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Foreword
 

Flying Soup is my third novel. The first was a 900-page self-indulgent piece of crap that eventually found its way into a garbage can. I don’t think any copy of it exists any longer. At least, I hope that’s true. Though there were significant portions that I felt really good about, there were parts that were just too painful to read. Sadly, being my first novel, it is the one I tried hardest to get published. I think I contacted every agent and every publisher in the country. Very correctly, they all passed on the opportunity to publish it.

Years passed before I wrote my second novel, Ace Gonzo. It was so much fun and so easy to write. I thought afterwards, why did I ever walk away from writing? But for any who have read the Foreword in that novel, you know that I put little effort into getting it published. 

I wrote Flying Soup as soon as I’d finished editing Ace Gonzo, and completed the novel in about a month. The story just flowed so easily. Again, it was so much fun to write. I realized at that time that writing was what I really loved to do, what I wanted to do. Unfortunately, I just couldn’t dedicate myself to the necessary next step of working at getting my novels published. Some letters were sent. Rejections were received. Self-confidence evaporated and my manuscripts languished on my hard drive for a decade. 

That decade or so of time passed becomes significant in the fact that the characters in the story work in the tech industry and the products they develop are tech products that, while being cutting edge ten or twelve years ago, are old hat today.

Interestingly, one of the query letters I sent out on Flying Soup led to a request to read the first 50 or so pages. The negative response was really quite humorous to me. The respondent described the character Philpot, and especially his first sermon, as “over the top.” I laughed when I read it because I’d based my Philpot character on an evangelist I’d seen at my church when I was kid. As a tattoo-covered former heroin addict, Philpot matched that evangelist exactly. Now, I don’t remember what that evangelist said when I was a kid, but I do remember the emotion with which he spoke, the tears, and the melodrama. I did my best to give Philpot that same style, the same kind of emotional testimony. So as “over the top” as Philpot seemed, to me he was real.

And most unfortunately, a few of my good friends, who happen to be very religious, decided to forgo reading any more of my work after reading the first draft of Flying Soup (I think they’ve gotten over it now). The thing is, I never meant for the book to be an indictment against religion. My book is full of deeply flawed characters. Some are religious, others are not. Some make good choices, some make bad choices. The central characters struggle with moral and (hopefully) interesting choices that they have to resolve within the constraints of their own spiritual paradigm. If anything, at least from the religious perspective, it is the story of a fall from grace and a struggle for redemption. 

If you’ve bought or borrowed my book, I thank you. I may make you laugh, I may make you cry, I hope to stir your emotions and transport you into my story. I hope to make you like, love, despise, and hate my characters. I may please you. I may offend you but I hope I make you think. And most of all, I endeavor to keep you interested and for a short time, steal you away from drudgery you might feel in your life. I hope you enjoy Flying Soup.



November 27, 2000
 

In the distance Christian Trist saw the ugly brown pickup materialize from the mist and proceed toward a yield sign up ahead. Because of the odd layout of the upcoming intersection, the truck came almost directly at him. Christian looked for eye contact, confirmation that the driver saw him. But the truck was too far ahead; he could barely make out the driver’s form in the cab.

Christian tried to judge the speed, tried to extrapolate whether he was at risk of a collision. But he was climbing the long, low hill faster than usual, much faster. Five thousand dollars spent on a brand new, ultra-light, carbon fiber bike, full of slippery new bearings and precision components accounted for that extra speed. The bike rode like a dream compared to his old, worn-out steel framed bike. 

The slope slipped quickly past. Then it was clear. He would pass the entrance to the subdivision just as the pickup arrived at its yield sign. He tentatively extended his fingers to prepare for a pull on the brake levers and balked, reluctant to give away his momentum, looking for eye contact.

Caution won out. Christian stopped peddling and let the bike coast. 

Damn it!

Christian pulled the lever for the rear wheel brake.

The pickup visibly decelerated. 

Their eyes met and Christian knew the driver saw him. With that confirmation he let go of the break lever and mashed the pedals hard, accelerating the feather-light bike up to the corner.

Then, an odd thing happened. The pickup, which had been slowing for the intersection, assumed the right-of-way and sped up.

“Shit!” Christian shouted. He pulled hard on both brakes and the bike skidded on the damp asphalt, fishtailing to the left like a motocross racer.

The pickup passed the yield sign. A collision was imminent. Wheels on the bike and pickup both locked, but the laws of physics couldn’t be manipulated any more.

Christian hit the grill of the pickup like a wall. But for whatever reason it happens, instinct took over and Christian rolled with his momentum. As the six hundred dollar carbon fiber front wheel of his bicycle crumpled under the impact of the cheap steel bumper of the pickup, Christian’s body flew over the hood, hit the asphalt, limply rolled, and skidded to a stop. 

 

***

 

Christian Trist lay on his back looking up at the solid layer of gray clouds, shocked more than anything, but nothing hurt. At least nothing hurt a lot. There were bloody scrapes, and bruises that would show up later, but no broken bones.

Christian slowly sat up, took a deep breath, and gathered his wits. A glance in the direction of the idling pickup offered a unique perspective of his beautiful new bike, trapped beneath the truck’s front bumper. The driver sat slack-jawed and wide-eyed, obviously distressed. 

Christian gave him a wan smile and a wave to assure him that he wasn’t dying.

The driver’s face became suddenly unreadable. The pickup’s exhaust rumbled, shot out a plume of grayish-black smoke, and the truck lurched forward.

It was Christian’s turn for distress as he saw two tons of rusting steel roll onto his new bike. Cracks and snaps echoed in the mist as the hulk moved. The handlebars got caught in the beast’s undercarriage and the bike broke apart as the truck accelerated into the distance, leaving worthless pieces of aluminum, rubber and composite frame over a hundred yards of bumpy country road.

On his bloodied knees and palms in the middle of the road, Christian yelled, “Asshole!” 

 

***

 

“Damn, nigga,” Mohamed muttered, rubbing a big pale palm over his smooth black skull. Leaning on the bed of the pickup, the old cowboy shot Mohamed a disapproving look.

“You can say that again,” Buster said, eyes locked firmly on the piece of expensive bicycle frame lying on the driveway at his feet.

Wordlessly, Christian stepped toward the front of the rusted pickup bed to retrieve the next mangled section of bicycle.

“So the guy never even stopped?” Buster asked for what seemed like the tenth time.

“Well, yeah. But he took off as soon as he saw that I wasn’t dead,” Christian responded, his voice taut with pent up anger.

“I tell ya’, that ain’t right,” the old cowboy said for what also seemed like the tenth time.

Christian shook his head and picked up the rear half of his frame, the largest and last piece of the bicycle still left in the truck. The back wheel swung loosely from the chain, and gears scraped across Christian’s skinless left knee. Still in a state of shock, he was oblivious to the pain and took a few long strides toward the extended tailgate. He dropped the bike segment into the pile of remnants on the driveway. It hit with a plasticy metallic plink, like a discarded toy.

“Damn, nigga,” Mohamed said.

The old cowboy shook his head.

“You can say that again,” Buster said and took a long drag on his cigarette. “Man, that doesn’t look like five thousand dollars now.”

“So you wasn’t kiddin’?” the old cowboy asked in disbelief. “You really paid five thousand dollars for that bike?”

Christian nodded and jumped off of the pickup. He extended a scraped and bruised hand, “Thanks for the ride. I really appreciate it.”

“No trouble,” the old cowboy said. Then, looking straight into Christian’s eyes, he added, “Sorry about your bike. If I’d ‘a seen it, I’d ‘a chased that boy down and kicked his ass for ya.”

“Thanks.”

The old cowboy walked his bowlegs to the cab of his truck and got in. Christian, Mohamed, and Buster watched silently as the pickup pulled out of the driveway and headed up the street. All five eyes (one of Buster’s was glass) fell to the shiny pile of debris at their feet. 

“Damn, nigga,” Mohamed said, shaking his head. “That bike costs more than your car.”

“You can say that again,” Buster said. 

 

***

 

Buster raised his nearly empty Corona and said, “To the bike.” Mohamed burst out laughing.

“You guys can blow me,” Christian said, then emptied the last of a beer down his throat. He stood and walked to the refrigerator. “Want another one?”

“Sign me up,” answered Buster.

“You fellas go ahead. I have to work tomorrow,” Mohamed replied.

“Workin’ for the man on Sunday,” Buster observed. 

“That’s why I own this house and you rent a room from me,” Mohamed retorted.

“Ouch. You don’t have to get personal,” Buster said.

“Jesus, not this crap again,” Christian said.

     “Christian’s right,” said Buster, “This is a solemn occasion. This is a funeral.” Mohamed and Buster laughed again while Christian sulked.

The laughter subsided and into the ensuing silence, Christian shouted, “Man, I wanna kick that dude’s ass!”

“Sorry dude,” Mohamed offered.

“Don’t worry about it. I’m just pissed because that no-insurance-having white-trash redneck poser motherfucker ran over my bike and didn’t have the balls to take responsibility. Now I have a brand new pile of carbon composite shit in my garage.”

“My garage,” Mohamed corrected.

Buster laughed.

Christian ignored them and ranted on. 

“Five thousand dollars’ worth of stock options down the toilet! And now I have to go back to riding that thirty-five pound piece-of-shit Schwinn.” 

It was a short rant. The three sat in silence for a while, staring at the remains of a pizza on the table, letting the noise from the television fill the empty air. 

“Christian, I’m not one to say I told you so but…”

“Oh, here we go again,” Mohamed interrupted. He stood from the table then walked over and stuck his head in the refrigerator.

“What?” Buster asked.

“You know what,” Mohamed called from his frigid retreat.

“It was a good idea,” Buster said, defensively.

“Buster,” Christian said, “If I wanted to ride around with some super geek bullshit on my bike helmet then I would have agreed to it a long time ago. But I didn’t want to.”

“No man,” Buster retorted. “You don’t understand. If you’d have had one of my PRDs…”

“PRD?” Mohamed taunted, returning to the table with a fresh beer in his hand, losing his concern about work the next day.

“A Personal Recording Device,” Buster said.

“You mean a camcorder,” Mohamed laughed. “You white boys and your fancy-ass acronyms.”

“I’ve got your white boy right here,” Buster said, making a show of hefting his genitals.

“Boy is right,” Mohamed said.

“You’ve seen this monster before. Anytime you want to compare, you let me know!”

“Oh, Jesus Christ!” Christian interrupted. “I’m so tired of hearing about your dick.”

“…and your PRD!” Mohamed laughed.

“Yeah well you can laugh all you want.” It was Buster’s turn to rant. “But you know as well as I do that if Christian had been wearing my PRD then he would have had a video of the whole accident including the asshole’s license plate number. And right now, he’d be laughing because there’d be one less asshole on the road trying to run him over while he’s out playing on his bicycle. And he’d get a fat check for a new bike.”

“God damnit, Christian! You’ve been bitching about how drivers treat cyclists since…since forever. Every goddamn week you’re like, ‘this asshole cut me off,’ ‘that asshole honked at me,’ ‘this asshole spit on me.’ Oh, Jesus Christ, Christian, sometimes you’re just like my mother! All you ever want to do is complain about shit, but you never want to do anything to fix it.”

Christian rolled his eyes and drank some more beer.

Nobody spoke for a moment. Mohamed broke the silence. “Look Buster, it’s not that your idea is stupid, it’s just that nobody wants to go around with a five-pound camcorder duct taped to his head.”

“Man, that was a long time ago. That was just a prototype,” Buster retorted.

“Yeah, whatever.”



November 28, 2000
 

Christian’s head pounded as he made his way down the stairs. Too many beers, not enough aspirin, and not enough sleep. The sun wasn’t yet over the horizon, and the house was dark except for a light above the kitchen table. He walked past the table, littered with Corona bottles, opened the freezer and pulled out his two half-full water bottles. He topped off each with water and headed for the garage.

Gently, so as not to disturb his sleeping and hung-over roommates, Christian opened the door to the garage. The light was on, but nobody’s dad lived in the house to make them turn it off, so Christian didn’t think twice about it. He heard the clinking of metal on metal. Along the near wall sat Mohamed’s Audi convertible. Just past the fender, Christian saw Buster’s shoulders and scraggly head bobbing.

“Dude! What are you doing to my bike?”

Buster stiffened and shouted, “Jesus, you sneaky bastard, you scared the shit out of me!”

Christian started to laugh, but his alcohol-marinated brain throbbed. The humor disappeared. He stepped past the car and looked down at his old red Schwinn.

Buster stood and faced him. 

“You gave it to me,” he said, defensively.

Christian dredged his memory for evidence of that.

“Remember,” Buster prompted, “when we went to the bike store, when you started looking at those bikes?”

“Yeah,” Christian answered, not at all sure where this was going.

“You know. We went together.”

“Okay. I remember.”

“Do you remember when you found that Madone?” Buster emphasized the bike’s name. 

“Yeah?”

“Well, if you weren’t so hung over, you’d remember that I asked you why you needed two bikes and you said you didn’t.”

“Okay,” Christian agreed.

“I asked you what you were going to do with your old bike and you said I could have it.”

It took several long moments, but Christian found the memory. “Ugh.”

“That’s right. You remember.” Buster pushed.

“Ah, yeah, but…”

“Look dude. I don’t really want your bike. You can ride it any time you like.”

Christian tried not to look offended. 

“What are you doing to it?”

“Nothing.” 

“Whatever.” 

Christian squatted beside the bike and examined the bicycle seat since that’s where Buster’s attentions had been focused. He looked at the brakes, the gears, the chain.

“What were you doing with my…your bike?” Christian asked.

“Nothing you’ll notice,” Buster answered.

“Look, if you ADJUSTED anything, I need to know. I don’t want to get stuck out in BFE again.”

“Look, I didn’t monkey with any of that stuff.” Buster said, defensively.

“What then?”

“I just installed my PRD on the bike,” Buster answered.

“Oh, Jesus Christ!”

“No look, you won’t even know it’s there.”

Christian took a long look at the bike through his bleary eyes.

Buster smiled, “See, what’d I tell you?”

“Okay. I give up.”

“Look,” Buster pointed out. 

Indeed, a small camera lens had been attached just below the bicycle computer, facing forward, almost invisible. Another lens was poking out of the back of the toolkit, just under the seat.

“Look here, check this out,” Buster blurted.

A computer sat on the floor. It should have seemed odd sitting there on the garage floor but the residual effects of the alcohol had impaired Christian’s curiosity. Buster grabbed a USB cable that was plugged into the back of the computer, fiddled with the tool kit for a moment, and plugged the other end to something inside. He sat down Indian-style in front of the computer and opened a program. 

The computer screen divided itself into four squares each showing a grainy color image of the interior of the garage. “These are the cameras I installed,” Buster proudly announced.

“There are four images,” Christian observed.

“Yeah, two lenses on the bike, two on the helmet.”

“What?! You didn’t mess up my new helmet did you?”

“Dude…” Buster raised his hands. “It’s progress, man. Invention!”

“Jesus Christ!” Christian scanned the garage for his helmet, looking alternately at the images then back to the area around him. The helmet was located on the floor, pushed under Mohamed’s Audi.

“Damnit! I just paid a hundred and twenty bucks for this helmet!”

Buster defended himself. “Man, it’s not like it wasn’t already scratched up from your acrobatics yesterday.”

“That dickhead,” Christian muttered absently, looking at the side of the helmet then looking to the pile of bicycle debris lying near the wall at the front of the garage.

Christian examined the helmet and spotted a black, nickel-sized camera lens on the front of the helmet. A twin lens marked the back. The helmet was red with black trim so the two black dots matched nicely. As he moved the helmet, Christian glanced toward the camera, saw that the picture was live and aimed it at different objects in the garage, including Buster. 

“Asshole,” Christian narrated.

Buster leaned over the back wheel of the bike so that his face filled the screen for the camera in the tool kit. 

