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CHAPTER 1

 


The tear gas canister
hurtled toward Rae, tracing an arc of white mist through the air.
It landed with a plunk on asphalt broiled sticky by the mid-May
Tampa sun, then rolled a short distance before coming to rest a few
feet from her and the crowd of anti-globalization protesters. After
a moment of shocked silence, the people in the front line of
protesters locked arms and resumed shouting, “F-T-A-A, no way.” But
within seconds, their chant was replaced by screams and coughing as
the toxic gas stung their eyes and lungs.

A line of Tampa Police clad in black riot
gear inched ever closer down South Florida Avenue toward the
protesters, thrusting their batons and transparent plastic shields
forward with each step as they shouted, “Back, back.” The tear gas
continued to spew into the crowd all around Rae, bringing some
people to their knees in pain as they rubbed their eyes.

Unlike many of the first-time protest
marchers around her, Rae had been in this situation several times
in the past few years, and she had seen the police use every
“non-lethal” tactic in their arsenal. After her first experience
with being teargassed and shot with a plastic bullet, she had
trained to become a street medic for anti-globalization protest
“actions.” And as the most experienced street medic in Tampa, she
had been responsible for preparing her fellow marchers for today’s
action, a protest of a meeting at the Tampa Convention Center
designed to revive talks on the Free Trade Area of the Americas
Agreement.

Before an action, she always advised
first-time protest marchers to wear protective gear. She told them
the best safeguard against the effects of tear gas was a gas mask,
but at the very least they should wear a pair of tight swimming
goggles around the eyes and a vinegar-soaked bandanna over the
mouth and nose. Most of the first-timers listened to her, but a few
had to feel tear gas in their eyes and lungs before they’d believe
how painful it really was. She always wore goggles and a bandanna
herself. Gas masks limited her peripheral vision too much and as a
street medic, she felt it was more important to keep an eye out for
injured people all around her than to spare herself discomfort.

Rae knew she had to get the tear gas
canister away from the crowd. Breaking ranks, she ran toward it
through the white fog it spewed, confident the heavy gauntlets she
wore on her hands would protect her from its searing heat when she
picked it up. But to her horror, a bare-handed teenage boy had
gotten the same idea, and he was beating her to the canister.

“Don’t touch it—it’s hot,” she shouted. But
it was too late.

The boy clamped his hand around the canister
for a split second, then threw it back to the ground. Doubling
over, he shrieked, “Medic.” She heard him even over the crowd’s
roar.

Rae realized she needed to move the boy away
from the crowd in order to treat him. She’d have to lay the boy
down on the ground, get supplies from the medic kit in her
backpack, bandage his hand, and treat him for shock. But first she
had to deal with the canister, still spouting its white haze from
where the boy had thrown it a few feet away.

She darted forward and grabbed the canister,
then lobbed it toward a streetlight at the corner of South Florida
Avenue and Kennedy Boulevard, a point about halfway between the
protesters and police. It hit the pole of the streetlight dead on
and fell to the ground at its base. But before she could appreciate
her good aim, she saw a black canister hurtling end over end toward
her. Without thinking, she held her gauntleted hand up and caught
the device like it was a pop fly, then flung it toward the same
streetlight where she’d thrown the tear gas canister. She didn’t
notice the unarmored bicycle cop riding toward the streetlight
until the canister had already begun its descent. He noticed it in
time to hit the brakes, but he should have kept moving, instead.
The canister detonated with a blinding flash and a loud bang at the
same moment it hit him in the face. Only then did it register with
Rae that she had just caught and thrown a stun grenade. The cops
called them flashbangs. They must have timed it with a long fuse to
give people the chance to run away from it before it went off.

Forgetting about the boy’s burned hand, Rae
ran toward the injured cop lying on the hot pavement several feet
from his bike. From the corner of her eye, she saw one of the riot
cops break ranks and start running toward her, waving his baton and
shield and shouting incoherently.

He has to know I’m a non-combatant, she
thought. I’ve got red crosses all over my raincoat.

She stopped and pointed at the red crosses,
but by that point the cop had already closed in on her with his
baton raised.

The blow connected with a thud on the top of
her skull. She managed to catch herself with her hands in a push-up
position as she hit the pavement and roll over onto her back. Above
her, she saw the cop standing tensed and ready with the baton in
case she decided to get up and fight. He glared down at her through
the goggles of his gas mask, eyes open so wide she could see the
whites all around his brown irises. It was a look of fear and
rage—the last thing she saw before everything went black.


CHAPTER 2

 


“Rachel Joan Daly, huh? Do
you have any idea when she’s going to wake up?”

The sound of a man’s voice saying her name
nearby jarred Rae into consciousness. She struggled to open her
eyes, but her lids felt like they were weighted down with lead. A
shooting pain radiated from the top of her skull down into her
stiff neck until it dissipated into her exhausted, limp body. She
suspected from the antiseptic smell in the air and the sound of
machinery beeping around her that she must have been injured at the
protest and brought to the hospital, but she had no recollection of
getting hurt.

“She could be up any minute now,” a female
voice said. “The CAT scan didn’t show any fractures. She’s just got
a bad concussion. She’ll be hurting for a few days. And really
tired. I’ve got to check on another patient now. Buzz me if you
have any other questions.”

Rae managed to open her eyes just in time to
see a woman in a white lab coat walking out a nearby door. A tan,
raven-haired man with a carefully managed two-days’ growth of beard
stubble on his chiseled chin and jaw peered down at her. He wore an
expensive-looking black suit and held a pair of dark sunglasses.
Taking the GQ look pretty far, Rae thought. But it worked
for him.

“Ma’am, I’m Special Agent Manny Lopez with
the FBI. You can call me Manny. This is my partner, Special Agent
Theodore Sweet. He prefers Ted.” Manny showed her a laminated white
badge that read “FBI” in bold blue letters with the words “Special
Agent” in smaller print just above a digital head shot that didn’t
do him justice. Ted, a tall guy with sandy blond hair and a golf
course tan, caught her attention for the first time when he stepped
forward to show her his badge as well. Ted looked a few years older
than Manny, placing him perhaps in his early forties. He had the
sad eyes of a basset hound and avoided looking at her face. She
felt as if she’d seen him before, but couldn’t place when or
where.

Realizing the two agents weren’t likely
there for a social call, Rae swallowed hard, trying to disguise
that telltale sign of nervousness by scratching her throat. She
wracked her brain, trying to remember what had happened at the
protest that might explain their interest in her, but the last
thing she could recall was seeing a boy burn his hand on a tear gas
canister. Whatever had happened after that, if the FBI were
involved, it couldn’t be good.

“Am I under arrest?” she asked.

“Not yet, but you will be as soon as the
Tampa Police find out you’re awake,” Manny answered.

“For what?”

“Aggravated battery on a law enforcement
officer.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“I don’t kid.”

“But I’m a street medic. I don’t make
injuries; I treat them. I even treat cops when they ask for
help.”

“Well, they’ve got you on video from three
different cameras nailing the Chief of Police in the face with a
flashbang. He may lose one of his eyes. You’re facing some serious
charges.”

“How did his eye get hurt? Didn’t he have a
gas mask on?”

“No, he didn’t.”

She struggled to remember anything that
happened after the boy burned his hand, but it was all gone. She
shook her head in frustration. “Look, if I really did throw the
thing, I’m sure it was only to get it away from the crowd. I never
would have deliberately beaned someone with a flashbang, even a
douchebag like Chief Maloney. What the hell was he doing there
without a gas mask on, anyway?”

“I can’t say, but whatever story you’ve got,
you can tell it to the Tampa Police when they question you about
it. It’s a Florida State criminal matter at this point, so we’re
not here about that. Otherwise we would have read you your Miranda
rights already. You ought to know that. You got an A in criminal
procedure over at Stetson Law School, didn’t you?”

“Yeah.” She looked back and forth at the two
agents, baffled. “How did you know that?”

Rae had graduated from the Stetson
University College of Law in nearby Gulfport, Florida, the previous
weekend and was preparing to take the Florida Bar Exam in July. All
they’d have to do is fish her Stetson student I.D. out of her
wallet to figure that out. But she couldn’t for the life of her
understand how the FBI could know her grades.

“We have your law school transcript,” Manny
said.

“And exactly how did you get that without my
consent?”

Manny chuckled. “I have connections. I’m a
Stetson Law grad myself. Class of 2004.”

“You went to law school?”

“Yup. So did Ted here. He was magna cum
laude at Missouri Law. I worked at the Hillsborough County
State Attorney’s Office in Tampa for my first three years out of
law school. Ted went right into the Bureau.”

“I never knew law school graduates were in
such high demand at the FBI.”

“They are. Think about it—law is what we
do.”

“So wait a minute. A couple minutes ago, you
said you’re not here to see me about what happened downtown. So why
are you here?”

“Good question. It’s possible we could help
you out with that aggravated battery charge if you help us out.
Your identity as the assailant hasn’t even been released to the
public, and we can have the Tampa Police Department expunge it from
their records as a favor if we request it. We swore the officers
who brought you here to secrecy as a matter of national
security.”

“So let me guess. You want me to snitch on
my friends in the anti-globalization movement, right? I don’t think
so.”

“No, that’s not quite what we had in mind.
Frankly, a bunch of disorganized kids shouting and throwing the
occasional rock doesn’t worry us too much.”

“Okay. So are you going to get around to
telling me what you want?”

Manny glanced at Ted, who so far hadn’t said
a word. “The woman wants us to show her why we’re here, Ted.”

Ted pulled a color printout from a fat blue
file folder he was holding and handed it to her. The format of the
printout was familiar to her from all the times she’d had to wait
in line at the post office. It read as follows:

WANTED

BY THE FBI

UNLAWFUL FLIGHT TO AVOID PROSECUTION – FIRST DEGREE
MURDER

 


JOANNE LEONA LUND

Aliases: “Jo,” “JoJo”

 


DESCRIPTION

Date of Birth Used: April 15, 1989

Hair: Brown

Place of Birth: Chicago, Illinois

Eyes: Blue

Height: 5’8”

Sex: Female

Weight: 140 pounds

Race: White

NCIC: W703438131

Nationality: American

Occupation: Lund may seek employment as a
secretary or waitress.

 


Scars and Marks: Lund has a color
tattoo on her upper right arm depicting a decapitated human fetus
with its torso held in forceps above the words, “In memory of Baby
Timothy, another unborn baby murdered by baby-killing
abortionists,” written in small black block letters underneath. On
her upper left arm, she has a tattoo consisting of the words, “The
righteous shall rejoice when he seeth the vengeance: he shall wash
his feet in the blood of the wicked. Psalm 58:10,” in black cursive
letters. A large color tattoo runs the length of her back
consisting of the letters, “NAPL,” in large red block letters
resting on a rifle directly over a human fetus sucking its thumb
in utero. All tattoos are shown below.

Remarks: Lund is known to frequent
Pentecostal churches and may seek the support of church members to
keep her in hiding. She is suspected of hiding in the North
Dakota/South Dakota/Minnesota Tri-State area.

CAUTION

Joanne Lund is wanted for her participation
in the murder of Dr. Harriet O’Malley and her bodyguard, retired
Minneapolis police officer Randy Olsen. Shortly after 6 p.m. on
February 20, 2012, Lund and Robert “Bobby” Overgaard
approached O’Malley and Olsen in the parking lot of Jorgensen
Elementary School in Minneapolis, Minnesota, and shot them to
death. The assailants made their escape from the crime scene in a
blue 2001 Chevy S-10 pick-up that was later found and identified as
the getaway vehicle. Lund and Overgaard are members of a domestic
terror organization known as the National Alliance for the
Protection of Life (NAPL), which has been suspected of involvement
in the bombing of several abortion clinics nationwide. It is
believed that Lund and Overgaard targeted Dr. O’Malley because she
is one of several Minneapolis doctors flown in to perform abortions
at the Sioux Falls, South Dakota, Women’s Health Center. On May 23,
2012, the District Court for the Fourth Judicial District of
Hennepin County, Minnesota, issued an arrest warrant after Lund was
charged with two counts of first-degree murder. On July 19, 2012, a
federal arrest warrant was issued in the United States District
Court, District of Minnesota, after Lund was charged with unlawful
flight to avoid prosecution.

