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Journalism without a moral position
is impossible. Every journalist is a moralist . . .
She cannot do her work without
judging what she sees.





—MARGUERITE DURAS
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They moved on him just after dinner.


He didn’t know for sure how many. But that didn’t matter; all he thought was: Please, don’t let them have a knife. He didn’t want to get cut. Swing the baseball bat, swing the pipe, drop the cinder block on his hands . . . but not a knife please.


He was walking down the corridor from the prison dining hall to the library, the gray corridor that had a smell he’d never been able to place. Sour, rotten . . . And behind him: the footsteps growing closer.


The thin man, who’d eaten hardly any of the fried meat and bread and green beans ladled on his tray, walked more quickly.


He was sixty feet from a guard station and none of the Department of Corrections officers at the far end of the corridor were looking his way.


Footsteps. Whispering.


Oh, Lord, the thin man thought. I can take one out maybe. I’m strong and I can move fast. But if they have a knife there’s no way . . .


Randy Boggs glanced back.


Three men were close behind him.


Not a knife. Please . . .


He started to run.


“Where you goin’, boy?” the Latino voice called as they broke into a trot after him.


Ascipio. It was Ascipio. And that meant he was going to die.


“Yo, Boggs, ain’ no use. Ain’ no use at all, you runnin’.”


But keep running he did. Foot after foot, head down. Now only forty feet from the guard station.


I can make it. I’ll be there just before they get me.


Please let them have a club or use their fists.


But no knife.


No sliced flesh.


Of course word’d get out immediately in general population how Boggs had run to the guards. And then everybody, even the guards themselves, would wail on him every chance they got. Because if your nerve breaks there’s no hope for you Inside. It means you’re going to die and it’s just a question of how long it takes for the rest of the inmates to strip away your body from your cowardly soul.


“Shit, man,” another voice called, breathing hard from the effort of running. “Get him.”


“You got the glass?” one of them called to another.


It was a whisper but Boggs heard it. Glass. Ascipio’s friend would mean a glass knife, which was the most popular weapon in prison because you could wrap it in tape, hide it in you, pass through the metal detector and shit it out into your hand and none of the guards would ever know.


“Give it up, man. We gonna cut you one way or th’other. Give us you blood . . .”


Boggs, thin but not in good shape, ran like a track star but he realized that he wasn’t going to make it. The guards were in station seven – a room separating the communal facilities from the cells. The windows were an inch and a half thick and someone could stand directly in front of the window and pound with his bleeding bare hands on the glass and if the guard inside didn’t happen to look up at the slashed prisoner he’d never know a thing and continue to enjoy his New York Post and pizza slice and coffee. He’d never know a man was bleeding to death two feet behind him.


Boggs saw the guards inside the fortress. They were concentrating on an important episode of St Elsewhere on a small TV.


Boggs sprinted as fast as he could, calling, “Help me, help me!”


Go, go, go!


Okay, he’d turn, he’d face Ascipio and his buddies. Butt his long head into the closest one. Break his nose, try to grab the knife. Maybe the guards would notice by then.


A commercial on the TV. The guards were pointing at it and laughing. A big basketball player was saying something. Boggs raced directly toward him.


Wondering: Why were Ascipio and his baddies doing this? Why? Just because he was white? Because he wasn’t a bodybuilder? Because he hadn’t picked up a whittled broomstick along with the ten other inmates and stepped up to kill Rano the snitch?


Ten feet to the guard station . . .


A hand grabbed his collar from behind.


“No!” Randy Boggs cried.


And he felt himself start to tumble to the concrete floor under the tackle.


He saw: the characters on the hospital show on TV looking gravely at a body on the operating room.


He saw: the gray concrete rising up to slam him in the head.


He saw: a sparkle of the glass in the hand of a young Latino man. Ascipio whispered, “Do it.”


The young man stepped forward with the glass knife.


But then Boggs saw another motion. A shadow coming out of a deeper shadow. A huge shadow.


A hand reached down and gripped the wrist of the man holding the knife.


Snick.


The attacker screamed as his wrist turned sideways in the shadow’s huge hand. The glass fell to the concrete floor and broke.


“Bless you,” the shadow said in a slow, reverent voice. “You know not what you do.” Then the voice snapped, “Now get the fuck outta here. Try this again and you be dead.”


Ascipio and the third of the trio helped the wounded attacker to his feet. They hurried down the corridor.


The huge shadow, whose name was Severn Washington, fifteen to twenty-five for a murder committed before he accepted Allah into his heart, helped Boggs to his feet. The thin man closed his eyes and breathed deeply. Then together they silently started back to the library. Boggs, hands shaking desperately, glanced into the guard station, inside of which the guards nodded and smiled as the body on the operating room on the TV screen was miraculously revived and the previews for next week’s show came on.





