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TO JAN AND LANE, TRUE PROPHETS IN THEIR OWN RIGHT


FOREWORD

I CAN IMAGINE the “Peretti-ologists” of future days looking at this book as a key to what I was thinking during the late eighties and early nineties. Obviously I was preoccupied with truth and how it can be brokered, adjusted, censored, and selected by the gatekeepers of what we know and think. Chief among these gatekeepers is, of course, television, and chief among the mentalities and movements whose survival depends on the stringent control of knowledge is abortion. These two became the start of a story recipe:

Open a television newsroom, pour in the topic of abortion, add characters with divergent agendas, and then, stirring briskly, add an up-and-coming news anchor who abruptly finds God revealing to him the secrets of people’s hearts (1 Corinthians 14:25). He is seeing and hearing things that only God can see and hear, which leaves no room for the gray-shading, eye-closing, excuse-making, or rationalizing that smoothed his career.

With such ingredients, the pot will come to a boil all by itself—over the whole question of truth.

There are many subthemes woven through the story, of course, maybe too many. I just had to say something about consumerism, amusement dependence, image over substance, and feeling over thinking. But all these ingredients impel the main theme: The truth will hold us accountable. Though we try to hide it, deny it, repackage it, or even amuse and consume our way around it, at the end of the day it will still be there waiting for us—no matter how we may feel about it.

My concern with truth has only intensified in the early 2000s; the cry of Prophet still has its place. Too many, especially among the young, think with their feelings and hear with their eyes. It’s no longer truth but tightly edited images splashed with color, backed by music, and coupled with pleasure that persuade. We can’t count on people to think, explore, question, or prove things; but we can count on them to sit and watch television hour after hour and accept without question almost everything they are told. Folks interviewed at the local mall can regurgitate commercial slogans, jingles, truisms, and temporal philosophies instantly upon request, but they stare vacantly when asked to recite the Ten Commandments or even name the first book of the Bible.

But who loses in the end? Not truth. Truth is a rock and doesn’t shift to accommodate our changing fashion. Wrong will never be right no matter how we may dress it in right’s clothing. A lie will never be true no matter how often or how loudly we repeat it. To deceive others is reprehensible; to deceive ourselves is a tragedy.

Most often the heroes in stories wake up to their errors, accept the truth, and turn themselves around. That’s because the storyteller hopes his readers will do the same.

That was my hope when I first wrote Prophet, and it is still my hope today.

Love truth.

Frank E. Peretti

January 2004


CHAPTER 1

JOHN BARRETT HEARD God speak when he was ten years old. Years later all he would clearly remember about that Sunday night meeting at the Rainier Gospel Tabernacle was that it was close and sweaty, in the dead center of summer’s heat. Noisy, too. It was altar time at the front of the church, the saints were praying and praising, and it was not the quiet, introspective kind of worship but the hollering kind, the throw-back-your-head-and-cry-to-Heaven kind as the women wept, the men shouted, and the piano kept playing over and over the strains of “I surrender all, I surrender all . . .”

Pastor Thompson, young and fiery, had preached a sermon that caught John by the heart. And when the altar call came and Pastor Thompson said, “If this word is for you, if God is speaking to your heart, I want you to come forward, lay your all on the altar . . .” John knew God was speaking to him, and he went forward, almost running, to kneel at that long mahogany prayer rail, his face flushed and his eyes streaming tears.

“‘Behold the Lamb of God, who taketh away the sin of the world!’” Pastor Thompson quoted the Scripture. “Will you receive that Lamb tonight? Will you find Jesus?”

John was ready to receive the Lamb, he was ready to find Jesus, and as he called on the name of the Lord, he could even see a lamb, small, gentle, spotless, and white, right there in front of him, right on the other side of the prayer rail, so close he could have reached out and touched its nose. He was later told he’d had a vision, but at that moment he thought there really was a lamb in the church, as real as anything. The Lamb of God, like Pastor Thompson said. It was so real then, so long ago. It was a moment that truly stirred his soul.

But that moment, with all its feelings, its meanings, its transcendent, eternal words, even its little vision, would fade with time, and John would eventually tuck it away in a lost and forgotten corner of his memory.

He would not remember that he had done business with God, that he had made a covenant with the Creator when only a young boy—“Jesus, come into my heart and take away my sins. God, I give You my life. Use me, Lord. I’m Yours.”

The memory of his father’s hand on his shoulder would fade with time and adult ambitions, as would his father’s words, spoken loudly and prophetically in the child’s ear, as if from God Himself: “Ye are called, My son, ye are called. Before I formed thee in the womb, I knew thee, and before thou wert born I consecrated thee to My service. Walk in My Word, listen for My voice, for I will speak to thee and guide thee in all the paths you may take. Behold, I am with thee always . . .”

He would choose not to remember. “. . . in all thy ways acknowledge Me, and I shall direct thy paths . . .” Good words, useful words. Forgotten words. “And lo, I am with thee always, even unto the end of the age . . .” He would not remember.

But God remembered.


CHAPTER 2

GOVERNOR, I PLEAD with you, search your heart and change your course, for if you do not, God will change it for you. Though you have said to yourself, ‘No one sees, and no one hears,’ surely, the Lord sees, and He hears all that you think in your heart, all that you whisper, all that you speak in your private chambers. There is nothing hidden from the eyes of Him with whom we have to do!”

It was the Friday after Labor Day, still sunny, still summer, the early-evening shadows just beginning to stretch. Crowds of giddy party supporters were coming from their homes, jobs, early dinners, and schools to converge on The City’s Flag Plaza for Governor Hiram Slater’s big campaign kickoff rally. The Hi-yo, Hiram! straw hats were already blooming in profusion and floating along on hundreds of heads like leaves on a river. Before the backdrop of the plaza’s fifty state flags, a platform had been set up, draped in blue, festooned with red, white, and blue balloons and American flags, neatly arranged with rows of folding chairs and garnished with a full nursery’s worth of potted chrysanthemums. Soon the rally would begin, and Governor Slater would make his campaign kickoff speech.

But as people entered the plaza, a stocky, gray-haired man in blue warehouse coveralls was already making a speech, standing on the edge of a concrete planter box, primroses at his feet, his head well above the crowd. The governor may or may not have been within earshot, but this man was going to shout to the governor anyway, his voice tinged with pain, with desperation.

“Like Nebuchadnezzar of old, you have set up an image of yourself for all men to follow, a towering image, a mighty image, an image far greater than yourself. But please take heed: the Lord would remind you, you are not that image. Though you may say, ‘I am strong and invincible, I tower over the masses, I cannot be touched or harmed,’ yet in truth you are as weak as any man, about to be harmed, about to be toppled!”

“Why don’t you just shut up, big mouth!” yelled a beer-bellied contractor passing by.

“The Truth must be heard though the lie be a tumult,” the man replied.

“Not him again,” griped a mother with four children in tow.

“Get off that planter!” ordered a realtor in a business suit. “You don’t belong up there.”

A radical feminist publisher responded with the slogan “Hi-yo, Hiram!”

Those nearby picked up the slogan, louder and louder, and threw it at the man for pure spite. “Hi-yo, Hiram! Hi-yo, Hiram! Hi-yo, Hiram!”

They had stung him. He looked into their faces as pain filled his eyes, then pleaded, “The Lord is in His holy temple; let all the earth be silent before Him!”

Through the chanting a few voices could be heard responding in mock horror, “Ooooooooooo!”

“Our God is there, ever present, and touched with our infirmities. He is speaking. We must be silent and listen!”

“Hi-yo, Hiram! Hi-yo, Hiram!”
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BEHIND THE PLATFORM, screened from visibility by blue curtains, Governor Slater, small, balding, with an unimpressively high-pitched voice, went over final details with the rally’s organizers.

“Thirty minutes,” he said. “I want thirty minutes even if you have to cut something.”

Wilma Benthoff, the governor’s campaign manager—and presently his harried rally organizer—pushed her wildly curled blonde hair away from her face so she could see her clipboard. “Okay, we’ll do the ‘National Anthem,’ then Marv will introduce the dignitaries. Marv!” Marv didn’t hear her; he was busy directing photographer traffic while tying balloons to the platform stairs. “MARV!”

He looked up. “The governor wants more time, so keep the introductions brief!”

He nodded and said something they couldn’t hear. Benthoff went on, “Then the band will play . . . uh . . . Joyce, how many songs is the band going to play?” Joyce didn’t hear her; she was standing too close to the trombone player practicing his scales. “Oh, forget it. We’ll cut a tune out. I’ll tell her.”

The governor felt a hand on his shoulder. It was Martin Devin, one of the governor’s staff members and would-be chief of staff. The tall, former college linebacker had an amused sneer on his face. “Our old friend the prophet is here.”

The governor chuckled and shook his head. “As sure as the sun rises.” He sneaked a peek through the curtain and could just see the old man’s head above the crowd. “I wonder what his son must be thinking right now.”

“Especially when he sees the ruckus on his own newscast! I called a friend at Channel 6 and they’re moving their camera. They want it.”

The governor’s face brightened. “Always thinking, Martin, always thinking!”

Devin nodded, acknowledging the compliment. “So we just might have an opportunity coming up here . . .”
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LESLIE ALBRIGHT, CHANNEL 6 news reporter, carefully placed a molded earpiece in her ear and then found one square foot of ground to call her own as Mel the long-haired cameraman brought her face into clear focus. There were better places to shoot this story, better views of the plaza, better backgrounds, but orders were orders. Someday she was going to shoot Tina Lewis.

“John, this is where it all begins for Governor Hiram Slater . . .” she rehearsed in her professional news voice. “Undaunted by challenger Bob Wilson’s showing in the polls . . .”

With one hand she held her NewsSix microphone and with the other her quickly jotted notes, which were trying to elude the grasp of the three fingers holding them. She tried to straighten her breeze-tousled blonde hair as she examined her reflection in the camera’s lens. Gawkers were already waving to Mom behind Leslie’s back.

“Undaunted by how well his challenger is doing in the polls . . . Even though Bob Wilson . . . Even though the polls show Bob Wilson coming on strong . . . uh . . . show Bob Wilson gaining support . . .”

“We’ve got about ten minutes,” her earpiece crackled.

“Okay,” she replied, and went back to rehearsing. “The governor has proven he has supporters too, as you can see by the vast crowd behind me . . .” And then she waxed sarcastic just to vent herself. “—which you could have seen better if we’d stayed up on the stairs instead of moving down here.”

She adjusted her red suit jacket and tried to think her report through again. That guy standing on the planter behind her wasn’t helping much.

“The Word of God says, ‘Before you were formed in the womb, I knew you!’” he cried.

Oh brother. Now he’s going to bring up that subject!
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“I LIKE IT,” said Tina Lewis, executive news producer. She was in the Channel 6 control room for this one; she knew it was going to be interesting.

Above the console where the show producer, director, and video switcher sat, the monitors on the wall flickered a visual three-ring circus with different things happening everywhere all at once so fast you could hardly keep up with it. Monitors One, Two, and Three showed the views from the three studio cameras on the news set below; the Preview Monitor framed whatever view would be next; the On Air Monitor showed what people at home were seeing; the news anchors were still in the middle of NewsSix at Five Thirty, pushing news stories through like cars on a speeding train.

“Camera Three, head-on to John,” said Susan the director.

