustain a fire would be difficult. He was able to break off limbs of a thick bush he thought might be Manzanita or Mesquite. He laid the branches across rocks and stomped on them to get an armload of big pieces. The wood was hard and dry and would burn hot and slow. After a couple of trips, there was enough to burn through the night.

Reed possessed survival skills that would allow him to live on the land indefinitely. Starting a fire was as natural as turning on a light switch. As darkness fell, the sweet scent of the fire drifted slowly around the tree. Reed removed his clothes, and folded and stacked them neatly on a long flat rock. He moved to the edge of the river and rubbed his skin with the wet sand along the bank. The water was cool and a welcome relief from the heat. He repeated this cleansing process twice, then washed all the sand from his body before entering the hollow of the tree. Using soft leaves stripped from the tree, Reed fashioned a cushion on the floor of the hollow and at the small of his back. His shoulders touched the sides of the hollow, and he felt safety in the cocoon-like womb of the old tree.

Breaking the seal on the vodka bottle, he took a long pull from its warm contents. He untied the leather bag and poured the peyote buttons into his hand. Holding them against the hollow of his chest, he smoothed the bag on the ground between his crossed legs. He spread the buttons on the bag.

“Brother Peyote, hear me. Bring me a vision. Show me how I will save our Mother the Earth,” Reed said as he picked up the first button and put it in his mouth.

The taste was sour and foul, like a cross between dirt and the smell of dog feces. Reed gagged at the taste and quickly took a sip of the vodka. As he continued to chew, his tongue began to numb. The second button gave the same initial burst of foul taste then numbed his mouth even more. By the sixth button, he could neither smell nor taste. By the fifth button, he finished the bottle of vodka.

Reed sat still in the hollow of the tree, waiting. The peyote’s visions came on slowly. The effects of the eight buttons and the vodka were not pretty. Unable to process what was happening in his body, over and over, Reed wretched and vomited dull brownish green bile that ran down his chest and onto his groin. His body was silent and nearly motionless except for the jerking of his abdomen as it tried to reject the toxins he ingested.

As the hallucinogen started to take effect, Reed began to panic and believed he couldn’t breathe. Still he sat motionless. Slowly, he closed one eye and then the other. Almost like waves, his lids lowered and opened over and over and over. Then he saw it. In the middle of the lake, a large grey-and-white dog was slowly walking across the water. His heart pounded as the dog stopped in midstream and bared its teeth. The dog made no sound for a long moment, then from deep in its throat came a low gurgling and humming. Why don’t you clear your throat? Reed thought, but the sound continued. For what seemed an hour, the dog stood on the water and made the fluid sound. Reed wanted to call out but could not. He wanted to wave the dog away but could not move his arms. He closed his eyes and, with all his will, forced his head to move from side to side. The movement made an aurora of colors shift within his head.

“I am ready. How can I save the earth?” His words came in a hoarse whisper that sounded foreign to his ears.

Opening his eyes, the dog was gone. Within moments, the sun set three times. The east became the west, and the reddish gold ball sank over and over behind the river’s edge. He closed his eyes and could still see the sun burning in the sky in front of him. Opening his eyes again, he saw a city coming up from the bank of the river. Tall buildings grew like time-lapse flowers in a nature film. Airplanes and birds flew above the buildings, and the moon moved across the daytime sky above the skyline. What city was this? His recognition was delayed by his focus on the moon. Right to left, straight across the sky as though suspended on a wire, the moon moved slowly back and forth in front of him. His eyes were locked on its movement.

“Where is the man? Where is the man in the moon?” The whispering burned his raw throat. “He can’t be gone!”

“He’s on the other side,” a voice said.

“The back?” Reed said, swallowing hard.

“Yes, you are looking at the back of the moon. What was dark is light.”

The city seemed to sparkle in the moon’s light. In the center of the skyline was a black pyramid. Slowly the pyramid began to turn and grow taller. From its point, the blackness fell away like tiles. As Reed watched in awe, a new white, thin pyramid grew from the old—twisting and twisting, the thin white tower continued to grow.

“I know this building,” Reed said. “What is it, Spirit?”

“Be patient,” the voice said again. Reed couldn’t tell if he was hearing it or if the voice was in his head.

The beautiful, tall, thin pyramid stopped turning. Its whiteness burned Reed’s eyes. He blinked and closed them. Even with his eyes closed, he saw the skyline. After a long moment, he opened them again. The pyramid stopped turning, and its sides were covered with windows. Up from the river rose a bridge, a wide span that partially obstructed his view of the beautiful city.

Again, Reed said, “I know this bridge. Where is it?”

And again the voice said, “Be patient.”

Suddenly, the sky burst into a kaleidoscope of color, swirling and churning with deep blues and greens, then intensifying to reds, oranges, and yellows. It was a rainbow of mercury that filled the sky with shifting color. Reed felt the tree shudder and its roots being torn from the ground. He was being drawn skyward. As he rose, the tree pitched forward; he feared he would fall out, but his weight didn’t even shift. He was floating above a bridge. He rose high above the city. Coming up a hill, he saw a cable car!

“San Francisco!” Reed screamed. “San Francisco!”

The tree gently rolled, Reed fixed on the swirling colors in the sky. As it rolled, he found he was face down above San Francisco, looking down at the Golden Gate Bridge. Suddenly, the cables began to braid themselves together, becoming one long, rusty, orange braid that snapped like a whip above the water. The snapping and cracking tore slashes in the kaleidoscopic pattern of the sky above, revealing a cobalt blue sky behind. Soon, all the color fell into the water of the bay below.

“Spirit, is this my mission?”

There was no answer.

“Sage! Sage is in San Francisco!” Reed screamed with laughter, tears filled his eyes, and he saw rain was falling on the city below.

As he laughed uncontrollably, like a child who had seen a wondrous thing, the tree began to straighten itself. Reed closed his eyes and wiped them with the palms of his hands. As the roots of the tree stretched to reach the familiar anchor of the earth, Reed opened them to see the bridge before him begin to rise from the center tower. As it rose, it took with it the rainbow of color that had fallen in the water.

Reed watched the bridge begin to spiral and twist. It was transforming into a multicolored helix. As it turned, the bridge created a constant uniform diameter. Spinning clockwise above the water, it was becoming a gigantic model of DNA.

“This is your mission.” The voice seemed to come from outside the hollow of the tree.

“I don’t understand. I don’t see. What is my vision?” Reed began sobbing. “This was to make my path clear. I don’t get it.”

“Go. Then you will see.”

Reed put his hands over his face and wept bitterly. Even through the tears and with his eyes covered, he saw the DNA helix floating and turning above the San Francisco skyline. The peyote continued to rush through Reed’s system for almost five hours. As its effects began to diminish, the hallucinations became more like strange dreams. At one point, Reed felt he was covered with insects and ran from his tree sanctuary to dive into the river. The water proved to be just as tormenting as he thought he saw strange fish and eel-like creatures swarming around him. He heard the voices of his mother and grandmother calling him from the other side of the river, and once he turned to see the face of a man he killed in Georgia. The man began questioning him on his mission, and Reed ran away when he realized he had no answers.

Exhausted and shivering, Reed fell into a deep sleep around dawn. The crunching of rocks and gravel awakened him when the sun was directly overhead. His eyes felt swollen and burned as he tried to focus downstream to where the noise was coming from. Two men were making their way along the bank towards him.

Reed was stiff, and his body ached from sleeping on the rocky riverbank. On one of his journeys into the river, he didn’t make it back to the leaf-softened shelter of the tree and fell asleep stretched out on the bank. The rocks hurt his knees and cut into his palms as he came up to all fours. Before the men spotted him, Reed quickly moved to the water. As he submerged, the cool water helped to unstick his tongue from the roof of his mouth where it dried. The acrid taste of the peyote came to life with the water and he wretched, spitting and rinsing repeatedly to wash the foul taste from his mouth. His stomach felt queasy, and he was still a bit disoriented when he came up from the water.

“Nice morning for a swim,” said the tall thin man on the bank.

Reed couldn’t answer. His tongue was still like a dried piece of leather in his mouth. He just nodded at the passersby. When they were gone, he retrieved his clothes and held them over his head as he waded back across the river. On his return to his car, he took the footpath and made the trip in less than 10 minutes.

Five hours and 45 minutes on Interstate 10, and Reed was back at the ranch. He did not stop at the house and did not speak as Thomas Whitehorse passed him outside the barn. All together, he was at the ranch less than five minutes. He loaded the footlocker in the trunk of his car and was gone.

In Bakersfield, Reed slid into the front seat of a Ford 150 pickup next to the gas pumps at an AM/PM. The big bellied Mexican man who just finished filling the tank didn’t notice him until the tip of Reed’s buck knife poked him in the side. Reed put his finger to his lips and signaled silence. He then instructed the man to pull into the parking lot of the Wal-Mart across the street and drive to the far end of the building. Parked along the side among the pallets and shipping containers was Reed’s blue Kia.

As the fat man slid out of the truck, Reed followed close behind, the tip of the buck knife at the base of the fat man’s skull. Reed took the key to the Kia out of his pocket and handed it to the fat man. He pointed to the car and ordered the man in.

“Seatbelt,” Reed said.

The fat man pulled the seatbelt across his thick middle and, without speaking, secured the belt with a metallic clank. With one swift movement, Reed drove the buck knife into the man’s ear and gave it a sharp twist. The man’s head slumped forward. Reed took the footlocker from the trunk and put it into the camper shell on the back of the pickup. Twenty-five miles later, he was rolling down Interstate 5 with the cruise control set at 65.

The sun was setting as Jason Reed paid the toll on the Bay Bridge. Just as darkness fell on the city, he pulled into an alley behind a Mexican restaurant near 25th Street in the Mission District. He checked the latches on the footlocker, and then pulled it from the back of the truck. The windows were rolled down and the keys were in the ignition.

“You guys stay away from my truck,” Reed said gruffly as he passed a group of hard-looking teens sporting gang tattoos. He looked back towards the alley, smiled to himself, and carried the footlocker up the street.


CHAPTER 8


The house felt cold as Cole dropped his suit bag on the entry floor. He stood for a moment and looked around. He had been gone only a few days but it seemed like a lifetime ago he stood in the same spot and stopped, looking back, double-checking things, excited for his trip to meet the President and, although he hated to admit it, get a little praise for the work he took such great pride in. Cole loved this house, it was home, and he felt safe here. As he glanced around, he wished he could turn back the clock and erase the images and horrors he saw since he left. Those memories did not belong here.

Cole’s mind drifted back to a sunny Sunday afternoon. He was about 16, sitting at the snack bar in his parent’s home. In front of him on the counter lay a guitar book. His dad was at the sink cleaning up the afternoon dishes. His mother was putting away the leftovers. The memory seemed to warm Cole. He smiled at the thought of how his dad sang old folksongs as Cole tried to strum them out on the guitar. As hard as he tried, he couldn’t get the B flat cord in the songbook. Time and time again, his dad would make a hiccup yodel noise like Alfalfa in the old Our Gang movies when the part in the song came with the mangled B flat chord. That scene in the old kitchen was one of Cole’s favorite memories.

But Cole had another part of the memory. He remembered his dad laying two dollars and the keys to the car on the counter.

“What we need is some ice cream!” his father said with a grin. “Guitar playing can really take it out of ya.”

Cole had his driver’s license only three days and this would be his first real solo flight. He drove around for a while the day he passed his driving test, but that was just a celebration lap. This was a bonafide trip, to the store and back, all on his own. He was thrilled and scared. Cole remembered the big Pontiac Bonneville and its soft, sofa-sized front seat. Mitch Ryder and the Detroit Wheels screamed “Devil with the Blue Dress,” and he turned it up loud on the four-speaker radio. The window was rolled down and wind tousled his hair. He was the king of the road.

Twenty minutes later, he returned with a half gallon of rocky road ice cream and The Four Tops still ringing in his ears as he reached for the front doorknob. Before he could open it, however, it swung open. His father stood in front of him with a strange look on his face. Cole could hear his mother sobbing somewhere inside the door. His father opened his mouth to speak but no words came. Cole could still remember how he suddenly thought he would throw up.

“Uncle George is dead,” his father blurted out in a flood of tears.

Cole was in shock. In the pit of his stomach, he felt a knot the size of a cantaloupe. The house hung heavy with grief. His mother’s younger brother was dead. He was Cole’s favorite and only 34 years old. After a time, his father related the phone message they received while Cole happily drove to the store. His uncle dropped dead while kick starting his motorcycle. His wife and children, his sister and her husband, and their children all were standing around him. A brain aneurysm brought on by an earlier back surgery—he was dead before he hit the ground.

That day, Cole tasted the reality of his own mortality. It was a taste he would never forget. Real or imagined, there was a taste to his grief, his fear, his introduction to death. Death was not something far away that happened to old people in rest homes. It could happen to anyone—it had, it had come to his family, his uncle, and it would someday come to him. Today, as Cole stood in his entryway, he again could taste death. He saw it in Chicago, and he felt a deep unsettling sense that it was going to follow him to San Francisco.

Cole bent and scooped up the mail scattered on the floor. He didn’t look at any of it, just walked it to the kitchen and laid it on the counter. The message machine was blinking “5.” Cole hit the play button and turned to the cupboard to get a glass for water.

“Hi Gran’pa. Have fun on the airplane. I miss you. Here’s mom.” The phone clunked hard on something, then Erin spoke. “Hi, sorry we missed you. Just wanted to wish you a safe trip and say we are proud of you! Say hi to the Prez for me. Love you. See you when you get home.”

The next voice was the cable company offering a pay-per-view special, after that it was the dry cleaners reminding him of clothes to pick up, and the fourth was a “we missed you at poker” from a woman he wished wasn’t in the group. The last message was from Erin again.

“Dad, are you there yet? Please pick up.” There was a pause of several seconds. “We saw you on CNN. Are you okay? I’m worried sick about you. Please call as soon as you get in. Love you.” As she was hanging up, he heard his son-in-law Ben say something he couldn’t quite hear in the background. Then Erin spoke again. “He’s not home yet. I wish—” The machine clicked off.

Cole finished off two glasses of water and went to shower. The water in the shower was hot and felt like a balm, soothing and rinsing away the stress and fatigue of the flight. He closed his eyes and hummed the melody from an old song he couldn’t seem to remember the name of. He washed his hair but didn’t shave. It took a minute or two of digging around in his bottom drawer, but he finally found a pair of thick brown wool socks with a red stripe at the top that he always found to be a warm comfort. He dressed in jeans and an old grey sweatshirt. The feel of casual clothes added to Cole’s sense of being home.

When he called Erin, he got the message machine. He tried the cell phone, but it was transferred to voicemail, too. He dialed Chuck Waddell, his editor, at home.

“You charm the husk right off of the corn—”

“Christopher! No serenades please!” Cole shouted into the phone.

“Oh shit! I thought it would be Chuck. Sorry! Cole, is that you?” Chris Ramos, Chuck Waddell’s domestic partner, cook, and decorator for more than 20 years frantically jabbered apologies.

“Okay, already, I get it. What’s with the Mame revival?”

“Now, Cole, you can’t tell Chuck about this. You know how furious he gets when I goof around on the phone. I swear I thought it was him. Are you okay? Chuck said something about a bomb.”

“Sure, sure, I’m all right. He’s not at the office this late, is he?”

“No, he went to some dinner for that city council guy, the fat one, oh, what’s his name?”

“If you’re up when he gets home, tell him I’ll see him first thing.” Cole cleared his throat. “You’ve brought the cakewalk back into style, Maaammmme,” Cole sang as he hung up the phone. He suddenly felt silly, and his face flushed.

At 8:30, the phone rang. Even though he was half-dozing on the sofa, Cole tried to sound cheerful when he answered the phone.

“How are you?” Erin’s voice was full of concern.

“Great. How are you guys? I guess you know about my big weekend, huh?”

“What are you going to do?”

“Do?”

“Yes, do. A terrorist bomber or whatever picks you out to use as a contact! Do they know who he is, where he is, anything? Why you?”

“His name is Jason Reed. Other than that, we know nothing.” Cole tried to sound at ease.

“Shouldn’t you be in protective custody or witness protection or something?” Erin pleaded.

“Sweetheart, he wasn’t trying to kill me. I’m fine, I’m gonna be fine. I appreciate your concern, but really it’s going to be fine, really.” Guilt nearly kept Cole from continuing. “If you want to really make me feel good, promise me that you and Jenny will stay out of the city until this thing is straightened out.”

“I knew it! Why? What do you know that you’re not telling me? What about Ben, is he safe?” Erin sounded just like her mother. The worry and rapid-fire questioning was Ellie’s trademark when she was worried.

“Seems like a hospital would be the safest place in town.”

“Very funny. You would tell me if you were in any danger, wouldn’t you?”

There was a long pause. Cole couldn’t lie to her. He didn’t want to lie to her, but he knew that he’d never tell her.

“I’ve really been hungry for those chicken enchiladas you make. Are they going to be on the menu any time soon?”

“Aarrghh! You are impossible.”

“Part of my charm,” Cole said brightly.

“How about Sunday?”

“Lunch or dinner?”

“How about 5 o’clock?”

“Wonderful. By the way, the President said to say ‘hello.’”

“I’m sorry, how was the awards dinner?”

“A bit overshadowed. But it was kind of a kick to meet the ruler of the free world. Nice guy, you’d like him. Even if you didn’t vote for him.”

“Neither did you!” Erin finally laughed.

“Beside the point.”

“See you Sunday.”

“Can’t wait.”

“Dad?”

“Still here.”

“Please, don’t be a hero. I don’t know what I’d do if anything happened to you.”

“Erin, it will take more than some old ’60s burnout to get me. Besides, I’m in the City of the Summer of Love. All the hippy roots are here. Peace, baby.”

“That’s just groovy, but that ’60s burnout killed nearly 50 people. Please be careful.”

“I will. See you Sunday,” Cole said, a little softer than he meant to.

Cole left the kitchen without eating, went into the living room, and slumped down into his big leather sofa. Within minutes, he dropped into a deep sleep. At 12:30, he woke and went to bed.

*     *     *     *     *

“What’s that smell?” Cole said, sticking his head in Chuck Waddell office.

“Ethiopian curry.”

“I hope it tasted better than it smells!”

“Part of what you smell is Finley’s chorizo and onion dog with kraut. The curry was fine.” Chuck pointed to a chair. “Welcome back.” He flicked a switch on his desk. “Cheryl, can we get somebody to get this trash out of here? It’s making my eyes water.” Turning back to Cole, he said, “So, where do we start?”

“We don’t,” Cole said as he lowered himself into the stiff oak chair in front of the editor’s antique desk.

“You serious?”

“Yeah. Well…not yet.” Cole paused. “This thing isn’t over, Chuck.”

“How do you mean?”

“He’s sending a letter. Wants it printed. Some sort of manifesto, his intent, demands, or whatever. Nobody knows about this yet. The Feds didn’t tell the media.” Cole gave a shrug. “I don’t know about printing something like this. What’s policy? It’s like blackmail.”

“Depends, I guess, on what it says. But if it’s ‘Print it or I blow up the bridge’ or something, we print. What about the Feds?” Chuck was pacing behind his desk.

“An agent named Washington, Carter Washington, flew out with me from Chicago. I imagine we will hear from him this morning. Good guy. He was my first contact with the FBI in Washington. Been with me since.”

“So, what do we know about this Reed?”

“Not much. Washington said the FBI is working 24/7 to get a background. It’s amazing the guy volunteered his name. That means he’s either resigned to getting killed, has no background, or is deluded enough to think he’ll come out on top. Wait until you hear the tape of this guy. There is something in his voice that gives you shivers. It’s like he knows things, I mean, like down deep inside you. Not that he told my fortune or any psychic stuff, he just…I don’t know, it was just really creepy.”

“Are you sure you weren’t just freaked out by the bombings? Since when do you get spooked?”

“I don’t know. I’ve interviewed a lot of bad guys, but this was on a whole other level.”

“So, what’s your gut feeling? Is he coming to town? Are we going to get what Chicago got?” Chuck stopped pacing and faced Cole. “You know the kind of panic this could start? Not to speak of the economic impact. We are just now hitting 90 percent of pre-9/11 tourism. Another hit like that, and a lot of businesses would go under.” Chuck looked down at the top of his desk for a long moment before he spoke again. “How many died in Chicago?”

“Last I heard, 48. Almost a dozen more are critical. Half of them aren’t expected to make it. The nails, Chuck, you can’t believe the damage they did. I saw nails driven two inches into bricks and cement. They tore through people like they were made of bread. It was like nothing you can imagine. And for what? Some crazy rant about SUVs and Mother Earth and—” Cole stopped in mid-sentence. “He can do worse. He was just sending a message.” Cole looked down and scratched at a smudge on his trousers.

Chuck sat in his tall-backed green leather desk chair. “When is this letter supposed to be here?”

“Excuse me, Mr. Waddell, but there is an FBI agent who wants to see you.” Waddell’s secretary said, barely entering the room.

“First thing,” Cole said, smiling.

“Good morning!” Chuck Waddell stood and rounded his desk, offering his hand to Carter Washington. “Welcome to the Chronicle.”

“Thank you. Good morning, Mr. Sage.”

“Cole, please.”

“Okay, Carter, then.” The FBI man gave Cole a warm smile. “It wouldn’t take Sherlock Holmes to see what you two have been discussing. I have some information I think you will find interesting. I do have to ask that we keep this out of your paper for a few days. Agreed?”

Chuck nodded and directed Washington to the chair beside Cole.

Washington handed Cole and Chuck each a light blue folder. “This is what we’ve been able to find out about Jason Weston Reed so far. Makes for some interesting reading. A lot of holes left to fill, though.” Washington sat and shifted the chair to face Cole better. “Reed was adopted by a pretty well-to-do New England family. They came from old textile money but really made their mark in real estate. Nobody is really sure of his age, one of those ‘found on the church steps’ deals. But best guess, about 60. He was a hellion from the word go, and by age 12 was shipped off to boarding school. Ran away at least twice a year until he turned 14, then he was gone for good.” Cole shifted in his seat. Angry teenagers become angrier adults.

“He contacted the family only once when he was about 17, asked for $10,000 to help a commune he joined. Seems kind of funny to ask rich people for money for a commune. They refused, he broke up the furniture and left. The mother died a short time later. They never heard from him again. The father died in 1984.

“The school records showed a kid with extreme outbursts of anger. Broke stuff, beat up other kids. Get this: He tried to poison some of his classmates by putting lye in the morning orange juice. Nobody drank it because of the bubbles and the smell. Just before he left the school the last time, he stole the gunpowder used for a ceremonial cannon and blew up a statue of the school’s founder.” Cole stifled a chuckle, thinking of some of his own high jinks. But Reed crossed way over that line.

“Next time he turns up his picture is in the American Avatar newspaper in Boston. It was one of those underground hippie papers. Like the Oracle or Berkeley Barb out here. Lots of hippie trippy political and dope-oriented stuff.”

“Do you have the picture?” Cole asked.

“Yeah, not very clear, but his name is in the caption.” Washington opened his briefcase and took out a 5-by-7 photo, handing it to Chuck. “Here, this is the last known picture of Reed.” Waddell handed the picture to Cole.

