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        Garfield Heights, Washington DC

      

        

      
        July 15, 10:30 p.m.

      

      

      

      Breanna Marshall's eyes narrowed as she surveyed the smoky room.  She'd been invited to a house party on the wrong side of town, and her heart was racing a mile a minute.  Her boyfriend told her it would be the biggest party of the semester and that all the heavy hitters would be there.  Against her better instincts, she'd reluctantly agreed to go.  But as she scanned the crowd, she felt uneasy.

      It was a decidedly different demographic than she was used to.  As the teenage daughter of Congressman James Marshall, she was accustomed to socializing with mostly white, upper-middle-class kids from the political elite.  But instead of the skinny jeans and designer tank tops favored by her friends on Capitol Hill, most of these partygoers sported baggy low-riders, cornrows, and crooked baseball caps.   She hadn't been exposed to this degree of cultural diversity in her neck of the capital.

      As Shaun led her by her hand through the packed crowd into the main room of the house, Breanna pulled up.  In the corner of the room, a group of people huddled over a coffee table taking turns snorting lines of white powder off the glass surface.

      Her boyfriend felt the tug on his arm and turned around.

      “What's the matter, babe?” he said, raising his voice over the din of thumping rap music.

      “Heavy hitters, huh?” Breanna said, leaning in to her boyfriend's ear.  “Looks more like a bunch of gang-bangers to me.  What have you gotten me into?”

      Shaun shook his head and laughed.

      “It's a little outside your normal world, I'll admit.  But the music is cool and the place is packed with interesting people.  I heard that Jay-Z dropped in to their last gig—maybe we'll get lucky and bump into Beyoncé.”

      Breanna's nose wrinkled at the heavy scent of marijuana smoke permeating the room.

      “Something tells me this is not the kind of party Beyoncé goes to.  I don't think my parents would approve of my being in a place like this.  I'm not feeling comfortable—let's go.”

      Shaun placed his arm around Breanna's waist and pulled her toward him.

      “Come on, Bree—live a little.  Just because most of these partiers have a darker shade of skin doesn't mean you've got anything to be afraid of.  You need to stretch your wings and move outside your sheltered existence on Capitol Hill.”

      Breanna furrowed her brow.

      “Shaun, you know I'm not racist.  My Dad's been a supporter of minorities and the underclass for as long as I can remember.  I've got no problem mingling with people of color.”

      Her eyes widened as a tall black man wearing a do-rag and a thick gold cross approached them.

      “It's just that some of these characters scare me.”

      The man sauntered up to Shaun and swung his arm over his shoulder.

      “Shaun, my man.  Glad ya could make it.”  He looked Breanna up and down and smiled.  “Who's da lovely lady?”

      “Ty, this is my girl, Breanna Marshall.  Breanna, this is Tyson Booker.  This is his crib.”

      Tyson cocked his head and squinted at Breanna.

      “Name sounds familia'.  Yo' wouldn't be related to Jimmy Marshall, the fly congressman, would ya?”

      Breanna hesitated.  She never liked to raise her standing on the coattails of her father.  Plus, she wasn't sure being recognized as a member of the DC political establishment would improve her status in this situation.

      “Yes…” she said tentatively, “he's my father.”

      “No shit,” Tyson said, raising his eyebrows.  “I’m an admira'.  He's one of da few politicians fightin' for da rights of African-Americans.  Come,” he said, pointing to the bar, “make yo'self comf'table.  I got Hennessy, Ciroc, Crystal—whateva yo' pleasha.”  Tyson reached out and clasped Breanna's hand firmly.  “I look fo'ward to jawin' wit' ya lata tonight.”

      Tyson melted back into the crowd and Shaun turned toward Breanna.

      “See babe, I told you this party had it going down.”

      The party DJ flipped on a new track, and the sound of Nelly's song Hot in Herre filled the room.

      “Come on, let's get our groove on.”

      Breanna hesitated for a moment, then she smiled as her hips began swaying to the seductive beat.  She followed Shaun to an outdoor patio where a thick crowd was gyrating to the hip-hop music.

      “Crib? Jawing?” she said.  “Where exactly do you know this Tyson guy from?”

      Unlike many of her politically connected friends who went to private schools, Breanna's father insisted she attend public schools to stay grounded.  But Garfield Heights was a long way, geographically and culturally, from their upper-class neighborhood on the other side of town.

      “We've been collaborating on a couple of personal projects,” Shaun said.

      “Personal projects, hmm?”

      Breanna decided she'd ask Shaun about the nature of their business together another time.  For now, she just wanted to enjoy the music.

