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PROLOGUE




May

Curaçao, the Dutch Antilles

The sugar-white powder was so hot on their feet that they skipped and took long strides across the distance to the darker sand cooled by the surf. Here incoming waves piled up small pieces of sharp, broken coral and created a steep shelf in the shallow water.

Arthur Ginnis had trouble hobbling through the ankle-deep waves and nearly fell as his feet slid down the coral shelf into deeper water. To someone still recovering from hip surgery, the warm, clear salt water of the Caribbean was like therapy. He moved out until it was up to his chest, at which point he slipped his mask and snorkel on top of his head and started to pull the swim fins onto his feet.

The sun glinted off the aquamarine surface of the sea. Behind them a large four-masted schooner was tied up to the dock at the end of the jetty, full of tourists on a trip to one of the other islands. Another, larger vessel, a research ship, was moored farther back in the lagoon. The island was dotted with deep lagoons and coves cut into the coral rock by eons of erosion. It was a smuggler’s paradise.

But Ginnis and his young friend had another mission in mind. Locals had told them about a small tugboat sunk on the reef several hundred yards out. Hip or no hip, Ginnis was determined to dive on it. The doctors wouldn’t allow him to use tanks any longer. They told him he was too old. So he was relegated to free diving with a mask and snorkel. The tug was said to be in shallow water, not more than twenty feet down. It was perfect, even though his wife had protested, raised hell as only she could, and told him she wasn’t happy, that he was being foolish. Ginnis was tired of being housebound, after months of recovery from the surgery. If this was a vacation, he was going to enjoy it.

The hot sun and tropical images triggered all the senses of the imagination, of adventure and romance. At seventy, Ginnis was an irrepressible romantic. Whenever he had time to read for pleasure, which wasn’t often, Treasure Island remained from his youth as one of his favorite books. It was for this reason that he always returned to the islands at least once each year. The vacation house they owned on St. Croix had been damaged the previous year in a hurricane. So this year they’d rented a house in Curaçao. It was perfect, since nobody on the island knew who he was. Even the local paper was published in Dutch. It was something from a pirate fantasy. It kept him close to the dreams of his childhood—the adventure of tropical seas and the lure of finding something of history buried in the sand. As foolish as it might appear for a grown man, particularly someone of Ginnis’s stature, these surroundings gripped his imagination and held him captive.

He considered it a major coup that he’d managed to ditch the U.S. Marshals Service, his usual companions. He had accomplished this with the help of Alberto Aranda.

Aranda was in his early thirties, old for a court clerk. But then he had gone to law school late, after serving a stint with the Peace Corps in Africa, in, of all places, the Sudan. He was as tough as a marine, and an expert diver. Ginnis didn’t tell anyone, but it was one of the reasons he’d hired Aranda, that and the fact that he liked him.

As always, Ginnis was thinking ahead, in this case planning for the summer. After all, he was on light duty from the Court. They didn’t expect to see him back full-time for at least six months. Time to have some fun.

“You can count this as one of the better perks of clerking.” Ginnis puffed a bit. He was out of shape, the result of his long recovery. With the new hip, he now had as much metal in his body as your average robot.


Aranda, six feet and slender, looked at him, smiled, the kind of expression Ginnis might have expected from the son he never had. His only regret was that Aranda had not been on staff in the same year as Trisha Scott, the surrogate daughter he’d had as a clerk the year before. Aranda was the kind of man Trisha needed, not that fraud Scarborough, a counterfeit intellectual addicted to self-promotion. Ginnis spit into his dive mask and worked it around. The whisper of a smile lingered on his lips as he considered what was about to happen.

“You sure you’re up to this?” Aranda interrupted the reverie. “First time in open water since the surgery, you should take it easy. That’s what the doctor said. Go slow.”

“I’m fine. And the doctor isn’t here. Just try to keep up.” Ginnis pulled the strap behind his head and dropped the mask over his face. He mouthed the snorkel, took a few deep breaths, then launched himself headfirst into deeper water.

He was stiff as a board. The muscles in his legs ached from lack of exercise. He had tried to stay fit all his life. With hardly an ounce of fat, he was as sinuous and wiry as in his youth. It was true that many of his generation, given the advances in medicine, genetics, and the new drugs, might well live past one hundred. And given the political knife’s edge, what passed for balance on the Court these days, there were members of Congress who prayed daily for judicial immortality.

Visibility in the clear water made it seem as if he were looking through air—infinite. Large oval masses of brain coral loomed up from the bottom as Ginnis glided over them, flicking the fins on his feet, his arms trailing along at his sides, like flying in a liquid sky. A small camera in a sealed plastic case hung from a cord around his right wrist. He snapped pictures as he went, stopping to catch coral growths, some angelfish, and at one point the smiling face and large eyes of Alberto Aranda peering out through his dive mask.

A hundred yards out, three massive mooring platforms anchored to the bottom marked their path of travel. They had gotten detailed directions to the sunken tug from the dive shop on the jetty. As they swam between the first two mooring platforms, the bottom dropped away.

Ginnis floated through a mass of bubbles rising to the surface, then saw two divers beneath him, their tanks emitting used air from the regulators. It was difficult to tell how deep the divers were. The magnification caused by the clear water played funny tricks with depth perception. It looked as if Ginnis could reach out and touch them, but the two figures appeared to be in miniature. Ginnis knew they were farther down than they looked from the surface, perhaps thirty feet, maybe more.

As he passed the third mooring platform, the surface began to take on the undulations of the sea. They were now approaching the point of land where the inlet to the lagoon poured into the open sea. Here the water was rougher. Curling white ribbons of froth capped some of the waves. The afternoon trade winds were kicking up. Ginnis struggled against the current as the neglected long muscles of his legs burned. Still he pushed himself. It was the only way to full recovery, and Ginnis was determined to recover all his former strength and agility. At his age he knew that anything conceded was gone forever.

He lifted his head from the water, dropped his feet, and did a slow pirouette looking for Aranda. He didn’t see him. He put his face back into the sea, scanning beneath the surface. As he did, seawater entered the open end of his snorkel. Ginnis panicked. He struggled to keep it from entering his mask as he coughed up salt water.

For an instant the cold, irrational hand of dread gripped him. Ever since he first started diving, he had learned that fear, particularly the blind fear of quick panic, was the deadliest killer in deep water, far more lethal than sharks or any other natural predator. And the only antidote was self-control. If you wanted to stay alive, you had to fight it, master it, as he did now.

