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Editor’s Note 
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An Irish statesman in the 1700s, Edmund Burke is often quoted as saying: Those who don’t know history are destined to repeat it.

The Spanish philosopher George Santayana said in the 1800s: Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.

And in the 1930s, British Prime Minister Winston Churchill said: Those that fail to learn from history are doomed to repeat it.

Welcome to the 1980s, when the increase in white supremacy cults scared the FBI, who overreacted, and the right built elaborate conspiracy theories about the federal government and the need for guns to defend themselves against it. 

Sound familiar? Hear the faint voices saying I told you? Yeah, me too.
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Book 4, A Newspaper in Texas
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Chapter 1
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Tuesday, June 14, 1988

I was in the conference room of the Plains City Gazette where I usually worked these days. Conference room always had single quotes around it in my head when I used it for its intended purpose. Really, it’s a storage room with a table squeezed into the middle so we can have staff meetings. Gray filing cabinets line the walls, full of clippings by subject, and sample copies of the Gazette — going back to its beginning, I suppose. Newspapers called rooms like these the morgue, and it seemed fitting, if a bit macabre, that it was now my workspace.

I still couldn’t type, but I could read copy. I could hold meetings. I could yell at reporters. So, business as usual. I had a part-time clerk from the front office who helped mark the changes on the copy as I groused out loud about the changes needed. Sometimes, I just hollered at the reporter directly. It was easier, faster. And hollering let me vent a bit of my frustration about my wrists: still painful, still ugly, and worst of all? I was still unable to use them.

I’d injured them escaping from the cellar of a burning house. I didn’t like thinking about what I’d done. Didn’t like thinking about thrusting my bound wrists into the fire to burn off the ropes so I could free myself and the reporter who was trapped with me. And then I had to use them to push open the outside doors of the cellar and get us both out of there before the Women’s Shelter came crashing down. 

I didn’t like thinking about it. And in the daytime, I could set it all aside. But at night, my brain threw the images and the smell of burning flesh into nightmares almost daily.

The burns were deep. I’d bear the scars forever. But my doctor was encouraging. I had the use of all my fingers. They didn’t have to amputate. They didn’t even need to do skin grafts. Faced with those futures, griping about the slow healing process seemed shallow.

But damn, burns healed slowly. They weren’t even healed enough to begin therapy to re-build strength and mobility and it had been five weeks.

It wasn’t just the burns on my wrists. I had other burns, smoke inhalation damage to my lungs, and fatigue. It was the damned fatigue that prevented me from returning to work. Well, that and the fact that my wrists were still in braces that limited me from even opening a door for myself. 

Now I could go into work — provided someone took me. And I could work four hours a day before someone needed to take me home.

I hated being helpless. I needed help with everything. And I wasn’t graceful about accepting it either. 

As the news editor of the Gazette newspaper in Plains City, Texas, I spent hours at a keyboard every day. And now I couldn’t. It was weeks before they’d even let me inside the building.

They. The three dictators of my life: my doctor, my boss, and my boyfriend (such a silly word for a man almost 40 years old). They ruled my life, it seemed. But the doctor had said it bluntly: use them, damage them, lose them.

Got it.

So, a lot of the fallout of the murder of two of the board of directors of the safe house network and the destruction of the women’s shelter I learned about like everyone else — by reading the newspaper. 

I also had Eric Morton’s gossip. That helped. He called me daily to fill me in on the internal fallout and the external. He would know. He was covering the bulk of the external stories. And internal? Well it was a small office. And there had been a fair amount of shouting when Danny Ferguson left to be the public information officer at the police station. I’d been there for that. Still fallout from it, I gather. Danny Ferguson was a local boy and some people — translation: readers and advertisers — took sides.

He’d be good as the PIO for the police; he had been the police reporter for two decades. Too bad I didn’t trust him. Not even if it was Danny who I’d risked my hands to rescue.

Things in the office were running smoothly, actually, considering how short-handed we were. We’d been overworked and stretched too thin before, and now we had a vacancy and me at half-time and barely quarter speed.

Still, Emily Gonzales liked the cop beat and was doing it well. Mornings weren’t quite as smooth as they had been when Danny had been on staff, but she’d had only a few weeks of experience. And she was turning out good stuff. Her first big cop story was when Assistant District Attorney Tiny Bellamy filed arson and attempted murder charges against Obadiah Brewster based on my deposition. Murder charges against him and his brother Seth had followed for the deaths of two other women — one of them had been their sister.

Emily included, without prompting, a quote of “No comment,” from Danny, now the PIO at the cop shop. I was proud of her for having the gumption to ask. She and Danny had not gotten along. To be blunt, he’d been a racist prick to her. 

“Katy?” Kevin Smith, the managing editor and my boss, stuck his head into the conference room. And then he just stopped speaking. 