Camera Three moved in. Monitor Three and the Preview Monitor showed a tight head-and-shoulders shot of handsome, fortyish anchorman John Barrett looking into the camera.

“Pan for box.” The camera moved to the right. “Box.” The video switcher hit a button, and a nicely drawn beer can in a frame appeared in the upper-right corner of the screen.

“More trouble brewing for Bayley’s Beer,” said John Barrett. “Ever since the Bayley Brewery in Tobias contracted its aluminum can recycling to Northwest Materials . . .”

“Stand by Cassette Two.” Cassette Two appeared freeze-framed on the Preview Monitor.

“. . . environmentalists have been hopping mad and foaming up a real storm . . .”

“Roll Cassette Two.” Button pressed. Cassette Two began to roll.

“. . . that could be coming to a head . . .”

Cassette Two counted down—Three, two, one . . .

“. . . Ken Davenport has the story.”

On Air, Cassette Two: a shot of the brewery. Bayley Brewery title across bottom of screen. Ken Davenport’s voice over the picture.

“Board Members of the Bayley Brewery met today in a closed meeting to determine what action, if any, they will take . . .”

“Stand by Camera Two, head-on to Ali.”

In Monitor Two, Ali Downs, co-anchor, a former model with jet black hair and almond eyes, sat ready to begin the next story.

In a black-and-white monitor near the ceiling, Leslie Albright stood before the remote camera, microphone, earpiece, and hair in place, waiting her turn to report. Behind her a fracas was growing.

“Look at that!” said Tina Lewis, almost awestruck. “Will you look at that!”
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“YOU HAVE TURNED your eyes from the slaughter you have championed! You have robbed the innocent of their lives!” said the man on the planter. “The Lord formed our inward parts. He wove us in our mother’s womb, and we are fearfully and wonderfully made!”

That was all some of the crowd needed to hear. Hiram Slater was a pro-choice governor, and this was a pro-choice crowd. Things started getting quite vocal.

“You’re at the wrong rally, bub!”

“Keep your bigoted views away from my body!”

“Would somebody pull him down from there?”

And through all the shouts and threats “Hi-yo, Hiram!” never missed a beat.

Leslie thought she heard a question through her earpiece. She held her hand over her other ear. “Say again please.”

It was Rush Torrance, producer of the 5:30 newscast. “John still needs a scripted question to close your package.”

“Um . . .” Leslie looked behind her at the crowd coming to a rapid boil. “Things are changing kind of fast around here. He might want to ask me about the abortion issue . . . you know, how that might be affecting the climate of the rally.”

“So . . . how do you want it phrased? You want him to—” The man on the planter was shouting something, the crowd was hollering louder than he was, and all of them were louder than Rush’s voice in the earpiece.

“I’m sorry, I can’t hear you!”

“I’ll have him ask you about the hot issues, all right? He’ll ask you how it looks from where you stand. What’s your outcue?”

“Um . . . I’ll end with, ‘This campaign could be an exciting roller coaster ride for both candidates, and the whole thing begins in just a few minutes.’”

“All right. Got it.”

Leslie was getting nervous, anticipating an elbow in her ribs or a projectile on her head any moment. She asked Mel the cameraman, “You think we ought to move back a bit?”
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“NO,” SAID TINA Lewis. In the studio they could hear everything Leslie was saying. “Stay right there. We’re seeing everything. It looks great.”

Rush Torrance passed the message along through his headset.

In the monitor Leslie cringed a little but stayed where she was while the crowd behind her became more dense and noisy. Fists were waving in the air.

The man on the planter was clearly visible above the crowd, gesturing and shouting, “Hear me! Volume and chanting and numbers and repetition and television coverage will not make a lie true!”

Then some coat hangers appeared, waving in the air above the crowd.

Tina chuckled. “They know they’re on-camera.”

Rush informed Leslie, “You’re on after the break. Stand by.”
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ON TELEVISION SCREENS all over the city and beyond, Ali Downs finished up a story. “Legislators hope the move will help displaced timber workers in time, but the timber workers say they’ll believe it when they see it.”

Two-shot: John Barrett and Ali Downs seated at the expansive, black-and-chrome news desk. In the upper background NewsSix in large blue letters. Center background: false TV monitor screens with faces, places, titles frozen in photographs. In the left background, through a false window, a false city skyline.

John Barrett started the tease: “Coming up next, Governor Hiram Slater’s campaign for re-election starts with a citywide rally tonight. We’ll go to the Flag Plaza live for an update.”

Ali finished the tease. “And iguana lizards running for your health? See it for yourself!”

The screen cut to the teaser video: lizards pawing and licking at the camera lens.

Commercials.

“All right, Leslie,” said Rush. “We’re coming to you in two minutes.”
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THE GOVERNOR SCANNED his notes. If things kept going the way they were, he might have to change his text a little. “Sounds like things are heating up out there,” he hinted to Martin Devin.

Devin had just returned from a reconnaissance peek. “Mr. Governor, you’ve got the crowd, you’ve got the camera. I think we ought to take advantage.”

“You have something in mind?”

Devin lowered his voice. “I think we can get things a little rowdier. It could stir up some emotions, really get the crowd on your side, and it’ll get the attention of the TV viewers.”

The governor looked at his watch. “It’s close to 6. When is Channel 6 going to carry us?”

Devin looked at his own watch. “Any minute. I think they want to close the 5:30 show with a live teaser and then come back at 7 to pick us up again.”

The governor mulled it over, then smiled. “Okay. I’ll be ready.”

Devin smiled and hurried away.

In a tight little area behind some trees, out of sight, he dialed a number on his cellular phone. “Yeah, Willy, he went for it.” He looked at his watch. “Keep your eye on that blonde reporter down there. Go when she goes.”
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“FIFTEEN SECONDS,” SAID Mardell, the attractive, black floor director standing behind the cameras. “Leslie will be to your right.”

John Barrett looked to the right unconsciously. At home viewers would see the anchors looking at a large screen with Leslie Albright on it. In the studio John and Ali would be looking at blank space, pretending a screen was there.

Mardell counted down with her fingers silently. Five, four, three, two, one . . .
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IN THE CONTROL room Leslie had jumped from the black-and-white monitor to the large, color Preview Monitor, and the picture was impressive. There she was, her tension showing and her hair tousled despite her best efforts, holding her ground as a sea of enraged humanity boiled and bubbled behind her and one lone man continued his struggle to be heard above the tumult.

On air, John Barrett intro’d the story, looking into Camera Three and reading the teleprompter script mirrored on the glass over the camera’s lens. “Well, today is Day One of Governor Hiram Slater’s campaign for re-election, and Leslie Albright is at the Flag Plaza right now for the big kickoff rally.” Both he and Ali Downs turned and looked toward the wall. “Leslie?”

On televisions at home, there she was on what looked like a three by four foot screen propped on the end of the news desk.
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LESLIE LOOKED RIGHT into the camera and started her report as rehearsed. “John, this is where it all begins for Governor Hiram Slater. Even though the polls show Bob Wilson gaining support, the governor has proven he has supporters too, as you can see by the vast crowd behind me.”

As viewers at home saw the shot of Leslie jump from the screen that wasn’t there to the full television screen, it wasn’t clear just what that vast crowd was indicating, other than an impending riot.

But as John glanced sideways at his own monitor hidden in the top of the news desk, his attention was drawn to that one lone character sticking up above the crowd, his mouth moving, his hands gesturing. It seemed he was leading this mob.
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“ROLL CASSETTE ONE,” said Susan the director, and Leslie’s prepared video report began to play on the screen with Leslie’s prerecorded voice narrating.

Video: the governor meeting folks, shaking hands, waving to the crowds.

Leslie’s voice: “Governor Slater admits it will be a tough campaign, but insists he is ready for the battle and will pull no punches.”

Video of the governor being interviewed. Sound up. The governor: “I think we have a head start, really. The past four years are a clear record of our accomplishments, and I stand on that record. We’ve moved ahead on education, employment opportunities, and women’s rights, and we’re going to keep after those issues.”
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JOHN’S FACE WAS getting redder, and it showed, even through the makeup. As he watched the live camera monitor showing what Mel’s camera was seeing at that very moment, he could still see that rabble-rouser standing above the crowd. The monitor had no sound, but he could easily imagine what the old man was shouting. He dared not curse—he might be on the air. At least Leslie’s video was still running on the air and people weren’t seeing what he was seeing right now.
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LESLIE WAS DUCKING her head and looking behind her, at least while the video report was running. She kept trying to hear her next cue through her earpiece.

The crowd was starting to chant, “Pro-life, that’s a lie—you don’t care if women die!”
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JOHN GRABBED HIS desk phone to talk to Rush Torrance. “Can’t we get that kook off the screen? Rush? You there?”

No answer. Leslie was coming back on.

[image: Image]

MEL THE CAMERAMAN nodded furiously. “Yes! You’re on, you’re on!”

Leslie straightened, held the mike in a trembling hand, and almost shouted her cue line. “So, John and Ali, this campaign could be an exciting roller coaster ride for both candidates, and the whole thing—” Someone screamed. “—the whole thing begins in just a few minutes!”
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THE OLD MAN on the planter couldn’t believe it. Suddenly two characters he’d never seen before, one with stringy hair and a bald spot on the back of his head, the other black-haired, hulking and tattooed, came from nowhere and started throwing punches at his audience, hitting men, women, anybody—on his behalf!

“Dirty baby killers!” shouted one.

“Hallelujah!” shouted the other.

“No . . . no! Don’t do that!”

Too late. Some of the audience were switching from shouting to slugging.

“No! This won’t solve anything!” Oof! Something—it sounded like a can—bounced off the man’s head. Hands were grabbing at his legs. He started pulling away, dancing on the planter.
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JOHN COULD SEE it all on his news desk monitor, as could every viewer watching the news at that moment. He’d been given his cue, but his mind went blank. He searched his script and found the question he was supposed to ask, scribbled in at the last minute. “Uh . . . Leslie . . . this . . . uh . . . campaign seems to be loaded with a lot of hot issues . . . how does it look from where you stand?”
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LESLIE JUST ABOUT said, “How do you think it looks?” but simply replied, “I guess you can see for yourself, John and Ali. And if you don’t mind, I think we’ll move a little further away so we can keep covering it from a safe distance.”
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“NO!” SHOUTED TINA Lewis. “Don’t lose it!”

“Stay on it,” Rush instructed through his headset.

Leslie ducked sideways out of the picture. If she heard the instruction she wasn’t indicating so. The picture wiggled, tilted, jostled. Mel was moving the camera.

“Stay on it!” Tina ordered. “Mel, stay there!”

The camera came down solid again. Mel had planted the tripod.

No Leslie on-camera—only the crowd, the scuffle.

Producer Rush Torrance barked the order into his headset as he yanked pages from the show’s script and dropped them on the floor. “We’re bumping 480, Boy Pilot, and 490, the Running Lizards. We’ll stay with this!”

[image: Image]

“OH TERRIFIC!” John moaned.
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FROM BESIDE THE planter a big black man, his eyes full of fire, leaped into the crowd. “You wanna fight, I’ll teach you to fight!”

He was after those two intruders who’d started the fight in the first place. He found the first one, the weasel with the stringy hair and bald spot, and put him out of commission with one well-placed haymaker to the jaw. The big guy with the tattooed arms was a little more of a match, and they both went down to the pavement, taking several other bodies with them.