      As she stepped onto the patio, she glanced to the west where she could see airplanes taking off from Ronald Reagan airport across the Potomac River.  It was a clear summer night, and Breanna felt her tension level begin to subside as she looked at the sparkling lights in the night sky.  Just below her line of sight, a rumbling SUV rolled by on the street at the front of the house.  She didn't see the windows slide down and three machine guns point toward the house.

      Suddenly, the music was drowned out by the deafening roar of automatic rifles shredding the face of the house.  All Breanna could hear for the next few seconds was the sound of breaking glass and terrified screams as party patrons ran for cover.  Shaun yanked her behind the cover of a hedge, and they fell to the ground as green foliage rained down on their heads.

      It was over almost as quickly as it had begun.  The sound of gunfire stopped, and people could be heard yelling and pointing toward the street.  Breanna thought she heard someone say something about The Crips, as a group of young men suddenly appeared running toward the road holding Uzis.

      Shaun rose up to look at his girlfriend.

      “Bree—are you okay?”

      To his horror, he saw that Breanna's white blouse was stained dark red with two holes oozing thick liquid onto his hands.

      “Breanna!” he yelled.  “You've been shot!  Someone call 9-1-1!” he screamed, looking around frantically.

      But everyone was attending to other wounded bodies surrounding them on the patio.  Shaun fished his cell phone out of his pocket and fumbled to tap the screen with his sticky fingers.  He glanced at Breanna.  She was breathing in spasms and staring at him with wide eyes.

      “It's okay, babe,” he said.  “Someone will be here soon.  Hang in there.”

      Suddenly Breanna coughed and blood spurted from her mouth.  Her body heaved, trying to draw in air, but it was no use.  After two more spasms, her body fell limp, and the life drained from her eyes.  As the sound of sirens filled the neighborhood, Shaun held his girlfriend in his arms, shaking in disbelief.
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        DC Metropolitan Police Station, Seventh Precinct

      

        

      
        July 15, Midnight

      

      

      

      Detective Lewis Ferguson shifted uncomfortably in the interview room of the Metropolitan Police seventh precinct. For the past twenty minutes, he'd been consulting with Congressman James Marshall and his wife about their daughter's murder. It was never an easy task talking with grieving parents of violent crime, and it was particularly difficult when it involved politicians. The fact that this one appeared to be another interracial crime made the matter all the more sensitive.

      He'd returned from the crime scene with few clues. From all appearances, it looked like another drive-by shooting in DC's gang-infested southeast quarter. It was the third multiple-fatality shooting this month, and the DC police had been unable to contain the escalating violence. Most of the killings involved drugs, where neighborhood gangs viciously fought to defend their turf. But this shooting was a little different, in that it involved rich white kids from the other side of town.

      Congressman Marshall clenched his jaw as he listened to the detective.

      “Let me get this straight,” he said, summarizing what he'd heard. “You're saying you've got no leads and no motive for the execution-style murder of our daughter?”

      Detective Ferguson knew to tread lightly on the raw emotions of family members in these types of situations. It was normal for parents to lash out at the first person connected with a crime, even if it was the police who were only trying to help. He looked at the congressman's wife, whose face was contorted in anguish over the loss of their daughter. Her eyes were swollen and she was visibly shaking as she held onto her husband's arm.

      “I don't think anyone had a motive for killing your daughter, specifically,” Ferguson said. “This appears to be a gang-related drive-by shooting. The assailants were probably trying to send a message to the known drug-dealers that frequent this address. Unfortunately, your daughter was in the wrong place at the wrong time. I'm very sorry for your loss.”

      Marshall shook his head trying to make sense of the random killing.

      “So the house was a known haven for drug-dealers?” he said.

      Detective Ferguson nodded.

      “We've been shadowing the owner of the house for some time. We believe he's the head of one of the largest distribution networks in the city. We interviewed other persons attending the event who have criminal records for drug trafficking. This particular gang has been pretty aggressive about expanding their territory.”

      Marshall looked at his wife with a confused expression.

      “It doesn't make sense. Our daughter was a straight-A student who rarely ventured outside her regular circle of friends. What was Bree doing in a place like that anyway?”

      Detective Ferguson leaned toward the couple.

      “We understand she went to the event accompanied by a young man named Shaun Jackson,” he said. “Do you happen to know him and what connection he might have to this gang?”

      Marshall and his wife looked at each other in surprise.

      “Yes,” Marshall said, “Shaun and Bree had been dating for a few months. I know his family well. His father is the managing editor of the Washington Post. I don't have any reason to believe he was mixed up in any drug-related activity—”

      “Did they attend the same school?” Ferguson asked.