He cleared the water in the snorkel’s tube and looked around again. There was still no sign of Aranda, but no reason for concern. Aranda was a strong swimmer. He knew what he was doing in the water. They had become separated, that was all, a common enough occurrence in open water.

Ginnis regrouped. Rather than remove his mask in the chop of the sea, he cleared it by blowing air out through his nose, holding the top of the mask to his forehead.

He placed his face back in the water to test the seal and to see if Aranda might have dived down to look at something on the bottom. It was then he saw it: a bleak gray form resting on the bottom, an occasional glint, the orange flake of rusted metal. It was the stern of a small boat beneath him and perhaps thirty feet farther out to sea.

As it had been with the divers, it was hard to tell how deep the wreck was. It looked as if it lay on a shelf. Ginnis guessed that it might have hit the shallow reef as it cut too close to the point coming out of the harbor, since its bow was facing toward the sea.

The vessel was small, maybe twenty feet in length, and old, one of the little working tugs that might have been used years earlier for close work in the many small inlets that served as harbors around the island. From its state of decay, it appeared that the boat had been on the bottom for a while.

As Ginnis floated listlessly, facedown on the surface, a small school of French angelfish, their bulging yellow eyes black-dotted by the pupils, flashed in front of him, then just as quickly returned, stopped, and seemed to stare at him. Ginnis groped for the camera on his wrist, brought it up to his eye, and snapped another picture. He lifted his head from the water and scanned the surface one more time for Aranda. The clerk must have turned back or taken the wrong route between the large mooring platforms. Sooner or later he would turn up.

Ginnis returned his attention to the sunken tug, sucked in a lungful of air, then flipped head over ass and pulled for the rusting metal hulk on the bottom.



June

San Diego, California

“I’m going to tell you something I haven’t told anyone else. Can you keep a secret?” the man at the mirror said.

“You have to ask?”

Scarborough was busy shaving in the palatial master bath in the top-floor suite at the Presidential Regis Hotel in San Diego. The room overlooked the bay and the arching Coronado Bridge off in the distance.

Dick Bonguard, leaning against the frame in the open doorway behind him, was a talent and literary agent, a man with media connections and top-notch PR skills. He had picked up Terry Scarborough as a client on the rebound from a New York literary agency a year earlier. Scarborough had wanted edgier representation, an agent who, like the second stage on a rocket, could boost his self-made celebrity beyond the grip of gravity.

Bonguard had this in spades. In his thirties, tall, blond, blue-eyed, and ruddy-faced, he had become part of the young power set in New York media circles. Even though Scarborough was ten years older, if you stood the two of them together dressed alike, they would look like a matching pair of salt and pepper shakers, Bonguard light and fair, Scarborough darker.

The relationship paid off in a smash-hit book for both men. Perpetual Slaves: The Branding of America’s Black Race, authored by Scarborough, was on its way to becoming one of those “must-reads of a generation,” as one review said. The book was cemented at the top of the bestseller list and showed no sign of budging anytime soon. Scarborough was earning his bones as the hottest fire-belching political dragon on the national scene. Colleges and universities couldn’t get enough of him. That the roots of slavery were deeply embedded in the United States Constitution and still showing was his message.

“I’m thinking about using the opportunity tonight to leak the letter,” said Scarborough.

“What? Why would you do that?” Bonguard stood in the doorway, stunned.

“I know what you’re going to say. Just listen to me for a second. I mean revealed with skill, in an offhand manner. What better venue for something like this than Leno? Scarborough looked up to make sure that Bonguard was following him.

The two men had been using code words to talk about this in front of others for months. They called it the “J letter.” It was the second and burning secret of slavery, the glowing embers of which Scarborough had stirred with his book.

“I thought the plan was to hold the letter for the sequel?” said Bonguard.

“Plans change,” said Scarborough.

The author was already sitting on $22 million in book royalties. Every week Perpetual Slaves stayed at the top of the list, the royalties grew. They hadn’t even started counting foreign sales, and with anti-American fervor peaking in Europe, Latin America, and the Near East, the prospects loomed large.

“Listen to me,” said Bonguard, “you don’t want to do that. Outing the letter now would be a huge mistake.”

“You think so?”

“Yes. There’s a rhythm to all this—it’s called timing, and if you screw with it, you’re going to pluck the golden goose.” The agent was flummoxed. As far as he was concerned, this had been nailed down months ago.

“You forget, I am the golden goose,” said the author.

“Of course you are. I know that. But we’ve been all over this,” he said. “You ride the first book to the bank as many times as it will go.”

Naturally, this meant that Bonguard was hanging on the back, riding the animal with him.

“In the meantime you take the letter, you write the second book, nobody knows anything about it, we just tease the mobs every once in a while to keep them awake, ‘blockbuster revelation on the way—same topic—plumbing the true depths of white bigotry at the founding of our nation.’

“Then, when the fury over Perpetual Slaves is just starting to ebb, we unpack the boxes and load the hardcover sequel onto the shelves. That’s when we leak it—discovery of the parchment of national shame.” Bonguard stood there looking into the mirror, making sure his client got it.

“Trust me, between the millions of zealots on the right who don’t believe it and the millions on the left who say I told you so, the fallout will send the second book into orbit.”

Scarborough continued to drag the razor across his face. “I don’t think so.”

“Are you getting cold feet?” said Bonguard. “I know you’re taking a lot of heat out on the circuit, a lot of criticism from the press about the flamethrowing speeches….”

“Screw the press.” Scarborough laughed, and a halo of fog covered the mirror. “What used to pass for the fourth estate is now a duplex,” said the author. “Where have you been? Online bloggers are eating their circulation, and cable news has their advertisers. And the day I can’t jack up the print press, light a fire under their ass, and enjoy the warmth, you can retire me.”

“Then what’s the problem?” said Bonguard.

“No problem. It’s just time to begin outing the letter.”

“What’s in the damn thing?” said Bonguard. “If you’re going to tell Leno, why don’t you at least let me in on the secret? Why don’t you just show it to me?”

This was a sore point with Scarborough. Since he’d acquired the copy from the source, who had the original, he’d never allowed anyone to see it. It was part of the deal. He could write the book, but the original letter stayed with the party who possessed it, and no one else could see the copy. Of course, that was before the beginning of the time of reckoning.

“I didn’t say I was going to tell Leno what was in the letter,” said Scarborough. “I’m just going to tell him about it.”