 


REWARD

 


The FBI is offering a reward of up to $1,000,000 for
information leading to the arrest of Joanne Lund.

 


SHOULD BE CONSIDERED ARMED AND DANGEROUS.

IF YOU HAVE ANY INFORMATION CONCERNING THIS PERSON,
PLEASE CONTACT YOUR LOCAL FBI OFFICE OR THE NEAREST AMERICAN
EMBASSY OR CONSULATE.

 


The printout featured three different head
and shoulders shots of Joanne Lund, one of which appeared to be a
driver’s license photo showing her with a big brown perm. The other
two looked like more recent personal photographs taken outdoors. In
those, she sported shoulder-length straight brown hair similar to
Rae’s. There were also three photographs showing her tattoos,
apparently all taken in someone’s kitchen at the same time.

In the photographs of her arm tattoos, Lund
wore a black tank top and grinned at the camera with her chin
resting on her shoulder just above each tattoo. Her hair was pulled
back in a ponytail. For the photograph of her back tattoo, she was
topless with her back turned to the camera and her ponytail pulled
down in front of her right shoulder. The teasing way she held her
breasts inward with her hands to keep their sides out of view,
along with the flirty glance she gave the camera over her left
shoulder, suggested to Rae that a significant other had taken the
pictures.

Rae thought the risqué nature of the poses
was odd. She had been raised Pentecostal herself and knew that
Pentecostal women tended to be rather reserved about showing flesh.
Even more unusual than the sexy nature of the pictures, however,
was the face of their subject. She had the same big blue eyes, high
cheekbones, turned-up nose, full lips, and forceful chin that Rae
saw in the mirror every morning. In fact, she looked exactly like
Rae.

Rae might not have found the resemblance so
surprising in itself. After all, there were seven billion people in
the world, and some of them were bound to look alike. But the
woman’s date and place of birth, added to the fact that Rae was
adopted, seemed to suggest their resemblance was no mere
coincidence. Like Rae, Joanne Lund had been born in Chicago on
April 15, 1989. What were the chances of two unrelated women
looking exactly alike being born on the same day in the same city,
even a big city like Chicago? They had to be almost zero. The
poster was obviously a fake.

“I don’t get it. Are you trying to frame me
for murdering an abortion doctor?”

“No,” Manny said.

“Then why go to the trouble of making a fake
wanted poster with doctored pictures of me on it?”

“It’s not a fake, Rachel. The pictures are
real. And Lund really killed those people.”

It finally dawned on Rae what they wanted
her to believe. She shook her head and laughed. “So I’m guessing
you know I’m adopted, but you’re going to have to do a lot better
than Photoshopping my head on some nut to convince me I’ve got an
evil twin out there.”

Manny frowned and glanced at Ted.

“I’ve got to give you credit, though,” she
continued. “You boys have really improved your photo doctoring
skills since the dark days when you messed up all the shadows in
that picture of Oswald holding the gun.”

“Uh-oh, she’s on to us, Manny,” Ted said in
a deadpan. “And she knows about the Oswald picture.”

“Damn. I bet she knows the truth about us
setting up the 9/11 attacks, too,” Manny said in mock
seriousness.

“You probably did,” she said. “I wouldn’t
put anything past the FBI. So are you going to tell me what your
angle is in this scam? Why would you want me to think I have a twin
sister who’s an anti-abortion terrorist?”

Manny and Ted gave each other quizzical
looks and then looked back at her.

Ted cleared his throat. “Like Manny said,
the pictures aren’t fake, Rachel.”

“Bullshit.”

Manny sighed. “Look, I know this was just
sprung on you, and it’s hard to accept. Incidentally, the poster
doesn’t say it, but she was born in Weiss Memorial Hospital in
Chicago seven minutes after you were. She was just adopted by a
different family. We have samples of her DNA that we can test
against yours to show you’re twins.”

“Samples you could easily doctor along with
the hospital records. And by the way, I did a paper on twin studies
for my freshman psychology class, so I happen to know adoption
agencies stopped splitting up twins back in the ‘70s.”

“The reputable ones did,” Ted said, looking
down at the floor.

Manny sighed and rubbed his forehead. “Okay,
believe what you want…. Anyway, the Tampa Police called us because
they thought you might be Lund, but they’d verified your I.D. by
the time we got here. We never really thought there was a chance
you were her because we’re privy to some information about her that
local police agencies don’t have. We know there’s not much chance
she’s near Tampa.”

“So, if you don’t think I’m her, then why
exactly are you still here?”

Ted cleared his throat. “First and foremost,
we need to verify for our supervisor that you really aren’t
her.”

“And how to you propose to do that? If we’re
identical twins like you say we supposedly are, you can’t do it
with a DNA swab.”

Manny nodded. “That’s right.”

“So if you can’t prove I’m not her with a
DNA test, how are you going to do it? Dental records and
fingerprints?”

“Yes. We’ll compare those later. But in the
meantime, there’s actually an easier and quicker way to verify your
identity, but we’d need you to sign a waiver saying you won’t sue
us.” Manny gave a nod to Ted, who took a paper from his file
folder.

“I don’t really like the sound of that, but
waivers aren’t worth as much as people think. I guess you guys
should know that, being lawyers and all. So what do you want me to
do, jump out of an airplane with a pro-choice banner tied to my
back?”

“No,” Manny said, cracking a faint smile.
“The Bureau doesn’t make statements about political issues. What we
need is to see your back and arms and get some photographic
evidence for the Lund file.”

“Huh?”

“We need to verify that you don’t have the
same tattoos as Lund or any evidence of their removal. If you
prefer, we could have a female agent come and take the pictures.”
Manny looked at the floor and flared his nostrils as if something
about his request had a bad smell.

Rae sighed. “No. I’d rather get it over with
if you don’t mind. I’m sure you’ll be professional.”

Manny nodded. “Of course.”

Ted pulled her meal table over her bed,
placing the waiver in front of her with a pen. She read the waiver,
and finding nothing out of the ordinary in its language, signed it.
Ted snatched the paper and put it in his folder, then rolled her
meal table back to the side of her bed.

Manny took a small digital camera from his
pants pocket and stood waiting for her to act. She glanced back and
forth at the agents. They both looked at the camera to avoid making
eye contact with her.

Knowing they were waiting for her to
perform, she crossed her arms and pulled her gown sleeves up from
both shoulders, giving Manny time to get a few close-up shots of
each.

“Okay, that does it for the arms,” Manny
sputtered as quickly as possible. He seemed to want this task to be
over even more than she did.

Rae slowly rose from the bed to a sitting
position, but when she tried to stand, she found her body wouldn’t
comply. The concussion had sapped her strength.

“I need some help standing, guys. I’m a
little under the weather.”

Manny and Ted each grabbed an arm and helped
pull her to a standing position.

“Can you stay standing on your own?” Ted
asked with concern.

“I’m good, thanks,” she replied.

They stepped away from her as she turned
slowly around until she had her back toward them. She undid the top
tie on the back of her hospital gown and pulled the sides away so
they could see her upper back.

After she heard the first click from Manny’s
camera, there was a pause. He cleared his throat again. “Um—would
you mind undoing the second tie, Rachel? Lund’s tattoo actually
goes the full length of her back.”

Now she was losing patience. She undid the
second tie as quickly as possible given the dull ache and fatigue
in her body and pulled the gown open wide, exposing the full length
of her back and doubtless not leaving much to the imagination about
what was up front, either. If they were going to make this
embarrassing for her, she was damn well going to return the
favor.

After a couple more camera clicks, she
glanced back, hoping to get a glimpse of Manny red-faced. He was.
But to her shock and disgust, she also noticed Ted staring at her
left breast, or whatever he could see of it, from behind her.

“Did you get a good enough look, pal?” she
asked Ted, letting her voice drip sarcasm. “Will the FBI be
requiring my cup size as well?

Ted’s face flushed to match Manny’s. Manny
looked at him with an annoyed frown.

“I was just noticing that nickel-sized
birthmark under your left arm,” Ted muttered. “Nothing more than
that.”

“Oh, really?” she said. “So you’re not a
breast man, you’re just a connoisseur of birthmarks.”

“No. It’s relevant because Joanne might not
have had one, at least not in the same place. Birthmarks can be
different, even on identical twins.”

“Have you been watching the Discovery
Channel again, Ted?” Manny asked with a nervous chuckle in an
obvious effort to diffuse the tension.

“You’d be surprised what I know,” Ted said
without smiling.

Manny stopped after a couple more clicks.
“That’s good enough.”

Rae refastened her gown and was able to turn
around much more quickly now that the adrenaline of anger coursed
through her veins. She sat on the bed and laid back, never taking
her eyes off Ted’s scarlet face. She couldn’t place where she’d
seen him before, but she was sure now that she had.

“Let’s move on,” Manny said, probably
sensing a harassment suit in Ted’s future if he didn’t divert her
attention. “We can see you’ve never had tattoos in those areas.
Even laser tattoo removal leaves some pigment behind with the kind
of old-style tattoo ink Joanne would’ve had. So now we have some
preliminary evidence for the Lund file to show that you aren’t her.
However, you’re still in a lot of trouble for what happened at the
protest this morning.”

“If I threw the stun grenade and it hit
Maloney, it had to be an accident. They can’t hold me
responsible.”

Manny took a deep breath, as if he were
preparing to perform another unpleasant task. “Ted, can you get out
the laptop?”

Ted retrieved a black leather briefcase from
the floor behind him, unzipped it, and pulled out a silver laptop.
He pushed her meal table back over her bed, opened the laptop, and
turned it on. When the desktop page had loaded, Ted clicked on an
icon consisting of a thumbnail picture from the protest. A video
began playing.

Rae watched blurry images of police and
protesters inching toward each other. One of the police fired a
tear gas canister from a shoulder launcher. The canister fell in
front of the protesters. A boy darted out to pick it up, but
immediately threw it back to the ground. She remembered this part
well. Then she saw a figure garbed in a yellow raincoat with red
crosses all over it run toward the canister, pick it up, and throw
it toward a streetlight. She recognized herself, but had no
recollection of the next part where she caught a black stun grenade
and threw it. She cringed as it hit Chief Maloney’s face and
detonated, knocking him off his bike with a blinding flash and loud
bang. She watched herself run toward Maloney. Then one of the
armored cops broke ranks and whacked her on the head with a baton.
She managed to catch herself with her hands before hitting the
ground and rolling onto her back. The cop who hit her stood over
her for a few seconds before two of his colleagues ran out and
dragged her away. At that point, the video stopped.

Despite her inability to remember throwing
the stun grenade, Rae knew she hadn’t hit Maloney deliberately,
just as she knew she had run toward him to help him. But that story
would be pretty tough to sell to a jury.

“Do you want to watch it again?” Ted asked.
“We also have shots from two other cameras.”

“No. Once was enough.”

Manny walked over to the window and looked
out at the Tampa city lights. He drew in a deep breath, then
exhaled. Even though she was the one on the hot seat, Rae almost
felt sorry for Manny. It was obvious he didn’t enjoy strong-arming
people. Then again, maybe his pained demeanor was just part of some
elaborate good cop/bad cop routine he and Ted went through several
times a week.

Manny turned toward her and walked back to
the bed, taking a seat in a chair next to her.

“Look. Like I said, I used to work for the
Hillsborough County State Attorney, so I know how it’s going to go
down. They’ll look at the video to decide what to charge you with.
And they’ll see that you knowingly threw the flashbang in the
general direction of the police. It won’t even matter that you
didn’t deliberately try to hit Maloney or anyone else with it. All
that will matter is that you threw it in the direction of the
police, and because you threw it, a law enforcement officer was
injured, in this case the Chief of Police. That’s aggravated
battery on a law enforcement officer. They’ve got it on three
different cameras. You’ll get five years in Florida State Prison
for that, slam dunk. But you’ll be lucky if that’s all they throw
at you. Florida’s 10-20-Life law was designed for firearms, but it
can also apply to the unlawful throwing of a destructive device,
like a flashbang. Since you threw it and you injured someone, you
could get twenty-five years to life in prison.” Manny paused to
give her time to think about what he had said.