I looked inquiringly at Kevin, who had an odd expression on his face. I usually found him pretty easy to read, but not this time. 

“Could I see you in my office?”

I nodded to my aide to clean things up. “See if you can explain to Eric one more time how to spell receive?” Eric Morton was a great reporter. But he got his start in radio, and apparently spelling wasn’t a requirement there. Made sense when you thought about it. But in print? He damn well needed to learn to look up the words he couldn’t spell. Did he think I got him a dictionary for his birthday because it was pretty?

Carol giggled. I smiled reluctantly. Carol Nelson was a good-natured young woman. She had decided to be amused by my bark and my bite. She tolerated all of my grumpiness. And she could spell.

I was growing quite fond of her. Maybe she’d like a reporting job? Or to be lifestyle editor? And Karen could move into a reporting job? She’d like that. She was back at work full-time, although her injuries weren’t completely healed either. 

The only silver lining in the whole damned mess was that Karen had quit smoking. The last smoker in the newsroom, although there were still some in advertising up front. I was grateful. I didn’t think my abused lungs could have taken that. I knew my emotional stability wouldn’t: I envisioned smelling the scent of smoke and having a hysterical meltdown. No, it was good she had quit — for her health and my sanity.

I followed Kevin into his office. It wasn’t especially big, and our publisher, Ian McCormick, and a stranger were already seated. I found a chair near the door and carefully kept my distance. Too many strangers wanted to shake hands. And that was so not going to happen.

“Katy, this Joseph Carroll,” Ian McCormick said. “FBI Special Agent in Charge or SAC. Mr. Carroll? This Katy Williams, the newspaper’s news editor.”

“In charge of what?” I said. I knew it was a title for the agent in charge of a team, but what exactly was he here for? I looked him over. He was 50ish, short and stocky with receding gray hair. He wore the perquisite dark suit, white shirt, and red tie. Polished black shoes. Yes, I looked.

He ignored the question. “You’re Katy Williams,” he said. It wasn’t a question. “You used to be a reporter at the Spokesman-Review in Spokane, Washington?”

Puzzled now, I nodded.

He nodded at a map that was spread across Kevin’s desk somewhat hazardously. It looked like it would slide off at any moment. “That’s a map of an isolated house, with a cluster of additional houses, that is completely self-contained. Generators, wells, everything they need to survive. Only way in is by helicopter or small plane.”

“Ol’ man Brewster’s log-cabin mansion,” I said slowly. McCormick winced at how I identified Seth Brewster, Sr., but I ignored him. That was how everyone identified him. 

“Does it remind you of anything?” the FBI agent asked.

Maybe it was his reference to my past job with the Spokesman that made it click.

“Oh my God,” I whispered. I started to hyperventilate. Things were starting to go black before I finally got my breathing under control. “Hayden Lake, Idaho.”

He nodded.

“Katy?” Ian McCormick asked.

“It’s a white supremacist compound in northern Idaho,” I said numbly. “The home of the Aryan Nation. How did I not see the similarities?” I had seen them last fall with Vern Cooper’s recruitment of young men from Dallas and the surrounding areas. His camp had looked like a typical Skinhead recruitment camp. But well, there was a difference wasn’t there? Aryan Nation at Hayden Lake, like Cooper’s Skinhead camp, weren’t about rich people. Weren’t about attorneys. 

Brewster’s place? A millionaire and his family of millionaires. I frowned. 

I got up and looked at the map on Kevin’s desk. There was a red ink border drawn around a fairly large chunk of land. I squinted but couldn’t make out the details. 

“How much land does Brewster have?” I asked. 

“About 1,400 acres, roughly two square miles,” Agent Carroll answered. 

“That much. Butler only has 20 acres,” I muttered.

I looked up at the agent. “Is he recruiting? How are they getting in there?” I asked. “Is this linked to Vern Cooper’s camp last fall?”

“We’re sure he’s recruiting,” Carroll answered. “We don’t know how he’s getting them in there. The compound helicopter flies out daily. Goes to Tyler some days,” he said naming a bigger city 60 miles east of us on the Louisiana border. “Dallas others. And some days we’re not sure where they’re going.”

“Not here?”

“No, if they come here, there are warrants waiting,” the SAC responded. He didn’t shift his eyes from me. I could feel them. “Good job on that, by the way.” I looked up at him in inquiry.

“Your work as a reporter and editor and your willingness to be a state’s witness about the arson and attempted murder has gone a long way toward forcing their hands here,” he said. He was still watching me, and I didn’t know why. “For now, at least.”

“A Butler Aryan Nation compound, but with money?” I asked. “Good God.”

I looked back at the map. “How many people does he have in there?” I asked.

“Maybe as many as 100, more coming in daily,” he answered. “We think some are just going in cross-country, and hoping they’ll get picked up by patrols. And we think those supply flights are bringing in others. It’s growing.”