      “Yes, they were both seniors at Cesar Chavez high school.”

      The detective nodded slowly.

      “We've been monitoring that school as a hub for cocaine distribution in the Capitol Hill region of DC for some time.  I'll look into Mr. Jackson's possible connection to the drug trade at the school.”

      Marshall's eyes widened.

      “You think Shaun might have been dealing cocaine out of their school?”

      “It's just a theory. You said it was unusual for your daughter to be mingling in these circles. One of them must have had a connection to someone at the party to have traveled so far outside their usual social circle.”

      Marshall looked at Detective Ferguson blankly for a few moments.

      “I had no idea the drug problem had invaded our neighborhoods at this level. I thought teens were experimenting mostly with marijuana and methamphetamines these days.”

      Ferguson leaned back in his chair and shook his head.

      “We're finding the most popular drugs for young people today are harder substances such as cocaine and ecstasy. Even the escalating heroin epidemic has been finding its way into high schools and middle schools.”

      “Isn't there anything you can do to stop it?”

      “We're trying, believe me. But it's like trying to hold back a flood with your bare hands. The demand for recreational drugs is unstoppable, and the criminal element is only too eager to provide a limitless supply with the enormous profit involved.”

      Marshall's eyebrows pinched together as he thought about the detective's comment.

      “But cocaine and heroin are produced outside the U.S.  How are they getting into the country so easily?”

      “The dollars involved run into the hundreds of billions per year. With that kind of money, there's a never-ending supply of people willing to step in at every link in the distribution chain. Whether it's farmers in Colombia and Afghanistan, couriers along the Mexican border, or local street dealers, everyone profits handsomely. We do our best to capture and put away known offenders, but someone always seems to pop up to take their place. We're fighting a losing battle in the war on drugs. All we can do is focus our limited resources on the violent consequences of the trade.”

      “Like our daughter?” Marshall said.

      The detective looked at Marshall and his wife with a grim expression.

      “Honestly, Congressman, it's people like you who can make the biggest difference. We need stronger laws and sentences for the criminals who are getting young people addicted to hard drugs and paying no mind to the consequences of their actions.”

      Ferguson rose from his chair.

      “I’ll do everything in my power to find the people who killed your daughter and bring them to justice. I'll let you know as soon as there's a break in the case.”

      Marshall put his arm around his wife's shoulder and helped her to her feet.

      “Thank you, detective,” he said.  “I know you and the DC police are doing everything you can.”

      Marshall handed the detective his business card as he led his distraught wife to the door.

      “Please call me as soon as you hear anything,” he said.
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        Marshall Residence

      

        

      
        July 16, 4:00 a.m.

      

      

      

      Julie Marshall woke up in a cold sweat and instinctively moved her hand to her husband's side of the bed.  She'd had terrible nightmares and wanted the comfort of his warm body.  But the sheets were cold and empty.  Looking toward the window, she saw that it was still pitch-black outside.  She put on her nightgown and walked downstairs.  A sliver of incandescent light shone from the partially open door of the study.  She tiptoed to the entrance and saw her husband hunched over his computer.  He looked troubled as he scanned the screen, with his chin resting on his propped up left hand.

      She opened the door, and James looked up from the screen.  They didn't need to say a word.  The silent look they shared indicated they were both thinking of their daughter.  James's eyes were bloodshot, and his cheeks were sallow.  It was obvious that he hadn't slept since getting home from the police station.

      Julie walked up behind his chair and put her arms around his shoulders, resting her head on his shoulder.

      “Have you been up all night?” she said.

      James nodded.

      “I couldn't sleep.  I've been racking my brain all night.  I keep thinking, if only…”

      Julie swiveled James's chair around and looked him in the eyes.

      “Hon, don't do this to yourself.  There was nothing else we could have done to save Bree.  She was a grown girl.  We brought her up right, and she had her head screwed on straight.  You can't stop teenagers from going to a party on a Saturday night.”

      “But this one...she should have known—”

      “She likely didn't know what she'd gotten herself into until she got there.  She's a smart girl.  She probably was thinking about leaving before the shooting started.”

      James thought back to the last moment he saw his daughter.

      “I asked her where she was going and who she'd be with before she left.  I should have asked her to call me when she got there.”

      Julie knelt beside her husband and placed her hand over his.

      “There's only so much a parent can do when kids get to this age.  We have to give them a little room to make their way in the world.  She would have been off to college in a few months—”

      Julie's voice caught in her throat as the full weight of what had happened struck her.  Their young daughter's life had been prematurely snuffed out.  All her hopes and dreams had been suddenly extinguished.  Julie collapsed into James's arms and sobbed.  They held each other for several minutes as they both flashed back to precious memories of their daughter.

