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To my father, to his memory,

for teaching all those lessons with deeds rather than words
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Chelsea, Massachusetts

February 13, 1979




ONE HOUR AND COUNTING until dusk, the time of the day Curtis Black liked best. The time when the distant sky left the illusion of light, but the enveloping haze provided the cover of dark. A time when if you knew what you were doing, if you knew how, and you knew why, the visual, visceral uncertainty of the moment served as your most reliable ally. For Curtis Black, it was a time of day to make his mark.

Black shook his Johnnie Walker along the top of the rickety Formica table, the cubes of ice smashing softly against each other and the side of the glass. He did this when he was nervous, and yes, he was nervous now. His eyes drifted vacantly across the diagrams spread out before him, then out the window at the waning afternoon light, then back to the diagrams, then at his watch. He took a small sip of Scotch.

Good help is hard to find. That’s what he kept thinking, over and over again, that one thought interfering with his ability to concentrate on the task at hand. Good help is hard to find and harder still to keep. Kind of ironic, but the better you do, the quicker guys are to move on, to take their experience, the lessons they learned under you, and set out on their own. To succeed you have to keep moving, taking on new people, and every new person represents a new risk, every single time. But what else are you going to do? Go it alone? Go straight? Black took another sip and bore in on the closest diagram.

The armored truck would come down Prince Street and take a right on Hanover, then drive two blocks through what would be relatively heavy, early rush-hour traffic. There would be a dark blue delivery van idling in the spot where the armored truck usually double-parked, but given the time of day, given the foot traffic, the pickups, the drop-offs, that shouldn’t seem unusual. As a matter of fact, the last two Tuesdays, Black had sat in that idling delivery van himself, positioned in that precise spot, to watch how the armored car driver would react, and both times the driver had pulled up in front, parked, and made his pickup from the Shawmut Bank.

It would be a two-man truck. In spite of his nerves, Black chuckled to himself at the thought. All that vulnerability, all that exposure, and just two men to withstand the world. The entire operation, from start to the safety of a successful getaway, should be over in ten minutes, maximum. Unless, of course, someone screwed up.

Which got back to the issue of Black’s nerves and this recurring thought that good help is hard to find. He took another sip of whisky and stared out the window at nothing in particular, out onto Broadway in Chelsea, where immigrants locked in a losing battle against despair drove ancient cars down the litter-strewn street. Their plight escaped Black’s notice. One small mistake by any one of his five guys, he was thinking, and the whole thing could turn to bedlam in a fraction of a second, and that one fraction of one second could haunt the rest of a lifetime. Maybe even dictate a lifetime. So it comes down to the execution even more than the plans, and the execution was in the hands of five guys he barely knew. He took another pull of whisky and continued gazing out the window, his chin resting hard on the cup of his hand.

By now, Black was oblivious to the diagrams. Rather, he was fretting about one of his men, a guy with the worrisome nickname of Rocky. The bad news was that this Rocky didn’t seem to mind the name at all, at least as far as Black could see. The mildly good news was that the name came from Rocky’s given name, Rocco. “Call me Rocky,” he had said, jovially, that first time they had met for a hamburger and a beer over at the Red Hat. Black had just rolled his eyes. There are no résumés in this business, and no reliable lists of references. So much is done on feel, and suddenly, in the lengthening shadows of that crucial afternoon, Black didn’t feel so good about this one.

Rocco Manupelli was a Vietnam veteran, an ex-con, and a former Mafia wiseguy who had done three years in the Walpole State Prison for armed robbery. Black had convinced himself that it might be good to work with a guy who had done time, because a guy who had done time will do absolutely anything not to do more, including getting something right, listening to the plans, not freelancing at the scene. But when they met, Rocky made only a passing reference to his stint in jail, and it wasn’t even a negative one. He had made mention of how much exercise he had in prison, all that weight he had lost, as if he had gone to a frigging health spa. It was as if he hadn’t minded, as if jail was as good as anything else he might have done, and remembering that fact was now beginning to scare the bejesus out of Curtis Black.

He took a final sip of whisky, draining the glass. He wanted more but wouldn’t allow himself any. The goal was to calm his nerves, not dull them. He had to be aware, to be on top of his game, even if everyone knew that the best part of Curtis Black’s game was in the planning, not the execution. One of his old cohorts, out on his own now (aren’t they all?), used to say that his planning was always so precise, so exhaustively researched, that a trained ape couldn’t screw up the scene. Indeed, it was so good that Black never saw fit to carry a gun. All that would do was add ten years to the jail term on the off chance he was ever caught, and the guys who worked for him, they were carrying anyways.

He focused for a moment on the traffic jerking up Broadway, at the elderly and unemployed walking along the gum-stained sidewalk, so slowly, because they really had no place they needed to go. He shook his glass once more, listening to the reassuring sound of the ice, then slid the tumbler along the tabletop just out of reach and bore in on the top diagram, envisioning the Wells Fargo security guard pushing a dolly carrying a duffel bag filled with cash. Everything goes right, and three men in ski masks jump out of the back of the blue van and surround him. A fourth man appears from across the street, comes up from behind, and disarms the second guard, who is standing beside the truck. Black would be directing the operation from the driver’s seat of a getaway car, barking orders into a tiny microphone that the others could hear through their own earpieces. The idea was to keep the operation simple, let the men do their work, say nothing confusing. In a matter of three minutes, the men should be off the street and in the car, no shots, no worries. They’d leave the stolen van behind.

The knock on the door downstairs startled Black, even though he had been waiting for it. He looked at his watch and saw it was 4:25 P.M. Right on time. He picked up a photograph resting on the windowsill and smiled wistfully at the three people who were smiling back at him—a woman sitting on a sofa, holding the arms of a toddler who was courageously standing for the first time, and a man, a younger version of himself, kneeling nearby on the living room rug.

He pulled himself up from the metal chair, knocked his fist once against the top of the table, and ambled down the steep, crooked stairs to open the door. One hour to showtime.









One

Present Day

Thursday, October 26




IT’S ALWAYS ODD, MEETING someone famous. On television, they never look at you, unless they’re giving a speech or staring at the camera in a commercial, and in those cases, they are perfectly made up, every hair in place, rouge spread across their cheeks by artists who make lucrative livings helping people appear better than they actually are. In newspaper pictures, they are staring down or straight ahead or off at some distant point, dead still, like a corpse. But in person, their eyes move as if some mannequin has sprung eerily to life. They have blemishes, hair is out of place, and your blood races the first few times they use your name.