“Your mama.”

“It’s wireless,” Christian observed.

“Yep,” answered Buster. “Pretty cool, huh? You won’t even know it’s there.”

Christian shrugged. 

“How much can you record?”

“That’s the really cool part,” Buster grinned. “It depends. See, I’ve rigged up an MP3 player as a storage unit. So depending on the size of the storage, you get anywhere from twenty minutes to a several hours of video. You could even use your smartphone.”

“What if I outride my storage? You know, two hours of storage and a three hour ride,” Christian asked.

“Dude, that’s the beauty part. It recycles. It fills up the space in five minute video clips then it overwrites the oldest with the newest.”

“Hmm. And you wrote the software for that?” Christian asked. 

“There wasn’t much to write.” Buster answered

“What language?” Christian queried.

“I didn’t actually write it.”

“Who did?”

“Mo.”

Christian laughed. “I thought Mo said this was a stupid idea.”

“He did,” Buster agreed. “I had him write it but I told him it was for something else.”

“He’ll be thrilled.”

“Hey, I paid him.” 

“Really?”

“Pizza and beer,” Buster said. “He wouldn’t take any money.”

“He may when he finds out how you’re using the code.”

“That’s fine. I can afford it,” Buster said.

Christian toyed with the camera for a few more minutes and Buster proudly watched.

“So you designed all this stuff?”

“I’m an electrical engineer, but I’m not a masochist,” Buster answered.

“Okay.”

“It’s all off the shelf.” Buster said.

“No way,” Christian said.

“Yeah. I made a few minor Frankenstein modifications but…off the shelf.”

“Wow.”

 

***

 

Hoffman Philpot looked across his congregation, four thousand souls waiting to hear God’s words in his voice. Countless others watched on the television. His eyes settled on a pew near the front at the left where the visitors from the halfway house sat. It was their first visit to his church. Fourteen lost souls. He was determined to put a few of those in Jesus’ win column. 

Philpot’s sermon was nearly over. He’d laid the foundations by citing scripture, reading from the Bible. He’d made the logical argument asking where a life of excess would lead and showing that there was no good end. It was time to knock it out of the park with an emotional close. 

Philpot let his eyes linger on individuals in the audience. He looked at young Melissa Warburg. She’d been caught drinking and she was only seventeen. He looked at Oscar Anderson. His parents had found a bag of marijuana in his bedroom. He looked into a few more pairs of eyes and then he gave a look to each of the fourteen from the halfway house.

“My friends, I knew a fellow when I was in college. He was a friend from high school, a friend that I knew in junior high, a friend that I’d known since grade school, a boy I grew up with, a lifelong friend. 

“Let’s call my friend John. 

“When John was young he attended church because his parents took him there. He learned about God and Jesus and the disciples, and because John had a sharp mind he learned all a boy could learn about the Bible. But John knew the Bible in his head, not in his heart. What’s more, John had a rebellious streak. He didn’t respect his parents or his teachers. He was often in trouble at home, at school, even at church.

“Yes, even in God’s house, John found mischief and trouble.

“John’s parents talked to their pastor and he told them that the only way to help John was through Jesus. But they said, ‘We go to church every Sunday. Surely John knows Jesus.’

“So they turned to the school counselors who tried to analyze John’s problem. The counselors told his parents that he was bored in school and if he was intellectually challenged, then his behavior might improve.

“That didn’t work.

“John’s parents turned to books, went to lectures on child rearing, they pursued every avenue the popular culture at the time had to offer. They did everything loving parents would do when they see their child is on the wrong path.

“None of it worked. And that left John’s parents in a sorrowful state. They knew where John was headed with his life, just as most parents do. 

“You see, John was a delinquent. And the older John got, the worse his trouble got. What was pulling hair and calling names in elementary school turned into vandalism and truancy in junior high. What was vandalism and truancy in junior high turned into drinking and marijuana in high school. What was alcohol and marijuana in high school turned into hard drugs and crime when John’s parents sent him off to college. 

“By the time John was twenty-three he’d flunked out of college. He couldn’t hold a job. And my friends, John was addicted to heroin. 

“He had tracks, rows of needle scars up and down his arms where he punctured his veins over and over again putting the devil’s poison in and pushing himself further and further from God. John stole money from his parents. He stole from his friends. He stole from his employer, when he had one. He stole from people on the street. He stole anything of value, anything to support his habit.

“But John was ashamed of his life. He’d been to church enough to know right from wrong…in his head. But, he couldn’t find the strength in his heart to follow the path that Jesus showed him. In his shame he tattooed his arms to hide his scars. He tattooed his legs where he’d shot the poison into his veins. He even tattooed his neck where he’d shot up in his jugular. 

“John spent his days on a roller coaster of indulgences of the flesh and suicidal depression. 

“Then one day, John was between highs. He was rock bottom. He had no money for a fix and he was looking to steal. John snuck into a church because it wasn’t Sunday and the church wasn’t locked. He figured he might be able to find something that would help him find his way to another heroin high.

“It was dark outside. The church was silent. John walked into the empty sanctuary and toward the altar. On the altar, shining in the darkness John saw two brass candle holders and a brilliant cross trimmed in gold. Glistening in the moonlight that streamed in through the windows, the sparkling cross was the prettiest thing John had ever seen. John saw the cross as his salvation. Not as his path to God but as his path to his next high.

“Alone in the darkness, John crept to the altar and reached for the cross but paused before grasping it. Then out of the blackness a raspy, familiar voice asked what he was doing.

“Startled, John snatched up one of the candle holders and spun around, ready to bludgeon whoever was going to keep him from his gilded cross.

“And there at the altar, with a candlestick raise above his head, ready to strike a deadly blow, John recognized a face in the darkness. In front of him sat his old Sunday school teacher from when he was a child, Deacon Finn. 

“John froze.

“Maybe John’s shame gave him pause, maybe it was the hand of God, John never knew.

“Deacon Finn recognized John, and asked, ‘John, are you going to kill me for that cross?’

“Suddenly feeling ashamed and then angry because of it, hating himself, John said, ‘Yes Deacon Finn. I am going to kill you and then I’m going to take this cross.’

“Dying might scare some men but dying didn’t scare Deacon Finn. But it wasn’t because Deacon Finn was a brave man. He was just a man, a regular man. He looked at John, and smiled.

“Then, John said ‘Deacon Finn, why are you smiling? You have nothing to smile about. I know your family. Your daughter was just in an automobile accident. I know she died. I know your granddaughter is in a coma. And now you’re about to be killed by a drug addict so he won’t have to go to jail for stealing a trinket from a church.’

“Deacon Finn said, ‘John, God has laid out a path for you and for me. Do what you must. If you kill me, then I’ll be with God in the Kingdom of Heaven according to his plan. But I am not sad because my daughter died. She believed that Jesus saved her from sin and I know she’s in heaven with God right now.’

“John squirmed as he stood there. He knew Heaven was out of reach for him.

“Deacon Finn went on, ‘John, I am saddened that my little granddaughter is in the hospital and has to go through so much pain and still might not live. But if she dies, then she will be in the Kingdom of Heaven with her mother. If she lives then she will be a different person than she was before the accident. She will be one step closer to being the person that God wants her to become, because God has a plan for her, just like he has a plan for me and a plan for you.

‘Sometimes God’s plan does not put us on an easy path. Sometimes it brings us great joy, like the day that my daughter was born. Eventually God’s plan calls each of us home to him. 

‘John, I believe that God won’t call any of us home until he knows that our work here is done and he knows that we’re ready to go. In some ways I’m very happy because I know I raised my daughter right, so right that she was ready to go home to God at such a young age. I am an old man and I’m just now ready to go home to God. So while I may not always have been as good a person as I could have been, I must have been a good parent. Now I am finally worthy of going to Heaven to be with my wife and my daughter.’

“Deacon Finn, in spite of all the tribulations that God had in store for him in the twilight of his life, wasn’t sad, or bitter, or scared. He didn’t hate God. Deacon Finn was at peace. He’d accepted God’s plan for his life. But more importantly, he’d turned his life over to God...or, given his life back to God.”

Philpot scanned across the congregation and said, “Friends, I’ve told this story many times before. In listening to the story of Deacon Finn, people stop me and say that Deacon Finn is such an inspiration to them that they want to follow that same path, they want to give their lives to Jesus. I’ve even had preacher friends of mine tell me that perhaps I should spend a little less time talking about John and his sad, desperate life and little more time talking about Deacon Finn and his glorious life. But my friends, that isn’t the whole story.

“You see, John stood there with a brass candlestick poised over Deacon Finn’s head, ready to kill him for his next high, but listening to Deacon Finn tell him how at peace he was with himself, with God.

“Deacon Finn said to him, ‘John, I’ve known you for most of your life. I know this is the first time you’ve ventured down to this altar. All those years ago I used to hope you would sit in this sanctuary and come down to this altar and dedicate your life to Jesus. Finally, you’re here at the altar. John, would you consider it now?’”

The Reverend Philpot’s eyes started to water.

“John stood there, frozen. He didn’t know what to make of this man who had taught his Sunday school class all those years ago, a man he’d always held in disdain, a misguided man. But in that moment John saw how profoundly God had affected Deacon Finn, how truly the spirit of the Lord showed itself in Deacon Finn’s life. John saw what true faith was. 

“With tears in his eyes, John realized that it was he who’d made the mistake. He saw…no, he felt…he knew that God was real. Through the example of Deacon Finn’s life, John found faith. But he was a drug addict, a thief, a man about to murder his Sunday school teacher. John wasn’t worthy of God’s grace. John fell into despair. He cried.”

Philpot cried too. He had trouble with his words. Slowly, dramatically, he took off his jacket. The organ started to play softly in the background.

“People ask me, ‘Hoffman Philpot, how can you know what John was thinking at that moment? Did John tell you this?’” 

Philpot loosened and removed his tie.

“No I say. John didn’t tell me.”

Philpot unbuttoned his collar. Some star-shaped tattoos peeked out on his neck, just under the collar.

“They ask, ‘Did the Deacon Finn tell you?’”

Philpot rolled up one sleeve, then the other. On both arms were red and blue star-shaped tattoos.

The choir joined in with the organ, singing “Come home to Jesus, come home…”

“No, I say. No one had to tell me. I am John in that story. It was I who had turned away from God. It was I who was the drug addict. It was I who was the thief. I was so far from God, I was so caught up in the pleasures of the flesh, that I was on the verge of killing a man who loved me like a son. But I knew I was wrong. I knew that all of my life up to that second was wrong. But I was a dirty, filthy, evil, wretch and though I knew in that moment that God was the light, the only light, I knew that I’d gone too far. I was going to Hell.” 

“Come home to Jesus, come home…”

“Deacon Finn knew why I cried. He guessed that after all those years, he’d finally gotten through to me, and he told me, ‘Hoffman, none of what’s gone before matters. God loves you now. God has always loved you. What you’ve gone through in your life, you had to go through to get to where you are now, to where you can finally accept that Jesus Christ is your Savior.’

‘But how can he accept me?’ I asked. ‘I’ve sinned so, so much.’” 

“Come home to Jesus, come home…”

“Deacon Finn reminded me of that verse, John 3:16. For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten son that whosoever believeth in him shall not perish but have everlasting life. Jesus died on the cross to save me from sin. Jesus was going to carry the heavy burden of all my sins. If only I believed, if only I asked his forgiveness.

“In that moment, my life changed. I accepted Jesus Christ as my Savior and my life changed.” 

“Come home to Jesus, come home…”

Philpot looked to his wife who was crying too. She always cried when he told this story. He turned to the halfway house visitors and saw teary eyes.

“My friends, I tell you today that I know some of you haven’t yet accepted Jesus into your hearts. Some of you have experimented with drugs at an early age. Some of you have engaged in the pleasures of the flesh outside the sanctity of marriage. Some of you have lived a life like mine. Some of you have been addicted to drugs. Some of you are addicted to money, power, the materialism of this modern world. But I tell you no matter what you’ve done, whether you’ve forsaken God or just strayed, God has not forsaken you, and he’s calling on each of you now. 

“Come down to the front my friends and give your life to Jesus.” 

“Come home to Jesus, come home…”

 

***

 

Clint Davis sat on the inside edge of the pew, right next the aisle. He’d choked back his tears until it felt like someone was driving a spike into his throat, and he could hold back no longer. His tears washed down his scarred face and into his bushy goatee.

Clint looked at the tracks on his arms. Heroin had taken him, too. The Reverend Philpot could have been talking about Clint’s life as much as his own. Clint had been lost but now he was found.

Clint stood, stepped into the aisle, and walked toward the altar. Eight other men on that row stood in turn and followed Clint down. 

 

***

 

Mohamed opened the door from the garage and stepped into the kitchen. 

Da, da, da, da…. The theme music from the afternoon football telecast blared from the living room. Buster was hollering from the bottom of the stairs for Christian to come down. Mohamed had to remind himself again why it was a good idea to have roommates.

“You can read that later, you workaholic. You need to come check this out!” Buster paused then caught site of Mohamed. “Hey, Mo.”

“Damn, are you deaf?” Mohamed asked, searching the couch cushions for the television remote.

“What?” Buster asked. “C’mon Christian, I made a disc.”

“A disc of what?” Mohamed asked, turning the volume down on the TV.

“Of Christian, on the bike,” Buster replied.

“You are so gay,” Mohamed said.

“It’s not like it’s a secret.”

“Oh, crap, that means Christian’s gay too. He let you video him. Please don’t tell me he was naked.”

“Man you’re sick,” Buster shot back.

“Who’s gay now?” Christian asked, clomping down the stairs. “Mo, did you and Buster finally jump in the sack?”

“You guys really piss me off sometimes!” Buster said. “I might not even show you now.”

“Good. Can I go back upstairs?” Christian asked.

“No. Come sit down, you gotta see this.” Buster nearly begged.

“See what?” Mohamed asked, looking at Christian.

Christian shrugged, “If it will shut him up, who cares?”

“This won’t take long will it? Aren’t we going to the Copper Tank to watch the game tonight?” Mohamed asked.

“This is better than the game, man,” Buster responded.

“Maybe for gay dudes, but I wanna see some head bangin’. I wanna see some black boys tacklin’ white boys and not gettin’ arrested.”

“That sounds gay to me.” Buster shot back.

Mohamed snorted and gestured his frustration.

“Jeez. Why don’t you two just get married and get it over with?” Christian interjected. “You sound like you’re married.”

“Look. Would you guys just listen for a minute?”

“Fine.”

“Sure.”

Finally getting the silence he was begging for, Buster went on to explain how he’d stayed up the previous night rigging his PRD on Christian’s old bicycle. 

Christian said, “That’s true as far as I know. When I got up to ride at six this morning he was hunched over my bike like a creepy Christmas elf.”

Mohamed added, “He must have stayed up all night because I’ve never seen him get out of bed that early.”

“Yeah, whatever,” Buster said. “The thing is, that when Christian was riding this morning, he had my PRD on and it videoed most of his ride. I downloaded the video onto my computer and watched it to see how it turned out.”

“Okay,” Mohamed prompted.

“This should be interesting,” Christian said, not meaning it at all.

“It was,” Buster replied, “I recorded the best parts to a DVD, you guys wanna see?”

“Do we have a choice?” Mohamed asked.

“Sure, but you’ll regret it if you don’t,” Buster replied.

“I don’t recall my ride being that interesting this morning,” Christian offered, then asked, “How much did you record?”

“I got an hour and twenty minutes,” Buster replied.

“How long were you out this morning?” Mohamed asked.

“I left around six-thirty, I got back around nine,” Christian answered.

“So what,” Mohamed asked Buster, “you recorded the first half of his ride?”

“No, the last half. The PRD records in segments and when the storage space gets full, it tosses out the oldest video and replaces it with the newest video.”

“That sounds familiar,” Mohamed said.