I leaned against the desk, wrinkling the map, and faced him. “Why are you telling me all of this?” I demanded. “Why are you here?”

“We’re setting up a joint FBI task force based here in Plains City,” Carroll said. “We’re here with the blessings of Judge Andrew Pettygood. Still not sure about the chief of police, to be honest.”

I wasn’t sure about Police Chief Jerry Don Hilliard either.

“The sheriff we are sure about, unfortunately,” he added.

I snorted, because I was sure, too. He was a Texas good ol’ boy, ignorant and racist, who got elected because his friends felt sorry for him when his car wash went bankrupt a decade or so ago. How can you bankrupt a carwash, for God’s sake? He showed up at county fairs and rode a horse in every parade and kept getting re-elected. But I had been pretty sure last fall that someone paid him to look away, someone connected to the KKK and Vern Cooper. How else could he have not known about Vern’s compound?

“So, Andrew vouched for me?” I asked, still wondering why Carroll was here. “For us?”

“Well, he said, if we didn’t want you investigating the task force, we’d better come clean with you up front,” he admitted, his eyes curious. I ignored the curiosity. “But honestly, we want you to write about the task force. We want all the publicity we can get.”

I frowned. “I don’t understand.”

“Oh, for freak’s sake man, just tell her.” Kevin was impatient. “While the task force is very visible here, holds hearings, does investigations, all of that, they’re going to send in someone undercover.”

“What?” I exclaimed. “That’s suicide.”

A younger man slipped into the room. He was in his late 20s, a bit taller than me, with similar medium brown hair, cut very short, and brown eyes. Good looking enough, but easy to overlook. He was wearing a gray V-neck T-shirt, a bit snug and revealing well-developed biceps, a pair of faded blue jeans, and heavy work boots — just like the white supremacists at Cooper’s camp. Just like the white supremacists at Hayden Lake.

He looked like a male version of me.

“John?” I exclaimed. 

“Hi, Sis,” said FBI Special Agent John Williams. My brother. They were going to send in my kid brother. What the hell?

I sat down, put my head between my knees and hoped I didn’t embarrass myself — and everyone else — by either blacking out or throwing up. 

My relationship with my family was complex. I suspect that’s true for most of us. You love them, but.... Maybe it’s a part of separating from them so that you can become who you are — an individual, an adult in your own right. 

But that normal part of separation was complicated in my life because it was followed by me leaving the church. Leaving the ministry. Becoming a journalist. My parents were bewildered by the changes, heartbroken by some of them. My relationship with them consisted of monthly telephone calls. If a charge didn’t show up on my long-distance telephone bill, I sighed and called home.

I loved them. I believed they loved me. When I finally told them about the fire, it was all I could do to convince my mother to stay at home in their small town near Seattle. She was ready to be on the next plane out. But well, she would have disapproved of my relationship with Sam. Not Sam — she’d like him, I think. But of my living with him. And her hurt and dismay would have been just another burden that I couldn’t cope with.

I loved them, I did. But I couldn’t live with them, because I no longer believed like them. They were very devout, very conservative, evangelical Christians. A term that was rapidly changing from what it had meant in my childhood to what Reagan and the Moral Majority wanted it to be. I liked to believe my parents held to the old ways. It was probably best that I didn’t probe that too deeply, however.

But my kid brother had an even worse relationship with my parents. He’d rebelled earlier, while still living at home. He refused to go to church any longer at 16, fell into a rough crowd — my mother’s term — at school, and then moved out during his senior year and lived with friends. I was at college, and neither my parents nor John would tell me what that last fight was about.

He went off to college, became interested in law enforcement — about the time I made a career change from youth pastor to journalist — and the next thing I knew he was signing up with the FBI.

He and I were closer to each other than either of us were with our parents, but we probably only talked every other month or so — holidays, birthdays. He called me. I didn’t have a phone number for him. He hadn’t even told me he was at Hayden Lake, part of the surveillance team of the white separatist compound there. I was at the Spokesman, an hour away. He knew what I was doing — writing about the rise of white identity groups in our corner of the Pacific Northwest. I knew nothing about what he’d been doing.

But I should be grateful. I didn’t think he’s talked to my parents in years. I wasn’t sure why — but the breach between them was more profound than mine.

So, two weeks ago, I had told him the bare minimum about my wrists when he’d called, not much more than what I’d told my parents. It looked like he had other sources for information about all of that, however. He’d probably already known when I told him. Probably why he’d called, I realized suddenly.

For all of that, I loved my baby brother. He was five years younger than I was. From the day he came home I adored him. That hadn’t changed. 

Emotions aren’t knowledge-based. They just are.

So, I didn’t know about his presence at Hayden Lake until I left the Spokesman and he’d left Hayden Lake. He mentioned it in passing in a phone call. I was taken aback to say the least. He didn’t explain his silence — we could have had lunch or something! And maybe that was why he hadn’t. Having lunch with a reporter probably would get noticed and reported in his personnel file. Even if the reporter was your sister.

