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This is a work of fiction. Characters, corporations, institutions, and organizations in this novel are the product of the author’s imagination or, if real, are used fictitiously without any intent to describe their actual conduct. However, references to real people, institutions, and organizations that are documented in endnotes are accurate. Additional detail may be found in the works cited in the Sources section.
I dedicate this book…
…to those who encourage my faith,
particularly Ruth and Fabian Werkowski
and Fathers Michael Massaro and John Merricantante.
Your humble service is inspiring.
…to those who revive my hope,
especially my children and extended family.
I trust that people like you
will make the world a better place.
…to those who teach me love,
including my mother and, uniquely,
my high school sweetheart,
life-long partner and beautiful bride, Betsy.
Finally, to John,
patron saint of writers, theologians and book producers.
Thank you for your example.
Foreword
Occasionally, authors of fiction are asked whether they start with a detailed plot outline or, instead, proceed with only a general concept and wing it, so to speak. Each approach has its merits. However, the outline approach, while producing a highly structured tale, may result in one that is highly predictable. On the other hand, winging it may inspire surprising developments yet finally produce a story that is unfocused and unsatisfying.
This story, however, is not a typical work of fiction. I did not adopt either of the traditional approaches to plotting. Instead, I felt compelled to follow a third way. I let hundreds of prophecies, from over thousands of years, plot the story for me.
In doing so, I did not depend on Scripture exclusively, but neither did I accept any prophecy that contradicts the Bible. Instead, I relied heavily on supplementing the Biblical accounts with the numerous, but little-known, prophecies of many of the holiest men and women in history. These saints sacrificed their lives for their Savior. Many of their predictions were accompanied by miraculous signs and wonders. Some lived for many years consuming nothing more than the consecrated Eucharist. Others demonstrated amazing powers of bi-location, levitation and healing. Some even bore the stigmata, the wounds of the crucified Christ. These numerous miracles were not just witnessed and documented – as some might imagine – by gullible Christians. Oftentimes, doubters, agnostics and even atheists confirmed the accounts. Today, those who insist that science can explain these mysterious phenomena simply have not studied the evidence.
Nevertheless, it is important to emphasize that this is a work of fiction and not intended to be predictive of specific details. The current-day people, places and events in this book are completely fictionalized. If the reader, however, wishes to pursue a more detailed study of prophecy, the works cited at the end of this book – including, first of all, the Bible – are recommended sources.
For an author, however, there is no greater aspiration than for his fiction to illuminate truth. As Pablo Picasso observed, “Art is a lie that makes us realize truth.” Accordingly, the prophecies cited in this work are described accurately and references for their supporting documentation are included in endnotes. Whether they shall be fulfilled remains to be seen. But the amazing clarity of numerous past prophecies – that, in many cases, revealed unlikely events that already have proven true – should lead even a Doubting Thomas to wonder, at least, about the cataclysmic predictions that may yet occur.
Finally, I wish to emphasize that this novel is a work of love. It is not written to judge others or to pretend superiority over anyone. Of course, I also fall short of God’s standards. So, I draw comfort from the advice to, “Love the sinner, but hate the sin.” That said, however, I also feel a loving responsibility to proclaim St. Peter’s admonition:
“First of all, you must understand that in the last days scoffers will come, scoffing and following their own evil desires. They will say, “Where is this ‘coming’ he promised? Ever since our fathers died, everything goes on as it has since the beginning of creation.” But they deliberately forget that long ago by God’s word the heavens existed and the earth was formed out of water and by water. By these waters also the world of that time was deluged and destroyed. By the same word the present heavens and earth are reserved for fire, being kept for the Day of Judgment and destruction of ungodly men.
“But do not forget this one thing, dear friends: With the Lord a day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years are like a day. The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness. He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance.
“But the day of the Lord will come like a thief. The heavens will disappear with a roar; the elements will be destroyed by fire, and the earth and everything in it will be laid bare.” (2 Peter 3:2-10)
K.E.N.
If I want him to remain alive
until I return,
what is that to you?
John 21:22
For the secret power of lawlessness
is already at work,
but the one who now holds it back
will continue to do so
till he is taken out of the way.
2 Thessalonians 2:7
Corruptio Optimi Pessimum est
“The corruption of the best is the worst.”
Ancient proverb
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Capernaum, Israel
Late 20th Century
THE BOY ADMIRED the flickering flames that danced on dozens of candles as their leaden smoke ascended into the bright oculus above. He took comfort from somber organ strains that rumbled out of an old tape player. Then, when candles were moved, he giggled at the golden glow that wavered across jagged cave walls and over bloodstains on a chiseled pentagram.
Was he too young to understand?
The redheaded prodigy still possessed the qualities of a five-year-old: always living in the moment, never fearing the future, nor embittered by the past. His pale, delicate features suggested a fragility that might destine him for a future in the arts or in studious solitude. His appearance, however, like almost every other thing about him, was deceiving.
Beneath the ruins of Capernaum, the child grinned as he welcomed the rise of the Shining Darkness1 into hidden the Cave of Secrets. But his smile quickly faded when his parents lifted and laid him on the cold, stone altar.
Three men stood under the oculus, wearing black hoods, masks and consecrated vestments that had been stolen from a Catholic church. The one in the middle — the kneeling high priest — prayed in Latin, but with a distinctly American accent. Only their eyes revealed that, after many months studying countless prophecies, the three emissaries of darkness had found the object of their obsession.
Surrounded by a familiar collection of pagan and satanic antiquities, the boy had witnessed blood sacrifices here before. Tonight, however, he had been told that no animal or aborted fetus would be offered. This strange, ancient rite was not another memorial to death but, rather, a celebration of life — the life that would prepare the way for the perfect holocaust.