Three big college jocks finally got their paws on the old man and wrestled him from the planter, locking him in a painful hold with his arms behind his back. “Come on, old man! Party’s over!”

His face was etched with pain and fear as they began forcing him along, almost carrying him from the plaza, two holding him from behind, one pulling him by his hair, the prophet’s body bent forward, off balance, tripping, stumbling. He cried out.

Suddenly—it looked like a violent, tumbling play from a football game—the black man burst through the crowd, pushing bodies aside until he could reach the old man. With his tremendous weight and powerful arms he grabbed the first two men by their necks and smacked their heads together like melons. They went limp, falling backward, releasing their hold. The third let go of the old man’s hair right away and only wanted to defend himself, holding his arms in front of him.

“No, Max, don’t—” cried the old man.

But Max did, grabbing the young man by his hair. “See how it feels, sucker!” He flung him into the crowd, where several people fell like bowling pins.
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MEL KEPT HIS camera on the whole scene, capturing the grappling bodies, the flying KEEP ABORTION LEGAL signs, and the whipping American flags. There was no telling who was on which side or who was winning, but it was exciting footage, no question about that.
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JOHN COULDN’T SAY a word, so Ali jumped in. “Leslie? Leslie, are you still with us?”

Leslie’s voice came from off-camera somewhere as the camera captured the first police arriving on the scene. “Yes, Ali and John, we’re a safe distance away now and as you can see, the police are intervening, so this should clear up quite soon.”

“Do you have any idea what started this?” Ali asked.

John knew; he never would have asked that question.

Leslie answered, “Well, uh . . . you may have seen that man in the background, the one yelling at the crowd . . .”

“Yes, and I think our viewers did.”

“Well, he was obviously anti-abortion, and as we all know, that’s one of the hot issues in this campaign, and I think there was a pretty strong disagreement back there.”

“Thirty seconds. Close it,” came Rush’s voice in their earpieces.

Ali closed with, “Well, hang in there, Leslie, and we’ll get more from you tonight at 7. Be careful.”

“Oh, I’ll be here, on the scene.”

John was happy enough to tell Camera Two, “And that’s NewsSix at Five Thirty. Stay tuned for the CBS Evening News, and we’ll see you again at 7 o’clock.”

“Good night,” said Ali.

Theme music. Wide shot of studio. Credits. The anchors engage in unheard small talk with the weather and sports announcers, gathering and shuffling their scripts. Commercials.
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“MEL,” SAID TINA Lewis, “you hear me?”

“Yeah, you’re still coming in,” Mel’s voice came back. It sounded a little high with excitement.

“Keep the picture steady now. Keep rolling. We’ll use some of this at 7.”

“Okay.”

Tina and Rush watched the live camera monitor as Mel zoomed in on the police grabbing the old man and his black friend and muscling them out of the crowd. The old man’s feet weren’t even touching the ground.
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THE OLD MAN was scolding his friend even as the police dragged them along. “Max, you shouldn’t have done that!”

Max was fuming, sweating, too angry to speak. He could only curse the old man, curse the crowd, struggle against the four cops it took to contain him.

“All right, take it easy,” said a cop, brandishing his nightstick.

The old man chided his friend. “Max, now you cooperate! You can’t afford to make things worse!”

Max came to his senses and calmed down with unnatural quickness. “Sorry, officer. Didn’t mean no trouble.”

“You’re gonna clear out of here now or we’ll haul you in, got it?”

“Oh, we’ll leave, right away,” said the old man.

“Yeah, we outa here.”

On the outskirts of the plaza the police let them go, and they hurried away, thankful for freedom.

As for the two strangers who’d thrown those first punches, they were nowhere to be seen.
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MARTIN DEVIN WAS all smiles when he reported back to the governor. “You should have seen it!”

“Did it get on the air?”

“We’ll know in a minute. But that cameraman was really scrambling to cover it.”

“Okay, we’ll play on that.”
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THE STUDIO CAMERAS were off, the show was over. Ali and John removed their earpieces and lapel mikes. The news set was cut off from the outside now, a small, empty, plywood box of a place.

“Poor Leslie,” said Ali. “That was supposed to be an easy assignment.”

John didn’t even hear her as he grabbed the desk phone. “Rush? Rush? Could you get me Rush please?” He slammed the phone down. Apparently Rush wasn’t available.

Ali looked him over for just a moment. “What’s the matter?”

John glared at her, not meaning to. But right now glaring was all he could do. “Aw . . . that . . . stupid story . . .” He grabbed his script and left the desk, muttering to himself more than answering her question. “Of all the things we could’ve put on the air we had to put that on . . . and now we’re gonna see it over and over ’til they wear it out . . .”

John circled behind the stud-and-plywood backdrop of the news set and immediately into the newsroom, a large, gray-carpeted, open floor partitioned into small cubicles, each with a desk, a telephone, and a computer monitor, where reporters, producers, editors, and anchors worked at gathering, sifting, condensing, cutting, and pasting together each day’s news.

So where was Rush? Where was anybody responsible for this?

The room was relatively quiet at just a little after 6 o’clock. The Five Thirty was finished, and half the personnel had gone home. The Seven O’clock producer, Pete Woodman, had already chosen the material that would run, and now his five people, sitting here and there around the room, were putting the finishing touches on the show, updating the script, tailoring the videos, reslotting and prioritizing the stories.

Oh, there was Rush, at his desk in the corner, having a hurried, impromptu script conference with Pete Woodman. It had to be about this latest development. Brother. This thing had so much momentum it was going to be unstoppable.

“Leslie’s there right now,” Rush was saying, “and Mel got footage of the scuffle if you want it. It’s great stuff . . . looks really good.”

Pete was perusing his script for the Seven O’clock, scanning it with the point of his pen. “Now I take it she’s getting the governor’s speech. I’ve got that slotted near the top.”

Rush checked his watch. “He was scheduled to start about a quarter after. He wanted to get on the Seven O’clock, I know that.” He looked up. “Hi, John. Good show.”

“Hello . . .”

Rush went right back to his discussion with Pete. “So Leslie ought to be feeding that in any minute.”

“Good. Bill’s expecting it.” So the Seven O’clock would feature highlights from the governor’s speech. No doubt Leslie and Mel were feeding it back via microwave to Bill in the editing room. Bill, the fastest editor around, was recording it on tape this very moment and would then work with one of the newswriters to find the most poignant eye- and ear-catching clips to paste together for a feature on the Seven O’clock. And if he really wanted to catch the eyes and ears of the viewers, what better footage than—

“So let Bill have that scuffle footage,” Pete said. “That would really give a sense of the . . .”

“Yeah,” Rush completed the thought, “the heat of the issues, the feistiness of the campaign. That’ll fit right in with the governor’s kickoff.”

“And that’s what I’d like to talk to you about,” John cut in.

“Yeah?”

“That footage, Rush. I . . . I just don’t know about that.”

Rush, not much more than a kid with a floppy blond forelock, had great strengths as a producer. He could put together a tight, gripping newscast, he could draw a story out of a vacuum, he could inventively defy time in making deadlines. But one thing he could not do was fathom, much less endure, the petty misgivings and foot-draggings of the station’s “talent.”

“What’s the problem with it?” Rush was being polite, not interested.

John stumbled trying to come up with an answer. “Well . . . it’s violent, it’s . . . well, I think it’s tasteless.”

“I think it happened,” Rush answered curtly. “It happened, and we were there, and that makes it news. You tell me any other station in this market that had an opportunity like that fall right into its lap.”

Okay, John thought. My spine’s as stiff as the next guy’s. “I would say the brawl was an opportunity, yes. But that religious nut in the background, you went after him, didn’t you? You wanted him in the background.”

Rush threw up his barrier right then and there, his hands raised. “Okay, okay . . . Discussion ended . . . No comment. If you have a problem with it, talk to Tina. I took my orders from her. I liked the whole idea, I still do, and I’d do it again, but for this one, talk to Tina. Your problem’s with her.”

And with that, Rush went back to consulting with Pete as if John weren’t even standing there.
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TINA LEWIS, A sharply dressed professional, removed her designer glasses as her gold bracelets jingled, then gawked at John with incredulous eyes. “John, come on, we’ve got forty minutes until the Seven O’clock and you’re telling me you want the lead story changed?”

“Well . . .” John was frustrated and angry. Time, only a few minutes, had degraded his original concerns from possibly legitimate to silly and outlandish. “I had no idea what Leslie was going to be shooting. Had I known I would have said something earlier, and now . . . of course, it’s too late and my concerns no longer have merit and . . .” He threw up his hands in surrender and turned to leave her office. “I’ve got a promo to do.”

“John . . .” She sank into her chair and leaned her elbows on her desk. “I’m sorry if the situation is awkward for you. But when news happens, it’s our job to report it. You know that.”

John turned toward her and took a purposeful breath to control himself. He spoke slowly and carefully. “Tina, I have worked in the news business for twenty-four years. Please don’t use that line with me. I’ve used it all too often myself. I know that line.”

Now came the contest to see which of them could remain a collected and controlled professional the longest.

Lewis spoke slowly, in carefully measured tones. “I wouldn’t think of using a line with you, Mr. Barrett. And I’m a little disappointed that someone with twenty-four years experience still can’t separate his profession from his personal concerns.”

“You chose to put him in the background,” John said flatly. “You could have shot the platform, the banners, the flags on the plaza, any number of backgrounds, but you chose to show him. Isn’t that right?”

She grimaced and wagged her head as if she’d never before encountered such idiocy. “John, I wasn’t there, and as far as I’m aware, he never called us and said, ‘Hey, I’m going to be preaching to the crowds over by the 4th Street entrance, come and get me on television!’”

John pointed his finger at her, a sign he was losing his temper. “You were in the control room. You were calling the shots. You made the decision.”

She let out a disgusted sigh and said, “Okay. You’re embarrassed. Is that my problem? Is that even any concern of the business we’re in?”

John saw the clock on the wall. Time, the boss of all bosses, was ordering him out of the room. “I’ve got to do that promo.”

The last word was hers. “I’m sorry we can’t resolve this for you. But really, it’s your problem, you’re the only one in a position to do something about it, and if I were you I would.”

He just turned his back on her and walked out.
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HE WENT INTO the makeup room to check his face in the big, illuminated mirror. The makeup was still good from the Five Thirty. It was the expression on his face that needed some work. Come on, guy, loosen up. Nobody wants to look at that.

Back in the newsroom he took off his suit jacket and hung it on a hook just as Pete Woodman handed him the script for the promo. He glanced over it as he sat in the stool in front of the flashcam, a small television camera set up just behind the rear wall of the news set. This was where all the live-from-the-newsroom shots were done. It was a handy arrangement, almost a one-man television studio: a remote-controlled camera, some lights, a remote-controlled teleprompter.

John checked the monitor and tilted the camera up slightly with the remote control. Now he was centered in the screen. The teleprompter in front of the camera was cued and ready. He planted the flashcam earpiece in his ear so he could hear his cue from the control room.

Okay. An on-the-air monitor showed the CBS Evening News just ending. Then two CBS news promos.

“Five seconds,” came Pete Woodman’s voice.

Network identification: “This is CBS.”

“Two, one . . .” Theme music.