“It should, you wrote most of it,” Buster replied.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought. I didn’t think it was ‘for a friend at work’…” Mohamed made the air quotes with his fingers, “I knew it was for your stupid invention.”

Christian was growing impatient, “Look, I’ve still got to read a ton of stuff before we go tonight. Can we get to the good part?”

“Fine, fine. Check it out,” Buster turned on the DVD and set the input on the television to see the image.

The four-part screen showed a drizzly wet road through a residential area. Houses were on the left side of the block, a park on the right. Christian’s heavy breathing provided a ragged soundtrack. The two cameras on Christian’s helmet moved periodically, looking left down a side street, then out across the trees in the park. Then the motion in the helmet camera stopped with the screen showing a jogger running on a path at the edge of the park.”

“Is that a chick?” Mohamed asked as the image grew.

“It sure is,” Buster answered.

The image grew.

“Nice…” Mohamed said.

“Better in real life,” Christian added.

“You guys want me to put it in slow motion?” Buster did so.

“Hmm, hmm,” Mohamed said.

The picture from the helmet camera stayed on the girl as Christian rode past on his bicycle. All eyes looked to rear view camera screens.

“She’s cute too,” Mohamed observed.

“I’m going to have to start going to that park to run,” Christian said.

Next, the video cut to a four-lane road out in the country.

“Okay, that was nice,” Mohamed said. “Are we going to see another girl?”

“No,” Buster answered. “I just put that part in for you guys. I really wanted you to see was what’s coming up next.”

“I don’t remember anything happening here,” Christian said.

“Just watch and you’ll see,” Buster responded.

Again, the three listened to Christian’s rhythmic breathing. A car materialized out of the distance behind Christian. 

“Oh yeah, here’s that dick that honked at me,” Christian said.

“Yeah, watch,” said Buster.

The car in the distance changed lanes from the center lane to the outside lane. 

“That little shit!” Christian said.

“Why’d he do that?” Mohamed asked. “He’s the only car on the road.”

As the car got closer, Buster once again put the video in slow motion. “It gets better. Now watch.”

As the car neared, it clearly swerved as close to the edge of the road as possible without hitting Christian. It filled the images on the screens and raced by.

“Damn, nigga,” Mohamed said. “That idiot almost hit you.”

“On purpose,” Buster clarified. “He very much on purpose almost hit Christian. Now watch it at regular speed with the sound.”

On the television the car appeared to be moving very fast. It changed lanes, swerving dangerously just before reaching Christian. As the car reached the rear wheel of Christian’s bike, the horn blared.

“Somebody needs to kick that boy’s ass,” Mohamed said.

Christian nodded. “That kind of stuff happens all the time. There’s always some short dick out there that thinks it’ll be funny to drive up behind me and honk.”

“But dude, he almost hit you,” Mohamed argued.

“Yeah, he did. He came closer than most. His mirror almost did hit me.”

“Closer than most?” Buster asked

“Yeah, I’m telling you, it happens all the time. People fly by and don’t bother getting in the center lane.”

“Man, he could have killed you. Aren’t you pissed?” Buster asked, shocked.

“I used to get pissed. I even got a little pissed this morning, but what am I going to do about it? Chase ‘em down? Beat their asses? Shoot ‘em?”

“PRD,” answered Buster, then raised his hands and shook the remote at Christian and Mohamed in rhythm with his speech. “You’re gonna love this next part.”

Buster did a fast-forward on the DVD then slowed back to real time. “Now watch.” A pair of trucks passed going in the same direction as the first car. A few more moments passed. “Now watch the oncoming traffic.”

Christian leaned closer to the television, hoping to spot what was to come. Mohamed did the same. Another car grew in the distance coming from the other direction.

Mohamed was the first to spot it. “Man, that looks like the same kind of car.”

“No,” Buster corrected. “It is the same car. I checked the license plate numbers.”

The car zoomed by and passed from the screen of the camera pointing forward to the camera pointing rearward. The car’s brake lights flashed red.

“What’s he stopping for?” Mohamed asked Christian.

“This is news to me. I never even noticed him the second time,” Christian answered.

On the bicycle, Christian continued to move at twenty miles an hour and the car shrank in the distance as it negotiated its turn. Christian rode his bicycle up onto a bridge over a shallow creek and the car approached again from behind.

“What the…” Christian said. “I didn’t notice him coming back.”

“Watch,” Buster ordered, and put the video into slow motion again.

An arm could clearly be seen extending from the passenger side window. Something was in the hand. The car closed and the arm swung back. Just as the car reached Christian, an object was thrown from the outstretched arm. It flew past the back of Christian’s head and into the creek below the bridge.

Buster froze the video.

No one spoke. 

 

***

 

Mohamed jumped to his feet. “That’s it! We’re kicking some ass! What’s that asshole’s license plate number?”

“I’ve got it written down upstairs,” Buster answered.

“Goddamn,” Christian muttered.

“Man, he almost hit you with that can,” Buster said.

“I didn’t even know he threw anything. Hell, I didn’t even notice him the second time because he wasn’t up beside me like the first time,” Christian said.

Mohamed said, “Man, he could have killed you with that…that…” 

“Can,” Buster finished. “It’s a soup can.”

“You’re shittin’ with me,” Christian said. 

Buster replied, “No. I zoomed in and printed a copy.”

“No kidding?” said, Mohamed.

“No kidding,” Buster answered. He walked to the kitchen table, grabbed a piece of photo paper and handed it to Mohamed.

Mohamed stared at it for a moment.

“It’s pixilated because I had to zoom in so much,” Buster said.

“It’s tomato soup,” Mohamed said.

“You’re joking,” said Christian and reached for the photo. Looking at it for a moment he said, “It sure is. Tomato fucking soup. That asshole threw a soup can at me!”

There was silence for a moment as Christian and Mohamed assimilated the information and formulated what to do with it.

Finally, Christian spoke. “You said you got the license plate number off that car.”

“Yeah,” Buster replied. “But I can do you one better than that. I can give you the name and address.”

“We’re going to go and kick some ass!” Mohamed shouted.

 

***

 

It was dark, cold, and drizzling. The creek wasn’t flowing quickly, though,

Christian stomped through the knee-high brown grass, flashlight pointed at the ground.

“Why do we need the can?” Mohamed asked.

Christian ignored him and continued to search.

Buster took up a place next to Mohamed, his neck tucked between his scrawny shoulders, hands in his pockets. “Mo, I’m not sure that going to kick this guy’s ass is the best thing for us. I mean we’re not kids anymore you know. We’ve all got jobs…careers.” Buster shivered.

Mohamed nodded. 

Buster continued, “…and you’re black.”

“What’s that got to do with anything?” Mohamed asked.

“Don’t give me that. This is Williamson County. The cops here are allergic to Negros. Everybody knows that,” Buster said.

Mohamed shrugged.

“Hah!” Christian shouted, bending over to pick up the can.

 

***

 

“So what are we going to do?” Buster asked from the back seat.

Christian shrugged and stared at the gold colored compact in the driveway. “That’s the car, there’s no doubt.”

“The plates match, man, but what are we going to do?”

“What did you have in mind, Buster?” Mohamed asked. “It’s your PRD. We’re taking this to the knucklehead’s doorstep. What did you think was going to happen?”

“Well, calling the police isn’t a bad option,” Buster said.

“Whatever,” Mohamed answered. “They aren’t going to do anything. Christian never got hit by the car or the can. No law was broken. No assault. No blood, no foul.” 

“That’s crap. They have to do something,” Buster argued.

“Are you really that simple? Have you ever dealt with the police before?” Mohamed asked.

“Oh, yeah, just because I’m white, I don’t know anything about the police and because you’re black, you do.” Buster stated.

“Oh, how many times have you been arrested?” Mohamed asked.

Buster hesitated. “Never.”

“Traffic tickets?”

“Once, when I was seventeen.”

“For what?”

Buster hesitated again. “Failure to use my turn signal.”

Mohamed laughed out loud. “You’ve gotta be kidding me.”

Buster didn’t answer.

“Mo, cut it out. You’ve never been arrested either,” Christian said.

“Oh, and you have?” Mohamed raised his voice.

“No.” Christian opened the passenger door and started toward the front of the house.

“Shit!” Buster said. “What’s he gonna do?”

“Doesn’t matter,” Mohamed answered, opening the driver’s door. “We gotta go with him.”

“What? Why? Somebody’s got to drive the getaway car.”

“You’re not driving my car,” Mohamed warned.

“Crap,” Buster muttered and climbed out of the backseat. 

Christian knocked on the front door, a can of tomato soup in one hand, a DVD in the other and a few photographs printed from the video.

 

***

 

Mohamed stopped on the front porch, just behind Christian and crossed his arms. Buster was still a few steps away when the door opened.

A middle-aged woman opened the door as if expecting a friend. She started to say something, but stopped when she failed to recognize Christian. A glance to muscular, black Mohamed splashed fear across the woman’s face. She involuntarily stepped back, partially shielding herself with the door.

Christian started in a casual tone. “Hi. I’m sorry to bother you but…”

“I don’t want any,” The woman responded immediately and moved to close the door.

“Oh, no, ma’am,” Christian said, holding up an empty palm. “My name is Christian Trist. We’re not selling anything. I’d like just a moment of your time.”

Cautiously, the woman said. “Okay. What’s this about?”

“Is that your gold Nissan Sentra in the driveway?” Christian asked.

“Yes. Why do you ask?”

Christian showed the woman a photograph showing the grainy picture of the car’s driver and another young male on the passenger side.

The woman’s face showed that she recognized the boys in the car.

“I’m sure this is going to be hard to believe, but I was riding my bicycle this morning around eight-thirty.”

The woman’s expression was a mixture of ‘who cares’ and ‘get to the point,’ but she said nothing.

“Someone driving that car,” Christian pointed to the car in the driveway then handed the lady the can of tomato soup, “…threw this can of tomato soup at me.”

“I just don’t…,” the woman started to say.

“Ma’am. You see the picture.”

“Yes, but…” she started.

“Please let me finish,” Christian implored. “I didn’t call the police. I’m not planning on finding this kid, whom I assume is your son, and beating the crap out of him, but I thought you should be aware, as his parent.”

“I don’t think…,” The woman started again. 

Christian handed the woman the DVD. “I have a video camera installed on my bicycle. It records four angles of what’s going on around me. The video is on that DVD. That’s where the picture came from. You need to watch it. I’m sure you’re not aware of what your son is doing in the car with his friend, but it’s the kind of crap that could get somebody killed.”

 

***

 

The Reverend Philpot and his wife stared at the frozen image on the television. “Could you rewind the tape again?” Philpot asked his wife.

Helen didn’t bother to remind Hoffman Philpot that there was no tape involved. It was a conversation they’d had too many times. Hoffman simply had no grasp of anything remotely technical. He couldn’t even set the alarm on the digital clock by the bed. 

Philpot grasped his wife’s hand as they watched the video. “Lord, help us,” he said more than once. When it was over, he prayed aloud and Helen bowed her head in silence.

As usual, the prayer took some time. Hoffman could beseech God for hours when the spirit moved him. Nevertheless, it ended after a mere ten minutes of divine communication.

After a respectfully long silence, Helen asked her husband, “What are we going to do with Donny?”

“This seems so unlike Donny,” said The Reverend Philpot. 

“You said you didn’t see him at church this morning,” Helen countered, already convinced. “I didn’t see him either.”

“And the men who dropped the tape off?” Philpot asked for at least the third time.

“There was a rather plain-looking man, maybe thirty. His name was Chris…Christopher…Christian Twist or something.”

“Twist? Like Oliver Twist?” Philpot asked.

“Yes. I don’t remember exactly what it was, but it was something like Twist. He did all the talking.”

“Do you think he made it up?” Philpot asked his wife.

“Why would he do that?” Helen asked, clearly surprised by this turn in the line of questioning.

“And the others?” Philpot asked, ignoring his wife’s question.

“There was a rather imposing black man. He looked like an athlete, like you see on TV. He was bald. Not even any eyebrows. He was very muscular. His pants were too baggy and his shirt was too tight.”

“Did he wear any gold jewelry?” Philpot asked, picturing a gangsta rapper in his mind.

“No, just a watch.”

“A big gold watch?” Philpot asked, wondering whether his wife had been confronted by drug dealers.

“No,” Helen replied, shooting down another of Philpot’s stereotypes. “It was just a regular watch, with a black band.”

“Hmm,” Philpot said. “And the other fellow, you said there were three.”

“Yes. That poor fellow was thin and sickly. I think he was a drug addict.”

“And why do you think that?”

“He kept looking over his shoulder, looking up and down the street like he was expecting the police. He was afraid. Paranoid. Like he was on drugs. And his eyes, he looked cockeyed like he was stoned or something.” Helen completed the description.

Philpot let it all sink in for a moment. “And you think this Christopher Twist was telling you the truth?”

Helen was taken aback. “Why, it’s right there on the TV, Hoffman. What’s to lie about? Do you think he did something to Donny and Fred to make them drive by and throw that tomato soup can?”

“No,” Philpot responded. “That’s not what I’m saying, though it surely could be a possibility. No, what I’m wondering is whether the video is genuine.”

“What?” Helen was shocked.

“Helen, you know with computers they can do anything nowadays. This whole thing could be a fake.”

“A fake? Why?”

“My outspoken support of the Reverend Bob Patterson has gotten me a lot of enemies on the left. You never know what those people are capable of.”

“Hoffman, I don’t think…”

“Don’t you see, Helen? I’m a soldier in the war for the soul of America. I’m more than that Helen. I’m one of God’s generals. I’m the leader of a flock of four thousand of the faithful. This is just the sort of thing the left would do to undermine the faith of the blessed.”

“Hoffman, Mr. Twist didn’t say anything about that.”

“He didn’t ask for anything? Make any threats? Any demands?” Philpot pushed.

“No, he just gave me the tape and explained what happened and suggested that I do something about it.”

Philpot contemplated things for a moment. “I’m not sure these men can be trusted.”

“We need to talk to Donny,” Helen insisted.

“Yes, yes. We’ll do that,” Philpot agreed, though his tone implied disagreement.

“And Fred? We need to tell his parents,” Helen continued.

“I’m not sure that’s the best course of action,” Philpot disagreed. “We don’t even know if the tape is genuine.”

“How can you say that, Hoffman?” Helen asked. “Fred Burke has been your friend since Fred Junior was a baby. He’s a deacon in your church.”

“Even Fred’s faith can be shaken,” Philpot argued.

“Oh, Hoffman, I know you don’t want to believe what you saw in the video. But I do believe it. I’m worried about our son. I’m worried about Fred Junior. Hoffman, don’t we owe it to ourselves, to our boys to consider whether this is true? If it is Donny and Fred, then they just may kill someone if this keeps up.”

“You may be right,” Philpot told his wife. “But don’t rule out the other possibilities. Donny and Fred Junior are good boys. Donny is our son. We’ve raised him right. He’s one of God’s children. Fred is, too. I’ll talk with Fred’s dad.”

 

***

 

The football game was over. The crowd in the bar had thinned out.

“Man, are you gonna mope around all night?” Buster asked Christian. 

“I’m not moping. I’m thinking,” Christian replied.

“Thinking about going back and kicking that little twerp’s ass, I’ll bet,” Buster speculated.

“Man,” Mohamed shook his head and looked at the ceiling. “You’re so full of shit. When we were there you didn’t want to do anything.”

“Look, I’m not saying we should…”

“Give it a rest,” Christian requested.

Buster wasn’t about to be shut up though, he leaned up close to Mohamed’s face. “I was looking out for your dumb ass. Black people with camel jockey names can’t just run around Williamson County beating up rich white folks’ kids. I don’t care what century it is. Sheriff Cletus and his redneck rump rangers would beat your ass in jail all night long. Man, I probably saved your live.”

“Nigga, please,” Mohamed responded.