It was like that on a perfect autumn dawn amid the rolling hills of Congressional Country Club, the type of day when the air is as crisp as an apple and the bright red and orange leaves look as if they were painted by the hand of God himself. It was just after 6:00 A.M., Thursday, October 26, when I wheeled my five-year-old Honda Accord into a space between a hunter green Jaguar and a Lexus. Before I could even pop the key into my trunk, a rather becoming woman flashed a Secret Service badge at me, spoke my name, and asked apologetically if I would raise my arms while she scanned my body with a handheld metal detector. A couple of older members happened by, glanced at my car and at the agent frisking me, and shot me a look as if I must be some horrible criminal—or perhaps worse, a trespasser.

But their expressions changed abruptly when a man in golf cleats came clicking across the parking lot, looking all loosey-goosey with a putter in one hand and a can of Coca-Cola in the other. “Jack,” he called out to me from about ten feet away in a voice as familiar as Sinatra. “Jack, Clay Hutchins. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

The introduction was hardly necessary, but I wondered what else you do if you’re him: Clayton Hutchins is the president of the United States. He was taking a break from the rigors of a heated election campaign to play an early-morning round of golf. Me? I’m a Washington-based reporter for the Boston Record, and if you ask my editors, a pretty damn good one. If you ask me, a very damn good one, but I’m trying to get that problem in check. And what was I doing playing golf with the president at his private club in one of the wealthiest towns in Maryland? Good question. One day I called his press secretary on a story about presidential pardons, a few days later I’m summoned off the campaign trail and onto a golf course with the president himself. I suspected I’d find out the reason soon enough.

“Mr. President, the pleasure is certainly mine,” I said, somewhat flustered, reciting words I had rehearsed in the car on the way. “I’m quite honored by the invitation.”

“What do you say we hit a few putts before we head out, Jack,” the president said.

Some sort of valet in a jumpsuit came running up and grabbed my golf bag. An advance man spoke into a walkie-talkie, and in the distance a caravan of golf carts moved around the practice green. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the female Secret Service agent politely shooing away the two members who had given me the evil look, and I turned and graced them with a sizable smile.

As I walked toward the putting green with the president, past the ancient, graceful clubhouse, a man in a pair of knickers, a brightly colored argyle sweater, and a golf beret happened out the front door. The president leaned in toward me and whispered, “What a complete horse’s ass, but he’s the best the pro tour could do for me this week.”

Louder, in that booming voice of his: “Jack, I want you to meet Skeeter Davis. Skeeter, this is Jack Flynn. He’s the young man I told you about earlier. Skeeter’s going to give us a few tips today, turn us into pros. Right, Skeeter?”

We all made proper introductions and swapped small talk and a few one-liners, though I fear mine weren’t all that funny, tempered by some loose butterflies floating uncharacteristically about in my stomach. On the practice green, I retreated to my own little corner to take measure of the situation. Here was the president of the United States, in a pair of rumpled khakis with a navy blue polo shirt and a drooping yellow V-neck sweater, treating me like his new best friend. And Skeeter Davis, one of the country’s foremost golf champions, ready to give me lessons. There were a dozen golf carts lining the green, some with burly Secret Service agents talking into their wrists and listening through clear plastic earpieces. Two other carts carried four agents dressed in full black Ninja jumpsuits, armed with what appeared to be surface-to-air missile launchers and laser-trained automatic rifles. Over in the distance, on the other side of the caravan, were a few members of the White House press corps, mostly photographers with zoom lenses. There was a lot to think about here, but most of all, what I was thinking was this: Please don’t duck hook my first drive into the woods.

“You boys ready?” the president boomed. His voice was like steel, meant to last, maybe even at times make history. He held his hand up toward the brilliant blue sky and briefly looked around at the pageant of colors that made up this fall morning. “It’s going to be a memorable day.”

 

On the tenth hole, Hutchins cut to the point. By then, he had already sliced six, maybe seven balls deep into the woods, in places where no federal employee had ever gone before. I started to wonder if the Secret Service agents were wearing their considerable gear to protect themselves against an assassin or Hutchins’s errant golf shots. And after each ball floated aimlessly over the tree line and into the woods, I’ll be damned if Skeeter Davis wasn’t right there saying, “Excellent swing, Mr. President. Let me just make one small suggestion.” I swear to God, Hutchins could have sliced a ball through the windshield of a school bus and caused forty third-graders to careen off a cliff. The air would soon be filled with the sounds of ambulance sirens, and later, mothers wailing over the greatest misery they would ever know. And Davis would have said, “Nice swing, Mr. President. If you’d allow me to make one small suggestion.”

Well, for what it was worth, my game was on, not that anyone really noticed. The Secret Service were looking for trouble. Davis was looking at Hutchins. Hutchins was looking at God knows what, but it wasn’t me. Not until the tenth tee, when he asked Davis in a polite but imploring tone, “Skeeter, could you grab us all some lemonade out of that cart over there?”

As Skeeter made his way off, Hutchins turned to me with a businesslike look on his face and asked in a voice that sounded uncharacteristically timid, “How would you feel about coming over to the White House after the election, taking over as my press secretary?”

Jesus Christ. I was about to open my mouth, but to say what, I didn’t know. Luckily, Hutchins cut me off just as I began to stammer.

“Look, you know my situation. I have no doubt I’m going to win this election. I’m two points up in our internal polls right now. That’s off the record, I hope. But I haven’t had the chance to actually govern yet. I have a staff I inherited, and they have no loyalty. Me to you, I don’t think most of them are all that good. Not my type, anyways. Pointy-heads. Intellectuals. Wingnut conservatives. Think they know everything, when all’s they know is what they read in those far right journals of theirs or get from all that hot air on the Sunday morning gabfests. I’ve got to get my own people around me. People I respect.”

He paused, checking, I think, to see if his sales pitch was having any impact. I was still in shock, not sure myself if it was or not.

Skeeter came back, carrying three cups of lemonade over ice. After the brief talk of politics and such real-world considerations as career moves, he suddenly looked ridiculous in his knickers, knee socks, and sweater, like he was the host at some golf theme restaurant on the Grand Strand in South Carolina.

“Ah, you’re a real man of the people, Skeeter,” Hutchins said, grabbing his lemonade. Skeeter beamed, missing the irony. To me: “We’ll finish this conversation later.”

Hutchins then pushed a tee into the moist turf, took one of those funny half practice swings that some golfers do, then stroked his best drive of the day, the ball soaring a good 220 straight down the fairway before gently bouncing along the tight grass like a little lamb trotting across a dewy meadow. Davis seemed to be about to have an orgasm, shouting, “Perfect, Mr. President. Perfect.”

I got up and duck hooked my drive hard against a tree ninety yards out, and from the sounds of it, the ball hit about four more pines as it zigzagged deeper into the woods.

“Would have made that offer earlier if I had known it would help me this much,” Hutchins said, a twinkle in his eye. And as I made my way down the fairway, disgusted with my drive and bewildered over where this day was taking me, I couldn’t help but begin to like the guy, or at least respect his ability to look for good staff.