While kneeling on pages torn from a Bible, the high priest proclaimed, “It was prophesied: In the twentieth century,2 by the power of Satan,3 from a Hebrew nun4 of the bloodline of Dan,5 a child of fornication6 shall arise out of Syria7 and be nurtured in secret.”8
“It is fulfilled,” the two junior priests chanted.
“From the land of seven hills,9 with signs, wonders,10 and the pretense of sanctity, the Cunning Blasphemer shall entice the adoration of Jews and Gentiles alike.11 Kings and leaders shall submit to Antichrist, without whose approval no man shall hold power.”12
The priests chanted, “It shall be fulfilled.”
“Small and great, rich and poor, free and slave, shall receive the mark so that no one may buy or sell without it.13 The Master of Deceit shall befriend Israel and then divide it;14 shall drive the great apostasy into the very heart of the Church of God;15 shall unify the Ishmaelites16 and enflame the fury of the Red Dragon;17 and shall promise peace, yet deliver desolation.”18
“It shall be fulfilled.”
Becoming uncomfortable, the boy turned his head to seek reassurance from his mother’s exotic but cold, cat-like eyes.
The high priest continued, “With power and knowledge superior to all others...”
Suddenly, a hailing signal jarred the child and interrupted the litany. His mother rushed across the cave to the two-way radio that was next to three large candles. The Syrian woman held the receiver to her ear as the luminous flames flickered across her flawless bronze face.
“Assalamoualeikoum...” She listened carefully and whispered, “Naam... Naam... Shookran.”
When she disconnected the call and turned back to the altar, her eyes were tense with fury. She growled to herself a stream of Syrian curses and then barked at the priests, “They’re coming! Quickly, take the boy now!”
So be on your guard;
I have told you everything ahead of time.
Mark 13:23
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Holy Sacrifice Monastery
Yashar, NY
May 16
23 Years Later
THE OLD convent bells softly chimed six times as Pedro Lopez rolled his mop bucket across the rough tile floor. Just clearing the treetops, an extraordinarily golden dawn beamed through leaded glass windows and onto dark paneled walls. In the streaming light Pedro admired dust particles floating in the air around him. He thought of them as his little angels; always there, but rarely seen.
In his flannel shirt and rolled up jeans, the short, heavy Honduran was the image of a simple man in a complex world. The lonely widower was hardly ever noticed by the beautiful-but-lost, the brilliant-but-lost, or the powerful-but-lost. Even so, God noticed him. His simplicity was his salvation.
Pedro knew that the nuns had made their way to the chapel by now but, out of respect for their silent lifestyles, he still mopped the hall as quietly as possible. He paused to appreciate the spiritual peace that seemed to envelope this convent. This was his sea of solitude. However, he never paused for long. He quickly returned to mopping and softly whispering his rosary prayers.
Pedro admired these cloistered nuns. Perhaps, now, less than twenty were left – far fewer than when he first arrived almost forty years ago. Many of them had lived very difficult lives as missionaries before coming here. He never spoke directly to them and rarely even saw one up close. However, he sensed their profound dedication to God and he felt sure that they prayed for him.
His job was to take care of the mowing and landscape work that the nuns couldn’t handle. Every month he made a special sacrifice, mopping all the floors without charge.
He knew that, like him, they were all getting old and their lives were becoming increasingly difficult. However, he never heard them complain, even when, now and again, one fainted from the heat.
Why do they have to dress so hot? he asked himself.
Pedro was jarred back to reality when he rolled his bucket into a travertine pedestal that supported Our Lady of Guadalupe. Hearing the “CLANG,” he blurted out, “Mierda!” jerked around and lunged forward just in time to stabilize the teetering statue. The red-faced little man looked around to make sure that none of the nuns had heard his outburst. He sighed deeply and, amused at his good luck, grinned broadly at the Virgin’s face. Pedro thought she may have smiled back at him. But he quickly disregarded his over-active imagination.
With crisis averted, he moved on. Pedro hoped to get his work done early. He was already craving the ice cream that he always picked up after work. Today, if he could finish mopping each nun’s cell before they returned from Mass and morning prayers, he would finish work before lunch. So Pedro proceeded quickly and quietly to the sleeping quarters.
As he rolled down the darkened hallway, he could tell he was drawing closer to the chapel where he could hear Mass being said. The first cell was where Mother Liguori slept. Even though he knew the nuns were now away, Pedro always knocked before entering. After a brief pause, he opened the door and moved in with his bucket and mop. The room was colorless and small, only 6’ by 8’. It contained an undersized bed and a bed-side chest with three drawers. It looked neat, just as he had expected. Mother Liguori tolerated nothing less than perfect order and simplicity. Her cell was spotless. The walls were windowless and bare, except for a crucifix that was hung over the tightly made bed. One small lamp sat on the chest next to a Bible.
Pedro dipped his mop into the bucket and squeezed off the excess water. As always, he mopped in broad circular strokes, saving the two oval depressions in the tile floor for last. Those indentations were where, next to their bed, a succession of nuns had knelt in prayer for almost two hundred years. Their persevering knees had overcome and eroded the rock-hard tiles.
Whispering another Our Father, Pedro rinsed his mop and finally swabbed the tile depressions. Then, sloshing his bucket here and there, Pedro rolled out the door and toward the next cell.
Here, Sister Mary Clarita slept. She was the subject of numerous rumors, swirling around town. Many people claimed that she was a stigmatist, a person who miraculously displayed the five major wounds of the crucified Christ. Pedro could not say if this was true. Many times, he had watched her from a distance, but she always wore gloves and her feet and side, of course, were always covered.