“Okay, fine, I don’t have to see it,” said Bonguard. “I’ve heard enough of the details from you to know. If even half of what you say is there, this thing’s going nuclear. I’m telling you, cable news, the networks, a banner headline in the Times big enough to make people think World War II has ended again. How could it not? Discovery of a secret letter—

Footnotes to the Declaration?”

“All of that is true,” said Scarborough. “But there’s something else.”

“What’s that?”

“I’m not at liberty to say right now.”

“Either you trust me or you don’t,” said the agent.

Scarborough’s silence answered the question for him.

“In time you’ll know everything,” he said eventually.

“Yes, come death, we’ll all know the riddles of life,” said Bonguard. He hated the Zen-like conundrums of this guy. Terry Scarborough was like the kid in the clubhouse who always had the biggest secret and wanted everybody to pound the crap out of him to get it because it made him feel important.

As he looked at his client in the mirror, the thought crossed Bonguard’s mind that maybe Scarborough was talking to another agent. In his business, especially in the stratosphere where they were playing now, you always had to look for poachers dangling the prospect of a better deal. It was the reason Bonguard was glued to him on this book tour. You never want to let a $22 million prick walk around alone.

“After the show we can talk about a few details. We won’t have to worry about chasing the media. They’ll be coming to us,” said Scarborough.

“Yeah. A year early,” said Bonguard. “In this business, timing is everything.”

“I’m getting tired listening to the same song. The J letter is national poison, and there’s no expiration date on the bottle,” said Scarborough.

People in the White House were already pulling their hair out over the first book, and there was nothing they could do. It could only get worse when the J letter was revealed.

Strangely enough, the controversy that Scarborough had ignited with the current book swirled around arcane language in the Constitution. Like original sin, the words had been there since the beginning, since 1787, the year the Constitution was first adopted. They had been overridden by a civil war and later amendments, but they were still there.

The words may have been dead-letter law, but to a generation sensitized to racial slight they were offensive. And because of the peculiar manner in which the Constitution is published, they were still visible in public print, right there in the organic law of the nation. They were the original words of slavery.

To a broad public unschooled in the stylistic nuances of codebooks and statutes, the vast majority of Americans, the fact that these shame-filled words and their hidden meanings still graced their Constitution was news the minute Scarborough published his book and took to the trail on his publicity tour. Suddenly people who had been outraged that some states could even consider flying the Confederate flag were confronted with words that confirmed African American bondage and defined black people as “three-fifths” of a human being, and then only for purposes of voting by their white slave masters. The public outrage, in black communities, in colleges and universities across the country, exploded.

Slavery may have ended, but the stigma and the sudden reminder that it was embedded in the Constitution brought back history with a vengeance. The words were there for all time, for their children and grandchildren, for all of posterity to read.

The problem was that government was powerless to remove the offending words. Republicans and Democrats all stumbled over themselves trying to placate the African American community. There were resolutions of comfort in Congress. The president had done everything but go on national television to offer a public apology. He had been quoted, while heading to Marine One on the White House lawn, as saying, “We’re all looking very hard at this, in a bipartisan way.” He talked as if words engraved in the Constitution more than two hundred years ago had suddenly uncoiled themselves, slipped up behind the entire country, and strangled us all in our beds.

Without realizing it, the founders had created a literary monster in the way they’d amended the Constitution. Unlike federal statutes where laws once repealed were removed from the codebooks and disappeared from view, provisions of the Constitution repealed by later amendments remained in the document. They may have been dead-letter law, but they were still there for everyone to read. And this wasn’t like the repeal of Prohibition, with alcoholics stumbling through the streets demanding the removal of language foisted on them by Carry Nation.

Supported by sociological studies, statistics on prison population by race, disparities in income since the Civil War, and psychological data showing long-term damage rooted in race, Scarborough’s book punctuated it all with the words of slavery still visible in the Constitution.

The book was peddled to a mass market that had never put all the pieces together before. Many of them now saw the old words of slavery staring at them from the nation’s most fundamental, organic law as a national insult. They were carrying placards in the streets bearing the preamble to the Constitution superimposed over the Confederate flag.

Scarborough couldn’t believe that someone else hadn’t exposed it decades earlier, during the Civil Rights movement of the 1960s. It had been left there for him to pluck, like some ripe fruit.

Still leaning against the frame of the bathroom door, Bonguard was getting nervous. He had never seen the letter. Now he wanted to see it.

“Do you mind telling me where the letter is?”


Scarborough turned and looked at him. “In a safe place.”

“I just thought I’d ask. What I’m afraid of is you’re gonna go on Leno tonight and blow it.”

“You don’t have to worry. I’m not going to tell them everything tonight,” said Scarborough. “I mean, if they came unglued over the words of slavery, I’d need to peel the contents of Jefferson’s letter for them like an onion so that they can get the true flavor before I add the special seasonings”—he stared at Bonguard as if there were some hidden meaning in his face—“drop it all in the pot, and cook it with a book.”

Another brain teaser, thought Bonguard. “But why not save the details?”

“Oh, I’ll have all the details in the book, all right.” He ran a comb through his hair and headed for the bedroom with Bonguard following.

“This revelation. What exactly…?”

“Wait and learn,” said Scarborough. “Feelings of racial discord in this country run deep. Roll out the letter with all the details, the real in-depth story, and if everything goes well, we may have a new American Revolution.”

Scarborough pulled a shirt off a hanger in the closet, still talking as if to himself. “I wonder how many of them were involved. It had to be more than one,” he said.

“One what?” Bonguard looked as if he’d stepped into the Twilight Zone.

“Stay tuned,” said Scarborough. “Besides, if I did it on a hard-news show, they’d nail me. A million follow-up questions. Where did I find the letter? How long did I have it? Who does it belong to? Why hadn’t I revealed it earlier? How could I? I didn’t know all the facts. I was in the middle of an ongoing investigation. But why get into all that when I can do it on Leno? I was disarmed by humor, caught up in the comedy of the moment. I let my guard down. Next thing I know, there it is, history’s biggest national turd on America’s living-room floor. More news later.” Scarborough smiles at the thought.

“Well, if you’re going to pop the letter tonight there are probably a few other things we should talk about first.”

“Yes?” Scarborough looked at him.

“Like what’s happening outside.” Bonguard reached over and picked up a copy of the L.A. Times that was lying on the nightstand. There were stories of racial violence in three major cities, one of them Los Angeles, where police acting quickly had barely quelled a riot the night before, all based on the rising furor over Scarborough’s book. The author had fed the flames in local news interviews with the media the day before.

On the national scene, it was like watching a torchlight parade. Inner cities had lit up across the country on a swath that corresponded precisely with Scarborough’s book tour. People marching through the streets demanding that the language be removed from the Constitution found themselves met by police.