Four hours later Randy Boggs sat on his bunk, listening to his roommate, Wilker, James, DOC 4495878, eight years for receiving, second felony offense.


“Hear they moved on you, man, that Ascipio, man, he one mean fucker. What he want to do that for? I can’t figure it, not like you have anything on him, man.”


Wilker, James kept talking, like he always did, on and on and goddamn on but Randy Boggs wasn’t listening. He sat hunched over a People magazine on his bunk. He wasn’t reading the periodical, though. He was using it as a lap desk, on top of which was a piece of cheap, wide-lined writing paper.


“You gotta understand me man,” Wilker, James said. “I’m not saying anything about the Hispanic race. I mean, you know, the problem is they just don’t see things the way normal people do. I man, like, life isn’t . . .”


Boggs ignored the man’s crazy rambling and finally touched pen to paper. In the upper left-hand corner of the paper he wrote “Harrison Men’s Correctional Facility.” He wrote the date. Then he wrote:





Dear to who it may concern:


You have to help me. Please.





After this careful beginning Randy Boggs paused, thought for a long moment and started to write once more.
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Rune watched the tape once and then a second time. And then once more.


She sat in a deserted corner of the Network’s newsroom, a huge open space, twenty feet high, three thousand square feet, divided up by movable partitions, head-high and covered with gray cloth. The on-camera sets were bright and immaculate; the rest of the walls and floors were scuffed and chipped and streaked with old dirt. To get from one side of the studio to the other, you had to dance over a million wires and around monitors and cameras and computers and desks. A huge control booth, like the bridge of the Starship Enterprise, looked out over the room. A dozen people stood in clusters around desks or monitors. Others carried sheets of paper and blue cardboard cups of coffee and videocassettes. Some sat at computers, typing or editing news stories.


Everyone wore casual clothing but no one behaved casually.


Rune was hunched over the Sony 3/4-inch tape player and small color TV that served as a monitor.


A tinny voice came out of the small speaker. “I told them back then just what I’m telling you now: I didn’t do it.”



The man on the screen was a gaunt thirty-something, with high cheekbones and sideburns. His hair was slicked back and crowned with a Kewpie-doll curl above his forehead. His face was very pale. When Rune had first cued up the tape and started it running, ten minutes before, she’d thought, This dude is a total nerd.


He wore a tight gray jumpsuit, which under other circumstances – say on West Broadway in SoHo – might have been chic. Except that the name of the designer on the label wasn’t Giorgio Armani or Calvin Klein but the New York State Department of Correctional Services.


Rune paused the tape and looked at the letter once again, read the man’s unsteady handwriting. Turned back to the TV screen and heard the interviewer ask him, “You’ll be up for parole, when?”




“Parole? Maybe a few years. But hell . . .” The thin man looked at the camera quickly then away. “A man’s innocent, he shouldn’t be out on parole, he should just be out.”



Rune watched the rest of the tape, listened to him tell about how bad life in prison was, how nobody in the warden’s office or the court would listen to him, how incompetent his lawyer had been. She was surprised, though, that he didn’t sound bitter. He was more baffled – like somebody who can’t understand the justice behind a plane crash or car wreck. She liked that about him; if anybody had a right to be obnoxious or sarcastic it was an innocent man who was in prison. But he just talked calmly and wistfully, occasionally lifting a finger to touch a glistening sideburn. He seemed scared of the camera. Or modest or embarrassed.


She paused the tape and turned to the letter that had ended up on her desk that morning. She had no clue how she’d happened to receive it – other than her being your typical low-level-person-of-indeterminate-job-description at a major television network. Which meant she often got bizarre letters dumped on her desk – anything from Publishers Clearing House award notices to fan mail for Captain Kangaroo and Edward R. Murrow, written by wackos.


It was this letter that had motivated her to go into the archives and dig up these old interview tapes.


She read it again.






Dear to who it may concern:



You have to help me. Please.





It sounded so desperate, pathetic. But the tone wasn’t what affected her as much as the third paragraph of the letter. She read it again.





And what it was was that the Police which I have nothing against normally, didn’t talk to all the Witnesses, or ask the ones they DID talk to the questions they should of asked. If they had done that, then I feel, in my opinion, they would have found that I was innocent of the Charges but they didn’t do this.





Rune looked at the image freeze-framed on the screen. A tight close-up of Randy Boggs just after his trial several years ago.


Where was he born? she wondered. What was his history? In high school, had he been a – what did her mother call them? – a hood? A greaser? Did he have family? A wife somewhere? Maybe children? How would it be to have to visit your husband once a month? Was she faithful to him? Did she bake him cookies and send them to prison.


Rune started the tape again and watched the dull-colored grain on the screen.



“You want to hear what it’s like to be in here?” Now, at last, bitterness was creeping into the thin man’s voice. “Let me tell you ’bout the start of my day. Do you want to hear about that?”