Some believed the stigmata was the greatest blessing that God could bestow upon a living saint. Others, who knew Sister Clarita well, claimed that she quietly endured times when the pain was so pronounced that it could be nothing but a curse from hell.
For fifteen years, Pedro had secretly observed and admired this thin, quiet saint. He was one of the few who had learned her secret: that she loved to laugh. In fact, he sometimes saw her giggle to herself and then, like a child, hold her hand over her mouth as if she had been caught doing something naughty.
As the distant Mass continued, the priest’s words reverberated through the hall, “This is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. Happy are those...” Pedro knocked on Sister Clarita’s door and, as he opened it, the door stopped with a thump. Apparently, it was obstructed from inside the room.
“Sister?” he inquired.
How could she leave and still block the door inside?
“Sister?”
Pedro exerted a sustained push on the thick oaken door and it gave way enough for him to squeeze through the opening. The room looked like it had been ransacked. The bed had been knocked over, on its side.
He pushed the chest back to its usual place and reached to pull the bed back onto its feet. He pulled but then realized something was blocking it. Pedro looked over the bed, to see what was between the mattress and the wall, and screamed, “Sister!” He almost didn’t recognize her. It was Sister Clarita, but with her head uncovered.
Pedro pushed the bed away from the wall to clear enough room to get to her. He kneeled beside her and placed his hand behind her head. He lifted it a few inches and whispered, “Sister?” He felt something on the back of her nearly bald head. It was warm and wet.
Mama Mia ... blood! His heart was pounding. His breath was rapid with panic. The stigmata?
He glanced at her feet and hands but they were covered and did not appear to be bleeding profusely. He lifted her head again, tilted it back, and saw her mangled neck. Pedro cried, “No! No! No!” He looked closer and thought he saw a thin rope deeply embedded under the skin. Fighting revulsion, Pedro fingered to remove it. But, as he pulled it out of her neck, he found it wasn’t a rope. It was a rosary ... a rosary he recognized.
He screamed, “Juanito, why? No, dear God, no! How could you do this Juanito?”
Soon, he heard people pounding on the door. “Pedro, what are you doing?”
They tried to push the door open but the bed blocked it.
Father Alonzo shouted, “Pedro, open the door! Please, what’s happened?”
Kneeling in blood, with a saint’s head in his hand, Pedro could not answer. He could only cry.
Ch03
Fortune favors the bold.
Terence
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Four Seasons Hotel
Washington, DC
May 16
THE SECRETARY of State was pleased with the rousing welcome that her introduction initiated from the assembled celebrities, politicians and political junkies. Even the wait staff watched at the perimeter of the auditorium and stopped to applaud.
This was the annual Endangered Species Advocacy Council (ESAC) dinner that her supporters and staff had long anticipated. New York’s Secretary of State, Angela Concepcion, was now announcing her run for President of the United States.
Just three years ago, Angela had hosted a popular, nationally syndicated, daytime radio show. Mingled with interviews of politicians and celebrities, Angela offered her devoted audience surprising new ways to understand and improve their lives. She was the queen of self-improvement advice. However, she did not limit herself to physical fitness and diet programs. A full range of parapsychology and psychic gifts were popular topics. She had reinvigorated the imagination of many Americans with stories on the power of crystals, trance channeling and the god that each of us can become.
Politically, her shows featured guests who espoused unconventional and, sometimes, even shocking perspectives on America and its history. Many of her most debated topics focused on a national and, even, global redistribution of justice. She argued that so-called equal rights in America are a sham, until there is a mandated equality of results. On these issues, the ESAC members appreciated her line of thinking, particularly when she demanded a new focus on eco-justice.
Her large American audience encouraged her untraditional and, sometimes even, confrontational ideas. Whatever she read, they read; whatever movies she liked, they liked; whatever philosophy she believed, they believed. ESAC members saw her as compassionate, articulate and still stunningly attractive at fifty.
In politics – the acting profession for ugly people – she was a rising superstar.
However, Angela Concepcion not only inspired admiration but also ridicule. To her supporters, this dark beauty was an “Angel,” to her detractors, “A. Con.” Whenever she bragged on the size of her radio audience, her opponents argued that she had never really run anything but her mouth.
Though her political experience was light, she had an interesting biography. Three years ago, she had achieved a dramatic, last-minute campaign surge that had confounded all the analysts and brought her victory in the New York Secretary of State’s race. During that campaign, Angela had been fond of introducing herself to the voters with an endearing family tale.
In April of 1961, her father, Fernando, was an accomplished surgeon in Cuba. Her mother, Elizabeta, was a well-known university professor and pregnant with Angela. Then the American-supported Bay of Pigs invasion took place. It turned out to be a foreign policy fiasco for America and a deadly debacle for the Cuban resistance. When the dust settled, Fidel Castro was not satisfied with simply defending his regime. He sought to consolidate power and identify scapegoats. He accused capitalists and the intelligentsia of attempting to steal the people’s paradise for their own selfish ends. The Concepcions could see what was coming.
With barely more than the clothes on their backs, Angela’s parents fled in a ten foot skiff even though Elizabeta was eight months pregnant. Without a motor, rowing was their sole means of propulsion. However, fortune was with them. They caught the Gulfstream current and soon were safely delivered to shore, a little south of Miami. A newspaper later reported that there, on the beach, “the Miracle Baby of Miami” was born.
It was that kind of tale that had Angela’s supporters insisting that her storytelling talents surpassed the best of politicians’. Her detractors, on the other hand, felt that her stories surpassed the best of reality. If Angela were to be believed, even as a child her family had realized she possessed the iron will of a leader. In reality, however, she remembered little about the early years with her family. In fact, she had felt, in some sense, almost unrelated to them. They did not understand her determination to become “somebody.”