Scarborough was a lawyer first, a writer second. He had thought about this. Not the riots and violence, but the manner in which the Constitution was amended. This was time-honored and hallowed. It had been followed for two hundred years and would require a constitutional amendment itself to be changed. It was perfect. The book gave light to a problem that politicians couldn’t fix by waving their legislative wand and merely passing a law. It could take years to remove the slavery language from the Constitution.

The more Scarborough flogged the issue on television, the louder was the outcry from people who’d never realized that the words were there to begin with. It was like an accelerator on a car—the harder he pressed, the more anger it produced. The racial heat generated controversy, which in turn produced sales. All the while, Scarborough, his hair flying in the breeze, was enjoying the ride.

Bonguard picked up the newspaper and looked at the pictures and the story. “Of course, if L.A. or other cities burn, it wouldn’t do to be caught carrying gasoline,” he said. “What I mean is—”

“I understand what you’re saying. I have done nothing to provoke violence. I have said nothing to encourage people to take to the streets.”

“Still, unless Osama nukes us,” said Bonguard, “it looks like we’ll be displacing terrorism on the front pages for a while. The Black Congressional Caucus is already engaged. When they hear about the letter tonight, they’ll ransack all the old dusty volumes in the Library of Congress looking for the original.”

Nice try, thought Scarborough. “Well, they won’t find it there. Look at it this way: All we’re doing is exposing history to the light of day. We didn’t put the words in the Constitution or decide how it should be amended. And I certainly didn’t write the words in that letter. No, we’re just messengers delivering the message.”

Scarborough smiled at him. It was the kind of roguish grin that usually kept even his enemies from disliking him entirely.

“Of course, your publisher’s gonna be a little nervous,” said Bonguard. “No doubt they’d have convulsions if they knew what you were going to do tonight.”

“Let’s not bother them with it.”

“It is their book tour.” Bonguard caught his client’s eye. The author’s expression answered his question, the reason all this was so secret.

There was a knock at the door.

“Speak of the devil. That would be Aubrey,” said Scarborough. James Aubrey was Scarborough’s editor. “Not a word about tonight.”

“Your call.” Bonguard knew that if the publisher found out, Scarborough would fire him in a heartbeat, since he was the only possible source. He headed for the door.

Scarborough could hear their idle chatter.

“Dick.”

“Jim. How’d you sleep last night?”

“Good. And you?”

“Fine. Went out, had a drink. Hit the sack early.”

“How’s our man?”

“He’s in the bedroom. Come on in.”

A couple of seconds later, the two of them appeared in the door to the bedroom. Jim Aubrey was in his late twenties, looking harried and a little frazzled. He wore thick-rimmed glasses, a sport coat, and a tie that looked as if it had been inherited from an earlier generation.

“Morning,” said Aubrey. “You up for tonight?”

“Ready as ever,” said Scarborough.

“I guess you guys saw the protesters down in the lobby.”

“How many?” Bonguard wanted numbers.

“I don’t know. I didn’t count ’em. Probably twenty-five or thirty.”

“It’ll grow toward the afternoon,” said Scarborough. By now he was used to the throng of demonstrators and supporters. Like Cicero on his way to the Senate, Scarborough seemed to have his own throng of backers in every city, self-appointed lictors who pushed their way through crowds and yelled insults at their opposite number, those who thought Scarborough was an agitator seeking to stir up racial trouble. Bonguard had started to wonder whether hired security might be necessary. He had weighed in on the issue with the publishers the day before, but for some reason they had put him off.

“I think most of them downstairs are in support of the book.” Aubrey looked nervous, as if he might be chewing his nails to the quick. “You saw this morning’s Times?”

“Yeah.”

“Twenty-four cars torched in Central L.A. last night, before they got it under control,” said Aubrey.

“Gives the city an upscale appeal. Starting to feel like Paris.” Scarborough laughed, trying to take the edge off.

It didn’t work. “New York is very nervous,” said Aubrey. “They’re worried about tonight. A large national audience. That something you might say could set it off.”

“Not to worry,” said Scarborough.

“You’ll keep it light?” said Aubrey.

“Absolutely.”

“I want you to understand that no one is more committed to this book than I am.”

Scarborough turned to look at him. “Jim, I know that.”

“I put my job on the line several times when others wanted to kill the project.”

“And I appreciate it. I thank you for it,” said Scarborough.

“There’s talk of a federal grand jury probe because of the riots,” said the editor.

Scarborough was busy getting his clothes together, rummaging through his suitcase, which never seemed to get unpacked, a new hotel every night.

“I know. I saw the article in the paper. I wouldn’t call them riots, exactly. But I’m not surprised. People in the White House have to do something to look as if they’re on top of it,” said the author. “But I suspect that congressional hearings will probably come first.” Scarborough didn’t seem to be concerned in the least about any of this.

“What congressional hearings?” said Aubrey.

“Oh, there are certain to be congressional hearings. And those are sure to be public and televised.”

Aubrey knew that Scarborough was connected politically in D.C., in the same way an L.A. hood might be connected with Chicago or New York. He could detect political rumbling before anyone else heard the drums. The thought of the author sitting at a green-felt-covered table in the Capitol in front of blinding television lights with a national audience was not something that the publisher had considered.

“I hate to tell you this, but there’s already some noise in New York about pulling the plug on the tour,” said Aubrey.

This stopped Scarborough in his tracks. He turned and looked at the editor.

“It’s…it’s not my decision,” said Aubrey. “Just until things cool down. They called me this morning and wanted to know what I thought about it.”

“And what did you say?”

“I told them I’d have to talk to you and get back to them.”

“That’s fine. So now you can go to the phone, call them up, and tell them that both you and I disagree. That the book’s on a roll. That it may be the biggest bestseller they’ve had in years. That they need to grow some balls. That if they pull the plug now, they’ll never be able to bring it back. And if that doesn’t convince them,” said Scarborough, “you can tell them for me that if they do, I will sue them seven ways from Sunday.”

Aubrey was left speechless in the doorway.

Scarborough thought for a second. “No, on second thought, tell them that I’ll go public. I will accuse them of being in lockstep with the White House and involved in a racial cover-up. That’s much faster, and it doesn’t involve all those nasty little pieces of paper that seem to fly around courtrooms.”

The thought of the publisher’s Manhattan office illuminated by burned-out cars and flaming trash cans flashed through Aubrey’s brain like a strike of lightning.