John appeared on The City’s television screens in shirtsleeves and loosened tie, looking like he’d been hard at work in the newsroom visible behind him. Title across the bottom of the screen: John Barrett, NewsSix.

John went right into it, his eyes smoothly scanning the teleprompter script. “This is John Barrett. Coming up in a half hour on NewsSix at Seven, Governor Slater’s campaign kickoff rally . . .”

Video rolled. A jerky, groping camera scene of grappling bodies. The old man fighting off his assailants and then being yanked off the planter and into the crowd.

“The governor came out fighting, and some fights broke out. We’ll have a live update at 7.”

John on the screen again. “We’ll also have more on those two high schoolers lost in the mountains. They’ve been missing for twenty-four hours now, they were not dressed for weather, and in the mountains there is weather. Those stories and an update on the rest of the day’s news ahead on NewsSix at Seven tonight.”

Commercial.

Well, that was that. Twenty-five seconds. Now to proofread the script for the Seven O’clock and hope the governor had something interesting to say, something that would draw attention back to him and his campaign.

“‘The governor came out fighting . . . and some fights broke out,’” John repeated mockingly, settling at his desk and calling up the script on the computer. “I’m gonna kill him!”


CHAPTER 3

THE RALLY WAS over. The plaza was now empty except for small clusters of party boosters who still wanted to talk politics with their fellow diehards. Clean-up crews worked around them, sweeping up the paper cups, candy wrappers, and fallen placards. The big blue platform was coming down piece by piece, and the chrysanthemums had been adopted by whoever grabbed them first.

The governor had left the moment the rally ended, rushing away in his limousine and heading back to his mansion. He’d left everything in good hands.

Martin Devin’s hands. Chief of staff Martin Devin. Yes, the governor had finally made up his mind which man would get that distinguished job description, and Devin was floating, buoyant with joy, satisfaction, and in a way vindication. So the gov finally saw the light! Yeah, results, the kind Devin could provide, were effective persuaders.

The rally could have gone well, but it went great. The news coverage could have been matter-of-fact and routine, but now it was sensational; it got noticed. The governor could have just spoken on the issues from his prepared speech, but instead, spurred on by . . . certain unexpected conditions, he verbally fought, clawed, and snapped for his views on the issues to a crowd fired, inspired, and ready. Devin had to laugh in delight. By the time that crowd went home, they would have thought it was the end of the world if Hiram Slater failed to be reelected.

Devin made the rounds quickly, slapping backs, congratulating the hardworking volunteers and the once harried, now relieved Wilma Benthoff, still carrying that clipboard. Special thanks from the governor went through him to all of them.

There was one item left on his list, and then he’d be out of there as well: Ed Lake. Now where was he?

Ah, there he was, walking across the almost-empty plaza, carrying four helium-filled Hi-yo, Hiram! balloons and looking like a convalescent celebrating his ninetieth birthday. Well, looking at his rival, Devin had to admit to himself that the governor’s choice had been all too easy to make.

“Ed!”

The old man looked his way and smiled broadly, quickening his step.

How old was he really? Sixty-something at least. Old enough, Devin thought.

“Quite a rally, eh?” said Lake.

Devin smiled and laughed. He was laughing at how stupid Lake looked carrying those balloons, but he didn’t say so. “Great rally, Ed. The governor was quite pleased.”

Lake shook his white head. “Well, I’m glad we managed to survive despite the disturbances.”

Devin put his arm around Lake’s shoulders and gave him a brotherly, wrestling squeeze.

Lake hated that kind of thing. That’s why Devin did it.

“Oh, we did more than survive, Ed. We capitalized on the disturbances. We were prepared.”

“It’s getting to be a dirty world.”

“Well, one man’s dirt is another man’s capital. If it’s there, you find a way to use it. That’s how you survive.”

Lake looked toward the concrete planter where the old man in the blue coveralls had stood. “That old prophet fellow gives me the willies.”

“He gives us free publicity, that’s what. Our side gets noticed, the other side looks . . . like him: stupid, backward . . .”

“Oh, don’t be too sure about that. I understand he’s a respected businessman, and isn’t his son—”

“He’s nothing but a blue-collar kook,” Devin said with a smirk. “He belongs on First Avenue carrying a sign and passing a hat.”

Lake scowled in harsh disagreement. “But he was here, wasn’t he? And at the opening of the hospital, and then at the state teachers’ convention. And each time the message was the same.” He paused to reflect on it. “To hear what he had to say—and then know how the governor—and his staff—have been conducting themselves, I would not be shocked to someday find out he was right all along.”

“That’s the problem with you, Ed. Guys like that can get to you.”

Lake scowled at him. “So what’s wrong with having a conscience?”

Devin laughed heartily and deliberately at the question. “He did get to you!”

Lake was annoyed. “Oh, come on . . .”

“Well, hopefully he got some sense knocked into him. I don’t think he’ll be back.”

Lake only looked glumly at Devin. “It was a disgusting show, Martin. Deplorable behavior on everyone’s part. Even the governor. I hope I never see it again.”

Devin nodded knowingly. “Well, Ed, maybe you won’t.” Dramatic pause. “I was going to wait until tomorrow, but tonight’s as good a time as any, I suppose. The governor’s appointing me chief of staff.”

Lake froze. He stared blankly at Devin as if hearing of his own death.

Devin just kept cutting into him. “The gov will tell you all this tomorrow, of course. I imagine he’ll tell you how valuable you’ve been to his administration and how your knowledge and experience will always be appreciated, but . . . I think you and I both know that when it comes down to job descriptions, what the governor needs right now is fresh blood, people with the guts to go after and get whatever the governor needs, no holds barred. You’re a good man, Ed, maybe a little too good. You’re too timid at the wrong times.”

Lake answered in a mutter that was barely audible, “I thought we had a good combination, Martin . . . your aggressiveness and my experience . . .”

Devin shook his head. “We just don’t have room for two heads at this level, Ed. The gov says we have to cut back, so that’s where it stands.”

“So you’re in . . .”

Devin looked straight at Lake. He wanted the blow to be direct, not glancing. “And you’re out.”

Lake was resisting believing all this. “Out?”

“You’re retiring, if that’s what you’d like to call it.”

Lake struggled. “But . . . by whose order? Whose decision? The governor didn’t say—”

“My decision. I’m chief of staff now. The gov says to trim back, and quite frankly I can’t think of any job description on the staff that would fit your qualifications.”

Lake had to take time to let it all sink in.

Devin continued, “You can come in and clean out your desk tomorrow. Hey, look at it this way—you can start a new life now, get out of the rat race—”

“As if I don’t know exactly what you’re doing!” Lake snapped. “You’ve wanted this job all along, and you’ve never missed an opportunity to try to muscle me out!”

Devin didn’t deny it. He just nodded and replied, “You prepare, you make your move, you survive.”

Lake waited to reply. He’d gathered some new thoughts. “But you’re not prepared, Martin.”

“I’m in.”

“But I’m not out. Not yet.”

“It’ll sink in. Just give it time.”

“You think I didn’t see you working on this ever since you came on staff? You think I didn’t do some preparing myself?”

Devin thought for a moment, then chuckled derisively. “Hey, take it easy, Ed. You’re scaring me.”

“Remember last April? I was in on that, you know. Sure, you thought the governor was trusting you with everything, but perhaps you didn’t notice me standing in the doorway of your office when he gave you that material to destroy.”

Devin grew sober. No more chuckling or smirking. “What about it? I tossed it, threw it out.”

Lake’s eyebrows went up in challenge. “Oh, did you now? Maybe not. Maybe you kept it in your desk instead of destroying it. What were you thinking, Devin? Were you thinking of writing a book someday, a terrific exposé by someone who was really there in the halls of power?” He laughed at the thought. “Eh . . . that material would have been a nice addition to a book like that.”

Devin tilted his head as his face grew tight. “So you took it?”

Lake smiled in happy surprise. “Oh, so you did miss it. I was beginning to wonder.”

Devin just about grabbed Lake by the collar. “Why you—”

Lake held up a hand. “Careful!”

Devin backed off. “You took it?”

“First chance I got. I couldn’t let you have something so destructive all to yourself.”

“But that was months ago!”

“I’m a patient man. I knew the day would come when I might need some leverage, when I’d have to make you squirm. Looks like that day has come all right.”

Devin was holding back his anger. He talked quietly. “So this is where the bargaining starts, is that it?”

“What was it you said? ‘One man’s dirt is another man’s capital’? Well, I do have capital, and it is dirt all right. Dirty enough to cost you your job.”

Devin thought for a long moment and then said grimly, “You’re walking on very dangerous ground, old man.”

“I assure you, sir, I am up to the challenge.”

They had a short stare-down. The old man was still bold and strong.

“Okay,” Devin finally agreed. “We’ll talk.”

Lake nodded slowly, grimly. “Yes, I would give it some thought if I were you. You don’t want to be too hasty in your decisions, eh?”

Devin forced himself to keep looking confident and in control; there were still people around. “Okay, tell you what. It’s getting late. Let’s take the night to think about it. I’ll think about it. You think about it. We’ll talk again Monday morning. All decisions can wait until then.”

Devin put on an overly nice, hopefully pacifying smile and waited for Lake to agree.

Lake did not return the smile, but only replied grimly, “Monday morning then” and walked away, angrily releasing the balloons to float into oblivion.
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“YOU HAVE SEEN . . .” Pause for effect. “. . . with your own eyes . . .” Another pause. “. . . the kind of people we are up against in this election!” The governor was shouting into the microphone, his hand pointing toward the concrete planter. The crowd began to stir, voicing its acknowledgment. “What better way to illustrate the gravity, the mission of the campaign that begins here today!”

The crowd went absolutely nuts, banners and flags waving, KEEP ABORTION LEGAL signs rocking and bouncing like bluebells in the wind.

It looked great on television. The governor seemed to know exactly where the cameras were. He played to that crowd, and he especially played to those cameras. Mel’s camera, over by the planter, didn’t miss a drop of his venom.

Nine o’clock. In his apartment overlooking the city, John Barrett sat and watched it all, some of it several times, his VCR remote control in his hand.

“Bob Wilson, listen up!” said the governor. “We believe in freedom! We believe in choice! We believe in the fundamental right of every American to chart his own course and choose his own path!” Applause, cheers. “So rest easy, Bob Wilson. We will not send mad prophets to break up your rallies and infringe on your rights.” The crowd began to stir, anticipating a real zinger. “We will not send worthless ruffians and hoods to batter your supporters!” The emotion, the fire in that crowd came across even on television. “We will not infringe on your God-given freedoms, Bob Wilson!” Just the right pause to let the crowd cook up its impending storm, then the zinger. “But God help you if you think you can infringe upon ours!” The crowd began to roar its agreement, and the governor yelled his final line over the tumult. “Mr. Wilson, this governor and the people of this state will not allow that!”

Spontaneous demonstration, the crowd going wild. Cut back to Leslie Albright, live, closing the package.

“And as you can see behind me, the rally is still going strong, with a lot of enthusiasm, a lot of support. If this rally is any indication of the tone Governor Slater intends for the rest of his campaign, we’re in for a fiery campaign indeed. John?”

John Barrett, news anchor, faced the screen that wasn’t there with Leslie on it and asked, “Well, Leslie, has the challenger Bob Wilson had anything to say in response to the governor’s words tonight?”