Angela did not have to share with the voters the details of her controversial past. Those stories were already well known.
After arriving in America, her parents struggled but, with Church assistance, managed to survive. Twelve years later, her mother and father were working as a maid and a mechanic. In some ways it was quite a come down. However, in America they never complained.
Angela attended a Catholic elementary school near Miami and was already pushing her boundaries. Perhaps, reminders of her “Miracle Baby” reputation had led her to believe that she was destined for greatness. But, whatever the reason, she yearned for fame and, with youthful impatience, was starting to exhibit signs of teenage rebellion. Her father tried to crack down – too hard, she believed – so she stepped up her resistance and mocked him with defiance.
Then, something happened that set off a series of important events. This twelve-year-old child became pregnant. The newspaper accounts were short on details, but Fernando reportedly had discovered that Angela was pregnant while driving her to school one morning. Upon hearing this, he flew into a rage and lost control of the car. Crashing into a telephone pole, he was killed immediately. Angela suffered only minor injuries.
Though personally tragic, the story wasn’t front page news until a police report leaked that the girl was so fearful of naming the father of her child that the investigator planned to interrogate her own father. That would explain why Fernando was outraged to the point of losing control of his car. The local newspaper ran with the allegation and the public reveled in the hypocrisy. It became the perfect story for the national media: Was the conservative, church-going Catholic actually the sexual molester of his only child? Of course he was!
Initially, Elizabeta wept for her husband. However, the cruel news rumors drove her into a suicidal depression. She wandered the house, moaning, “It can’t be possible!”
After she checked Angela out of the hospital and the small, private funeral was over, Elizabeta questioned her daughter. “Angela, I know you must be confused and afraid but I am here to help you. Tell me baby, who is the boy you slept with?”
“I didn’t Mama!” she cried.
“Then, how is this possible,” she moaned to herself. “How is this possible?”
Over time, the thought of the whole world knowing about this scandalous baby horrified Elizabeta as much as young Angela. So, in an attempt to escape the media and prying neighbors, they quietly packed up and moved to a small town in southern Alabama. There, with Angela’s consent, her mother arranged to terminate the pregnancy.
ANGELA STIFFENED when Elizabeta escorted the man into the bathroom.
“Call me doctor,” he said as he dragged in what looked like a trash can filled with plastic sheets and tools. He had a pale, pitted complexion. Obviously, he hadn’t shaven nor brushed his teeth for a few days. He seemed unnaturally calm, almost numb, which spooked Angela a bit. But, if he was a doctor, he must be okay.
The procedure was conducted in the bathtub and was quicker than Angela had expected. None of the horror stories she had imagined materialized and, soon, her spirits lifted as her mother tucked her into bed.
“Cash, no checks,” the man called out while superficially rinsing the tub. Later, as the “doctor” dragged his trash can through the living room, Elizabeta paid him two hundred dollars.
“Is that it?” he asked, hoping for a tip.
From her bedroom, Angela watched her mother nod, close the door behind the man, and nervously look out the window to make sure he drove away. Angela was finally relieved that this emotional burden had been removed forever ... at least, that was what she thought.
Within days, the “doctor” had an argument with his drug-addicted girlfriend and, undiplomatically, asked her to leave. Booted off the gravy train, she looked for money any way she could get it. She quickly called a national tabloid magazine and embellished the story she had heard about a famous little girl.
Soon, Elizabeta and Angela were national news once again. They, and the doctor, were charged under the strict anti-abortion laws of the state of Alabama and the abortion issue ignited into a national firestorm. With the help of an abortion advocacy group, the case quickly went all the way to the Supreme Court. In a surprising 7 to 2 ruling that would divide the country and eventually lead to more American deaths than in all wars combined, the Justices overruled every state law and found, for the first time, a Constitutional Right to abortion.1
Young Angela did not comprehend the gravity of her circumstances, but she soon came to enjoy the widespread publicity she received. It was the beginning of a craving she would never lose. This determined, twelve-year-old girl had become the international poster child for women’s independence.
ANGELA’S SPEECH DAZZLED even herself. She now realized how much this admiring ESAC audience had suffered withdrawal pangs, over the past three years, missing her words of wisdom on the radio.
So, she focused on this group’s specific concerns and proved that she had her biodiversity facts down cold. She pointed out how only 271 species had been listed as endangered in 1979. However, within twenty years, that number had grown almost five-fold.2 She promised that under her administration, the trend of protecting an ever-increasing list of endangered species would continue.
“After all,” she liked to proclaim, “when men create the problems, fearless government leaders must find the solutions.”
She had directed her campaign operatives to spread the word that, in this campaign, the world would see Angela unleashed. She had been married for twelve years to an establishment-style congressman. During that time she had played the good political wife and kept her political views private. However, many on the left loved to discern from her radio show various words and phrases that truly indicated her progressive leanings. “Angelistas,” as her most radical supporters were often called, knew that she must have been inwardly seething to have married such a devout, free-market capitalist. That, the Angelistas argued, was why she never changed her last name.
She claimed to be confident about winning the upcoming primaries. Her dramatic last-minute victory in the Secretary of State’s race had cemented her reputation as a strong finisher in a large state campaign. From her radio years, she had developed national name recognition and a high likeability rating. So, with “Washington experience” now viewed by most voters as a negative, her potential primary opponents bowed out when she hinted at a presidential run. However, the general election would be more difficult. Attempting to become the first female Commander in Chief would require her to show a tougher side than her critics thought possible.