“Tell me whatever you want,” the invisible interviewer asked.


“You wake up at six and the first thing you think is Hell, I’m still here . . .”


A voice from across the room: “Rune, where are you? Come on, let’s go. We’ve got an overturned something on the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway.”


The Model was standing up from his desk, pulling on a tan London Fog trench coat that would keep him ten degrees warmer than he needed to be on this April afternoon (but that would be okay because this was a reporter’s coat). He was an up-and-comer – one of the hotshots covering metro news for the local O&O, the Network’s owned-and-operated New York TV station, Rune’s present employer as well. Twenty-seven, a round face, Midwest handsome (the word “sandy” seemed to apply to him in a vague way). He spent a lot of time in front of mirrors. Nobody shaved like the Model.


Rune worked as a cameraman for him occasionally and when she’d first been assigned to him he hadn’t been quite sure what to make of this auburn-ponytailed girl who looked a bit like Audrey Hepburn and was just a little over five feet, a couple ounces over a hundred pounds. The Model probably would have preferred a pickled, chain-smoking technician who’d worked the city desk from the days when they used sixteen-millimeter Bolex cameras. But she shot damn good footage and there was nobody better than Rune when it came to blustering her way through police barricades and past backstage security guards at Madison Square Garden.


“What’ve you got there?” he asked, nodding at monitor.


“I found this letter on my desk. From this guy in prison.”


“You know him?” the Model asked absently. He carefully made sure the belt wasn’t twisted then fitted it through the plastic buckle.


“Nope. It was just addressed to the Network. Just showed up here.”


“Maybe he wrote it a while ago.” Nodding toward the screen, where Randy Boggs was freeze-framed. “Looks like you could carbon-date him nineteen sixty-five.”


“Nope.” She tapped the paper. “It’s dated two days ago.”


The Model read it quickly. “Sounds like the guy’s having a shitty time of it. The prison in Harrison, huh? Better than Attica but it’s still no country club. So, suit up. Let’s go.”


The first thing you think is, Hell, I’m still here . . .


The Model took a call. He nodded. Looked at Rune. “This is great! It’s an overturned ammonia tanker on the BQE. Boy, that is gonna screw up rush hour real nice. Ammonia. Are we lucky or are we lucky?”


Rune shut the monitor off and joined the Model at his cluttered desk. “I think I want to see her.”


“Her? Who?”


“You know who I mean.”


The Model’s face broke into a wrinkleless smile. “Not Her, capital H?”


“Yeah.”


The Model laughed. “Why?”


Rune had learned one thing about TV news: Keep your back covered and your ideas to yourself – unless the station pays you to come up with ideas, which in her case they didn’t. So she said, “Career development.”


The Model was at the door. “You miss this assignment, you won’t have any career to develop. It’s ammonia. You understand what I’m saying?”


“Ammonia,” Rune repeated. She wound a paisley elastic silkie around her ponytail then pulled on a black leather jacket. The rest of her outfit was a black T-shirt, yellow stretch pants and cowboy boots. “Just give me ten minutes with capital H Her.”


He took her by the arm, aimed her toward the door. “You think you’re just going to walk into Piper Sutton’s office?”


“I’d knock first.”


“Uh-uh. Let’s go, sweetheart. Double time. You can visit the lion’s den after we get back and wrap the edits.”


A figure stepped out of the corridor, a young man in jeans and an expensive black shirt. He wore his hair long and floppy. Bradford Simpson was an intern, a Journalism-School senior at Columbia, who’d started out in the mailroom his freshman year and was by now doing slightly more glamorous jobs around the station – like fetching coffee, handling deliveries of tapes and occasionally actually assisting a cameraman or sound crew. He was one of those madly ambitious sorts – Rune could identify with that part of him – but his ambition was clearly to get his degree, don a Brooks Brothers suit and plunge into the ranks of corporate journalism. Sincere and well liked around the O&O and the Network, Bradford (“Don’t really care for ‘Brad’”) was also cute as hell – in a preppy, Connecticut way. Rune had been shocked when he had actually asked her out a few days ago.


But while she appreciated the offer, Rune had found she didn’t do well dating people like Mr Dockers TopSider and, instead of his offer for dinner at the Yale Club, she’d opted to go film a fire in lower Manhattan for the Live at Eleven newscast. Still, she wondered if he’d ask her out again. No invitations were forthcoming at the moment, however, and he now merely looked at the screen, saw Randy Boggs’s lean face on the monitor and asked, “Who’s that?”


“He’s in jail,” Rune explained. “But I think he’s innocent.”


Bradford asked, “How come?”


“Just a feeling.”


Rune,” said the Model. “We don’t have time. Let’s go.”


She said to them, “That’d be a pretty good story – getting an innocent man out of jail.”


The young man nodded and said, “Journalists doing good deeds – that’s what it’s all about.”