John grimaced and hit the Pause button. His image froze on the screen. He looked at John the news anchor’s hands. Did he always wiggle his thumbs like that? He rewound the tape. He hit the Play button.

John Barrett, news anchor, faced the screen that wasn’t there with Leslie on it and asked, “Well, Leslie, has the challenger Bob Wilson—”

Pause button. John cursed. Those thumbs! They looked awful. Distracting. He made a note of it on a yellow pad: “Watch those thumbs!” He must have been nervous. He could remember wondering how long this report was going to be. The excerpt of the governor’s speech seemed long enough.

Play button. “—nything to say in response to the governor’s words tonight?”

Pause. Did I sound natural? Rewind. Play. “Well, Leslie, has the challenger Bob Wilson had anything to say in response to the governor’s words tonight?”

Pause. Yeah. Okay. Need to relax more, but . . . okay. It’s a good thing I got that question in time to tailor it a bit, he thought.

Play. Leslie on full screen. “John, we understand that candidate Bob Wilson will be making a brief statement in an hour or so.”

John at the news desk, seeming to look at the screen with Leslie on it. “Yes, at about 8 o’clock we understand, and we’ll be covering that on NewsSix at Eleven tonight. Thanks, Leslie, you’ve had quite a day.”

“Thanks, Joh—” Pause. Great, John, brilliant. You knew the answer to the question and you let everybody know it. He made another note: Remember: You don’t know the answer to a scripted question.

John dropped the yellow pad on the coffee table, hit the Off button on the remote control, and leaned back in his soft couch, letting his eyes drift toward the ceiling. He put his hands behind his head and let out a deep sigh.

Yeah, really, I’m better than that. I’ve had better days. Today was tough. Too many distractions. Well, only one big one actually. I mean, give me a break. Do the riot, do the rally, get the great shots . . . just don’t stick him in the middle of it all and then give me this professional, objective news gathering malarkey.

He sat forward and stared at the blank television screen. What a business. For a moment John tried being honest with himself and admitting that had he been Rush or Pete, responsible for the content, or Tina Lewis, responsible for all the shows together . . . well, yeah, he would’ve run that stuff. The viewers would have loved it. Even if they didn’t like it, even if they wrote and complained, they still would have stayed glued to their sets, and that would have made the Advertising Department happy. Yeah, to be honest and downright practical, material like that you don’t pass up.

And the material from that rally was spicy stuff, no doubt about it: wild gestures from everybody, yelling, grappling, arms and legs flying everywhere, cops pulling people off each other, dragging others away, including the old man.

The old man. Yep, he had to be famous now. He’d be recognized on the street. John didn’t know what that would do for business at the old man’s warehouse. His customers had to have recognized him. What a way to advertise.

John heard something outside, some kid crying or something. Kind of late for a child to be out on the street. Go on, kid, go home. I’ve got things to think about here.

John was wearing his sweatpants and NFL T-shirt. He’d had his dinner, then a nice glass of wine, and he’d planned to relax, review the day’s work, take it easy. But tonight was not relaxing. Reviewing the day’s work on the VCR wasn’t the usual enjoyment either. Seeing it all again was miserable, frustrating, and maddening and stuck in him like a sliver he couldn’t pull out.

He slapped the couch resolutely. “Dad . . . we’re gonna have to talk. Yeah. You and me. We’re gonna . . . I mean, we are really gonna have it out!”

He rose from the couch and went toward the telephone, then hesitated. This may not be the best way to do it. Maybe I should call him tomorrow. Maybe we should just have lunch. I need time to cool off, get over this.

The phone was on the kitchen counter, near the sliding glass door to the balcony. He could hear that kid again. No . . . Now it sounded like two kids. Maybe three.

But it sounded like an adult crying as well. Or was it two adults? Or three? What in the world—He slid the door open and stepped out onto the iron-railed balcony.

It was a pleasant evening with a warm land breeze wafting down the hill, weaving through the iron-and-glass forest of The City’s downtown, now a festival of amber, yellow, and silver lights below. To the west, cut into short pieces by the skyscrapers, a bright layer of pink sky showcased the jagged silhouette of the distant mountains.

John listened raptly. Traffic noise was pretty steady around here. Though the apartment building faced a small residential street, there was a major arterial at either end of the block and the interstate only a few blocks down the hill. Strange, he thought, that I would hear those kids crying in the first place with all this noise out here. Maybe it was some sirens or a loud radio. Maybe it was mating season for cats . . .

No, wait a minute. There it was again. Someone crying. Heartbroken wails. One voice. Now two. Anguished wailing. Three?

Maybe someone was having a domestic struggle of some kind. Brother. Why didn’t they close their window if they were going to carry on like that?

Yes, there were several voices out there, he was sure. But where were they coming from? He cocked his head this way, then that. For some strange reason he couldn’t tell the direction. It just seemed to be everywhere.

More voices—some quietly weeping, some wailing, some speaking words. Women’s voices, men’s voices, high, low, soft, loud . . .

Oh brother. It must be a TV show . . . TV sets all over the neighborhood, all tuned in to the same show, some weird movie or something. Sure, that’s it.

But it sounded so real. He listened some more, fascinated, perplexed. He’d never heard anything like it.

One of the voices was saying something, just weeping out the words over and over. He couldn’t make out the words; there were too many other voices crying at the same time, too much traffic noise, too much breeze.

Curiosity started setting in. Then he checked it with the question of whether this was any of his business. He overcame that with a reminder that he was a newsman—or at least he used to be before he became an anchor—and there could be a breaking story happening out there. So what do I do? he wondered for just a moment.

Well, I’m in my sweats, I’ve got my running shoes on, it’s a nice evening for a walk . . .

He went inside and grabbed a sweater. Then, on impulse, he grabbed his cellular phone. If there was a breaking story out there, he’d want to be in touch with the assignment desk right away, or even Owen Wessel, the Eleven O’clock producer. After all, here he was, on the spot, right where it was happening.

He ran out the door, down the hall, and down the stairs to the street, figuring times and schedules in his head all the way down. Let’s see, it’s about 9:30 . . . that’s an hour and a half before news time. If we got a crew here within half an hour we could get the tape back to the station by 10:30, but that would be tight. We may need to send a remote truck out here, use a microwave to do it live. Yeah, yeah, go for it—that’ll work, if it’s a story. But who do we have available at this hour?

He ran out onto the sidewalk. No need to strain to hear it now. It was clear as a bell, all around, on every side, up and down the street. Wailing, weeping, crying, sobbing . . .

“. . . help me . . .” he thought he heard. Then again the words, barely discernible through all the other sounds, all the other voices, “. . . help me . . .”

That was no television. Good grief, someone was in trouble!

“Hello!” John shouted. “Can you hear me?”

“. . . dying . . .” He could hear that word, he thought. It came from another voice, a deeper voice.

“Where are you?” John called. Then he thought, Good question. It sounded like they were everywhere. And who were they? And what was happening to so many people at the same time? Something about this whole thing just wasn’t right. Careful, John, careful.

He stood silently, cautiously, and listened some more.

Now, beyond those immediate voices, he could hear throngs of other anguished cries, and beyond those . . . far beyond those, still more, blending together in a long, ceaseless moan like a mournful wind, like a distant, whispering ocean.

His heart began to race. His muscles tensed, ready to run. This was getting to him. He was afraid. Fear, real fear, was creeping up on him. Up to this moment he had no idea there was anything to be afraid of, but now it hit him: I’m right in the middle of something. There’s something dreadful happening out here, and I don’t know what it is, and it’s harming a lot of people, which means it can harm me too.

He looked all around, up the street and down, up into the utility wires and tree limbs, the windows of the apartments, the lights of the city. He saw nothing strange, nothing sinister or threatening. That only made the whole experience more sinister, more dreadful.

The sound continued. He felt he could talk out loud and not be heard over it.

Enough. He was sold. He believed it. He ducked behind a utility pole for safety from whatever was going on out there and banged out the newsroom number on the cellular phone.

“Hi. This is John Barrett. Got a story breaking here. Let me talk to Owen.”

He sold Owen on the idea. NewsSix had a cameraman on call. They would send him over. John would do the stand-up, reporting the story himself.

Then, having called the station, John called the police and reported a strange disturbance.

Then he looked himself over. Brother. He couldn’t do a stand-up in a T-shirt! He ran back into the building, up the stairs, back into his apartment, breathing hard and starting to sweat. He stripped off the T-shirt, wiped his sweating body down with a damp washcloth, then groped through his closet, finally settling on a casual shirt he would wear open at the collar, and a red windbreaker.

As he pulled the shirt on, he rehearsed. “The evening quiet was broken tonight as a major disturbance erupted in this Baker Hill neighborhood . . . uh . . . the peace of this Baker Hill neighborhood was disturbed tonight . . . abruptly disturbed . . .”

Looking in the mirror, he wiped the sweat from his face, ran a comb through his hair, even checked his teeth for leftover salad. Yeah, good, good. This would look like a remote, on-the-scene, spur-of-the-moment stand-up.

He grabbed the ringing cellular phone off the bed. It bleeped and he dropped it, startled, then picked it up again.

“Yeah?”

“John, this is Benny. I’m pulling out of my garage. I need to verify where you are.”

Benny was the on-call cameraman for this week. He drove home after work in one of the NewsSix camera cars so he’d be ready to cover any fast-breaking story on a moment’s notice. Now he was rolling and calling John on his car phone.

John gave him the address and directions as he scurried out the door, down the hall, down the stairs—he almost lost contact with Benny while in the stairwell—and back outside onto the sidewalk.

A squad car had just gone by and was moving slowly down the block, apparently looking for the trouble. Sure. They had to be as perplexed as John was. With all these voices wailing on every side, where do you even start to check it out? They’ll be calling in backups for sure.

John had to make sure he got these guys on camera, got reactions from them, information on what was happening. He stepped into the street and waved his arms, shouting. “Hey! Hey, back here! John Barrett . . . NewsSix!”

The car’s brake lights came on. It came to a stop, then reversed, backing up the street toward him. John shot a quick glance up the street. Nuts! Benny wasn’t too far away, but it was all happening too fast. They weren’t going to get it on camera.

The squad car backed to a stop just opposite John, and an officer rolled his window down. “Hello. Did you call the police?”

John looked both ways and then dashed across the street. “Yeah. Hi . . . John Barrett, NewsSix. This all started up about . . .” He checked his watch. “. . . fifteen minutes ago. I haven’t been able to pinpoint the source of the problem . . . Maybe you can get a better handle on it.”

The officer looked at his partner, then back at John. Then both got out of the car.

“You’re with the press?”

“Right. I anchor the news on Channel 6. I’ve got a cameraman on the way, and we’re going to be covering this.”

“So what’s the problem?”

John could still hear the weeping and wailing up and down the block and beyond. He threw up his hands. “Beats me. I haven’t the slightest idea what this is all about. I’ve never encountered anything like it.”

The officer was getting just a little impatient. “Like what?”

John was puzzled by the officer’s inaction. “Well . . . there’s got to be a reason for all this noise.”

The other officer had come around the car and now both were facing him.

“Do you have some ID?”

John took only a moment to realize he didn’t. “Oh, well, no, I’m just wearing my sweatpants . . . I don’t have my wallet on me.”