The photo was of a fair-skinned redhead with thick bushy hair that hung to his shoulders. He appeared to be about 15 or 16 and was standing on a street corner with an armload of newspapers. Dressed in bell bottoms and a T-shirt with a slogan of some sort that was obscured by the papers. Reed was barefoot and dirty. His mouth was open, and he appeared angry and yelling.

“His name appears as a member of the Mel Lyman family,” Washington continued. “An old Bureau file statement from an informant says that he was unceremoniously booted from the group for stealing and violent outbursts when confronted with any infractions of the rules. The informant also stated that Lyman was a bit unnerved by Reed’s constant hovering and his complete worship and obsession with him.

“There’s no record of his ever getting a driver’s license, draft card, or being fingerprinted anywhere. He has no record of arrest for anything. He’s the primary suspect in the bombing of the Federal Reserve Bank in Denver in 1971. Fingerprints assumed to be his have been connected with numerous crimes—ranging from murder to bank robbery, bombings, poisonings, and burglary of federal property.

“He has been a shadow figure in the theft and distribution of arms and explosives and is the primary suspect in the chemical attacks on three National Guard installations. Because he has no arrests and no fingerprints on file, he’s invisible as far as the system is concerned.

“So, there you go. A 40-year-old grainy newspaper photo and a strong hunch that his fingerprints will match Mr. X in the unsolved files.”

“That’s our guy, huh?” Cole groaned.

“Pretty much. But I’ve saved the best for last.”

“What’s next? He helped plan 9/11?” Chuck said in disbelief.

“The bodies of two guys from Bakersfield were found in a trailer out in the desert near Las Vegas. Reed’s, or our Mr. X’s, prints were everywhere. The guy whose cell phone Reed used to make the calls to Chicago? Found in a dumpster behind a Chinese restaurant in LA. And last but not least, a Fernando Esparza was found in a 2005 Kia in back of a Wal-Mart in Bakersfield, same prints all over the car. The cherry on top? Mr. Esparza’s pickup was in a fender bender last night on Mission Street. Three Mexican gangster types were seen running from the scene. San Francisco PD ran the plates, saw the alert, dusted the car and—you got it—same prints. He’s here.”

Cole’s stomach tightened in a sick grip. Chuck stood and walked to the bookcase on the side of his office.

“Have you ever read Sins of the Fathers?” Chuck said, running his finger down the spine of an old volume on the third shelf. “Old, old book, 1850-something. I found it in an old house I rented years ago. Pretty dry reading. Thing is, the author traces the lineage of various villains in history. Seems there was always somebody who had done something terrible that was the father, grandfather, great-great-somebody-or-other, you get the idea. It always sets in motion events that effect generations to come. Don’t you find it interesting that Reed was an abandoned child? Makes you wonder: Is it the event or the product of some event years ago?”

“He certainly has impacted the lives of a lot of people,” Washington replied, “if it is indeed him.”

“Carter, if his letter does come, do we print it? What are our parameters?” Chuck returned to his desk and was leaning with his elbows on the back of his chair.

“As you’re well aware, the Bureau can only make recommendations; we can’t make you do anything one way or the other. You’ll make the final decision. I think the content is the key. What kinds of demands are being made? Is the threat implied or real? When Ted Kaczynski sent his manifesto, it was 35,000 words long. Cost the Washington Post nearly 40 grand to print the stupid thing. He promised to stop the bombings if it was printed. Who knows what this guy’s going to ask for.”

“What’s the FBI’s plan? How do you stop the invisible man?” Cole asked.

“Research. That’s what we are best at. This guy will make a mistake. Somebody will rat him out. We will be waiting. We’ll get him.”

“What if you don’t?” Cole looked straight into Carter Washington’s eyes.

“We’ll get him. Sooner or later. Hopefully, sooner.” Carter looked down at the floor. “For the first time, we have what we think is the name and ID of a very bad man. He gave us his name, first mistake. Left fingerprints, second mistake. We are connecting lots of dots. Those dots make a picture. We’ll get him.”

“So, we wait.” Chuck smiled a half-hearted smile.

*     *     *     *     *

The printer buzzed, and the ink cartridge zipped back and forth across the page. Jason Reed stood blocking the view of anyone who might see the paper coming out of the printer. When the printing was finished, he sat down and slipped the sheet into a 9 by 12 manila envelope.

With a couple of keystrokes, he deleted his document from Microsoft Word. The CD tray slipped open and in a subtle, almost undetectable, motion, Reed put the powerful ceramic magnet he slipped from his back pocket into the tray and, with the flick of his thumb, closed it. As the sound of the CD started with a soft whir, the monitor began to flicker with images and text. Suddenly it went blue. Reed hit the button for the CD tray and slipped out the magnet. The old homeless man on his right continued to snooze. To make sure the job was done completely, Reed put the magnet in his palm and rubbed it slowly around the side of the computer tower, holding it over the area of the hard drive for several moments.

He then pushed the power button. After the fan was silenced, he hit the power again. The monitor was black except for a pulsing cursor in the upper left corner.

Reed raised his hand and called to the young librarian two rows away helping an elderly woman. “Excuse me, Miss.”

The young woman excused herself from the old woman with a look of relief. “Hi, what’s the matter?”

“I’m not sure. The screen went black,” Reed said sadly.

“Let’s see.” The young woman said, bending past Reed. He breathed in slowly and deeply, taking in the sweet flowery smell of her perfume.

“Take your time. I got nowhere to go.”

“These things have been dropping like flies lately. Hard drives dying, ya know? Looks like another one bit the dust. Good news is, we get new Compaqs when these die.” She stood and called out to a pale, flabby man with greasy hair. “Hey, Allen, got another dead one!”

He made a fist and pulled it down near his head and hissed, “Yessss!”

“’Fraid you’ll have to move to another one. See if you can’t kill it, too.” She smiled and gave Reed a friendly pat on the shoulder. She went back to where the old woman was waving frantically. As soon as she was engaged in trying to teach the woman how to use the computer, Reed quietly slipped out of the San Francisco City Library and made his way toward 901 Mission Street, the home of the San Francisco Chronicle.

“Hey, you goin’ in there?” Reed asked a bicycle messenger.

“Right now.”

Reed held out the manila envelope face up, exposing a $5 bill under his thumb. “Take this in for me?”

“Got anthrax in it?” The long-haired kid on the bike smirked.

“Just a letter to the editor.” Reed laughed.

The bike messenger took the envelope and the bill, stuffing the envelope into his shoulder bag. When he looked up, Reed was gone.

Envelopes from the messenger’s bag were dropped into a large plastic mail tub, already a foot deep with mail. The messenger stuck his clipboard in front of an overweight, overworked secretary at the service desk. She signed without looking up at the messenger or at the tub. A moment later, the messenger, bike and all, was out the door and down the block.

At 1:07, an intern from the mailroom dropped three pieces of mail into the plastic mailbox on the door to Cole Sage’s office. On top was a yellow sheet of paper with a notice from Chuck Waddell alerting the staff to possible security violations and asking for their vigilance in looking for suspicious persons or packages. There was a white envelope from the payroll office and a manila envelope with “Mr. Sage Cole” written across the center in black felt-tip pen.

At 1:10, Cole and Washington returned from lunch. Washington went to speak with the Chronicle ’s head of security, Milt Hafer, and Cole headed to his office. As he walked through the door, Cole grabbed the mail from his box, tossed it on his desk, hit the light switch, and turned the knob up on the air conditioning. He sat behind his desk and pushed the yellow notice aside to see his name written across the large manila envelope.

The metal clasp was through the hole on the flap and folded down on either side. Cole bent up the clasp and lifted the flap. It was not glued down. Cole’s heart rate quickened as he slid his fingertips into the envelope. He pulled the envelope apart far enough to see the type on the sheet inside. He slipped it out and laid it flat on top of his desk.

It was a plain white sheet of paper. The typeface was nothing unusual, about 12 points in size. His eyes flashed down to the signature, and his hand came up and covered his mouth. Cole picked up the phone, called Hafer’s office, and told Washington the letter arrived. When he called Chuck Waddell and said the letter arrived, Waddell said nothing. Cole took a deep breath, exhaled slowly, and began to read.

This is a call to all those who see what is happening on this planet. We must JOIN TOGETHER to tear down the oppressive hierarchies that will destroy OUR MOTHER THE EARTH. Let those with ears hear. Let those who have seen rise up and join this fight. It is time for this war to truly have two sides.

You may say, “But we must end racism, we must stop hunger, we must have equality between men and women.” Oh, my children, environmental issues, social justice, and human rights are all one struggle!

I am not about labels. Anarchists, communists, anti-racists, animal liberationists, earth liberationists, feminists, queer liberationists, these names mean nothing to me.

I am about pure light. Mel Lyman was the centralizing of the light of the world. Jesus showed us how it could be, but it didn’t work. Mel was not the son but THE God of the World, come to show the way. You wouldn’t listen.

He said, “No turnin’ water to wine and raisin’ the dead this trip, just gonna tell it like it is. You’ve waited a long time for this glorious moment, and now that it’s actually HERE, I expect most of you will just brush it off and keep right on waiting, that’s what those damn fool Jews did LAST time I came.”

His prophecy was fulfilled. Those same Jews are still running the world and leading us to an OIL ARMAGEDDON.

I WILL NOT LET THAT HAPPEN. I am the ANGEL OF LIGHT that Mel never got the chance to use. I am the AVENGING ANGEL that will purify the sins committed against OUR MOTHER THE EARTH.

This struggle is not just political but also spiritual. Our motives must be pure, as should our focus on God’s will to restore the balance of nature and stop the rape of resources and the continuation of the fluorocarbon conspiracy to warm the earth to polar elimination.

Violence is a necessary element in the struggle to overthrow oppressive governments and to eliminate secret banking cartels. Will people die? Yes! Are they going to die from the melting of the polar ice caps, hurricanes, floods, and famine brought on by the punishment of global warming? Of course! So, to stop the deaths of millions, we may have to sacrifice thousands, perhaps hundreds of thousands. It is a righteous cause; these deaths are the recruiting tool to attract the masses who must be jolted back to their senses.

The people dwelling in the centers of commerce driven by oil and the mechanisms of global destruction are considered legitimate targets. If you have ears, FLEE THE CITIES. If you have eyes, see what is coming.

We are not terrorists, we are ECO-ANARCHISTS. This is a call for the total removal of oppressive governments from this planet. The people must once again band together to live on the earth the way the creator planned. There are no greater crimes committed than by those members of world governments. They are some of the most extreme terrorists in all of history.

Today, I stand alone. Soon I will demonstrate my power and welcome those who will see and understand my army of liberation. I alone bear the burden of leadership. I alone have sat at the feet of the returned Christ. Mel Lyman’s time was cut short; he had to return to the Eye of Creation. I know in my heart it is HIS TRUTH, though unspoken, I bring you.

My actions will be swift, and they will be only the beginning. Know this: The explosion in your city will be the call to arms. Let the people gather together in the park where I leave my sign. If the governments of the world open the doors of power to my people throughout the earth, there will be no further attacks. If they do not, I will lay waste your cities until you surrender.

As we mix blood and soil for the salvation and atonement of man’s sins against OUR MOTHER THE EARTH, know that the pains of birth and these the pains of Earth’s rebirth will in time be forgotten, and the joys of a new life will be all that remains.

Today the war for OUR MOTHER THE EARTH is declared.

The Power belongs to the people.

Jason Reed

Field Marshall

Mother Earth Liberation Army


CHAPTER 9


The decision to print Jason Reed’s letter was unanimous. The Editorial Board of the San Francisco Chronicle agreed the document must be printed. The only point of discussion was where in the paper it would appear. In his demands to have the piece printed, Reed made no demands or suggestions as to where. That, too, eventually was unanimously agreed. The Board decided it would appear on the Editorial page preceded by a disclaimer from the publisher as to the paper’s beliefs and policies and their indignity at being held hostage by Reed’s threats.

The letter from Jason Reed would appear in the next morning’s edition. Some on the Board worried that it was too much time between receiving the letter and its appearance in the paper. They were the most vocal at an emergency meeting the night before; however, the senior members overruled and agreed they would have their normal Tuesday morning board meeting. Special Agent Carter Washington gave a history of printing such manifestos and the long-term effects of their appearance.

Since the Chronicle printed the letters from the Zodiac Killer in the late ’60s, the demand for printing the ravings of madmen had not changed much. The occasional lunatic rants were still ignored. The serious threats such as Unabomber Theodore Kaczynski’s “Manifesto” were treated with careful respect and printed as a last effort to prevent further violence. The letter sent by Jason Reed was an unknown quantity. He claimed to have committed the bombings in Chicago, but there was no real proof. He made no specific threat as to future events. His willingness to kill innocent people by the dozens just to get attention for his message made his implied threats more terrorizing than had they been outright. The letter would be printed, and the threats he made in it would be taken seriously.

On doorsteps and in newsstands across the Bay Area, people picked up the Chronicle and a great many read the letter from Jason Reed on the Editorial page. The local morning news shows led off with quotes from the letter, and by 9 o’clock Pacific Standard Time, CNN, MSNBC, and Fox News did feature stories on the letter and the bombings, complete with interviews with former FBI profilers, eco-terrorist experts, psychologists, the Baseball Commissioner and 10 or 12 “man on the street” comments. Reed got more attention than he planned on.

What no one planned on was a march that same day, licensed by the city six months prior. The Friends of Earth and several other ecology and animal rights groups were joining in a march to celebrate the 35th Anniversary of the founding of Greenpeace. The marchers were to gather at the University of San Francisco, march down Fulton Street to Arguello, and enter Golden Gate Park at Conservatory Drive. The route was to be lined with members of Greenpeace. It was a great opportunity for all the smaller groups to show solidarity in numbers and protest what, in their eyes, was total disregard for all things ecological. It was to their great good fortune that the eco-anarchist rantings of Jason Reed appeared the same morning. To the casual observer, it would appear that these were the very people Reed was appealing to and were gathering to show support. Nothing could have been further from the truth.

The march was to begin at 9 o’clock, and the walk to the Flower Conservatory in Golden Gate Park should have taken no more than 30 minutes. The faithful gathered in the west parking lot of SFU and unfurled their banners, flags, and signs. Peacefully, and with great precision, they made their way onto Fulton Street with the protection of both motorcycle and mounted police. The group was lively and in great spirits. There was singing and chanting and flowers thrown to the marchers by the Greenpeace comrades. The sun was shining, and a gentle breeze cooled the marchers and flapped their banners.

Just as the first marchers entered the park, they heard the sound of a loud explosion. No one paid much attention, and the procession continued on course.

At 4:30, some five hours earlier, Jason Reed planted a small explosive device in the flowerbed about 30 feet from the stairs leading up to the Conservatory of Flowers. Dirt and flowers where blown into the air and cluttered the sidewalk around the planters. The damage was minimal, and the police on the scene all agreed it was a prank intended to add a little excitement to the march. Pieces of an M-80 firecracker were found in the flowerbed, and the police figured several were tied together. The marchers gathered on the grass in front of the Conservatory and prepared to listen to speeches through a solar-powered sound system.

Sitting on a bench just outside the ring of the crowd sat Jason Reed. For a brief moment, his heart raced after the explosion, and he saw marchers round the curve in the street. He thought just for that moment that the people were gathering in response to his call. In his lap was a copy of the Editorial page folded to just the size of his letter. He read and reread the piece over and over. He brought his message to print, just like Mel Lyman did, only bigger. This was not the American Avatar. This was the San Francisco Chronicle!

Reed scanned the crowd. Were these his people? The signs and banners bore the right messages. The long hair, tie-dyes and gypsy skirts gave the crowd the right look. Reed thought of using this gathering to bring people to his side. He decided to mingle and talk to a few people, maybe find a woman. It was a long time since he had been with a woman. She was weak, though; she would have turned on him eventually. He buried her deep, much deeper than he normally would have. Thinking about a dog or coyote digging her up and eating her was painful to him, so he made her one with the earth. Mother Earth would take Jacqueline to herself, break down her flesh to energize the soil. It was a natural thing.

Reed approached a tall thin woman with rimless glasses and long curly salt and pepper hair. “It’s a beautiful day,” he said.

“Yes, it is.” She smiled and showed straight white teeth.

“Did you see this letter in today’s paper?”

“Yes, but that kind of violence doesn’t help us, does it?” she said sweetly. “If we claim to love animals as ourselves, then how can we threaten to kill each other?” the woman asked with a hurt look in her eyes.

Reed didn’t respond; he just walked off. Several yards away, he approached a thickly built man with a sign that said “Unite Through Strength.”

“I agree,” Reed said, pointing to the sign.

The man didn’t respond.

“Did you see this in the paper?” Reed held up the Editorial page.

“I don’t read the lies of the capitalist media machine. They are owned by the oil companies and agro-conglomerates.”

“But the letter is real!”

“How do you know? Could be a plant to cover a bio-accident or give the CIA a reason to start another war.”

“Then if not behind Reed, how do we unite?”

“Never heard of him! We need cell groups. It’s the only way. Know who to trust, trust who you know. Individual acts that are positive and eco-friendly will bring knowledge of how easy it is to band together to undo the harm done by big business. Start today and plant a tree. Cleans the air, adds beauty to your world, and gives you a sense of being one with the earth! Peace through understanding, health through eating raw, and unity through spiritual strength. That’s how I live, and I recommend it highly.” The man with the sign smiled and turned away.

Reed felt his face burning. “The fools!” he growled.

I must control my anger, he thought. The time was not right, and he had to diffuse his rage. The weaklings he was surrounded by would not jeopardize his plans. They would either fall in line and be part of the solution, or they would be sacrificed to bring on the final victory. Their love of Mother Earth, no matter how naïve, would provide enough good Karma to outweigh not seeing the true light and joining him.

Reed looked around the meadow. He wanted to enlist this group. He estimated there were 5,000 people sitting and standing in the area in front of the Conservatory. A group of 30 or more stood or sat on the stairs waiting to start the program. They could have made good foot soldiers, but it was too late. Reed looked at his watch: 10:49, and the seconds were ticking down to 10:50. Eleven, ten, nine, eight. Reed turned and started making his way to the street. Four, three, two. As he crossed the street and disappeared into the bushes, the concussion from the explosion pushed him forward.

He turned to watch bodies and limbs as they fell from the air and back to the lawn. People began running and screaming from the meadow. A crater nearly 20 feet across and several feet deep was created at the base of the steps. The people on the steps were blown back nearly to the doors of the Conservatory. Concrete and pipe tore through those beyond the crater. Those above it were blown to bits. Others were sprawled out like so many twisted, broken dolls. Smoke wafted around the crater, and the water pipes below the manhole where he placed the bomb sprayed into the air. Car windows all along the street were shattered, and glass spread across the asphalt. Car alarms were nearly drowned out by the screams of the injured and fleeing.

Reed turned and leisurely made his way back across the park. At Stanyan Street he caught the Muni bus. In 20 minutes, he was back at the boarding house where he rented a room. He took the footlocker from under the bed and the suitcase he bought at Goodwill from the closet and put them both on top of the bed. He unlocked the footlocker, taking out parts for a bomb, and laid them gently on the bed.

Reed had no rubber gloves and was uneasy about handling the two rods of uranium. He took the blanket from the small window seat and threw it on top of the bed. He left the house, walked to the Circle K store around the corner, and bought a pair of blue rubber gloves, a box of heavy duty garbage bags, two candy bars, and a two-liter bottle of root beer. He slipped back up the stairs and to his room without seeing anyone.

He practiced the assembly of the bomb over and over in Pakistan. A year later, he taught two groups of Palestinians to break down the bomb and reassemble it blindfolded. At this moment, though, Reed was in a panic. He couldn’t remember how to put the bomb together. His whole life had been building to this moment. He felt ashamed of his nervousness. He just killed at least 100 people. He bombed and poisoned hundreds of others. His commitment to global revolution was unwavering. What was this feeling?

Reed shuffled the papers in the bottom of the footlocker until he found his pencil drawing of the bomb instructions. He sat in the window seat and stared at the yellow lined paper. His vision was blurred. Around the paper was a flickering aura. Reed was seldom ill. Could this be a flu or cold coming on? He laid the paper down. He slipped to the floor, pulled his knees up, and wrapped his arms around them. He rocked gently, and a while later, he fell asleep.

One hundred and four people were killed by the blast in Golden Gate Park. Another 80 or so were hospitalized, many in critical condition. A number of people suffered bumps and bruises from being knocked down in the panic that followed the blast. The police and FBI closed off a large section of the park, and investigative teams combed the meadow area for clues. Teams from the coroner’s office gathered tissue and remains from the grass to try to identify bodies so badly dismembered that visual identification was impossible.

Chuck Waddell asked Cole to go to the scene. Carter Washington provided an FBI pass to get him through the roadblocks. Since Cole was an active participant in the ongoing case, he was granted permission, even though all media were being kept away until various law enforcement units completed their work. It was understood that Cole would be onsite as a citizen witness, not as an employee of the Chronicle.

The city was in a state of shock. The mayor made a plea for calm. The President made an appeal to the people of San Francisco to show resolve in the face of this cowardly act. He assured the nation that we would never bow to the demands of faceless cowards who murder innocent people. The President was scheduled to attend the memorial for those killed in Chicago. Wrigley Field would be used for the services, and all major league baseball games would be canceled. Many teams were flying in for the services, and a Who’s Who list of celebrities and entertainers were scheduled to appear.

As Cole drove to Golden Gate Park, he saw people everywhere standing on the street in small groups. Motorists were driving slower than usual. Blocks from the park, people stood on the sidewalks just staring in the direction of the bombsite. Cole circled around a bit and parked on Second Avenue about a half block from the corner. He walked up Fulton to Arguello and the police barricade. It was a little past 12:30.

A tall black SFPD officer examined Cole’s FBI pass and called over a woman in a blue nylon windbreaker.

“Mr. Sage?” the woman asked.

“Yes.”

“Agent Washington is expecting you. Please follow me.”

Cole kept his eyes on the large yellow block print that spelled “FBI” on the back of the woman’s jacket. Neither spoke as they walked a footpath through the trees that came out on the backside of the Conservatory of Flowers. As they rounded the beautiful white building, Cole caught his breath.

The beautiful gardens and spacious lawns looked like a war zone. The flowerbeds were trampled to the point of looking plowed. The lawn was covered with investigative personnel in blue, white, and yellow jackets. Squatting, bending, and sifting as though harvesting some unseen crop. Cole’s eyes scanned the area and rested on the bomb crater. The devastation was immense. The bottom of the hole was filled with water and looked like a shallow pond. Large chunks of the sidewalk were broken away and lay as far away as 200 feet. He turned and looked at the front of the elegant Conservatory. Windows were shattered and missing, like a giant jack o’ lantern of white.

Six weeks ago, Cole and son-in-law Ben met Erin and Jenny here for a picnic. Ben left the hospital and Cole played hooky from a meeting. They ate off white paper plates—chicken sandwiches on whole wheat bread that Erin baked that morning and potato salad of new red potatoes. Erin spread out on a red-checkered cloth. Jenny rolled on the lawn. After lunch, Erin laid back, arms behind her head, smiling at the sun—just to the left of where Cole now stood, watching teams picking up tissue and body parts from the grass.

“There’s Washington,” said the female agent, interrupting his thoughts. “I’ll leave you here.”