But the Model wasn’t interested in good deeds; he was interested in ammonia. “Brooklyn-Queens Expressway, Rune,” he said like an impatient professor. “Now.”


“Oh, the tanker truck,” Bradford said.


“See?” the Model said to Rune. “Everybody knows about it. Let’s move.”


“It’s a goddamn traffic accident,” Rune protested. “I’m talking about an innocent man in jail for murder.”


Bradford said. “There is something about him . . .” Nodding at the screen. “He looks more like a victim than a killer, if you ask me.”


But before she could agree, the Model took Rune’s arm and led her firmly to the elevator. They descended to the ground floor of the four-story building that occupied a whole square block on the Upper West Side. The building had been an armory at one time then had been bought by the Network, gutted and rebuilt. Outside it was scabby and dark and looked like it ought to be housing a thousand homeless people; inside was a half-billion dollars’ worth of electronic equipment and TV celebrities. A lot of the space was leased to the local O&O station but most of it was for the Network, which recorded a couple of soap operas here, some talk shows, several sitcoms and, of course, Network News.


In the equipment room beside the parking garage Rune checked out an Ikegami video camera with an Ampex deck and a battery pack. Rune and the Model climbed into an Econoline van. She grabbed the lip of the doorway and swung up and in, the way she liked to do, feeling like a pilot about to take off on a mission. The driver, a scrawny young man with a long thin braid of blond hair, gave a thumbs-up to Rune and started the van. Explosive strains of Black Sabbath filled the van.


“Shut that crap off!” the Model shouted. “Then let’s move – we’ve got ammonia on the BQE! Go, go, go!”


Which the kid did, turning down the tape player and then squealing into the street hostilely, as if he was striking a blow for classic rock music.


As they drove through Manhattan Rune looked absently out the window at the people on the street as they in turn watched the van, with its sci-fi transmission dish on top and the call letters of the TV station on the side, stenciled at an angle. People always paused and watched these vans drive past, probably wondering if it was going to stop nearby, if something newsworthy was happening, if they themselves might even get to appear in the background of a news report. Sometimes Rune would wave at them. But today she was distracted. She kept hearing Randy Boggs’s voice.


The first thing you think is Hell, I’m still here . . .


I’m still here . . .


I’m still here.





“So, why can’t I just walk into her office and talk to her?”


The Model snapped, “Because she’s the anchor.”


As if nothing more need be said.


Rune trudged beside him through the scuffed corridor that led from the elevator back to the newsroom. The worn carpet was sea-blue, the parent company’s corporate color. “So what if she’s an anchorwoman. She’s not going to fire me for talking to her.”


“Well, why don’t you quit talking about it and make an appointment.” The Model was in a bad mood because, yes, it had been an ammonia truck and, yes, it had tipped over but no one had told the station that the truck was empty. So, no spill. It had even had the courtesy to roll over onto the shoulder so that rush-hour traffic wasn’t disrupted much at all.


They arrived in the studio and Rune replayed the tape she’d shot of the truck. The Model looked at the footage and seemed to be trying to think of something unpleasantly critical to say about her work.


She said enthusiastically, “Look, I got the sunset. There on the side of the truck. That ridge of red, see—”


“I see it.”


“Do you like it?”


“I like it.”


“Do you mean it?”


“Rune.”


As the tape was rewinding Rune said, “But Piper’s like ultimately my boss, isn’t she?”


“Well, in a way. She works for the Network; you work for the local owned-and-operated station. It’s a strange relationship.”


“I’m a single woman living in Manhattan. I’m used to strange relationships.”


“Look,” he said patiently. “The President of the United States is in charge of the Army and Navy, okay? But do you see him talking to every PFC’s got a problem?”


“This isn’t a problem. It’s an opportunity.”


“Uh-huh. Piper Sutton doesn’t care diddly-squat for your opportunities, sweetheart. You have an idea, you should talk to Stan.”


“He’s head of local news. This is national.”


“Nothing personal but you are just a camera girl.”


“Girl?”


“Cameraperson. You’re a technician.”


Rune continued cheerfully. “What do you know about her?”


“Her with a capital H again?” The Model looked at Rune for a moment in silence.


Rune smiled coyly. “Come on, please?”


He said, “Piper Sutton started out where I am, right here – a reporter for the local O&O in New York. She went to the University of Missouri Journalism School. Anyway, she did beat reporting, then she moved up in the ranks and became head of radio news, then executive producer for radio. Then she got tapped as a reporter for the Network.


“She was overseas a lot, I know. She was in the Mideast and she got an award for covering the Sadat assassination. Then she came back here and anchored the weekend program then moved on to Wake Up With the News. Finally they tried to move her into the parent. They offered her something pretty big, like executive VP in charge of O&Os. But she didn’t want a desk job. She wanted to be on camera. She finagled her way into Current Events. And there she is. She makes a million dollars a year. Lives on Park Avenue. That lady is ground zero in the world of broadcast journalism and ain’t gonna want to spend time having a confab with the likes of you.”