For now, however, she knew that she was losing no one in this audience. They were not the kind of people she naturally would want to be around. They were a bit too zealous for her tastes. But Angela appreciated what they could do for her.
As Angela’s speech wound down, she described her political philosophy. She called herself a “Perfective.” Angela explained that this label best suits a candidate who seeks to perfect the Constitution, to perfect the American way of doing business and, indeed, to perfect life on earth.
Then she tossed the ESAC attendees the red meat they really wanted: “Our planet urgently needs a ‘bailout plan’ to protect its biodiversity.” The attendees responded with applause and closer attention. “A fifth of mammals, 30% of amphibians, 12% of known birds, and more than a quarter of reef-building corals – the cornerstone for livelihood of 500 million people in coastal areas – face extinction. If we don’t come up with a big plan now, the planet will not survive!”3
The Council loved it. So she got to the specifics: “And regarding our endangered friends, I will never forget the Hawaiian Hoary Bat.”
The relieved Hawaiian delegation applauded loudly for the federal money that would soon come their way.“
And down south, we’ll protect the Alabama beach mouse and the Gulf Coast Jaguarundi.”
The southern delegates upped the ante by cheering and whistling.
“And, my friends in Florida, how about our beloved Choctawhatchee Beach Mouse, Florida Salt Marsh Vole and the Everglade Snail Kite?”
The Floridians stood on their chairs and screamed their support. “Oh my Gawd, this may get out of control!” she joked.
Everyone laughed, so, Angela switched into rapid-fire mode to entice a crescendo of applause: “The Coastal California Gnatcatcher ... the Fresno Kangaroo Rat ... the Ozark Big-eared Bat ... the Sonoran Pronghorn ... the Spectacled Eider ... Jeez, I better stop before I start a riot!”4
She had them in the palm of her hand. This group had no doubt that a President Concepcion would invest billions of dollars into this new national priority. With her sense of humor and exceptional ability to communicate, Angela felt unstoppable and, as she finished her remarks, her audience laughed with, and cheered for, her.
At the back of the room, however, a big, foreign waiter was not laughing with Angela. He was not even smiling. As John Eben Malek reached his coffee carafe between a redheaded young guest and another man in a motorized wheelchair, he could not take his eyes off Angela. He discerned a familiar Dark Presence in the dining hall. Its power was unmistakable; its impatience, alarming. John did not know exactly how or when, but only that, like so many times before, he would have to confront it.
We must go through many hardships
to enter the kingdom of God.
Acts 14:22
4
Police Station
Yashar, NY
May 16
DETECTIVE Tim Lassiter glared down on the little Honduran who was sitting at the interrogation table.
“I’m not hiding anything,” Pedro insisted. “Nobody is more upset about this horrible ... sick ... thing than me. Just let me go home now.”
“Just a few more questions, Mr. Lopez,” Lassiter said as he returned to his seat. The young police detective slowly and deliberately leafed through his yellow note pad again, to make sure his inexperience would not cause a lapse that could compromise the investigation. He knew his chief was observing this interrogation from behind the glass window at the end of the room so he refreshed his memory on the various tactics that might be useful. He had hoped his tall, thin, athletic presence would compensate for his boyish looks but Pedro did not appear intimidated.
“I see that Father Alonzo and Mother Liguori heard you shouting ‘Juanito’ after you found the body. That’s what you call the church handyman?”
“Yes.”
“But I hear John Malek is a big man. Why would you call him ‘little John’ in Spanish?”
“It’s kind of a nickname. He’s like a big kid. He ... he never made me feel small.”
“So you like him?”
“Yes, very much.”
“But you accused him of murder. Everyone heard it.”
“No! I did not! He couldn’t have killed Sister Clarita. It’s impossible.”
“Then why did you blame him when you saw the dead nun?” Pedro fidgeted with his fingers. “I ... I don’t know ... but he couldn’t have done it.”
Frustrated, the detective raised his voice, “We’re gonna be here all night if you don’t start cooperating! Why did you blame Malek?”
Pedro didn’t answer. Lassiter’s eyes nervously wandered the stark room and settled on the darkened window. Pedro’s face tightened with tension.
The detective decided to change directions. “Where can we find him?”
“I don’t know. He’s out of town.”
“How do you know?”
“He got a weekend job in Washington. He’ll be back soon.” “Where in Washington?”
“I don’t know.”
“So ... when did you first meet him?”
“About three years ago.”
“And?”
“Father Alonzo told me some new guy needed a place to stay. So, I set up a bed for John in the room over the garage.”
“What did you think off him then?”
“Right off, I could feel something special about him.”
“Special?”
“Yeah, calm and spiritual. Father Alonzo and Sister Clarita felt it too.”
“So, you know him pretty well?”
“Yeah. He’s my best friend.”
“Your best friend ... And where’s your best friend from?”
“I ... I’m not sure.”
“Does your best friend have any family?”
Pedro paused as he realized how little he really knew about this man. “I don’t know.”
Flippantly, the detective asked, “Has your best friend murdered before?”
“No!” Pedro yelled.
Lassiter snapped, “How can you say that, when you know nothing about him?”
Pedro sighed. “I don’t know the insignificant details of his life. But I know the kind of man he is.”
“Then, what kind of man is he?” the detective asked, impatiently.
“Look, sometimes we’d meet in the garage under his apartment. After he would finish a hard shift at the soap factory, he liked to play this old record over and over again ... Ave Maria ... He’d just sit there molding clay while I led prayers on his rosary. Then, a lot of times, we’d have ice cream and tell stories. He knows more about history than anybody I ever met ... really interesting stories about evil people trying to destroy holy ones.”