      When Julie finally lifted her head, she glanced at James's computer screen.  A website was loaded showing statistics for drug-related crimes.

      “Oh, James,” she said.  “You're always trying to save the world.  Can't we focus on ourselves and our poor baby this once?  There's nothing we can do to bring Bree back.”

      James gently pulled his wife up and rested her on his knee.

      “I know hon, but just take a second to look at some of this.”

      He clicked his computer mouse and opened some tabs.

      “Look at these numbers.  It's insane how prevalent illegal drugs have become.  This study shows that more than half of all teens have tried illegal substances, with one in five using hard drugs such as cocaine and heroin.  Even five percent of eighth-graders have experimented with something beyond marijuana.”

      Julie looked up from the screen.

      “You don't actually think Bree was abusing drugs?  You know our daughter—that wasn't her style.”

      “I agree.  But if their friends are taking them, it's easy to get pulled into the culture.   And Brooklyn will be starting middle school next year.”

      Julie stood up and rested her hips on the edge of James's desk.

      “All we can do is continue to teach our children sensible values.  As best we can tell, none of our kids have even touched a cigarette.  Heath's in college and hardly even has one beer when he's home watching football with friends.”

      James glanced back at his computer.

      “Yes, but as we saw yesterday, it's not just the consumption side we have to worry about.  The crime syndicates controlling the supply of drugs are making the streets unsafe even for average citizens.”

      He clicked his mouse and opened another tab.

      “Look at this—more than fifteen percent of all homicides involve drugs and gangs.  And almost half of the country's two-million-plus federal inmates are in prison for drug offenses.”

      Julie stood up and walked to the window, throwing open the shades.  The morning light was starting to appear over the horizon.

      “How does all this bring our baby back?” she asked.  “Like the detective said—it's impossible to stop it.  How can any of this help our children?”

      James sighed.

      “If even one child can be saved from the consequences of drug abuse, wouldn't it be worth it?  Anything we can do to make the world safer for our children and grandchildren is worth the effort.”

      Julie smiled at her husband.  She'd always admired his passion for helping others.  It was his commitment to public service that had gotten him into politics in the first place.  His job as a district attorney had convinced him that taking a piecemeal approach to the problem was only making a small dent.  He believed that too many people were filling the courts with minor drug offenses, while the really violent criminals were getting away with their crimes.  He hoped that being a congressman would give him an opportunity to pass laws that would help everyone's quality of life.

      “How will tougher laws and longer sentences help?” Julie said.  “You said yourself—prisons are already overcrowded with drug-related criminals.”

      James turned his chair around and let the rising sun warm his face.

      “Actually, I was thinking of a different approach.  Drug interdiction and steeper sentences are only treating the symptom.  We have to address the root cause, which centers on the criminalization of drug distribution.  Prohibition in the twenties only increased alcohol-related crime—it didn't stop people from drinking. We'll never stop people from consuming mind-altering substances if they really want to.  Smoking and alcohol abuse kills many more people every year than hard drug use, and they're entirely legal.  I think the only way to end violent crime related to drug use is to remove the criminal element, by decriminalizing them.”

      Julie's eyes widened.

      “All of them?  Not just marijuana?”

      “Everything.  Opening up distribution would put organized crime out of business virtually overnight.  We could then tax the sale of drugs and use that money to help rehabilitate users.  Think of how much the country would save by releasing a million non-violent prisoners.  The cops would then be able to focus their resources on tracking down the really bad guys committing violent crimes instead of fruitlessly chasing down drug dealers.”

      “And you think all those criminals currently dealing drugs are just going to suddenly turn to operating car washes and laundromats?”

      James chuckled.  His wife had led her debate team at college and always seemed to have strong arguments for any weighty subject.

      “At least if their limitless profit is eliminated, they won't have a reason to kill people to protect it any longer.  They'll be running law-abiding businesses, paying taxes like the rest of us.”

      Julie shook her head as she walked toward the door.

      “I think you'd be committing political suicide by introducing such a motion in the House.  Look how difficult it was to get one state to legalize marijuana.  Even if you're right about this helping to reduce crime, it's going to be virtually impossible to get your fellow congressmen to pass this legislation.”

      “I can always fall back on practicing law if they throw me out,” James kidded.