Washington waved from about a hundred yards away. He was in a group of four men, all dressed in dark suits. From Cole’s vantage point at the top of the small rise, he could see all the harried activity. What would he write? What could he say that would help the reader, give them solace? No one needed to see the images he was seeing: black bags and plastic containers methodically lay out across the meadow to be tagged, sealed, and transported. Cole walked slowly toward Washington.

Two miles away, Reed awoke and stood at the end of his bed. He slipped the blanket off the bed, exposing the components of the nuclear device that he knew would change the world. In his dreams, he determined that his plan must change. He would be the sacrifice that would bring light to a dying world. He would not escape the judgment of this device. He would bring on the rebirth of understanding through his death. The DNA he saw in his peyote vision he now knew was his own. It was hovering over a new world. He was no longer worried about what was to come. He had already won.

Jason Reed went to work on constructing the bomb. The first component was the firing unit. This was the most important part of the mechanism and the only part not an original piece of the device. The concept was simple. A neutron generator powered by a large 9-volt battery charged the uranium rods. The two uranium rods must be rammed together with such force as to cause a fusion blast. The most basic means of ramming the rods was a variation on a bullet. The “gunpowder” for this firing device was dynamite. The primary rod was encased in a stainless steel reinforced barrel, while the secondary and moving rod was at the opposite end of the tube and propelled by the dynamite. The detonator was a blasting cap tied to an electrical firing mechanism that could be coded and remotely activated, or, in this case, a manual switch that Reed would flip when ready. The speed of the rod’s movement coincided nearly with the detonation of the device. In the twinkling of an eye, the dynamite would create the nuclear blast.

Under the handle of the suitcase, Reed wired a toggle switch to explode the dynamite. When everything was securely mounted to the wall of the suitcase and, to the best of Reed’s knowledge, ready to fire, he closed the suitcase and locked the two chrome latches. Across the switch, he placed a piece of black electrical tape to prevent it from being tripped before he was ready. If the Russian who sold him the bomb was right, the blast would take out nearly half of San Francisco, and the fallout and radiation would take care of the rest. San Francisco was the perfect target—heavily populated and accessible by only bridge or water. More importantly, the only evacuation was by bridge. The traffic jam and the time it would take to clear the city would allow the radioactive materials to contaminate 99% of the people.

The major radioactive contamination would be carried through the air. San Francisco, being a windy city, would ensure this within a matter of a few hours. The first to be contaminated would be skin, resulting in radiation burns. The material that entered the body through breathing would contaminate the lungs, then travel to the cells of every tissue and organ. Extensive damage would occur in the liver, kidneys, thyroid, and even bones. In the case of Jason Reed’s bomb, it would be 12 days before radiation levels would drop to where it would be safe to enter the city again.

Market Street is the heart of San Francisco. Reed walked the south end of Market the previous night, trying to decide where to detonate the bomb. Near a busy intersection and blocked from view by a Muni streetcar, Reed stole a test telephone hanging from the door of an SBC telephone truck. Reed spotted it coming across the street, and he simply reached out and took it as he passed. He stuck the bright orange handset under his coat, did an about-face at the curb and never missed a step. A half block later, he crossed back in mid-traffic and continued his reconnaissance of the area.

In the morning, he walked the other end and made his decision. He was ready. One last statement before he acted, one more chance for mankind. He would call the newspaperman; Sage would hear his last words. First, he had to be in a place where the vision could return to him. He must void his mind of the physical and return to the place where the spirit could speak and refresh the visions from the peyote ceremony.

On his way back to his room, Reed stopped at a small shop called Computers ‘N’ Stuff. It was run by a man in his mid-30s, prematurely grey, soft, and pasty white. From the looks of him, he never went outside and never ate anything that wasn’t from a microwaved package.

“Welcome to Bits and Chips!”

“It’s not a computer store anymore?” Reed asked, a bit confused by the pale man’s greeting.

“It is, I just can’t afford to change the sign. Bits—like bits of data, and chips—like, you know, computer chips.”

“Clever. That’s pretty clever.”

“Thanks. I thought of it myself.” The pale man was obviously starved for human contact.

“How’s business? Looks like you got some cool stuff.” Reed smiled broadly trying to put the man at ease.

“Little slow so far.”

“I’m new in the city, so I’ve just been walking around. I’ll need to get set up with a computer soon. I hate big superstores, though. This place is more my speed. You look like you don’t make people feel stupid when they don’t understand something.”

“Exactly!” The pale man jumped to his feet. “I’m Dale, I used to work at Best Buy. They fired me ’cause they said I took too long explaining things to customers. How dumb is that?”

“I know what you mean.” Reed lowered his voice. “They just don’t understand guys like us. We are ‘people people,’ you know?” Reed winked and gave a conspiratorial nod of his head. “Hey, maybe you can help me with something.”

“If I can.”

“I have an old friend here in San Francisco who doesn’t know I’ve moved here. Trouble is, I can’t find his phone number or address or anything. Is there a way we could find him on the computer?”

“Legal or illegal?”

“Does it matter?” Reed laughed.

“Only if you snitch!” Dale laughed, too. “What’s his name?”

“Cole Sage. We went to college together and, boy, would I like to surprise him with a visit!”

The sound of the keyboard clicking started before Reed finished his sentence. Dale hummed and bobbed his head as he typed.

“Here we go. Aah, unlisted. There’s your problem.”

“You found him already?” Reed said in false admiration.

“Yep. So, is it going to be a party? Or a private reunion?” Dale was obviously hoping for an invitation to continue hacking. “Phone Company keeps unlisted and limited-access numbers in a separate database, supposed to keep them safe. But not if you know where to look….” Dale gave Reed a big grin and awaited his approval.

“You really know your way around that thing.” Reed forced a smile. “If I know the Sage-ster, the party’s already started. You married?”

Dale looked down at the keyboard. “Tough here. Lot of lesbians. Hard to get a date. Your friend lucky with ladies?”

“Usually has a harem. Used to hook me up all the time. Don’t worry, we’ll be set once I get back in touch.”

Dale took a business card from the holder on the counter in front of him and scribbled information from the monitor. “Okay, here’s the phone and address. Hey, he’s down by the Marina. Got bucks, huh?”

“Didn’t used to! It all got spent on beer, babes, and bratwurst!” Reed gave a thumbs-up.

“Hey, you from the Midwest?”

“Chicago born and bred. You?”

“Twin Cities.” Dale beamed.

“Well, there you go.”

Dale offered the card to Reed. “Parties, yeah?”

“Unless he’s in an iron lung!” Reed looked at his watch and lied. “Damn, dead again. What time you got?”

“6:05.”

“You’re closed.”

“Looks like. Want to grab a beer?”

“Rain check? I need to finish reading an annual report for an interview in the morning.”

“God, I hate interviews. Next time’s fine. Hey, I got a good deal on a sweet upgrade. Built it myself, 200 gigs of hard drive. Six hundred, and that’s with a flat screen.” Dale needed a sale.

“If I land this job, I’m in,” Reed said seriously.

“Then double good luck to ya.”

“I better go and let you close up. Great to meet you.”

“You, too. Don’t be a stranger.”

Reed made it to the door, then turned. “Beer, babes, and bratwurst!” It drowned out Dale’s “What’s your name?”

Reed was out the door and on his way to Cole’s house. Dale went home in hope.

*     *     *     *     *

Cole saw no reason to go back to the Chronicle after he left Golden Gate Park. He listened to a briefing by the West Coast director of the FBI. Cole was asked if Reed made any contact since the letter. The behavioral science people told Cole to be prepared to be called again. They already had a tech team on the phones at the Chronicle, so any incoming calls and especially those to Cole would be monitored. Jason Reed was a classic case of repeat contact, a person who must assure himself that he was still in charge by contacting victims’ families, the media, and even sometimes law enforcement.

As Cole was leaving the park, he saw trucks entering from the west end with large floodlights. The investigative crews were going to continue working until the fog made it impossible. Carter Washington was put in charge of a review team to oversee the operation and report directly to the West Coast director. Washington and Cole planned to meet at 7:30 for breakfast and go over Cole’s statements. The director asked specifically for Cole to write the bureau media release. This was highly unorthodox and sure to be controversial, but it had been approved all the way to the top. This, too, would be coordinated with Washington’s team.

On his way home, Cole stopped at the Hunan Chinese Restaurant and picked up a quart of hot and sour soup. He kicked off his shoes at the front door and went straight to the kitchen. He poured half the carton of soup into a large ceramic bowl. Even though he knew it was a gastronomic violation, he took a loaf of sourdough bread from the breadbox and tore it into chunks. One at a time, Cole dipped the dry chunks into the soup. The hot soup and bread was a comfort he sorely needed. He hoped it would help soothe away the pain and suffering that haunted his thoughts.

While Cole ate, Jason Reed was making his way to the Marina District. He got off the bus just three blocks from Cole’s street. Reed took the business card from his pocket and checked the address one last time: 2712, just ahead. He knelt, pretending to tie his shoelace as he took in the neighborhood. The sun was low in the sky, and the fog was blocking the harsh glare of a clear day. Most of the houses on the block were dark and looked lifeless. The soft lilting strains of an Indian raga floated in the air, but Reed couldn’t tell where the music was coming from. As he approached Cole’s house, Reed made sure he was on the opposite side of the street.

The light of the kitchen showed from behind the blind. As he watched, he saw a shadow go across the window. Cole Sage was home. Reed wanted to just go up and ring the doorbell, introduce himself, and show the know-it-all newspaperman that he was a serious warrior for the earth. He would tell the award-winning Mr. Sage that his precious San Francisco was about to die. It would die for the sins of a world drunk on oil and unconcerned with the consequences. He would tell him that Jason Reed would be the one to bring on the revolution to stop the rape of the earth. He wanted to see his face when the light of truth came over him.

Sadly, their talk could not be face-to-face. Too many things could go wrong. He would just have to use the phone. This time, there would be no eavesdroppers from the FBI to trace the call. He could talk as long as he wanted, he could tell it all. Reed thought of Mel Lyman. If he could only see what Reed had become. Reed sat at the feet of god, he listened. They thought he was too stoned, but he learned. Maybe not everything, but he learned. He refined Mel’s words, his message, and now through the truth they shared he would save the earth.

Reed moved quickly across the street. On the right side of the house, he saw the telephone box. It was thick with many coats of paint from the house’s repainting. Removing the screw that held the box closed didn’t require a tool; the last technician barely hand-tightened it. Reed clipped the lead wire from the test phone to the house terminals and dialed the number from the Bits & Chips business card.

“Hello.” Cole’s voice was crisp and clear through the test phone.

“Mr. Sage, this is Jason Reed.”

Cole unconsciously licked the spoon he held in his hand and laid it on the table.

“Well, hello, Mr. Reed,” Cole said flatly.

“I thought we should have a talk. If you live, you will be the one writing my story. I thought you should have access to the truth and not the files of the Falsifying Bureau of Intimidation.”

“I have a question for you, then.” Cole took a deep breath and let it out slowly away from the mouthpiece of the phone. He steeled himself before beginning again. “Why me? We have never met, and I have no connection with any movement or organization.” Cole tried to sound calm, as though he got calls every day from murderous madmen. He frantically fumbled to find a pad and pencil.

“Simple. You disrespected the memory of those who tried to bring about change. You belittled the leaders of the revolution that began in the ’60s and will end with me. I have chosen you to give you a chance to make things right.”

“I suppose I should be honored. But you know, the ’60s were over a long time ago. Your friend Mel Lyman has been dead a long time, nearly 30 years. How old are you, 60?”

“Age is no factor in truth. What you need to know is the ideals we learned back then were the seeds for what is to come.”

“And what are those?” Cole calmed from his initial shock of hearing Reed’s voice. He was doing what he did best, interview; and this would surely be the interview of his life.

“The power structure of the world must change. The banks, the oil companies, and the Jews who run them have no concern for our Mother the Earth.”

“Wait,” Cole interrupted. “The Jews? If I remember my lessons from the ’60s, peace and love will overcome greed and hatred. You sound like a garden-variety racist to me. You know, Bob Dylan’s a Jew. Wasn’t he the spokesman of the generation? So was Jesus. ‘Love thy neighbor,’ that ring any bells? How are you going to sell a message that sounds an awful lot like Hitler?”

“You are so blind. I don’t care if those in charge are Jews or Irish or black or Chinese or little green men from outer space. The fact is, they happen to be Jews. Jews have always controlled the money of the earth. I am sorry if it offends your ‘mustn’t have labels’ brand of liberalism, but it’s the truth.”

“Okay, so the Jews who control the money also control the governments of the world?”

“Oh, Mr. Sage, I am disappointed. I thought maybe you could be educated. I can see I’m wasting my time. Don’t play games with me; try to put what I’m saying in some pigeonhole. Money is God, God is money. All things are controlled by it. This is what must change. The people must take back the earth, even if it means returning to the Garden of Eden.”

“How will we do it, then? How can we return to a place where money doesn’t control everything? I just don’t get where you’re trying to take me. I admit it. But I am listening.” Cole did not want Reed to hang up. He had no idea what difference it would make but he felt he must keep him talking, get the story, and by doing so, find a way to stop whatever he had in mind.

“I have a bomb, Mr. Sage. Not like what you have seen, but a nuclear device. I am going to destroy this city. I think from the number of body bags we have filled recently, you know I’m a serious man. It will be Step One. People will see that things must change. We must stop burning fossil fuels. We must stop cutting down the rainforest. People will rise up when they see that the power elite can be brought down. Seeing that one man can bring down a government will bring hope to the hearts of those—like me—who know things cannot go on the way they are.”

Cole challenged, “Who will lead this revolution? You? A movement is only as strong as the man at the top. Until the last few days, no one has ever heard of you. I dare say 99% of the world still hasn’t. If I get what you’re saying, you’ll destroy the very framework that will get your message out.”

“I am the light. Light exposes darkness. Once the light is seen, others will spread the word.”

“I wish I could believe. I just don’t see people getting out of their cars and torching their cities in an effort to return to Eden.”

“Those who believe will. Those who can’t, won’t, don’t, will be sacrificed for the health of our Mother. I’m sure you believe in a woman’s right to choose, don’t you, Mr. Sage? In case of incest, rape, or to save the life of the mother? There are many who will be aborted to save the Mother.”

“You speak of the earth as a living being. Do you believe that the planet is more important than the people who live on it? Does the earth have a soul? Can it give and receive love, can it communicate?”

“The people who inhabit the earth must get back to a knowledge of her power. Modern man has rationalized away the magic and power of nature. Who can listen to the humming of the earth’s magnetic pull while watching television? You see, Mr. Sage, you and I don’t matter. Neither do the three or four hundred thousand who occupy this hilly ground called San Francisco. When the people get back to loving their Mother and not destroying her, our sacrifice will all be worth it. Before birth comes pain, so before this rebirth, there will have to be some pain.”

“So, how, if I may ask, will this cleansing begin?” Cole scribbled on his notepad and waited for a response.

“I will detonate the bomb in the next few days. I need you to write the story. Tell the people what happened and why. You will be my John the Baptist, crying out telling the people to repent. The difference is, by then I’ll be gone.”

“Why are you letting me know when you’re going to do it? I can call the media, the police, and have the city evacuated.”

“But you won’t. The story is too good. You will be the teller of the last great story of Modern Man.” Reed laughed. “You’ll be famous—” He paused. “For a little while, anyway.”

“Have you ever had a friend? Lover? Anyone you were close to?”

“Well, Dr. Freud, I never knew my mother.”

“Why won’t you answer?” Cole struck a nerve. “It’s a legitimate question of any leader. People will want to know. So, have you ever loved anyone who has loved you back?”

“This has nothing to do with the mission.” Reed lowered his voice.

“Oh, but I think it does. If you had someone you loved, I don’t think you would be so eager to kill the loved ones of others. Who loves you, Jason Reed? Anyone at all?”

“A leader must sacrifice such sentimental foolishness.”

“So, who did you sacrifice?”

“I will set the bomb off tomorrow,” Reed snapped. “I thought talking to you would help get the message out. Now I regret it.”

“Why? I took notes of everything you said. Except I don’t have an answer to my question. Or this one either, probably: Why were you kicked out of the Lyman Family? I don’t think you can be truthful with yourself. That’s why you won’t answer my questions. Too long alone. So, is it men or women with you? Is this some repressed sexual dysfunction with you or what? Big bomb, little—”

“You’re trying to provoke me. I will not be provoked. This revolution is bigger than you or me.” There was a new tension to Reed’s voice.

“It’s in your head. Like Napoleon, Hitler, even your own god complex acid casualty Mel Lyman. It ain’t gonna happen. You’re just another in a long line of loose screws in history. Sure, you’ll kill a lot of innocent people, but there isn’t going to be any revolution except in your own twisted imagination. How’s that feel? Anybody ever tell you the truth? Or were you too busy killing them to listen?”

“I should have killed you, too. I still could, you know,” Reed growled. “I thought I would let you tell the story; I see that was a mistake. People are tired of being manipulated. You can’t manipulate me. The people who will form the new world can’t be manipulated either. They know the truth, inert truth, truth inside, not given by man. They will rise up, and they will continue what I will start.”

Cole felt empowered. “The sad thing is, this kind of talk probably made sense after two joints and a bottle of cheap wine, but the reality is that your appeal is to about 100—okay, let’s be generous, 1,000 people. There are several billion on the earth. In Third World countries, they will never hear of you. If they do, they will be too busy trying to find something to eat to be very revolutionary. The people with a higher standard of living will just brush your message off; they are too self-absorbed and comfortable. That leaves all the malcontents. Like Jim Morrison said, “They got the guns, but we got the numbers,” and the guns always win in the end. Why not try to bring about change through education instead of death? What about the marchers you blew up? There’s your army, and you sacrificed them. For what?”

“They weren’t ready!” Reed, for the first time, let his voice explode with rage.

“And these imaginary revolutionaries are? They are faceless, and you don’t even know how many there are, if there are any at all. You’re by yourself. If you want to kill yourself, just do it. Don’t use some imaginary martyrdom and kill innocent people. Have the balls to just do it. You say you want to share the truth, well, there’s the real truth. How do you like it?”

“The media seductress of money has blinded you to the real truth. I am the truth, I bring the light.”

“Look, I’m not a wise man. I’m just a journalist. But there are two universal truths I am sure of: One, there is a God. Two, you’re not Him. Neither was Mel Lyman, and neither am I.” Cole sighed. “You are a serious man, with serious desires to save the earth. Stop now, share your thoughts, write. Writing reaches people. Mine reached you even though you didn’t like it. Yours could reach millions. Violence won’t bring the kind of change you want. The Russian Revolution proved that. Countless millions died; countless others lived in despair and sadness, and 70 years later, it all collapsed. And how? Not with a revolution but with ideas. When people want change, change will come.”

Reed answered, “You asked if I had any friends. I think at another time and under different circumstances, you and I could have been friends. Now it is too late. Write my story, Mr. Sage. Tell the world it must change.” There was a tone of resignation in Reed’s voice.

Before Cole could answer, the line went dead. Jason Reed was gone. Cole put his hand over his mouth. He sat at the kitchen table and stared down at his notepad. The carton of hot and sour soup dripped condensation on the tabletop and formed a puddle. The sourdough bread set surrounded by crumbs. Cole sat motionless for several minutes. Then he reached over, tore a chunk off the bread, and dipped it in the lukewarm soup. As he bit off a piece, he began to read his notes. He added a word here, scratched one out there. For the most part, he captured it, his dialogue with madness.

It was shortly after 9 o’clock when Cole got off the phone with Carter Washington. It seemed pointless to try to make anything out of his conversation with Reed. There was no way to evacuate a city based on the rantings of a lunatic. This lunatic had killed repeatedly. He would kill again, but did he have a nuclear weapon?

Cole typed his notes into the computer he set up in the spare bedroom. He thought of going into his office, but he really wanted to be alone. As Cole hit the power button on the computer and picked up the phone, Reed watched the blue white glow of the bus approaching the bench where he sat patiently waiting.

“Ben, this is Cole. I need for you to do something for me.”


CHAPTER 10


It was well after 2 a.m. when Cole finished typing. He slept fitfully and woke unrested at about 8 o’clock. He shaved, showered, and was partially dressed when the phone rang. He hopped toward the phone, trying to finish putting on his sock and fell headlong onto the floor. Jumping up, he grabbed the phone.

“Hello, hello?” All he heard was a dial tone.

Cole finished dressing and went into the kitchen. The half-empty carton of hot and sour soup still sat on the table. He picked it up and, without a moment’s hesitation, drank some of the cold liquid and got a mouthful of vegetables. As he chewed and slurped more of the soup, he made coffee. The soup was just as good cold as it was hot and left Cole wishing he had more. The soup made him realize how hungry he was, so he dug around in the freezer, found a frozen burrito and popped it in the microwave.

With the microwave humming and the coffeemaker gurgling, Cole made his way to the front porch to get the morning paper. “112 Die in GG Park Bombing” screamed from the front page. The president’s plan to reform the Federal Land program and the governor’s veto of the new liquor sin tax took up most of the space below the fold. Cole scanned the story of the park bombing. Eighteen injured, still in serious and critical condition in area hospitals. There was a carefully worded statement from the police chief about remaining calm and how there was no proof yet that this was the work of Jason Reed, although all signs pointed that way. The chief pledged beefed-up security around the city and promised that the “coward who did this evil deed would not go unpunished.”

The mayor called for a Day of Mourning to take place on Sunday. Cole thought of Reed’s threat and wondered if there would be a San Francisco on Sunday. The mayor, too, called for calm. He asked the citizens of San Francisco to show strength and resolve in this time of crisis and assured them that the animal that did this would be brought to justice.

A small paragraph at the end of the story quoted the head of Greenpeace announcing a candlelight vigil at the site of the bombing. His remarks were short and to the point: “In a world gone mad with hatred, we who by name work toward peace—not just ecological but peace between all people—offer a $1 million dollar reward for the capture of those responsible for the senseless killing of our brothers and sisters.” The faithful, Cole thought.

Most people would read the story, sip their Starbucks, and go to work without giving it another thought. Whackos killing whackos, it had nothing to do with them—yet. Had Reed seen the paper?

Cole’s thoughts went back to his conversation with Ben and how foolish he felt asking his son-in-law to call in sick. It didn’t matter whether Reed was telling the truth or not; Cole had taken care of his family. For a moment, he felt a tinge of guilt, but it passed, and he was sure he’d done the right thing. The ding of the timer on the microwave interrupted his thoughts. He unwrapped the burrito and poured himself a cup of coffee. Just as he set the plate on the table, there was a knock at the door. He took a sip of coffee and went to answer it.

Carter Washington and a pale, dark-haired woman with alarming blue eyes stood at the door. They each held a small brown paper bag and a leather briefcase. Washington held a cobalt blue mug that had “San Francisco” emblazoned in gold above a picture of the Golden Gate Bridge that curved at an exaggerated angle.

“Breakfast?” Washington smiled.

“You have real faith,” Cole said, flicking the empty mug with his middle finger.

“Cole Sage, meet Special Agent Sarah Spiegelman.”

“Agent Spiegelman, welcome.” Cole waved her in with a broad sweeping motion. As she passed, Cole caught the faint wisp of lilac perfume.

Sarah Spiegelman was dressed in a well-tailored blue suit. Her white blouse seemed to glow against her navy jacket. At her neck was a white bow. Her A-line skirt hit the center of her knees; her stockings were a near-black navy blue.