 

“You’re starting to suck, Jack.”

That was the president, on the fourteenth tee, after I hit my fourth consecutive drive into the woods. He nurtured a reputation as a guy who liked to speak his mind, a no-nonsense businessman who had inexplicably flourished in the house of mirrors known as national politics, all the while remaining as blunt as he had been when he started out a political neophyte in the state capital of Iowa a mere ten years before. He wasn’t much different out here, and these words were spoken with a lopsided grin and a dose of self-satisfaction.

Golf is like a political campaign, and a good political campaign is like life. You can devise great strategies and practice until you can’t even see straight, but the game is long, and hazards will arise that you can never predict. There will be twists and turns that will torture the soul, ups and downs to test every cell of your very being, some of them absurdly unfair. And in the end, simple perseverance is often the key to who wins and who loses, who sits in the White House and who appears on Visa commercials in the Super Bowl, the lovable, powerless failure.

I bring this up because how could I predict on this day that the floor would fall out of my game because of an offer to be the presidential press secretary, one of the most visible jobs in America and a position that would eventually lead to great fortune for anyone who did it with even a modicum of success? There would be eventual book contracts, a sprawling office with plush carpet and a private bath heading the public relations division of a Wall Street investment house, grossly overpaying appearances performing punditry on network television. Not to mention that while you’re at the White House, you might be able to work for what you believe in, perhaps even do some good for the country, if only for a short time.

Hutchins seemed to understand the reason for my golfing collapse, and he was reveling in it. There are two types of golfers, best as I could ever tell: those who just care about the score, the final outcome, whether the eight-foot putt hits dead center or skims by left, and those who luxuriate in the human element, the give and take, the frazzled nerves standing over that same eight-foot putt. The former usually are athletes, the latter are sportsmen, and I’d count Hutchins in the sportsmen’s category, all toothy, even giddy, as the witness to my collapse, extending the occasional needle about being in need of a compass and a thermos as I made my way into the woods in search of an errant drive.

He, meanwhile, began hitting fairways off the tee with what I gathered was an unprecedented regularity. He began clicking his five iron off the fairway as pure as silk, his ball attracted to the green like a magnet. I heard one advance man suggest into his handheld radio that they might want to allow a network crew out onto the eighteenth hole for a candid look at the president at play, hitting soaring woods and deadly irons. I heard yet another aide use the word miracle on one particularly accurate approach shot, a seven iron from 140 yards that came within a club’s length of the hole. Hutchins heard him, too, and shot him a look that would bring a Russian leader to his knees.

On the sixteenth hole, I skimmed four balls along the fairway and ended up inside a cavernous sand trap in front of the green, my ball pancaked hard into the grain. Hutchins, on the other hand, hit two beautiful shots, but caught a bad break and wound up in the same trap. It was as if we had stepped into a parallel universe.

“Here we are, Jack, together at last,” he said, stepping onto the sand, so happy with life he hardly seemed able to contain himself.

Skeeter stepped into the trap as well and began giving us a few tips, looking, actually, far more at the president than at me: weight on your toes, club face open, come down hard into the sand an inch behind the ball and make sure you follow through. He demonstrated one shot and hit it within a few feet of the pin. Hutchins shrieked in delight. In my mind, I told him to go fuck himself—Davis, not Hutchins.

What happened next is the subject of considerable debate, a few moments in history that were to be picked over by news reporters, defense lawyers, federal prosecutors, and FBI agents for weeks to come. But before they all trampled my thoughts, making the rapid-fire events melt and twist around into each other, here are my recollections, virgin as an overnight snow:

I gave Hutchins a nod, indicating, You should hit first. He addressed his ball, and I stood about six feet behind him. As he finished what I thought would be his last practice swing, there was a dull crack. Water began shooting every which way.

“Fuck,” Hutchins yelled. “Fuck.” Two aides raced toward him with golf umbrellas and dry towels. On the other side of the fairway, I saw the Secret Service swat team leap from their carts and take aim at sites unknown with their automatic rifles. The four agents around us all pulled their guns and surrounded the president, serving as a human shield.

One of the agents, speaking furiously into his wrist, soon nodded and holstered his gun.

“The sprinkler system was mistakenly activated,” he called out loudly. “It should be off in a minute.”

Then I saw a golf cart carrying two maintenance workers race up the fairway toward a small shed in the shallow woods. One of the guys leaped out, and within a few seconds, the spouting water retreated into a light spray, and then to nothing, as the sprinkler heads ducked back into the ground. Several aides helped dry Hutchins off. The Secret Service agents walked away, the sense of impending doom having been replaced by a rainbow that hung in the air over the green. Hutchins returned to his ball and took one of those foolish half swings, eager to return to his game.

And then, much louder this time, crack. It was jarring not just for the sheer volume, which was immense, but for how out of place it seemed on this magnificent day, in this beautiful setting.

And then, again, crack.

I saw Hutchins fall hard into the sand. I saw the quick spray of blood. I heard Davis scream, though it was more like a wail, like something I had never heard before. I felt a strange sensation in my lower chest, as if someone had pressed a hot iron against me, then tried to dig the sharp end of that iron into my burning flesh. And I remember falling down hard in the sand myself.

Then there was bedlam. Three more shots, to the best of my count, though my hearing might have failed me, and the dull thump I heard as my body hit the ground may have meshed with the shots and shouts. Huge men rocketed across the fairway and into the sand trap, diving over the president, then squatting low and carrying him between their hulking bodies to an ambulance that had suddenly appeared beside the green. Paramedics were racing all around. I remember this because one of them kicked sand in my face as he ran toward Hutchins, and I wondered, Is this how I’m going to go, surrounded by rescue workers, choking on sand, bleeding to death on the nicest golf course I’ll ever play?

Finally, three rescue workers slammed a stretcher down beside me and picked me up. In the distance there were screams, though they seemed to melt away as air rushed into my ears while the men ran me toward the ambulance. When I got there, they were loading Hutchins inside, and he was still conscious. I heard him, livid, tell one of the Secret Service agents: “This was going to be the best fucking round of my entire fucking life.”

It’s odd to say this, but the next thing I recall is my father standing over me—odd because my father is dead. He was with Gus Fitzpatrick, his fellow worker in the press room, who pulled a sheet across my chest, smoothed it out, and told me I was going to be fine. Then I heard a phone ringing—a loud, cutting ring that must have jarred me out of a deep sleep. You hear a phone, no matter where you are, no matter what has happened, and the reaction is always the same. Barely awake, I remember reaching for it, and as I lifted my arm, I saw, with horror, that needles, tubes, and wires extended up my forearm to my biceps, and there were ominous, blinking machines all around me. Still I reached, reflexively, and as I got my hand to the phone, a middle-aged nurse, breathless, appeared at the end of my bed, muttering, “Who could be calling this line?”