      “That is if anyone in the legal community would even hire you after pulling a stunt like that.  I'm going to put on a pot of coffee.  Why don't you stop dreaming for a while and let me get you something to eat.  Brooklyn will be getting up soon, and we've still got the difficult task of breaking the news about Bree to our two other children.”

      James's expression suddenly changed as he looked up at his wife.  He closed his laptop and rose from his chair.  Julie was right.  There were far more important things to attend to right now than trying to save the world.
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        Longworth Building, DC Congressional Offices

      

        

      
        August 21, 9:30 a.m.

      

      

      

      James tapped on fellow legislator Ray Bradley's open office door.  As mutual first-term members of Congress, they shared a similar experience as junior legislators in the House of Representatives.  Both lawyers in their early forties, they'd entered public service with visions of shaping the legislative landscape to improve American citizens' quality of life.  But they soon discovered that the real power rested with a few senior members who chaired special committees.  As low-ranking congressmen in the minority Democratic Party, they had little ability to influence the legislative agenda.  It hadn't taken long for them to become close friends and confidants.

      Ray looked up from a briefing he was reading and smiled.  He always enjoyed chatting with his idealistic fellow congressman.  But he knew James was still struggling to deal with the loss of his daughter, and he hoped to lighten his mood.

      “Jimmy!  Have you come to save me from death by boredom?  I was just thinking of jumping out the window.  This appropriations bill is killing me.  Two thousand pages of overcooked pork in mind-numbing legalese.  It's a wonder the government doesn't implode under the weight of its own hubris.”

      James laughed.

      “You gotta admire how our fellow lawmakers always manage to cram their special interest earmarks into these omnibus bills.  I guess they figure all their wasteful projects will get lost among the minutiae.”

      “It seems to be working,” Ray sighed.  “Sometimes I think the only people who read these bills are the sponsors and lawyers who write them.  Maybe it's time you and I climbed on board and got a piece of the action.  Our constituents will need to see some progress from us if we want to hold our seats in the next election.”

      James folded his arms and looked at Ray disapprovingly.

      “I thought we agreed we'd stay above this practice.  That we'd only promote and vote for bills that champion the greater good.  Don't tell me you've joined the other side and become another beltway bootlicker?”

      Ray cocked his head in disbelief.

      “I’m kidding, bro.  Loosen up—I'm still on your side.  What's got you spouting off like Mahatma Gandhi so early this morning?”

      James closed the door and took a seat in one of the armchairs opposite Ray's desk.

      “Actually, there was something important I wanted to float by you.  I've been doing a lot of soul-searching lately and wanted to see if an idea I have is totally off-base.”

      “You better not be thinking of quitting.  You can't leave me here alone with all these stodgy old career politicians.”

      James chuckled.

      “Worse.  I've been contemplating becoming one of them, in a manner of speaking.”

      “What—are all these congressional perks going to your head?  You have to admit, the cafeteria food is pretty awesome.”

      James shook his head.  Ray could always be counted on to bring a little levity to any serious discussion.

      “I hear the food at the White House is even better.  I'm thinking of running for President.”

      Ray choked as he caught his breath.

      “You've got to be kidding me.  The guy who said he'd always stay above petty politics?  Now you want to take the ultimate plunge.  Why the sudden change of heart?”

      “For the same reason we both entered politics—to improve the quality of life for average Americans.  You and I both know there's very little we can do in our present roles to effect change.  Even if we were to advance a meaningful bill in the House, it would just get voted down by the majority party or vetoed by the President.  The only way to pass important new legislation is for our party to take back control of both houses and install a like-minded chief executive.  I'm tired of watching the old guard maintain the status quo.”

      Ray's expression suddenly became serious.

      “Jim, I know you're going through a tough time, with what happened to Bree.  But you've got to think this through.  A first-term congressman has never been elected President.  You haven't earned the political capital to take a legitimate run at the office, let alone win our party's nomination.  What's driving this—is there a particular agenda you had in mind?”

      James leaned back in his chair and rested his hands behind his head.

      “Yes, actually.  I don't want to go half-cocked on any policy issue anymore.  I want to propose some radical changes and see if we can build the popular support to truly change the way government helps the people.  Starting with drug enforcement.  I want to decriminalize drugs to make our streets safer.”

      Ray nodded, suddenly recognizing James's motivation.

      “You know there's already a bill before the House to legalize marijuana at the federal level?  Its chances of passing is virtually nil.  The old guard would never risk alienating their base.”

      “Not just marijuana,” James said.  “All drugs.”

      Ray's eyes opened wide.

      “Are you crazy?  Cocaine, meth, heroin?  You know this can never fly.  You'd be committing political suicide.  And not just defeating your chance to be President.  You'd never hold your seat in Congress on that platform.  Have you thought this through?”