Scarborough turned back to his suitcase looking for a pair of socks. “They have a number-one New York Times bestseller, rocketed there out of the box, and they want to end the publicity tour.” He found the socks and tossed them on the bed.

“Not end. They didn’t say end,” said Aubrey.

“They don’t have to. I can read between the lines. Go away. Don’t call us, we’ll call you. The check’s in the mail.” Scarborough was working up a head of steam. “Listen,” he said, “I want you to give them a message. Tell ’em it’s from me. Tell them that they didn’t put this book on the list. The media put it there. Twenty million angry African Americans put it there. So if they think they’re gonna plant their tail between their legs, drop the book, and run, they’re wrong. Why? Because black people finally woke up and realized that the words that kept them in chains for two hundred years are still in black and white, right there in the Constitution for the world to read. Well, it isn’t gonna happen. Your people are not going to cap the book. Not this book.”

“Nobody is talking about capping the book,” said Aubrey.

“Good. Then we can move on with the tour and pretend that this conversation never took place.”

“I…I don’t know,” said Aubrey. “I’ll have to call them.”

“You do that. And you give them my message. Word for word. You understand?” Scarborough turned and fixed him with a glare. “Now I need to get some rest. Dick can show you to the door. Unless you want to use the phone out in the living room to make the call?”

“No. No. I’ll call them on my cell.” Aubrey wanted to do it from outside the room, as far away from Scarborough as he could get, so that the author couldn’t hear the screaming from the other end in New York. Aubrey felt very much like what he was at this point, the man in the middle.

“Dick. I need you to go, too,” said Scarborough. “I need to be alone for a while, to get some rest, have a light meal in the room, and then I need to relax and pull my thoughts together for tonight.”

The agent took the hint, put his arm around Aubrey’s shoulder, and headed for the door. A few seconds later, Scarborough heard it close behind them. Between the hall and the lobby, in the elevator, Bonguard would be busy pumping concrete up the editor’s spine and giving him advice on how to deal with his boss, the CEO and publisher back in New York.


Scarborough finished up in the bathroom, picked up the newspaper, and went out into the living room. He called room service and ordered breakfast—two eggs scrambled, toast unbuttered, a small cup of mixed fruit, and black coffee. He could never wake up entirely until he’d had his coffee.

Then he unzipped a large leather portfolio that he always carried with him wherever he went. It contained background materials for Leno and another document of several pages folded in thirds. He took this out and looked at it, made a few mental notes to follow up on later, and placed the portfolio and the folded pages on a small table near the television. The limo taking Scarborough to L.A. for the late-afternoon taping would arrive shortly after noon.

He took the other papers and settled into one of the large club chairs opposite the big television screen and started reading about the details from last night’s mini-riot. When he finished, he turned to his notes.

He had briefing notes from two talent agents in New York and L.A., people with celebrity clients who’d made recent appearances on Leno, filled with information on everything from what to expect in the green-room to how to sit, and where, on the couch. Ten minutes passed, and there was a knock at the door. Breakfast was here. He was in the middle of a backgrounder on Leno. First rule in any game: Know who you’re playing.

Still reading, paper in one hand, he got out of the chair and headed for the door. Without taking his eyes off the words on the page, in one smooth movement he reached for the knob, pulled the door open, turned back toward his chair, and said, “Come on in. Put it on the table. Leave the check, and I’ll sign it later.” In less than four seconds, he was back in the deep slouch, surrounded by the crushed-leather pillows of the club chair. His eyes continued to devour the words on the page.

A slight breeze from out in the hall fanned the small hairs at the back of his neck from the open door behind him. There was an instant glimpse, a reflection of movement in the dark screen of the television. Before he could turn his head, a bright flash pulsed through his brain, jagged and vivid as fireworks. The roiling pain from his torn scalp and punctured skull registered but for a brief instant as he bridged the gulf between consciousness and the lightless pit of eternity.
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I open the envelope and start to paw through the photographs, the stuff sent to me in response to our discovery motion two weeks earlier. There are color glossies of the murder weapon, a common claw hammer with a fiberglass handle covered by a molded-rubber hand grip. In the photo it is lying on a tiled surface in a pool of blood. A small ruler lies on the tile next to the hammer for scale.

The next picture is a close-up of the claws themselves. A patch of bloody skin trailing several wisps of dark hair clings to the edge of one of the claws. The police photographer must have shot with a macro lens to get all the detail. No doubt they will want to use this one in front of the jury.

The next photo shows an elongated skid mark, apparently made by a shoe that slid in the blood and left a red comma coming to an end at the wall. The skid mark arcs out of the picture, making clear that its owner must have gone down when he hit the blood.

The fourth photo is a particular problem for us. I show it to Harry, who is seated next to me at the small metal table in the jail.

Harry Hinds and I have been law partners, “Madriani & Hinds,” since our days back in Capital City years ago. We handle many kinds of cases, but predominantly we do criminal defense. Harry is more than a partner. For years he has been like an uncle to my daughter, Sarah, who is now away at college. I am widowed. My wife, Nikki, has been dead for almost fifteen years. To look at him, Harry hasn’t seemed to have aged a day in the twenty years I’ve known him. He takes the evidence photo in his hand and looks at it closely.

It shows a palm print in blood and three very distinct fingerprints: the first, second, and third fingers of the right hand superimposed in rusted red on the clear white tile of the entry hall’s floor.

“And they’re a match?” he asks.

“According to the cops,” I tell him.

“How did this happen?” says Harry. “How did you get your fingerprints not only in the blood on the floor but on the murder weapon itself?” This, Harry puts to the young man sitting on the other side of the table across from us.

Carl Arnsberg is twenty-three. He has a light criminal record—one conviction for assault and battery, another for refusing to comply with the lawful orders of a police officer and obstruction of justice during a demonstration in L.A. two years ago.

He looks at Harry from under straight locks of dark hair parted on the left. The way it is combed and cut, long, it covers one eye. He snaps his head back and flips the hair out of his face, revealing high cheekbones and a kind of permanent pout. Then he rests his chin on the palm of his left hand, elbow on the table holding it up.

The pose is enough to piss Harry off.

There is a small swastika planted on the inside of Arnsberg’s forearm, discreet and neat. It has all the sharp lines of something recent, none of the blurring that comes as flesh sags and stretches with age. His other arm is a piece of art. The words OUR RACE IS OUR NATION wrap his right forearm. This is followed by a number of pagan symbols in ink.