“Please call me ‘Sarah.’” She smiled.

Cole led the way to the kitchen and offered seats at the kitchen table. He went to the cupboard and selected an elegant china cup and saucer. The set was an English Rose pattern with pale pink roses bordering the top and bottom edges of the cup and the outer and inner ring of the saucer.

“For the lady,” Cole said, placing the cup and saucer in front of Sarah.

“It’s lovely,” Sarah said, picking up the cup and turning it slowly.

“It was my mother’s, her favorite. Funny, it’s the only thing I kept of hers when she died. I’m glad you like it. I can’t promise the same for my coffee. Or are you a tea person?”

“I do prefer tea, if it’s no bother.”

“None at all.” Cole turned to the cupboards. He hesitated, suddenly unable to remember what he was going to the cupboard for.

“I got the pastry!” Washington said as he tore open the bags. “Got a plate, or shall we eat these ‘au naturale’?”

“Let’s leave our clothes on,” Sarah quipped brightly.

Cole turned a little too quickly to see if the straight-laced agent actually made a risqué joke. As their eyes met, he saw that her china white cheeks had turned a deep red. Cole smiled and remembered he was searching for the tea.

“Aha, here it is.” Cole held the box out for his guest to see.

“Twining’s Earl Grey. Very nice.”

Cole took the teakettle from its spot under the bottom cupboard, rinsed and then partially filled it.

“Sage! What in the world?” Washington said, lifting the plate with the burrito.

It was Cole’s turn to blush. “Leftovers. Guess I don’t need it now.” Cole poured Washington a cup of coffee to take the attention away from the soggy little burrito.

Cole couldn’t understand why he was feeling so undone. He felt like he was in hyper-drive. He went to the refrigerator and took out a small carton of half-and-half. “Cream?”

“Nope, I like mine like I like—”

“Okay, okay, heard that one before,” Sarah chided. “I would like some, please.”

“Sugar?”

“What?” Washington smiled broadly.

“What is with him?” Cole asked.

“Natural early riser,” Sarah said with a half sneer.

“So, aren’t you happy to see us?”

“Nope,” Cole said without expression as he put the half-and-half and a sugar bowl on the table. There were three large cinnamon rolls sitting on bakery tissues atop the torn brown bags. One was covered in chocolate glaze.

“Chocolate one’s for you. So you can get your fix early.”

“Looks great.”

“So, you want to know why we’re here, other than the obvious?” Washington asked.

“Not really. I am looking forward to the cinnamon roll, though.” Cole turned so Washington couldn’t see him grinning. Why was everything so funny? With as little sleep as he got, Cole should be as grouchy as a bear.

Cole heard the clicking of Washington’s briefcase locks. When he turned, he saw him removing a folder with a photo clipped to it. Washington closed the briefcase and put it on the floor next to his chair.

“We got a break. Guy at San Quentin got a little worried about his being upwind from San Francisco and went to the warden after seeing our man Reed’s letter in the paper. And here he is, Richard Edward Shipman the Third, no less.” Washington handed Cole the file.

“He looks like a Disney caricature of a bookworm. What’d he do?”

“Check it out. He’s ready to sing like a canary for some reduced time. Since your little chat last night, I figured you should be there to listen to what he says. See if what he says matches up.”

“Murder, murder for hire, arson, bank robbery, sale of a controlled substance, interstate transport of hazardous materials, weapons violations and identity theft. Anything else?” Cole looked at Washington and then Sarah.

Sarah recited, “He has been underground since the early ’70s. He first came to the Bureau’s attention when he signed up during the last days of the Weather Underground. Dropped out of MIT to join a Maoist group that loved to rob banks. They weren’t revolutionary enough, so he moved on to at least a dozen different groups before his first arrest for illegal arms possession. Got off. It couldn’t be proved the weapons were his—“in a commune we all share,” you know. Mr. Shipman has an IQ of 225-plus and because of his meticulous recordkeeping and volumes of journals, he’s now locked up for a long, long time.” Sarah stopped and looked toward the whistling teakettle.

“How much time can he get shaved off his sentence?” Cole asked, picking up the kettle.

“We can be very generous. I’m thinking at least 100 years,” Washington offered.

“How many is he serving?” Cole asked, pouring hot water into Sarah’s cup and onto the waiting tea bag.

“Three 99-year sentences, back to back. Less time served, of course.”

Cole put the kettle back on the stove. “Is it possible he knows Reed?”

“They certainly ran in the same circles. My main concern is Reed’s claim of having a nuclear device,” Sarah said solemnly.

“Why’s that?” Cole asked.

Washington spoke up. “The money. Sarah’s part of a Russian Mafia task force. Tell ’im, Sarah.”

“Research not in the field,” she began. “Our best data suggests that an entry level backpack nuke can be had for around $300.”

“Million,” Washington added.

“Sorry. A suitcase nuke capable of the kind of damage Reed has threatened is at least $700 million. Where does a radical underground guy like Reed get that kind of money?” Sarah sipped her tea.

“Goods for services?” Cole said, taking a seat.

“Exactly. We know from Western European intelligence reports, that the principal suspects in most of the smuggling cases are ‘renegade,’ according to renegade military officers and civilian nuclear technicians from Russia, Ukraine, and Romania. Most of these characters have been welcomed into the fold by the Russian Mafia. We think there’s a link between the man we’ve been calling ‘Comrade X’ and the sale and distribution of nukes and other weapons that have disappeared since the breakup of the Soviet Union. If Reed is our man, he could easily have moved enough munitions to take a nuke on commission. Or, he could just as easily have made it a condition of the sale. If Reed is our guy, he’s the Donald Trump of terrorists. Connecting all these dots could be a huge break for us. If Shipman talks, we could get an accurate description of Reed, and if we can snag him, we could cripple large parts of the underground trafficking in weapons and explosives.”

“Okay, the ‘100 years off three life sentences’ is funny, but what’s really in it for Shipman?” Cole asked, tearing off a piece of cinnamon roll.

“The warden said that Shipman is freaked out about the possibility of Reed letting off a nuke in San Francisco, so he came to the warden to verify that Reed really did have one. The warden called us, pretty rattled himself.

“So, we’ve got an hour to get up there. We have a team already on their way to get recording equipment ready and secure an interview room,” Washington said as he ran his long, thin index finger around the lip of his mug.

“What’s your gut feeling on this?” Cole asked Sarah.

“I’ve had my nose in the paperwork of this for five years. I really want to believe Reed’s our guy.”

“But—?”

“It’s too easy. This Shipman thing, I don’t know.” She sighed, stirring a half-teaspoon of sugar into her cup.

At the curb in front of Cole’s house was a dark blue Crown Victoria, a man in aviator sunglasses behind the wheel. Without a word, Washington jumped in the front seat. In an uncomfortable moment that seemed to last forever, Cole and Sarah stood on the sidewalk looking at the car. At the same instant, they both reached for the door handle. Sarah’s hand landed on Cole’s and rested for just a moment. He opened the door and sheepishly smiled.

“Share a cab, miss?”

“Thanks,” Sarah said as she slid into the back seat.

As Cole jumped in beside her, his eyes met Washington’s, who turned in his seat and was looking over the top of his sunglasses. Cole hoped Sarah didn’t see the way Washington’s eyes laughed and the grin that showed nearly every tooth in his head.

“Let’s go to prison!” Washington said, turning back around and fastening his seatbelt.

No one spoke until they were at the toll booth at the Golden Gate Bridge.

“I’ve never been on the bridge before.” Sarah broke the silence. “It’s not the color I expected.”

“I ride my bike across two or three times a week,” Cole offered.

“It’s hard to imagine. One of the most famous places on earth and you’re right here, and riding a bicycle.” Sarah gave a delighted little giggle. “It must be wonderful!”

Cole was pleased with her response. “So, where is home Sarah?”

“Georgetown for now. My uncle had a townhouse that his firm owned. When he died two years ago, my aunt said I could use it as long as I wanted. They had no children, and she always spoiled me. Still does, I guess.”

“I understand a pushy guy like Carter becoming an FBI agent, but you don’t quite fit my image of a G-man, uh, person.”

“I grew up in Baltimore. My father’s a rabbi. When I was 12, our synagogue was vandalized and torched. Skinheads, neo-Nazis or whatever you want to call them, trying to make the news. I’ll never forget when the FBI came. My father took me to meet with them and show them the damage. When they were all finished, a tall man in a dark suit and sunglasses came to where I was sitting, mussed my hair, squatted down, and lifted his sunglasses. He looked me right in the eyes and said, ‘Don’t worry, little miss. The FBI always catches the bad guys.’ I never saw him again. But they caught the punks who burned our synagogue, and made them examples under the new Federal Hate Crime laws. First case. The FBI caught the bad guys. After college, the thought of actually practicing law didn’t appeal much to me. I always dreamed of being an FBI agent. So, I was accepted to the Academy, and here I am! More than you needed to know, right? I kind of ramble.”

“No, not at all,” Cole said. He could have listened to her talk all day.

“Problem is, I’m too good at my job—research, analysis, and all—that they won’t give me a field assignment. I love what I do, but I never get out like this!”

“So, how is it you’re out here, then? The bombings hardly connect to the Russian Mob, do they?”

“I was fast asleep when I got the call about Shipman. He’s been on my list for years. An hour later, I was on a plane. Washington picked me up at the airport.”

Cole wanted to keep her talking. The sound of her voice touched something deep inside him, but he couldn’t think of anything to say. They spent several minutes in uncomfortable silence. The sound of Washington’s heavy breathing brought a smile to Sarah’s lips.

“He puts up a good front, but he must be exhausted,” Sarah said softly.

“Have you known him long?” Cole whispered.

“Since the academy. We were classmates.”

“Nice guy.”

“Very. He said he’s been working with you since last week.”

“Picked me up in D.C., then we went to Chicago, and now here.” Cole paused. “Sarah, do your people really think Reed has a bomb?”

“Best guess?” Sarah took a deep breath. “Yes.”

As they sped along Highway 1 in silence, Cole remembered as a teenager watching the news with his father every night before dinner. He saw riots, marches, sit-ins, and the images of a country coming apart. He saw a war in a far-off black-and-white country, soldiers bandaged and bleeding, carried to helicopters, and monks setting themselves on fire for an appetizer. The table talk would be of meatloaf, vegetables, and Vietnam, hamburger, noodles, and Ho Chi Minh. At its worst, Cole’s father feared for the survival of the nation. Cole feared the draft and dying in a black-and-white rice paddy.

In the years since, the radicals and revolutionaries of Cole’s youth grew old and faded away. America grew fat, lazy, and stupid. Then Timothy McVey woke us up. All the Y2K frenzy was for naught, and the Camouflage Militia in the Idaho hills turned out to be nothing to worry about either. September 11th showed the real threat to be radical Islamic fundamentalists with a hatred for America, Jews, Christians, and the Western world in general. Then came Reed. Just like the jets slamming into the World Trade Center, we never saw him coming.

“Mr. Sage,” Sarah said, touching his arm. “My father always taught us that worry won’t make the sun set sooner or the milk uncurdle.”

“Who said I’m worried?” Cole didn’t look at her.

“Washington is snoring, and you’re working your jaw muscles like you’re trying to get pumped up for a Mr. Universe competition. We’re all in this together, and we will win. Trust me. The FBI always catches the bad guys.” She smiled as though she really believed what she was saying.

“Sorry, I didn’t realize I was—” Cole broke off. “Cole, please, call me ‘Cole.’”

“So, Cole, what do you like to do when you’re not trying to save the world’s most popular tourist spot and riding your bike across the Golden Gate Bridge? And, please, no work stories.” Sarah rolled her eyes, letting him know she thought work was not the making of the man.

“I’m a movie junkie. Can’t ever get enough. I have a granddaughter I love to take for the day and spoil.”

“A granddaughter! How is that possible? How old are you?” Sarah was surprised at herself for her blunt response and raised her hand. “Sorry, over the top.”

“No, no it’s fine. Forty-six on my birthday. My daughter Erin is 24, almost 25. Jenny is four. I don’t know how old Ben is, almost 30, I think.”

“Who’s Ben?”

“Son-in-law.”

“Jewish?”

“Presbyterian.”

“And your wife? Might as well get it all.” Sarah smiled coyly.

“Well, now there’s a story.” Cole wondered how he could tell Sarah about Ellie and Erin. He never told anyone but close friends before.

Over the next 10 minutes, Cole recounted how he had gotten reunited with Ellie and learned that Erin was his daughter. He shared the story with ease and didn’t mind some of the odd questions Sarah asked. He really liked this woman. He loved the way she smiled and frowned at the same time. He loved her directness and honest reactions. He saw in her the strength of the women from the Old Testament, and he hoped that Queen Esther or Ruth looked like her.

“You made that up,” Sarah said when Cole finished.

“I did not!” Cole said, a bit taken back.

“Just kidding! A joke.” Sarah laughed and Washington sat up with a jolt.

“Are we there?” Washington asked with panic in his voice.

“There? We’re on our way back. We didn’t want to wake you.” Cole laughed.

“Funny. I must have dozed off.”

“I guess! We’ve discovered a new level of REM—Racing Eye Movement!” Sarah poked Washington in the shoulder over the top of the seat. “It’s okay, Carter, you needed it.”

“Up on the left.” The driver spoke for the first time.

The driver showed ID at the guard shack at San Quentin’s main gate and was directed to a parking lot next to Gate G. He said they would be met there and to please wait on the sidewalk.

“Solid California granite,” Cole said, pointing to the grey fortress in front of them.

They were met by a tall, thin uniformed guard and a stout man in a pale grey suit. The guard wore mirrored sunglasses and stood ramrod straight. The man in the grey suit had his top button undone and wore a tie that was far too short to cover his belly.

“I’m Bill Conte, Assistant Warden. Welcome to San Quentin.”

Washington stepped forward and shook Conte’s hand. “Special Agent Carter Washington. This is Special Agent Spiegelman, and this is Cole Sage of the Chronicle who has agreed to assist our investigation.”

“I know Mr. Sage’s work.” Turning to Cole, he said, “I read all your columns.”

“Thank you,” Cole said as he shook Conte’s hand.

“Welcome to San Quentin, ma’am.” Conte gave Sarah a quick nod of the head.

They entered Gate G and went through a massive metal door that a guard unlocked. Two more guards sat behind a mesh barrier.

“Please pass your weapons through,” one of the guards said, pushing out a heavy metal drawer.

Washington placed his 9mm automatic in the drawer. Cole watched as Sarah reached inside her jacket and withdrew a large caliber revolver. The drawer slammed closed again with a conclusive thud.

“They’ll be waiting for you here,” the other guard said.

“This way, please.” Conte pointed with his hand palm up to a reinforced door of half-inch wire mesh.

They passed through the door and started down a long hall. The walls were an institutional green, and the tile was a speckled grey. Cole hadn’t realized it, but he somehow got in front of Sarah.

“What’s your favorite movie?” Sarah whispered over Cole’s shoulder.

“The Godfather,” Cole whispered back.

“Mine, too.”

Cole grinned from ear to ear. He wanted to turn around but felt it would spoil the moment. He walked on. They worked their way through a maze of hallways. Cole was reminded of the stories of bunkers in World War II that wound their way underground and into the sides of mountains. As they walked along, they could have been 50 feet underground as far as Cole could tell. They finally turned, and before them was a spacious, modern hub of offices and secretarial desks. The group was escorted into a conference room and seated at a long wooden table.

A very severe looking man of about 30 entered the room. He was in a white button-down oxford cloth shirt and a perfectly knotted red-and-black diamond-checked silk tie. His trousers were stiff and pressed with razor-sharp creases. He was closely shaven, but it was obvious from the dark cast of his cheeks and jaw line that he had a heavy beard.

“I’m David Abrahamoff. Sacramento sent me over to observe the interview. I want you to know I appreciate the urgency and gravity of the situation. My role here is to protect the Department of Corrections and the State of California from any possible problems arising from your zeal to get your job done. I have no doubt that you’ll conduct yourselves in a manner that will be in strict observance of Bureau regulations. If I can assist in any way, I am more than willing to lend any legal knowledge. Who’s actually doing the interview?”

“I am. Special Agent Carter Washington,” Washington said, reaching out to shake Abrahamoff’s hand. “This is Special Agent Speigelman, and this is Cole Sage, on loan to the Bureau by way of the San Francisco Chronicle.”

“How do you do?” Abrahamoff nodded without smiling at Cole and made no recognition of Sarah at all.

“We have the use of Interview Room 2. Your crew is up and ready and every word will be recorded in duplicate to ensure both our protection and the rights of Mr. Shipman.”

“Why the kid gloves?” Sarah asked.

“Shipman is from very old money that’s connected at the highest levels of government, even though he’s a violent felon with a deep-seated hatred of that very government and is sworn to its destruction. His family still says he was framed. One slip-up on our part and they would, through every means available, fight to get a new trial and eventually his freedom. We don’t want that. Ms. Speigelman, what is your role here today?”

“Observer.” Sarah’s short reply was not the explanation Abrahamoff was looking for.

“I see. Mr. Sage, I’m told you are involved in the investigation.”

“I’ve spoken to Jason Reed, the suspected bomber, twice.” At Cole’s answer, Washington’s eyes darted in his direction. “I’m here to see if any of Shipman’s statements jibe with what Reed said.”

The door opened, and a uniformed guard smiled broadly and said, “He’s here.”

“Good luck, Mr. Washington. I hope you get everything you need.”

“Thank you. Let’s get this over with.” Washington went to the door and waited as Sarah then Cole left the room. “Twice, huh?” he whispered as Cole moved past. Cole just smiled.

Cole and Sarah were ushered by a man wearing an FBI identification tag through a door between the rooms marked “1” and “2”. The room beyond was completely dark except for the glow of red and green lights on the cameras and other equipment. The cameras were mounted on extension-arm tripods facing a two-way mirror mounted above a two-foot-wide work surface. Four low-back office chairs were pushed up under the work area. Pads, pencils, and bottled water were in front of each.

“Agent Speigelman, please have a seat here.” A voice came from the darkness. A small beam of light touched the surface of the work area below the window. “Mr. Sage, next to her, please.”

As Sarah lowered herself into the chair, the room was suddenly washed in a bath of light. Carter Washington walked past the two-way mirror and smiled. In front of them, separated only by the mirror, stood Richard Edward Shipman III in an orange jumpsuit. A guard was directing him to a table in the center of the room. His feet and hands were manacled, and there was a chain connecting them. When Shipman was seated, a guard placed a baton under his chin and another guard padlocked the chains on his feet to a large steel ring in the floor. Only then did they unlock the chain connecting his feet and hands.

Shipman was a small, thin man with a large head and receding hairline. In what was an obvious effort to relieve the cramped muscles in his back, Shipman rocked and arched, pulling back his shoulders and sticking out his chest. He leaned his head hard from side to side, like a fighter loosening up. Then he sat bolt upright and stared straight ahead into the mirror. Without blinking, he began a snakelike darting movement with his tongue.

Washington sat down to the left of Shipman, and Abrahamoff to the right.

“Roll tape,” said a voice behind Cole.

“Let the record show that Special Agent Carter T. Washington of the Federal Bureau of Investigation and David D. Abrahamoff, Attorney for the Department of Corrections of the State of California are interviewing Richard Edward Shipman III at his request,” Carter said, not looking at Shipman.

“Mr. Shipman, are you here of your own free will and have you waived your right to legal representation?” Abrahamoff twisted a pen as he spoke.

“Yes.”

“You contacted the warden yesterday and told him an interesting little story. You want to tell us?” Carter pinched his lips together and continued. “Do you really think some nut has got an atomic bomb in a suitcase?”

“The warden said you might get time shaved off my sentence if I gave you information.” Shipman flicked his tongue.

“Is that what this is about, Shipman, some bullshit stunt to get time shaved? The warden said you feared for your life. What, you forget that?”

“I just want to know, if this works out, what’s it worth to you?”

“One word from me, and your cell will be moved to a room with a nice northerly exposure and an open window, just in case.” Carter smiled, showing lots of teeth.

“You’re a lawyer; can he do that?” Shipman looked at Abrahamoff and darted his tongue in and out. “Can he?”

“I represent the state, Mr. Shipman, so my opinion is really not of much import to you. I will say this: Your tone and willingness to cooperate will carry a lot of weight with Mr. Washington, I’m sure.”

Shipman rubbed small circles on the tabletop with his index fingers. He twisted his neck again, causing it to pop. He darted his tongue in and out several times before he spoke. “Mr. Washington, would you please consider requesting a reduction of my sentence if the information I provide is of value to the apprehension of the man threatening San Francisco with a nuclear device?”

“I would certainly consider it. Understand, though, I am only an FBI agent, not a judge.”

“I understand. Thank you, sir.” Shipman bobbed his head as he spoke.

“Shipman, don’t kiss my ass so hard. Might leave marks. Now, what do you know? Start at the beginning.” Carter folded his long arms across his chest as he finished.

“I have been an active member of numerous revolutionary groups since 1972. In that time, I have seen, but not participated in, numerous bombings, bank robberies, and cases of arson that involved high explosives and materials not available at your local Ace hardware store,” Shipman began.

“Hold it a minute. Okay, I get it. You’re here because you are an innocent victim of a fascist police state judicial system that is bought and sold by the power elite and dedicated to the persecution of those who would give their life for a socialist people cooperative state. Did I leave anything out? If not, no more ‘I’m innocent’ bullshit. It will cut the time by half, okay?” Washington gave a long bored sigh.

“The guy you want is Curtis Winger. He buys, sells, and steals weapons, ammunitions, explosives—you name it—and then trains people committed to a New World Power Balance to use the stuff.”

“Strike one. We’re looking for Jason Reed.” Carter shook his head.

“I know him as Curtis Reed. Same guy. We trained New People’s Army personnel in the Philippines on the use of surface-to-air missiles.” Shipman’s tongue flashed in and out as he paused between words.

“How do you know it’s him?”

“Easy. Only three groups have nukes. Russians, they’re selling; Arabs, they’re buying; and Curtis, he’s about using them. He told me in the Philippines if he ever got one, he wouldn’t be afraid to use it. I figure he has negotiated enough sales that the Russians bonused him a suitcase.” Shipman accentuated each sentence with a flick of his tongue.

“Suitcase?” Carter asked to make sure there was no misunderstanding.

“Yeah, suitcase nuke. He’s got to have one by now. He sure as hell could never buy one. Curtis isn’t about money. He told me he had half a million in a footlocker in LA, been there four or five years, and that was about five years ago. You know what he charged the NPA? A plane ticket! You believe it? A plane ticket to Frankfurt. I got 100,000 Euro in Krugerrands.”

“A truly committed radical you are,” Carter said sarcastically.

“Whatever. He’s your guy.” Shipman flicked his tongue repeatedly.

“I want a complete description. Height, weight, coloring, scars, tattoos—anything you can think of.”

“Five-four or five, little, 130 pounds maybe, wiry muscular, strong as hell, hairy arms, red hair, freckles, lots of freckles. He’s a killer. I’ve seen him kill men who looked twice as big as him with his bare hands. Strong, amazingly strong. When he had long hair, he looked like Willie Nelson, the singer. Used to really piss him off if anybody said so.” Shipman laughed and darted his tongue. “You’ll never find him though. He’s, like, invisible.”

“How do you mean?” Carter asked softly, not wanting to break the flow.