“She hasn’t met me yet,” Rune said.


“And she devoutly wants to keep it that way. Believe me.”


“How come everybody talks about her like she’s some kind of dragon lady?”


The Model exhaled a sharp laugh through his nose. “I like you, Rune, which is why I’m not going to ruin your evening by telling you anything more about Piper Sutton.”
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“What do you want?” The woman’s raspy alto voice barked. “Who are you?”


She was in her early forties, with a handsome, broad, stern face. Her skin was dry and she wore subtle, powdery makeup. Eyes: deep gray-blue. Her hair was mostly blonde though it was masterfully highlighted with silver streaks. The strands were frozen in place with spray.


Rune walked up to the desk and crossed her arms. “I—”


The phone rang and Piper Sutton turned away, snagged the receiver. She listened, frowning.


“No,” she said emphatically. Listened a moment more. Uttered a more ominous “No.”


Rune glanced at her cream-colored suit and burgundy silk blouse. Her shoes were black and glistening. Names like Bergdorf, Bendel and Ferragamo came to mind but Rune had no idea which name went with which article of clothing. The woman sat behind a large antique desk, under a wall filled with blotched and squiggly modern paintings and framed photos of her shaking hands with or embracing a couple of presidents and some other distinguished, gray-haired men.


The phone conversation continued and Rune was completely ignored. She looked around.


Two of the walls in the office were floor-to-ceiling windows, looking west and south. It was on the forty-fifth floor of the Network’s parent company building, a block away from the studio. Rune stared at a distant horizon that might have been Pennsylvania. Across from the desk was a bank of five 27-inch NEC monitors, each one tuned to a different network station. Though the volume was down, their busy screens fired an electronic hum into the air.


“Then do it,” the woman snapped and dropped the phone into the cradle.


She looked back at Rune, cocked an eyebrow.


“Okay. What it is is this: I’m a cameraman for the local station and I—”


Sutton’s voice rose with gritty irritation. “Why are you here? How did you get in?” Questions delivered so fast it was clear she had a lot more where they came from.


Rune could have told her she snuck in after Sutton’s secretary went into the corridor to buy tea from the ten A.M. coffee service cart. But all she said was “There was nobody outside and I—”


Sutton waved a hand to silence her. She grabbed the telephone receiver and stabbed the intercom button. There was a faint buzz from the outer office. No one answered. She hung up the phone.


Rune said, “Anyway, I—”


Sutton said, “Anyway, nothing. Leave.” She looked down at the sheet of paper she’d been reading, brows narrowing in concentration. After a moment she looked up again, genuinely surprised Rune was still there.


“Miss Sutton . . . Ms. Sutton,” Rune began. “I’ve got this, like, idea—”


“A like idea? What is a like idea?”


Rune felt a blush crawl across her face.


“I have an idea for a story I’d like to do. For your show. I—”


“Wait.” Sutton slapped her Mont Blanc pen onto the desk. “I don’t understand what you’re doing here. I don’t know you.”


Rune said, “Just give me a minute, please.”


“I don’t have time for this. I don’t care if you work here or not. You want me to call security?” The phone rose once more.


Rune paused a moment. Took a figurative breath. Okay, she told herself, do it. She said quickly, “Current Events came in at number nine in nationwide viewership according to the CBS/TIME poll last week.” She struggled to keep her voice from quavering. “Three months ago it was rated five in the same poll. That’s quite a drop.”


Sutton’s unreadable eyes bore into Rune’s. Oh, Christ, am I really saying these things? But there was nothing to do but keep going. “I can turn those ratings in the other direction.”


Sutton looked at Rune’s necklace ID badge. Oh, brother. I’m going to get fired. (Rune got fired with great regularity. Usually her reaction was to say, “Them’s the breaks,” and head off to Unemployment. Today she prayed none of this would happen.)


The telephone went back into the cradle. Sutton said, “You’ve got three minutes.”


Thank you thank you thank you . . .


“Okay, what it is, I want to do a story about—”


“What do you mean you want to do a story? You said you’re a cameraman. Give the idea to a producer.”


“I want to produce it myself.”


Sutton’s eyes swept over her again, this time not recording her name for referral to the Termination Division of the Human Resources Department but examining her closely, studying the young, makeupless face, her black T-shirt, black spandex miniskirt, blue tights and fringy red cowboy boots. Dangling from her lobes were earrings in the shape of sushi. On her left wrist were three wristwatches with battered leather straps, painted gold and silver. On her right were two bracelets – one silver in the shape of two hands gripped together, the other a string friendship bracelet. From her shoulder dangled a leopard-skin bag; out of one cracked corner it bled an ink-stained Kleenex.