Rae had aced criminal law, so she knew full
well that Manny was correct in what he was saying about the mental
state required to charge someone with battery. It didn’t matter
that she didn’t deliberately throw the canister at Maloney. All
that mattered was that she knowingly threw it in his direction, and
it hit him. She also remembered her criminal procedure professor
mentioning the 10-20-Life law Manny had referred to. Even if they
couldn’t convict her on that, she knew a common tactic for any
prosecutor was to charge a defendant with a greater offense in
hopes of getting a plea to a lesser offense. That would mean five
years in Florida State Prison if she were sentenced solely on the
aggravated battery on a law enforcement officer charge. The real
wild card was Chief Maloney. He had enough sway with most of the
judges to get them to block any agreement on a plea bargain. That
would mean the prosecutor would be forced to push for twenty-five
years to life. And if Maloney lost the eye, he’d be out for
blood.

Her stomach churned as she mulled over the
bind she’d gotten herself into. She fumbled nervously for the wide
rubber band she usually kept around her left wrist whenever it
wasn’t holding her hair in a ponytail, but the hospital staff must
have removed it. Her fallback nervous tic was taking the spoon ring
she kept on her left thumb on and off, but they’d taken the ring as
well.

“So you said you could make this all go away
if I help you out. Does that mean I won’t have any trouble with the
Board of Bar Examiners, either?”

“If you help us out on what we have in mind,
you won’t have to report anything to the Florida Bar because your
record won’t reflect that you’ve even been arrested. Your identity
will remain unknown after you leave this hospital room, and the
case will be closed unsolved. The Bureau will give you an alibi
placing you with us at the time of the protest just in case some of
your friends decide to snitch on you.”

“That sounds a little too good to be true.
So what exactly would I have to do? Give you my firstborn
child?”

“No,” Manny frowned and looked down at the
floor. “I wish it were that easy.”


CHAPTER 3

 


“Have you ever heard of the
Premillennial Church of God?” Manny asked her, turning to walk back
toward the window. He didn’t want to look her in the eye. Bad
sign.

“Nope. I stopped doing the church thing a
long time ago,” Rae answered.

“But you’re familiar with the Pentecostal
movement, aren’t you? I understand you were a member of the
Revealed Church of God up on the North Side when you were a
teenager.”

“How the hell did you find that out?”

Manny chuckled as he gazed out the window.
“That’s our job.”

“Yeah, I went there when I was a kid. My
parents were both members of the church, so my brother, Reggie, and
I had to go, too.”

Memories of the raucous church services of
her youth flashed through her mind: the singing, the weeping, the
soulful murmur of the entire congregation speaking in other tongues
while they “hooked up with the Holy Spirit.” It was impossible to
duplicate that sound any other way. Even though she had stopped
being a believer long ago, Rae still found it soothing to think
about.

Manny glanced back at her for a moment.
“Well, the Premillennial Church of God is a small but influential
offshoot of the Revealed Church of God. In reality, it’s a cult
with congregations in all major U.S. cities. You know that
megachurch near the corner of Busch and Nebraska?”

“Is that one of theirs?”

“Yup. Anyway, their basic tenets are the
same as the other Pentecostal denominations, but let’s just say
that in the past they’ve taken a much more proactive approach to
things like ending abortion. They’re suspected of torching several
clinics a few years ago.”

Rae raised her eyebrows at the last
sentence. “Sounds like a nice bunch of people. So where do I come
into this?”

“Lately, there’s been a lull in clinic
attacks where the church is suspected of involvement.
Unfortunately, we think they’re just holding back because they’re
preparing to do something big. We’ve intercepted chatter recently
that confirms our suspicions, but we have no idea what it is
they’re planning.”

“Chatter?”

“Phone conversations, texts, emails, instant
messages. As I was saying, we’ve never had much luck in getting our
people to infiltrate their inner circle. They’re very paranoid
about new converts. It takes them a long time to develop enough
trust in a newcomer to let them anywhere near the level where the
big decisions are made, and our people have always been discovered
before that.”

“What happened to the people they
discovered?” Rae asked, afraid to hear the answer.

There was a pregnant pause before Manny
spoke. “They disappeared.”

She sensed Manny wasn’t telling her
everything he knew, and it irritated her. “In other words, they
killed them. And let me hazard a wild guess and say you want me to
be the next poor sap who tries to infiltrate them. So what makes
you think they won’t find me out and kill me like they did everyone
else?”

Manny turned away from the window and walked
back toward her. He seemed to have gained new optimism from her
question. “First of all, you can pass for Lund, and she has huge
credentials in their movement. The church has had ties with NAPL
for years.”

“What does Naples have to do with it?” Rae
asked, believing Manny was referring to the city in South
Florida.

“I said NAPL, not Naples. It’s an acronym
for the National Alliance for the Protection of Life.”

“Oh, I get it. That’s the group Joanne
Lund’s a member of, right?”

“Right. NAPL believes in the use of violence
to stop abortion. The tattoo of the fetus and gun on Lund’s back is
their logo. They’re a South Dakota-based sister organization to the
Army of God in Virginia, the group Eric Rudolph was a member of. Do
you know who Eric Rudolph is?”

“Is he the guy who bombed the Atlanta
Olympics and hid out in the mountains for years?”

Manny looked impressed. “That’s right. Not
many people your age would know that. Rudolph also bombed a couple
abortion clinics and a gay night club after he bombed the ‘96
Olympics. We know he had help from people in the mountains of
western North Carolina during the years he was on the run. It just
so happens that’s where the main compound for the Premillennial
Church of God is.”

“So the church was helping to hide him?”

“Probably not. We believe they’ve harbored
some anti-abortion terrorists at their compound, but not Rudolph.
He’s alleged to have very anti-Semitic and racist views and Emily
Chandler, the church’s leader, preaches racial equality. And the
majority of the church is non-white. Like many Evangelicals,
Chandler’s also staunchly pro-Israel. So I doubt she would have
lifted a hand to help Rudolph. However, the church’s move to
western North Carolina may have had something to do with the help
people in the area were believed to have given Rudolph. Chandler
probably wanted to locate her headquarters in an area where she
thought most people would share her opinions, at least on
abortion.”

“The head of the church is a woman, huh?
That’s pretty different for a Pentecostal church.”

“She’s a pretty different woman. One of the
reasons she founded her own denomination was the lack of leadership
opportunities for women in mainstream Pentecostalism. That and her
frustration with the lack of racial diversity in most churches,
even within the same denomination. They tend to be solidly white,
black, or Latino, but rarely mixed.”

“Yeah. Our congregation was all white….
Sounds like her reasons for starting the church were good, at
least.”

“They were on the surface. But I think she
took her positions on race and gender more for self-serving reasons
rather than out of the goodness of her heart. She wanted a greater
role for women in Pentecostalism because she wanted a greater role
for herself, and she happened to be a woman. She preached racial
equality when she took over an all-black congregation because she
wanted to keep them coming back to church on Sundays despite the
fact that she was white.

“It’s true that the Premillennials did some
good things for people in the inner cities around the country back
when the church’s headquarters were still in Gary, Indiana. But
gradually, the church focused more and more on worshiping her. It’s
not an uncommon progression of events for a small religious group
that’s headed by one leader. The power that the leaders wield over
their followers eventually corrupts them, and after a while, they
don’t just enjoy controlling people around them, they need to.

“After the church moved to North Carolina,
the members began calling Chandler a prophet. They also became more
and more focused on the apocalypse, which they believe is imminent.
The Bureau and ATF have known for several years that the church has
been stockpiling weapons illegally and fortifying its compound
against an anticipated ground assault by the government. But old
inter-agency rivalries and the fear of a Waco-style bloodbath have
kept the agencies from developing a coordinated plan of attack.
That’s about to change, though. Like I said, we picked up some
chatter recently that wasn’t very specific, but it was disturbing
enough to jar the Bureau and ATF into getting their collective shit
together. The agencies have put together a plan for a joint strike
on the compound. But first we need hard evidence to obtain
warrants. That’s where you come in. You on the inside feeding us
information about what’s going on in there will give us the
probable cause we need.”

“Well, I’m pro-choice and everything, but
I’m not exactly willing to risk my life for the cause. That’s what
it sounds like you’re asking me to do if all the other snitches
you’ve had in there have disappeared.”

Manny took a deep breath, and his face once
again assumed an expression of someone charged with a grim but
necessary task, kind of like a cook about to wring the neck of a
chicken destined for the stew pot.

“Look, it’s this simple, Rachel—”

“It’s Rae. Nobody really calls me Rachel
anymore.”

Manny nodded. “Okay…Rae. If you help us
infiltrate the group, all the charges against you will be dropped,
and we’ll even put in a good word for you with the Board of Bar
Examiners. If you don’t help us, we’ll do our best to see that the
Hillsborough State Attorney puts you away for life in Florida State
Prison. We may even have to take a look at whether we can charge
you with anything Federal.”

“You’re full of shit,” Rae said with a
chuckle she hoped made her sound fearless. “You can’t charge me
with anything Federal. Do you think I’m an idiot? I was in the top
ten percent at Stetson. You can’t just come in here with your lame
bad cop routine and expect me to piss my pants and do whatever you
want, especially if there’s a strong likelihood that I’m going to
be killed while doing it. You’ll have to do better than that.”

Manny shook his head and glanced at Ted,
signaling it was his turn to talk. “Top ten percent,” Ted said as
he stepped toward her bed and rubbed his chin. “That tells me you
must want to be a lawyer pretty bad. And if you don’t cooperate
with us, I promise that even on the off chance you’re acquitted,
I’ll personally transport Chief Maloney to the Board of Bar
Examiners in Tallahassee or any other state capital each and every
time your application comes up for review. What do you think he’ll
have to say about you? I can promise you, little girl, you’ll never
get admitted anywhere. You’ll be lucky if you can get a job as a
paralegal. But trust me, we’ll do our best to keep you from even
getting that or any other job. Do you get the picture? You’ll be
unemployable.”

Rae tried to keep a brave face on to show
Manny and Ted that they hadn’t gotten to her, but the truth was
they had. She knew from the experience of friends that anything bad
on your record had the potential to delay a Bar application for
months, years, or forever. One friend who was dumb enough to admit
he’d smoked pot on a regular basis in college had never been
allowed in. Still, she thought she would give bluffing one last
try.

“What if I tell you I want to talk to a
lawyer about this?” she asked, holding her head up high in
defiance.

“No lawyers,” Ted said, giving his
fingernails a practiced nonchalant look. “You either agree to
cooperate right now or we walk out of here, and you can kiss your
chances of ever getting admitted to any Bar goodbye.”

She pursed her lips in disgust and probed
the insides of her cheeks with her tongue while mulling over her
options. Given the damning videotape evidence against her, Rae knew
even the best lawyer would be unlikely to keep her out of prison.
And the prospect of spending life in a tiny cell behind bars made
her skin crawl. If she had to risk death to obtain her freedom, so
be it.

“So what exactly would I have to do?” she
asked, giving her face a nervous rub.

Manny opened his eyes a little wider. She
wondered if he had expected more of a fight from her. Whatever he
was thinking, he kept a somber expression on his face as he
answered her question.

“Well, first and foremost, all three of us
would be going up to Lund’s hometown in South Dakota for ten days
or so. It’s called Red Pipe. You’ll have to take in as much as you
can about the town and study everything we’ve got on Lund and NAPL.
You’ll be wearing a disguise while you’re there, but it’s likely
some people will mistake you for Lund or at least suspect that’s
who you are. We’re actually hoping to start a rumor in Red Pipe
that Lund’s been in hiding somewhere else but decided to come back
home for some reason.

“At the end of the ten days, we’re going to
set up a situation where some agents from the FBI’s Sioux Falls
Resident Agency will attempt to arrest you in a public place. But
they’ll botch it on purpose and you’ll get away. By that time,
you’ll have become more brazen and stopped wearing the disguise
completely, so people won’t be surprised when they see the Bureau
has caught up with you.