“We were in London, and he would walk into a tour group, walk for blocks, nobody would even look at him. It was like he wasn’t there. He had me try it. Ten feet, somebody spoke to me. Weird shit this guy does. Spooky. Maybe it’s the peyote. Strong medicine, and Curtis or—what’d you say his real name was?”

“Jason Reed.”

“Yeah, Reed. Always takes peyote before a big decision. Off by himself. Says he has visions. Powerful shit, that peyote. I tried it once, no more, no sir, not for me. He’s very internal. You know, keeps it all inside, a good man, strong warrior of changing the world. I would work with him anytime. But you will never find him. He’s been underground forever. Doesn’t exist, no paper, that’s why he’s sought after. But it also means you can’t cross him. He can make people disappear. Suddenly, they’re having their balls crushed by the CIA. People have tried to sell him out. Can’t be found. Like I said, invisible.”

“So, why are you so willing to give him up?”

“Crazy asshole will light the fuse. That radioactive cloud will head straight here on the south wind. I’m not willing to die for his egotism. I’ll be out of here within a year. Don’t want to die of leukemia or liver cancer, either. This is not the way to go about change. Violence must be target-directed. Killing civilians is not endearing to any cause.”

“Carter, ask him if he knows anyone in the Russian Mob.” Sarah’s voice was loud and crisp in Carter’s earpiece.

“So, tell me about the Russian mob.”

“Why?”

“Because you want to be helpful.” Carter gave Shipman a forced smile.

“I’m no Russian.”

“Names, all I want are some names. They’ll never know where the names came from.”

“Are you keeping track of my tone and willingness to cooperate?” Shipman asked.

“Noted. Names.”

“I worked with someone from the Ukraine. Arms guy. He could get you a tank! Sergei something. Wait. Nakarifeiv, Sergei Nakarifeiv. Lives in Prague.”

“Okay, who else?”

“How safe are we in here?” Shipman pointed at the two-way mirror.

“Nobody there but Feds.”

“Ahem.” Abrahamoff cleared his throat.

“And a witness.”

“To what?” screamed Shipman. As he tried to stand, his tongue manically darted in and out.

“He’s FBI security, cleared all the way to the President. Now sit, more names.”

“That’s it. This gets out, I’m dead. You know what these Russian Mob guys do to snitches. No more, no more!” Shipman frantically pulled at his chains, and began rocking in his chair and groaning, all the while repeatedly darting his tongue in and out.

“Who’s the contact for Nakarifeiv?” Sarah asked through the earpiece.

“I need Nakarifeiv’s contact. If you want any help from me!” Carter tried to shout over Shipman’s howling.

“You killed me!” Shipman screamed and started to beat his forehead on the table.

Over and over, he pounded his head against the tabletop. Half standing and slamming it down like a karate demonstration in a high school gym, he appeared to be trying to break the table in half. Twisting and turning, Shipman moaned, continually flicking his tongue in his bazaar snake-like fashion. Time and again, his head made contact. Once he slammed down on the table’s edge, gashing a broad deep cut just below his thinning hairline. As Carter Washington watched in dismay, large plops of blood began streaming onto the Formica table. As Shipman’s head slammed down, a spray of crimson splashed across the table like someone stomping a ketchup packet and slashed a trail across Abrahamoff’s brilliant white shirt. The lawyer sat frozen, gazing down as blood hit the front of his clothing a second time.

“Maybe we should go.” Washington pulled on Abrahamoff’s arm as he passed him on his way toward the door. “Guard! Guard!” Washington yelled as he rapped on the door.

Abrahamoff stood motionless, looking down at the bloody stains across his abdomen. Carter reached over and took the handkerchief square from the attorney’s jacket pocket and gently wiped two spots of blood from Abrahamoff’s neck, just above his collar. He handed him the soiled handkerchief, and Abrahamoff dropped it to the floor like it was leprous.

“Stop the cameras, kill audio,” the voice behind Cole and Sarah said flatly.

Through the window, Cole watched the now-silent scene of two guards trying to subdue Shipman as he pounded and splashed his bloody head repeatedly against the table. In exasperation, one of the guards put his baton around Shipman’s neck with both hands and pulled him back, struggling to keep him from striking the table again. Finally, choking and gagging, Shipman went limp, unable to breath. With swift efficient movements, the other guard loosed the chains connecting him to the ring on the floor and replaced the chain connecting Shipman’s hands and feet. Grabbing him under each arm, as though they’d done it a thousand times, the expressionless guards dragged the prisoner from the room, toes dragging the floor, blood running from his forehead.

“That was lovely,” Cole said.

“No comment.” Sarah stared ahead, unflinching.

“You certainly don’t question why these people are locked up.”

“Seems his family could have easily gotten a competency hearing and won it hands down,” Sarah said, turning to face Cole.

“Old money wants no crazies dangling from the family tree if they can help it.” Washington entered the room and his voice boomed across it. “Let’s go.”

As they approached the final obstacle to their exit and freedom, they saw Abrahamoff retrieving several objects from the guards.

“You’ll not hear from me,” he said, without turning around.

“Thanks for your help today,” Washington replied.

Abrahamoff did not respond. He picked up his briefcase and left the building.

On the way back to San Francisco, Cole and Sarah talked and laughed as though they had known each other forever. Stories of Cole’s travels and work met with Sarah’s tales of FBI life and her year on a kibbutz in Israel made the time pass far too quickly to suit either.

Shortly before they arrived back at the hotel that housed the visiting legion of FBI agents and technicians, Cole reached out, touched Sarah’s sleeve, and leaned toward her. “Is it against regulations to have dinner with someone involved in an investigation?” Cole whispered.

“I hope not.” Sarah smiled.

“Meet you in the lobby at 7?”

“How about 6?”

“I’ll be here.”

The car pulled up to the curb in front of the Pickwick Hotel, and Sarah got out. Carter Washington turned and smiled at Cole.

“You’re an old smoothie, you are.”

“Come on, Carter, it’s just—” Cole didn’t finish. Carter Washington was out of the car and bounding across the sidewalk behind Sarah. Cole watched as they both disappeared inside the hotel.


CHAPTER 11


At a quarter to 6, Cole walked into the lobby of the Pickwick Hotel. He had gone home and shaved again, showered again, and changed his shirt three times. He made reservations at a small Italian restaurant in the Noe Valley and put in a special order for tiramisu. Cole’s stomach was churning, and he’d broken out in a cold sweat. He felt like a kid on his first date. Then he saw her.

Sarah stood next to an oversized chair that faced the elevators. She wore a brilliant fire engine red dress. The top of the dress was highlighted by a band around her neck and was formfitting to the waist, leaving her shoulders bare. From her waist, the skirt spread out in a flowing fullness that seemed to sway, even though she was standing still. Around her shoulders, was draped a black lace shawl that hung gracefully over her arms. She held a small black clutch detailed in rhinestones. This glorious vision was standing atop a pair of red stiletto heels with toes as sharp as a fresh pencil. Cole could hardly breathe.

Sarah saw Cole at the same moment he saw her. Her smile seemed to outshine the lights in the room. Her raven hair was pulled back and accentuated her long, graceful neck. Earlier in the day, she hadn’t worn make up or at least not enough for Cole to notice. Now she wore red lipstick to match her dress and a glistening blush upon her cheeks. With her dark hair and porcelain skin, she was like a glamorous illustration and not a living breathing person. Her eyes sparkled like the bluest sapphires and projected the same smile that was on her lips. She was altogether beautiful.

“You look amazing,” Cole said as he reached her.

“Thank you,” Sarah said softly, looking down at her bag.

From beneath her soft makeup, Cole could see the natural rose of her blushing cheeks. “You FBI people seem to be prepared for any occasion!” he exclaimed in mock surprise.

“I’m just a girl let loose in San Francisco with an American Express card. You like?” Sarah twirled around, the skirt floating away from her body, giving the sensation of slow motion. She stopped to face Cole and beamed, seeing she made the desired impression.

“You are lovely. Shall we?” Cole offered her his arm. She took it, and Cole thought he felt a squeeze.

At the door of Mia Sophia Restaurante, Cole and Sarah were met by the owner, Anthony Fabiani, who took them to a booth neatly tucked into the corner, far from the noise of the kitchen door. The Mia Sophia was a journey into what restaurants must have been like a hundred years ago. The table was a classic red-and-white check. A red candle burned from a short Chianti bottle, the wax of many years flowed down to all but cover its woven straw base. Napkin rings made of tomato paste cans made for a sharp contrast to the dazzling white of the starched napkins.

“Per la signora giovane bella.” Fabiani handed Sarah a large burgundy leather menu folder. “May I suggest the Clam Linguine this evening? Followed by the Giant Sea Scallop Scampi?”

“Doesn’t sound kosher to me,” Cole said softly to Sarah.

“Thank you,” Sarah said with a grin.

“I think Saltimbocca alla Romana for tonight and the Spinach Ravioli.”

“Bella, bella, scelta eccellente! And for the wine?”

“Nothing tonight, grazie.” Cole smiled.

“And he speaks Italian?” Sarah said slyly.

“Restaurant Italian only.”

“This is lovely, Cole. A place only a native would know.”

“Transplanted native.”

“So, why did you leave Chicago? Wasn’t it home?”

“To me, California is really home. I have always wanted to work in San Francisco, and when I found out about Erin, it just felt right. So, I moved. Funny thing is, Erin and Ben decided to move to the Bay Area at the same time, a job offer for Ben, actually.”

“When I get back to D.C., I’ll be taking a new position. Quite a promotion, actually.” Sarah took a deep breath. “It’s a five-year commitment. No transfers, no promotions.” She watched Cole’s face for a reaction.

Cole smiled, but his eyes showed the disappointment he was feeling. It was foolish, he knew, but he thought, maybe, just maybe, he found someone. Stupid, he thought to himself, you’ve known her 10 hours and three of those you were apart. Still, he felt a void, a void that had, if only for a few hours, been filled by this beautiful, bright, witty woman. Did she seen him falling? She let him down so easily, yet so early in the evening. It wouldn’t work; she knew it all along. Now he knew it. She saw the disappointment.

“Congratulations. Is it the direction you want? I mean, is it a step in the right direction or—”

“I thought it was.” Sarah blushed. “Cole.” There was a long pause, and Sarah picked at a thread on the hem of her napkin. “I need to say something. It may sound strange. I hope you’ll understand my heart and not my words. In the past few hours, I have felt, I don’t know, a connection. It sounds funny, but I haven’t met anyone in a long time who I felt anything for. I am so very lonely, Cole.” Tears welled up in Sarah’s eyes as she spoke. “What I’m trying to say is, I wish things were different. Oh!” Her eyes burned with the frustration of not being able to say what she felt. “I have never spent $500 on a dress in my life—and shoes! The shoes, $200! I, I—” Sarah looked up at Cole with a lovely smile and a tear running down her cheek. She refocused on the napkin again. “What I mean to say is—” She paused.

“It’s the most beautiful 700 bucks I’ve ever seen,” Cole said softly. “Look, I’ve been alone a long time. Part by choice, part because I wasn’t ready to, I don’t know, be open enough, approachable enough. But this morning, when you came to my house, I saw something in you that I hadn’t seen in a long, long time. It was almost palpable, a sense of—I don’t want to sound like some New Age aura reader or anything silly like that—but I felt like a missing part of me had just been found. We really don’t know each other. I mean, it’s been, what, 10 hours since we met? But I feel like I’ve known you forever.

“I realize the obstacles in our way: 3,000 miles for starters, crazy schedules, and what would you tell your family? ‘Papa, I met this goy newspaperman in San Francisco.’” Cole looked down.

“We’ll always have Paris.” Sarah did a really bad Humphrey Bogart impersonation. “Life’s not very fair, is it? The hard part is, I think we’re old enough to know we’re shot down before we even get started. I’ve seen it, you’ve seen it.”

Cole reached across the table and took Sarah’s hand. “What if—”

“Here we are.” The waiter set a plate in front of Sarah as Cole jerked his hand back. “And for you, sir.”

As the first waiter swept away, a second waiter in a white shirt and apron appeared and set steaming dishes of veal and ravioli on the table. A young woman placed a plate of antipasto and salad on the table, and finally a third waiter placed a soup tureen near the edge of the table.

“Goda il vostro pasto! Enjoy your meal.” Anthony Fabiani returned to the table with a bow and a smile as he tried to find space for a basket of warm bread.

“This is enough for an army!” Sarah giggled.

“Private Sage, ready for duty.”

Cole and Sarah laughed and talked as they attacked the dinner. The smiles were frequent. They kept the conversation light. The breadbasket was refilled twice, and the food disappeared.

Sarah pressed her napkin to her lips and sighed. “I give up.”

“Not yet! The highlight of the evening is about to arrive.” Cole smiled.

“You’re going to sing Puccini?”

“The tiramisu! Special ordered.”

As if on cue, the waiters appeared, cleared the table, and swept the crumbs onto a small silver tray with a soft brush. Fabiani appeared with the luscious creamed desert and two chilled plates. From out of nowhere, he produced two long-tined forks chilled to near freezing.

“Now for Mr. Sage, something special. A little surprise for you and the lovely lady.” Fabiani motioned with his arm and the wait staff all appeared again. The oldest waiter held a beetle-back mandolin and gently began to strum. And, just like in the movies, softly sang “Bella Notte.”

“That’s kind of like you and me, huh? Lady and the Tramp.”

“Beauty and the Beast, more like.” Sarah winked and reached across and took Cole’s hand.

As the valet brought the car around, Cole stood and just breathed in the magic of the city, the warm summer air, and the amazing woman holding onto his arm.

“Is there somewhere we could go for a walk?”

“You got your gun?” Cole teased.

“Maybe,” Sarah said, showing no evidence either way.

A few minutes later, Cole pulled into what must have been the only parking space for 10 miles in any direction. The Giants were playing at home, and the sound of the game murmured in the distance. The rejuvenation of the Embarcadero brought new life to the bay front area of the city. Just south of Pier 39 was a new well-lit walkway. The sound of the bay on one side and the Giants playing in their beautiful ballpark on the other gave the area a charm like nowhere else in the world. Cole and Sarah walked arm in arm past couples they didn’t notice and who never noticed them. Cole glanced at his watch; it was nearly 8:30. He smiled, knowing the night was young.

“Cole,” Sarah’s voice took on a serious tone. “What’s going to happen with Reed?”

“I had forgotten all about him,” Cole said, realizing it was true. Since they left San Quentin, he hadn’t given the rest of the world a thought. “I don’t know.”

“Can’t you leave for a while?” Sarah paused. “Come to D.C. with me?”

“It’s kind of funny now, but I asked Ben not to go to work today, to stay out of the city. Nothing happened. Maybe nothing will.”

“You don’t believe that. I can see it in your face.”

“No foolin’ the Feds.” Cole smiled.

“No foolin’ someone who cares.”

They continued their walk until they reached the giant bow and arrow statue at the end of the walkway. They sat and talked at the base of the statue. The air began to cool, and Cole wrapped his leather jacket around Sarah’s shoulders. They felt resigned to the loss of what they had found. Their words did a slow waltz across the tops of their meaning.

For a long moment, they stared into each other’s eyes. Cole reached up and touched her cheek.

His mind raced, trying to remember the Yiddish phrase he needed. “Kish mir? (Kiss me?)”

“Oy, such a mensch. (Oh, what a nice gentlemen),” Sarah whispered as their lips met.

Cole kissed Sarah with a deep longing. It was more of a goodbye than the first kiss of lovers. Sarah took Cole’s face in her hands and stared into his eyes. She had the most beautiful eyes he had ever seen. They held the dreams that would leave an ache of what might have been behind as a wispy fading memory.

Sarah wrapped her arms around Cole’s neck and kissed him long and deep. As she pulled back, he saw tears running down her cheeks. She stood and turned her back for a long moment.

“I didn’t know it would be like this. What could dinner hurt, I thought?” Sarah said, wiping her cheeks with her slender fingers. She took a deep breath and said, “I’m booked on the 11:30 flight back to D.C. I should probably get back to the hotel.”

Cole just stared at her. He couldn’t believe the ache he was feeling. He stood and reached out his hand. Sarah rushed to throw her arms around him.

“I feel like such a fool. I don’t know what has come over me.” Sarah put her arm around Cole’s waist and her head against his shoulder as they walked to the car.

At the Pickwick, Cole pulled into the valet parking area and asked the attendant for a minute. Sarah rested her head on Cole’s shoulder all the way back from the Embarcadero, and they held hands.

“Please, can we just say goodbye here?” Sarah said, sitting straight and turning to face Cole.

“You don’t make it easy on a guy, do you?”

“I’m not good at goodbyes,” Sarah said apprehensively.

“This has been a dream, Sarah.” Cole repressed the almost unbearable need to tell her he loved her. “We have to find—”

“Like kids at summer camp that promise to write?” Her voice was somehow steeled to what was about to happen. She was leaving part of her soul. She knew her chance had come and, like twice before, she let it slip away. First, her high school sweetheart she left behind for college, then the handsome attorney who asked her to marry him. She chose the FBI academy. Twice she turned her back on love. She knew that this man, this night, was the greatest gift she would ever be given, and now she would turn her back on him, too. And like a suitor too often rejected, love would not come to Sarah Spiegelman again.

“Goodbye, mien teier (beloved).” Sarah kissed Cole on the cheek and slid across the seat and out of the car. She was gone.


CHAPTER 12


Jason Reed walked along Market Street, a sneer of disgust on his lips. Today was the day. All these materialistic leeches attached to the planet would die. Gimme, gimme, gimme, he thought, and then you put it in a plastic bag. As he approached the corner of Fifth and Market, the sidewalk traffic seemed to swell. Just ahead was the San Francisco Shopping Centre, a mecca to the greedy, the wealthy, and the envious. The names of expensive stores beckoned to anyone with money or a charge card.

Swept along by the flow of shoppers and tourists, Reed found himself entering the building. He couldn’t breathe. Around his vision, he saw the sparkle and colors of his peyote vision. He bent over and put his palms on his knees. He gasped for air. For a moment, he thought he was going down.

In front of him rising to the heavens was the sign. His sign, his vision. His mission was not his imagination. The DNA helix that floated above San Francisco was standing in front of him. Its golden color and polished glass was a sign from God. This is where he would detonate the bomb.

In the fall of 2002, the San Francisco Shopping Centre opened, and to the delight of its planners, turned into a major shopping and tourist destination. One of the most remarkable features of the Centre was the double helix spiral escalator that carried shoppers to Nordstrom heaven. It was the only one of its kind in the United States and moved the tens of thousands of people who visited the Centre each year.

Reed stood tall and approached the first step. As he placed his foot on the curving spiral he leaned his head back and imagined he was within the DNA of the Universe. He began to laugh, and tears rolled down his face. He was where he was born to be. Mel Lyman was wrong; Jason Reed was the Christ, the Chosen one. Lyman was his John the Baptist, a voice crying in the wilderness to herald the coming Messiah. As he reached the top, Reed wiped his eyes. Tomorrow he would bring on the revolution that would save the planet.

*     *     *     *     *

Cole awoke on the sofa with a deep crease on the right side of his face and a sharp pain in his neck. He dropped off to sleep about 2 a.m., thinking about Sarah. Within the span of 24 hours, he had fallen completely in love and then been totally denied the hope of a future with her. Cole sat up and rubbed his face. He shaved so close the afternoon before that it was still smooth.

He untwisted the tangled material of his shirt. The sweet fragrance of Sarah’s perfume floated up, bringing back the vision of her laughing at dinner. Cole pulled the shoulder of his shirt around and took in a deep sweet lungful of Sarah one last time. Standing, he took off the shirt and tossed it into the clothes hamper as he crossed the bedroom to the bathroom. He showered to wash away the clouds of sleep.

He dressed in a pair of corduroy trousers and a short-sleeved plaid shirt. A bit casual, but he needed the freedom of movement today. No tie, no jacket. Comfort was the order of the day. In the kitchen, he made café mocha and toasted an onion bagel. He didn’t get the paper, and he didn’t turn on the TV news. He sat quietly at the kitchen table sipping his coffee. The phone rang, startling Cole from his free float of thought.

“Yeah,” he said softly.

“Mr. Sage, Cole Sage?”

“Yeah.”

“This is Carl Klauss, Warden at Corcoran State Prison. I have a call for you from Charles Manson. Are you willing to take the call?”

“Charlie Manson wants to talk to me? You got to be kidding.”

“No, this is legit. He has asked to talk to you as a member of the press. He wants to make a statement regarding Jason Reed.”

“Charlie knows Reed?”

“That I don’t know. I do know he has the right to make outside calls. Since the Department of Corrections has certain restrictions on his activities, it is my responsibility to place the calls and verify that the party he wishes to speak to is not on the restricted list. Can you please verify your place of employment?”

“I’m a columnist for the San Francisco Chronicle.”

“Do you have any previous relationship with Mr. Manson outside of your position with the Chronicle?”

“I interviewed Manson back in about ’83 or ’84, if I remember right. Other than that, no contact wanted or needed.”

“He has 10 minutes. Have fun.” For the first time, Klauss didn’t sound like he was reading.

“Hello?” Cole said after several seconds of listening to the phone hum softly.

“Hey, brother!” The voice on the phone had that quaky, slightly Southern timbre he knew as Charles Manson’s.

“It’s been a long time, Charlie. How am I so honored?”

“This guy Reed? He’s not right. He talked to you, right? You were righteous with me, so I figure you were righteous with him. Let me tell you, you need to set him straight.” Manson’s staccato speech showed both signs of his excitement and obvious aging since Cole last spoke with him.

“So, what are you thinking Charlie?”

“Hard to find anyone who’ll say what’s right is right.”

“So, what is it you think I should tell Reed?”

“That is not my responsibility. I don’t tell people what to do.”

“But you think I can set him straight.” Cole tried not to show his amusement by this noncommittal directive from Manson. “Hey, you’re the leader of radical thought and thinkers, right? Tell me what to say.”

“No, I am not responsible for you. Your karma is not mine.” Manson slowed his speech for the dramatic effect.

“Truth is, I talked to him and didn’t get anything from him that made any sense. I mean, how can a person threaten to kill thousands of people because they won’t listen to his ranting about the world and the truth that he has that can save it? What makes what he has to say ‘the truth’?”

“The truth is now; the truth is right here; the truth is this minute, and this minute we exist.”

“Oh bullshit, Charlie! And how did you come up with that jewel? Divine inspiration? Or did you come up with it this minute? What is your concern? You reject his scorched-earth kind of revolution? Sounds like a 21st century Helter Skelter to me. You know, you’re not the first person that people come to when looking for a moral compass. So, what do you know about Reed?”

“The only way that I’ve been able to live on that side of the road was outside the law. I have always lived outside the law. When you live outside the law, it’s pretty hard. You can’t call the man for protection. You have got to pretty much protect your own.” Manson sounded pleased with himself.

“Like Dylan said, ‘To live outside the law, you must be honest’? Come on, Manson, step up to the plate. Some people still listen to you, the last living outlaw radical murdering philosophizer of the ’60s. If I were you, I would make a statement that (a) makes sense and (b) will help the situation. Help me, help the children who might die, I don’t know, but instead of this stream of soap bubbles, give me something to work with here. Who knows? He might listen to you.” Cole was trying not to completely lose his temper, but he’d had enough of the fun and games.