“Man, I got yo’ nigga right here,” Buster said.

“Your dumb ass is drunk,” Mohamed observed.

“I swear to God! I can’t take you two anywhere. Could you just shut up for a minute, please?” Christian nearly begged. “I’ve got this idea.”

Mohamed and Buster both gave Christian their undivided, but exaggerated, attention.

Christian, satisfied, started speaking. “Look. It turns out that maybe Buster’s idea for this video thing wasn’t a bad idea.”

“Ha!” Buster shouted in Mohamed’s face, then turned to Christian. “Thank you, Christian.”

“Man, I never said it was a bad idea,” Mohamed said, defensively.

“Whatever!” Buster shot back.

“Jeez, you guys,” Christian cut them off again. “Look, what I’m thinking is maybe there’s a way to make some money on this.”

“Yeah, like getting them manufactured and selling them,” Buster blurted.

“There’s more to it than that,” Christian said. “It’s not like you can just hire some Malaysians to put the pieces together and then start laughing your way to the bank.”

“Dude, my SAT score was a hundred points higher than yours, so don’t start talking to me like I’m stupid,” Buster spat.

“I’m not saying you’re stupid,” Christian replied. “How are you going to market your PRDs?”

“Well, I thought I’d get Mo to make me up a website and then sell them over the internet. You know, cut out the middle man,” Buster replied.

“Am I going to get paid this time?” Mohamed asked.

“You got paid last time,” Buster responded.

“Oh, yeah!” Mohamed rolled his eyes dramatically.

“It’s your time. You know what its worth,” Buster shot back.

“Try to do a white boy a favor…” Mohamed said to Christian then jerked a thumb toward Buster. “You know he’s a mouthy little punk when he’s drunk.”

“He’s always that way,” Christian disagreed. “You just tolerate it less when you’ve had a few.”

“Ganging up on the brother, I see how it is,” Mohamed said, feigning offense.      

Buster laughed. “I’ll call Jesse Jackson for you.”

Christian turned to Buster again. “Look, your device is a good idea, but let’s be straight up, here. You don’t have any idea how to go about getting it manufactured. You don’t have any idea how to market it.”

“Dude, the internet is the way to go for retail,” Buster defended himself.

“Yes, that’s true, but how are you going to get people to go to your site when there are eight billion other web sites they can go to, and half of those have naked women on them. And then, what’s your demographic? Is it going to be the up-skirt perverts that put cameras on their shoes? Aside from sneaking in people’s garages at night and attaching cameras to their bicycles, how do you get people like me to consider using your product? Not everybody is a pervert or an investigative reporter for Sixty Minutes. How do you get people to think outside the box and see the value of the product? And what about competition? Do you even know if there’s somebody out there selling this very same product already? You said yourself it’s all off-the-shelf technology.”

Buster shrugged. “You’re the suit, man. You tell me.”

“Okay,” Christian inflated a notch as he scooted up in his chair, getting closer to his audience. His hands animated, his eyes widened. “We create a website and call it… oh, I don’t know, ‘Assholes Are Everywhere Dot Com’ or ‘The Butt Head On Your Block Dot Com.’ I don’t know, something like that, but without the vulgarity.”

Buster said, “I kind of like Assholes Are Everywhere Dot Com.”

“That’s because you’re gay.” Mohamed said.

“Blow me.” Buster shot back.

Christian ignored the exchange. “The thing is that the main point of the website won’t be to sell the cameras, at least that’s not how it’s going to seem. The site will focus on showing the videos. Real life videos of people acting like assholes.”

“Yeah, but really, how many asshole videos can three guys collect?” Mohamed asked.

“We only have to collect a few to get started. You see, that’s the beauty of the whole thing. We let our buyers supply the content. They post videos of each other acting like assholes.”

“Kind of an internet version of Candid Camera,” Mohamed said.

“Yea, but targeted to specific purpose,” Buster added.

“Right,” Christian affirmed, “You see, the thing is, nobody is going to surf to your site unless they’re in the market for what you’re selling. If they don’t know what you’re selling, if your product is new, how do you get them to your site without a buttload of advertising to convince them they have a need for your product. It’s amazing how many new products fail because the company is insufficiently capitalized to advertise to the public and build the need in the mind of the consumer. It often occurs that the first company comes in, starts building the need, goes broke and the copycat competitors capitalize on that awareness.

“Since we don’t have the cash to dump into a dubious marketing effort we start with content. How many times have you received a link in an email from a friend asking you to look at some pictures, or some joke, or some funny website? All the time right?”

Christian looked for nods from Mohamed and Buster.

“If we have some good videos, the content will market the site,” Christian finished.

“You’re right,” Mohamed agreed.

“And we’ve already got one good video. You gotta admit, you’d click on a link to see the flying soup video.”

“I would,” Mohamed agreed again.

“Me, too,” Christian affirmed. Then seeing that his friends were on board, he pushed on. “On the website, we can sell the cameras so people can go out and make the videos themselves.”

“Do we charge people to post their videos?” Mohamed asked, ever practical.

“I don’t know,” Christian replied.

“We’d have to, wouldn’t we? That could run into a lot of server space housing all the videos we might get.”

“Maybe we could let people who buy our camera have some free uploads,” Christian said.

“Oh, yeah. Now I think I really like it. Make it like a subscription service. Only the people who pay are the people who post videos. That way, you weed out the hackers and the porn guys who want to use your site to host their porn videos.”

“I hadn’t thought about that,” Christian said.

Mohamed went into salesman mode. “It doesn’t have to be a lot of money. Heck, maybe a couple of dollars a month, or a dollar or two per video. The thing is that people will pay it. The people who buy our camera are going to be the people like you, Christian, bicyclists who are tired of getting treated like crap when they’re riding. People whose neighbor’s dogs crap in their yards, people whose neighbor’s kids won’t get out of the street when cars come, people who are frustrated with all the assholes out there, but don’t have anything they can do about it. We’ll provide a way for people to do something about it. People will eat it up because they don’t have to just take it anymore. They can do something about the assholes out there.”

“Assholes are everywhere,” Christian said.

“Amen,” muttered Buster.

“Only we can’t call it that,” Mohamed said. “Not if we want a legitimate mainstream business.”

“I know,” Buster said, leaning in to the table, really getting excited about the idea. “What if we build a database behind the site?”

Mohamed interrupted. “Any dynamic site that has any reasonable quantity of information has a database behind it.”

Buster continued. “Yeah but what I mean is, what if we keep the names of all the assholes, so people can look up all the assholes in their neighborhood. What if you’re going to hire a guy and you want to find out if he’s an asshole, pretending to be a nice guy in the interviews? You look him up on our website and find out he’s been kicking dogs and running over cyclists. You might not hire him because he’s a flaming asshole.”

“Yeah, I like that,” Christian agreed.

“Karma Dot Com,” Buster said. 

“But how do you get all the names of all the assholes? Mohamed asked. “You’d have to uniquely identify them.” 

“I’ve got a friend…” Buster started.

“No, we don’t want to be in that business, but I’ll bet there are lots of people who are,” Christian said. “I think it would be better if we partnered up with some other sites, or companies, whatever, that could, say, look up a person’s name based on his license plate number. That way, somebody else is doing the grunt work and we just get a cut of the profit.”

“Yeah,” Mohamed agreed. “Somebody pays fourteen-ninety-five to look up a name for a license plate and we get paid a dollar or two just for having the link on our web page. I like that a whole lot more than getting the information myself. I’d much rather get paid two dollars for doing nothing than fourteen dollars for doing something.”

“Yep,” Christian agreed. “That’s a scalable business model, there.”

“Yeah, I like that,” Buster agreed. 



November 29, 2000
 

“Brother Philpot! Brother Hoffman Philpot, it’s so good to hear your voice,” came the greeting at the other end of the telephone line. It didn’t occur to Philpot that he hadn’t yet said anything. 

“Uh… Brother Patterson?” Philpot asked, not certain whether the jolly voice he’d heard was the Reverend Bob Patterson’s. Philpot had waited nearly ten minutes after the Reverend Patterson had ended his television program with a tearful prayer before he dialed the Reverend’s personal cell phone number.

“Of course,” Bob Patterson answered. “Who else would it be?”

“I’m sorry Brother Patterson,” Philpot responded, trying to reconcile the crying image he’d just seen on the television with the cheerful voice on the telephone. “I thought…uh, you sound uh…I hadn’t expected you to sound so…” Cheerful was the word waiting on Philpot’s lips, but what he said was, “You seem happy this evening. There must be a bad connection. I didn’t recognize your voice at first.”

“Of course I’m happy. I’m living in the grace of God and doing the Lord’s work from sun up ‘til sun down and more. How could a man be any happier?” 

“Yes, of course, Brother Patterson.”

“How’re Helen and Donny? Well, I trust.” 

“Quite well,” Philpot answered. “Thank you for asking. Helen was quite moved by your prayer this evening. I know every time she prays, she thanks God for sending you to us.”

“You can tell her that she’s always in my prayers as well,” Patterson responded.

“Thank you, Reverend. Helen will be happy to know that.” 

“To what pleasure to do I owe this call?” Patterson asked.

“Yes, uh…a situation has developed that I thought you should be aware of,” Philpot said.

“Brother Philpot, you sound worried. But whatever it is you’re about to tell me, you can rest assured, and I know you know this, that everything that happens is according to God’s plan. There is no need for any of us to worry over the tribulations we face. It’s God’s way of making us all stronger.”

“Yes, of course, Reverend Patterson. My sermon this past Sunday morning was about just that,” Philpot responded.

“And there you see the evidence. This tribulation in your life has already inspired you to teach the word of God to your flock. The rocky path that God sometimes puts us on, along with our acceptance of God’s will in our lives, makes us better teachers to those in our flocks. Now please, tell me what it is that bothers you.”

Philpot related the story of the DVD that depicted his son Donny and the Deacon’s son Fred throwing the soup can at the cyclist and how the three odd men had come to visit his wife in the dark of night to give her the news.

“That is a very strange story,” Bob Patterson observed when Philpot finished. “And you’ve talked to young Donny about this?”

“Yes, of course,” Philpot answered.

“And he denies this ever happened?” Patterson asked.

“Yes, of course,” Philpot responded.

“Now Hoffman,” addressing Philpot by his first name was an intimacy usually reserved for a very few. “I know you are a man of great faith and you’ve raised a God-fearing family. But you know as well as I that young men of Donny’s age can sometimes stray from the path that the Lord would have us follow. You know as well as I that sin is an evil temptress that sucks us in and puts us in a position to do things we wouldn’t normally do. But you and I, Hoffman, we’re men of character. If you or I had sinned, we’d own up to it and ask God’s forgiveness, for we know that we’re not perfect. No man is without sin.”

“Yes, of course,” Philpot said into the pause, not knowing where Patterson was going.

“But Donny, he’s a young man, what seventeen now?”

“Yes, seventeen,” Philpot confirmed.

“A young man, ashamed of his sin might make the mistake of sinning again by lying to cover up it up. Now, Hoffman, I’m not saying that Donny is lying, I just ask whether you feel certain.”

“Oh, yes,” Philpot assured Patterson, “I’m very certain. Helen and I had a long, long talk with Donny this evening and in the end we all prayed. I know in my heart that Donny is telling me the truth.”

“Yes, Brother Philpot, I would have done the same if it were my child. It is only through the Lord that the light of truth will shine on our lives,” Patterson said. “The other boy you spoke of. You said that was Fred Burke’s son. Brother Burke, the deacon in your church?”

“Yes. That is right,” Philpot confirmed.

“And this boy also denies that the video is authentic?” Patterson asked.

“Yes, of course. I’ve known Brother Fred and Eileen for twenty years. I’ve known Fred Junior his entire life. Fred and Donny are close friends. Fred Junior has spent so much time in my house that I often think of him as my own son.”

“They both sound like good boys,” Patterson concluded. “And this video, you have it in your possession?”

“Yes. I’m sure its still in the video… tape… player thing where we left it.”

“This is interesting indeed,” The Reverend Patterson mused. “And the man who dropped it off. Helen said his name was Christopher, Christopher Twist?”

“Yes, like Oliver Twist,” Philpot said, repeating his mnemonic device.

“I don’t know what God has planned for us here, but it seems clear that the sinners and sodomites on the left have become aware of my plan to announce next month and are gathering the forces of evil to assail me.”

“Yes,” Philpot agreed, knowing that Patterson was talking of his announcement to run for the Presidency of the United States. “It occurred to me that this might be just such an event.”

“The forces of evil would be greatly distressed to have a God-fearing man at the helm of this great nation of ours. I’m surprised that they have started so early in trying to tear me down. I’m shocked, though I shouldn’t be, that they’d start by attacking the fine men like yourself who support me. I think that we should expect more of this in the months to come, and it’s liable to get worse before it gets better. But with God’s help, we’ll weather the storm.”

“Yes, of course, Brother Patterson.”

“Does anyone else know of this DVD yet?” Patterson asked.

“No, I’ve told no one except Brother Burke.”

“You were very wise to keep this to yourself. I’m very confident to have you at the head of my campaign in Texas, Brother Philpot. I think our first step should be to examine this video and expose it for what it is. When it goes public, we can fight back with the truth and let our enemies hang themselves with their own rope. I have some whizzes at this video stuff up here at the network. They’ll be able to examine this video and tell us exactly how it was forged, probably even be able to tell us what software the three used to create it.”

“Thank you, thank you, Brother Patterson. I can mail it first thing in the morning,” Philpot suggested.

“Oh, no!” Patterson said, “We mustn’t trust the mail with this. We don’t know where our enemies are. I’ve got a man in Texas on some other business. I’ll have him stop by your house tomorrow morning and pick it up.”

“I’ll be at the church all morning,” Philpot said. 

Patterson asked, “Will it be okay if he stops by your house and picks it up from Helen? He’ll need to talk to Helen firsthand anyway.”

It made Philpot mildly curious who this man was and what business he’d have in Texas but he kept his questions to himself. “Yes, of course.”

“God has blessed our cause with men like you,” Patterson told Philpot, “Pray with me, will you?”



November 30, 2000
 

For the second time in three days Helen Philpot opened the front door to see a stranger on her front porch, a short balding man with a thick midsection covered in a rumpled suit.

As Helen was examining him, Trevor Tingle’s MILF meter beeped and shot off the scale. He was rendered speechless.

“May I help you?” Helen asked, suspecting that this was the man Hoffman had told her would be coming by.

Trevor stared. This woman Helen was the reincarnation of his boyhood fantasy woman, June Cleaver. She was wearing a simple short-sleeved dress that fell just past her knees. The style was modern but it was the kind of dress June Cleaver might wear. Helen’s hair was light brown and shoulder length, certainly not styled in that poofy fifties look that really did it for Trevor, but attractive nonetheless.

“May I help you?” Helen asked again, without a hint of impatience.

The tidal wave of hormones subsided. Trevor gathered his wits, not realizing that he’d been spoken to twice by Helen, not even aware of what she’d said. Nevertheless, introducing himself was a perfectly sensible way to start, so he did. “I’m Trevor Tingle. I trust The Reverend Philpot told you to expect me.” Trevor finished by smiling and extending his hand.

Helen took Trevor’s hand and shook it delicately. “Pleased to meet you. I’m Helen Philpot. Please come in.”

Helen held the door and Trevor walked into the grand foyer of the house. Trevor wasn’t surprised to see what kind of house a tithe on four thousand paychecks and a television contract could buy. The marble-floored foyer soared two stories with a curving staircase that reminded him of the Beverly Hillbillies’ house. Sculpture nooks filled with the marble busts of dead Greeks followed the banister up the wall to the elegant crown molding on the ceiling.

“Please,” Helen motioned to a room to the left of the entrance that seemed to have no purpose other than to seat guests. Three expansive, flowered couches surrounded a large square antique coffee table in front of a fireplace of natural stone that matched the exterior of the house.