There ya go! Lassiter thought. “So,” he asked with feigned disinterest, “what did he say you should do to evil people?”
“Oh, come on!” Pedro complained. “Pray for them ... love them. He’s a holy man, not a killer ... I mean, look, he volunteers in our soup kitchen and ... and whenever he can help people.”
Pedro paused for a moment. “You know, now that I think about it,
it’s kinda strange how he took charge at the clothing drive last January.” “Yeah,” Lassiter prodded with anticipation. “Why is that?”
“He didn’t even have a good coat for himself.”
The detective now realized this line of questioning was going nowhere. He leafed through his pad again. “You said something about molding. What d’ya mean by that?”
“He had this potters wheel ... you know ... you spin soft clay on a wheel until you make a pot or a jar.”
The detective nodded.
“He liked to mold pottery in his spare time.” Pedro sighed. “Look, Juanito could never kill anybody.”
“Hey, it had to be an inside job. That convent is too secure. So, if it wasn’t Malek, the only suspect left is you.”
“For the fiftieth time, when I found Sister, she was dead,” Pedro insisted. “You know what Sister Gertrude said: She saw me go in and I wasn’t in there long enough to do anything.”
The detective tried not to cringe when he heard Pedro knew information that should not have been available to him, yet.
“Anyway,” Pedro continued, “if I had done it, why would I give myself away by screaming? Give me a break.”
Lassiter stood and leaned over the table. “Look, little man, I don’t give a flying flip about giving you a break! I don’t care about you, your buddy, or any of your religious hocus pocus. All I know is that I got a dead nun on my hands and a murderer on the loose.”
Pedro had no response for him.
“Okay, then tell me what you know about this.” He opened his briefcase and tossed a sealed, clear evidence bag onto the table. Inside it was the unusual rosary that belonged to John. Pedro stared at the blood-soaked beads and remembered how fascinated he had been the first time he had seen those little pebbles stranded on sturdy, knotted twine. The detective could tell this piece of evidence struck a nerve.
“It’s ... a rosary,” the little man mumbled.
“Who does it belong to?”
Pedro remained silent and did not look at the officer.
“Look, Pedro, Father Alonzo already told me who owns it,” the detective lied. “Pedro, just agree with Father and you’re off the hook. It’s your buddy’s rosary, isn’t it?”
Pedro shut his eyes. His lips moved, almost imperceptibly, as if in prayer.
Realizing that no more cards would be dealt, Lassiter bet on a complete bluff. “Oh ... I think I understand,” the detective said, pretending to have a revelation. “I see why you’re protecting him.” He walked around to Pedro’s side of the table. “You’re in on it, aren’t you? You may not have been the one who strangled her, but you made sure it got done. Didn’t you?”
“No,” Pedro groaned. “I loved Sister Clarita.”
“It was a sexual thing, wasn’t it?”
“That’s sick!” the Honduran snapped.
Trying the only remaining tactic that came to mind, the detective jerked Pedro up by his flannel collar and shoved him against the wall. “You murdering, little, son of a bitch,” he growled. “You were in on it. That’s why you’re protecting that bastard, because if you turn on him, he’ll turn on you.”
With their noses almost touching, the detective snorted in Pedro’s face and whispered, “It isn’t gonna work little man. You got your kicks. But now you’re gonna rot in prison ... fry in the electric chair ... and burn in hell.”
Pedro closed his eyes and appeared to pray.
“Is that what you want? You wanna rot, fry and burn?”
Pedro whimpered.
“Answer me, dammit! Who owns that rosary?!”
Ch05
Our lives begin to end
the day we become silent
about things that matter.
Martin Luther King, Jr.
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Four Seasons Hotel
Washington, DC
May 17
THE ESAC Conference breakfast was almost finished. As Angela ended her reflections on the importance of her highly-publicized appearance at the U.N. overpopulation summit in St. Moritz, John and the other waiters cleared the tables as quietly as possible. Secretary Concepcion had agreed to answer questions and, again, John could see that her audience was impressed. For the last question she announced that she would reach out beyond the privileged attendees and into the working class, “the heart and soul of America.” So, she proposed that any server could volunteer a question. When none of the waiters raised his hand, John saw her point his way.
“You sir, what’s on your mind?”
John was stunned, at first. Perhaps, she had picked him because he was the closest waiter to the dais. But, then again, he became even more uncomfortable as she looked his muscular frame up and down with a sly smile that signaled an eerie sexual flirtation.
John, however, knew that every surprise is a hidden opportunity. He set his plates down on a nearby table and gathered his thoughts as a staffer rushed over to hand him a microphone.
“What bothers you the most?” she urged empathetically. “Well,” John hesitated, “do you have a while?”
Angela laughed with the audience.
“Take all the time you need,” she encouraged.
John realized that she expected a soft ball question about how she might get the government to do more for him. Angela never failed to find an ill that a new government program couldn’t cure. Indeed, other people’s money fuelled her political ambitions. However, John also suspected that, like himself, under her cool exterior lay volatile passions. He had learned to control his emotions but he doubted that she was that self-aware.
Moved by the Spirit, John observed, “Secretary Concepcion, I see in your literature that you list human rights as one of your highest priorities.”
“Yes, that’s correct ... absolutely. It is shocking how human rights are violated here and around the world. When I am president, my administration will hold everyone – and I do mean everyone – accountable for their human rights violations.”
“Then,” he asked softly into the microphone, “why don’t you respect the humanity of the unborn? A right to life is the most fundamental human right of all.”
Angela’s sly smile faded as she scanned the room that had suddenly become silent. “Are you serious?”
John nodded.