“You assume what you would do in my position, but that doesn’t mean that is what I did in my position. It doesn’t mean that my philosophy is valid. It’s only valid to me. Your philosophies, they are whatever you think they are, and I don’t particularly care what you think they are.”

“So, you have nothing to offer.” Cole sighed.

“Wrong is, wrong is, wrong is, you keep on, you pile it in your mind. I have just been sitting in jail thinking nothing. Nothing to think about.”

“I’m confused,” Cole interrupted. “If you aren’t thinking, what’s this all about? You wasted your call on me, and you have nothing to say? Same ol’ same ol,’ huh, Charlie? I can’t tell you what to do but—”

“You can say everything is the same, but it is always different. It is the same, but it is always different. You can ‘but’ it to death. You can say, ‘You are right, but, but, but.’” Manson’s voice was taking on a defensive tone.

“Okay, so words won’t work. So, I’ll just hunt Reed down and shoot him. Survival of the fittest, law of the jungle? That’s the reason you’ve spent your whole life behind bars. There has to be a means of protecting without sinking to that level.” Cole realized he was talking to Manson but arguing with himself.

“You can’t live within the law and protect yourself. You can’t knock the guy down when he comes over and starts to rape one of the girls, or starts to bring some speed or dope up there. You can’t enforce your will over someone inside the law.”

“Charlie, did you read what this guy wrote? All this ‘blow up the SUVs, save the planet’ crap? It isn’t real. A bunch of losers and dopers sitting around listening to music getting stoned and stumble on the key of the universe. It didn’t work in ’69, and it won’t work now.” Cole was nearly shouting into the phone.

“It is not my conspiracy. It is not my music. I hear what it relates. It says, ‘Rise!’ It says, ‘Kill!’ Why blame it on me? I didn’t write the music. I am not the person who projected it into your social consciousness, that sanity that you projected into your social consciousness, today. You put so much into the newspaper and then you expect people to believe what is going on. I say, back to the facts again.” Manson spoke slowly and softly. He was trying to communicate, Cole had taken him seriously, and he wanted to be heard.

“The fact is, there is a God. He’s in control. He guides the universe. It isn’t all that “Stars That Play with Laughing Sam’s Dice” stuff! We need order. After all these years, you still don’t get it.” Cole’s voice questioned as if pleading.

Manson spoke. “You are too deaf, dumb, and blind to stop what you are doing. You point and you ridicule. But it’s okay, it’s all okay. It doesn’t really make any difference, because we are all going to the same place anyway. It’s all perfect. There is a God. He sits right over here beside me. That is your God. This is your God. But let me tell you something: There is another Father, and he has much more might than you imagine.”

“Another Father? Who, Satan?”

“It is hard for you to conceive of a philosophy of someone who may not think. In your world, it’s hard because your understanding and your values are different.”

“So, that’s all you’ve learned, then?”

“You tell me something and, tomorrow, I try to repeat it, if I didn’t write it down, I couldn’t tell you what you said. Let alone a year ago, let alone eight months ago, let alone a week ago. I am forgetful. I forget one day to the next. I forget what day it is or what month it is or what year it is.”

“Charlie, why did you call me? You bored or something? I figured you had something I could print; maybe Reed would see it, and change the course he’s on. Did you know Mel Lyman? Your paths ever cross? We printed Reed’s letter; if you got something to say, we’ll print that, too. So, what are we doing here?”

“You just sell those newspapers for public opinion, just like you are all hung on public opinion, and none of you have any idea what you’re doing. You are just doing what you are doing for the money, for a little bit of attention from someone.” Manson took a long pause. Cole thought for a moment that he hung up. “I can’t dislike you, but I will say this to you: You haven’t got long before you are all going to kill yourselves because you are all crazy.

“The worlds a chess game, and the pawns make all the money for the kings who sit protected. We are all terrorists, we have started the revolution with the pollution, and it will stop. People won’t stop, they love the cars and the toys that pollute, and why should we care? It won’t affect us? One way or another, it will stop. We have started it with the trees.”

“I think that I shall never see a poem as lovely as a tree. A tree that looks at God all day and lifts her leafy arms to pray. Poems are made by fools like me, but only God can make a tree.” Cole laughed. “I learned that in school.”

“That’s it. Good luck, brother.” Manson giggled, and Cole heard the dial tone.

As he sat looking down at his half-eaten toast, Cole remembered an interview he saw with Charles Manson years before. The interviewer asked him, “Are you crazy?” and Manson replied, “Of course I’m crazy, I am completely insane. But before, it meant something. Now everyone is crazy.” You may be right, Charlie, he thought. He picked up the toast and took a bite.

*     *     *     *     *

Across town, Jason Reed returned to his room from Bay Shore Marina. He bought a three-pronged sea striker, a wicked-looking spear tip with barbed ends, and six feet of chrome marine chain. The old man in the back of the shop was happy to drill a hole in the striker and fit it with a heavy-duty chain clasp after Reed gave him two pulls from his hip flask. Reed had the end of the chain fitted with the same kind of clasp.

Reed broke into a cold sweat fitting the triggering mechanism into the suitcase. The wiring was difficult and one short, one misstep, and the bomb would detonate. The concept was simple enough. The arming device was a toggle switch he picked up at the Radio Shack store. Wiring the toggle switch was not a problem. The circuit that would detonate the bomb was more complex. Once the arming device was set, a pressure switch would delay the current until Reed raised his finger, allowing the completion of the circuit, and then—and only then—the bomb would explode.

Reed examined his work closely. There would be no second chance, no do-overs. If it didn’t work, he would be captured. That could not happen. He ran his finger over the piece of black electrical tape covering the arming switch. Everything was ready.

The suitcase was not extremely heavy, but it was heavy enough to require Reed to focus and concentrate on not looking like he was struggling. Once on the Muni bus, he looked like any other tourist. As he glanced around at the other passengers, he spotted at least three people with luggage of various sizes. He was just another less-than-fashionable guy with a suitcase riding public transportation. He was miles from an airport or bus station. Market Street was a menagerie of highbrows and street people, each walking his own path. Not a cop in sight. Jason Reed was invisible.

With a stride that showed definiteness of purpose, Reed entered the San Francisco Shopping Centre. He walked to the foot of the escalator, set the suitcase down, and took off his backpack. With a quick unzip of the backpack, he took the clasp on the chain and clipped it to the handle of the suitcase. A second later, he thrust the three prongs of the sea striker into the grooves of the step as it began its collapsing arch to flatten and recycle. The prong grabbed and the barbs held. The screeching of metal echoed off the walls of the atrium. The striker jammed into the edge of the step and stopped the escalator.

The loud pounding pulse of an alarm blared out. People screamed, and several fell face-first as the escalator jerked to a halt. Bodies rolled and tumbled. Grunts and groans mixed with the alarm. The rhythmic pulse seemed a counter-rhythm to the cries for help. An old lady in a white pantsuit who lay bleeding and twisted called to Reed for assistance. She had come to a stop at the base of the stairs and tried to crawl from the escalator. Reed pulled back and shoved her with his foot flat against her side, sending her sliding across the smooth polished floor. She laid face down, panting and sobbing.

To his right, a security guard appeared at full stride. Reed dropped to an Indian-style crossed-leg seated position. He tore the tape from the triggering switch, depressed the switch with his thumb, and laid his palm flat against the suitcase, his forearm along the top just like he practiced for hours in his room. It was comfortable, and he knew he could stay in position for as long as needed. He tore the tape from the arming switch and flipped it to the “on” position.

“I have a bomb!”

The security guard slid to a stop, nearly falling over only 20 feet from where Reed sat. A man shoved a woman to the floor as he pushed past her running for the exit. A fat Asian man in an Alcatraz sweatshirt tripped on the taunt chain as he ran down the escalator, sprawling to the floor and nearly landing on the old woman in the white pantsuit. The screaming and panic turned the passive shoppers into pushing, clawing beasts as they dropped their bags and packages and ran for the exits. It had begun.


CHAPTER 13


Nine blue uniformed San Francisco police officers surrounded Jason Reed, guns drawn, faces grim. Reed sat calmly, hand resting on the top of the suitcase, index finger depressing the detonation switch of the first nuclear weapon to be used against the United States of America. The adrenaline of the first few moments of the siege faded away, and the peace of determination now warmed Reed. Ten minutes passed.

Reed was a bit disappointed by the lack of recognition he received when he identified himself. He realized that his impression of police as illiterate thugs must be true. They didn’t read the newspaper, that was simple, but hadn’t the Feds prepared for him? Maybe Cole Sage had not told anyone of his call. No, he thought, no negative energy. This was his moment. He would not let it be drained by ungrounded thoughts and worries; these who surrounded him were the beat cops, the first to arrive. The suits would arrive soon. Then he would make his final statement.

It didn’t take long for Carter Washington to get the call. The FBI Task Force was rolling within minutes and in position outside the San Francisco Shopping Centre within 10. Washington was given command of any situation that might arise from Reed’s threats. His first order was to evacuate the surrounding 10-block area. All available buses and light rail were put into service, and traffic on Market Street was blocked off for a mile in both directions to allow anyone with a car fast access and passage from the area.

If Reed truly had a nuclear weapon, all was for naught, but Washington was committed to removing the threat by any means possible. As he stood in front of the San Francisco Shopping Centre, his cell phone rang.

“Carter?” a familiar voice said.

“Yes?”

“This is the President. I want you to know I am behind you. You’re a good man, and whatever happens out there, your best will be good enough.”

“Thank you, sir,” Washington said softly.

“You believe in prayer?”

“Yes, sir. My mother always got good results.”

“When we hang up here, I’m gonna empty the Oval Office, and I’m gonna start praying for you that you’ll be given the wisdom to do what is needed. That all right with you?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Is there anything you need? Anything, you got it.”

“I think the thing I need is your prayers,” Washington replied.

“Then I better get to it. God be with you. Carter?”

“Yes, sir.”

“It’s going to be fine. I believe it to my soul.”

“So do I, sir.”

“Call me when it’s over.”

“Will do. Thank you, sir.”

The call was over. Washington flipped his phone closed and walked through the doors into the San Francisco Shopping Centre. He stopped just inside and took a long look around the lobby and up to the beautiful 500,000 pounds of steel and glass that made up the dome. He thought it odd that so many, spent so much time, and money to build something so beautiful, only to have one man sit waiting to bring it all down.

A tall, ruddy-faced officer approached Washington. As he neared, Washington glanced around for Reed but saw nothing.

“I’m McMartin, sir. The man you’re looking for is around the other side.”

“Look, you’re the senior man here, right?” Washington asked.

“Yes, sir.”

“I need you to be as honest with me as you can. I’m Carter, and you are…”

“David, sir.”

“Okay, David. You and I are all that’s between this place coming down and maybe hundreds of people being hurt, getting deathly sick, or dying. I don’t want that to happen. Moreover, I don’t want it to happen to us. How many men do you have in there?”

“Nine total.”

“Anybody you wouldn’t trust with your life?”

“Couple.” David McMartin looked Washington directly in the eyes.

“First order: Get them out of the building. Anyone spoken to Reed?”

“No, sir.”

“Has he said anything?”

“Only that he has a bomb.”

“David, we think he has a nuke.”

“In a suitcase, sir?”

“Yes. I need to talk to him. I want you to pull your people back. Get rid of those you don’t want here. Don’t tell them what I’ve told you yet. In time, in time. Ready?”

“I suppose so, sir.”

Washington offered his hand, and the two men shook.

As they walked to the far side, Washington thought he heard McMartin say something. “Pardon?”

“Sorry, I was praying.”

“We’ll be all right.”

As they rounded the upward spiral of the first escalator, Washington saw Jason Reed for the first time. Always one to pride himself on reading a first impression, Carter Washington smiled.

“Doesn’t look like much,” he whispered to McMartin.

“See his finger? We figure it’s the switch. If he let’s go, it will blow.”

“Let’s not give him any reason to do that.”

McMartin signaled to his men to fall back. Carter Washington took a long, deep breath and approached Reed.

“Mr. Reed, I’m Special Agent Carter Washington of the FBI. What’s going on here?”

“You the top guy?”

“I’m the one here for now. What’s in the suitcase?”

“My promise.”

“How’s that?”

“I told Cole Sage. You know him?”

“I do. Why don’t you tell me, though? First-hand.”

“I’m not ready to set it off. Not yet. So no need to stall for backup to arrive. See, if your sharpshooters or anybody shoots me or rushes me, I lift my finger, the bomb goes off. Still want to chat?”

“What do you want, Reed? I mean, really. Certainly, you don’t want to die. I read your letter in the paper. You have some good points, but is this the best way to get the job done?”

“When this bomb does its job, millions around the world who believe like I do will take to the streets. It’s like the bell at the start of a fight. Ding, round one.” Reed smiled, obviously pleased with his attempt at humor. “I have decided that my message has not reached enough people. Did you know the cops didn’t know my name?”

“Is that what this is about? Fame? Let’s stop right here then. You will be famous. I’ll even get you on Larry King. First, let’s drop this whole bomb idea.”

“Drop the bomb idea.” Reed laughed. “Did you realize what you said? That’s very funny. Drop the bomb.”

“You seem like a smart guy, Reed. Why wouldn’t you want to see this to the end?”

“I’m smart enough to know you’re up to something. We are not friends. You’re not here for a chat. I am focused on my mission, and you are not going to talk me out of it. Is that clear? We can save each other a lot of time and energy if we can agree on that one point. Get Cole Sage down here. I want to do my last interview. Just Sage, nobody else. Tell him to bring a yellow pad and a pencil. A yellow one, got it? I have a feeling I will fatigue quickly. From the Marina to here shouldn’t take more than 20 minutes, especially with an escort. Go.”

Washington took his radio from his waist and spoke in quick sharp bursts. “Jamal, get SFPD to pick up Cole Sage at his house ASAP. Fast, got me? Real fast.”

“I’m on it,” the radio crackled in return.

Washington flipped open his cell phone and pushed a button. “Cole, Carter. A police car is on its way to pick you up. I’m with Reed. He wants one last interview.”

“Tell him just him, no coats or jackets, sweaters, nothing like that. Shirtsleeves.” Reed’s tone was firm and unwavering as he interrupted.

“Reed says just you, a pad and a pencil. And Cole, shirtsleeves.”

“Where are you?” Cole finally spoke.

“The big shopping centre on Market. I’ll meet you out front.” Washington paused. He could hear a siren on Cole’s end of the line.

“They’re here. I’m gone.” Cole hung up the phone.

“He’s on his way, Mr. Reed.”

“Then your job is done. Goodbye.” Reed made a flipping motion with his hand as if brushing away a fly.

Washington made an amused huffing sound through his nose and turned and walked away.

It took only 12 minutes for the police cruiser to deliver Cole to the front door on Market.

“Cole, you okay with this? You don’t have to—”

“Nice disclaimer. You learn that in the academy?” Cole smiled and raised his eyebrows.

“Here’s the deal. You’re on your own. Get whatever he wants off his chest and take your time. You probably can get closer than anyone else will be able to. Take in every detail of that suitcase you can. Don’t make notes. He might ask to see what you’ve written. You’ve interviewed a lot of people. I’m not going to tell you how to do your job but—”

“Carter, I get it. What are you going to do?”

Washington took Cole’s shoulder and turned him away from an army of police lining the sidewalk. “I have no idea. The trigger to this thing is a reverse switch; if he lets off pressure, it goes off. Can’t shoot him, can’t grab him. It seems to be his game. Our best defense is to stall.”

“How’s he gonna know it’s me?”

“What do you mean?”

“He has never seen me that I know of. Can’t you send in some Ninja Fibby and take him?”

“No prep time. He might not know what you look like, but he knows your background, and he knows your voice. He knows what you’ve written, and he knows what you talked about. You’re it, brother.”

“Well, let’s get to it.” Cole shrugged.

“One last thing. I talked to Sarah last night. Fine lady, but she’s a lifer, Cole. Lifers are funny. Sooner or later, the Bureau wins out over everything. It already won out over you. You’re a good guy, Cole. Trust me, let it go.”

“Why are you doing this? Why now?”

“I don’t want any unnecessary distractions. Just focus on Reed.”

“This isn’t friendly advice, is it?”

“Pure FBI,” Washington said with a deadpan look.

Cole turned and walked toward the doors.

“One more thing.”

“Now what?”

“Don’t piss him off.” Washington smiled.

“You’ll be my role model,” Cole said over his shoulder as he went through the doors.

“‘Say, can I have some of your purple berries? / Yes, I’ve been eating them for six or seven weeks now, / haven’t got sick once. Probably keep us both alive. / Wooden ships on the water, very free and easy—’” Singing echoed from the cavernous space.

“Reed?” Cole called out.

“Around here!” A voice replied from around the back of the escalator.

Cole rounded the escalator to see a man sitting cross-legged behind a cordovan suitcase. It was a very odd sight, this small man with short-cropped greying red hair leaning against the suitcase, both arms resting across the top.

“Reed?” Cole asked, as if there were another possible option.

“Mr. Sage. At last.” Reed’s head bobbed in amusement as he looked Cole up and down.

“Something funny?”

“I thought you were black.” Reed laughed.

“Nope.”

“Have a seat,” Reed said, pointing at the floor in front of him. “Would you mind turning around once?”

Cole complied and turned slowly, extending his arms to shoulder height.

“Got your yellow pad, I see. Got a pencil?” Reed asked.

Cole pulled the newly sharpened yellow No. 2 Ticonderoga pencil from his shirt pocket.

“Nice that you can follow instructions. Wonder why I specified a pencil?” Reed’s voice and demeanor took on a serious tone.

“Didn’t really think about it. I usually use a pencil,” Cole offered.

“Feds got pens that fire a .22 long rifle. One shot to the head and that’s it. I have one—or I used to. I tend not to hold on to stuff. Ties you down.” Reed pointed at the floor in front of him again. “Sit. Please.”

Cole tossed his pad on the floor in front of Reed and sat. There was about four feet between the two men. Four feet and a large suitcase, Cole thought.

“So,” Cole began, “what is it you want to say?”

“I didn’t think you would be so businesslike. In our other talks, you’ve been more, I don’t know, more glib.”

Cole stuck his pencil behind his ear and leaned back against his palms that lay spread on the cool floor. “Okay, so you’re a Crosby, Stills, and Nash fan, huh?”

“No, Airplane. I always liked them a lot. I used to love a hit of windowpane acid and a Jefferson Airplane record. That was a good high. Can’t get good acid any more, you know. Not since the Mafia took over everything. Used to be people made their own. Owsley, Timothy Leary, those guys had pure, clean, uncontaminated acid. I had a friend named Terry who went to Harvard. Learned to make that shit in an organic chemistry class. Organic acid, is that a trip? Man, would I love to hear Surrealistic Pillow again. That was a long time ago.” Reed frowned.

“I met the Airplane once. Long time ago. Before Woodstock. About ’68 I guess.”

“Oh, yeah? Were they cool?” Reed asked with genuine interest.

“When I was in high school, I worked for a dairy that also sold orange juice, grape drink, fruit punch, stuff like that, and put it up in cartons. Every Saturday, my job was to go in at 2 in the morning and mix up a thousand-gallon batch of fruit punch, then stand at the end of the machine and put the cartons into plastic crates and push them into the cooler. Anyway, I got there one morning, and the late shift hadn’t finished up. So, the foreman said for me to come back in an hour. It was too far to go back home, so I went to this pancake joint called Sambo’s. Ever heard of them? They had mascots of a little Indian boy in a turban and a tiger. Take off on the Little Black Sambo stories. They all closed up because people thought it was racist. Anyway, I went in and sat at the counter to have some cocoa or something, and in walked all these hippies. Where I lived, you didn’t see a whole lot of hippies, at least not in ’67 or ’68.

“I recognized Grace Slick instantly. Grace and Marty Balin slid into a booth, but Jack Casady and Paul Kantner sat at the counter next to me. I told Kantner I liked their music. He wanted to know if I was a milkman because of the white uniform I was wearing. That’s it.”

“That’s cool. ‘Got to revolution, got to revolution’!” Reed sang the line. “You know, Mr. Sage, death is very liberating. I feel very happy, almost like being stoned. Except I’m not. I feel at peace. Like, I know what I’m doing is the right thing, and all will be better because of me. I want to talk. I haven’t been able to just sit and talk with anyone in a long, long time. Can you imagine what that has been like? Now I have no secrets to conceal. Hey, that’s Dylan, huh? How’s that go? ‘Go to him now, he calls you…you got no secrets to conceal.’ Ha! How weird is that? Anyway, I thought since you and I have talked more in the last week than anyone I have talked to in years, you would be a good person to finish with. Where do we start, Mr. Sage?” Reed looked at Cole with an almost childlike anticipation.

“Where are you from, Reed?” Cole said offhandedly.

“Foxboro, Massachusetts. Not far from Boston. At least that’s where I was born. I am from the earth now.”

“Do you still have family there?”

“I don’t know.” Reed shrugged.

“Siblings?”

“I don’t think so.”

“How old are you, anyway?”

“Fifty-five, I think.” Reed squinted as he tried to concentrate.

“Ever been married?”

“Almost. She died.”

“Died?”

“I killed her,” Reed said flatly. “Her name was Jacqueline. I probably shouldn’t have done it. At the time, though, it seemed like she might say the wrong thing to the wrong people. Shit like that gets you killed, you know. She was not very pretty. Good soul, though. I think I may have even loved her. Had red hair like me. A real revolutionary must make sacrifices. I sacrificed Jackie. I always meant to go back and make a marker on her grave. But now I can’t remember where I buried her. She had a birthmark on her inner thigh, looked like a saxophone.” Reed smiled at the memory.

“Sounds like those were good times,” Cole said smiling.

“Probably the best. I don’t think Mel ever really liked me.”

“Mel?” Cole prodded gently.

“You know, Mel Lyman. I’ve been thinking about him a lot lately. He taught me everything I know that has any meaning. But the more I think about him, the more I think that maybe he wasn’t God. I think he was preparing the world for me. It took too long for me to figure it out, you know? The message has gotten watered down. Time flies, you know. I looked in the mirror this morning before I came down here and, goddammit, I’m an old man. Mel disappeared at about 40-something. I should have been ready then.”

“He sure could play harmonica,” Cole offered, wanting to direct the conversation away from anything that could possibly set Reed off. “I tried to learn, but it made me cough.”

Reed licked his lips and looked down at his hand on the switch. In that instant, Cole saw a young boy. A boy who had made the wrong choice and knew it but didn’t know how to undo what he had done. Before him sat a man nearly 60 years old, and Cole began to see a person who hadn’t grown with his age. Reed went from rebellious teenager to murderous revolutionary without any rites of passage. No graduation, no driver’s license, no prom, no first date, no first job, no Christmases, no birthdays—none of the things that fill a life with memories and meaning. Instead, he murdered, poisoned, blown up, terrorized, intimidated, and then trained others to do the same. Now he wanted to make a connection, he wanted to talk, chat, make small talk, shoot the bull, and then blow up San Francisco.

“What does a revolutionary, radical, or whatever you identify yourself as, live like, anyway. I mean, it must take a lot of money.”

“There you go. Everything with you people always gets back to money.”

“You people?”

“You know, straights. Wait, I forgot that means something different now. Remember when it was straights or squares who were the enemy? Never trust anybody over 30. Now I’m twice that, nearly. Things were different back then. You think they had queers then? I never met any, least I don’t think I did. You ever had sex with a man?”