      James held up his palms defensively.

      “Hear me through for a minute.  I know it sounds absurd on the surface.  But it's been done elsewhere.  More than twenty countries have decriminalized drug possession in varying degrees.  For twenty years, Portugal has made it legal to carry drugs for personal use—including marijuana, cocaine, heroin, ecstasy, and amphetamines.  Since the law was passed, there's been little change in the level of drug use.  Plus, infectious diseases are down sharply, and overdoses have dropped by a factor of five.”

      “Huh,” Ray said, raising his eyebrows.  “I had no idea it had been tried in other countries.  If those are typical results, your idea might hold water.  But how does this make the streets safer?”

      James had done his homework and was ready for the objections he knew would be coming.

      “More harm is caused by criminal prosecution than by the use of drugs themselves.  You only need to look at the example of alcohol prohibition to see the effect.  It did virtually nothing to deter use and only attracted organized crime, while diverting law enforcement resources.  The best way to eliminate organized crime and the violence that comes with it is to remove the lucrative profit that comes with an artificially constrained supply.  Plus, we can tax the money earned from the legalized drug trade and use that money to help rehabilitate homeless addicts.  The bottom line is, people are going to go on doing what they want to do with their own bodies, and we're losing the war on drug interdiction.”

      Ray sat still for a long time, looking at his friend.

      “You've got some strong arguments, as always,” he said.  “But you know this is a huge uphill battle.  Half the country will never go for it, not to mention virtually every Republican in Congress.  Even if by some miracle you became President, you'd never get enough support in the House to advance the bill.”

      “Well then, I guess we'll just have to capture the other half of the popular vote and make sure our side wins a majority in both houses in the next presidential election.”

      Ray smiled and shook his head.

      “Bernie Sanders damn near won the party's nomination in the 2016 presidential election, and his platform was almost as radical as yours.  And you're a damn sight younger and prettier than he is.  If anybody can summon the public support to pull this off, you can.  I'll support you in this cause as best I can.  When were you thinking of announcing your candidacy?”

      James's cell phone suddenly buzzed in his pocket.  He pulled it out and tapped the screen, then held it to his ear.

      “Good to hear from you, Detective Ferguson,” he spoke into the phone.  “That's wonderful news.  When is the court hearing?  I'll see you then.”

      James put his phone back in his pocket and looked at Ray.

      “I’m thinking in one week's time.  I may have just found the perfect podium for declaring my candidacy.”
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        Courtroom 8, DC Superior Court

      

        

      
        September 30, 10:00 a.m.

      

      

      

      James sat in the back row of the court awaiting the verdict of his daughter's alleged killers.  Four men had been jointly charged with three counts of first-degree murder in the drive-by shooting at Garfield Heights.  The prosecution had presented an airtight case, with eyewitnesses identifying the individuals occupying the car involved in the shooting.  Their machine guns had been recovered by the police and ballistics had matched the fatal bullets with the weapons.  The jury had deliberated for less than an hour before beginning to stream back into the courtroom.

      The case had attracted the attention of the local press, and the gallery was overflowing with observers.   Every news station was eager to report the court's finding in the gangland slaying of the congressman's daughter.  In a vain effort to remain unnoticed, James had taken a seat in the back corner, but he noticed many people stealing furtive glances in his direction.  As the jurors took their seats and a hush descended over the courtroom, he could feel his heart pounding in his chest.

      Even though he'd had over two months to prepare for this moment, his reaction surprised him.  He knew that the four young men sitting at the defense table hadn't targeted his daughter directly.  She'd simply been an unlucky bystander in a turf war between rival gangs.  From his position in the corner of the courtroom, he could see that the defendants barely looked out of their teens.  He wondered if they'd considered the consequences of their action when they took aim at the drug dealer's house or if they were merely pawns in a larger criminal enterprise.  He knew that many new gang recruits were required as part of their initiation to demonstrate their loyalty by killing a random person.  Many of these young men had likely grown up fatherless and without direction, knowing no other life on the hardscrabble side of DC.  But the fact remained that they'd knowingly committed a horrible act that had ended three lives, including Bree's.

      After the jurors had all been seated, the court clerk stood to address them.

      “Will the jury please rise,” he said.  “Will the defendants also rise and face the jury.  Mr. Foreman, has your jury agreed upon a verdict?”

      A gray-haired juror cleared his throat.

      “We have.”

      “What say you, as to the charge of first-degree murder, in the case of each defendant so charged?”

      The gray-haired gentleman looked straight ahead as he spoke.