Especially if your sister is on the team covering the mess your agency was making out at Hayden Lake, Idaho.

Butler’s Aryan Nations was holding World Congresses of white nationalists on 20 acres he owned out there. His movement — both church and political movement —was unifying racist Skinheads, The Order, and Metzgers. All the white nationalist bad guys were organizing, and they were using Butler’s farm to do it.

And the Spokane-Northern Idaho region was seeing an escalation in hate crimes, violence against Black people, and white nationalist rhetoric. 

The Spokesman had decided that the increasing presence of white supremacists in northern Idaho, just miles away from Spokane, could not be ignored. Nor could it just be covered ‘objectively.’ How did you cover white supremacy objectively? So we became advocates for change in the region. Not only did my team cover the Aryan Nation compound at Hayden Lake, and the increase in hate crime throughout the region, the newspaper partnered with non-profits to push back against the hate. 

I did it for four years, before I knew it was time to leave. I was burning out. It wasn’t futile, exactly, because Spokane was responding. But the newspaper took a lot of heat for it. It lost subscribers and advertisers. It even got blasted by other journalism outlets because it had lost its objectivity and become ‘a participant in the events it was supposed to be covering.’ Even in the newsroom there was a division over what should be done, and whether we had gone too far. 

And the news team I was on was at the center of it — even though we were doing evidence-based objective reporting. We were just doing a lot of it. And some of it, people criticized because it lacked a news peg: Why are you telling us this? Why are you writing about this again? Why now?

As if the fact that a white supremacy compound was set up in our region wasn’t news peg enough. Spokane was mostly white — 90 percent. But those 10 percent who were not, were living in terror. And anyone who advocated on their behalf were terrorized as well.

The pressure was relentless. There were midnight death threats. I got followed.

I came to Texas to escape all that. I snorted. Texas, of course, had to do it bigger and badder.

But the frustration had become this jaw-clenching tension that I lived with day in and day out. A lot of the frustration was with the FBI, which seemed determined to do everything wrong. Maybe they had reasons. I don’t know — they refused to talk to the press.

This time it looked like that at least was going to be different.

John looked at the others in the room, then sat down beside me. He looked at my wrists and winced. “You’ve had a rough time of it, haven’t you?” he murmured.

I laughed. “Yeah,” I agreed. “And you’re going into the hornet’s nest? By choice?”

He grinned at me. “You going to stay on the sidelines? Going to write wedding stories from now on? Stick to the recipes page?”

There were snickers from others in the room, and I laughed again. When he put it like that? I guessed we were more alike than I realized.

“So, Hayden Lake, you didn’t even tell me you were there,” I said. “But here you are this time. What’s going on?”

“Getting right to the point?” John asked amused. 

“We can catch up later,” I said, then hesitated. “Is there going to be a later?”

He shook his head. “No, probably not,” he said regretfully. “Not until it’s over.”

“So, tell me,” I said. “Why are you here?”

John looked at his boss, then back at me. “Hayden Lake is going to blow up in our faces. It’s only a matter of time. We don’t know enough, Sis. We don’t understand the mentality. And Hayden Lake isn’t the only compound. They don’t seem connected. But they’re proliferating. So here we are in east Texas. Another one starting. But this one is different.”

“He’s got money,” I said, somewhat sourly. “And a lot of local power.”

“He does,” John agreed. “And that alarms the profilers and data crunchers at headquarters. The powers that be decided that we needed someone inside to watch it develop. To understand it better. And if possible, stop it before it gets so big that we can’t stop it without an armed assault.”

I considered that. “And what have they done that warrants an armed assault?” I asked slowly.

There was silence in the room. 

“There are warrants for their arrests. Some of them are for those arms of yours,” SAC Joseph Carroll said. “You don’t think that merits our intervention?”

“Armed conflict to serve warrants? When women and children there?”

“Are you sure there are children?” John asked sharply.

“Yes?” I said, with some surprise. “When they shut the offices down here, they left with their families. And old man Brewster has a youngish family himself.”

“Damn it,” John said in frustration. “We know so little.”

I frowned. “Who have you talked to? Can’t be very many if you don’t know that.”

“The Judge didn’t mention it,” Joseph Carroll said. I wasn’t sure I liked the man, and I couldn’t say why. 

“Did you ask?” I wanted to know. No one said anything.

“We need to debrief you, Ms. Williams,” Joseph Carroll said heavily.

“No, you don’t,” Ian McCormick said sharply. “You can read the articles we’ve written for that much. But she’s still on sick leave, and she needs to go home. Do your own research, sir.”

“Listen, this is more important than getting her beauty rest,” Joseph Carroll began. I thought the Colonel — Ian — was going to slug him.