“Well, in case you haven’t heard, a woman has a right to choose. It’s her health, her body and her decision. I am proud of my record of defending women’s health.”
John felt compelled to continue: “I’m sorry, you don’t seem to understand my question. I’m not asking about human health. I’m asking about human death. Pregnancy is not a disease and abortion is not health care.”
“Don’t be ridiculous,” she argued. “Plenty of scientists and doctors agree that the ba... I mean the fetus ... well, it’s ... it’s not a person yet.”
“Then when is that magical moment?”
She snorted her disgust at the question.
“It’s an important question. I mean, after all, we’re talking about possible infanticide.... Murder?”
“I’m not a scientist...”
“Are they ‘persons’ when everything but the baby’s head has been removed from the birth canal?”
Everyone knew Angela was a leader in defending the practice of partial-birth abortion.
She chided him, “Now look, we’re trying to have a civilized breakfast here ... If you’re not willing to engage in a rational discussion without being hateful, then ...”
“I don’t hate you ... I feel sorry for you.”
She chuckled, along with a few others in the room. “You feel sorry for me?” She looked down on him as if preparing to verbally pounce on an audacious fool. “What, in heaven’s name, do you pity about me?”
John goaded her with, “Your confusion.”
She rolled her eyes. “Oh my Gawd, this I gotta hear!” The entire room burst into laughter. This was Angela’s specialty. After years of taking live radio calls, she had perfected the art of verbal jousting.
John said, “You are confused by a spirit of invincible ignorance.”
“Oh?” she mused, “This is the first time I’ve been called ‘ignorant’ by a busboy.” Again, the audience loved her humorous jabs. “Tell me, oh wise one, of what am I ignorant?”
John seriously continued. “Human rights.”
The comment irritated her. However, she was distracted even more when she noticed a disturbingly familiar fat, greasy man sitting near the stage. He looked like a deliberately forgotten acquaintance from the past, but she quickly moved her attention back to John.
He continued, “What rights are left when politicians and judges refuse to protect life?”
“Wow!” she said, finally ready to get serious. “Truly, you must be the last of the knuckle-dragging Neanderthals ... What century are you living in? Where do you think human rights come from?”
“God,” he answered without hesitation.
“Look, I believe in God as much as anybody,” she said with a hollow chuckle. “But every time I’m burning the midnight oil crafting human rights legislation ... well ... He’s on break.”
She paused for a few snickers in the audience.
Then she quickly dropped the humorous facade. “Look, laws don’t get written magically. He’s up there, not down here. What legislation has God written for women’s rights or minority rights? Enlightened progressives like myself have always had to fight Bible thumpers like you in order to create those rights!”
Some of the attendees applauded.
“Women’s rights?” John countered. “Madame Secretary, it is baby girls who are overwhelmingly aborted around the globe. In fact, it has rightly become known as ‘gendercide.’1 Minority rights? Since 1973, abortion has taken thirty six times as many African-American lives as violent crime!2 In fact, African-Americans are being aborted at three times the rate of white Americans.3 With all due respect...”
“I don’t want your respect!” she interrupted. “I want what the people
want. That’s why I’m New York Secretary of State and you’re a busboy!” Chuckles scattered through the room.
John remained composed and undeterred. He understood people like Angela and continued pushing her. “Why do you believe that the egg of an endangered bird should be legally protected but a child in the womb should not? Would you finally be outraged if I performed partial birth abortions on baby seals?”
Some in the audience gasped. “That is sadistic!” She knew she had to regain control of the situation. So, she ordered, “Take his mic. away. Take it.”
As he watched her face blush, he continued calmly, “Human life exists, even when you choose to ignore it. Do you realize that the 20th century brought us almost one billion induced abortions worldwide?4 Total world population never even reached a billion until 1804.5
“Cut him off ... cut him off!” In the crowded dining hall, her aides unsuccessfully tried to get to John while she looked down on him, frustrated that this simpleton was ruining her big moment. Angela’s anger was about to boil over.
“Madame Secretary, it is the unspoken holocaust. Human life is not to be feared. It is the most precious resource on earth. It is not for us to tamper with or destroy.”
“Shut that lunatic up!” she shouted as aides fumbled with the sound system.
“Please, seek God’s ...”
“This is not a prayer meeting!”
When she reached for a carafe of water, he turned to address his comments to the entire audience. “When will you let life become God’s choice? How many would-be inventors, healers, peacemakers and saints have been lost by ...”
The carafe slammed against John’s head and crashed on the floor, shattering into a dozen shards. Gasps and mumblings from the audience blended into the squealing of John’s microphone as a staffer finally snatched it out of his hand. Addled, John could only rub his forehead to assess his injury while Angela stared through him and panted with anger. As John scanned the audience members, each dumbfounded from the surreal attack they had just witnessed, he suspected that he might have achieved his purpose.
Her beautiful face was now contorted with anger and she could not contain the boiling vitriol within her. “I’ll do whatever I want with my damn body! Keep your religious fanaticism to yourself!”
John stood there, not looking angry, but like the victim of a bully.
However, as the adrenaline receded, and the room grew quiet, her tightened eyes widened. Suddenly, no one was more shocked than Angela at the impulsive battery that she had just committed in public and on camera. So, she fumbled around for the words that might bring the audience back to her side.
She attempted humor. “Crazy zealot!” This time, however, no one laughed.
She fumbled through her notes for an embarrassing moment and then got serious. “I think everyone here realizes that it’s not that simple. Ohhh Gawd,” she nervously chuckled, “wouldn’t it be great if it were as simple as that? You think I want more abortions? Of course not ... I ... I love kids. If I could just wave a magic wand to get rid of them ... I mean ... get rid of abortions ... I would.”