“You have a beautiful home, Mrs. Philpot,” Trevor said.

“Oh, please, call me Helen.”

Trevor was taken in. “You can call me Trevor. How long have you and the Reverend been here?”

“Oh, we bought this house when Donny was ten, I think. So, seven years.”

“It really is beautiful…and a very nice neighborhood too.”

“Oh, yes. We love it here. The country club is just down the street. I often walk down with my neighbor Eileen Burke to play tennis. And the house backs up to the thirteenth green.”

“That must be very nice, living right on the golf course, not having to look over the fence at the neighbor’s house.”

“Oh yes it is. You can’t even see the houses on the other side of the course, there are so many oak trees. The Reverend and I enjoy sitting on the deck in the evening…the birds in the trees, the water bubbling softly in the hot tub, the flower beds that Juan keeps full of the prettiest flowers. It’s so beautiful, it’s so relaxing, it helps restore one’s faith in God knowing that such beauty and peace surrounds us if we just look for it. Would you like to see the backyard, Mr. Tingle?”

“Yes, I would, but you have to promise to call me Trevor.” 

“Yes…Trevor, come.” 

Trevor followed Helen through a family room with a big screen television and a piano, down a hall and through the kitchen with polished granite counter tops that seemed to stretch the width of the entire backside of the house. The tile-covered patio was indeed a peaceful place. It was a large covered area, larger than Trevor’s entire apartment. Ceiling fans spun lazily over couches that overlooked a pool connected to the hot tub. A stone waterfall gurgled into the pool. Through the trees, Trevor saw the brilliant green of the thirteenth hole.

“This is very nice, Helen.”

“Oh, yes. It’s my favorite part of the house. I often sit out here in the mornings and read when the weather is nice.”

“I would, too.” Trevor felt true envy. This was exactly the kind of house he could see himself living in. 

“Thank you.” Helen accepted Trevor’s statement as a compliment. “Well, I’m sure you’re a very busy man, working for the Reverend Patterson…”

Trevor took the hint. The June Cleaver hospitality tour was over. Now it was time to get to business and get the fat ugly man out of the house. He inflated himself with an exaggeration, “Yes, the Reverend keeps me busy with his most important and urgent matters.”

“Please tell him that The Reverend Philpot and I truly appreciate that…that this is important to him, but I’m not sure this will amount to anything.”

“Just the same, the Reverend Patterson is very concerned about someone as important to his ministry as The Reverend Philpot…and his family. And Reverend Patterson has made it my job see to your protection and security in this matter.”

Helen blushed. “Please thank him for me when next you see him.” 

“Of course.”

They reentered the house and Trevor followed Helen to the television room, watching the slow sway of her hips and indulging a fantasy as he did so. Together they watched the DVD showing Donny and Fred. Helen showed him the printed picture of Donny and then offered Trevor a cup of coffee, which he drank while Helen related the story of the three strange men who left the picture and the DVD.

 Next, the two of them reviewed Donny and Fred’s denials. Trevor’s guess was that Donny and Fred were both lying, but he kept that to himself. If there’s one thing he’d learned while working for the Reverend Patterson, it was that these people were big on faith. If they believed something, by God, they believed it. If they believed Donny was telling the truth in spite of an incriminating video, a photograph, and an eyewitness account, it would take more than a mountain of evidence to convince them otherwise. Hell, they still believed that evolution was a crock.

“May I ask who has seen the video?”

“Just the Reverend, myself, and of course the Deacon and Mrs. Burke.”

“Who has touched the photograph and the DVD?” Trevor asked.

Helen’s brow knit and she answered, “Well, I believe I’m the only one who has touched the DVD. It’s been in the DVD player down here since those men dropped it off. Fred and Eileen came here to watch it. The picture, well, that’s been handled by both the Reverend, myself, Fred and Eileen. I’m sure Donny picked it up, and I think Fred Junior picked it up, as well. Why is that important?”

“I may need to get fingerprints from the DVD and the photograph to track down the three strangers.”

The Three Strangers! Helen felt a sensation of excitement at the intrigue. “I’m so sorry, I hadn’t thought… I shouldn’t have let anyone handle them. Oh! The soup can. That’s still in the cabinet. No one has touched that but me and The Three Strangers.”

“Ah, that’s very good. The more prints we have, the more likely we are to have some usable prints to track down….” Trevor caught on to Helen’s excitement and figured to play on it. “…The Three Strangers.”

Trevor produced some plastic bags from his pocket and together he and Helen carefully gathered up the evidence, handling everything only by the edges so as not to leave more prints.

“Helen, I’ll need to get a copy of your fingerprints.”

“Oh, really?” she said, a touch excited by that as well.

“Yes, let me get my kit from the car.”

Minutes later, Trevor and Helen were standing at the kitchen counter, Trevor holding Helen’s hand in his and pressing her fingers one at a time onto the fingerprint scanner attached to his laptop.

“I had no idea. I thought you’d have to use an inkpad and paper, like a criminal.” Helen giggled.

You dirty little girl, Trevor thought, wondering whether he should come back with an inkpad and tell her the scanner hadn’t worked properly. “This is more accurate and efficient,” Trevor said. “We have software to perform the fingerprint comparisons, so even if we used an inkpad and paper, we’d have to scan them into a computer anyway.”

“Oh, I see,” Helen said.

“I’ll have to get prints from everyone else. Do you think that will be a problem?” Trevor asked.

“Oh, no. Not at all.”

“Can you help with the arrangements?” Trevor asked.

“Of course.”

“Now there’s one other thing, Helen, and it’s very important.” Trevor leaned toward her, emphasizing the importance. 

Helen caught on to the body language and leaned in close as well, happy to be included.

“Do you have a security system?”

“Of course,” Helen answered.

Trevor could smell the scent of the shampoo she’d used that morning, could feel her breath touch his face as she spoke. “I’m sorry, I should be more specific. I don’t mean an alarm system, but a video surveillance system.”

“No we don’t,” Helen admitted, deflated that she was already dropping the ball and the case had just started.

“That’s okay. It’s quite unusual in a private residence.”

“I’m not sure that the Reverend would approve of security cameras in the house,” Helen said, cringing slightly at the thought.

“Oh, no, Helen,” Trevor comforted. “It’s not like that at all. The cameras will be for the house exterior. We don’t know what The Three Strangers are up to or what they’ll do next, but they may approach your house again, we should be prepared for them.”

Helen exhaled deeply, placed a hand to her breast and smiled, “Oh, of course. How silly of me.”

“That’s perfectly all right,” Trevor said. “Now, I would like to put a camera in the house, in the foyer, to view the front door, if that’s okay.”

“I don’t see why that would be a problem.”

“And there’s one other thing.” 

“Yes?” Helen asked eager to help.

“I want to install hidden cameras so they won’t be seen from the outside. I’ll need to get in the attic and drill a few small holes here and there.”

“Oh, and you’ll need to run the video wires as well, won’t you?”

“Well, no. They’ll all be wireless, but I’ll have to tap into the nearest power source to run them.”

“Technology,” Helen mused.

 

***

 

“I can’t believe you watch this shit!” Buster told Mohamed.

“Man, shut up. He’s going to announce,” Mohamed told Buster without taking his eyes off of the television.

“Announce what, that he’s a lunatic?” Buster asked.

“There you go again with that crazy liberal silliness. Why does he have to be a lunatic just because he’s got an unassailable faith in God and a vision for America?”

 “You know that vision is a white vision,” Buster retorted. “He doesn’t like black people, or brown people, or slanty-eyed little chinks either.”

“Oh, yeah, now who’s the racist?” Mohamed replied

“Don’t give me that. We’ve been friends since we were kids.”

“Just because you like a black person doesn’t mean you don’t have racist feelings toward Asians.”

Buster stared at Mohamed in shock. “How can you say that? I dated an Asian for nearly two years.”

“But he was a guy.” Mohamed shot back.

“What difference does that make?” Buster asked.

“You don’t like Bob Patterson because he’s not afraid to say that homosexuality is a sin and if you don’t repent, then you’re going to go to Hell.”

“No. I don’t like him because he’s an ignorant, racist, homophobe who wants to make our country into a fascist theocracy,” Buster replied.

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Mohamed observed. “The philosophy of a fascist government and the philosophy of a theocracy are almost mutually exclusive.”

“It’s all the same to me. When you hate everybody who’s not just like you, it doesn’t matter why you do it, you do it just the same,” Buster argued.

Christian came down the stairs and entered the room. “Damn you guys! Buster, why don’t you get a sex change and marry Mo. You guys… I swear to God!” After a dramatic shake of his head, Christian asked, “Hey Mo, any luck today looking at the websites of our camera competition?”

A commercial came on the television and Mohamed stood up from the couch and turned away from the television. “Oh, yeah, I did some research,” he said, raising his voice dramatically.

“Oh, now what?” Buster asked.

“What?” Christian asked as well.

“Buster’s great invention has already been invented.” Mohamed revealed.

Buster and Christian said nothing in response so Mohamed pressed on. “I found three other sites that sell similar products.”

“Similar. That’s right,” Buster said, defending himself, “but not the same.”

“Hey, it’s not that big of a deal. Buster did say that all this stuff is off-the-shelf technology,” Christian said.

Mohamed shrugged.

“Besides, it doesn’t matter.” Christian said.

“How’s that?” Mohamed asked, “We talked about this already. As a matter of fact, this might even be better for us.”

“Even I’ve gotta hear this one,” Buster commented.

“The most important thing here isn’t whether the product is invented and especially not whether we’re first to market. The question is the marketing. We’ll be marketing through our content. We’ve got a unique and possibly explosive marketing plan. What’s more, if we sell the products of our competitors, just like we’re planning on selling the investigative services, we make a profit simply for having a link on our web site.”

“Money for nothing,” Mohamed smiled.

“Yeah, like you said, Mohamed, it’s better to get paid a dollar for doing nothing then twenty for doing something.”

“Well not exactly…” Buster corrected.

“Close enough,” Mohamed said.

“Hey, you guys be quiet for minute. Bob Patterson is coming back on.”

 

***

 

The Reverend Hoffman Philpot stood in the wings and watched the great man, the Reverend Bob Patterson, at his desk, facing the cameras as comfortably as if he were sitting and having lunch with his friends. He had the ability, not the gift, to look through those cameras and into the hearts of the many fine Christians who watched him on the Network of Christian Broadcasting. Every one of those people felt just as Philpot did when he watched, as if Bob Patterson was talking directly to them.

Philpot couldn’t help but smile proudly. The Reverend Bob Patterson was embarking on his God-given mission to save America and he, the humble Hoffman Philpot, was here to witness the call to battle.

“My fellow Americans, my fellow Christians …” Bob Patterson started. “I come before you tonight with a glorious message from God. I come before you tonight with an anxious heart because the Lord our God has given me a task. Not an easy task. No, a difficult task, a task that we must all take part in. And to reach our goal, we’ll all be assailed by the evil that has assailed our country, that assails us in our homes, on our televisions, in the halls where our children go to school, on the streets where we live. But we must be strong, each and every one of us. For to do God’s will is never easy. He requires the faithful to walk the hard road, to set the shining example to the sinners, to toil, to build that shining city on the hill that our country was founded to become. 

“I’m here to tell you that it’s time for us to band together and make our America that shining city on the hill. It’s time for us to stop asking and begging our political leaders to enforce God’s will. It’s time we take the reins of our corrupt and morally bankrupt government and transform it into a reflection of its God-fearing constituency. My fellow Americans, it’s time we put a man of God in the White House. That man is me. I am running for the presidency of this great country.”

The studio audience applauded and Patterson wallowed in the acclaim with a look of utter humility. After all, he wasn’t doing this for himself; he was doing it for God.

The applause died and with dramatic effect Bob put on his mask of sincerity. It was time to tickle their souls. Tickle their souls, then close the sale. It was one of Bob’s truisms that he repeated only in his personal dialogue. It wasn’t the kind of pearl he could share with anyone. Who would understand? Who could appreciate it?

“As many of you know, I was born in the south. I grew up in a small town in a time when America was a very different place than it is today. There was no crime in my hometown. We didn’t lock our doors. Those of us who had cars didn’t lock them at night. We would walk in the streets in the evenings and visit with our friends who would sit on their front porches and enjoy the fellowship of their neighbors. We’d go to church every Sunday and every Wednesday and everyone would be there. There was no need for metal detectors at the doors of our schools. There was no need for a police officer on campus. 

“No liquor or beer was sold in the county I grew up in. Even the grocery stores were closed on Sunday. The stores were closed on Sunday because we still respected God’s law enough to remember the Sabbath and keep it holy.

“Times were different then. We were a nation who loved and feared God. We lived by his laws and our nation was truly blessed. In those days America was the greatest superpower on earth, to use the secular term. I saw then that we were living under the blessing of the Lord our God. We were on the road to becoming that shining city on the hill.

“But my friends, we aren’t that shining city. We never reached that goal. No my friends, our country has deviated from the path of righteousness. We all know it. We can all see the result of trying to live secular lives of the flesh. We all see where succumbing to temptation, immorality and greed has taken our country. 

“My mother still lives in that town I grew up in, and I’ll tell you friends, the vices of modern America have changed that pristine town. Last year in that town, there were one hundred and twenty one people arrested on various drug charges. Now that may not seem like much to you people who live in places like New York or Los Angeles, but I’ll tell you that from the time I was born until I left to go to college, there was not a single arrest in that town for a drug-related crime. 

“Last year, there were seven murders in that small town. There is crime of all kinds, thievery of every sort imaginable, rape, drugs, pornography, sins of the flesh. There is a strip club in that town now. Sodomites and abortionists walk freely down the streets. Anyone can buy beer and wine at the same place they buy groceries. Liquor is sold on every street corner. Violence is pumped into our children’s heads through the computer games they play. The gutter language of rap music teaches them hate and violence. Every sexual perversion is foisted on our children with a touch of the mouse. The internet is invading our children’s innocent minds.

“My friends, they no longer pray before the Friday night football games. They no longer pray in school at all. The nativity scene in no longer displayed on the courthouse lawn at Christmas.

“My friends, I don’t know about you, but when I look back to my childhood and I look at the world where my grandchildren are growing up, it makes my heart ache. I cry out to God and ask him to tell me where we’ve gone wrong. How did we take our shining city on the hill and turn it into Sodom and Gomorrah where our families can’t walk down the streets after dark, where our families can’t even be safe in their own homes?

“I didn’t have to wait long for God’s answer, I’ll tell you that.” Patterson shot his righteous glare into the camera.

“We all bear responsibility for where our country is today. When that free love generation of the sixties walked the streets and flaunted their drugs and their sex and disrespect, what did we do my friends? Did we act, or did we just say, ‘It’s a fad, it’ll pass.’? Did we say ‘That’s somebody else’s problem?’ Did we say ‘That’s a California problem. We don’t have those hippies here.’?

“My friends, those misnamed times of free love, with their deceitful slogans, like ‘Make love, not war’ have come to our towns, our homes, our families, spreading a disease of personal immorality, degenerate society and corrupt government. 

“My friends, our shining city on the hill has become a rat-infested ship, sinking under the weight of its sin.”

The long pause for dramatic effect.

“But it doesn’t have to be that. No, we who know God in our hearts can rebuild the morality of this country. We can rebuild our shining city on the hill. But it won’t be easy, my friends. The path that God has set before us is a difficult one. There is much to do to set this country on the path to purity.

“First, we must reform our secular government into a reflection of God’s will, not the immoral will of a few leftists and God-hating socialists.

“I know that many of you out there are already thinking, ‘How can that be done? The constitution guarantees a separation of church and state.’ 