“My wrists aren’t going to ever be beautiful no matter how much I rest,” I said quietly. “But they might be functional.”

There was silence. So sue me. A guilt trip wasn’t going to kill any of them.

“Katy,” John said. “He didn’t mean it like that.”

“Yes, he did,” I said. “He was being patronizing. Would he have said that to you if you’d been injured? Or to any man? No. And he expected me to say fine. And I’m not going to say fine. Because I want to be able to use my wrists again. So, I’m going home. And Kevin can pull the articles we’ve written for the last two months and let you catch up. Both of you. And then if you have any questions, you can ask Kevin for permission to talk to the reporters — because I was laid up for most of the coverage. And if he says yes, perhaps we can find an attorney — Tiny Bellamy perhaps — to sit in on those interviews.”

I looked at Joseph Carroll. “I hope you enjoyed that smart remark,” I said. “Because you just ended any chance of cooperation. You didn’t do your homework. And you’re a patronizing asshole. I’m done.”

“And your brother?” Carroll asked. “You going to leave him hanging in the wind?”

I smiled at John as I got up to leave. “He was in Hayden Lake for four years, and didn’t tell me,” I said. “So, whatever you think you’re up to here? You can negotiate with Ian and Kevin. And John, maybe you can come out for dinner before you leave.”

I got all the way to the door before John said, “Shit.”

I laughed and walked out. Susan was pacing outside the door. “You ready to go?” she asked. “You were supposed to leave 30 minutes ago.”

“I am,” I assured her and we walked out the door. I was picturing Agent Carroll pulling that shit on Eric, and it made me grin. 

Susan was often the one who drove me home. She just made it part of her rounds as she shot wildlife art or fulfilled assignments. Sam dropped me off on his way to school. We had a system down. I’d go home. My home-health-care nurse would be there to help me settle in for a nap. I’d wake up when Sam got home.

This was Sam’s last week of school, and then we’d probably revise the schedule.

And I hated everything about it. I hated being dependent on other people. I hated the pain, and the fatigue and the damn brain fog. I hated that we were short-handed at the office and it was made worse because I couldn’t pull my own weight much less catch up the slack.

And whining about it would just make it harder on everyone. 

Sometimes when it got to be too much, I had a meltdown and cried on Sam’s shoulder. He had fine shoulders for that. He’d hold me and let me cry it out. But truth was it didn’t make me feel better, and it only served to stress him out. Fatigue caused those meltdowns, I’d discovered. And so I was learning to pace myself. 

“You’re upset,” Susan observed. “And too tired. I should have knocked and pulled you out of there. What was Kevin thinking?”

“My fault,” I said, leaning my head back against the headrest. “Those were FBI agents, and they want our cooperation. And I was listening like a good girl until I realized they hadn’t bothered to even read our stories. So, I told them to do their homework before asking for my help.”

Susan shook her head. “This is about the Brewsters,” she guessed. 

I nodded. “The Brewster compound? They think it’s like a better-funded version of Vern Cooper’s Skinhead camp.”

She drove in silence for a bit. “Does Abe know that?”

I chewed on my lower lip. “No,” I said. “And maybe you shouldn’t tell him, until we know more?”

Susan nodded.

Last fall, it was discovered that a well-liked school board member, Vern Cooper, had a training camp for Skinheads. He believed the South would rise again and restore the Confederacy. When a Black football quarterback refused to play for South Plains City High School because it carried the Confederate flag — I was horrified that anyone thought that was OK — Vern Cooper had him kidnapped. He killed a couple of other Black players and then kidnapped Abe and me as well. Clay Peabody was burned to death on a cross — Cooper wanted me to be there to bear witness. I escaped and brought back help in time to save Abe’s life, but it was too late for Clay.

I still had nightmares. So did Abe. 

This wasn’t going to help either of us heal.

“I’ll talk to Abe in the morning,” I said as I got out of the car. Susan had to open the car door for me. “It’s stupid to think we can keep secrets from a reporter for very long.”

She laughed.

The home-care nurse, Gloria Harris, met me at the door. Because I still couldn’t open one myself. Was I feeling sorry for myself? Yes, I was. I’d gotten too tired. And I was on the verge of tears. She was a slim Black woman who wore glasses and was probably in her early 50s. We were friends — when someone has to help you use the toilet, you get close.

Time to use the bathroom, which now had a bidet and I wasn’t ever giving it up because it was a wonderful thing, and then Gloria got me out of my clothes and into sweats. All exhausting things. Who knew? I drank a protein shake with a straw and went to bed. “Thank you,” I told Gloria. “You don’t know how grateful I am.”

She just patted me on my leg. She’d been hired by my security team — and wasn’t that a sign your life had gone wrong when you needed a security team? “You’re doing fine,” she assured me. She read me better than people who had known me for two years did. Better than my own brother did as a matter of fact. “You’re better this week than you were last week. Doesn’t matter how little the improvement as long as that’s true. And truthfully, you’re surprising the doctor with how much you’re improving. He didn’t think you should go back to work yet.”