John knew what was coming next as Angela’s tone became more confident. “But, until that time, you have my pledge that I will always defend a woman’s right to choose...” and then she added, with tears welling in her eyes, “especially when she’s been raped by her father!”
As usual, the victim card was the right one to play. The audience rose for a standing ovation and, for a brief moment, Angela seemed to relish her rhetorical feat. She beamed as she soaked up the applause that invigorated her. But when her eyes finally turned back to John, she glowered at him. Angela and her staff knew that the journalists and videographers around this stubbornly calm troublemaker would preserve her embarrassing outburst. Today’s video could dog her for the rest of her political career ... unless she could find a way to neutralize it.
As the ovation continued, two big men from her security detail directed John to leave. He cooperated and they followed him out of the dining hall.
Outside, John commented, “See you later, guys,” but they kept following. Then, when John reached the parking garage, he finally stopped, turned and addressed the leader of the two, “Okay. I’m leaving. God bless.”
The man did not respond. But just before everything went black, John saw him pull a Taser® out of his pocket.
We love death
more than you love life.1
Major Nidal M. Hasan
American Soldier/Accused Muslim Terrorist
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Metro Rail Subway
Washington, DC
May 17
QURBAN smoothly slipped into the plastic seat and slid his backpack under it. Across the aisle, his eyes immediately gravitated to forbidden territory, which was exposed more than hidden, under layers of sheer fabric and a plunging neckline. The woman was standing, steadying herself with a raised hand on a silver rail. Her lips were red, and her blouse was too tight. He despised it all, but that did not stop him from looking.
Qurban suspected that the Metro railcar would get crowded at the Rosslyn stop since Washington rush hour was approaching. However, when the train departed the station, they were still less than half full.
I will wait.
He felt uncomfortable without his beard and did not like the polyester suit he had been given. He was too muscular for its slender styling and, in his twenty four years, he had never before dressed like this.
But Qurban smiled broadly when he saw a man with his daughter at the front of the car. She was, perhaps, only six and was playing with a plastic pony and singing to herself. The small, heavy man with her was wearing a yarmulke.
Qurban scanned the car for a look at the other passengers. At the back were four loud Europeans, young men about his own age. He suspected that they were arguing over a recent soccer game but could only minimally understand their French. Most of the other passengers just looked like middle class Americans, as they read their newspapers or listened to their iPods.
Then the scandalous woman moved toward Qurban and asked, “Do you mind?”
Silently, he shook his head, without making eye contact, and she sat in the open seat next to him.
He was thrilled with the power he had over her now. If he wanted, he could turn and kiss her on those full, red lips. What could she do about it? He could do even more ... much more.
But, instead, Qurban stared at the floor. He wanted to get it all over with as soon as possible.
At Arlington Cemetery Station a few people boarded and more departed. Again, the plan would be delayed. However, the next stop was the Pentagon.
Pentagon, yes! That will be perfect. Soon, I will be a hero... a very great man.
Trying to remain inconspicuous, he continued to studiously glance around the car. At the front, on his side, was an unusual trio. A man in a motorized wheelchair was flanked by two men, one was a younger redhead and the other had the mature but fit look of a bodyguard. The man in the middle was wearing a hat, pulled down over his face, almost as if to hide his identity.
The Metro car rumbled along loudly, but Qurban still could feel his heart beating.
When they arrived at the station, Qurban was angry to see the Jewish man and his daughter stand to depart, but he felt better when he saw hundreds of Pentagon workers waiting to board.
“Excuse me,” the woman asked Qurban, “is this where I get off for the Pentagon City stop?”
The doors opened and a mass of humanity elbowed its way into and out of the car. Still, over the shuffling tumult, Qurban could hear his heart pounding. He suddenly felt disoriented. He angrily turned to the woman but all he could look at were her red lips. They were smiling at him.
Qurban’s mind raced in confusion.
He saw the Jews leaving the car.
Why is that man in the wheelchair hiding his face?
The passengers pushed past Qurban.
Something’s not right.
He snatched his heavy backpack that was loaded with forty seven pounds of Semtex, nails and infected hypodermic needles. He threw it over his shoulder and slipped out just as the door closed behind him.
Qurban’s seventy-two virgins would have to wait.
Ch07
Lord, make me pure...
but not yet.
St. Augustine of Hippo
7
Outside Washington, DC
May 17
RICKY ZIPP quickly hit the brakes, pulled over and stopped the old blue Beetle on the shoulder of the road. After all, he knew how hard it was to catch a ride on this busy highway. He watched the hitchhiker in the rearview mirror as the tired, bruised man approached the car.
When John looked into the open passenger window, the anorexic old hippie yelled, “Where ya headed?” John could hardly hear him over the blaring sound of a radio rocker shouting, “I’m on the highway to hell.”
“Yashar,” John answered.
“Hop in. That’s where I’m goin’.”
John tossed his backpack into the back seat of the car, slid in and slammed the door. As he reached over to shake hands, Ricky could tell that John had noticed his T-shirt.
“Yeah,” Ricky answered the unspoken question. “It says, ‘Come over to the dark side... we’ve got cookies!’” He laughed, “Cracks me up!”
The passenger offered a sincere, “Thanks for the ride. I’m John,” and the driver immediately took a liking to the stranger’s dark eyes that were not quite smiling, but peaceful and calming. With just those few words spoken, Ricky detected a humble sophistication in his bedraggled passenger. He was a welcome change for Ricky because, these days, Ricky rarely had a positive connection with anyone.
“This bug wasn’t built for a big guy like you.”
John just smiled.
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