“My friends, this is a lie palmed off on Americans by liberals and activist judges. The constitution explicitly states in Article III of the Bill of Rights that ‘Congress shall pass no law respecting the establishment of religion or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.’ This seems pretty clear to me, my friends. The Federal Government cannot establish a state religion, but the liberals and activist judges have been expanding this concept to remove religion from all levels of government. And that is their lie. Article XII of that same Bill of Rights states ‘The powers not delegated to the United States by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the States, are reserved to the States respectively, or to the people.’ 

“Do you see what this means, my friends? States, counties and cities are not prohibited from establishing or prohibiting any religion. Our founding fathers, in their great wisdom, saw that one day, our Supreme Court and federal judicial system might be filled with long-lived liberal judges, bent on scrubbing the Christian faith from our government. They left it to the states to make this decision.

“My friends, that is the first battle we must fight together. We have the constitutional authority to put religion back in our courthouses, our schools, and public forums.

“But, that is just the first of the battles we must fight, my friends. I ask you, how many of you don’t have a job? How many of you work at a job that’s below your skill level, or work two jobs just to get by? How many of your hard-working middle class families have to work twice as hard to maintain the same lifestyle your parents had? How many of you grew up in middle class families with stay-at-home moms, when a father’s income was enough to own a house and support a family? Now, two incomes are required and home ownership is but a dream for many in the middle class.

“If you’re like me, you ask why.

“I ask you, when did our jobs start moving to Japan and Taiwan and China? Was it the same time that the moral fabric of our country started to disintegrate, the time when the liberal point of view began to prevail in American politics? 

“The answer is a resounding yes. 

“First, our manufacturing jobs went overseas. Our automobile industry started to migrate, first to Japan, now Korea, and everywhere that godless governments put little value on human life, where sweatshops crank out products and pay their child laborers pennies a day.

“But what did the liberals tell you, my friends? They told you that when your job at the auto plant went to Korea, when the job you’ve had at the steel mill for twenty years went to Japan, when the textile mill that you worked in, as did your father before you, and your grandfather before that, closed, they told you that you’d get a better job in the service economy, in the information age.

“But now those jobs are going, too. Those are being outsourced to India and China, and even the former Soviet Union. I ask you friends, where does it stop? When do we stop exporting our jobs and our technological and industrial advantages to Godless countries and heathen societies that want nothing more than to grind the children of America under their economic boots? 

“We have to stop this exportation of American jobs. We have to stop the importation of cheap foreign goods built with slave labor. We have to protect the American economy, so that we have the strength to follow through with God’s plan for our great country.

“My friends, while the left was busy undermining the foundation of our country, the working class, making them feel weak and helpless with no jobs, with no money, they were busy convincing us that we needed the United Nations to protect us, that we needed to work in concert with the very countries that yearned for our destruction. And you know what? Because we were weak, because we were beaten down, we bought it. We are sacrificing our sovereignty to the United Nations, we’re letting a bunch of socialists and third world despots emasculate our foreign policy and dictate to us the path we’ll travel to our own destruction. My friends, America is the greatest, most powerful nation the world has ever seen. Are we going to use that power to secure our national interests, or are we going to allow the liberals to destroy us from within while we allow our enemies to tie our hands from the outside?

“Immigration reform is a battle that we need to fight for the sake of our identity. This country was founded by God-fearing Christians, and it was those Christian men who built this country into that shining city on the hill. We, their children, are letting that slip away. Do we need every outcast from every nation to help us do that? No, we do not! Some would argue that it is the talented of the world who come here, I say no. It is political dissenters who come here. It is the oppressed who come here. It is the weak who come here, because they’re too lazy to build their own countries. They want to come here as parasites on our welfare system and economy. It is not the oppressed who come here, but the cowards, people who are afraid to bring about political change in their homelands. Do we want to import more cowards when we’re already brimming with decadent liberals? No, my friends. We need to stop the dilution of our national identity with the lazy cowards from the rest of the world. We need to stop giving away our middle class jobs to the illegal immigrants. My friends, we need to close immigration and secure our borders. 

“We need to legislate against the immoral lifestyle that has invaded our culture. Why is pornography rampant in everything we see? In billboards, television, and the internet? Because we let it be! My friends, these are sins that we need to legislate against to protect our children.

“We need to stop catering to those who have chosen a life of homosexuality. As a society we need to stop accepting the sins of these sodomites. They are living abominations that need God’s help. Enabling them, recognizing their unions as marriage, is not what God intended for us.

“We need to clean out the welfare rolls and put the indolent among us to work. No work, no pay, I say. 

“We need to create mandatory sentences for drug users. This ‘slap on the wrist’ system is at the root of our drug problem. 

“We need to get control of our educational system by putting morality and prayer back into our schools. We need to stop teaching the fairy tale of evolution and teach God’s truth.”

Another long pause and a deep breath.

“My fellow Americans, my fellow Christians, as I’ve said, the path that God has set before us is a difficult one. It’s the hard one. We’ll sweat. We’ll cry. We may falter and we may fall into despair, but with God in our hearts, we can overcome any tribulation. We’ll bask in God’s glory and we’ll recreate that shining city on the hill for our children, and their children for many generations to come. 

“I’ve answered God’s call, and I am embarking on this quest. I ask for your support. I ask you to answer God’s call with me and take the hard road. I ask you to walk with me, march with me, fight with me to undo the injustices we’ve talked about tonight. Now it’s up to you. Will you follow God’s path, or will you live in a cesspool of sin?

“Thank you for letting me into your homes this evening, and praise God Almighty. Pray with me, my friends…”

 

***

 

“That dude’s crazy,” Buster announced.

“Lib,” Mohamed said, using his favorite term for liberal.

Having heard his cue in the well-rehearsed dialogue, Christian said, “Jesus, you guys.” 



December 1, 2000
 

Trevor Tingle had checked The Reverend Philpot’s schedule at the church and knew he would be in meetings all morning. Young Donny Philpot would be in school. Helen would be at home by herself. Not that Trevor expected anything to come of it, but he knew there would be nothing remotely similar to flirtatious behavior if either the Reverend or his delinquent son was in the house.

The front door opened. 

“Trevor,” Helen greeted him in a cheerful voice. “Do come in.”

“Thank you Mrs. Philpot.”

“Now, Trevor…” Helen said in a mock scolding tone.

Trevor felt a shiver down his spine as he thought of Helen disciplining him and he lied. “I’m sorry Helen it’s just the way I was brought up.”

“You must have had very good parents to be so well-mannered in this day and age.”

“Yes indeed,” Trevor lied again, then thought, what the heck, why not get some sympathy points? So he added, “…God rest their souls.”

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize…” Helen motioned for Trevor to come into the house. “At least they had a good life and were able to raise a son they could be proud of,” Helen added, as if she actually knew.

“Yes. They had long, happy lives.” Trevor made it up as he took a seat on one of the flowered couches, proud of himself for once again maneuvering his business appointment with Helen Philpot into a social visit. “They were with us until just a few years ago.”

“Oh, I guess they didn’t pass away too far apart?” Helen deduced.

“No not all,” Trevor recalled Patterson’s announcement speech from the night before and quickly came up with a story. He put a distant look in his eyes and proceeded at a slow, deliberate pace, “They were coming home from church one night a few years ago. On the highway, there were two men coming from the other direction. They weren’t paying attention to the road; they were…they were engaged in a perverse act.”

Trevor let that hang in the air for a moment until he saw a look on Helen’s face that told him she knew what he was talking about. “The man driving the other car swerved and hit my parents’ car head-on.” Trevor took a dramatic deep breath.

There was silence and Trevor stared at the wall.

Helen said, “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to bring it up. It’s just…”

Trevor put on a pained smile. “Please, Helen, don’t worry. It’s been a few years. I’m sorry, I… It’s just still difficult to talk about. I know they didn’t suffer. I know they had long lives and lived in God’s grace…and they’re in a better place now...”

“They certainly are,” Helen confirmed, enthusiastically, “If anything, we should be happy for them. It’s difficult to lose someone you love, but they’re never lost. They’re with God, and our only sorrow should be that it will be a while before we see them again.”

“Yes, you’re right, Helen.”

“Would you like some coffee?” she asked.

 

***

 

Coffee turned into coffee, pastries, and conversation. Helen had quite the talent for bubbly small talk. Trevor fantasized about himself and Helen sitting in the parlor in the evening, talking about their day, talking about their kids... But that wasn’t likely to happen. The former beauty queen perfect, June Cleaver-type MILFs didn’t tend to go for short, dumpy, bald-type men.

Nevertheless, Helen’s flirtatious charm made it an easy fantasy to foster.

“Oh, look at the time,” Helen said all of a sudden. “I’ve got a meeting with some ladies from the church in half an hour.”

“I’m so sorry,” Trevor apologized immediately, “I’ve wasted your whole morning.”

“No need to apologize. It was my fault for dragging you in to sit down and eat pastries with me. Don’t you just love these little cream cheese ones? Mmm,” Helen rolled her eyes in mock ecstasy as she bit into one. 

Trevor felt a stirring in his slacks.

“I just can’t resist these. I tell you, if it wasn’t for the tennis with Eileen and all those laps she makes me swim, I’d be as big as a house.”

Trevor had to clear his throat to speak. “Oh, I doubt that. Listen, if you have to run I can come back another time and install the surveillance system.”

“Don’t be silly,” Helen said, slapping Trevor gently across the forearm. “Why don’t you stay and install everything while I’m gone. I’ll only be away for a few hours.”

“Well, yes, if you don’t mind. That would be much more convenient for me, and the Reverend Patterson would feel much better knowing the system was in place.”

“Then that’s what you’ll do.”

 

***

 

Helen sat at the computer desk and Trevor stood behind her, trying to catch a glimpse down her blouse. He could easily see the lacy bra over her left breast where the fabric of her blouse had puffed out slightly. 

“Is this the correct URL?” Helen asked for the second time, turning to look up at Trevor.

“Oh, yes. I’m sorry. I was just reviewing in my mind to make sure I’d installed everything properly.”

“You’re so thorough,” Helen observed. “Just like The Reverend Philpot. I like that in a man.” 

“Thank you. I try… Yes. That’s the correct site,” Trevor said, then directed her to put in her password and showed her how to navigate from camera to camera.

“But can anyone just open this up and see our house?”

“Oh, no, Helen,” Trevor laughed, “I would never do such a thing. No, this is only available to you and to the people who monitor the system. This very same system is used securely in many banks and even daycare centers, so that parents can monitor their children during the day.”

“What will they think of next?”

“Now I’ve set it up so that the cameras on the patio and pool area and the one in the foyer can’t be monitored remotely out of respect for your privacy. However, a copy of those and all the other videos will be stored locally on the hard drive of your computer. The only other cameras are those on the house exterior. All the cameras are motion sensor activated so you won’t end up with a bunch of video of nothing. I installed a second hard drive for video storage. It’s set up on a seventy-two hour loop so that video will be saved digitally for seventy-two hours unless you save a copy.”

“That sounds like it should be enough,” Helen agreed.

“Oh yes, it should be way more than enough.”

“Trevor, I just don’t know how to express my appreciation enough…”

Trevor had something in mind, but kept it to himself.

“…I feel so much better now that we have the security. If The Three Strangers come back here, they’ll be surprised.”

Trevor shrugged. He didn’t see how. The monitoring was remote. They’d never see the cameras. “Yep, they sure will.”

 

***

 

Mohamed opened the patio door and found Buster sitting in a patio chair facing the trees scattered across the lawn. “Man, you better not be out here smokin’ weed!”

Without turning, Buster replied, “Man, you are so uptight lately.”

Mohamed walked up next to Buster, examined his hands, the patio, the grass, and sniffed the air.

Buster said, “Dude, I don’t smoke it anymore.”

“You better not. I don’t need the DEA coming and seizing my house.”

“The DEA isn’t going to raid somebody’s house for a small bag of weed.”

“Is that what you’ve got in your room, a small bag of weed?”

“No, man, I don’t have anything. Dude, you can see for yourself, I’m sitting out here enjoying the weather.”

Mohamed looked around suspiciously. 

Buster asked. “Where’s Christian? I haven’t seen him since yesterday morning. Did he have a date last night?”

“No. Man, he told you.”

Buster asked, “What?”

“He flew to San Diego last night.”

“Really?”

Mohamed raised his voice, “Sometimes, Buster, I know you smoked too much weed in high school.”

“If I did, then you did, too. Because the way I remember it is, we were partners in crime in those days.”

Mohamed laughed at that. “Well, it affected you a lot more than it affected me, then. Christian went to meet with that camera company in San Diego. The one whose product you said was the best of the three.”

“Oh, yeah. Any word yet? Did he call?” Buster asked.

“No. I’m picking him up at the airport tonight. You wanna come?”

 

***

 

“So, let me get this straight. You want me to make this video look fake?”

“Yes,” Tingle replied.

“Anything special in mind, inconsistencies between the different views? Extra shadows? Obvious splices? Breaks?”

“Yeah all of that. But if you could make it questionable whether the car and the passengers were part of the original video, I’d be very a happy,” Tingle said.

“That could take a while.”

“I have to pick it up by one o’clock tomorrow. And, I’ll need an exact list of everything you’ve done,” Tingle told the man.

“I’m not sure…”

“Listen. Stay up all night. I’ll pay extra. This needs to be done by tomorrow,” said Tingle.

“I’ll need help.”

“I don’t feel comfortable with that,” Tingle said with obvious trepidation.

“It’s okay. I work with this guy a lot. He can be trusted.”

Tingle thought about it for a minute. “Okay, but he sees the video, does his bit and you tell him nothing else. Our relationship depends on discretion.”

“Sure, man. One o’clock tomorrow.”

 

***

 

“Hello, Reverend Patterson,” Tingle said into the telephone as he sat at the desk in the hotel room, looking at the screen on his laptop.

“Tingle, where are we with Philpot and The Three Strangers?”

“I installed the security system this afternoon. If The Three Strangers return, we’ll have video of their every move.”

“Good. I feel much better. Philpot is the key to Texas. If they get to him, we may not make it through the primaries. When will you be bringing the video?” Patterson asked.

“My flight leaves at three o’clock tomorrow. I’ll come to your office as soon as I get to New York.”

“Good. And what of the video?” 

Tingle replied, “I’ve got my expert examining it right now. It’ll be complete in the morning.”

“And this expert?” Patterson asked. “Who is he?”

“Reverend Patterson, it’s better that you don’t know.” Tingle went into manipulation mode. “Sir, I know you would never consider lying about the existence of the video, but if anything ever gets out, it’s so much better for you to be able to honestly say, ‘I don’t know’. This way, you don’t even have to worry about the temptation. Reverend, I can assure you that the men I work with are God-fearing and dedicated to the cause. They understand what we’re up against and have no qualms about doing whatever is necessary in the battle against Satan and his evil disciples,” Eek! Tingle wondered whether he’d laid it on a bit too thick.

There was silence from the other end of the phone and while he waited, Tingle navigated to the URL that opened the page that interested him. 

“God blessed me the day that he brought you to help with our cause,” the Reverend Patterson finally said.

“Thank you Reverend. It’s truly an honor to help,” Tingle said with well-rehearsed sincerity.

“The Three Strangers, what of them?” Patterson asked.

This was a question Tingle had been expecting, and he wrestled with how to answer. Of course he had the prints, though he hadn’t taken the trouble to track the three men down yet. But wrapping up the investigation didn’t meet his immediate interest. As much as Tingle had difficulty believing it, he couldn’t help but think that Helen had a special sparkle in her eye when she looked at him. Preacher’s wife or not, he simply couldn’t walk away from June Cleaver.

“Sir, all of the prints came back questionable, nothing complete. I’ve got an expert looking into it, trying to construct some complete prints from the partials and smudges.”

“Hmm, do you think they could have been smudged on purpose?” Patterson asked.

Tingle thought that would be difficult, indeed. It would take a lot of practice and he thought it wasn’t practical. Nevertheless, it built on the intrigue and played into his plan. “Yes sir.”