When I had the receiver in my hand, I found I couldn’t speak, my throat still thick with the remnants of a long sleep. On the other end, there was the proper, crystal-clear voice of what sounded like an elderly gentleman, but not someone even remotely frail.

“Mr. Flynn, is that you?” he said.

I couldn’t speak. I struggled to clear my voice and summoned the energy to mumble a rather warped “Yes.”

“Mr. Flynn, I want you to listen carefully to me,” he said. “Nothing is as it seems. Do not believe anything that they tell you. There are strange, complex motives involved in this shooting. I will call you again soon.”

He hung up without my saying another word. The nurse, oddly exasperated with me, snatched the phone from my hand and slammed it down, then yanked the cord out of the wall. More gently, she pushed my head back against the pillows and stuck some sort of paper thermometer into my mouth. I had never been in a hospital before, but from watching television, it seems that they are always doing that, taking your temperature, health care workers as pollsters. I remember her departing, distant steps, the soft squeak of her rubber-soled shoes on the hard floor. Then I remember floating on a raft in a bobbing sea, very much alone, finally asleep.








Two



SOMEBODY WAS POKING ME in the shoulder. As I slowly opened my eyes, I saw Peter Martin, Washington bureau chief of the Boston Record, quickly backing up from my bedside.

“You’re awake,” he said, in a tone that pretended to be matter-of-fact, but knowing him as I do, I knew to be anything but. “You all right?”

I didn’t know. I didn’t even know where I was. On the bedside table to my right, a laptop computer sat open and all fired up. Beside it was a large bouquet of yellow and red flowers, and beside that was an oddly shaped plastic cup with a handle that, it occurred to me even in my groggy state, I might soon be expected to urinate in. Outside the big window, it was dark, so I assumed it was night. Can’t get anything by me.

I’m a reporter, so I figured I’d ask the questions, beginning with the obvious. “Where am I?”

“Oh boy,” Martin said, shaking his head, then looking toward the door nervously, like maybe he should summon help. “You’re at the Bethesda Naval Hospital. You know what you’re doing here?”

I said, “Just help me out for a minute. I’ve been shot, right? Tell me what happened. Is Hutchins dead?”

Martin’s never really been one to trot around the issues, and just because I was in a hospital, strapped to blinking machines that seemed to be sending all sorts of fluids coursing through my body, he wasn’t about to start now.

“Jack, I hate to do this, but it’s deadline. It’s Thursday night, eight o’clock. The national desk up in Boston is screaming. You were a witness to an assassination attempt on the president of the United States in the middle of a cutthroat campaign, and we all thought it might be kind of nice to put this into a story.”

Attempt. He said “attempt,” so Hutchins wasn’t dead, which was good. Neither was I, which, for me, was even better.

“Look, Peter, I’ll do what I can. But before I do anything, fill me in. What am I doing here? What the fuck happened? Is Hutchins all right? Am I all right?”

Martin seemed to like that I was getting angry, evidenced by the look of relief that spilled all over his face. “Good, good,” he said, as if to himself. “This is going to work out fine. Here’s what I know, which isn’t much. I’m counting on you to tell me more.

“You were out playing golf with the president early this morning. By the way, Appleton”—the editor in chief of the paper—“is curious as to exactly why you were doing that. So am I. Anyway, you’re on the sixteenth hole. Evidently, the two of you were in a sand trap getting some little clinic from this pro golfer, I don’t know his name. All of a sudden, you’re shot.

“The FBI is saying that it was some militia member, disguised as a maintenance worker at the course, who pulled out a Colt .45 and shot you from the other side of the fairway. He wasn’t a very good aim, luckily. The first bullet hit your club, ricocheted off, then grazed Hutchins’s shoulder. A second shot struck you in the ribs. I think it broke your rib bone, or severely bruised it, but I’m no doctor. One of these typical situations when an inch either way and you’re dead now. All I know is, the diagnosis is good, and you’re expected to be out of here within a couple of days.”

With that, Martin looked nervously at the door again, lowered his voice a bit, and said, “They really don’t even want me in here now, so we should try to be as quick as possible.”

“How is Hutchins?” I asked.

“He’s fine. A slight shoulder injury, and now the guy’s a national hero. A local paramedic told a network television crew that as they were loading him into the ambulance, he looked at them with a wide grin and said, ‘What kind of jerk would shoot me right in the middle of the best round of golf of my life?’ He’s been slipping in the public polls for days, but now analysts are saying this shooting could win him the election. The guy’s being talked about like a battlefield hero.”

More and more, the scene was coming back to me—the loud cracks, Hutchins falling in a heap on a brilliant morning, the frenzy of activity, the piercing scream. “Jesus, how’s Skeeter Davis, the golfer?” I asked, assuming he was the one who screamed. “He dead?”

“Dead? God no. I think he turned an ankle running for cover. He wasn’t even hit.”

“What happened to the shooter?” I asked, again, remembering another scream and late shots.

“Dead. Secret Service says he pointed a gun at one of their agents, and they mowed him down. Six bullets, I think, all of them in the head. This is a no-shit crew.”

Martin was getting increasingly nervous, looking at the door, at the computer, at his watch, and at me, like some sort of caged animal. He’s anxious by nature, but usually it’s on his turf. Slightly bookish, with the soft, pasty look of someone whose father was a dermatologist constantly preaching the evils of the sun, he knows Capitol Hill front and back. He knows things about the budget process that cabinet secretaries don’t know. He knows the ages of all nine Supreme Court justices and the years they were appointed. He can cite election statistics dating back to Eisenhower’s first term. In a city where most bureau chiefs survive on brass and television appearances, Martin is the opposite. He survives on his brains and his willingness to work. But this was an assassination attempt, a glorified police story, and Martin really didn’t have a clue.

“If you’re well enough,” he started, looking tentatively toward the door again, “we’d like a first-person account of what happened out there. It’s a blockbuster. Biggest event in the world, and no one else will have what we have.”

As Martin talked, a self-important young man in a navy blue suit strode through the door and abruptly asked, “Is your telephone not hooked up?”

I was fortunate enough to be born with a virtually bottomless reservoir of aggravation, which I dipped into to shoot him a look that should have stopped him dead in his tracks, though perhaps I shouldn’t have been thinking in those terms on that specific day. He ignored it and quickly came around the bed to the phone, where he held up the disconnected telephone cord in the air, glanced angrily at me as if I had crossed him in some way, and plugged it back into the wall. Almost immediately, it rang.

“For you,” he said.

Through the earpiece, a voice boomed out. “Jack, Jack, that you? For chrissakes, I’m five pars into the best nine holes of my life, and some horse’s ass feels the need to take a potshot at us. What the hell is that all about?” Then came the sound of loud, wheezing laughter.