“You don’t look like a producer.”


“I’ve already produced one film. A documentary. It was on PBS last year.”


“So do a lot of film students. The lucky ones. Maybe you were lucky.”


“Why don’t you like me?”


“You’re assuming I don’t.”


“Well, do you?” Rune asked.


Sutton considered. Whatever the conclusion was she kept it to herself. “You’ve got to understand. This . . .” She waved her hand vaguely toward Rune. “. . . is déjà vu. It happens all the time. Somebody blusters their way in – usually after hiding by the filing cabinet until Sandy goes to get coffee.” Sutton lifted an eyebrow. “And says, Oh, I’ve got this like idea for a great new news program or game show or special or God knows. And of course the idea is very, very boring. Because young, enthusiastic people are very, very boring. And nine times out ten – no, ninety-nine times out of a hundred, their great idea has been thought of and discarded by people who really work in the business. You think hundreds of people just like you haven’t come in here and said exactly the same thing to me? Oh, note the proper use of the word ‘like.’ As a preposition. Not an adjective or adverb.”


Both phones rang at once and Sutton spun around to take the calls. She juggled them for a while, jamming her short-nailed finger down on the hold button as she switched from one to the other. When she hung up she found Rune sitting in a chair across from her, swinging her legs back and forth.


Sutton gave a harsh sigh. “Didn’t I make my point?”


Rune said, “I want to do a story on a murderer who was convicted only he didn’t do it. I want my story to get him released.”


Sutton’s hand paused over the phone. “Here in New York?”


“Yep.”


“That’s metro, not national. Talk to the local news director. You should’ve known that in the first place.”


“I want it be on Current Events.”


Sutton blinked. Then she laughed. “Honey, that’s the Net’s flagship news magazine. I’ve got veteran producers lined up for two years with programs they’d kill to air on C.E. Your like story ain’t getting slotted in my show in this lifetime.”


Rune leaned forward. “But this guy has served three years in Harrison state prison – three years for a crime he didn’t commit.”


Sutton looked at her for a moment. “Where’d you get the tip?”


“He sent a letter to the station. It’s really sad. He said he’s going to die if he doesn’t get out. Other prisoners are going to kill him. Anyway, I went to the archives and looked through some of the old tapes about his trial and—”


“Who told you to?”


“No one. I did it myself.”


“Your time or our time?”


“Huh?”


“‘Huh?’” Sutton repeated sarcastically. Then, as if explaining to a child: “Were you on your time or on our time when you were doing this homework?”


“Sort of on my lunch hour.”


Sutton said, “Sort of. Uh-huh. Well, so this man is innocent. A lot of innocent people get convicted. That’s not news. Unless he’s famous. Is he famous? A politician, an actor?”


Rune blinked. She felt very young under the woman’s probing eyes. Tongue-tied. “It’s sort of, it’s not so much who he is as it is the fact he was convicted of a crime he didn’t commit and he’s sort of going to just rot in jail. Or get killed or something.”


“You think he’s innocent? Then go to law school or set up a defense fund and get him out. We’re a news department. We’re not in the business of social services.”


“No, it’ll be a really good story. And it’ll be sort of like . . .” Rune heard her clumsy words and froze. She must think I’m a total idiot. Sutton raised her eyebrows and Rune continued carefully, “If we get him released then all the other stations and newspapers’ll cover us.”


“Us?”


“Well, you and Current Events. For getting the guy out of jail.”


Sutton waved her hand. “It’s a small story. It’s a local story.” Sutton began writing on the sheet of paper in front of her. Her handwriting was elegant. “That’s all.”


“Well, if you could maybe just keep this.” Rune opened her bag and handed Sutton a sheet of paper with a synopsis of the story. The anchor woman slipped it underneath her china coffee cup on the far side of her desk and returned to the document she’d been reading.


Outside the woman’s office the secretary looked up at Rune in horror. “Who are you?” Her voice was high in panic. “How did you get in here?”


“Sorry, got lost,” Rune said gloomily and continued toward the dark-paneled elevator bank.


The elevator doors had just opened when Rune heard a voice like steel on stone. “You,” Piper Sutton shouted, pointed at Rune. “Back in here. Now.”


Rune hurried back to the office. Sutton, close to six feet, towered over her. She hadn’t realized the anchor-woman was so tall. She hated tall women.


Sutton slammed the door shut behind them. “Sit.”


Rune did.


When she too was seated Sutton said, “You didn’t tell me it was Randy Boggs.”


Rune said, “He’s not famous. You said you weren’t interested in somebody who wasn’t—”


“You should’ve given me all the facts.”


Rune looked contrite. “Sorry. I didn’t think.”


“All right. Boggs could be news. Tell me what you’ve found out.”


“I read the letter. And I watched those tapes – of the trial and one somebody did of him in prison a year ago. He says he’s innocent.”