“But there’s something you’ll need to
accomplish that’s more important than being seen in Joanne’s
hometown wearing a lame disguise. While you’re up there, you’ll
have to become Joanne Lund. You’ll have to try to think what she
would think, say what she would say, and do what she would do. Once
you’re at the church compound in North Carolina, if someone asks
you something about Lund that you don’t know the answer to, you’ll
have to do your best to make up something she’d be likely to say
that won’t get you found out. And you’ll have to study up on
everything we know about the church—their beliefs, their goals—so
you can pretend you share them.

“I’m not going to bullshit you. You’re right
to be a little worried. What you’re going to be doing is dangerous,
and we don’t have the time to give you much training. Are you any
good at hand-to-hand stuff?” Manny made a right-left-right punching
motion with his fists. “Do they teach you that in protester
school?”

“I used to box when I was in college. I had
a few amateur matches at the gym I went to, but I’m pretty out of
shape now.” Rae looked at her arms, trying to evaluate whether she
had any remaining muscle tone. She hadn’t gone to the gym or worked
out on a regular basis since starting law school, and her once lean
and toned body had now gone soft.

Manny looked pleased. “Boxing. Good. How
about firearms training?”

“My father used to take me to the gun range
on North Dale Mabry every Saturday.”

“What did you shoot?”

“Everything. He was an NRA nut. I’m not that
crazy about guns myself.”

“Well this is a lot better than I expected.”
Manny rested his hand on hers and smiled with encouragement.
“Hopefully you won’t be in a situation where you’d have to try to
defend yourself, but you never know.”

She let Manny’s palm rest on her hand for
several moments before finally pulling away. She couldn’t quite
understand it, but there was something comforting in his touch. She
got the impression he cared about her, despite the bad cop routine
he and Ted had just inflicted on her.

She tried to picture herself impersonating
Joanne Lund in the church compound, and a couple questions
immediately occurred to her. “You know, there are at least two
problems with your scenario that come to mind.”

“And what would those be?” Manny asked.

“First of all, you said NAPL and the
Premillennials have had contacts for a long time and the church is
suspected of harboring anti-abortion terrorists. So what if the
real Joanne Lund shows up at the church compound while I’m there or
she’s already living there when I arrive?”

Manny’s mildly enthusiastic expression
changed to one of apprehension. He broke eye contact with her again
and began contemplating his lap in silence. He took another deep
breath, followed by a big swallow.

Here it comes, she thought. Another twist of
the chicken’s neck. How could this possibly get any worse?

Finally, he spoke. “Lund’s almost certainly
dead. Her fiancé was picked up for drunk driving a couple days
after the O’Malley and Olsen murders, and he bragged to his
cellmate that he had just killed Joanne the night before.
Unfortunately, we could never get him to confess again on tape once
he was sober. One of the reasons we want you to show up in Lund’s
hometown and be mistaken for her is that we’re pretty sure rumors
of her death have been circulating there, and we want to dispel
them. I’m sorry to have to tell you about her passing this
way.”

“Why would I care?” Rae said. “I’m still not
buying that she was my sister, so I don’t really give a damn what
happened to her as long as she doesn’t show up and get me
killed.”

“How silly of me,” Manny said with a sigh as
he glanced up at a frowning Ted. “I forgot this was all an
elaborate ruse.”

“She’s not my sister,” Rae said. “There’s no
way I could share DNA with someone like that. Besides, I’d know if
I had a twin. I’d be able to feel it.”

“Right,” Manny said with a sigh.

Rae shifted uneasily in bed. “Not to change
the subject or anything, but that wasn’t the only question I
had.”

“Go ahead,” Manny said with a slight
nod.

“Okay, here’s the other problem. Joanne Lund
had a lot of battle armor.”

“Battle armor?” Manny’s brow wrinkled in
confusion. “What’re you talking about?”

“The tattoos,” she said. “You know what I’m
talking about. She had that big tattoo of the fetus on her back and
the two tattoos on her arms. I don’t have those. What if they want
to see them?” She pulled her gown sleeve up from her right upper
arm to emphasize her point. “You see. There’s no decapitated fetus
here.”

“We’ve actually thought about that,” Manny
said, half swallowing his words and looking down at the bed.
“That’s one of the main reasons why we think you can be successful.
We’ve got excellent pictures of the tattoos, and we have one of the
best tattoo artists in the country on retainer. He can duplicate
just about anything. And we’ll have him use a new kind of removable
ink that’ll make it a lot easier to take them off later.”

It took a few moments before Rae understood
what he was saying. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” She stared at
Manny until he was forced to look her in the eye again.

“It’s the only way this can work, Rae. Those
tattoos are your ticket in.”


CHAPTER 4

 


At eight o’clock the
following morning despite the remnants of a pounding
post-concussion headache, Rae was reading over the multi-page
agreement she had signed the night before when Manny arrived in her
hospital room. He held out a shopping bag she assumed contained the
change of clothes from her apartment she’d requested.

“You didn’t let Ted go through my underwear
drawer, did you?” she asked, only half joking.



Manny smiled. “No. One of our female
associates handled the clothing and shoe selections. Ted and I
didn’t even go inside. You know, Ted’s a pretty conservative guy. I
think you misread the situation with the birthmark yesterday.”

“Right,” she said, setting the bag aside as
she continued to review the agreement. It laid out in general terms
that she was to help the FBI in the performance of a specific
unnamed operation to the FBI’s satisfaction in return for the FBI
making their best efforts to get her Florida State charges
dismissed and assisting her with admission to any and all Bars she
applied to. It also contained a provision stating the FBI would pay
for any cosmetic surgery required after the completion of the
operation (meaning laser tattoo removal). Rae would have preferred
that her duties be delineated a little more clearly in the
agreement, but Manny had explained to her that specifics about the
operation couldn’t be mentioned in the document for her own
protection in case a copy of it were to fall into the wrong hands.
At least she was confident the agreement was detailed enough to
base a breach of contract suit on in case the FBI went back on
their word.

As an extra concession, Manny had added to
the agreement that she would be remunerated under the same pay
scale as a beginning FBI Special Agent during the course of the
operation, with the income deposited into her Tampa checking
account. She also had him delineate the bills that could not be
direct debited from her account during the course of the operation,
such as her rent, which the FBI would pay with signed checks she
provided.

In all, the agreement gave her a modicum of
confidence that the FBI might hold up their end of the deal if she
managed to survive what they were asking her to do. She still
didn’t trust the higher ups at the Bureau. She’d heard too many bad
things about the FBI over the years for her to put total faith in
them. But she thought if Manny had anything to do with it, she’d
get a fair shake. She trusted him for some reason. And once she
realized he and Ted really believed Joanne was her twin sister, she
couldn’t really hold that against either of them. They had simply
been duped by their own employer.

“Any second thoughts?” Manny asked, raising
his eyebrows as she folded up the agreement.

“No. I’m just looking it over. I’ll want to
stop by my bank before we leave town so I can put this in my safe
deposit box. I assume you won’t want me to carry it around on my
person.”

“That’ll be fine.” Manny’s shoulders rose
slightly, as though an invisible weight had just been lifted from
them. “We should be able to squeeze that in tomorrow. Our flight to
O’Hare doesn’t leave until the afternoon.” He nodded toward the bag
of clothes. “I’ll give you a few minutes to get ready to go.”

Rae wasted no time and was soon at the
nurse’s station, ready to sign her discharge papers. The hospital
had thrown out almost everything she’d had on her person when
arrested, her precious street medic first aid kit included. A nurse
on duty claimed her stuff had been too contaminated with pepper
spray and tear gas to be safely used again, even if washed. When
Rae asked about the change of clothes that had been double-sealed
in plastic bags inside her backpack, the nurse just shrugged,
meaning that was gone, too. The only things that had been saved
were the contents of her wallet, her spoon ring, and her cell
phone, which she was given in a zip-lock bag after she signed her
discharge papers.

A moment later an orderly appeared with a
wheelchair and wheeled her out to the curb where Ted was waiting
behind the wheel of a black Chevrolet Impala. Unlike Manny, who
wore a fitted suit, Ted had chosen to dress down today and was
sporting a Marquette University Alumni t-shirt and jeans. He barely
gave Rae and Manny time to get in the car before he sped off
through the streets of Tampa as though he were a transplanted New
York cab driver.

“Where exactly are you taking me?” Rae
asked.

“Ybor City,” Manny said from the front
passenger seat.

“What are we going to do in Ybor City this
early in the morning?” That part of town was better known for its
nightlife.

Manny hesitated before answering. “We’re
going to the Ybor Ink Tattoo Parlor on 7th
Avenue.” He turned to look at her as though worried she might try
to open the door and jump out.

“Oh,” Rae said, feeling her stomach churn.
She’d been hoping to put the procedure off a little longer.

“We flew our tattoo artist Josh in from
Washington last night. He’s the best there is, so if there’s any
way to mitigate the pain it’s going to cause, I’m sure he will.
He’s just using Ybor Ink because he knows the owner runs a really
clean shop. We got the folks who work there to take the day off, so
you’ll have some privacy. Ted made the arrangements yesterday when
you and I were haggling over the contract.”

“Well I’m eternally grateful, Ted,” she
said.

“No problem,” Ted said, looking at her
reflection in the rearview mirror.

“And another thing,” Manny continued. “Josh
doesn’t know anything about the operation that you’re going to be
doing, and he doesn’t need to or want to. So don’t bring it up. All
he’s been told to do is reproduce Lund’s tattoos on your body as
flawlessly as possible because it could mean your life in the
field.”

She mulled over the somber implications of
Manny’s last sentence in silence until they arrived at Ybor Ink
several minutes later. The shop was located in a storefront in the
midst of Tampa’s busiest drinking district. Rae could recall
walking by the shop completely inebriated on many occasions during
her undergraduate years at the University of South Florida. But
even intoxicated, she had never gotten the urge to go in and get
something permanently etched onto her body. Not only did she fear
needles, but she had the feeling any design she put on her body in
her twenties would eventually make her feel the same way she did
while looking at an embarrassing yearbook photo…every day for the
rest of her life. She also could never get the image out of her
mind of what a tattoo would look like when she was eighty,
especially if it were in a suggestive location, like the elaborate
ones many of her girlfriends had on their lower backs pointing down
at their butt cracks, the ones her male friends referred to as
“tramp stamps” or “whale tails.”

She entered the shop with Manny and Ted
following behind her. As they walked in, a large man appeared at
the back of the shop and came forward to greet them. He was about
thirty years old, six feet tall, and weighed around 200 pounds.
From the size of his biceps, he obviously lifted weights daily.
Aside from his face and palms, almost every section of his body
that was not concealed by his white tank top, jeans, and sneakers
served as an advertisement for his profession. His clean-shaven
head was completely covered with a tattoo of a coiled green snake,
the tail of which protruded down the back of his neck to a point
concealed underneath his tank top. On the left side of his neck was
a sepia-toned portrait of a little boy, and on the right side, a
little girl. His right arm was almost completely covered in an
elaborate multicolored Japanese dragon “sleeve,” and his left, by
an equally elaborate and colorful geisha and lotus flower “sleeve.”
To complete the look, he had a variety of piercings in his ears,
nose, eyebrows, and lower lip. The guy didn’t exactly fit the bill
for your average FBI employee, but Rae figured it would be hard to
find a tattoo artist that did.

“Hi, I’m Josh,” he said, extending his
hand.

“Rae Daly,” she said, trying not to wince at
the vice grip he put her hand in as he shook it.

“I understand the cops knocked you on the
head at the FTAA protest the other day. I had some friends that
came all the way down from DC for it. Don’t tell the man, boys,” he
said, grinning at Manny and Ted. “I want to keep those checks
coming from the feds.”

Manny and Ted nodded and smiled.

“What happened to your friends?” she
asked.

“They spent the night in jail and bailed
out. Same old shit as always.”

“We might actually know some of the same
people,” she said.

“I wouldn’t be surprised,” Josh said,
nodding. Turning to Manny and Ted, he continued. “You boys can make
yourself comfortable in the waiting area. I hope you brought
something to read, though, ‘cause this is gonna be an all-day
job.”

“They got any magazines here?” Ted asked,
looking around.

“I think you’ll find a stash of tattoo and
biker mags underneath the counter,” Josh answered.