It was Hutchins. I’ll be damned if I’m not the quickest thinker I’ve ever met, especially under duress. I motioned to Martin for a pen, and he searched furiously through a shoulder bag for a legal pad and a writing instrument, placing them carefully in my lap.

“I think that was my club pro, Mr. President, ticked off that you were taking me to the cleaners.” I had a passing thought that maybe I shouldn’t be joking with the president about killing him, not now anyway. No matter. I heard him cough, then laugh into the phone.

“You all right?” he asked, but didn’t pause for an answer. “You ought to see this getup up here. It’s a goddamned presidential suite, right here in the hospital. You should come up. My doctors, they think they’re my mother. They won’t even let me out of bed, and I’ve got a campaign to wage and an election to win.”

I asked, “Mr. President, have you talked to the press yet?”

“The hell with that,” he said. “Turn on CNN. My doctor’s mugging for the cameras right now. He thinks he’s Robert fucking Redford. They’re showing your picture all over the place. I have Dalton”—Royal Dalton, his press secretary—“issuing a statement from me.”

As I was shaking off the grogginess and moving around my bed, it struck me just how much pain I was in. My ribs felt like they were about to snap, and even normal breathing began to hurt. My arms throbbed from all the needles and heavy tubes sticking in them. My lips were so dry they were flaking, and I was near desperate for a drink of water.

But journalism is a funny business, and not in a humorous kind of way. There is no sympathy, only opportunity, and the fact that I was laid out in a hospital bed in Bethesda, Maryland, with a bullet hole in my chest and an injured rib that probably meant the difference between life and death was seen by my superiors as a major boon for the paper, and probably for me. And lying there, I began to see it that way myself.

“Mr. President, you mind if I throw a few questions at you for tomorrow’s story?”

“You’re in a goddamned hospital bed, and you’re writing a story for tomorrow morning’s paper?” Hutchins asked, incredulous. “Jesus Christ, you guys just don’t give it a rest, do you? But what the hell, we’re in this together. Fire away.”

With that pun, he burst out laughing, then quickly calmed himself down. I proceeded to ask him a series of about half a dozen questions, and he easily, even poignantly, answered each one as I scribbled notes until I thought my throbbing arm might fall off. I had to give him credit: still lying in a hospital bed, he already had the patter of a reluctant hero. “They can shoot at me every day, until my last day in office, but I’ll never bow to these haters and all that they represent.”

I asked him about the likely impact on the election, which was only twelve days away. “Look,” he said, “my doctors, my security team, they’re telling me I’m going to be confined to the White House. Hear me clear right now. That’s not going to happen. I was supposed to be in Baltimore, then St. Louis this afternoon. I’ll be back on the stump, if not tomorrow, then Saturday. The American people have a right to see and judge the candidates for president. I’m not going to allow some hater with a gun to deprive our country of our God-given right.”

All the while, Martin was circling my bed at an excitable pace, occasionally pumping his fist in the air as he heard bits and pieces of memorable quotes shouted by Hutchins. I was off the phone one, maybe two seconds when he placed the laptop gently in my lap and told me to tap away. “We’ll go with two stories: your interview with Hutchins, which will include some analysis on election impact, and then your own first-person account. No time for art right now. This stuff should write itself. Just hit the keys as fast as you can.”

And I did. I did, that is, until that same middle-aged nurse from earlier in the day walked through the door, a woman who looked remarkably like my Aunt Helda, and you can guess what she’s like. She shot a glance at me sitting up in bed, and you could follow the angry progression of her eyes, from the sheaf of notes I now had beside me to the laptop computer to Peter Martin, and I thought she might slug me, but figured I was safe even if she did, given this was a hospital.

“All right, out,” she said to Martin as she came angrily around my bed to grab the computer.

He was cool as a cucumber, and what he had to say, he said in a very calm way. “You touch that laptop, you make even one more step in its direction, I start screaming at the top of my lungs that you’ve just killed my baby. I’ll wake people up from here to Chevy Chase.”

Seeing the look on his face, knowing what was at stake, I believed him. Apparently, so did she. With nary a word, she backed up and stormed out of the room, I assumed, to get the security guards, though if she did, they never showed up. Martin, of course, closed the door to the room and locked it. Meanwhile, I typed. I wrote of Hutchins in his hospital bed, oozing bravado, accusing the militia of being haters. I wrote of his recollection of a flash and the sudden burst of pain. I wrote of his vow to return to the campaign trail by the weekend. Then I wrote my own account, beginning with the brilliant autumn morning, the pageant of colors, then quickly flipping to a blood-spattered sand trap and the Secret Service agents hurtling themselves into the line of fire.

When I was done, Martin took the computer and sat in one of those standard-issue hospital chairs, kind of low with an orange cushion back, and read, shaking his head all the while, rarely typing in any edits.

“Jesus Christ, I hate to tell you this, but you’re good,” he said finally.

“I know.”

A visitor knocked, turned the knob, realized the door was locked, and then opened it with a key. He was a fifty-something man, fairly pleasant looking, actually, who said he was with the hospital’s public relations department.

“Mr. Flynn, I have about fifty reporters downstairs in the cafeteria who are clamoring to see you,” he said. “They asked me to invite you down for some questions.”

Martin said, halfheartedly, as he plugged the computer into the phone jack and transmitted the two stories up to Boston, “Yeah, shit, I meant to tell you about that. You’ve become quite a little celebrity.”

I was overcome by exhaustion and, conceited as I am, feared that in this condition I would look pale and bloated before the unforgiving eye of the television camera. “Can you take care of this tonight?” I asked Martin. “Tell them the doctor insisted I didn’t come down, and tell them I’ll be there in the morning to help as much as I can.”

I was drained, mentally and physically. I’m a reporter, and tonight, that’s what I did. It felt good. Still, something had changed. I had somehow turned into an unwitting celebrity, just for being there. My future was even in some doubt, though maybe a nice doubt, given this job offer I had received. Everything was so tiring, and I felt woozy.

Martin fiddled with the computer and made a call to the newsroom to make sure the stories had arrived safely. When he hung up, he turned to me in that pointed way of his and said, “Okay, so tell me. Why were you playing golf with the president of the United States?”

This was not an issue I felt like dealing with right then, but it was obvious, even in my semicomatose state, that I really had no choice. Lying in bed, I looked straight ahead and said, “I’m doing that story on presidential pardons that you and I discussed, trying to figure out if there’s any rhyme or reason to the pardons that the White House gave out last summer, and then a new one last month. It’s unusual for them to pardon convicts in the middle of a campaign, and there are a couple of names I’m curious about, so I call the White House press office.

“They’re helping me out a little bit, and the next thing I know, Royal Dalton calls and wants to know if I play golf. He says Hutchins is looking for a partner for Thursday morning during a quick campaign layover in D.C., and would I be available? If I play, he says, I might be able to lob him a question or two on the pardon issue.”