      “We find each of the defendants guilty of first-degree murder on each count,” he said.

      The foreman handed the clerk a piece of paper, and the clerk placed it on the judge's bench.  The judge glanced at the form, then turned to address the jury.

      “Members of the jury, your service is complete.  Thank you for your deliberation and your public service.  The court officer will escort you back to the jury assembly room, where you will be discharged.”

      The jury members filed out of the courtroom in single file.  When the last juror left the room, the judge turned to the prosecution table.

      “We now turn to the matter of sentencing.  I would like to hear the prosecutor's recommendation first.”

      A lawyer from the prosecution table stood up.

      “Your Honor, in view of the premeditated and brutal nature of these crimes, we recommend life sentences on each count for each defendant, to be served consecutively.  It is worth noting that these individuals operated in concert to plan and execute this shooting.  Furthermore, they would have known from their choice of automatic weapons that there would be multiple casualties.  We believe that a clear message should be delivered that this kind of indiscriminate killing will not be tolerated.”

      The judge scribbled a few notes, then looked toward the defense table.

      “And what does the defense counsel recommend?”

      The lead counsel at the defendants' table stood to address the judge.

      “Your Honor, I would like to point out that none of these young men have prior convictions for violent offenses.  Mr. Stevens has a conviction for possession of cocaine, and Mr. Clayton has two prior convictions for drug trafficking.  Mr. Hamilton and Mr. Wayne have no prior convictions.  Moreover, Mr. Hamilton's fingerprints were not found on any of the recovered weapons, since it has been determined he was the driver in the incident in question.”

      The defense lawyer turned to face the four defendants, who were looking ahead with vacant expressions.

      “These men were forced at a young age to support their families, in a district where opportunities are few and far between.  Unfortunately, joining a gang is one of the easiest and quickest ways to make a living in their impoverished neighborhood.  My clients were victims of their circumstances and pressured into this act by the leaders of their gang.  They have expressed contrition for their crime and deserve a chance to rebuild their lives while they are still young.  For these reasons, we recommend fifteen-year terms for Messrs. Wayne, Clayton and Stevens, and a five-year term for Mr. Hamilton, to be served concurrently on each count.”

      As James listened to the arguments, his jaw tightened.  He knew that with good behavior, many inmates served only one third of their sentences.  If the judge accepted the defense recommendations, the killers of his daughter would be back on the streets in two to five years.  On the other hand, if the judge sided with the prosecution, the young men would likely spend the rest of their lives behind bars.

      The judge scribbled some more notes, then looked directly at the defendants.

      “The court only has the testimony of the defendants regarding their motivation for committing this crime.  I don't believe they were coerced into shooting indiscriminately into the crowd, and that they fully understood the likely consequences of their act.  Furthermore, I do not accept the argument that these men had no other choice but to join a gang because of their impoverished circumstances.  Many other young men living in similar conditions finish high school and go on to secure legitimate jobs or attend college.”

      The judge paused as the gallery watched in silence.

      “The point that none of the defendants have prior convictions for violent offenses is one aspect in their favor.  However, the fact of the matter is that three people lost their lives as a consequence of their actions, with the victims' families irreparably torn apart.  As for the driver receiving leniency because he did not carry a gun, this is a spurious argument.  I believe all four of these men planned this act together and they must be held equally to account.  Accordingly, I hereby sentence each defendant to life sentences on each count, to be served concurrently.”

      The judge raised his gavel and slammed it on his desk.

      “This court is adjourned.”

      A loud buzz immediately filled the courtroom as members of the gallery exchanged opinions about the sentence.  Family members sitting behind the defense table sobbed as the four defendants were handcuffed and led out of the courtroom.

      Suddenly, a loud cry pierced the sober mood of the courtroom.

      “I hope you rot in jail, scumbags!” an enraged man yelled, as the distraught mother of one of the victims trembled on his arm.

      Many reporters in the gallery turned to James to register his reaction.  He didn't want to distract attention from the other grieving families and quickly rose to work his way out of the courtroom.  But as soon as he stepped into the hall, he was surrounded by a mob of reporters.

      “Congressman Marshall!” one of the reporters said.  “What is your reaction to the verdicts?  How are you feeling at this moment?”

      James continued toward the courthouse main entrance, surrounded by the mob.

      “I’m saddened for the families of the victims,” he said, as he walked.  “I know what it's like to lose a daughter, and my thoughts and prayers are with those whose lives have been taken and for their loved ones.”

      The crowd edged closer to the congressman, jostling for position.

      “Do you feel the verdicts were fair?” another reporter yelled.