Ted frowned.

“Oh, wait a minute,” Josh said and brought
Ted around behind the counter. “I forgot they have a portable TV
stashed back here for the slow days.” Josh yanked a little TV off
the lower shelf, knocking over a foot-high pile of pornographic
magazines that had stood beside it. They spilled all over the floor
behind the counter. It was obvious from the selection that the boys
in the shop liked variety.

“Lovely,” Ted said. “I’ll just watch
something on my phone. Thanks.”

Surprised he didn’t see any humor in the
situation, Rae thought perhaps Ted really had been looking at her
birthmark the day before.

Josh scrambled to gather up the glossy
magazines and put them back into a pile, then looked up at her with
an apologetic smile. “Sorry about that. Some of the guys who work
here are a little rough around the edges.”

“Don’t mention it. I’m a big fan of Black
Tail and Barely Legal,” she said.

Ted pulled out his phone and humphed off to
the waiting area with it.

Manny chuckled. “I’m going to step out to
the cigar store and get the Tribune. I’ll be right
back.”

As Manny turned to leave, Josh put his hand
on Rae’s shoulder. “Come on back here with me.” Josh guided her to
a room at the back of the shop that contained a dentist’s chair and
a black vinyl massage table with a heart-shaped hole toward one end
where a person getting a massage (or a tattoo in this instance)
could put her face while lying on her stomach. An easel with three
large blow-ups of Joanne Lund’s tattoos stood on one side of the
massage table. On the other side was a multi-tiered metal table
encased in plastic wrap, on top of which were two squirt bottles
also wrapped in plastic, a disposable razor, a bottle of
anti-bacterial soap, a box of tissues, a box of latex gloves, some
disposable white cloths, a few long needles that were looped at the
dull end, and a dozen or so little red plastic cups of different
colored inks laid out on a paper plate. At the corner of the table
lay a gun-shaped device, connected by an electrical cord covered in
heavy protective plastic to a blue-painted metal box with black
dials on the front of it that sat on a lower shelf. The outer body
of the gun-shaped device consisted of brass bracings that partially
shielded a confusion of screws, levers, wires, and
mysterious-looking black cylinders. A fat brass tube stuck out from
the bracings, and a steel point protruded from the end of the tube.
Rae thought she could see a needle at the very tip of the point.
She stared at the device for a few seconds, petrified. It reminded
her of something Darth Vader had tortured Princess Leia with in the
original Star Wars movie. She could almost feel the color
drain from her face.

Josh gave her an inquisitive look and
appeared to be gauging whether or not she was going to bolt.
Pointing at the table and picking up the scary gun thing, he began
talking with deliberate calm. “This is my work station, and this
here is my tattoo machine.”

“So where’s the needle go in that thing?”
she asked. “Is that it at the tip there?”

“That’s right. They go in here,” Josh said,
pulling off the brass tube and steel point to expose a long needle
inside. “You actually use different kinds depending on whether
you’re doing linework or working on shading or color, so you’ll
notice that I have to stop every once in a while to change from one
type to another depending on what I’m working on.”

He spoke in the soothing style of a
meditation tape made for insomniacs. She noticed he never used the
word needle.

He put the tattoo machine down and pointed
at the blue box its electrical cord was plugged into. “That box is
my power source. It allows me to make fine adjustments depending on
what type of work I’m doing.”

After he had given her a few seconds to
evaluate the blue box and its black dials and switches, he touched
her shoulder again and motioned her toward the dentist’s chair.
“Okay, we’re going to do the arm tattoos with you seated in the
chair. I see you came prepared by wearing a tank top,” he said,
pointing at the black shirt she wore. “Good thinking. You can keep
it on when I’m doing the arm tattoos.”

She could tell he was trying to calm her
down with small talk, so she attempted to humor him. “Actually,
someone else picked the shirt out for me from my apartment. The
hospital threw out all my stuff. They said it had too much tear gas
and pepper spray on it.”

“Yeah. The cops did the same thing with my
stuff when I was arrested at an action up in DC a few years ago.
Bastards.”

Once Rae had taken her seat in the dentist’s
chair, Josh took a disposable rag and squirted some water and
anti-bacterial soap onto it. Then he rubbed it against her upper
left arm. After taking the disposable razor from the worktable, he
carefully shaved her soapy left arm over the area he was going to
tattoo.

“This just gets the peach fuzz out of the
way,” he explained.

After he had finished shaving her arm, he
rinsed it with one of his water bottles and dried it with a rag.
Then he doused another rag with rubbing alcohol and wiped down the
area he had just shaved and rinsed. She felt the cool burn of the
alcohol on her arm and knew the sensation of having a needle pierce
her flesh couldn’t be far away.

“Can I just ask you one question before you
get started?” she said, hoping for a brief reprieve.

“Sure, go ahead,” he said.

“Manny said you’re using some new kind of
ink that’s easier to remove. So I was just wondering how much
easier it’ll actually be. I only ask because I had a classmate in
law school who had a neck tattoo removed. He had to go to a plastic
surgeon a bunch of different times, and even then you could still
see some of the colors on his neck if you looked closely enough.
And he ended up with a little bit of scarring, too.”

“Yeah, a lot of people have regrets about
getting neck tattoos. That’s why we really caution people about
getting them. But to answer your question, tattoos made with the
new ink should be removable in one session.”

“How? What’s so different about the new
ink?”

“Well, it’s kind of complicated to explain,
but I’ll give it a shot,” Josh said, looking much more animated and
letting his voice rise from its former hypnotic calm. “The new ink
is encapsulated in tiny beads of the same synthetic material they
use for surgical glue and artificial joints. When a laser hits the
beads, they just fall apart and get removed by the body’s natural
mechanisms.”

“That’s good to know,” she nodded. “My
friend said laser surgery hurts worse than getting the tattoo.”

“Oh, you hear a lot of stories,” he said,
forcing his voice back into meditation mode. “But I’ve never heard
of anyone dying from having a tattoo removed.”

“Okay,” she said, resting her head against
the back of the dentist’s chair and closing her eyes. “I’m ready.
Stab away.”

She braced herself for the pain as though
she were a little kid at the doctor’s office waiting for a
shot.

“Actually, we’re not quite ready to get
started yet,” he said. “I’ve got to apply the stencil first.”

She raised her head and opened her eyes to
see that Josh was now holding a purple ink stencil of the Psalm
58:10 tattoo that he had made on some thin white paper. Josh
pressed the stencil firmly against her upper left arm for a few
seconds before peeling it off to leave the ink outline on her skin.
Then he picked up the tattoo machine. “Now remember to stay as
still as possible. If you move, it could cause a squiggle in one of
the lines, and that wouldn’t be good.”

This time she was sure the pain was coming.
She put her head back down and winced preemptively. To her
surprise, the sensation of the buzzing needle constantly puncturing
her arm was not like the painful jab of a vaccination, but more
like a mild bee sting on the move.

He finished the simple black Psalm 58:10
tattoo in half an hour, but the more complex and colorful aborted
fetus tattoo on her right arm took three hours to complete. Every
few minutes, she would get a brief reprieve from the irritation as
Josh washed what he had worked on or changed the type of needle he
was using. As he worked, he used a disposable rag to wipe away
blood and excess ink from sections he had already covered, creating
a sensation that felt like clothing rubbing against a bad
sunburn.

After a brief lunch break, for which Manny
had brought them all subs, Josh sat Rae down again and looked as if
he were about to tell her that her dog had just died.

“Look, Rae. I’m going to be honest with you
about the back tattoo. Normally I would do it in a couple different
sittings, but if I only did part of it today, we’d have to wait for
the skin to thoroughly heal before I could finish it, and I’ve been
told that isn’t an option. Added to that, the upper back is one of
the most painful places to get a tattoo because the spine and
shoulder blades are there, and it always hurts more getting
tattooed over bone. I’ve seen guys bigger than I am start crying
when I was working on their upper backs. Bottom line is, this is
going to take a few hours and it’s going to get pretty painful.
You’re probably going to need to take some breaks just to get a
little let up on the pain, so just let me know when you need
to.”

She gulped down the enormous lump that had
formed in her throat. “Can I take ibuprofen or aspirin or
something?”

“I’m afraid not. Those are blood thinners,
so they might make you bleed more, and that would make my job
harder. The chances of me making a mistake would go up, and I
understand that if I make a mistake, it could get you killed. I’m
afraid you’re just going to have to get through it the
old-fashioned way and bite the bullet.”

“Okay. You got a bullet?”

Josh chuckled. “No, but if the pain gets too
bad, you could try making a gag out of a washcloth that you can
bite on.”

“That’s okay. I have a pretty high threshold
for pain.”

“Well, I’m going to leave a washcloth on the
table right here, and you just let me know if you need it.” The
nurturing tone of voice, coming from an enormous tattooed muscle
man, brought a smile to Rae’s lips. It wasn’t the practiced
hypnotic voice he had been using on her earlier. It was the voice
of a caring father. She could have guessed he had kids even without
the portraits on his neck.

She took off her tank top and laid face down
on the massage table, unhooking her bra so he could go to work.

By the time Josh had finished the linework
for the “NAPL” part of the tattoo across her upper back, Rae
already had the gag in her mouth and was biting down hard. In
combination with the lingering effects of her concussion headache,
made worse by having to lie with her face wedged into a hole, the
searing pain of the needle digging into the flesh just over her
spine and shoulder blades had proven too much for her to bear
without some relief. Even with the gag, she couldn’t keep the tears
from welling up in her eyes, the first tears she had cried since
her mother’s funeral six years earlier.

In all, it took Josh seven hours to complete
the intricately detailed lines, shading, and color involved in
recreating Joanne Lund’s fetus tattoo on Rae’s back. But through it
all, Rae never asked for a break other than the ones she got when
he washed her skin or changed needles.

When the work was finally done, he gave the
fetus tattoo a final wash, rubbed a thin layer of salve on it, and
secured a white gauze bandage over it with medical tape, just as he
had done after both arm tattoos were finished. Then he turned his
attention to cleaning up his workstation to give her some privacy
while she put her shirt back on. She decided that wearing a bra
wasn’t going to be an option for a while, and slipped her tank top
back on without it. Not knowing what to do with her bra, she shoved
it down into the right front pocket of her jeans, where it made a
large bulge. When he sensed that she had finished dressing, he
turned back to her and went into instructional mode.

“You can go ahead and take the arm bandages
off before you go to bed, but I’d recommend keeping the back
bandage on overnight. Don’t keep it on any longer than that,
though. If the bandages stick to the tattoos when you try to take
them off, wet them down with lukewarm water and they should come
off easy enough.”

He handed her a pamphlet entitled, “How to
Care for Your Tattoo,” and continued. “They’re going to take at
least a couple weeks to heal. This pamphlet will tell you the
basics of how to take care of them, but I’ll give you the condensed
version now. When you wash the tattoos, do it gently with cold or
lukewarm water and a mild antibacterial soap and use your bare
hands to wash them, not a washcloth or anything else. Then you can
pat them dry. Don’t rub them dry or it could cause problems. You
should keep a really thin layer of salve or moisturizer on them
while they’re healing. But not too thick or it will pull the color
out. Don’t soak in the tub or go swimming or let the shower hit
them directly while they’re healing. Some people get scabs and some
people don’t. If you get any scabs, resist the urge to pick at
them. Otherwise, you could get scarring that will obscure the
tattoo. The tattooed parts of your skin are going to feel sort of
like they’ve been sunburned for a while, and like with a sunburn,
the skin over them is probably going to flake or peel. Resist
picking or peeling the skin off yourself and just let it fall off
naturally.

“Speaking of sunburns, UV rays are death for
tattoos, especially when they’re healing. If they’re going to be
exposed to the sun, you should wear SPF 50 sunblock over them. Not
just sunscreen, sunblock. And I don’t mean just for the next two
weeks, either. I’m talking however long you have the tattoos.
Otherwise they’ll fade.”

Josh led her out to the waiting area, where
Ted was asleep and snoring in a chair. Manny stood up, holding a
copy of the St. Petersburg Times in his hands.

“I thought you were a Tampa Tribune
reader,” Rae said, smiling.