Martin nodded, then asked the obvious question. “Did you?”

“Never got the chance,” I replied. “I was waiting to do it after the round, and there was this small matter of getting shot.”

I was so tired I could barely speak. Mid-conversation, I faded in and out of consciousness. I vaguely recall a doctor coming in, checking my pulse, fooling with the machines around my bed, talking softly with Martin. Two other visitors stepped into the room and showed the doctor badges. “FBI,” I heard one of them say, the guy with the trench coat. Looked like he was from central casting. The other was a younger woman with luxuriant black hair and a business suit. I could barely hold my eyes open, but as I did, I saw her smile at me, a nice smile that showed sweet dimples on a face that looked vaguely familiar. The doctor chatted with them a while, and then they left. Martin then left with the doctor, giving my forearm a quick pat on the way out. Half-asleep, I remembered my earlier mysterious telephone call, a man’s voice, a stern warning. Lies, everyone’s telling lies. And I faded out again, this time to a place so blissful I would never find it again.









Three

Friday, October 27




THERE IS THAT FINAL SCENE in The Wizard of Oz, when Dorothy regains consciousness in her farmhouse in Kansas, surrounded by her farmhands and neighbors—all of whom resemble the characters in her dream visit to the Emerald City. That’s what I felt like, only it was the Bethesda Naval Hospital, not Kansas, and gathered around me were a pair of FBI agents, the hospital public relations director, Peter Martin, my pal Gus Fitzpatrick, a man in a white laboratory coat, who my deductive skills led me to believe was my doctor, and a few assorted friends from college and the paper. Everyone, it seemed, but the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

Martin stepped toward the bed and tossed the Friday-morning Record into my lap. “President Survives Assassination Attempt,” the headline screamed, stripped across the top of the front page in big block letters. “Secret Service Kills Gunman; Believed to be Militia Member. 11th Hour Election Turmoil Expected.” And under that, over two separate stories, “Record Reporter, Injured by Gunfire, Witnesses Event.” And above another: “Hutchins: I Will Not Bow to Threats.”

“We’re the best paper on the biggest story in the country today,” Martin said, absolutely exhilarated. “Forget country. In the world. We’re being quoted all over the networks, all over the wires. You’re a celebrity. The publisher and editor both wanted me to come down and thank you and ask if there’s anything the paper can do for you during your recovery.”

Martin paused, and the hospital public relations man spoke from the back of the room. “Sir,” he said, “Keith Madigan, with Naval public affairs. I still have a room of about sixty reporters downstairs, and every one of them keeps asking when you’re coming down to talk.”

He had barely finished his sentence when the female FBI agent spoke out. “Samantha Stevens, special agent with the Federal Bureau of Investigation. This is Kent Drinker, assistant director. Before you go anywhere, we need to speak with you about the events of yesterday.”

From the back of the room, the doctor was next. “Look, before anyone does anything, I have to talk some things over with Mr. Flynn and do some tests. I’m going—”

He wasn’t quite finished, but I had already had enough. “Before I do anything, could I just get a moment alone with—” I looked around the room real fast for someone to talk to who could just give me a breather and explain how upside-down my world had become. I thought of Martin, but quickly backed away from the idea. Too nervous. If I chose any of my friends, the others would be insulted. “Gus,” I said. “It will just be a minute, and then we’ll take care of everything else. Doctor, I’ll be ready for you right afterward. Agent, I have all the time you need, obviously.” And I looked at the hospital PR man, forgetting his name. “And sir, if you could just tell my colleagues that I’ll be down within an hour, well before deadline. Explain that I’m tied up right now with my doctor.”

I noticed that all of the blinking, beeping machines had been pushed away from my bed, and the needles and tubes had been pulled out of my arms, replaced by small bandages covering gauze pads. I was glad I hadn’t been awake for that. I felt better, physically. My chest still had the sensation that someone quite heavy was nonchalantly standing on top of it. But I didn’t have that queasy, groggy feeling of the night before, and truth is, the pain wasn’t all that bad and I felt quite rested.

As everyone but Gus slowly shuffled out of the room, politely pausing at the door to let each other go, the telephone rang, a penetrating ring that almost caused me to jump up out of my bed. I grabbed it before anyone else could, having a nagging, almost subconscious sense of who might be on the other end. The FBI agent, Stevens, must have sensed a change in my voice, because she shot me a quizzical look as I spoke my greetings.

“Mr. Flynn,” the voice said, clear as a bell again, dignified, with impeccable pronunciation, like some sort of headmaster at a private school. I looked out the window as I held the receiver to my ear and noticed that the sun was shining brightly, illuminating a rich blue sky that marked what must have been another perfect autumn day. “Mr. Flynn, this is not a joke. This is not a game.” He spoke those two sentences as if they were one, barely pausing, speaking dramatically, maybe even reading from something prepared.

“There are things happening all around you that you must learn,” the man said. “I will help you, but I can only do so much. You will be leaving the hospital tomorrow morning. I will telephone you tomorrow afternoon, at your house, when you will have more time and privacy to talk.”

How on earth did he know when I was leaving the hospital? I wondered. I didn’t even know when I was leaving the hospital. I looked over in the direction of the door, trying to act as casual and unassuming as I could, and saw Stevens still standing there, overtly staring at me, almost as if she was trying to peer through the phone lines to see who was at the other end. I’m not sure why I immediately hid this caller from anyone. Maybe it was my lifelong distrust of authority. Maybe it was my knee-jerk need for privacy. Perhaps it was my simple love of secrets, especially ones that I could someday report in the pages of the Record. Regardless, I spoke in a loud, cheerful tone that sent a clear message to the caller that I was protecting him, and a contrary message to anyone in my room—read: FBI agents—that I had a friend, or at least an acquaintance on the line.

“I’ll look forward to that,” I said in a booming voice, with a forced smile. “It’s really good to hear from you again. I can’t believe you were this nice to call. Take care.”

I hung up, and everyone kept walking out the door, except for Gus, who I think was both confused and delighted by my request that he stay behind.

“Gus, what is going on here?” I asked, cutting to the chase once everyone was gone. “Am I all right?”

“All right? You’re a star, kid. You’re not just going to be all right, you’re going to be better than you ever were before. Your performance in today’s paper is the talk of the country.”

Gus is a national treasure. Every city, every newspaper, no, every guy my age should have someone like Gus—a leathery-faced geezer of a man who has seen wars start and end, watched children born and, in one case, die, has witnessed fads come and go, all through the eyes of someone who knows what matters and, more important, what doesn’t. Gus tends not to get excited by much. It’s not that he doesn’t care. In fact, he does. It’s just that he’s seen so much, remained so even, and is so confident of who he is and what he likes that he knows deep in his psyche what is truly worth getting excited over. Gus is a guy, in short, who you can trust.