      James picked up his pace as he approached the courthouse exit.

      “I agree with the judge's assessment and decision in the matter.  There's no restitution that can bring my daughter and the other victims back.  I only hope that these young men understand the gravity of their actions and have learned from their mistake.  Our jails are filled with misguided individuals who've made horrible mistakes, who'll spend most of their adult lives behind bars.  There are no winners in this situation.”

      As James stepped through the front door onto the courthouse steps, he was greeted by a phalanx of television news trucks and flashing camera bulbs.

      “Are you saying you feel sorry for the men who murdered your daughter?” one of the reporters asked.

      James stopped at the top of the steps, as television news camera operators zoomed in on his face.

      “I don't believe there are bad people—only people who do bad things.  Everyone should have a chance to amend their ways and find a constructive path in life.  These men did a very bad thing and need to pay for their crimes.  Unfortunately, their sentences will do nothing to deter the underlying impetus for this crime, which is the organized gangs that feed off the drug trade in this and other cities across America.”

      The reporters moved closer, sensing a new story for their evening newscast.  A reporter stepped forward and thrust a microphone under his chin.

      “As a congressman, what do you believe can be done to stop the violence?”

      James paused for a moment and looked directly at the reporter who asked the question.

      “The United States has tried for too long to contain drug violence through tougher law enforcement.  This trial and thousands of similar others demonstrate that it isn't working.  We'll never stop people from using psychoactive substances, as alcohol and cigarette containment efforts have clearly demonstrated.  It's time for our government to take a more progressive approach to the escalating violence attending the drug trade.  I believe it's time to consider legalizing drugs in order to remove the criminal element from the equation.   Then we can use the taxes collected on the legitimate trade of these substances to rehabilitate users in need.”

      For a brief moment, the crowd of reporters fell silent.  For a sitting member of Congress to propose such a radical plan was unprecedented.  Whether they were in shock or simply had to replay the congressman's words to be sure they heard them correctly, all eyes were centered on the junior congressman from Maryland.

      The mob of reporters suddenly erupted with a flurry of questions.

      “Are you proposing to legalize all drugs?” someone asked.

      “Won't legalization just lead to increased drug abuse?” another asked.

      “How do you propose to enlist the support of a divided Congress on such a polarizing issue, as a first-term congressman?”

      James peered directly toward the line of video cameras pointed at him from the street.

      “To answer your questions—yes, no, and I don't propose to enlist support for this initiative as a member of Congress.  I propose to lead the charge as executive-in-chief and sign the bill as President of the United States.  As of today, I'm formally declaring my candidacy as a presidential candidate for the Democratic Party.”

      The tumult of reporter questions ratcheted up so much that no one could make out what anyone was saying.

      James held up his hand and began to speak.

      “I will answer all of your questions in due course.  I'll be releasing a policy statement summarizing my position on this matter, along with the costs and benefits of implementing the program.  I look forward to continuing our dialogue over the course of the primary season, where we'll have many forums to debate the merits of the plan.  God bless America.”

      James pushed his way through the crowd and descended the courthouse steps, where he flagged a waiting cab.  As he closed the taxi door and the car sped away, he saw the reporters disband and pull their cell phones from their pockets.

      They'd all found the evening's top news story.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Charambira, Colombia

      

        
      
        September 30, 5:30 p.m.

      

      

      
      Carlos Rojas sat in his seaside villa watching the CNN evening news with his three lieutenants.  As the leader of the Norte del Valle cartel, he controlled over half the cocaine distribution in Colombia.  The Norte del Valle cartel had formed from the remnants of the Cali cartel after its leaders were arrested and extradited to the United States.  With over one billion dollars’ worth of cocaine leaving Colombia every year, Rojas had become extremely wealthy in a few short years.  Enlisting the aid of the AUC right-wing paramilitary group to protect its laboratories and drug routes, he had quickly consolidated his control over the cocaine trade in South America.

      He liked to watch the U.S. news to stay abreast of developments in his biggest market.  With the majority of his profits originating from the U.S., it was critical that he recognize demographic and political shifts that could affect his business.  As he peered through his floor-to-ceiling living room windows at the setting sun over the Pacific Ocean, he smiled.  Life as a cocaine drug lord was good.

      “Another beautiful day in paradise, boss?” one of his lieutenants said, noticing his master taking in the view.

      “Si, Diego.  The gods are shining on us for another day.  We must savor these peaceful moments when they are presented to us.  There is too much violence and suffering in this world.  We are truly blessed.”

      Diego was Rojas's main enforcer and bodyguard.  A vicious sicario
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