“I finished the Tribune at noon. I
thought I’d compare and contrast our two local rags.” Manny leaned
down next to Ted’s ear and shouted, “Time to go, Ted.”

Ted jumped out of his chair and looked
around the room, bewildered, reaching for a gun that was concealed
in a leg holster underneath his jeans. “What? What happened?”

Manny patted him on the shoulder. “We’re
done here, buddy. Time to go home. This is the last night you’ll
get to sleep in your own bed for a long time, so you better enjoy
it.”

Ted rubbed his eyes and sniffled like a
cranky toddler awakened from his nap too soon.

“I’ll drive,” Manny said.

“I won’t fight you on that,” Ted agreed,
rubbing his neck with one hand and handing Manny the car keys with
the other.

After Manny dropped a drowsy Ted off at his
house in North Tampa, he turned around to face Rae in the back
seat.

“Look, this is awkward, but my orders are to
stay with you tonight. We can either go to your place and I can
sleep on the couch or we can go to my place and you can have the
bed.”

“If that’s your way of propositioning me,
you need to work on your technique,” she said, her voice tired but
playful.

His olive skin flushed a little darker. “I’m
really sorry about this. I don’t think you’ll take off at this
point, but if I left you alone and you did, it would mean my job.
And I like getting paychecks.”

“Like I said, you need to work on your
pick-up lines,” she said, leaning forward to relieve the pain of
her back pressing against the car seat.

His face stayed flushed, and he looked away,
but his body language could only be read one way. He was attracted
to her. And Rae had to admit the feeling was mutual.

“I think I’ll opt for going to my place,”
she said in an effort to relieve the tension between them. “I’d
rather take my time packing tonight than be rushed tomorrow. I
guess you already know the way.”

“Yup,” he said. His face slowly turned from
red back to olive.

“I’d like to get something to eat on the
way,” she said. “I don’t have much food at home. I’ve got to stop
at a drugstore and get some salve, too. There’s one on
15th Avenue just before you get to my
complex.”

“Okay. We’ll swing by my place tomorrow
morning after we hit your bank so you can put the contract and
other stuff into your safe deposit box. Then we’ll pick up Ted and
go to the airport.”

After a hasty take-out meal and a brief stop
at a pharmacy, they arrived at Rae’s apartment. During all three
years of law school, Rae had lived in a complex called Venice
Estates located off 15th Avenue in the
Childs Park Section of southwestern St. Petersburg. It was the kind
of place where people played loud music, had loud sex, beat each
other up in front of their kids, and broke into cars. But it was
cheap and a short drive from Stetson Law School, so she had put up
with the unsavory environs.

Her apartment contained an eclectic mix of
ring-stained, rickety furniture typical of what you’d expect to
find in the home of a starving student…or a heroin addict about to
hit bottom. Almost everything she owned was either a family
hand-me-down or something she’d found near the complex dumpster on
trash day. Her furniture for entertaining guests consisted of a
moldering green recliner and an old rocking chair that might or
might not support anyone who weighed more than a hundred pounds.
The only newish thing she owned was the laptop she’d bought when
she started law school three years earlier. Virtually everything in
her living room, which also doubled as her office and dining room,
was covered with piles of papers, notebooks, and open law school
textbooks.

“Sorry, it was the maid’s week off,” she
said, looking around in embarrassment as she and Manny entered the
apartment.

“Don’t worry about it,” he said. “I don’t
remember doing a lot of housework when I was in law school,
either.” He took a brief survey of the room. “No couch, huh? I
guess I’ll be sleeping on the floor tonight.”

“I’ve got an air mattress that I used to
take on camping trips when I was in college. I’ll just have to blow
it up with a hair dryer.”

“Good enough,” he said, taking a seat in the
recliner.

By the time Rae had retrieved her
seldom-used hair dryer from the bathroom closet, Manny had already
fallen asleep where he sat and begun snoring. She filled the
mattress with the hairdryer, certain the noisy thing would wake him
up, but he was dead to the world. So she kicked aside enough of the
debris on her floor to set the mattress flat on the dirty white
carpet underneath, then set some pillows and sheets on it in case
he woke up and wanted a more comfortable place to rest. As a final
touch, she put an old comforter over him. Before switching off the
light, she paused to look at him as he grasped at the comforter in
his sleep as though he were a child with a security blanket.

Pretty cute for a fed, she thought.


CHAPTER 5

 


A full bladder woke Rae from
a restless sleep at six the following morning. Birds chirped
outside as the dawn light began to filter through her bedroom
window. Despite being back in her own familiar bed, she had found
it difficult to get any rest due to the sting from her tattoos. She
usually slept on one of her sides or on her back, but the new
tattoos on all three of those areas had forced her to lie on her
stomach with her face to the side. This had produced a sharp kink
in her neck, which now augmented the pain from her injured
skull.

After sitting up and staring at the wall for
a minute, Rae realized she would need to take further action at
some point to get to the bathroom. Slowly, she forced herself to
her feet, stumbled to her bedroom door, and opened it. She was
surprised to see her kitchen light on and glanced over at her
breakfast nook. Manny sat at her little glass-topped dining table,
drinking coffee from a Stetson Law School mug.

“Good morning,” he said. “So you’re an early
riser too, huh?”

“Not usually,” she answered. “It’s pretty
hard sleeping with these things.”

“Huh?” He looked confused. “Aren’t you used
to that?” Then a look of revelation and embarrassment came over his
face as his eyes darted back and forth from one of her tattooed
arms to the other. “Oh, you mean the tattoos. I’m sorry, I was
confused.”

Realizing the white cotton panties and
threadbare undershirt she wore stretched over her C-cup breasts
left little to his imagination, Rae felt her face heat up. Putting
one hand and arm over her protruding nipples and pulling her shirt
down past her panties with the other hand, she backed slowly into
her bedroom. “Let me put a bathrobe on.”

“Don’t worry,” Manny said. “I saw more at
the hospital.” Then he hesitated for a few seconds. “Wait. That
didn’t sound very good.”

She put on her pink chenille bathrobe and
came back out to find him sitting with his head in his hands from
embarrassment. “Okay,” she said. “Why don’t we just start over? I
see you’ve already found the coffee. Do you need to take a
shower?”

“I already did,” he muttered, keeping his
head in his hands. “I used your shampoo. Hope you don’t mind that I
helped myself to things.” He finally put down his hands and looked
up at her.

“No problem. I’m going to take a shower.
Sorry I don’t have any breakfast food. I’m not a big breakfast
eater.”

“That’s all right,” Manny said with a
chuckle, picking up a plastic bag of Gummi Worms that sat on the
table next to his mug of coffee. “I’ve got the breakfast of
champions here.”

“I like to melt them in my tea. Never tried
doing it with coffee, though.”

Manny grimaced. “You melt Gummi Worms in
your tea?”

“Yeah. I break them up into the different
colored sections and then I put them on a spoon and hold it at the
top of my tea until they melt. Then I suck ‘em down.”

Manny looked at her as though she were an
alien. “Why?”

“They taste better that way. Sweeter.”

“That’s really strange, Rae.”

“That’s what everyone says. But you know
what I say?”

“What?”

“Don’t knock it ‘til you’ve tried it.”

She entered the bathroom and closed the door
behind her, leaving him to ponder her words of wisdom.

The large bandage on her back came off with
surprising ease, just as the arm bandages had the night before.
Apparently the layer of salve Josh had put on the tattoos had been
enough to keep her blood and lymph from sticking to the white
gauze.

After considering all the awkward positions
she would have to assume in order to avoid the shower beating
directly down on the newly inked portions of her flesh, she opted
to take a shallow bath, quickly rinsing the tattoos with soap and
water without letting them soak. When she was done, she applied a
thin layer of salve to each of her upper arms. But when she got to
the tattoo on her back, she discovered that, try as she might, she
couldn’t reach the central part of it with her hand, only the upper
part along her shoulder blades and the lower part at the middle of
her back. The rest was in that area backscratchers were made for.
Josh had been there to put the goo on the first time, but now she
was on her own. Suddenly, inspiration struck. Cracking the bathroom
door open, she stuck her head out.

“Manny, do you see the rolling pin in the
crock pot next to the microwave?”

“Yeah,” his voice sounded from the area of
the breakfast nook.

“Can you bring it to the door?”

“Are you going to bake some pies in
there?”

“That’s hilarious. I need it to get the
salve on my back.”

He cleared his throat. “You know, it would
probably be easier for me to put the salve on your back than for
you to do it yourself.”

“And are you going to be around every time I
need to put it on? I don’t think so. I need to learn how to do it
myself.”

“Fair enough,” he replied. She heard some
shuffling and a few seconds later an olive-skinned hand appeared,
holding a wooden rolling pin in front of her face.

“Thanks,” she said, snatching it and closing
the door.

She squeezed a long line from the tube of
salve and smeared the greasy substance all over the surface of the
rolling pin. Then she reached with it behind her back, first
rolling with one hand, then the other, against the tender skin
until it felt as though she’d completely covered the backscratcher
zone. The hardest part was keeping the damn rolling pin from
slipping out of her greasy palms. Once she’d finished, she got out
her hand mirror and turned her back to the sink, using the hand
mirror’s reflection in the big mirror over the sink to check the
salve coverage on her back. All of the tattooed areas were
glistening, meaning they were all covered with the grease.

This was the first time she’d really taken a
good look at the giant fetus that was now etched into her flesh
down the full length of her back. She’d only been too happy to
follow Josh’s advice and leave the back bandage on overnight, as it
had allowed her to avoid looking at her largest tattoo for another
day. But another day had come, and she couldn’t put it off any
longer. Taking in the full effect of all three tattoos, there was
only one conclusion. She was hideous, like something you might
expect to see at the freak show of a carnival run by
right-to-lifers. Not only were the marks on her skin tasteless and
morbid, they were advertisements for a political movement that was
contrary to everything she believed in. Her body had been violated,
and she’d let it happen.

She remembered the grizzly poster boards of
aborted fetuses that picketers used to carry at a clinic near her
parent’s house. That’s what she was now—a human poster board for
the anti-abortion movement. She wouldn’t have any problem with
following Josh’s advice and keeping her tattoos out of the sun.

Turning back around, she held her upper
right arm close to the mirror and studied the detail of the bloody
decapitated fetus held by forceps. For the second time in two days,
tears began to well up in her eyes. Now she knew how Cain must’ve
felt after he’d been branded. These marks on her body meant her
life was no longer her own. A few days ago, she had just graduated
from law school and was about to begin studying for the Bar. She
even had a job lined up with Public Citizen, a Washington law firm
started by Ralph Nader that, among other things, fought
globalization. Now all that was gone. The enormity of that
realization began to act on her body like acid eating away at her
insides, bending her down slowly until she was in a ball on the
floor, sobbing uncontrollably.

After a couple minutes, a knock sounded on
the bathroom door. “Rae, is everything okay in there?” Manny asked.
“It sounds like you’re crying.”

“Go away,” she shouted through the sobs.
“You’re the one who did this to me.”

He kept knocking on the door. “Rae, you’re
worrying me. What’s going on?”

“Leave me the fuck alone,” she shouted,
spitting through the tears running into her mouth.

“Rae, I’m warning you. I’m going to come in
there if you don’t open the door, so you better cover
yourself.”

She sat on the floor with her arms wrapped
around her knees, making no effort to reach for a towel. What a
laugh that she had been embarrassed about him seeing her in her
underwear. As if any man could find her attractive now. In a few
short hours the day before, she had become one of those tattooed
and scarified tribal women you used to see in old issues of
National Geographic—an interesting anthropological specimen,
but nothing more.

“Okay, Rae, I’m coming in.” He opened the
door and put his palm in front of his face when he saw she was
still naked. Grabbing a towel from the rack, he came toward her
holding it wide apart and gently wrapped it around her to avoid
hurting her back and arms.

She smacked the towel out of his hands.
“What’s wrong? Don’t you even want to look at me? Don’t you want to
see what you’ve done to me?”

He picked the towel back up and carefully
wrapped it around her as she struggled against him. As he held her
in his arms, he began rocking her back and forth and speaking to
her in soothing tones like a father trying to calm a small child
having a tantrum. “Shh. It’s okay. It’s okay. Everything’s going to
be all right.” Manny began petting her hair. “Everything’s going to
work out just fine.”