“Evil men have many talents,” Patterson pontificated.

“It appears The Three Strangers are a talented lot,” Tingle added.

“You keep after it, Tingle. I’ll see you tomorrow and God bless you.”

“Thank you, good night.” 

Tingle hung up the telephone and focused on the images of the Philpots’ home. A cursory glance through the external video showed nothing but windblown shrubs, a gardener and a cat. He disconnected from that group of video cameras, doubting he’d ever look at them again unless the monitoring service alerted him of something unusual.

Tingle logged into another server that only he had access to and started looking through the videos. He started with the videos of the master bathroom. The first video showed the Philpot’s maid, Lupita, walking in with some cleaning products. She set her cleaners down and looked around suspiciously, peering out the bathroom door and listening. There was no sound in the house that the camera could pick up. With surprising quickness, the Lupita hiked up her skirt and squatted on the commode. 

“Eww!” Tingle said aloud. He couldn’t stop the video fast enough. After all, he wasn’t a pervert. That video quickly found its way into the delete bin.

Tingle continued through the videos, deleting a few more of the maid coming into the bathroom to deposit some folded towels, then to get something from under the sink. Then, Tingle struck gold.

Helen Philpot walked into the bathroom wearing the clothes he’d seen her in earlier in the day. Tingle moused over the button that would stop the video. He had to be ready just in case. He had no intention of having his June Cleaver image of Helen tarnished by watching her take a dump. But, luck was on side.

Helen walked into her large closet and came out with a swimsuit, towel and cover-up. She was apparently preparing to go the indoor pool with Eileen. Tingle observed as Helen watched herself undress in the mirror, slowly removing her blouse then skirt, folding them neatly on the bathroom counter.

“Oh, yes,” Tingle muttered.

The bra came off and the panties soon followed. Helen stood immodestly in the center of the expansive bathroom admiring her body in the mirror. So many of the women Tingle had observed through the years were modest even in private. In Tingle’s experience it was those comfortably naked ones that had the most uninhibited sex lives.

“Oh, yeah.”

Helen ran her hands slowly over her stomach. It was a little round, definitely not as defined as a teen but quite sexy for a woman of Helen’s age. Next, Helen placed a hand below each breast, raising each a bit, perhaps remembering a time when they were a bit firmer or considering some augmentation surgery that would help to firm them up. Helen turned and looked at her backside in the mirror. She placed a hand under each butt cheek and tested the firmness of those as well. The swimming and tennis had helped Helen stay in great shape for a fortyish woman. Helen turned around and the expression on her face was one of satisfaction. 

Tingle selected the repeat option from the play menu on his computer’s video software, pressed play, and leaned back in his chair to work on his own satisfaction. 



June 1, 2001
 

In the six months since Donny Philpot and Fred Burke had thrown the soup can at Christian Trist, the dining room of Mohamed Tubbs’ house had evolved into the main office for www.FlyingSoup.com. The name and the glib leanings of the entire website came from Buster’s twisted sense of humor. But, the site, and especially the name, played well with the friends they’d let view it during development. So the name stuck.

Buster noisily fumbled down the stairs announcing his impending arrival into Flying Soup’s head office. Mohamed looked at his watch and shook his head like a disappointed mother. He kept up the action until he was sure that Buster saw it.

“Man, I know...don’t even give me any crap this morning. My head’s pounding like…like…never mind.”

“It’s no big deal,” Christian said to Mohamed. “He’s only ten minutes late.”

“Yeah, whatever. I sent the emails ten minutes ago, at six a.m., to a hundred and twenty friends, acquaintances, and friends of friends this morning.” Mohamed reviewed for Buster. “Just like we agreed.”

“Good,” Buster said, showing no enthusiasm at all.

“We’re in business now,” Christian said, with all the enthusiasm he could muster. “I’m gonna go ride my bike.”

“You gonna work from the house today?” Mohamed asked.

“Yep,” Christian replied. “You’re off, right?”

“I’ll be here all day with my fingers on the throbbing pulse of our money machine,” Mohamed said. “We don’t want anything to go wrong on the first day.”

“Ain’t that the truth,” Buster said. “Hey, look.” He pointed to the screen of a monitor that contained nothing but a blue screen with a large pink 1 on it. While he spoke, it changed to 2.

“Cool, huh?” Mohamed said proudly. “That’s our hit counter.”

“Yeah,” Christian said with heavy sarcasm. “We got two.”

“Yeah,” Buster mimicked the tone.

Mohamed laughed, the other two joined in. Mohamed turned back to his computer and scanned the screen. “I don’t know if this going to work, but, man, it sure looks good.”

“Yeah,” Buster agreed. “The site looks fantastic. What about the servers? We’re on one right now?”

“Nope, we got a price break at four,” Christian said. “Didn’t I tell you?”

“I’ll have to talk with my secretary. I didn’t get the memo,” Buster said.

“How does that affect our cash flow?” Mohammed asked.

“Not badly,” Christian answered. “We anticipated needing at least two servers to handle the load by the end of the first month anyway, and four within the first three.”

“And the ramp-up plan?” Buster asked.

“We went over all of this,” Mohamed said, a little irritated.

“Yeah, I know,” Buster answered. “But it gives me a warm fuzzy to hear you guys tell me again. That way, I know you’ve done it.”

“Oh, whatever.”

“Don’t even start,” Christian said. “We all had a list of tasks. The server ramp-up plan was on your list, Mo. Buster has every right to ask, and is actually doing us all a favor by double-checking. We’ve all done that a million times since we started this. Let’s face it, we’re all a little anal retentive, so don’t get offended.”

“Okay,” Mohamed said, “… you’re right. I apologize. We’ve got two dedicated servers at a server farm in Canada connected to the main trunk. The site has disaster recovery set with another farm in Ypsilanti, Michigan. The two servers in Toronto are load-balanced with the two dedicated servers in Ypsilanti. If one site goes down, we’re still up, though with less bandwidth.”

“And if we exceed capacity on the four servers?” Buster asked.

“Now you’re an optimist?” Mohamed observed in mock surprise. “When we hit ninety-percent utilization on the servers, the site will contact me. They’ve got my email, my IM, and cell number. They can expand us dynamically into space on another server. The process takes anywhere from a few minutes to a few hours, depending on how much data we need to transfer. Basically, at that point we’re temporarily leasing space on another server.”

“And the relative cost?” Buster asked. 

“It’s like going over on your cell phone minutes,” Christian answered.

“Jeez. So at what point do we get the next pair of servers?”

“The cost for leasing ten days of temporary space will run you the same as a monthly rate on a twelve month lease for an additional server.”

“But we have to lease the servers in pairs?” Buster asked.

“We get a price break if we do,” Christian answered.

“Christian, we put enough money into this to support it for twelve months, assuming we don’t make a penny.”

“Yep,” Christian answered.

“Going to four servers now, instead of the one we initially budgeted for, where does that put our run-out-of-money date?”

“Ten days short of making it the full twelve months, assuming that we could pay partial months.”

“So minus ten days?” Buster asked.

“Yep,” Christian answered.

“Look,” Mohamed said. “Another hit.”

Buster glanced at the monitor and continued, “So we’ll all need to be prepared to put money into this deal in twelve months minus ten days, if we’re not making money.”

Christian responded, “Worst case, assuming we don’t make a penny and the load growth projections are accurate. How good do we feel about the load projections?”

“Bottom line…” Mohammed paused. “You know as well as I do. It was a guess. We looked at some other sites and got what data we could, but this is such a dynamic market, we truthfully can’t say. In one to two years, after the site and growth have stabilized, we’ll have some idea of how to plan for future growth. Right now, we’re just guessing.”

Buster shrugged.

“That’s the way it is in this business,” Mohamed added.

“Look, another hit,” Christian said, pointing to the monitor, as if one of the three was still unaware of its location.

“Oh, I should have mentioned this when I got home last night…” Buster started.

“What time was that?” Mohamed asked.

“Three?” Buster answered.

“I don’t know who you were going to tell. I was in bed and Christian went to bed before me.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” Buster said, then added, without any inflection of its importance, “I got you a spot on the Dude & Don show this morning. You’re supposed to be there at eight. They’ll get to you sometime between eight-thirty and nine. I’m going back to bed.” Buster turned and headed for the stairs.

Christian and Mohamed looked at one another, speechless for a moment.

“What?!” Christian nearly shouted. 

 

***

 

“So let me get this straight.” Johnny Dude asked Christian. “Buster, your business partner, didn’t tell you about the show until six this morning?”

“Yeah, I nearly pissed in my pants,” Christian answered, into the microphone that broadcast his voice all over Austin. “I’ve never done anything like this before. I didn’t even have time to kill him. I had to shave…”

“Shave?” Don interrupted, “This is radio, man.” Everyone laughed.

Christian laughed along with the rest, “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

“Well you look nice now,” Don said, “Not trying to sound gay or anything. That’s Johnny’s department. I think he’s still on the fence about it.”

“Hey, now,” Johnny said.

“Maybe that’s why he ran into my business partner last night,” Christian said.

“How’s that?” Don asked.

“Buster is gay,” Christian said, then turned to Johnny “Where did you guys meet, Johnny?”

“Oil Can Harry’s,” Don guessed.

“Hey, hey!” Johnny stopped them. “I am not gay.”

“But you have some gay tendencies,” Don observed.

“You can like show tunes and still be straight,” Johnny said, defensively. “We were at the pregnant bikini contest. That’s a straight-up hetero event.”

“Did you go home and whack off afterwards?” Don asked, and everyone laughed.

“Well, I did go home alone,” Johnny answered.

“When you were ah… engaged in the act, were you thinking of one of the contestants, or were you thinking of Buster?” Don asked and everyone laughed over Johnny’s protests.

When the laughter died down, Johnny said, “We need to go to commercial and pay some bills. When we come back, Christian Trist is going to tell us about his web site, www.FlyingSoup.com and we’re going to pull some duct tape off of the chest of our hairy intern, Charlie.”

 

***

 

“Did you see that?” Buster asked Mohamed, as though there was some chance that Mohamed hadn’t seen the monitor they were both staring at with the Dude & Don radio show playing loudly in the background. “As soon as he gave out the URL, we got like six hits.”

“Two more for a hundred,” Mohamed, said.

The counter tripped past the one hundred mark. “Yeah!” Buster and Mohamed shouted and high-fived.

 

***

 

“Pick any piece you like,” Johnny told Christian.

Christian leaned over to the microphone. “I’m going to take this one running up from his belt to just under his arm pit.”

“There’s not as much hair there,” Don observed.

“There won’t be any in a minute.” Johnny said, and everyone laughed.

“I was just trying to pick the place with the most sensitive skin,” Christian told them.

“Ah, good move,” Don observed.

Without another word, Christian walked up to the shirtless intern, Charlie. There were at least a dozen pieces of duct tape on Charlie’s torso. Christian grabbed the chosen piece near the belt loop. Charlie tensed and Christian pulled up as hard as he could.

 “Aaahh eeeeh ahahaaaa!” Charlie shouted and jumped around, holding his side.

The laughter in the room went on for almost a minute.

Johnny, through his laughter, described to the radio audience every detail of Charlie’s reaction.

“Man, we should have had the webcam on,” Don finally said.

“We need to record the next one,” Johnny responded.

“Yeah, but it won’t be as funny as the first one, because he’ll be ready for it,” said Don.

“Whose job was it to set up the webcam?” Johnny asked.

“Charlie’s,” Don answered.

“Charlie, did you set up the webcam?” Johnny asked.

“Hell no!” Charlie yelled back.

“I guess we’re screwed,” Don said.

“Not exactly,” said Christian.

“What do you mean?” Johnny asked.

“Well it just so happens that one of the products we sell on Flying Soup dot com is a little personal video camera. I’m using one now.”

“Nice segue,” Don said. “You should think about a job in radio, Christian.”

“No, you guys get up too early in the morning for me,” Christian said. “But thanks, just the same.”

“So, tell us about this website,” Don asked.

“Is it really a website full of videos of people acting like A-holes?” Johnny asked.

“Yes it is, Johnny,” Christian answered.

“I talked to your partner, Buster last night…”

“Business partner,” Christian clarified.

Don laughed. 

“…Business partner,” Johnny said. “And I tell ya, I could have used one of your cameras on my car yesterday.” Johnny proceeded to tell a story about how he was driving to the pregnant bikini contest and was cut off by another driver. Johnny honked, and subsequently the other driver tailgated him and made threatening gestures all the way to the event. “I wasn’t about to pull over,” Johnny concluded. “Everybody knows I’m a pussy. I didn’t want to get my ass kicked by a maniac in an old piece-of-crap Oldsmobile.”

“Or get shot,” Don added.

“But you still felt frustrated, I’ll bet,” Christian said.

“You bet I did. This jerk followed me for like ten miles. Honking and flipping me off…”

“And Don’s right. You really can’t pull over because you never know if some butthead like that is just crazy enough to shoot you,” Christian said.

“You read about it all the time,” Don added.

Christian continued, “Then when you get where you’re going, you’re angry too. You feel like you should have done something. I mean, if this guy does it to you, he’ll do the same thing so somebody else. But you feel powerless to do anything about it.”

“Yeah, that’s right, Doctor Phil,” agreed Johnny. “I felt powerless and I think that’s what frustrated me most of all.”

“I know exactly how you feel,” Christian said, and then went on to relate the story of his new bicycle and how it got run over by the pickup six months before.

“I don’t know about you guys, but that pisses me off. I’m ready to kick somebody’s ass,” Don said.

“But whose?” Christian asked.

“That’s just it. These people in their cars are probably not bad people, but they get in their cars and suddenly they’re anonymous and they act like jerks,” Johnny said.

“I don’t agree,” Don said. “They’re probably a-holes all the time. But still, what do you do?”

“Well,” Christian started. “What my partners and I did was install a camera on my bike and we caught some amazing video of people acting like jerks while they’re driving.”

“And that’s where the idea for the website came from?” Don asked.

“Exactly,” Christian agreed. “Because having the video of the event is one thing, but what do you do with it? If you do nothing, then you’re still stuck feeling frustrated and powerless.”

“That’s right,” Johnny said.

“So we decided to post the videos on this website, along with the names of the offenders,” Christian concluded.

“There you go,” Don said. “Let people see themselves acting like buttheads and maybe they’ll change.”

“Probably not with that type of personality,” Johnny disagreed. “But if enough of their family and friends see the videos, maybe they’ll have an intervention.”

“Like they have a drug problem?” Don asked.

“Maybe not drugs, but these people have some sort of emotional problem. Why else would they go around trying to get in fights with random strangers?” Johnny asked.

“You got a point there,” Don said.

“So you said you had some pretty good videos?” Johnny asked Christian.

“Yeah, we got a dozen or so of our friends to mount our cameras in their cars for a few months and we collected the videos of drivers acting like a-holes…breaking the law, driving like jerks, that sort of thing,” Christian said.

“And all of those videos are on the site?” Don asked, opening the site on the computer.

Johnny said, “But Buster told me that the video that you started with had something to do with a soup can.”

“Yeah,” Christian agreed, and went on to tell the story of the kids throwing the soup can.

“Man, you cyclists take lots of crap,” Don said. “I hope these are, like, unusual events.”

“Yeah, pretty much, Don. But one of the reasons that Buster built the camera in the first place was because he was tired of hearing me complain about how badly motorists treat cyclists on the road. You’d really be surprised. As a matter of fact, there are six videos on the site contributed by me, all of drivers doing various illegal and questionable acts.”

“Like the soup can,” Johnny said. “Let’s look at the video. I’m tired of hearing about it.”

Christian showed Don how to navigate to the soup can video and everyone watched.

“Holy shi—!” Johnny shouted. “Man that guy could have killed someone with that. You’re lucky.”

“Man, did you see that?” Don said. “In slow motion, you can read the label on the can. It was that close.”