“No,” Cole said evenly. “You?”

“Hell, no. I just wondered. This place is crawlin’ with them. Arabs do it to each other all the time, especially Turks. Anyway, what did you ask? Oh, yeah, money.” Reed frowned.

“How do you live, support yourself? I always wondered about that.” Cole tried to refocus the conversation.

“Lot of shitty jobs to start out. I’ve picked fruit, gathered eggs on a poultry farm, chopped vegetables in a Chinese restaurant. Oh, yeah, and I painted lots of stuff—barns, houses, schools, I even painted a water tank in Kansas one time. I always had enough to get by. You learn to get by and still be invisible. You’d be surprised the underground economy in the country, it’s not just the Mexicans that sneak over the border. You know, I’ve never been paid with a check for any work I ever did?” Reed paused as if considering his own words.

“Later on, I had plenty. But I gave it away. It’s not about money. Like the Arabs, they think because they have all the money in the world, they can buy anything they want. They could never buy me, because I’m not about money. I have turned down vast wealth, Mr. Sage, because it would have spoiled me, spoiled the mission, spoiled what I was supposed to do. That’s why they’ll never win. The guys at the top, they’re about power and money. They feed the poor, stupid, gullible fools all that Allah shit, and they eat it up. Strap a bomb to me! Seventy virgins, here I come! Idiots, the top guys are cutting deals with the CIA and the Israelis. It’s crazy, Mr. Sage.”

Cole studied Reed for a long moment. Who strapped the bomb to you, he thought. Even in the world of anarchy and terror, it is still them and us. My cause is better than yours, my goal is more right than yours, my reward is greater than yours.

“Do you know Richard Shipman?” Cole asked.

“Of 221 Grey Block Lane?” Reed laughed. “Now, there is a freak for you. And I don’t mean it in a good way. Mama’s boy, masturbator, crazy mean, throws fits like a little kid if things don’t go his way. Why?”

“He’s afraid you’re going to set off that thing.” Cole pointed at the suitcase. “And he’ll die.”

“That’s him, all right, only worried about himself. Offered me a million dollars once to teach him about explosives. Banged his head on a door ’til he collapsed when I said no. Knocked himself out.” Reed chuckled at the thought. “You think he’s queer?”

“I don’t know,” Cole replied.

“Shipman always bragged that if he ever got busted, his family would get him out. Lots of money there, man.”

“Do you come from money?”

Reed smiled but didn’t speak for several seconds. “I, my friend, come from the great unwashed masses we call ‘the middle-class.’ My father was a bookkeeper in a shoe factory. My mother died when I was two. My stepmother sold bras at J.C. Penney’s.”

“So, you’re an only child? Me, too.”

“Yes, I was the only fruit of my father’s loins. A fact he never let me forget.” Cole detected a note of bitterness in Reed’s voice.

“How so?”

“Before my mother died, she made my father promise to remarry. They always planned to have a big family. It was his idea mostly, I think. So, two years after she died, he married Karen, my stepmother. That was in August. In October, I got the mumps. So did my father, except his went straight to his balls. Swelled up like cantaloupes. Made him sterile. I was the last kid he would have. He never forgave me. Always called me ‘the bastard that gave him the mumps.’ ‘Mumps may have made me sterile, but they made you an idiot,’ he used to say. Nice, huh?” Reed rubbed the top of the hand attached to the finger on the button with his cheek.

“When did you leave home? Must have been kind of rough with your father being so bitter.”

“He wasn’t as bad as her. Karen blamed me for making him mean. Used to twist my ears. Look, see how they’re all weird on top? When he was around, she was an angel. Minute he stepped out the door, she would start in on me. God, I hated that woman. When’d I leave? The week after they didn’t celebrate my 16th birthday. So, it was the summer of ’67. Good timing, huh? I hung around Harvard Commons and met Tim and Maria. They took me to the Family. I sold the Avatar to earn my keep and did chores on the block to be a member of the Family.”

“When was the last time you spoke to your parents?”

“The night before I left,” Reed said proudly. “So, am I a raving lunatic madman?”

“Bitter, angry, misguided and definitely exhibit some antisocial behavior, but not a lunatic. No, I don’t think you’re nuts.”

“Then you got it all.” Reed smiled.

“What do you mean?”

“I’m done.”

“Sorry?” Cole was not sure where the conversation was going.

“Well, Mr. Sage, you are an award-winning journalist. I am about to make history and change the direction of the modern world, and you asked me the questions you felt were the most important. I gave you a reasonable amount of time, and now we are through.”

“But I haven’t—” Cole motioned to his pad as he took his pencil from behind his ear.

“I’m going to give you an hour to get as far away from here as you can. You will go and publish the story you’re going to write about our meeting, and the world will know who Jason Reed is, thanks to you. I’m just an average American kid who grew up seeing that things can be better only when they’re destroyed and rebuilt by those who can see the flaws. I willingly and with clear conscience do what I will do in one hour for the betterment of Planet Earth. Thank you, Mr. Sage, for the part you will play in history. Sorry I won’t be around to read the story you write. I’ll look it up in my next life.”

“Reed, you don’t have to do this. You’re an average guy with some legitimate concerns. Stop now, and let’s put your thoughts in a book. I’ll work for free. The money can fund all the political and social agendas you want.” Cole was pleading and, for the first time, really believed Reed was going to set off the bomb.

“No!” Reed screamed. His face was crimson, and the veins in his neck bulged. “Get out before I change my mind! One hour, you hear me, one hour!”

Cole twisted to put his feet behind him. As he put his hands on the floor to push himself up, his head was only inches from the suitcase. Letting the yellow pad slip away, he felt the pencil in his right hand, and in an instant, he knew what he must do. As he rose to a half crouch, Cole slipped the pencil between his index and middle fingers, the eraser resting against the center of his palm.

Cole began to straighten and stand then pretended to slip and stumble. He reached out with his left hand and covered Reed’s fingers and the detonation switch. In the same moment, he drove the needle-sharp point of the pencil into Reed’s eye. Using the butt of his palm, he slammed the pencil into Reed’s brain. The pencil glided through tissue until Cole felt his hand slap Reed’s forehead. The pencil stopped when it hit the hard bone at the back of Reed’s skull.

The small man’s face contorted with pain, and his body whipped with convulsions, blood spewing from the wound in his eye socket. But Cole held fast to Reed’s hand with all his strength. Without thinking, as if driven by some animal instinct, Cole hit Reed again and again in the face, first breaking his nose, then jarring, snapping, and driving the pencil deeper into Reed’s brain. Reed howled and gurgled, his tongue sticking out of his mouth in grotesque distortion. Then Reed’s body went limp and slumped to the floor. His hand and arm under Cole’s weight arched away from his trunk in a peculiar twisted position. Reed jerked spasmodically several times and then lay motionless. Cole now looked into the face of a pale little man with the eraser end of a pencil protruding from his eye socket and his mouth gaping in shock. Cole gagged and vomited.

“Can I get some help here?” he screamed, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. He heard the sound of heavy boots already running across the shiny floor behind him.

“My God, Cole, what have you done?” It was Carter Washington.

“It seems this is how far I would go to protect those I love,” Cole said softly.

“Get my people in here now!” Washington shouted into his radio. “It’s going to be okay, Cole, just hang tight for a little while.” He rested his hand on Cole’s shoulder.

Within moments, two men and one woman in navy nylon windbreakers were hovering around Cole. He was on his knees, one hand atop the other, still smashing Reed’s hand against the top of the suitcase.

“Jesus, who puked?” one of the FBI agents muttered.

“I did,” Washington said, looking down at Reed’s vomit-splattered chest.

“Nice shot, sir,” the agent said sheepishly.

Cole winked at Washington.

The female agent felt Reed’s neck for a pulse. “Dead, sir.” “I figured as much. Mr. Sage doesn’t do things halfway.”

“Mr. Sage,” the woman said, laying her hand on top of Cole’s, “we only get one shot at this, so please do as I instruct you, okay?”

“Yes.”

The woman gently stroked the top of his hand. He looked up at the face slightly above his. “What’s your name?”

“Jennifer.”

“You have kind eyes, Jennifer. What do you want me to do?”

“First, just slowly take away this hand.” She patted Cole’s right hand.

Cole did as requested and turned to look up at Washington.

“Not so bad, is it?” Washington smiled.

“Kazzas, got that tape ready?”

Cole’s head snapped to his right, hearing the familiar ripping sound of duct tape pulled from a roll.

“Did you know that duct tape is required by an act of Congress to always be on Air Force One?” Jennifer asked no one in particular.

“Ready with the tape,” Kazzas said, holding up a grey foot-long piece.

“Now this is where it gets a little tricky. You with me, Mr. Sage?”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Cole said, attempting humor.

“I will replace your hand with mine. Please try to be as loose and limp as you can.”

“That’s not what you said last night,” Kazzas said with a broad smile.

Five people all looked at him, and none were smiling.

“You wish,” Jennifer sneered. “Okay, now that funny boy has had his little moment of levity, and before I file a sexual harassment complaint, can I get you to listen to me real close?” Jennifer paused and Cole nodded his head. “Can you feel my finger on your index finger? I want you to slip your hand away and let me take over. You tell me when you’re ready, all right?”

“I’m ready.” Cole slowly slipped his hand out from under Jennifer’s.

“Got ’em.”

From seemingly out of nowhere, Jennifer produced a butterfly knife with a five-inch blade. Cole rubbed his hands together, then rubbed his palms on the sleeves of his shirt. Jennifer’s index finger pressed down on the bluish tip of Reed’s index finger. She pivoted to where their fingers were at right angles.

“Okay, Kazzas. We’re going to strap his finger down as tight as we can, just like we have done in training a million times. You ready?” Jennifer looked to see Kazzas nod his head in the affirmative. “On three. One, two, three.”

In the blink of an eye, Reed’s finger was duct-taped to the suitcase, allowing no movement.

“You might not want to watch this next part,” Jennifer again said to no one in particular. With a firm swift downward motion, she severed Reed’s index finger from the rest of his body. His arm fell to his lifeless side.

“Get this out of here,” Washington ordered. “Good work, people.”

Like a tourist at a Greyhound bus station, Kazzas picked up the suitcase and made his way from the scene, into an unmarked white van waiting at the curb outside. In what may have been one of the few acts of kindness he had received in 40 years, Jennifer removed her FBI windbreaker and spread it over Jason Reed’s head and chest. From behind Cole, Washington put a hand on his shoulder.

“How ’bout one of those mocha things you like so much?” he offered.

Cole nodded and turned toward the door. As he reached the edge of the escalator, Cole turned and took a last look at Jason Reed. The legs that protruded from under the nylon windbreaker looked small and almost childlike. “Certainly doesn’t look like much from here, does he?”

“They never do,” Washington said flatly. “They never do.”


CHAPTER 14


It took two tries to get the key in the lock. As the sound of the powerful Crown Victoria engine faded, Cole didn’t turn to see Carter Washington driving away. He turned back, crossed the porch, and sat on the top step. Everything on his street looked the same, but it felt different. Washington brought him home because, as he said, “When the shock wears off, you’ll want to be alone.” It was a kind gesture that Cole appreciated, but he really didn’t want to be alone.

Once the blockade was removed, the media swarmed the front of the San Francisco Shopping Centre, but by then, Cole was long gone. Cole and Washington sat quietly in the Starbucks down the street and watched as the satellite dishes turned toward the sky and the cables were strung up and down the sidewalk. CNN, FOX, and the other TV networks tried to piece the story together. They interviewed anyone who walked by, grabbing and snatching any piece of information they could, most of which was hearsay and observations of people who watched from blocks away.

The shoppers and tourists in the building when Reed jammed the elevator were nowhere to be found. The FBI was interviewing many, but most were on about their business or at Fisherman’s Wharf continuing with their visit to the city. Those who were injured had been whisked to undisclosed hospitals by the police, and all but the old woman who was thrown down the escalator and kicked by Reed was examined and sent on their way. Mary Alice Johnston of Elk River, Minnesota, suffered three broken ribs and a dislocated shoulder. She was staying overnight for observation purposes, all the while demanding that Nordstrom’s replace her bloodied and torn white pantsuit.

The body of Jason Reed was bagged, tagged, and carried to the coroner’s white van. The suitcase with the bomb had been swept away by FBI technicians, and any sign of trouble was swept away with it. Within minutes, the barbed fork was removed from the escalator, and the shiny brass spiral was back in operation. Except for a couple of small dents on the grate along the floor, there was nothing to notice. Disaster had been the lifting of a finger away. The release of a $1.89 Radio Shack switch, and the peaceful setting Cole now saw before him could have been completely different. The beauty and excitement of San Francisco would have changed forever, and the third atomic bomb in history would have been used on innocent people.

Cole took a deep breath of the crisp afternoon air. Nothing changed and yet everything changed. He looked down at his hands and rubbed his palms together. There was a stain. Not a visible stain, but it was there all the same: the unchangeable, indelible stain of the last 180 minutes, and nobody except Cole could see the blood on his hands.

All the macho talk, fantasies of shootouts, sword fights, and Double-O status were replaying in Cole’s mind. The danger, excitement, and bloodless deaths of TV cowboys, secret agents, and cop dramas seemed as childish as the sentimental nostalgia they carried over all the years. The memories of summer afternoons playing cops and robbers or Errol Flynn on the deck of a pirate ship now seemed overshadowed by a dark foreboding.

Cole had seen death. In Cambodia, he saw skulls stacked in pyramids. In Afghanistan, he saw heads on the end of spears as the warlords whipped their soldiers into a frenzy. In Chicago, he saw teen street gangs murder each other wholesale and been sickened and disheartened at the sight. As the dying bled out into the sand of the Middle East and on the sidewalks of the mean streets of America, Cole had seen the frailty of life. He heard the last words of the dying crying out—to Allah, Jesus, their wives, mothers—in indecipherable gurgling. Death was a horror. In all that he had seen, Cole Sage had been the detached observer. He was the newspaperman off to the side of the fight, always after the smoke cleared. Today, he felt the warmth of Jason Reed, smelled his breath, and heard his voice—then in an instant, by his own hand, stopped it all. Cole had taken a life. A life that could not be retrieved, replayed, or revived. Jason Reed ceased to exist, and Cole was to blame.

A brisk wind swirled about the porch, sending a shiver up Cole’s back. He went in the house and looked around. It seemed dark and cool as though he left a window open. His café mocha and newspaper were still on the kitchen table. He went into the bedroom and pulled a sweater from the closet. As his head popped out of the neck of the sweater, Cole caught a glimpse of the phone next to the bed. He dialed Erin’s number and waited for her voice. He felt a sense of relief knowing he had family. He needed Erin; he needed just to hear her voice.

“Hi! You’ve reached Ben and Erin.” Cole pursed his lips in disappointment.

“Me, too!” Jenny squealed. “Leave a message!” Cole broke into a wide smile as her giggle closed the message.

“It’s me. Just wanted to say ‘hi.’” Cole set down the receiver.

The receiver hardly settled when the phone rang.

“Cole?”

He didn’t have time to even say hello before the voice on the other end of the line spoke.

“Yes?”

“It’s Kelly, Ben’s mom. Are you all right?”

“Yeah, I’m fine.” Cole was surprised by the concern in her voice, a voice he hadn’t recognized at all.

“You’re all over CNN. I was concerned.”

“It’s been a wild morning.” He wasn’t sure how to continue.

“Do you need to talk or would you rather—” Kelly wasn’t sure where she was going either.

“I would rather not…” Cole wasn’t sure how to express his need to talk. If he said he didn’t want to be alone, that might come off as an invitation or like he was fishing for one. Her concern, her warmth, just the sound of her voice, amplified the cavernous hollow Cole felt inside. He still mourned the loss of Ellie. He found Sarah Spiegelman, and she was exactly what he would have chosen. She was beautiful, witty, romantic, and a seemingly perfect match but in a moment, she was gone.

He didn’t want another romance; he certainly didn’t need any entanglements. He just needed someone to talk to. But that wasn’t it either; he wanted to be talked to. He wanted to listen. This woman who he didn’t know at all was concerned about him. He wanted to communicate with someone. Listen and respond, talk and get a response. He just didn’t want her to hang up.

“That’s fine. I just wanted to see if you were okay. I tried calling Erin first, but she’s not home. Ben hadn’t heard the news.”

“Kelly?”

“Yes.”

“I could really use a bit of conversation.”

“Have you seen the news? You can’t really tell what is fact and what is fluff, you know what I mean? Do you want to talk about what happened, or should we change the subject?” He now recalled their conversation earlier in the week. This woman could talk.

Cole was a talker himself. It made the newspaper game a lot easier for him. His ability to engage total strangers and extract their life story was a gift that he not only was aware of but honed to a fine art. There was something about Kelly Mitchell that put him off his game, though. When she called with the dinner invitation, he felt as though he was running to keep up with her. She always seemed to be thinking two sentences ahead in the conversation, like in a chess game. Cole smiled and took a deep breath.

“I understand you live on a boat,” he began.

“Well, not exactly. It’s a house, really. They built the house on pontoons.”

“But you’re afloat?”

“Yes, but I can’t sail off into the sunset. The pontoons are actually Styrofoam. Huge pieces encased in cement. Then the foundation is built on that. Just like a land house except it floats. You’ve got to come see it. There are about 400 of us. All kinds of interesting people around me—artists, poets, even a couple of musicians.”

“Sounds like a floating commune.” The thought of communes and the ’60s wasn’t an image Cole wanted in his mind right now.

“Sometimes it feels like that. It’s nice, though, because we all look out for each other. Some of the guys are handy, and they’re always willing to fix things. That’s the one drawback to living on the water. It eventually destroys everything. You would be amazed how much a plate of oatmeal raisin cookies is worth when a sheet of decking needs replacing. I prefer chocolate chip myself, but the granola boys are more conscientious, I even make them cookies with honey instead of sugar. The big phonies. They eat organic food then drink like fish at sundown. What about you? Are you a raisin or chip man?”

“Definitely a chocolate chip man, but truth be told, I’m partial to brownies.”

“Walnuts or chocolate chips?”

“Now you’re talkin’ real brownies! Mine are usually from a Duncan Hines box.” Cole paused. “Funny, you know most bakeries don’t make brownies anymore. When they do, they’re these monster things that look like smashed cake.”

There was a silence on the line. Cole felt uncomfortable at first but then he felt a calm connection in the silence. Even though they were a bridge apart, he felt he was just sitting with an old friend. He heard her clear her throat and swallow. On the other end of the phone, Kelly smiled and drew circles on the top of her kitchen table. She finally broke the silence.

“So, how did you get a name like ‘Cole’? You’re the only Cole I’ve ever met.”

“My father’s family was from Oklahoma. Years ago, so the family legend goes, my great-grandparents were out of money, food, and about to lose their farm. Crops failed, and a tornado blew away the barn and most of the animals. It seems this group of riders came through and asked for food and shelter. It was the dark of the moon, and they couldn’t see that the farm was a wreck. My great-grandfather told them their situation, and the leader of the bunch asked if he could have something to drink. Once inside, the guy realized just what bad shape they were in. My grandfather was about nine at the time, skin and bones; he asked the man if they had anything the family could eat.

The stranger said they were out of food, too, but had something in his saddlebag that might help them get food in the morning. He took my grandfather outside and gave him a bag of quarters.

‘Take this, young fella, and don’t spend it all in one place. Tell your folks to go easy on these, and they should last a good long while.’ With that, the stranger mounted his horse and began to ride away.

‘What’s your name?’ my grandfather called from behind him.

‘Younger! Cole Younger!’ the man shouted back. So, to securely anchor me to my family mythology, my parents named me ‘Cole.’”

“I love it.” Kelly chuckled.

“Thing is, when this incident supposedly occurred, Cole Younger was serving a life sentence in a Minnesota prison. What makes the whole thing really suspect is that the Younger Gang was never known to operate in the Indian Territories. It’s a good story, though.”

“It’s a great story. Way better than mine.”

“‘Kelly’ isn’t an odd name.”

“No, but the way I got it is. My mother saw High Noon on her first date with my dad and thought that Grace Kelly was the most beautiful, gracious woman she had ever seen. She said, ‘If I ever have a daughter, I’m going to name her after Grace Kelly.’ When Grace Kelly married Prince Rainier, my fate was sealed.”

“So, you’re Grace Kelly Mitchell.”

“I wish! My father had an old maid aunt named Grace who was a real witch and always kept the family in turmoil, so Mom named me ‘Kelly.’ I don’t usually tell people the story. I like them to think my mom was just ahead of her time.”

Both laughed but were interrupted by the sound of the call-waiting signal on Cole’s line.

“Hold on a second,” Cole said, disappointed by the interruption. “Hello?”

“Cole, Carter. We’re scheduling a press conference at 3 o’clock.”

“Hold on. I have someone on the other line.” He pressed the hook briefly. “Kelly? It’s the FBI, something about a press conference. I hate to cut you off—”

“No problem. Feds have the right of way. Go for a walk, Cole, it’s a great stress release. I really enjoyed chatting. Bye.”

Cole didn’t want their talk to end; it took him away from bombs, bombers, the FBI and his having killed Reed. He pressed the hook again. “Carter? I’m back.”

“Three o’clock on the steps of the Federal Building. You don’t have to speak unless you wish. We just want a solid front to present to the world. Now listen, Cole, this is the line we’re taking: The suitcase was full of C-4 explosives stolen from the armory at Fort Benning. Jason Reed was wanted by the FBI for violation of arms and explosives theft and transport. There is to be no mention—now or ever—about the threat of nuclear explosives, his link to international terrorism, or anything beyond the published manifesto. Jason Reed was a wacko loner who decided he was the savior of the world, and acts of violence and threats got his manifesto published in the Chronicle. When he was ignored by the world, he decided he was going to blow up San Francisco.” Carter Washington dropped his FBI voice. “Before you say anything, this is a national security issue, and my informing you puts you in the loop. Any violation would bring serious consequences. Clear? I know it goes against every grain of your newspaper hide, but that’s how it’s come down from on high.”

“What if I don’t go?”

“I’ll understand, but I would be very disappointed personally. I would count it a favor if you showed up.” Carter’s voice carried a note of concern.

“All right, just checking.”

“What about the bomb? What do we know? Anything?”

“Not much yet. I have been promised word before 3. I do have this: Reed’s fingerprints have been linked to 31 federal crimes and at least a dozen unsolved murders in five states—and they’re just getting started. He was a bad boy, this one.”

“What about me, Carter?” Cole tried to sound calmer than he was.

“How do you mean?”

“The guy’s dead. I killed him. What happens?” Cole was surprised at his panicked tone. He closed his eyes and tried to relax.

“Short of a medal, you get a hero’s treatment. Self-defense, citizen warrior, protector of the city, vermin exterminator—whatever you want to call it, you did a great service to the city and to the nation. This thing could have made September 11th look like a blip on the radar. You saved thousands of lives, my friend. You should feel no guilt at your actions. You did what we all hope we can do when the time comes: think on your feet and take decisive action.”

“You make it sound like I took out the trash or shot a mad dog, Carter, this was a human being, and I killed him. It’s not that easy, is it?” Cole hoped for a shred of something that Carter could offer that would relieve his guilt.