She stopped struggling against him when she
noticed his lips brush against her forehead. Slowly, she rubbed her
cheek up and down against his a few times to encourage him to go
further, but after getting no response, she pulled away to look at
him. Manny was staring past her at the door to the vanity with a
faraway look in his eyes.

After a few seconds, he noticed her looking
at him and pulled the towel tighter around her. “Are you going to
be okay?” he asked.

“Yeah. I’m sorry. I’m not usually emotional
like this. I hadn’t even cried in years until yesterday when I was
getting the back tattoo.”

“It’s no problem. My wife used to freak out
like this once in a while. It’d last a few minutes, and then she’d
be okay.”

It took her a few seconds to process the
words. “You’re married?” Horrified that she had just tried to get a
married man to kiss her, she glanced down at his ring finger. It
was bare.

“I was married.” The vacant look came back
into Manny’s eyes, telling her he was once again somewhere
else.

“You’re divorced?”

“Widowed.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry.”

“Don’t worry about it.” A focused look
returned to Manny’s eyes, and he was back with her again. “Why
don’t you get dressed so we can get out of here,” he said, rising
to his feet and turning to leave.

She got up after him, wrapping the towel
around her. “Manny?” she called after him.

“Yeah?” he said, turning around.

“Would you even want to look at me, knowing
I had these things on me? I mean—as a man in general.”

He looked at her for a few seconds as if he
were trying to figure out what the right answer was. Then he gave
up. “Of course, I would.”

“They don’t turn you off?”

He looked down and his face darkened. He
started to say something a couple times, then stopped. Finally, he
spoke. “Men may be more visually oriented than women when it comes
to attraction, but that doesn’t mean it’s the only thing that
affects us. But we really shouldn’t be having this conversation.
Why don’t we just put this behind us, okay?”

“Okay.”

She scratched her head as he turned and
walked out of the bathroom, closing the door behind him. She wasn’t
sure, but it seemed like he’d almost admitted he was attracted to
her.


CHAPTER 6

 


Rae stood outside the men’s
room at Hector International Airport in Fargo guarding the luggage,
fishing pole containers, and tackle boxes Manny and Ted had brought
with them. Inside, the two men were availing themselves of the
facilities and changing into gear befitting two guys on a fishing
trip. That was to be their cover.

Bored and fidgety, she reached into her
jeans pocket and retrieved the new Minnesota driver’s license and
credit card Manny had just given to her. They looked real enough.
The name Jackie Little appeared on both, along with a doctored
version of her Florida driver’s license picture with her hair
Photoshopped the same shade of ash blond as the wig she’d just put
on in the women’s room.

After leaving her apartment in St.
Petersburg that morning, Manny had driven her around from one place
to another on a long tour of the Tampa Bay Area. Their first stop
was her bank, where they had to wait half an hour for it to open.
The next was Manny’s cramped apartment in Tampa’s Egypt Lake
neighborhood, where he carefully packed for the trip. Finally, they
picked Ted up at his single-story cinderblock home near the corner
of Nebraska and Linebaugh in Tampa.

Rae had been on the phone almost the entire
time Manny was driving that morning, first to cancel her Bar Review
Course with the company that ran it, next with Public Citizen in
Washington to explain she wouldn’t be able to start the job she’d
already accepted there due to “unforeseen personal circumstances,”
and finally to her friends to explain her sudden disappearance,
also in very vague terms. It wasn’t easy. How do you explain to
people you’ve known for years that you’re going away, you can’t
call, text, email or write, and you don’t know when you’ll be
back?

She sat between Manny and Ted on the flight
to O’Hare. There was bad turbulence most of the way, and by the end
of it, Manny’s olive skin had turned a pale shade of green. At one
point he took out the airsickness bag, but never had to use it. Ted
barely took notice of the rough ride or his partner’s sorry
condition and spent the entire flight with his nose buried in an
in-flight magazine. Just as she had in Manny’s car, Rae spent most
of the flight bent forward so her irritated back wouldn’t touch the
seat. This prompted a few concerned questions from the flight
attendants, who assumed she was sick and that Manny was holding the
barf bag for her. She didn’t have the heart to tell them the truth
and ruin Manny’s macho image. He didn’t thank her outright, but
cracked a nervous smile.

“Believe it or not, I use to like riding
rollercoasters,” Manny said. “I guess I’m getting old.”

“Hey, I’m older than you are and I’m not
having a problem,” Ted felt the need to point out.

Manny regained his composure as they waited
for their connection at O’Hare. The flight to Fargo was mercifully
placid.

After landing, Manny had explained his
supervisor’s thoughts on how Rae should spend the next ten days in
Joanne’s hometown—Red Pipe, South Dakota. If she appeared in town
and made no attempt to conceal her features, the local police would
arrest her immediately, and she would learn nothing about the town.
But if her disguise was too good, no one would pick up on her
resemblance to Lund until she took it off and let her tattoos show
just before her phony arrest by the FBI. Either way, it wouldn’t
give time for rumors to circulate in town that Lund was still
alive. And they wanted those rumors to make their way down to the
so-called “Prophet” Emily Chandler in North Carolina. To accomplish
that goal, Rae would disguise herself only as well as a half-assed
amateur might be expected to. For this reason, she would not even
bother dying her brown eyebrows blond to match the wig they had
given her. And she would be using an amateurish same-initial alias,
Jackie Little.

According to the supervisor, Bill, the
church would have investigators in Red Pipe within hours after Rae
showed up at their North Carolina compound seeking sanctuary. If
anything about Lund’s supposed recent appearance in Red Pipe didn’t
smell right to them, they might suspect she was an informant. “That
wouldn’t be good,” Manny told her. He was a master of
understatement.

So for the next ten days, her job was to
absorb information and bounce around Red Pipe planting the seeds of
suspicion that Joanne Lund was still alive. And her final task
would be to confirm the suspicions on the day of her phony arrest.
That is if everything went well. Something about her life depending
on the success of the thrown-together plans of a guy named Bill
didn’t exactly make Rae rest easy. He’d never even met her, and
what was it to him if the plan didn’t work? He’d be sitting in his
office back in Tampa while she’d be swinging in the breeze, or
worse.

She turned her attention back to the
driver’s license and credit card she held in her hand, moving them
around in the light so the holograms imbedded in them would change
colors. She marveled at how quickly the FBI had been able to come
up with the phony identification. Her own driver’s license and
credit cards were in her safe deposit box back in Florida.

As a double precaution against the
possibility of the church later searching flight manifests for the
name Jackie Little and connecting the name to Tampa and her true
identity, Rae’s airline ticket to Fargo had been purchased under
the name Brianne Lodz. Manny had even provided her with a false
Florida driver’s license under that name so she could show it at
the airports, but he’d already taken it back from her in exchange
for the Minnesota license.

She wasn’t the only one using an alias for
the trip. To make it harder for inquiring minds to connect them to
the FBI, Manny’s identity for the duration of the mission would be
Dan Alvarez and Ted’s would be Doug Hughes. Bill had provided each
of them with Minnesota driver’s licenses and credit cards under
those names. They too had used different fake names and licenses
for the flights up, but Rae had already forgotten them.

She was still moving the credit card back
and forth in the light to make the holographic bird’s wings fly
when Manny and Ted came out of the men’s room all duded up in
fishing vests, hats, and boots. Manny glared at her and shook his
head as she tucked the cards back into her pocket. Coming up beside
her, he spoke softly, but with a definite tinge of annoyance in his
voice. “I wouldn’t do that in public again if I were you. People
don’t generally stand around staring at their credit cards, so it
could draw someone’s attention to you more than we want at this
point.”

Of course he was right. She had to think
like that now if she was going to survive this ordeal. But being
scolded still didn’t feel good. She didn’t respond.

By the time they had retrieved their
luggage, it was 8 p.m. Outside, the chill of a spring night in the
Dakotas had already set in, and she shivered as Manny and Ted
walked her to the 2011 Ford Ranger pick-up truck she would be
driving during her stay in South Dakota. A guy called Special Agent
Barbato from the FBI’s Sioux Falls Resident Agency had obtained the
truck from an inventory of vehicles confiscated from drug dealers.
He then had the truck registered in Minnesota under the name Jackie
Little with the help of the FBI’s Minneapolis Field Office. Earlier
that day, he had driven it to the airport and parked it there to
await Rae’s arrival.

Barbato and his partner, Special Agent Hull,
would be in Red Pipe at the same time as Rae, but they wouldn’t be
acting as her undercover babysitters. Instead, they would use their
real identities, holding themselves out as FBI agents from the
Sioux Falls Resident Agency conducting an investigation into
reported sightings of Joanne Lund. Every time Rae visited a public
place in the area, she would let Manny and Ted know. They, in turn,
would convey it to Barbato and Hull, who would visit the location
where she had been and ask people whether they had seen Joanne
Lund.

It was Barbato and Hull who would attempt to
arrest her in a public place after she had been in town for ten
days or so. But they would purposely bungle the arrest to allow her
to escape. The only foreseeable hitch in the plan would arise if
the local sheriff’s deputies arrested her before Barbato and Hull’s
planned botch job. After all, if people scrutinized her lame
disguise closely and came to the conclusion she was Joanne Lund,
their first inclination might be to call the police. In the event
that Rae was arrested by the locals, Manny promised her Barbato and
Hull would have her released to the FBI’s custody as soon as they
could get the appropriate paperwork done, and then they would come
up with a way she could escape from them that would look
believable.

According to Manny, Barbato and Hull had not
been told the reasons why they were to stage her getaway and were
not even explicitly told that she wasn’t the real Joanne Lund. They
were simply informed to do the job and not ask questions. As an
extra precaution against her cover being blown, Manny stressed
that, in the off chance Rae was to talk to Barbato and Hull or any
of the local authorities, she was to hold herself out as Joanne
Lund at all times and not reveal her true identity. His reason for
this was ominous: The church had infiltrated some of the FBI’s
field offices, so the fewer people who knew the details of the
mission, the better.

When they reached the truck, Manny presented
Rae with the keys and helped her heave her luggage up onto the
passenger seat. “Ted and I are going to get the rental car, but you
should take off now. It’ll probably take you about an hour and a
half to get there. We should arrive there about a half hour after
you do. We’ll call you on the satellite phone when we get there.
It’s not impossible to unscramble their signals, but we can feel
pretty safe talking on them. We don’t want to look like we came
here together, but that doesn’t mean we can’t ever be seen talking
to each other. We just have to make it look like the kind of
contact two guests at the same motel might engage in. Do you have
any questions?”

Rae was thinking about the large stainless
steel briefcase with a combination lock that Manny had given her a
few minutes earlier. He said it contained three file folders. One
was full of information about Red Pipe derived mostly from
websites. Another was a reproduction of the pertinent parts of the
FBI’s file on Joanne Lund. The third contained information on NAPL,
the anti-abortion terrorist group Lund had been a member of.

“Just one,” she said. “It’s going to take me
a while to read all the stuff in those files you gave me, and I
don’t really want to go out on the town until I’ve read the ones
about Joanne and Red Pipe, at least. I don’t want to unwittingly
show up some place where she used to work and everyone knows her.
Not yet. It seems like that would get me arrested right away. So is
it okay if I spend the morning going over the files?”

“Sure,” Manny said. “You can take as much
time as you need. But try to get out and at least do some
sightseeing in the truck tomorrow even if you’re not ready to have
contact with people yet. And remember as many details as you can
about every place you go. It could help you if you’re unfortunate
enough to meet someone from these parts when you’re down in North
Carolina. Any other questions?” Manny asked.

“Not at the moment.”

“Good,” Manny said, handing her maps for
both North and South Dakota and a billfold full of cash. “The
money’s for the first week. I’ll give you the rest later. Are you
sure you know how to get to the motel?”

“Yeah. It looks pretty simple. I just go
down I-29 and take the Red Pipe exit and the motel’s right
there.”

“Right. We’ll see you there.”