Arnsberg’s pale blue eyes project contempt for the system that placed him here. It is an expression sufficiently broad to embrace Harry and me. I’m sure Arnsberg sees both of us as part of the process that keeps him here, in the lockup of the county jail.

“I asked you a question,” says Harry.

“I told you what happened. How many times do I have to tell you?”

“Until I’m satisfied that I’ve heard the truth,” says Harry.

“You think I’m lying.”

“Trust me, son, you don’t want to know what I’m thinking right now.”

“Fine! I brought him his lunch to the room,” says Arnsberg.


“Thought you said it was breakfast?” says Harry.

“Maybe it was. Maybe he slept late. I don’t know. What difference does it make?”

“Go on.” Harry has his notebook open and is jotting a few items now and then.

“I knocked on the door. Like I told you before, and like I told the cops, the door opened when I hit it with my hand. Not all the way, just a crack. I didn’t use a passkey. I guess whoever closed it last, it didn’t catch. That would probably be your killer,” he says. “That’s who you should be looking for.”

“You didn’t see anybody pass you in the hall, between the elevator and the door?” I ask.

“No. Not that I remember.”

“Go on.”

“So when the door opened, I just leaned toward the crack a little and hollered ‘Hello?’—like that. Nobody answered, so I pushed the door open a little more. I didn’t look in, I just yelled again. Nothing. I knew I had the right room, the big Presidential Suite on the top floor. I’d been there plenty of times, delivering meals and picking up trays. So I sorta backed in, pushing the door with my back and shoulder. I yelled again. Nobody answered. At the same time, I started to undo the tablecloth with one hand, let it sorta drop down in front of me.”

“Why did you do that?” I ask.

“You learn to do it so you can fling it out on the table and put the tray down on top. But I did it for another reason, too. To give myself some cover,” he says. “You hear stories—waiters who barged into a room and found the guest, maybe a woman who didn’t hear ’em knock, coming out of the shower in the buff. It’s happened.”

“So you thought whoever was inside was probably in the shower?”

“There or maybe in the bedroom. It’s a big suite.”

“So you’re standing there inside the door with your back to the room, tablecloth in front of your face. How did you find your way around the room?” says Harry.

“Like I say, I’ve been in that room enough times to know the layout. It never changes. I knew where the table was, the chairs, and I could see enough light and shadow through the cloth. So I just moved in the right direction with the tray up on my shoulder. Listen, I tol’ all this to the cops.”

“We want to hear it from you,” says Harry. “Humor us.”

“Fine. I couldn’t see exactly where I was going. Just enough to know I wasn’t gonna walk into any furniture. It wasn’t until I got to the carpet off the tile in the living room, when I noticed something was wrong. I felt the squishing, you know, under my feet. I thought somebody musta spilled water. My first thought was the bathtub overflowed.” With this his face comes up off his propped-up hand. From the look in his eyes, he’s starting to relive the moment.

“I had to put the tray down before I could look. So I found the table.”

“You didn’t look down to see what it was, the dampness in the carpet?” asks Harry.

Arnsberg shakes his head. “I was juggling the tray. All I needed was to drop coffee and orange juice, on whatever else was there on the floor. And all the time I kept yelling, ‘Hello? Anybody here?’”

“How far away was it, the distance to the table from where you were then, when you first felt the wetness in the carpet?” I ask.

“I don’t know. It was just a small table. It was off to the right as you entered the living room, a few feet. Maybe a couple of steps.”

“Go on.”

“I could sort of see the shadow of the table through the tablecloth.”

“Do you remember whether the carpet was wet all the way to the table as you walked?”

“I don’t remember,” he says. “No. No, it musta been, because of what I saw later.”

“Go on,” I tell him.

“So I spread the tablecloth, put the tray down, and turned around. That’s when I saw him, on the floor. His head was down. His butt was sorta crunched up against the chair. All that blood. I remember I looked down, and I was standing in it. And his head, I panicked. I started to run for the door. Musta got maybe two steps onto the tile when I went down. That’s what I remember. That’s how I got the blood on my pants. I figure that’s probably when I musta done it,” he says. “Touched the hammer, I mean.”

The cops had found a single partial print on the murder weapon, one finger that seems to match the little finger, the pinkie, of Arnsberg’s right hand.

“That’s the only way it could have happened,” says Arnsberg.

“Not according to the cops,” says Harry.

“Well, they’re wrong. All I remember is I got the hell outta there fast as I could. You would, too, you walked in on somethin’ like that.”

“Have you ever seen this item?” Harry slides a photograph across the table. It’s a picture of one of those cheap clear-plastic raincoats, the kind you can fold up and slip into a pocket or a purse. Some of them come with their own tiny little bag for storage. This one doesn’t, but it is covered in the rust hue of dried blood.

Arnsberg shakes his head. “No. Never seen it before.”

“The police found it in a Dumpster behind the hotel, near one of the parking lots. But you’ve never seen it before?”

“No.”

The cops have confirmed that the blood on the raincoat belonged to Scarborough. They have scoured it inside out and subjected it in a chamber to the vapor of hot superglue, looking for any sign of fingerprints. They’ve found none.

“After you found the body, why didn’t you tell somebody?” asks Harry.

This was the clincher as far as the police were concerned, the fact that Arnsberg ran rather than reporting what he’d found. Though he didn’t run far. It took them just one day to track him down at his apartment before they could question him. By then they had enough to book him.

“I don’t know. I panicked. You’d panic, too, if you had some dead guy’s blood on your pants, all over the bottom of your shoes.”

“And that’s the only reason you ran? The blood on your clothes?” Harry pushes him.

“Yeah. No. I don’t know. I guess I knew what people would think.”

“And what was that?” says Harry.

“Just what you’re thinking now. That I did it. That I might have a reason to kill him.”

“Because of the artwork there on your arm?” Harry points with his pen at the tattoo.

“Yeah, I suppose.”


“Or was it because of some of the friends you’re keeping these days?”

He looks at Harry, the devil with all the questions. “That, too.”

“Let’s talk about some of your friends,” I say. “Did any of them discuss with you the fact that Terry Scarborough was staying at the hotel where you worked? That you might actually see him, have access to him?”

“I…don’t remember.”

“Come on,” says Harry. “It’s a simple question. Did you talk to any of your buddies about Scarborough being in the hotel?”

“I might have.”

This is an angle the cops are working overtime trying to nail down, the question of whether there was a conspiracy to kill Scarborough.

“You knew that some of your friends were seen protesting out in front of the hotel?” I ask. “The cops have them on videotape.”