Just then Benny pulled up in the NewsSix camera car, a little white fastback with NewsSix and the station’s call letters emblazoned in big red letters on the side.

“Oh,” John said, relieved. “Here’s Benny Hake, our cameraman. Maybe we can get some reaction from you after you’ve gotten to the bottom of all this.”

Benny’s arrival seemed to authenticate John’s claims about himself. The officers let the ID question go for the moment, but the officer pressed him. “Mr. Barrett, we need to know the nature of the disturbance. What’s the problem? Where is it?”

Benny flipped open the back of the car and started pulling out the camera equipment.

John was unsure of what the officer wanted to know. What more did he need to know, for crying out loud? “Um . . . well, all this started up about fifteen minutes ago—”

“What started up?” the officer demanded.

“Well . . . all these voices . . .” Right about then, a suspicion crept into John’s mind that he didn’t want to entertain.

“What voices, Mr. Barrett?”

The suspicion became stronger.

Benny had the camera, the tripod, and a rack of camera lights ready to go, carrying them braced against his shoulder as he approached. “Hey, John, where’s the best place to set up?”

John looked around, aware of the police officers. Better not block the street, he thought. “Oh, how about there on the sidewalk? We can get a good shot of the street behind me and the squad car.”

Benny started setting up the camera. The officers were looking all around and exchanging glances with each other. They were also exchanging low mutters.

One officer asked, “Are you hearing voices, Mr. Barrett?”

John hesitated. The question was sensible, but he suddenly had the feeling he was being asked if he were crazy. Now that suspicion he’d been trying to resist came flooding in: They don’t hear the voices.

Impossible. Of course they do.

“You’re kidding . . .”

“We haven’t done any kidding so far,” said the officer.

“You don’t . . .” John looked up and down the street. He noticed the voices were beginning to fade now. “You don’t . . . hear any voices?”

The two officers looked at each other, their arms crossed, then looked back at him with poker faces. “No, sir. We don’t hear anything.”

“You don’t hear . . . people crying for help, anything like that?”

“No, sir.”

John couldn’t believe it. It just wouldn’t sink in. He turned to Benny. “Benny, you hear all the crying people, right?”

Benny looked out from behind his camera’s eyepiece. “What’s that?”

“You hear all the people crying?”

Benny repeated the question to make sure he’d heard it right. “Do I hear all the people crying?”

John was desperate. “Yes.”

“What people?”

“You don’t hear anything?”

The officer asked, “Have you been using any drugs tonight, Mr. Barrett?”

Oh no. This couldn’t be happening. “Well . . . no. I don’t use drugs at all.”

“Do you live around here?”

“Well, yes, that’s my apartment right up there.”

The officers turned to Benny. “Sir? Could you come here please?”

Benny left the camera and walked over to the squad car.

“Now . . . you know this guy, right?” the officer asked.

“Sure,” said Benny.

“He’s hearing voices.”

Benny thought that over and then asked John, “You hearing voices, John?”

John listened, just to be sure. The voices were gone. The street was quiet. He was afraid to answer.

“Are you hearing voices, Mr. Barrett?” the officer asked.

John shook his head. He was too troubled to speak.

“You’re not hearing voices?”

“Not now,” he muttered.

“Beg your pardon?”

“I . . . I heard them. I could hear them even after you got here, but now I don’t hear them anymore.”

“And you haven’t used any drugs lately?”

John was horrified at the only explanation that came to his mind. “I . . . I used drugs in college. I was into LSD back then. But that was years ago.” He was starting to shake.

“Well,” said the other officer, “it sounds like you’re hallucinating.”

John was troubled, mortified. He felt absolutely naked standing there.

“You okay, John?” Benny asked.

John couldn’t answer. He didn’t want to admit anything.

Finally he said, “I guess there isn’t anything happening then. Sorry.”

The officer asked, “That’s your apartment up there?”

“Yes.”

“Then if I were you, I’d get off the street and back inside. Go to bed. Sleep it off.”

“I haven’t used any drugs!” John protested, resenting the insinuation.

“Could be an LSD flashback,” said Benny. “I’ve heard that people get those sometimes.”

“I’ve never had anything like this happen to me before . . .”

“Let’s call it a night, guys,” said the officer. “Benny, can you take care of him, make sure he gets inside?”

“Yeah, sure.”

“All right.” The officer nodded to his partner, and they got back in the car.

While John and Benny stood there, Benny feeling bewildered and John feeling stupid, the police drove off.

John looked up and down the street, at all the windows in all the homes and apartments. Everything was quiet. Wherever those voices came from, they were gone now. Just gone. Simple as that.

“It was weird, Benny,” he said. “I mean, it was absolutely real. I was convinced something was going on here. I wouldn’t have called the station if I wasn’t convinced.”

Benny gathered up the camera and headed back for his car. “Yeah, well . . . it’s pretty weird all right.”

“Sorry to bother you.”

“Well, I’m getting paid for this, so I guess I don’t mind.”

“Okay. Okay. Uh, say, Benny, could you give me some time to work this thing out? I mean, let me tell Ben about this. I’ll get to a doctor, find out what’s going on . . .”

“Hey, don’t worry. You can tell the boss about it if you want—it’s none of my business.”

“Thanks.”

Benny finished loading the car, said good night, and drove off, leaving John standing there, a lone figure under a streetlamp. The street was quiet again. John paused to take one more look up and down the street and then stood very still, not breathing, just listening.

There was no sound but the sound of the city. The fear had not left him. He hurried inside, up the stairs, down the hall, and back into his apartment, not resting, not pausing until he had locked and bolted the door and checked every room.

Then he found a spot on the couch, his back against the wall, the whole living room visible, and tried to calm down. It would end up taking half the night.


CHAPTER 4

ED LAKE AND Martin Devin had their meeting, first thing in the morning in Devin’s big office—it used to be Lake’s—with the big oak door closed. It didn’t last long, perhaps fifteen minutes. Then, without a word of good-bye, and with most of the governor’s staff oblivious to what had happened, Lake hurried down the long, paneled hall, past all the well-lit, touched-up portraits of past governors hanging on the walls, and out into the daylight, never to return. No one took much notice of it. It was typical for Devin or Lake to be out of the office on business for whole days at a time. It was also typical for them to have heated discussions and for one of them—usually Lake—to walk out.

The governor dropped in on Devin not long after that. “So how did it go?”

Devin smiled and gave a little shrug, sitting behind his big new desk. “Oh, not altogether pleasant, but I would say we reached a very clear understanding.”
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BARRETT PLUMBING AND Fixtures was a wholesale business in an old warehouse in The City’s south end, a semi-sagging building with peeling blue paint and windmill vents along the roof ridge that whirled and squeaked the same tune all day long. Every once in a while a jet would tiptoe right over the roof on final approach to the airport, and a salesman on the phone would have to ask the caller to say something again. John Barrett Sr. had run this business for the past thirty years, knew everybody who was anybody in plumbing, and could talk sinks, faucets, showers, toilets, rubber washers, and compression fittings with the best of them.

The warehouse looked like it had to contain close to anything and everything in the world having to do with plumbing. If Dad Barrett or his four employees couldn’t find it somewhere in all those rows of carefully labeled racks, shelves, bins, and boxes, they could sure find something else that would work just as well if not better. Cast iron? No problem. Copper? PVC? ABS? CPVC? They had racks of the stuff both in the warehouse and in the yard out back.

Yeah, thought John as he eased his Mercedes into the gravel parking area, Dad knows how to run a warehouse and turn a profit. But that’s the part that didn’t make sense. How could a man who worked so hard and did so well as a businessman be so irresponsible with his public image? Hey, marching in a pro-life march and holding a sign was no big deal; even respectable people did that. But this “mad prophet” stuff, this highly visible, public preaching, was getting to be an embarrassment, especially Dad’s vendetta against Governor Slater. It seemed everywhere Slater appeared publicly, Dad was there as well. Slater was even starting to recognize him, and this last time Dad even made it into the governor’s speech.

John turned off the engine and sat there for a moment, trying to keep cool. It was difficult. All he had to do was think of Dad’s embarrassing behavior and how the resulting stress triggered that ridiculous hallucination last night, and his anger returned. The cops and Benny had to think he was a lunatic. Thanks a lot, Dad.

Well, now they had an appointment. John had called Dad that morning to say nothing more than “I’ll be there to see you at noon,” and Dad said okay, and now it was noon. John got out of the car and went around to the front entrance.

The front door had a window so covered with product posters and ads you couldn’t see inside. John swung the door open and triggered the electric eye so that the old buzzer buzzed to let someone know he was there. Not that anyone paid that much notice. The front counter always had plenty of plumbing contractors leaning against it like cowboys in a saloon, asking for obscure parts, placing and picking up orders, swapping stories. Buddy Clemens, the skinny little salesman with the glasses and suspenders, was manning the counter as usual, and right now Jimmie Lopez, the beefy warehouse worker, was helping out. The walls and counter were plastered with more product posters, everything from septic system distribution boxes to fine, gold-plated bathtub faucets. No girls though. Dad never allowed any girlie ads.

Buddy spotted John and smiled a hello, which John returned. Jimmie had his nose in a thick catalog and didn’t even look up.

John went around the end of the counter, right at home in this place. “Where’s Dad?”

Buddy jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “Back in the office, I think.” He went back to his customer.

John ducked down Aisle 7, the shelves of brass fittings towering on either side of him.

Buddy stole a glance at Jimmie and wiggled his eyebrows. “Here come the fireworks.”

Jimmie looked back to see John walking briskly down Aisle 7. He said to his customer, “Just a second” and ducked down Aisle 7 himself.

“Johnny,” he called not too loudly. John was trying to build some momentum, working up to the task. He didn’t like having to stop and turn.

Jimmie caught up with him and spoke softly. “I know it’s none of my business, but if it’ll help . . . your old man’s really broke up about what happened. He only talked to one salesman early this morning, and he hasn’t come out of the office since. I mean, he’s hurting. And I don’t know why I’m saying this . . . I mean, it’s none of my business, but . . . I guess I just want to ask you to go easy on him.”

This was typical. As nutty as Dad could be, people who knew him liked him. Maybe Jimmie’s plea helped John ease up . . . a little. He answered politely, “Okay, Jimmie. Thanks.”

“Thanks, man.” Jimmie hurried back to his customer.

John went back to building up momentum. He emerged at the other end of the aisle and paused for Chuck Keitzman to go lumbering by on the forklift, hauling a huge bundle of galvanized pipe to the loading dock. That machine had to be as old as John by now, still working, still smelling up the place with exhaust.

And there, back in the corner of the huge room, was the office, a structure within a structure, several rooms framed in, drywalled, and painted a nondescript off-white. John went to the main door, marked “Office—KEEP DOOR CLOSED,” and went in, closing the door behind him.

Jill the bookkeeper, a sweet and bubbly, heavy-set gal, greeted him with “Hi, Johnny. He’s back in his office” and then watched with inordinate curiosity as he walked back to the door marked, “THE BOSS.”

It was ajar. He knocked gently.

“Yeah, come on in, son.”

John looked toward the front of the office, and Jill jerked her head back toward her work. He went inside.

Dad was behind his desk, wearing the same blue coveralls with his name stitched on the left breast. The desk was cluttered with invoices, orders, and a few catalogs, but on top of all that was a portable cassette player with headphones. As John came in, Dad picked up the cassette player and stowed it in a drawer. His eyes were red from crying.