I liked my doctor. Dr. Bob White was a blunt-spoken, gruff man who was very good with burns. I especially liked it when I could prove him wrong. I smiled at Gloria, and then got comfortable with my wrists in their heavier braces so that I didn’t rollover and damage them in my sleep. I was asleep before Gloria even left the house.
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Chapter 2
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Tuesday, June 14, 1988

When I woke up, I could hear male laughter. We had company? That was unexpected. Sam Parker didn’t really do company much. We went out with our friends. Sometimes together, but usually it was separately. I had my work friends, and Sam liked them. Sam had his work friends and sports fans, and I liked them well enough. But it changed the camaraderie for both of us to be there. 

We rarely entertained together. When we had extra time, we spent it together, alone.

Or lately, I spent it sleeping. Healing.

So, who was out there? I got up, gave my hair a toss and hoped that improved the bedhead look, and went out there to find out.

It was not a collection of men I would ever think to put together.

Sam, fit and buff even as he approached 40, was anchoring one end of the couch. He’d come from school and was still wearing shorts. I paused to admire his legs. Well he was a football coach. And assistant baseball coach. And I think he helped out with the girls’ basketball team. He probably would coach something this summer — soccer maybe. Coach was a big part of his identity. Not all of it. He was also a good cook, liked to garden, and was an amazing lover. I grinned at that thought, and the men looked at me with quizzical expressions.

Eric was there, sitting on a dining room chair he’d turned around so he could lean on its back. He was 30, and he was not buff. I snorted. He reminded me of Baby Huey, to be honest. A big man and a bit slovenly, he was a brash, aggressive, hyper-focused reporter. Intimidating as hell. I respected his talents and counted him a friend.

And Kevin was leaning against the wall that separated the living room from the kitchen. Tall like Eric and Sam, but he was slim — elegant was the word that came to mind. He had dark hair and eyes and eyelashes to die for. He looked like he might model for Calvin Klein — at this time of day, he even had the 5-o’clock shadow. 

The other man was blonde, and he, too, was slim and elegant, although shorter than the others. I used to liken him to Ashley in Gone with the Wind. Judge Andrew Pettygood, my former lover, was sitting in the living room of my current lover, and they were all laughing together.

And the fifth man was my brother. He had the armchair next to Andrew. We did look alike. Medium height, shortest of all the men, with medium brown hair and eyes. Pleasant to look at, easy to forget. Both of us had careers where that was a positive thing — we seemed trustworthy to most people, like they could talk to us, and we’d listen. And God help me, they talked.

“You’re awake,” Sam said as if that pleased him. “You need anything?”

I shook my head. “Maybe an explanation,” I said dryly.

John laughed. “Well, I read the articles,” he said. “And so did my boss. Sorry about that, by the way. He was being an ass. If there are four options of what to say? He’ll pick the offensive one, every time.”

“But you like him?” I asked as I settled down onto the couch. I wanted to snuggle up with Sam, but I couldn’t quite do it. Not with this intimidating collection of men.

“I don’t know him really, but my boss speaks well of him — most of the time,” John said. “You were right, we hadn’t done our homework, and he’s probably pretty chagrined about it. We aren’t used to working with the press. Usually we’re dodging them.”

“As you did at Hayden Lake,” I said, still a bit hurt about that. “You must have ducked away several times. I was out there doing interviews!”

He grinned at me. “Hid behind a tree once,” he admitted. “But I was under orders.”

I shook my head. “Different orders now?”

“Yes and no,” he said. “That’s what we’ve been talking about. I need a conduit back out — some reason that I would be a good person to be their messenger boy to Plains City. That you’re here means I can rely on you to vet the people I hook up with. But I can’t use you. For obvious reasons.”

I laughed. “I can just hear that one. Mr. Brewster? That woman who plans to testify against you is my sister. So I need to have Sunday dinners with her regularly while I’m here. Any messages you want me to relay while I’m there?”

“Exactly,” John said. “So, what will work?”

“I’m not completely sure that wouldn’t work,” I said while I thought about the question. “If there is one thing Old Man Brewster understands it’s family.” 

Then suddenly it clicked. “Turn the question around. Tell Brewster that you can insert yourself into Plains City because of X if he wants a messenger.”

Everyone thought about that.

“I’m coaching summer soccer,” Sam said slowly. “Can you play?”

John shrugged a bit. “Yes,” he said. “So, you’d take a walk-on coach?”

“We have a lot of kids interested,” he said. “It’s why I agreed to run it. But adults who can play? I have a number of them, Mexican American fathers primarily. I have enough kids for three more teams than I have coaches, however. I could pair you with a parent. League rules want at least two coaches.”