“Yeah. I knew they were there. I didn’t know about no videotape.”

“Did you talk with them about Scarborough before he was killed?”

“We might have.”

“Did you or didn’t you?” I ask.

“Sure. Why shouldn’t we? No law against talking.”

“What did you talk about? What did you say?” Harry now bores in.

“We…we talked about the fact he was an agitator, causin’ problems, stirrin’ up trouble.”

“Scarborough?”

“Yeah. We got enough problems,” he says. “Mexicans crossin’ the border by the millions. Politicians sayin’ we can’t get ’em out. Illegals marchin’ in the streets, carryin’ Mexican flags, tellin’ us they own the country. Then this guy comes outta nowhere, with this book, trying to get the blacks all riled up so he can start the Civil War over again. Only this time he wants to put us in chains.”

“And who is ‘us’?” says Harry.

“The white people,” says Arnsberg.

“And this is what you talked about with your friends?” I ask.

“Yeah. He was a troublemaker. You asked me, so I told ya. If you wanna know the truth, as far as I’m concerned, he got what he deserved.”


One thing is certain. Come trial, Arnsberg is not likely to be his own best witness.

“So you talked about this with your friends when? How long before Scarborough was killed?” I ask.

“I can’t remember exactly.”

“How many times did you talk with other people about Scarborough?”

“I don’t know. I can’t remember. Maybe a couple,” he says.

“Twice?” says Harry.

“I don’t know. Do you always know how many times you talked to somebody about something?”

Harry wants a list of names, the people Arnsberg may have talked to in the days leading up to the murder, the places where they met, whether it was on the phone or in person, and how many witnesses were present.

“So we talked about him. Doesn’t make me a killer.”

“Ah, yes,” says Harry, “but there’s the rub. You don’t get to decide who the killer is. The jury does that. And I can guarantee you that they will be positively riveted by any information concerning things you might have said about Mr. Scarborough to others, especially in the period right before he was killed. They’re funny about that. Juries, I mean.”

The kid doesn’t seem to like Harry’s sense of humor. I suppose it too much resembles lectures he’s gotten at school and in other places of authority.

He turns to me. “The guy was stirring up crowds everywhere he went. You saw the news,” says Arnsberg. “Way he was going, sooner or later somebody was gonna nail him.”

“There again you have a problem,” says Harry. “He wasn’t, as you say, ‘nailed’ somewhere else. This particular hammering took place in the hotel where you happened to work, and according to the cops all the evidence points to you being the last person in that room with him.”

This from his own lawyer. The look on the kid’s face is a mix of anger and fear. “I thought you were here to help me,” he says.

“We’re tryin’, son. But you have to give us the tools,” says Harry.

“You got a cigarette?” Arnsberg looks at me.

“I don’t smoke.”

“Me neither,” Harry lies.


People v. Arnsberg is the kind of case that is made up of hard circumstance, assorted pieces of physical evidence, and the fact that the defendant fits the expected profile of the killer like a fat man in stretch pants. Whether he did it or not, he can be seen to possess the kind of insane motive that is easy to peddle to an inner-city jury—blind hatred based on race. In fact, the evidence came at them so fast that the cops fell over themselves in a blind rush to arrest the defendant.

To listen to the media, Arnsberg didn’t kill a person of color. He did something worse. He killed their self-appointed messenger, in this case a lawyer, author, and celebrity, all the ingredients to whip up a hot story, except for sex, and they’re relying on innuendo for that one. The media mavens are now calling the case the “San Diego Slavery Slaying,” and they’re camped all over it, 24/7.

“I talked to my dad. He says you can get me off.” This the kid directs at me.

“We’ll do whatever we can. But there are no guarantees. We can’t do anything unless we know everything. That means everything you know. If you withhold information from us, even something you might not think is important…then you’re just wasting our time. You can bet the cops will find out about it—that is, if they don’t already know—and when they start dropping surprises on us in court, there will be nothing I or anyone else can do to help you. Understand?”

He swallows, then nods, not something hip or cool, but vigorous, like someone who suddenly realizes that the threads of security, whatever it is that tethers him to this life, are far thinner than he ever realized. “Yeah. I told you everything I know. Really,” he says. “I didn’t do it. I swear.”

“All right.” We lecture him on jailhouse etiquette, not to talk to anyone—guards, cellmates, even family—about events in the case. Anything told to them can be repeated in testimony on the stand. Even family members can be forced to testify against him. “You talk only to us, Harry or myself, that’s it.”

“Somebody in the jail wants to talk about the weather, fine. Sports, feel free. But anything having to do with your case, with Scarborough, with race relations in general, you’re a mute,” says Harry. “If you have to, swallow your tongue. If we’re in trial and somebody asks how it went in court, you don’t know.”


“I understand,” he says. “I talk to nobody. Only the two of you.”

“And your buddies, the ones you may have talked to before the event, don’t talk to them at all,” says Harry. “As far as you’re concerned, they don’t exist. If they come visiting during hours, you don’t want to see them, and you don’t want to be seen talking to them.”

“What do I tell them?”

“You don’t tell them anything. If they call the jail and want to talk to you, you don’t take the call. If they show up in the visiting room and you see them, you don’t sit down. You turn and you walk. Anything you tell them can be used against you. It can be twisted for whatever reason and end up being your word against theirs as to what was said. Worse than that,” says Harry, “the cops may be listening in. Friends have been known to wear wires. Just figure that if any of these old friends show up to give you moral support, and you talk to them, you may as well have a heart-to-heart with the D.A., because you probably are.”

He nods nervously, in the stark realization that he is alone, a dying man in a desert, with only me and Harry to toss him the occasional drop of water.

Harry and I start collecting our papers and notes, the photos go back into my briefcase.

“I need to know one thing,” says Arnsberg.

“What’s that?” I ask.

“They aren’t serious? They don’t really wanna…well, you know…”

I stop with the briefcase and look at him. “No, I don’t.”

“I mean, they’re not gonna really execute me?” he says. “They’re sayin’ that just to put pressure. Right? They’re thinking squeeze hard enough and I’ll do a deal. That’s it, isn’t it? Sure. That’s gotta be it. Scare me and they figure I’ll confess, tell ’em I did something I didn’t do. I can understand that. I mean, I won’t do it. I mean, confess to something I didn’t do. But I understand it. It makes sense.” In half a second, his eyes flash from me to Harry and back again.

At this moment I wish his father were not my friend, that instead I was dealing with the child of a stranger, where my only psychic connection to the outcome would be just the blood that ordinarily oozes from my pores whenever I stand with a client to hear a verdict.