Gus works in the pressroom of the Record. When I saw him standing in my hospital room, it was the first time in what must have been ten years that he wasn’t wearing his ink-smeared hunter green apron draped over his work clothes. He was my father’s best friend at work, back when they worked the overnight shift at the Record, keeping watch over the mammoth printing presses, recasting inks, and refilling the massive rolls of newsprint that rattled through the presses and turned into the next day’s newspaper. It was, I used to think, and probably still do, the most important job in the world, the manifestation of which used to be on our kitchen table every morning, in black and white, when my father arrived home from work and I awoke to go to school.

As a kid of twelve, I told my father I wanted to work at the Record, and he immediately assumed I wanted to do just what he did. It wasn’t until I was maybe seventeen years old, as we leaned against his car eating cones at the local Dairy Queen, having just come back from splitting a large bucket of balls at the driving range, that I explained to him I wanted to be a writer, a news reporter, perhaps even cover politics and go off to Washington. He didn’t say much. No one in his family had ever been to college, let alone held a job with a title like Washington correspondent, and I’m not sure he knew how to react. When I was a senior in college, in Connecticut, he died of a severe stroke. He never saw me walk into the newsroom of the paper he had worked at for more than thirty-five years.

Gus did, though. After school, I did what all would-be reporters have to do: worked my way up through what would count as the minor leagues. I wrote for a small paper in Vermont for a year, built some clips, then took a job with a paper in suburban Boston and beat the Record day after day for a year and a half, until they had no choice but to hire me. That first day in the newsroom was the culmination of my loftiest dreams. There I was, among all the people I had read for so long—huge names in the industry, Pulitzer Prize winners, editors who had been to Washington, traveled overseas, jetted across the country on presidential campaigns. That first day I stood arranging a few books at my desk. I was dressed in a crisp Brooks Brothers pinpoint shirt, a neatly striped tie, the woolen trousers to a smart gray suit. Gus came walking up to my desk, limping as he does, given that he was born with one leg two inches longer than the other. I suspect he had never been in the newsroom before during business hours. I don’t know if he had even talked to a reporter in his life. He was short and balding, and he stopped in front of me, staring with a long, proud gaze, a hint of a smile rounding out the edges of his lips. It was deadline, and Gus was wearing his apron during what must have been an early start to his shift.

He extended his hand to me, and I knew what my father would have felt. I moved past his hand into a soft embrace, and Gus wrapped his right arm tightly around me and hit me hard in the back, speaking into my ear, “You’re going to be the best reporter this place has ever had.” He stepped back and said, “Your father helped me get this job, at a tough time in my life. If I can do anything to help you, I will.” Then he walked away, leaving a black ink smudge on my new shirt. Beside me, a rather bleached-out reporter in a bright bow tie, Troy Ellis, whose name I had read for years, usually over stories about academia and other intellectual issues, looked at me with shock, rolled his eyes in a superior way, and said in an exaggerated Brahmin accent, “My God, that looked interesting.”

I was kind of caught. I was the new kid here, one day in the newsroom, standing among all these people who were my heroes, yet one of them was making fun of Gus. What the hell, I thought. “That, Troy, is someone more interesting than you would ever understand.”

Troy didn’t seem to understand even that, which I sensed was part of a pattern with him. He said nothing and turned back to his computer, me to my books, and that was that.

“Well,” I said to Gus, who had settled into the orange vinyl-backed chair beside my hospital bed, “tell me, what on God’s good earth is going on here?”

“What’s going on here is that, through the luck of the skilled, you’ve just placed yourself at the center of the biggest story in America. There’s nothing bigger. You’re the witness to an assassination attempt on the president of the United States. From what I read today, you’re his journalistic equivalent of a confidant. In my own humble view, this story is going to get a lot bigger before it fades away. The presidential campaign is in turmoil, and because of the militia? I mean, come on. The militia taking a crack at our president?”

“Doesn’t get much bigger, does it?” I said. I was getting tired just thinking about it, the layers that would be involved, the assassination investigation, the impact on the race, the stories about American culture, reports from the hinterland on the antigovernment movement spreading across the country. And the reach for the explanation on how it came to this: the attempted murder of the president.

Gus said, “I want you to be careful. This little room is like a cocoon, but that’s all over soon. You are going home tomorrow.”

Jesus, I thought, the voice on the telephone was right. Gus continued: “Everyone’s going to want a piece of you. The FBI is going to want a piece of you. The TV cameras are going to want a piece of you. Even the president is going to want a piece of you. You should enjoy it, but do your job. You’re the best reporter I’ve ever met, and granted, I’m a bit biased. But do your job, and everything else will take care of itself.”

These were the reassuring words I wanted to hear, and, lying in bed, I said quietly, “Thanks.”

We made small talk about golf with the president and the FBI agent who had been in the room and the likely impact of this shooting on the campaign. After a while, Gus stood up from his chair to leave, and hesitated a moment at my bedside. He looked down at his feet as if he was not quite sure what to say. “You going to be all right at home?” he asked shyly.

Truth is, I wasn’t sure. I hadn’t spent more than three straight nights in that house in the last year. Suddenly I thought of my dog, alone there over the past twenty-four hours, and a wave of panic washed over me. “Jesus Christ,” I said. “Do you know if Baker is all right?”

“The dog is fine. Your dog sitter came over and picked him up yesterday afternoon when she saw your picture on television. She said she’ll bring him back when you get home.”

I paused, basking in the relief. “I’ll be fine,” I said.

“I’ll get the doctor. And I have to get back to Boston. The publisher was nice enough to pay my freight down here, but I have to get back to work tonight.” And with that, a proud smile came over Gus’s face. He gave my hand a long, affectionate squeeze, whispered, “Jack, do your job,” then limped out of the room.

 

Cops and reporters are like oil and water. They share a like goal: to gather information for an ultimate presentation in the public domain. Police prepare for court cases. Reporters compile information for the pages of their newspaper. But how they go about it is vastly different. Police detectives prefer the privacy of an interrogation room, sitting at a spare table with graffiti marks dug into the top, surrounded by bare slab walls, illuminated by a single lamp, with some suspect or witness looking around at the sober surroundings and wondering what has become of his life and how he can quickly and drastically change it. Detectives can take the most theatrical, most sensational case and break it down into the dull sum of its scientific parts—semen and blood samples, fingerprints and fibers. They move with a painstaking methodology gleaned from the pages of the police training manual they memorized when they ascended to the position so many years before. God forbid, publicity. That causes witnesses to be tainted, politicians to speak out, police chiefs to demand hasty action, and ultimately, protocol and common sense to be violated.