While Manny and Ted trundled off with their
luggage and fishing gear in the direction of the rental car
facility, Rae opened the truck’s door and got in, sitting bolt
upright in the driver’s seat, careful to keep her back an inch or
so from touching the seat back. The acrid smell of nicotine residue
on synthetic cloth upholstery permeated the truck.

She fought off the urge to gag, turned the
key in the ignition, and was off.

Just a short distance west of the airport,
she found the exit for I-29 South and got on. It occurred to her at
this point that she could go on the run. But the question was,
where would she run to? And better yet, what would she do when she
got there? If she didn’t show up at the motel tonight, Manny and
Ted would have an all-points bulletin put out on her within hours,
probably before she could get a couple hundred miles away. And even
if she managed to escape the dragnet they would set up for her,
what kind of life could she possibly have? The best she could hope
for would be some kind of job working off the books where she
wouldn’t need to provide a social security number, and those tended
not to pay very well. It just wasn’t a realistic option.

After she’d been driving for about an hour,
her truck’s headlights revealed a large “Welcome to South Dakota!”
billboard at the side of the road. Just a few hundred yards further
on, another sign of equal size declared, “Abortion stops a beating
heart!” and showed a large heart superimposed over a jagged EKG
line.

She drove south on I-29 for another half
hour until she spotted the sign for the Red Pipe/State Route 10
exit. She took a right onto Route 10 and came to the Valhalla Motel
about a half-mile down the road on her right. For the next ten
days, this would be her home while she made mysterious appearances
around town and waited for her tattoos to heal.

She walked into the front office to find no
one manning the front desk, so she rang the bell. In short order, a
young Nordic-looking woman with a nameplate on her shirt that read
“Irene” appeared through an open door behind the desk and came
toward her. “Can I hel—?” As Irene locked eyes with Rae, she cut
off her question in mid-sentence and stood staring at her in
stunned silence. It was obvious she thought she was looking at
Joanne Lund.

Rae suddenly had a vision of herself
spending the night in the county jail, waiting for the faceless
Barbato and Hull to come pick her up. Uncertain what to do, she
pretended Irene had finished her sentence. “I’d like a room,
please.”

Irene shook off her shock with an
embarrassed smile. “Sorry. I thought you were someone else. You
even sound like her. Wrong accent, though. Did you want a smoking
or non-smoking room?” She spoke with the same thick
Minnesota/Dakotas accent of the characters in the movie
Fargo.

“Non-smoking, please,” Rae said.

“And how long will you be staying with
us?”

“Eleven nights.”

“No problem,” Irene said. “Now, will this be
on a credit card?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll need to swipe it, then.”

Rae did her best to conceal her apprehension
as she handed Irene the Jackie Little credit card. To Rae’s relief,
no bells or alarms went off as Irene swiped the card and handed it
back to her.

“So what brings you to town for this long?”
Irene asked as she grabbed the key for Room 8 off the hanger on the
wall behind the desk.

Rae had anticipated being asked this
question and had come up with a ready answer. “I’m a law student at
the University of Minnesota, and I’m here to study the court system
that the Western Wahpekute Nation uses on the Red Pipe Indian
Reservation.” From her Internet research, she knew the town of Red
Pipe was located within the confines of a large reservation that
bore its name. But due to a nineteenth-century law designed to
swindle Native Americans out of land already promised to them,
non-Natives had been allowed to own land within the reservation and
were now the majority of its population.

“Oh, so you’re interested in the Wahpekutes,
eh?” Irene said, looking pleased. “Too bad you’re not going to be
here for the annual powwow. They have it around July 4th.” Irene handed the Room 8 key to Rae with a
smile.

“Maybe I’ll come back up for it,” Rae said,
trying to sound enthusiastic. “I’ll probably still be working on my
paper then.”

“You do that,” Irene said. “Have a good
night. Let me know if you need anything.”

“Thanks. I will.”

Her room had the standard motel layout: two
double beds with a nightstand in between, a round table with two
chairs by the front window, an old television on a pedestal
standing next to a long dresser opposite the beds, and a coat rack,
sink, and bathroom at the back. Its only distinguishing feature was
its clean smell and lack of burn holes in the carpet, which
suggested the non-smoking rule was actually adhered to.

After closing the curtains, Rae took off the
gray sweatshirt she had worn all day and exposed her sore back and
arms to the cool air. She savored the lack of pain for a few
moments, then began emptying her bag, grabbing a few bras and
putting them into the top drawer of her room’s dresser. Hopefully
she’d be able to wear them again without pain by the end of her
stay in South Dakota, but for the time being, a loose sweatshirt
and a jean jacket would conceal the fact that she was braless.

Once she’d finished unpacking, she dialed
the combination Manny had provided for the stainless steel
briefcase containing the FBI files she was to read. The briefcase
opened without a problem. She took out one of the fat
brown-and-white folders from inside and removed a wide rubber band
from around it, sliding it onto her left wrist with a stinging
snap. Although the file of information on Joanne was the one that
intrigued her the most, she decided she would be better off
reviewing the information on Red Pipe first so she’d have a frame
of reference for any places mentioned in Joanne’s file.

Rae wasn’t worried about her ability to
remember details from the voluminous files. Ever since she could
remember, she had possessed something she could only describe as an
audiographic memory. Although she wasn’t able to take a mental
picture of something like a person with a photographic memory, she
could remember things she had heard or read verbatim and play them
back in her head. It was a parlor trick that never ceased to floor
people in church when she was younger, as she could recite long
Bible passages from memory after reading them only once. Lately, it
had been more useful for memorizing legal outlines for law school
exams.

Shortly after she’d settled down at the
table and begun reading through the fun facts about Red Pipe, she
heard a car pull into the motel’s lot and park just outside her
room. A few minutes after that, her satellite phone rang.

“Hello.”

“Hi, it’s Manny. Ted’s gone to check us in.
Everything okay?

“So far, so good.”

“How did it go with the clerk?”

“No problems. I thought she might call the
cops at first, but my accent seemed to convince her I wasn’t Lund.
Anyway, the credit card worked. I was a little worried about
that.”

“We do our best. Anything else?”

“Yeah.” She had wanted to say something
about her behavior in the bathroom that morning for the entire day,
but her embarrassment had stopped her every time she tried to bring
it up. She took a deep breath and began.

“Look, I want to apologize for the way I
acted this morning. It’s just that taking a good look at those
things on me for the first time kind of got to me, that’s all.
They’re pretty ugly. So I was kind of reaching out when it wasn’t
appropriate. It won’t happen again.”

“I may have overstepped my bounds, too,”
Manny said. “You know, Rae, if it were under any other
circumstances….”

She didn’t let him finish the sentence,
afraid of where he was going. “I don’t think we should talk about
this anymore. I’m sorry I brought it up. Let’s just forget about
it.”

“You’re right. Sorry,” he said with a soft
voice, then cleared his throat. “Ted and I are getting up at 5 a.m.
to go fishing. We want to keep up appearances so the clerk won’t be
suspicious.”

“Uh-huh,” she said. “It’s nice you two are
so dedicated to maintaining your cover.”

He ignored the smart remark. “Anyway, you
probably won’t see us in the morning, but we’ll leave you some
breakfast in the truck cab. We’ll be at a place called Crown Lake
about twenty miles west of Red Pipe. If you run into any problems
whatsoever, just call us. Any questions?”

“Nope. Hope you enjoy fishing while I’m
getting eyestrain. Good night.” She hung up the phone before he
could respond and went back to studying the Red Pipe material, most
of which consisted of tourist brochures and website printouts.

After pouring through more than two hundred
pages of extremely redundant information about the town, Rae turned
to the pile of material on Joanne Lund. But it was now 1 a.m. and
she could barely keep her eyes open. Reluctantly, she decided to
put off learning more about Joanne until the following day.


CHAPTER 7

 


Rae awoke at seven the
following morning to the vocal stylings of Toby Keith blaring on
the motel’s radio alarm clock. After showering, she used her
rolling pin to apply a new layer of salve to her back, imagining a
puzzled baggage inspector finding it in her suitcase yesterday. As
she applied more of the salve to her arms, her thoughts drifted
back to the embarrassing scene on her bathroom floor the previous
morning. She always prided herself in being a strong woman, but
yesterday she’d been whimpering and weak. And she’d let a man come
to her rescue, almost asked for it. Pathetic, she thought.

Once she’d dressed and donned her wig, she
went outside to investigate whether the boys had actually left her
any breakfast in the truck bed. All she found was a note reading,
“Sorry. Forgot getting fast food at 5 a.m. was not possible in
small towns. I suggest going to Taco John’s once they open. You
shouldn’t run into any problems there.”

She contemplated the likely morning menu at
a taco joint and decided to pass on breakfast altogether. But she
needed some caffeine. She headed down to the motel office, where
she’d spotted a coffee machine the night before. The temperature
outside was only in the high fifties, as chilly as most winter days
in Tampa.

She found Irene at the front desk consulting
a ledger. “Good morning, Irene.”

“Hey there,” Irene said. “You goin’ to
Agency Village today?”

“What’s that?” Rae had no idea what she was
talking about.

“Agency Village. That’s where the Wahpekutes
do all their court hearings.”

“Oh, right. I’m sorry. It’s early. I need
coffee.” Rae snatched a disposable cup from a dispenser and pulled
the tap on the humming brown machine next to the front desk,
pouring herself some steaming black liquid. Setting the hot
beverage down on the front desk to cool, she decided to see if
Irene could provide her with any information about the town that
she hadn’t read in the website printouts.

“Can I ask you a question, Irene?”

Irene looked up and smiled. “Sure, go
ahead.” She seemed pleasantly surprised.

“If this reservation is for the Western
Wahpekute Nation, does that mean there’s an Eastern Wahpekute
Nation somewhere?”

“Yeah, they live on the Santee Reservation
in Nebraska. The western and eastern bands had some kind of
disagreement and split up in the mid-1800s. You should know that.
The Wahpekutes came from Minnesota.”

“Sorry. I just go to school in Minnesota.
I’m actually from Ohio,” Rae said, picking a state she thought
would have her same generic American accent. “So do you live here
at the motel?”

“Yeah, we’ve owned it for a few years. We’re
trying to sell it, though. Don’t want to be tied down anymore. So
can I ask you a question?”

“Sure.”

“Are you related to Joanne Lund?”

“You mean the girl who shot the abortion
doctor and cop? No. But you aren’t the first person to ask me that.
I guess we look alike, huh?”

“Yeah, you do. This is her hometown, you
know? You might get some funny looks.”

“Shoot. No, I didn’t know that. Thanks for
warning me, though. I hope the police can tell us apart.”

“You really do look a lot like her. But her
accent was even thicker than mine. I don’t think she could cover it
up if she tried. And she had brown hair, not blond.” Irene was
analyzing Rae’s wig a little too closely for comfort, but Rae
decided to play it cool and continue the conversation rather than
beat a suspicious retreat.

“Did you know her well?” Rae asked.

“I guess you could say that. She was a year
behind me in high school. We were both in the choir together. The
rumor is her boyfriend, Andy Bruntland, killed her just after those
shootings in Minneapolis happened. I never understood what she saw
in Andy. He was a total drunk. As a matter of fact, he’s in prison
now ‘cause he’s had so many drunk driving convictions. I guess she
must have thought she could save him or something.”

“Were you surprised when she was charged
with the murders in Minneapolis?”

“Well, if you’d have asked me back in high
school if Joanne was capable of doing something like that, I would
have said no way. She was always kind of a spitfire, if you know
what I mean, but never violent. Her parents were really religious
and strict. She always wore plain dresses, never cut her hair,
never swore, never dated, never went to dances even. Forget about
drinking and smoking. I think college changed her a bit. The first
summer she came home, she’d had her hair cut to shoulder length and
permed. And she’d learned to drive and gotten a license. She was
even wearing pants and shorts and tank tops and stuff. But she was
still pretty much the same Joanne—a nice, normal girl.

“I remember seeing her at a high school
baseball game the summer before she graduated from college. She
still seemed okay then. She was president of a pro-life student
group at South Dakota State at the time. It was a non-violent
group, mind you, and they were working really hard to get abortion
banned in the state. She was really happy, probably the happiest
I’d ever seen her.
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