“Carl. I can call you Carl?”

He nods.

“Carl, I want you to understand this because you’ll save yourself a lot of pain if you get it into your head and come to grips with it now. The police, the D.A., the State of California are not testing the water here. They’re not playing Let’s Make a Deal. Given the case, the media hype, and racial politics, unless something major breaks our way, I can’t see that they would ever accept a deal, though if things get bad, we may have to go there before we’re finished. They’re doing this because they believe they have the evidence to convict you, send you to the death house at San Quentin, and inject enough lethal drugs into your body to kill you. I wish I could tell you it wasn’t true, but if they have their way, that is exactly what they intend to do.”

It’s hard to tell whether he even hears all this. His face looking up at me is that flushed. A second later the breath seems to leave his body as his shoulders slump and he sags in the chair. His head is down. The nightmare is real. He begins to tear up, then sucks it all back in a boyish effort to keep his nose from running. He wipes his eyes with the back of his forearm, the one decorated with the swastika. Carl Arnsberg may be twenty-three and halfway to becoming a hard-baked race case, but at this moment I would gauge his social age to be no more than ten, with the hardness quotient of his heart somewhere in the neighborhood of hot Jell-O.


“I don’t know what happened. I guess it’s my fault. Somehow I lost touch with him. You know how hard it is to raise kids.”

Sam Arnsberg is a friend of long standing. We went to college together, belonged to the same fraternity, dated some of the same girls.

Today, seated in one of the client chairs across from my desk, Sam doesn’t even look like the same person I once knew. But for certain aspects of terminal cancer, there is nothing I can think of in life that will destroy a person faster than the perils of dealing with the American judicial system. Even mired in the middle of it as I am, I cannot imagine what Sam is going through, a child facing a possible death sentence.

“Maybe you should find someone else to do this,” I tell him.

“No! I trust you. I have faith in you.” He says it as if he were reaching out to grasp one of those life rings they toss from a passing ship to a man who is drowning.

“Maybe a little too much faith,” I tell him. “I never knew your son as a child. And you and I may be a little too close. Sometimes it can cloud judgment,” I tell him.

Over the years since college, Sam and I stayed in contact, first by phone and letters and later with e-mail. We exchanged stories of family life. When Nikki died, Sam came out to California and spent almost a week helping me to pick up the pieces of my life. During later years he became an important voice on the phone, one of the few people with whom I could share intimate thoughts.

“I know it’s bad,” he says.

“I would be lying if I told you it wasn’t. There’s a lot of evidence. Almost none of it, as far as I can see, is going to be good for Carl.”

“Let me guess what’s bothering you. You’re afraid that if you lose, if Carl dies, I’ll blame you, that we won’t be able to look each other in the eye again. Won’t happen,” he says.

“What? I won’t lose?”

“No. If Carl dies, there is only one person to blame, and that’s my boy. Will you do it? Will you take the case?”

Sam has been to two other lawyers already, both of them major criminal-defense hotshots, people to whom I referred him when he first came to me. Whether it was the evidence in the case or the racial hot wires attached to it, neither of them would touch it.

Sam could step away. His son is an indigent, eligible for the services of the public defender. But he doesn’t want to do that.

“All right. Let me talk to my partner, but I’m sure he’ll go along.” I know Harry well enough to know that he will, though he will chew my ass raw and reserve the right to do so again the first minute the case goes sour.

Sam smiles as a tear runs down his face from out of the corner of his eye. Like father, like son.

“Why did he run?” asks Sam. “Did he tell you?”

“I suppose because he was afraid.”

“Did he say—”

“Stop!”

He looks at me.


“You’re his dad. You and I are friends. It’s going to be hard, but there are going to be things that I will not be able to share with you. Most of the things that Carl tells me, lawyer-client, I cannot tell anyone else, including you.”

“I understand. But I have to know. One thing.”

“What’s that?”

“From what you know, did he do it? Did he kill that man?”

“If you mean did he confess, did he make any admission, the answer is no. He maintains his innocence.”

“Thank God,” he says, heaving a long sigh as he looks up at the ceiling. “You know, I don’t know what got into him. All this stuff. The tattoos, his friends. Where did he get all that? We didn’t raise him to be that way.”

I shake my head.

“We used to play baseball together. I coached his Little League team. Babe Ruth when he was older. We played catch. He used to pitch to me.” He looks down at the desk, his eyes tearing up again as he thinks back. “When he was small, he thought he might play in the big leagues someday. The dreams kids have,” says Sam. “Then I looked up, and he was gone. Now this.”

At seventeen, after an argument with his father, Carl dropped out of school, moved out of the house, and began to drift. It was the last real contact his family had with him.

Sandra is Sam’s wife of nearly thirty years. They have two older children, a daughter, Susan, who is in grad school and a son, James, who is married with children and works with his dad in the family business, a small insurance agency.

“Susan’s talking about dropping out of school,” he says. “She’s enrolled at Columbia. It’s gonna be tough. Tough.” I know he’s talking about finances. “She’s a smart kid.”

“Yes.”

“It’s hard. It’s on the news, twenty-four hours a day. Her brother’s name, his picture, lawyers and judges—they call them experts—all speculating on things they don’t know. Susie has friends at school, but she’s having a hard time. She says she’ll just drop out for a while and go back later. But I don’t want her to. It’s enough that it destroys Sandy and me. I don’t want it to affect the other kids. They have their own lives. Besides, it’s not like she can hide at home. These people are camped outside our house,” he says, “trucks with satellite dishes, people with cameras, microphones, lights. The middle of the night, they light up your bedroom. They chased Sandy down the driveway of her own home. Her own home,” he says.

“I saw it on TV,” I tell him, half a minute of tape showing his wife rolling out the trash, fending off questions and dodging boom mikes. Film of this from different angles tumbled through the news cycle on each of the cable networks every fifteen minutes for two days. “Breaking news” is now anything on videotape that can be used to punctuate the ever-rising flood of ads. Every story, no matter what or where, is now national in scope. Johnny has a fight with Jimmy in the third grade, and the whole country is told about it by breathless “reporters” hanging from news choppers hovering over the school. Park a police car by a building and call in a rumor, and whatever you say will be broadcast around the world twice before you can hang up. Unless you knew better, you might swear that Chicken Little has taken over the newsroom and bolted the door. Hyping hysteria and peddling panic around the clock is now an enterprise listed on the Dow Jones ticker. And everybody watches, anxiety junkies cruising for another hit, just in case there
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