Sutton snapped. “And?”


“And, that’s it.”


“What do you mean, ‘that’s it?’ That’s why you think he’s innocent? Because he said so?”


“He said the police didn’t really investigate the crime. They didn’t try to find many witnesses and they didn’t really spend any time talking to the ones they did find.”


“Didn’t he tell that to his lawyer?”


“I don’t know.”


“And that’s all?” Sutton asked.


“It’s just that I . . . I don’t know. I looked at his face on the tape and I believe him.”


“You believe him?” Sutton laughed again. She opened her desk and took out a pack of cigarettes. She lit one with a silver lighter. Inhaled for a long moment.


Rune looked around the room, trying to think up an answer to defend herself. Being studied by Piper Sutton knocked most of the thoughts out of her head. All she said was “Read the letter.” Rune nodded toward the file she’d given the woman. Sutton found it and read. She asked, “This is a copy. You have the original?”


“I thought the police might need it for evidence if he ever got a new trial. The original’s locked in my desk.”


Sutton closed the file. Said, “I guess I’m looking at quite a judge of human character. You’re, what, some justice psychic? You get the vibes that this man’s innocent and that’s that? Listen, dear, at the risk of sounding like a journalism professor let me tell you something. There’s only one thing that matters in news: the truth. That’s all. You’ve got a goddamn feeling this man is innocent, well, good for you. But you go asking questions based on rumors, just because you get some kind of psychic fax that Boggs is innocent, well, that bullshit’ll sink a news department real fast. Not to mention your career. Unsupported claims’re cyanide in this business.”


Rune said, “I was going to do the story right. I know how to research. I know how to interview. I wasn’t going to go with anything that wasn’t . . .” Oh, hell: corroborated or collaborated? Which was it? Rune wasn’t good with sound-alike words. “. . . backed up.”


Sutton calmed. “All right, what you’re saying is you have a hunch and you want to check it out.”


“I guess I am.”


“You guess you are.” Sutton nodded then pointed her cigarette at Rune. “Let me ask you a question.”


“Shoot.”


“I’m not suggesting that you not pursue this story.”


Rune tried to sort out the nots.


Sutton continued, “I’d never suggest that a reporter shouldn’t go after a story he feels strongly about.”


Rune nodded, wrestling with this batch of negatives.


“But I just wonder if your efforts aren’t a little misplaced. Boggs had his day in court and even if there were some minor irregularities at trial, well, so what?


“But I just have this feeling he’s innocent. What can it hurt to look into it?”


Sutton’s matte face scanned the room slowly then homed in on the young woman. She said in a low voice. “Are you sure you’re not doing a story about you?”


Rune blinked. “Me?”


“Are you doing a story about Randy Boggs or about a young ambitious journalist?” Sutton smiled again, a smile with a child’s fake innocence, and said, “What’re you concerned with most – telling the truth about Boggs or making a name for yourself?”


Rune didn’t speak for a minute. “I think he’s innocent.”


“I’m not going to debate the matter with you. I’m simply asking the question. Only you can answer it. And I think you’ve got to do a lot of soul-searching to answer it honestly . . . What happens if – I won’t say it turns out he’s innocent because I don’t think he is – but if you find some new evidence that can convince a judge to grant him a new trial? And Boggs gets released pending that trial? And what if he robs a convenience store and kills the clerk or a customer in the process?”


Rune looked away, unable to sort out her thoughts. Too many tough questions. What the anchorwoman said made a lot of sense. She said, “I think he’s innocent.” But her voice was uncertain. She hated the sound. Then she said firmly, “It’s a story that’s got to be done.”


Sutton gazed at her for a long moment, then asked, “You ever budgeted a segment on a news program? You ever assigned personnel? You ever worked with unions?”


“I’m union. I’m a camera—”


Sutton’s voice rose. “Don’t be stupid. I know you’re union. I’m asking if you’ve ever dealt with the trades, as management?


“No.”


Sutton said abruptly, “Okay, whatever you do, it isn’t going to be as sole producer. You’re too inexperienced.”


“Don’t worry, I’m, like, real—”


Sutton’s mouth twisted. “Enthusiastic? A fast learner? Hard working? Is that what you were going to say?”


“I’m good. That’s what I was going to say.”


“Miracles can happen,” Sutton said, pointing a long rudder finger at Rune. “You can be assistant producer. You can report and you can . . .” Sutton grinned. “‘like’ write the story. Assuming you write more articulately than you speak. But I want somebody who’s been around for a while to be in charge. You’re way too—”


Rune stood up and put her hands on the desktop. Sutton leaned back and blinked. Rune said, “I’m not a child! I came here to tell you about a story I think is going to be good for you and for the Network and all you do is insult me. I didn’t have to come here. I could’ve gone to the competition. I could’ve just sat on the story and done it myself. But—”


Sutton laughed and held her hand up. “Come on, babes, spare me, please. I don’t need to see your balls. Everybody in this business has ’em or they’d be out on their ear in five minutes. I’m not impressed.” She picked up her pen, glancing down at the document in front of her. “You want to do the story, go see Lee Maisel. You’ll work for him.”