John noted Dad’s emotional state, but he was armed for bear nevertheless. “Well . . . I was going to take you to lunch, but perhaps . . .”

“Son, if you don’t mind, I’ve had Jill order us some sandwiches. I figured we’d better just talk in here . . .”

John was quick to agree. “Yeah, I think so.”

Dad didn’t raise his voice when he said, “Jill, those sandwiches ought to be ready by now.”

“Okay, John,” she said.

“And then we’d like two coffees, all right? One black, one with sugar. Please.”

“Okay.”

Dad got up to close the door. “She’s a very attentive lady.”

He returned to his desk and eased into his chair, rubbing his eyes, then his face, exhaling a slow, mournful sigh. “It’s been quite a morning.” He forced a smile as he looked at John and gave him his full attention. “But my time is yours now, son.”

John had a decision to make. Should he end it here, forgive Dad, let it go? Or should he deliver what he had come to deliver?

It had to be done. He would deliver it. All of it. “Well, Dad, I have something to say, and I want you to listen because you need to hear it.”

Dad rested his elbows on the desk, rested his chin on his clasped hands, and looked at his son. He was ready to listen.

John could have backed down. His father already seemed broken, not needing any more lashes, but John had anger he needed to vent, anger he’d been saving for a long time. The anger gave him strength; it drove him forward.

“I saw you on television last night. Several times. The coverage was quite thorough.”

Dad nodded.

“Even during my own newscast I saw you standing above the crowd, shouting and railing against the governor like some kind of rabble-rouser. Then I saw you get involved in a fight, a near riot that jeopardized our reporter, until the cops came and dragged you and your pro-life friends out of there. And during all that, being a professional with a duty to report the news, I had to sit there in front of thousands of people and report . . . report what an absolute fool my father was making of himself. My own father!”

Dad nodded again, his gaze dropping.

“I’m . . . I’m more than embarrassed. I’m hurt, I’m mortified, I’m slandered. I’m a public figure in this town with a reputation to preserve, and my worst enemy, my greatest liability, is my own father who just can’t seem to control his behavior in public.

“I’m not sure how many people at the station know you’re my father. My executive news producer knows, and she rubbed my nose in it. I wouldn’t be surprised if she had that camera aimed at you just to get at me. And then, when I saw you on the screen, I was so upset I couldn’t read the script right, I asked stupid questions, I looked tense on camera . . .”

John stopped to take a breath. He still had more. “The producers put you right out front, did you notice? Right at the top of the hour. They slapped me in the face with you. I can imagine the undercurrents going through the newsroom right now. If anyone didn’t know you were my father before this, they probably know now. I don’t know what I’m going to have to face this afternoon at work.”

John had enough anger to go on all afternoon, but not the time. He jumped to the bottom line. “So I don’t know what you’ve decided, if anything, but my input on this is simple: This kind of behavior has got to stop. Now. It has absolutely got to stop!”

Dad nodded a third time, then sensed the pause and asked, “May I respond?”

“You have the floor.”

Just then Jill knocked on the door.

“Come on in, Jill.”

Jill slipped in, tiptoeing for no apparent reason. She set the sandwiches and coffee on the desk ever so quietly and slipped back out, closing the door behind her.

At the moment neither man made a move for the sandwiches. Neither felt like eating.

“May I tell you what really happened out there?” Dad asked.

“I saw what happened.”

Dad hesitated at that statement, thought for a moment, then said, “Well . . . let me tell you what really happened.”

“All right, tell me. I’m listening.”

Dad leaned back in his chair and dabbed his eyes with his handkerchief. “Son . . . I didn’t go to that rally because I’ve got something personal against Hiram Slater. I’m not his enemy. I was only giving him the warnings God laid on my heart. I just had to tell him.” He gave it just a little more thought and then admitted, “If I did anything wrong, it was talking in generalities. Maybe I should have been more specific.”

John couldn’t believe this. “Dad, you shouldn’t have been up there talking at all! Can’t I get that through to you?”

“But how else can I warn him?”

“Did you ever think of writing him a letter?”

“I did that. I never got anything back but a form letter that tells me he hasn’t read a word I’ve said. I’m hurting for him, son. That is one tortured man. He’s so far into the dark he’s tripping over his own lies, and now he’s deceiving others. There’s a lot of pain out there right now, and there’ll be more, and he’s going to be held accountable for a good portion of it.”

John knew arguing with that would be pointless. “Okay. Fine. But what about that fight?”

“The fight . . . I don’t know what that was all about. I don’t get into fights, and you know that. I was standing there trying to be heard . . . I guess that crowd didn’t care much to listen . . . And then two guys, two strangers, jumped into that crowd and started beating on people, just stirring things up, cussing people out, calling them baby killers, things like that. But, son, I don’t know who they were. I’ve never seen them at any pro-life events, and they were never at the Women’s Medical Center when we’d go there to sidewalk counsel. But anyway, that crowd was already hot enough, and when those two guys started hitting people, boy, a lot of anger broke loose.”

“And you don’t think you’re to blame for that?”

“Not for the fight.” A look of resignation came across his face. “But I guess I did rile those folks a bit. I didn’t mean to, but I did.” John remained quiet, so Dad continued, “Things went wrong, son. I just wanted to say what needed to be said and hopefully be heard by someone out there, but all of a sudden here I was in the middle of a big fight, and I never asked for that. And I remember being up on that planter, trying to calm people down, and I was shaking I was so scared, and then—I don’t know where they came from, but these three big guys grabbed me and pulled me down and started muscling me out of there, and then . . .” He smiled sheepishly. “You see, I’ve got this friend named Max. He’s a big guy, a shipyard worker. We met outside the Women’s Medical Center one Friday back in July, and we’ve been close ever since. Max’ll do anything for me. The problem is, he still thinks brute force is the answer to everything, and I keep telling him he has to get over that.”

“I did see him brawling.”

Dad nodded sadly. “He was trying to protect me. But that just got us in more trouble when the police came. They dragged us out of there like common thugs, and it’s a good thing Max finally controlled himself or we both would have ended up in the pokey.”

John grimaced and took a moment to respond. He had to hold back his anger at the sheer idiocy of it all. “Dad, I hope you can see the foolishness of all this. At least admit that your actions were not cost effective, okay? For all the trouble you caused yourself and everyone else, the returns were very poor.”

“Well . . . I said what I had to say.”

John pounded the chair arm in anger and cursed. “They used you, Dad! Don’t you see that? That whole Hiram Slater bunch used you, and you helped him by what you did. You made it look like the only people who would oppose him are narrow-minded, fanatical, loudmouthed kooks! Kooks and brawlers, and . . . and . . .” He stopped. He hadn’t come here to insult anyone. “Now I’m not saying you’re any of those things. But you don’t understand the game, Dad. You’re up against the big leaguers out there, and I don’t think you realize the power of television.”

Dad shook his head. “I didn’t mean to be on television. My words were for the people who were there, for the governor . . .”

John leaned forward and gestured in Dad’s face. “Dad, you were there, you were happening, you were visually interesting. Television viewers want something to look at, something to watch. Producers are looking for what the viewers want, and, well, you were it. You asked for it, you got it. You drew those cameras, Dad. And Slater took advantage of the whole thing—you hollering, the fight, everything. That’s because he knows television. You don’t.”

Dad thought it over and then nodded. He understood. “Yeah, you’re right.”

“Well, I’m going to need more satisfaction than that, Dad. I want to know for sure—I want to hear it from your lips that you’re going to stop this public preaching-and-prophesying stuff. It isn’t working. It’s making a fool of you, a fool of me, and it’s only helping your enemies. Do you see that?”

Dad rested back in his chair and looked at the wall, pondering the whole thing, his eyes full of pain. “It’s hard, son, to have God show you things and tell you things and then not know what to do with what you’ve been given.”

John sighed. This was one of those little quirks of Dad’s—subjective experience. How do you reason with someone who’s been hearing from God? “Well, Dad, there are proper avenues . . .”

Dad didn’t seem to hear him, but continued speaking in quiet tones, his eyes full of sorrow. “ ‘Eat the scroll, John.’ That’s what the Lord said. ‘In your mouth it will taste sweet, but it will make your stomach bitter.’ And He was right. Up front when you hear things and see things and God entrusts you with knowing things, you think of how privileged you are, how wonderful it is to see Truth parading right in front of you. And then . . . when you try to speak it and nobody listens . . . and you see people heading for a cliff and you just can’t turn them back . . . and when you find out things you would have been happier not knowing . . . and when you hear the cries of lost souls . . .”

Dad’s eyes filled with tears. He dabbed his eyes again and looked at his son. “I could hear them last night, son. I could hear them as plain and clear as I can hear you now. All over the city. Souls without God, lost and dying and crying for help.” His voice broke and he struggled to continue. “Oh, on the outside they laugh and they mock and they sneer and they try to look good to all their friends and keep right on having a good time, keep right on accumulating things and being entertained because it’s the only way to get away from the pain. But I can hear them crying. I can see them drifting further and further from the light, just like they’re walking into shadows, into darkness, never to come back.” He drew a breath and then spoke out of anger and frustration. “But who can I tell? Who’s going to listen to me?”

John heard what his father was saying, and yet, with a willful stubbornness, with a determined denial, he would not accept it. No way. I’m not going to be a part of this, he told himself. If Dad’s got a screw loose, it’s not going to happen to me.

“You won’t listen,” Dad said—not accusingly, just sadly. Truthfully. “And you know something? One of those crying voices was the voice of Governor Hiram Slater.”

Well, it makes sense, John thought. We’re genetically similar, we’ve both been under stress. I get the same allergies he does too.

“Funny that we could be so much the same and so different, isn’t it?” Dad said, allowing himself to chuckle, even through his tears. “You know, son, you and I were having this same conversation some twenty years ago, except you were sitting in my place and I was sitting in yours. What was it you were doing at the university? Taking over the Administration Building for three days until the cops finally broke in and hauled you and all your fellow saviors of the world out of there?”

John smiled ruefully. “Yeah, I remember that.”

Dad shook his head. “I was so frustrated with you . . . and embarrassed.”

That’s one for you, Dad. “Guess the shoe’s on the other foot now, huh?”

“Yeah, son, I guess it is.”

“So there you go. You’ve been through it with me. You know how it feels.”

Dad nodded a strong nod. “I know.” Then he smiled. “And I guess it gives me a ray of hope, knowing we’re so much alike.”

No, Dad, we’re not alike, John thought.

“It’s just so sad that you and I can’t be devoted to the same things, that we can’t see eye to eye. It would be so wonderful to be able to tell you things and talk about things, I mean, just open up and lay it all on the table and both look at it and come to the same conclusion. Son . . . I can remember when it used to be that way, and I think it can be that way again.”

No, Dad, that’s not likely. John stole a glance at the clock on the wall. He had to be at the station by 1.

Suddenly, with a new resolve, Dad turned to face his son head-on, leaned over the desk, and spoke so directly that John cringed. “Well, son, all right, you’ve had your say. So now I’ll have mine, and don’t worry, I’ll be finished in time for you to get to work.