“In the end, it comes down to you or him. I, for one, am happy that you’re talking to me on the phone, you’ll go to work tomorrow, you’ll play with your little granddaughter, and hopefully be around for a long, long time. Nobody likes killing, but sometimes it’s for the good of the community, society, or just self-preservation.”

“Have you ever….” Cole paused.

“Twice.” Carter took a deep, audible breath. “Once to protect my partner. The other was, well, a raid that went terribly wrong. Three agents were killed, and I was next. I fired and the bullet went right through the perp and into an agent. Phillip Edward Pennimen, 37 years old, five-year veteran of the Bureau, wife, three kids, loved hiking in the Vermont woods. Friendly fire, they called it. The perp lived. It’s hard. It happens. You get over it. It takes time, Cole. If you need help, you know, professionally, call me; we’ll take care of everything.”

“Thank you, Carter. Three o’clock, huh?”

“Park in the underground lot. Your name’s on the list.”

“All right, I’ll be there.” Cole knew he needed to be there, and there was the sound of determination, not frailty, in his voice.

“And Cole?”

“Yeah?”

“I have 20-year veterans who couldn’t have done what you did. You ever want to give up that typewriter for a real job, you let me know.”

“You’ll be the first, Washington, you’ll be the first.”

“See you at 3.” Carter Washington hung up.

Cole ran his hands over his face. With his eyes closed, he saw Sarah Spiegelman’s face, but the voice he heard was Kelly Mitchell’s.

*     *     *     *     *

At 2:45, Cole pulled into the underground parking garage between Larkin and Polk. As he made his way toward the United Nations Plaza, a huge mural of the word TRUTH was all he could see. It was emblazoned across the wall of the Odd Fellows Building. He spent his life fighting for truth, justice, and the American way—just like Superman. With each step he took in the bright afternoon sun, he realized he was about to participate in a lie. Not just a polite little white lie to save someone’s feelings but a big fat ugly cover-your-ass government lie. Was this really the American way? Couldn’t we take the truth anymore? He walked on.

Carter Washington was standing in a group of men in dark suits, white shirts, dark ties, and aviator sunglasses at the top of the steps in front of the Federal Building. Washington was the only one not wearing sunglasses, and he was the only one who was black. His face showed recognition as he spotted Cole making his way up the steps. With a sideways jerk of his head, he signaled Cole off to the left of the group.

“Thanks for coming. I got some news. The explosives techs just called. It seems Mr. Reed was the victim of a swindle,” Carter said with a wide grin.

“How’s that?” Cole did not return the smile.

“His two cylinders of plutonium necessary to create an atomic reaction? Seems they were just industrial-grade steel to which somebody had given a coating of radioactive material. Unless you used them as a pillow for years on end, they were pretty much harmless. So, we were actually in no threat of a nuclear explosion.”

“What about the C-4?”

“That was real enough. It would have made a real big crater of the Shopping Centre and probably taken out the BART station. We’ll never know how many lives you saved.” Carter reached out and slapped Cole on the shoulder.

“So, no nuke. No nuke, no lie.”

“Lie?”

“Cover-up, deceit, whatever you want to call it. No nuke, no problem, right?”

“I suppose you could look at it that way. You’ve been around long enough to know how things work.”

“I was just never on the inside looking out before. I usually do the uncovering, not the covering-up.”

Carter Washington studied Cole for a long while before he spoke again. “That thing you said to me, after it was all over, you remember? You said, ‘It seems this is how far I would go to protect those I love.’”

“Whatever it took.” Cole couldn’t believe he was answering the same question he put to Ben just days before.

“That must mean your country, too.”

“I guess so.”

“You see, whether or not there was a nuke is not the question—or at least shouldn’t be. The real question is, when it was necessary, you did what was needed. We of the Bureau are sworn to protect the laws and people of the United States. It’s not glamorous or pleasant most of the time. But we do it. Do the people always know we’ve done it? No. You see our willingness to not tell everything about this incident today as a cover-up or a lie. We see it as simply another example of protecting our country and its citizens not knowing just how much danger there was.” Carter smiled at Cole. “Cole, you did a courageous thing today. You saw your responsibility and you did it. I’m sorry you see it as less than the heroic thing it was.”

“Agent Washington! It’s time to get started!” A man from the bank of microphones called to Washington.

“That’s us. Say as much or as little as you want. Give me the high sign if you want to stop.”

Cole reached out his hand to Carter Washington. “Thank you, Carter. This has been, I don’t know, more than I think I could have handled without…” Cole paused.

“Let’s get this over with.” Washington pointed at the podium.

Dozens of microphones clustered in front of it. What seemed like an equal number of news people crowded the podium and down the steps. Police kept hundreds of curious onlookers behind a line of blue at the bottom of the steps. The suits merged, and a separation by rank divided the group without a word being spoken. A thickly built man with a head of grey hair approached the podium. He stood like a rock and waited for the crowd to silence itself. He reached up, took off his sunglasses, slipped them into his olive green suit, and nodded to someone in the waiting crowd.

“Good afternoon. I am Elliott Myer of the General’s Office, San Francisco. Today we were faced with an attempt to terrorize the people of San Francisco and the United States. Due to the diligent work of the FBI, San Francisco Police, and the heroic selflessness of a private citizen, the incident was brought to an end without loss of life or property. I’d like to introduce Special Agent Carter Washington of the FBI who will make a brief statement, introduce Mr. Cole Sage, and then they’ll take your questions. Thank you for coming. Agent Washington?”

The crowd of reporters jockeyed for position, and the clacking of cameras broke the silence. As Carter Washington came to the podium, one reporter lost his footing and fell back, knocking another man to his knees on the steps. After a brief moment of jostling and regrouping, the group fell silent again.

“Thank you, Mr. Myer. Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen. I want to make a brief statement and then introduce Mr. Sage. After his statement, we’ll take your questions.

“At approximately 10:15 this morning, a man now identified as one Jason Weston Reed chained himself to the escalator at the San Francisco Shopping Centre on Market Street. Mr. Reed then told security personnel that he had a bomb.

“Federal authorities, including the FBI, were aware of Mr. Reed and were making every effort to apprehend him in connection to three bombings in the Chicago area. As you know, Mr. Reed contacted the San Francisco Chronicle and demanded the printing of what we referred to as the Reed Manifesto. Based upon his actions in Chicago and the threats made here in San Francisco, it was recommended that his writings be published. After the incident in Golden Gate Park, it was apparent Mr. Reed was serious in his threats.

“Since this morning, the full investigative resources of the FBI have been put to work researching the life and activities of Jason Reed. We have a printed statement you will be given with all the details we have so far. Obviously, this is only the beginning of what will be an ongoing investigation. Due to the sensitive nature of these investigations, I cannot comment on the specifics of each case. State and local authorities have been, and will continue to be, contacted regarding numerous unsolved cases we believe Mr. Reed was involved in, including, but not limited to, murder, assault, and arson.

“Today’s incident ends Mr. Reed’s long career of radical anti-government, anti-military, and anti-American acts of violence, terror, and treason unparalleled in U.S. history.

“I want you to know, but for the courageous efforts of Mr. Sage, this press conference would have a far different message, and the outcome of today’s events would have had a tragic and devastating end. Mr. Sage will now give a brief statement, after which time we will answer your questions. As you can imagine, this has been a difficult day for him, and I ask you to show restraint and compassion. Mr. Sage?” Washington stepped back from the podium and motioned Cole forward.

Cole looked out at the sea of reporters, cameras, and microphones. Everything Washington said was true. The fire of anger that enflamed Cole cooled. There was a feeling of resignation to protect the public. As a writer, he always fought for the people’s right to know. He always fought for the rights of the little guy, fought to expose greed and dishonesty of those betraying the public trust. Now he found himself in the position where he could protect the people from information that could bring harm. Like a father protecting his children, Cole realized his words could heal and help or they could hurt.

The job of a terrorist is to take away the peace of mind of his enemy. Jason Reed thought that bombing the Shopping Centre would bring on a revolution. The result would have been damaging the peace of mind of the people of America. If Cole did anything to plant the smallest seed of fear, then Jason Reed had won.

Cole stepped to the podium. He took a deep breath and looked at the mural across the plaza—TRUTH. He would tell the truth, his truth.

“My name is Cole Sage. I’m a writer. As a columnist for the San Francisco Chronicle, it’s my job to look for the truth. Today, I discovered a new truth.” Cole paused.

Carter Washington wondered if he made a mistake putting Cole in front of the cameras. He shifted his weight uneasily but did not change expressions.

“Today, I was confronted with a very disturbed, angry, and confused person: Jason Reed. In his twisted vision of the world, he thought that destruction of San Francisco and the death of thousands would cause people to rise up in revolution.

“In my world, people like Reed are so few that they can create only minor disturbances. I like to believe even those with strong agendas—radical, political, or social—still hold human life sacred. As Jason Reed’s story unfolds, look at the life of this troubled man and pause to reflect what our daily actions can bring. Our families, our friends, and the people we come in contact with every day—we have an impact on their lives, and their lives can have a great impact on our world. Use your life as a positive in the life of someone like Jason Reed. There was a time when someone could have made a difference in his life.

“In Exodus 20:13, it says, ‘Thou shalt not kill.’ Today, I did just that. That will be with me the rest of my time on this earth. It’s my hope that God will see my heart and forgive my taking a life. Please make this city and this planet a place that the Jason Reeds have no reason to hate. Jason Reed took my words—the words of a column I wrote almost 20 years ago—and turned them into a way to begin this nightmare.

“Please take my words today and make a connection. Promise with me to be a positive force in this world and to never create a Jason Reed again. Thank you.”

The questioning of Carter Washington went on for 10 or 15 minutes. Most questions centered on Jason Reed and his background, motivation, and access to high explosives. Numerous questions were answered with “No comment” or “We don’t have all the facts yet.” Cole was aware that he was in the position he’d put people in for years: He watched peers and colleagues jockey for position and fall into a pre-established pecking order. The questions for Cole mostly centered around Reed’s contacts with him, Cole’s thoughts on Reed’s politics, observations on FBI and local law enforcement and how they dealt with homegrown terrorists. One reporter raised the connection between Cole and the Chicago bombings. Washington was quick to derail the line of questioning: “That’s an ongoing investigation, and no comments will be made at this time about Chicago and any of Jason Reed’s activities there.”

Carter Washington checked his watch and stepped beside Cole. “We have time for four or five more questions.”

“How was he actually killed, Mr. Sage?” a man in the second row shouted.

“We don’t need to get into that now. It will be in the official report; you’ll all get a copy. Next question,” Washington said without hesitation.

“What did he want to tell you, Mr. Sage? What was his main objective?”

“He said that there were thousands, maybe millions who wanted to bring down the governments of the world and were waiting for him, the savior of the world, to sacrifice himself to start the revolution. Then they would rise up, and the governments of the world would be destroyed.”

“Was Reed connected with any known terrorist groups?” “Not that we know of at this time.”

“Mr. Sage! What was the last thing Reed said to you?”

“He told me I had one hour to get out of harm’s way and write the story of our meeting. He said I would become part of history.” Cole looked directly at the young man who asked the question. “I don’t think that will happen.”

A tall, thin woman near the edge of the crowd cried out with a thin reedy voice, “Agent Washington! Does the FBI condone this type of vigilante murder?”

“Name and paper,” Washington said in a steely tone.

“Tina Birmin. Berkeley Daily Planet,” she shouted back.

“Ms. Birmin, Mr. Sage’s actions were neither murderous nor vigilante. In the face of great personal danger, Cole Sage went into the building to meet Jason Reed with the full knowledge of Reed’s vow to detonate the bomb. To protect innocent lives, Mr. Sage removed the threat of the bomb. There was no preplanning or time to map a strategy in dealing with this situation. Reed demanded to meet with Mr. Sage. Mr. Sage was told of Reed’s demands and stepped forward to assist and, at the time, entering that building had only one conclusion. Mr. Sage saw an opportunity and used lethal force to eliminate what was an eminent threat of tremendous destruction. In this case, we not only condone Mr. Sage’s actions but applaud them. Last question.”

A reporter from CNN whom Cole knew in Chicago stepped closer to the podium. “Cole, will you write the story?”

“Nice to see you, Alan. The FBI has asked me to not divulge certain aspects of what happened this morning. I will respect that. In the future, I’ll write of this incident, but not in the way Jason Reed would have wanted.”

Carter Washington leaned forward and said, “Thank you, no more questions.” He grabbed Cole by the shoulder, turning him from the reporters and toward the front of the Federal Building.

The group of FBI agents, Justice Department personnel, and representatives of local law enforcement moved quickly into the lobby of the Federal Building. Washington turned to Cole and nodded his head. “Nice job.”

“So, now what?”

“I’m off to Washington. The night I picked you up at your hotel in D.C., I had just come from a meeting at the Director’s office. Yours truly has been kicked upstairs. I’ve been chosen to be No. 2 to the Executive Assistant Director for Counter-Terrorism and Counter-Intelligence. Is that a mouthful or what?”

“Will it all fit on a card?” Cole smiled.

“Hope so. This thing with Reed sort of sidetracked larger programs the Bureau is trying to get online. It’s a good news/bad news kind of position. Good news: If I succeed and the programs make the Director look good, I’ll have a place in the Hoover Building for the next 15 years or so until I retire. Bad news: If it doesn’t fly, you can send my Christmas card to Biloxi. For now, I have the momentum and attention of everyone in the Bureau to get the job done.”

“So, that’s why all the doors you knocked on flew open so quickly. If you’re this new big shot, why did you pick me up? Why didn’t they use a field agent or some flunky; how’d I rate?”

“Tell you the truth, I was going anyway. Sort of a perk of the job, and the president wanted to congratulate me—at least, that was the Director’s story. I think they just wanted to get some PR legs out of the photo op. You didn’t see that part of the evening.” Washington shrugged. “It was nice, a real honor. I didn’t mean to belittle it.”

“Carter, it has been a real eye-opener, this whole thing. I’ve met and worked with the Bureau over the years, but it was always at arm’s length. I have a new respect for what you guys do. I’ve always had an image of this cloak-and-dagger, G-Man snoop group. I was wrong, at least partially. I still think you guys were all wet on the John Lennon thing.” Cole grinned. “I met two very special people through this, though. If you’re in the city, you need to see the Giants play in the new stadium, and we never got to Tommy’s Joint for buffalo stew, either. Next time you see Sarah, please say ‘hello.’”

“Will do. You know something? Without sounding too sappy, you would have made one hell of an FBI agent.”

Cole raised his eyebrows and grinned, then turned and started toward the side entrance.

“Better use the garage exit. Gets you past the mess out front. You know how newspaper people are.” Washington smiled and went to join the group of agents on the far side of the lobby.

“Until next time, then.” Cole waved and walked to the elevator.

Cole drove toward the Chronicle, but after a few blocks, turned, and headed for home. There would be time enough to tell and retell the story of “The Great San Francisco Shopping Center Bomber.” Right now, he needed home and some peace and quiet. He drove in silence; this was not the time for music, the latest news, or talk radio. As he drove, he hummed quietly and took in the sights around him. Most of the people he saw were blissfully ignorant of the morning’s events. Jason Reed died unaware of the futility of his grand scheme. Just like the old song, “Time and tide will just keep rolling along,” Cole just hummed and rolled along home.

Once inside the big oak door, Cole walked to the couch and plopped into its cool leather embrace. He grabbed the remote and clicked on the TV. Hugh Romney was frozen on the screen. The Woodstock DVD had been on pause ever since Kelly Mitchell called about the dinner invitation. Wavy Gravy, the hippie clown alter ego of Hugh Romney, was on the stage. Cole pushed play.

“Some hamburger guy had his stand burned down last night…” Cole laughed out loud and hit the power button. “Enough already.” Cole stood and walked to the phone. He pushed the recent calls button.

“Hello,” came a cheerful female voice.

“Would you mind if I came and saw your boat today? There’s still about three of hours of daylight left.” Cole waited, holding his breath.

“I think that would be wonderful!” Kelly Mitchell responded happily.
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CHAPTER 1

The crisp white paper of the examination table crunched under Cole’s elbows. He stood in the chilly examination room, briefs around his ankles, bent over at a right angle. Once a year as much as he hated it, Cole made the appointment and went to the doctor for his annual physical. His father was a doctor-hater, but Cole’s mother always made him go. Even though he had no caring wife willing to fight tooth and nail like his mother used to do assuring the appointment was kept, the tradition was so ingrained in Cole he kept it like Christmas, Thanksgiving and the Fourth of July. Once a year he suffered through the twenty-five minutes of prods, pokes, coughs and “say ahhs” for the assurance he just might make it through another year.

“OK let’s have a look here.” Cole heard a latex glove snap around a wrist as the man behind him spoke.

Cole grimaced and stared at the pastoral print above him of two boys with fishing poles walking across a grassy field down toward a river. How he wished he was going fishing. The feel of the doctor grabbing Cole’s left buttocks, and inserting his KY jellied fingers deep into his backside, interrupted Cole’s thoughts.

“Everything feels OK up there. Prostrate is normal size. No problems.” Cole heard the gloves snap again. “Here you go.” The doctor handed him a tissue. “You can clean yourself with that. Then get dressed.”

“Thanks.”

“Well Mr. Sage, it would appear that you are in pretty good shape. I am a bit concerned with your blood pressure. Is there a history of high blood pressure in your family?

“Yeah, my dad took blood pressure medication every day for years.”

The doctor scribbled on a white pad and spoke without looking up, “Well, looks like you’ll do the same. One of these every morning, come back in a month when they run out and we’ll see where we’re at.” The man in the long white coat handed Cole the prescription and was out of the room before he could respond.

As Cole made his way to his car he felt the slick unnatural feeling of the KY jelly with every step. He had a meeting back at the Chronicle in fifteen minutes and it would be a long time until he could get a shower and wash away the extra glide in his stride.

The editorial meeting with Chuck Waddell lasted for almost two hours. The publishers wanted a tightening of editorial content. Chuck was eager to get input from his chief columnists and department editors. The bottom line was the publishers felt the paper drifted away from hard news features in favor of more editorialized commentary. This shift was no problem with the World and State desks, the City Desk editor couldn’t quite figure out what it all had to do with him and the Arts and Entertainment guy kept nodding off while pretending to doodle on his yellow legal pad.

Cole and the three other featured columnists offered ways to appease the publishers without giving up what made their special brand of journalism unique, their opinion. Such shifts in policy were nothing new and came with clocklike frequency when the readership figures came out. If the numbers went up, it was “stay the course,” but if the numbers went down, the publishers cried out for a change of direction usually back to basics, “news and nothing but news, that’s what the people want”.

The truth is that readership has been shrinking since the dawn of the Internet. Instant news from around the world made the printed page “yesterday’s news,” no matter how fast they tried to get the paper on the street. What made the local newspaper a viable source of news was opinion. Local writers with a local twist on major news stories. Issues that were of concern to the varied groups that made up the city’s diverse population needed to be balanced and not favor one over the other. Left or Right, Gay or Straight, Black, White, Asian or Hispanic everyone needed a voice.

Cole Sage’s career was built upon his willingness to cover any story, listen to those it touched and give them a voice. He often found himself in the uncomfortable position of providing a platform for issues he was opposed to. That is not to say he betrayed his beliefs, far from it, it was the way that he told the story that gave the balance between his feelings on the matter and those he interviewed. Love him or hate him, Cole was never accused of bias or unfair representation of the facts. His secret was in presenting the facts. If both sides of an issue were clearly represented by the facts, as their proponents saw them, fairly and directly, no matter what Cole’s read on the issue, both sides of the argument felt they were heard. “Let the facts speak for themselves” was often the opening of any opinion Cole offered.

His opinion was never seen as taking sides but as one man’s evaluation of the facts as he saw them. The coin was always shown by Cole to have two sides and the decision as to who was right or wrong was left in the hands of the reader. It always amused Cole how both sides of an issue would call him and ask him to cover their story. It was the humanity of Cole Sage that Chuck Waddell valued so much as editor.

Cole found a home at the Chronicle and the fit was good. After the meeting he went to his office, grabbing a chocolate glazed doughnut as he passed the long table in the break room. Cole was a sucker for a pink bakery box and never missed the chance to investigate its contents.

The mail holder on the front of Cole’s door was bulging with letters, catalogs, magazines, newspapers and inter-office manila envelopes. How could so much paper accumulate in just one weekend? Cole pondered as he struggled to hold the mail and the doughnut, and open the door. He tossed the mail on the clutter atop his desk, took a bite of doughnut and began thumbing through the stack.

His system for sorting was simple: Newspapers and magazines in one stack, letters in another and office mail in a third. He took another bite of doughnut as he scanned the periodicals. Nope, he thought, no time for those, and he scooped them up and tossed them into the recycle box in the corner. The office mail received closer inspection. Accounting, must be expense account; marketing, requests for stories with corporate advertising accounts, Cole always declined the opportunity to yield to requests for product placement. Well, those can wait too.

One last gooey bite of doughnut and a quick lick of the fingers, and Cole picked up the stack of letters. Two months before, in his hurry to sort the mail he tossed, an invitation to a dinner where he would have met Al Pacino. A week later, he threw away tickets to the opening night of American Buffalo at the American Conservatory Theater. Since then he began to take his mail more seriously and gave it the scrutiny it was due.

Down deep, Cole was a mail hater; it was an invasion of his time and privacy. Personal correspondence excluded, of course. All other mail was an intrusion; if he wanted to buy something he would. He never made purchases from mail solicitations. He paid all his bills online. In his younger days, he would stuff the contents of a mail advertisement, envelope and all, into their self-addressed, prepaid, return envelope and send it back. The novelty of this soon wore off when he realized he was wasting additional time dealing with it. On some level they were still winning; this too was unacceptable. Still, the memory of returning junk mail to the sender delighted Cole.

Today there were two offers of credit cards, an invitation to speak, a burial insurance advertisement, an update of his retirement fund, a bunch of political advertisements and an oversized envelope from the Chicago Sentinel.

The retirement fund update went into his top drawer; the mutual funds he invested his retirement money in dropped nine percent so the report would be read later, when he felt worse. The envelope from Chicago was oversized for a letter and felt like something smaller was enclosed within it. Cole took the letter opener, given him by the Sunrise Downtown Rotary Club for speaking to their group at the ungodly hour of five a.m., and slit the top of the envelope. Inside was a second envelope. On the front was a yellow return sticker stating that the forwarding on his mail expired. Over it was a white sticker addressed to Cole at the Sentinel. The return address was C. W. Langhorne, Attorney at Law, Lawton, Oklahoma.

Cole carefully looked the envelope over. The expensive buff linen stationary showed the wear of the thousands of miles it traveled and re-traveled to get to him. He slit the end of the letter open and withdrew its contents and frowned as he began to read:

Dear Mr. Sage,

It is my sad duty to inform you that your second cousin Doreen Sage, late of the Oklahoma Home for the Mentally Disabled, has passed way. She died in her sleep after a short illness. The autopsy report gave kidney failure as the cause of death. Let me offer my sincere condolences to you.

The purpose of this letter is to inform you that you now are the sole beneficiary of the estate of your late cousin George M. Sage. As the oldest, and as far as we can tell, the only surviving member of the Sage family, all properties real and monetary are passed to you.

Please contact me at your earliest possible convenience for the swift and complete resolution of this matter.

Yours truly,

C. Winton Langhorne

Attorney at Law

“Well Whaddaya know!” Cole said, with a chuckle.
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