John thought about that and nodded slowly. “That might work.”

There was a knock on the door, and it opened. My security team was here. And thank God, they came with food.

I now had enough testosterone in my living room to die happy. Mostly buff, mostly good-looking men. My security team was a company based in Plains City that usually deploys to third world countries on rescue missions. VNV Inc. Vietnam Veterans Inc. A bunch of Black veterans who came home from Vietnam and couldn’t fit back in — they’d faced racism added to PTSD and the rejection all the vets experienced. So, a guy I knew only as Jake formed the company, hired other veterans, and they’ve been successful. Brown does most of my guard duty, but I’ve gradually gotten acquainted with the others. They were wearing their business uniform — black T-shirts, khaki trousers, laced up boots. I didn’t think I’d seen them wear anything else. 

Will Jones came in with them. He’d linked me up with them when I was worried about security for the women who had lived at the Women’s Shelter. And then my own security. They’d saved Karen’s life. Saved mine twice. 

Will wasn’t part of the company, he was a social worker in town. We became friends — I guess that’s the right word — last fall during the Confederate flag murders. God, that sounded cheesy. I’d have to tell him that one, he’ll get a kick out of it.

Of course, there’s the problem of me eating. I don’t much in public. But they’d brought sub sandwiches. And with a bit of work I could use my hands to shovel the sandwich into my mouth. I sat at the kitchen table with my back to them where most couldn’t see me. And I listened to them talk behind me while they ate their sandwiches sprawled out in the living room.

“John?” I asked. “Why are you doing this?”

“Why is the FBI doing this? Or why am I personally doing this?”

“Both,” I said slowly. “I get what you said about needing to know more. But the more you interact — the more the FBI interacts with them — the more likely something will go wrong. Like it did at Hayden Lake. People die, needlessly, when that happens. That seems to be the pattern, bring in the FBI and people die.”

“That’s not quite fair,” John said defensively. “You hear about the ones where that happens, but there are a lot that go smoothly.”

“What would go smoothly look like?” I asked, and finished with my sandwich, I swiveled around to look at him. “What is your end goal?”

He was silent, as if this was a new question to be considered. That was not reassuring.

“We get the bad guys and shut the place down?” he said, somewhat facetiously. 

“Seriously,” I said impatiently. “What is your end goal here?”

Judge Andrew Pettygood intervened. “Well, they’d bring in Seth and Obie Brewster to stand trial.”

I nodded. “And do you normally send in the FBI to serve warrants from your court?”

“No,” he said troubled. “So what are you saying? That we just leave them alone and let them get away with it?”

“I think we should be very clear about what the goal is,” I said slowly. I had been at Hayden Lake. I’d seen what happened when one group of testosterone-driven men faced off another group. Given enough time, there would be a confrontation. “Would you send armed FBI agents in to serve warrants on any other occasion, Andrew?”

“No, we usually wait until they’re stopped for something, or they come out,” he said slowly.

“Is that the only violation? That you need to serve them warrants?” I asked John.

“They’re building a community in there, Katy!” John exclaimed. “A white supremacist, separatist community!”

“The whole state of Texas qualifies for that,” I said, only exaggerating slightly. “They even run petitions to secede and form their own country — speaking of separatist.”

I saw humor on the Texans’ faces, both black and white. John just looked at me with frustration.

I continued more seriously, “So you have a family who wants to be left alone, who collects guns and home schools their children. None of which is illegal. And the FBI is forming a task force to do what exactly?”

John was getting angry, I could see. “So you won’t help us?” he demanded.

“Help you do what?” I countered. “That’s what I’ve been asking you. What is your goal here? What is it you want to achieve?”

“It’s a goddamn cult, Katy!”

“By my standards, so is the Church of Good News, and I should know, right? You going to infiltrate them? Freedom of religion says you can join a cult, er, church of your choice. You infiltrate churches too?”

“Probably are,” Brown muttered. “Black churches at least. Have since Martin Luther King, Jr.”

I nodded at him. “Good point.”

“Judge? Did you ask for FBI assistance to serve your warrants?” I asked.

He looked at me, with a half-smile that I ignored. Mostly. “No,” he said. “Jerry Don assures me he will serve the warrants and take them into custody if they come to town. If they stay out there? I guess we’ll wait.”

“So the FBI approached you?” I asked for clarification. 

He nodded slowly. “They did,” he said. “Agent Williams? Who did invite you in? It wasn’t me. Can’t imagine it was Jerry Don. And the Sheriff? I doubt he’s bright enough to look up your number. He’s on their side anyway. So who did invite you in? What is your jurisdiction for even being here?”

I sat back now to watch the interplay between John, who was sorely outnumbered, and Andrew. Will and Brown looked amused. Jake was intent. Kevin’s eyes narrowed in thought as he looked at John, too. I was trying to predict who would go full reporter mode first: Kevin or Eric. Normally my money would be on Eric, but Kevin was leaning into this like he was a hunting dog.