Rune stayed where she was for a moment, her heart pounding. She watched as Sutton read a contract as dense as the classified section in the Sunday Times.


“Anything else?” Sutton glanced up.


Rune said, “No. I just want to say I’ll do a super job.”


“Wonderful,” Sutton said without enthusiasm. Then: “What was your name again?”


“Rune.”


“Is that a stage name?”


“Sort of.”


“Well, Rune, if you’re really going to do this story and you don’t give up halfway through because it’s too much work or too tough or you don’t have enough chutzpah—”


“I’m not going to give up. I’m going to get him released.”


“No, you’re going to find the truth. Whatever it is, whether it gets him released or proves he kidnapped the Lindbergh baby too.”


“Right,” Rune said. “The truth.”


“If you’re really going to do it don’t talk to anybody about it except Lee Maisel and me. I want status reports regularly. Verbally. None of this memo bullshit. Got it? No leaks to anyone. That’s the most important thing you can do right now.”


“The competition isn’t going to find out.”


Sutton was sighing and shaking her head the same way Rune’s algebra teacher had when she’d flunked for the second time. “It’s not the competition I’m worried about. I’m worried that you’re wrong. That he really is guilty. If we lose a story to another network, well, that happens; it’s part of the game. But if there’s rumors flying around about a segment we’re doing and it turns out to be wrong it’s my ass on the line. Comprende, honey?”


Rune nodded and quickly lost the staring contest.


Sutton broke the tension with a question. She sounded amused as she asked, “I’m curious about one thing. “Do you know who Randy Boggs was convicted of killing?”


“I read his name but I don’t exactly remember. But what I’ll do—”


Sutton held up a hand to cut her off. “His name was Lance Hopper. Does that mean anything to you?”


“Not really.”


“It ought to. He was head of Network News here. He was our boss. Now you see why you’re playing with fire?”
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Lee Maisel was a large, balding, bearded man in his fifties. He wore brown slacks and a tweed jacket over a tieless button-down dress shirt and a worn burgundy-and-beige argyle sweater. He smoked a meerschaum pipe, yellowed from smoke and age. The pipe was one of a dozen scattered over his desk. He didn’t look like a man who made, as executive producer of one of the country’s most popular TV newsmagazines, over one million dollars a year.


“I mean, how was I supposed to know who Lance Hopper was?”


“How indeed?”


Maisel and Rune sat in his large office in the Network’s portion of the old armory building. Unlike Piper Sutton’s office in the parent’s high-rise Maisel’s was only thirty feet in the air and overlooked a bowling alley. Rune liked it that he was down here with his troops. Maisel even looked like a general. She could picture him in khaki shorts and a pith helmet, sending tanks after Nazis in North Africa.


Rune was next to a large Mr Coffee machine. She looked at it uncertainly – as if the pot contained nuclear sludge that the coffee resembled. He said, “Turkish.” He poured a cup for himself and raised an eyebrow. She shook her head.


“Piper really rides on hyper, doesn’t she?” Rune asked. Then it occurred to her that maybe she shouldn’t be talking about Sutton this way, at least not to him.


Maisel didn’t say anything, though. He asked, “You don’t grasp the significance? About Hopper?”


“All I know is Piper said he was head of the Network. Our boss.”


Maisel turned and dug through a stack of glossy magazines on his credenza. He found one and handed it to her. It wasn’t a magazine, though, but an annual report of the Network’s parent company. Maisel leaned forward and opened it to a page near the center, then rested a thick, yellow fingertip on one picture. “That’s Lance Hopper.”


Rune read, Lawrence W. Hopper, executive vice president. She was looking at a tall, jowly businessman in a dark suit and white shirt. He wore a red bow tie. He was in his fifties. Handsome in a businessman sort of way. Rock-hard eyes.


“You understand what you’ve done?” Maisel said.


“No, not exactly.”


Maisel’s tongue touched the corner of his mouth. He toyed with one of his pipes, replaced it. “Boggs was convicted of killing a man I knew and worked with. A man Piper knew and worked with. Lance could be a son of a bitch but he was one hell of a journalist and he turned the Network around. He fell into the Walter Cronkite and David Brinkley and Mike Wallace pantheon of broadcast journalism gods. He was that good. Everybody respected Lance Hopper. When Boggs was convicted of killing him you should’ve heard the applause in the newsroom. Now here you come and say Boggs isn’t guilty. That’s going to cause problems around here. Loyalty problems. And it could get you and everybody involved in the project in a lot of trouble.”
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