Reporters, meanwhile, like to interview people in action, capturing color and a sense of place. A good reporter can take the most mundane murder, inject it with a heavy dose of human emotion, massage it with a rapid-fire series of verbs, and end up with what the average reader might be convinced is the crime of the century, at least until the next day’s paper. Reporters are constantly looking at the whole at the expense of some of its parts, glossing over this angle or that aspect to play upon what editors call “the big picture.” Good reporters move at breakneck speed, well aware of the competition from other newspapers or television stations. Best to have an incomplete story first than the entire tale last. And virtually everything, they believe, is appropriate in the public realm, allowing readers to decide what is right or wrong, whether the grammar school principal is really a child molester or if the accusations of decade-old misdeeds are a piece of sad whimsy on the part of a psychologically unfit former student.

So it is all the more fruitful and delicious when a reporter is able to strike up a relationship with a police detective, and I take no small amount of pride in saying that much of the success I’ve had in my career—and, since you’re wondering, I’ve had my share—has been due to my ability to get along with cops. My grandfather was a Boston police sergeant. One of my uncles was a Boston police detective. I know how to communicate with them in a way that Troy Ellis, for instance, never would—when to cuss, when to talk big, when to be respectful, how to engage them in some back and forth and involve them in my needs.

None of this, though, seemed to have any direct bearing on my new relationship with Samantha Stevens.

She didn’t spend a lot of time on niceties when she strode into my hospital room, just a moment after the doctor had left. “Why don’t we start with the basics?” she said. “What is it you were doing playing golf with the president of the United States?”

Her partner, who briefly introduced himself as an assistant director of the FBI, no less, stood impassively against the wall.

“He invited me,” I said, taken aback, but trying to maintain composure.

“Why’s that?” she asked, aloof, almost clinical.

I didn’t like where this was going, mostly because I wasn’t particularly keen on word getting out already about this offer to be press secretary.

“Why don’t you ask him?” I said, and I watched as her very becoming face flushed red.

“Why don’t I decide how to conduct the investigation?” she replied, just as aloof, just as clinical.

This wasn’t quite unpleasant, but it wasn’t far from it. I expected a nice, collegial little discussion, maybe share a can of orange juice and rhapsodize about what had become of a society where a collection of country bumpkins would think it’s meaningful, even laudable, to kill the president of the United States and overthrow our democratic form of government. Instead, I was being treated like a suspect in a purse snatching.

Stevens was standing a few feet from my bed. I was sitting up on some pillows. Not that she gave me any encouragement to think about such things, but she looked even better than the day before, her straight black hair cascading across her shoulders and over the top part of a smart navy blue work suit. She had tiny little bags under her blazing blue eyes, and little crow’s feet beside them, betraying the only signs of her age. She gave no indication whether she was pleased or displeased with how our little chat was proceeding.

“We are conducting the most important investigation in the bureau right now, Mr. Flynn,” she said. “Forgive my manner, if you are for some reason offended by it. But I have to dedicate myself to getting to the bottom of this case as quickly as humanly possible. And such a mission doesn’t accord me much time for excessive civility.”

“Apparently not,” I said. “If it would help,” I added, knowing what I was about to suggest would do anything but, “I could call my lawyer and have him come down and sit in.”

That seemed to take Stevens by surprise, not to mention her colleague Drinker, who I caught furrowing his brow. Me, too, actually. What the hell was I thinking?

“That would be a mistake for all of us,” she said.

She paused, standing there with her arms crossed, then added, “Look, we didn’t get off on the very best foot here. I just want you to understand the gravity of this investigation. We have vastly different interests, and I didn’t necessarily appreciate reading your eyewitness account in the newspaper before we had a chance to talk. This is first and foremost an FBI investigation of an assassination attempt on the president, not simply some sensational story to help you sell more papers. Why don’t we revisit this tomorrow, and I’m sure we’ll make some more progress.”

“That would be fine,” I said, not wanting to be any more disagreeable.

She turned around to leave, and Drinker followed silently without even so much as looking my way. At the door, Drinker turned back around.

“By the way, who was that who called you earlier, when everyone was in the room?” His tone was soft, even pleasant.

“Oh, just an old friend of mine,” I said, fumbling for an answer in a way that might have been obvious.

“What’s the friend’s name?” he asked.

I’m sure he saw the uncertainty on my face or sensed the flustered tone of my voice. “That’s personal,” I said eventually, and Drinker simply nodded as the two of them headed out the door.








Four



THERE IS A SAYING ABOUT hospitals, except, of course, among hypochondriacs, that the longer you stay, the more things can go wrong. As someone who had never been in a hospital before in his life, I had already been in far too long, and when the doctor told me I could head home the following morning, I prevailed on him to endorse my departure for that very night.

The press corps treated me as well as I could have hoped, given that a few of the network stars were a bit miffed about being on the sidelines while an ink-stained wretch from an out-of-town paper basked in the limelight. I spent half an hour before the cameras, concentrating on good eye contact—never look down, make pleasant facial expressions, and never stammer um or ah—and was on my way home with my good friend and former college roommate Harry Putnam.

“Now what do you do?” he asked as his Audi rolled down Wisconsin Avenue, past the fast food restaurants and specialty shops all lit up on this breezy autumn night.

What indeed? For starters, there was the matter of my interview with this somewhat obstinate FBI agent, probably in the morning. More important, there was an anonymous call coming my way in the afternoon. Hutchins had been discharged from the hospital a few hours before me, telling reporters on the way out that danger be damned, he was heading back out on the campaign trail. I very much wanted to get back to work, despite these tight bandages wrapped around my aching ribs. There was much to do on this story, and I was in a prime position to do it. Most important of all, it was time to come to terms with my new reality of being home. It was time to stop running.

“Where do I begin?” I said. “I deal with it. No, I try to get ahead of it, all of it.”

I fell silent, watching the Roy Rogers slide past, the Cineplex Odeon—Ten Screens, Free Validated Parking—the Chesapeake Bagelry. Harry, who knows me about as well as I know myself, sensed through my quiet that I was of no mind to have a deep, philosophical discussion about where I was in my life and where I might be heading.

“You want to stop for a beer, maybe something to eat?” he asked.

I did and I didn’t. Mostly, I felt like being alone, to start to sort some things out, to prepare for what I thought would be an onslaught in the days ahead. “I’m going to take a pass on this one,” I said, and he nodded his understanding.

“I’m around all weekend,” he said.

We pulled up to the curb in front of my red brick townhouse in the heart of the East Village of Georgetown. Katherine and I had bought it two years earlier. I was enchanted by the enormous bowfront window with the small panes, and even though we first saw it in the dead of a humid Washington August, I pictured how it would look with a towering, lighted Christmas tree. She was smitten with the condition of the place, which was atrocious, so we could gut it and start anew, creating an interior in our own image—or, I should say, her image, with a few peripheral touches by me like, say, the doorbell.
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