Dear God, I was picking up Texas metaphors.

Sam just looked like he could think of better things to do than this. And I agreed with that.

John looked frustrated. “We’re here because you have a white supremacist, isolationist compound forming,” he said, enunciating clearly.

“We do,” Will Jones murmured. “It’s called the sheriff’s department. Going to go in there and clean house? No offense to Katy and her suffering, or to the deaths of Ruthie and Rebecca, but that sheriff and his deputies have been responsible for more deaths than the Brewsters. And where were you when Vern Cooper was building a camp of Skinheads and killing Black teenagers?”

“Good point,” I said. “John? Why are you here now and you weren’t last fall?”

“Last fall was a matter for local officials to handle,” he said stiffly.

I looked at him. “You still haven’t told me what is different between them and the Brewsters. Or the Brewsters and the sheriff’s department. Or the local Church of Good News.”

Kevin sat back in his seat as if a light had gone on. “God damn,” he said softly. “The FBI wants their assets. You’re on an asset hunt.”

I saw Jake get it, but the rest of us looked confused. “They didn’t care about Vern Cooper, no assets,” Kevin explained. “But the Brewsters? If they raid them and find evidence of criminal activity, they can confiscate their assets, can’t they, Judge?”

Andrew Pettygood looked thoughtful. “Drug dealers. Illegal weapons. Yes, in those kinds of cases, assets are taken and applied to costs and penalties.” He looked at John thoughtfully. “Do you have reason to believe you’ll find that inside the Brewster compound?”

“Don’t you?” John countered. “A cult? Young children?”

“Which you didn’t even know about at the meeting today,” I interjected. 

“You know they’ve abused their children,” John said.

“One out three women in America have been abused,” I replied. “And where is the FBI there? Kevin’s right. The difference is you think you can go in there and find evidence of wrongdoing that will allow you to confiscate their assets. Considerable assets. There’s a term for it?” I looked at Andrew.

“Forfeiture,” he said absently. “I still would like to know who called you in, Agent Williams.”

John sighed at that. “To be honest, I don’t know,” he admitted. “That’s above my paygrade. Could be the governor for all I know.”

Andrew looked thoughtful at that. “I think I would like to know that before we proceed.”

John shook his head. “With all due respect, Judge, you don’t have any say about whether we proceed.”

Andrew raised his eyebrows, and there was a slight smile on his face. “So much for a joint taskforce?” He stressed the word joint.

John scowled. I felt some pity — it was him against the rest of us, in front of an audience that was at best skeptical of his motives and his agency.

“John, you aren’t telling us what your goal is, but you want us to blindly help you,” I said. “Wouldn’t you be nervous if you were in our shoes?”

“Only if you have something to hide from the FBI,” John said stubbornly.

Andrew closed his eyes as if that caused him actual pain. 

“Well, this has been fun!” I said brightly. “But I’ve exceeded my quota for the day. Maybe another time?”

People laughed and started toward the door. Not John. So Jake and Brown stayed. Apparently neither the category FBI nor brother satisfied their suspicious natures. And not Kevin, which surprised me. I hadn’t spotted the negotiation that meant Eric left and Kevin stayed.

“Seriously, John,” I said and I let my exhaustion show. “You need to go and come back with answers if you want cooperation. Answers for Judge Pettygood at least. And Kevin, here, if you want newspaper cooperation. I’m still not sure what you want from me.”

John studied me for a moment. “Do you trust all the men who were here?”

I considered that for a moment. “I trust all the men who are here now,” I answered, emphasizing now. “And Jake trusts his men, so I do. Eric? I trust completely to be the dogged reporter that he is. And Andrew? I trust him to do what he thinks is right. Even when he’s wrong. Define trust?”

John rolled his eyes, and I just stared at him waiting for him to answer. 

“Would any of them tell Brewster what we discussed?” he asked finally.

“No.” I was clear on that. Then I reconsidered. “We might run a news story that the Brewsters would read. But I think we’ve already agreed that we’re not writing about you. Just about the joint task force.” And I place the same emphasis on joint that Andrew had.

John grimaced. “Goofed that up,” he admitted. “I’m not used to doing liaison work.”

Jake laughed. And we all looked at him. “As if the FBI is ever any good at doing liaison work,” he observed. “You all don’t even work well with your own field offices.”

John looked at him as if he was now of interest. Jake just looked amused. I wasn’t real happy with my brother right now.

“Where are you staying tonight?” I asked practically. 

“I am supposed to be on my way into the compound,” he said. “But I need my way back out first.”

Sam stirred from his corner of the couch. “I already told you,” he said. “You want to show up and volunteer to coach soccer, I’ll sign you on. You’d have to come out Tuesdays, Thursdays and Saturdays for games, though. Will that work?”
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