“You know what? I’ve got plenty of things I’d love to share with you right now. Right now. I’ve got things I’ve learned today, just this morning, that I’m busting to share with you . . .” His hand went to the desk drawer where he’d stowed the cassette player, but then he drew it back, having second thoughts. “But I can’t. I can’t because so far, son, you and the Truth have a real problem with each other.”

“Now, Dad . . .”

The elder Barrett waved him off. “No, no, now you listen. It’s my turn, so you just listen. One of these days, son, I’m going to give you what I have, every bit of it, but not until you’re ready to receive it. Right now I’m over a barrel. I’m not politically correct, I don’t have anyone to appear on camera, and I can’t squeeze it into a minute and a half.”

Maybe he does know television, John thought.

“No, but I know you, and you mark my words, son, or at least file them somewhere in your brain until you’re ready to hear them.” Dad stopped so he could slow down. “Son, the days ahead are going to be difficult for you. I want you to know that ahead of time. The Truth is coming after you, son, and it’s going to sink its claws into you and not let go until you start paying attention. There’s something you need to keep in mind about the Truth, John. Depending on where you stand, the Truth can be your best friend or your worst enemy. So let me tell you something. I mean, if I never get the chance to say anything else to you, at least let me say this: Make friends with the Truth, John, as quickly as you can.” Dad looked at the clock. “All right, I did that in just a minute and a half.”

Dad sat back in his chair, finished.

John assumed he had the floor again. “Okay, Dad. Message received and filed. But now, how did I do? Did my message get through?”

Dad answered quietly and firmly, “Son, I heard you. And I’ll give the matter serious thought. Just you do the same with what I gave you.”

Well, John thought. What did I expect? “All right. So long as we understand each other.”

Dad sighed and looked out the window. “I guess I’ve said all I need to say.”

John rose from the chair. “Yeah, I’ve got to get going.”

“Take your sandwich.”

“Yeah, sure.”

“You bring a coat?” Dad was looking out the window, and it was raining hard.

“Oh, brother. Well, I’ll make a dash for it.” Dad went to the coatrack and grabbed his old overcoat.

“Here. The weather’s changing. You’re going to need this.”

“No, come on, I don’t need—”

Dad shoved the coat at him. “Go on, take it. Humor your religious old man.”

John resigned himself to wearing the coat and slipped it on over his suit. “Don’t know if it’ll fit me.”

“You’ll grow into it.”

“Well, thanks. I’ll get it back to you.”

“No, it’s yours now. You keep it.”

John was about to protest again, but there just wasn’t time for more discussion. “I love you, Dad.”

“I love you too, son.”

It was close to 1 o’clock. John rushed out of there.
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AUDIO: LOW, RUMBLING music, rising in intensity. Video: The sun just on the horizon, burning a window of fire through the dusty red haze of dawn.

Low voice, heavy on the glottal flutter: “A new day, a new dawning, broke upon our state four years ago. Now that rising sun is approaching its zenith, and we, the people, have the power to keep it there.”

Cut to head and shoulders of Governor Hiram Slater just turning his face toward the camera. Coat off, tie loosened, his face earnest, full of business.

Voice: “Governor Hiram Slater, a pioneer who will not be turned back, is working for you!”

Quick-cutting, rapid-fire shots of Hiram Slater, shirtsleeves rolled up, brow furrowed, shuffling papers, consulting with VIPs, talking on the phone.

Voice: “A growing economy and new jobs. A bold new approach to education for the twentieth century. Environmental awareness. These are the Slater legacy.”

Shot of the state capitol dome silhouetted against a massive rising sun, the whole picture rippling with heat waves.

Voice: “The new dawn lives on.” Hiram Slater’s face appears to the left of the capitol dome in stark relief against the sun.

Voice: “Governor Hiram Slater—for Governor!”

Small title across bottom of screen: “Paid for by the Committee to Reelect Governor Slater, Wilma Benthoff, Chairperson.”
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THE GOVERNOR, MARTIN Devin, and Wilma Benthoff were seated at one end of a massive conference table, watching the towering, powerful images assaulting their senses from a deluxe, 50-inch television screen in the corner of the room. Wilma Benthoff, the harried organizer from the rally, was looking much better today, decked out in a tailored black suit, her spine straight, her billowing, blonde curls perfectly behaved. All three sat in calm, objective, critical-eyed judgment on the presentation as Rowen and Hartly, their hired media consultants, unveiled the television spots that would persuade the populace to keep Slater in office.
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WAVES PLAYFULLY LAPPING against the round stones and mussel shells. The cry of sea gulls. Seals on a rock, barking, sleeping, clapping. Killer whales sporting and spouting. A blue heron skimming just above the water in slow motion. Windswept, outdoorsy music.

Voice: “The Bay, for millennia a showcase of nature, a playground for sea life. A precious treasure.”

Shots of black oil swirling around the rocks, dying birds, limping otters. The music becomes dark and ominous.

“Governor Hiram Slater has determined that what has happened elsewhere will not happen here.”

Shot of The Bay. Blue water, blue sky. Hiram Slater’s face appears superimposed over the scene, the guardian of these placid waters.

“Two years ago Governor Slater presented—and saw passed—a law requiring double hulls and backup containment systems on tankers operating in The Bay . . .”

A tanker appears on The Bay as Hiram Slater’s superimposed image keeps a watchful eye on it.

“. . . the first law of its kind to protect our precious environment.”

Shot of Hiram Slater, in shirtsleeves again, standing on a wharf with The Bay in the background, addressing a group of people, all with their backs to the camera.

Slater: “This is not only our world, but our children’s world. What we have here is a precious legacy, and what I inherited I intend to pass on in even better condition than when I found it.”

Several people nod in agreement. Shot of mountain streams, jumping salmon, soaring eagles.

Voice: “Your world. Your children’s world. Your governor, Hiram Slater!”

Title: “Paid for by the Committee to Reelect Governor Slater, Wilma Benthoff, Chairperson.”
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MORE ADS FOLLOWED, with more images moving quickly, jump-cutting from one to another.

Scene: The governor in close-up on grainy film stock, in jerky stop-motion. Hardworking. Gritty. Determined.

Governor’s voice over the pictures: “Fiscal responsibility is still one of my goals for the state. I’m happy to say that last year we realized our first budget surplus, and if I can help it we’re going to see another one this year, and the next, and the next.”

Scene: Women cheering, waving KEEP ABORTION LEGAL signs. In the center, Governor Hiram Slater, greeting them, shaking their hands. Cut to:

Governor addresses a gathering of women: “I once dreamed of a state where reproductive freedom was a fundamental right of every woman. We have seen that dream come true, and as long as I am governor that dream will live on!”

Cheers. Some tears.

Scene: The classroom. Teachers dashing ABCs and famous names onto blackboards. Kids listening attentively, hard at work. Hiram Slater in the middle of it, talking to the children, addressing the class, taking questions, laughing.

Slater addressing a group of teachers: “History has carried our world forward, but our schools have lagged behind. I say it’s time not to catch up with history but to outrun it. We must live, and we must educate, as if the future were today.”

The teachers nod, exchange positive looks.
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THE ADS TUMBLED colorfully out of the television screen, the music rising, the sun continuing to shine. From every angle, at every film speed, in backlight, sidelight, stark light, faces, faces, faces, happy, hopeful, adoring, prospering, a moving montage of political satisfaction.

Title: “Paid for by the Committee to Reelect Governor Slater, Wilma Benthoff, Chairperson.”
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THE SCREEN WENT black. Slater, Devin, and Benthoff exchanged pleased expressions and applauded.

“Bravo!” said the governor.

“Good enough, good enough,” said Benthoff.

“Boy,” said Devin, “they’re going to think they’re electing God.”

“Well,” said Rowen, the smaller of the duo, the one with the horn-rimmed glasses and crooked tie, “the ultimate benefactor at least. We’re showing the people that Governor Slater is good for the state and good for them.”

“Image is everything,” said Slater.

“Image is everything,” echoed Hartly, the taller of the two, and the better dressed. “Uh . . . you may have noticed we emphasized the bass on your voice a bit. In those . . . uh . . . outdoor scenes, you know, the higher tones tend to carry.”

“Good move,” said Devin.

“Yeah, fine,” said Slater. “Well? Questions? Comments for these gentlemen?”

Benthoff referred to her notes. “Now . . . you just showed us six commercial spots. How many do you have planned overall?”

Hartly replied, “These six will open up the campaign starting next week if you’re all agreeable. Then, after they’ve reached saturation, we’ll start rotating our celebs through to recapture the public’s attention.”

“That’s a great lineup, too,” said Devin.

“I think it’s outstanding,” said Rowen. “We have Rosalind Kline, the star of Who’s Got Problems?”

“Ever seen the show?” Devin asked the governor.

“I don’t watch that slop,” he said under his breath.

Rowen continued, “She’ll be doing a spot emphasizing the women’s rights issues. And then there’s Eddie Kingland, who’s really into environmental issues, so he’ll do a plug from the environmental angle.”

“Help me out,” said the governor.

Benthoff rolled her eyes. “Oh brother, you guys! Haven’t you ever watched Love Thy Neighbor? He plays the hunk next door.”

“These are household names,” said Rowen, “faces the public will instantly recognize and identify with.”

“Uh,” Devin prompted, “you do have Theodore Packard doing an ad, right?”

“Oh?” said the governor, his eyebrows going up.

“Got him,” said Hartly. “He’ll be doing an ad on pluralism, freedom of artistic expression, cultural diversity. We picked him for the classy folks.”

“Thank you,” said Slater, and they all laughed. “Well, that’s what we want. Whatever will get their attention where they are.”

“And what about the posters, the billboards?” Devin asked.

“Those should be ready for posting next week,” said Rowen. “I think . . . uh, Mason, do we have photocopies of the revisions?”

Hartly dug into his valise. “Right. I think you’ll like these.” He gave a small pile of papers a shove and let them slide across the conference table to the three. “You’ll notice we took the same style from the TV spots and translated it into provocative stills that evoke the same image. The public will see the TV ads, so they’ll immediately recognize the billboards. Their eyes will be drawn to the familiar.”

Slater, Devin, and Benthoff perused the sketches and nodded approvingly.

“And did we ever get any mention of the Hillary Slater Memorial Fund?” the governor asked.

“Oh!” said Rowen. “I believe we had Anita Diamond lined up to do a TV spot. You’ll recall she’s very active in animal rights—”

“Animal rights!” The governor cursed. “I want people to see how I care about young women needing an education and you give me someone identified with animal rights?”

Rowen and Hartly looked at each other for a suitable reply. Hartly took the question. “Oh, beg your pardon, Governor, I’m afraid we may have misunderstood—”

“If image is everything I don’t like the image!”

Devin tried to intercede. “Guys, the Hillary Slater Memorial Fund provides grants for girls going to college. It doesn’t have anything to do with animals.”

Rowen and Hartly stopped cold, then chuckled, then laughed a very socially soothing laugh. Hartly addressed the problem. “Hey, I think we’re still okay. Eugene said we had Anita Diamond lined up. Uh . . . that means we’ve talked to her, but it’s nothing firm. But using her might work anyway. She’s a successful young black singer who overcame poverty and hardship and racial prejudice, that sort of thing . . .”

The governor was not appeased. “We’ve got enough black footage in the TV ads. We’ve established that I like blacks. What I need now is a young woman with some brains.”

The two media consultants looked blankly at each other. “Who do we have who’s known?” Hartly wondered.
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