“And this really happened?” Johnny asked.

“Sure did,” Christian stated.

“That’s amazing,” Johnny said.

“And you have his name posted and everything?” Don asked.

“Yep,” Christian said. “Use the back button. It’s on the screen before.”

“He looks like a delinquent,” Johnny observed.

“That’s the driver of the car. Donny Philpot, I believe. The owner of the car is a guy named Hoffman Philpot,” Christian said.

“The Hoffman Philpot?” Don asked.

“What Hoffman Philpot?” Christian asked.

“You know, Bob Patterson’s right hand man. They say he might even be asked to be the vice president if Patterson gets the nomination.”

“No kidding,” Christian said, not sure how to take that news.

“Well, it better be real,” Johnny said, “or the next time we see you will be in jail.” Everyone laughed.

“So how does this work?” Don asked. “I mean, is this a charitable thing, or do you guys make money on this?”

Christian said, “Don, I’m not that good of a person. We’re hoping to make money on this. We charge a few bucks to let someone upload a video and description. We have to charge, otherwise we’d wind up being the free porn video server for the world.”

“Isn’t that the truth,” Don said.

“Don would know,” Johnny said.

“You’re the porn surfer, Johnny. I’ve got a beautiful wife at home,” Don said.

“Yeah, if she’d give you any.”

“Yeah, well we’re married now,” Don said, and Johnny and Don laughed.

Christian saw his break and continued, “And besides, we need to make a profit. Otherwise we can’t continue to offer the service. Servers and bandwidth cost money.”

“Yeah, I heard that,” said Don.

“We also have an online store to sell the cameras, and even iPods. We’ve created our cameras so that you can use your iPod for a video storage device. Since everybody’s got an iPod, it greatly reduces the cost for you get the camera set up.”

“Cool,” said Don.

“And we have links to services where, for a fee, you can provide a license plate number and they’ll give you back the name, address, and sometimes the phone number of the owner of the car,” Christian said.

“And you make some money on that, too?” Don asked.

“Sure do,” Christian said.

“Man, you’re gonna be rich…,” Don deduced.

“I hope so,” Christian said.

“…If you don’t get your ass sued off,” Don finished.

“What’s to sue for? Everything is true,” Christian argued.

“No doubt about it, he’s gonna be rich,” Johnny said. “People are going to eat this up. Hell, if I could have posted a video of that guy last night, I would have paid fifty bucks to do it. It’d be worth it.”

“Don’t give him any ideas,” Don said.

“So, can we upload the video of Charlie?” Johnny asked.

“Sure. We’ve set aside a humor section on the site for just that sort of thing.” Christian answered.

 

***

 

Mohamed called Buster on his cell phone. 

“Man, I’m not even at work yet,” Buster answered.

“You told me to call you,” Mohamed said.

“Not unless we got to a thousand hits,” Buster said. “We didn’t get to a thousand already did we?”

“Not exactly,” Mohamed said. “We hit a thousand about ten minutes ago.”

“No way,” Buster said.

“Hold on a sec…” Mohamed paused. “There! That’s five thousand.”

“No way!” Buster said.

“And not slowing down.”

“Did you call Christian yet?” Buster asked. “He’s gonna get a woody when you tell him.”

 

***

 

It was a Wednesday evening in Seattle, Washington. As usual, Tingle was in a hotel room, having been sent to Seattle on one of Patterson’s personal errands. Tingle’s habit on Wednesday nights was to watch the video of Helen Philpot pleasuring herself. It turned out that Helen was a creature of habit, or possibly a slave to a structured life that left her little private time. 

Helen’s maid usually took the day off on Wednesday and with The Reverend Philpot at the church most of the day, Helen could be counted on to find some time to help herself to a little happiness. Tuesdays were a safe bet if the house happened to be empty. Saturday, if the Reverend was feeling frisky, Helen would stay up late afterward and find the satisfaction she missed out on during their brief intimacy. 

Tingle’s sex life revolved around Helen. When she helped herself, Tingle would watch the video later that day and do the same. He’d almost completely given up on watching the other women in his surveillance network. It was an odd sort of monogamy that didn’t seem at all odd to Trevor Tingle.

The day’s video was particularly enjoyable for Tingle in that Helen had somehow acquired a battery-operated friend to help her out with her solo sex life. 

Tingle had just finished, himself, when his cell phone rang. Ordinarily, he would have ignored it but the ring told him that it was Patterson. “Shit,” Tingle muttered, looking around frantically, before finally running into the hotel bathroom for a towel.

On the fifth ring Tingle answered. “Reverend Patterson?”

“Yes, how are you this evening, Tingle?”

“Good, Sir. I’m good.”

“You sound…unusual,” Patterson observed. “Are you okay?”

“Ah, just getting out of the shower. I had to run for the phone,” Tingle lied.

“Sorry to bother you, but something very important has come up.”

“Let me get a pen to take some notes,” Tingle said.

“You probably won’t need them,” Patterson told him. “We’ve been attacked by the liberals again.”

That usually was the preface to a conversation that ended in Tingle going to get the dirt on someone or finding a way to extricate Patterson or one of his cronies from an embarrassing situation. 

“Do you remember The Three Strangers, the ones from Austin, Texas?”

“Of course,” Tingle answered. “I believe there was a Buster Slang, a flagrant homosexual; Mohamed Tubbs, a Muslim pretending to be a Christian and a Republican…”

“Oh, yes. How stupid can they be?” Patterson asked, rhetorically.

Ironic, Tingle thought, it was Patterson, the Christian Republican who couldn’t get past the name. As Tingle had learned over many years of service to Patterson, once The Reverend had an idea in his head, there was no point in trying to dissuade him.

Tingle continued, “…and a Christian Trist, an underachiever who lives with the other two. Childhood friends, they went to school and college together. The Muslim had a football scholarship to the University of Texas, though he never played more than a few downs late in blowout games. Nevertheless, Slang the Sodomite…” Tingle threw that one in for Patterson; it was Patterson’s favorite term for homosexuals. “…Turned down academic scholarships to much better schools, as did Mohamed, to attend the University of Texas. Christian Trist attended that college on student loans. Nevertheless, Trist seems to be the ringleader of the bunch, an academic underachiever who scores spectacularly on IQ tests. You’d never know it by his grades though. Very mediocre.”

“Your memory never ceases to amaze me,” Patterson said, sincerely. “God truly blessed us with you.”

“Thank you,” Tingle replied, and considered for the thousandth time asking for a raise. 

“So Trist is the smart one and Sodomite and the Muslim are his lackeys,” Patterson observed.

“It would seem so, but it should be noted that the sodomite is at the cutting edge of his field. He’s an electrical engineer and designs high-end video processors for a small firm in Austin that may soon go public on the strength of a chip of the sodomite’s design.”

“And the Muslim?”

“He’s a mid-level programmer for a medium-sized software company that has a facility in Austin. Trist is a project manager for Pell Mell Computers.”

“That’s what we use here at the network,” Patterson said.

“My laptop is a PMC as well,” Tingle said. “So, have The Three Strangers been back in contact with The Reverend Philpot? My monitoring team has said nothing and I’ve received no phone calls from the Philpots.”

“Oh, no,” Patterson said. “The three have finally decided to spring their trap, no doubt to coincide with the upcoming New Hampshire primary.”

“Oh?” This did surprise Trevor. The primary was still way, way down the road. “What have they done?”

“That video that they created, they posted it on a website called Flying Soup dot com.”

Tingle was silent for a moment. He hadn’t seen this coming. “Hold on, let me open a browser and take a look at the site.” Tingle sat back in the chair he’d so recently vacated and typed the URL. “Okay, I’ve got it.”

“Good. I want you to take a look. This website, particularly this fake video of Donny Philpot is getting emailed all over the country. That’s how it came to the attention of one of my staff here in New York. I want you to get down to Austin tonight. Drop what you’re doing in Seattle. Look into this. Find out where The Three Strangers are planning to go with this. I need to know if this is the end of this. We need at least to start damage control. But I need to know what else they have planned. Also, I want you to contact our attorney in Austin. JS&K have an office there. I’ll email you the particulars. The two of you explore our legal options as well. Call me at five o’clock Eastern time tomorrow.”

“Yes, sir.” 

Patterson hung up without a goodbye or any reference to God. 

Tingle looked around the room for his pants. 



June 2, 2001
 

Christian hit the landing at the bottom of the stairs decked out in bicycle attire and ready for a ride after a long, stressful Wednesday. He rounded the corner and spied Mohamed staring at a computer monitor in the Flying Soup World Headquarters. “Dude, you look terrible.”

Mohamed looked up slowly. “Thanks,” he said with a dazed half-smile on his face.

“Man, did you go to bed last night?” Christian asked.

Mohamed looked at his watch, then out the window to see the sky growing a little lighter. “No. I guess not.”

Christian meandered into the former dining room and took a seat in one of the three chairs. 

Mohamed pointed to the hit counter.

Christian took a moment to assimilate the number. “Two million!”

“Two million,” Mohamed confirmed flatly.

“Two million,” Christian said to himself, amazed.

Mohamed nodded.

“They expanded us last night to all of their available temporary space,” Mohamed said. 

“No way!”

“Way,” Mohamed confirmed.

“So, where does that leave us?” Christian asked.

“They insisted that we get at least six more servers. They pushed for ten,” Mohamed said.

“Ten!”

“Ten.”

“Holy crap! Are we doing that much business?” Christian asked, dollar signs floating in his head.

“Nope,” Mohamed answered.

“Okay.” 

“We’re running a ton of traffic. Downloads out the wazoo,” Mohamed said.

“Which ones?” Christian asked.

“Mostly the Philpot video.” 

“So, where does that leave us on hardware?”

Mohamed said. “To get completely off the temporary space and meet demand spikes, we’d need twelve servers, assuming we don’t have any more growth today.”

Christian looked at Mohamed blankly, running some numbers in his head. “They had a substantial price break for twenty servers on a one-year lease.”

“Yep, they tried to sell me on that last night. I told them I couldn’t give them an answer until this morning.” 

Christian asked. “What do you think? Is our traffic going to keep going up?”

“Taking into account the off hours, it doesn’t show any sign of letting up. Based on what we saw yesterday, and taking into account the way we’re marketing, through an email version of word-of-mouth, I’d expect that today would be even busier than yesterday. I wouldn’t be surprised if we bust ten million today.”

“Holy crap,” Christian responded. “If we go the twenty-server lease, then we run out of money in three months assuming no revenues. How about revenue? Anything from the store? Anything uploaded?”

Mohamed laughed out loud. “You’d think that some of those voyeurs out there in cyberspace would be willing to crack a wallet. But no, not much. We had three uploads and one request for a license plate lookup. We sold nineteen cameras of various prices, one of the black-and-white models with one lens, three of the top-of-the-line jobs with four cameras, sound, color, high resolution, and the Bluetooth for your smartphone so you can go wireless.” 

“Those three alone will net us about fifty dollars.”

Mohamed nodded and handed Christian a printed spreadsheet with the breakdown. 

Christian looked it over. “So almost two thousand dollars in sales, and a hundred and thirty-eight dollars in gross margin,” He shrugged.

“Yep. That’s what it looks like.”

“At least we’ll have some income to offset our rapidly rising expenses,” Christian said. “Okay, here’s what we’ll do. I’ll run to Starbucks and get us some coffee. When I get back, we’ll drag Buster out of bed, have a meeting and decide. I imagine he’ll go along, but I don’t think we have a choice but to take the twenty-server lease.”

“I agree,” Mohamed said. “You know, you might have to visit your 401(k) again.”

Christian nodded, not at all wanting to take any more money from his savings. “Yeah, I can do it if we need to. I think Buster has options he can cash in. How about you? Can you swing it if we need to pump in enough to float us through the first year?”

“It will be pretty hard and I’d rather not, but I think I can make it,” Mohamed said. “If we’re going to do the twenty-server lease, we should get the server farm started on it right away. The sun’s coming up.”

“The sun’s always up somewhere. Go ahead and do it. That’s two out of three, it won’t matter which way Buster wants to go. I’ll let him know when he drags out of bed. Are you going in to work today?”

Mohamed shook his head. “I already sent my boss an email and took off the rest of the week.”

“Cool. We need to get Buster involved in this. He’s a night owl anyway. He needs to hold down the ship at night. I’ve got to go in today. I’ve got a presentation I can’t get out of, but I can be back by lunch and spell you.”

“Cool.”

 

***

 

It was nearly six-thirty when Christian turned onto his street with a tray containing three cups of overpriced coffee concoctions. Two vans parked down the street near Mohamed’s house immediately caught his attention, but didn’t surprise him until he got near enough to see that they were news vans from two of the local stations. Christian spotted at least five people in the front yard.

Christian pulled his compact truck to the curb, four houses down the street from Mohamed’s house. He pulled out his cell phone and dialed. 

“Dude!” Mohamed answered after the third ring.

“I see them,” Christian said. “I guess that means they aren’t parked on our street out of coincidence.”

“Nope,” Mohamed answered. “They’re here because of the site.”

“No kidding?” Christian said. “So what do they want? Have you talked to them yet?”

“Man, are you crazy? You’re the spokesman.”

“What?”

“Who else is it gonna be?”

“Well we hadn’t really talked about it. I mean, we’re a freakin’ website. What website needs a spokesperson?” Christian asked.

“Flying Soup dot com.”

Nothing was said for nearly a minute as the two played a version of telephone chicken, each waiting for the other to crack.

“Look man,” Mohamed finally spoke. “I’m not doing it. I already told them you’d be right back. Besides, you did great on the radio yesterday. You speak well. You’re a good-looking man.”

“You’re not switching to Buster’s team, are you?”

“Man, you know better than that. And besides, you’re white.”

“Oh, whatever! Don’t give me that racial crap.” 

Mohamed laughed. “Look, dude, you’re cut out for this kind of stuff.”

“Fine,” Christian acquiesced. 

 

***

 

Christian hung up the telephone and thanked God he’d put a pair of baggy shorts on over his bicycle shorts. Skintight bike shorts and a jersey tended to look unflattering on a straight man unless a bicycle was nearby.

He checked his hair in the mirror. Bed head, but acceptable. He checked his teeth in the mirror to make sure there wasn’t anything stuck there. With everything as good as it was going to get, he took as big of a gulp of the hot coffee as he could manage, started the pickup, drove down to the house and pulled into the driveway. 

Christian opened the door of the truck and got out under the watchful eye of the five news people. He picked up the coffee and started in the general direction of the front door, giving a nod of a greeting to each as they made eye contact.

Christian was surprised. The news people waited patiently. Two familiar faces stepped toward him. It was nothing like the maniacal frenzy he’d seen dramatized in so many movies. But then again, he wasn’t a mob boss, either.

“Hi, I’m Loretta Walker from KSPN news.” said one of the women as she reached Christian. “This is my competition on KAXN, Jeanette Toliver.”

“Good morning.” Christian smiled, jockeyed the coffee carrier into his left hand and shook each reporter’s hand in turn. A glance at the two cameras showed him they were pointed at random angles and probably not yet turned on. “Miss Walker…”

“Loretta,” She interrupted, “Call me Loretta.” 

“I recognize you. And you, too, Miss Toliver.”

“Please, call me Jeanette,” Jeanette Toliver insisted.

“Sure. What can I do for you ladies this morning? Would you like to come in?”

“I only brought enough coffee for three, but we have a coffee pot and regular coffee in the house.”

“Ah…” Jeanette started.

“Sure, I’ve got some time,” Loretta said.

“I’ve got time, too,” Jeannette said, but clearly didn’t. “Maybe a few minutes.”

“Well, good, I’ve got a Mocha Latte here. Either of you ladies like Mocha Latte?”

“Well…” Jeanette started.

Christian pressed the cup into her hand. “I bought it for my roommate but he won’t be out of bed for a few more hours unless I go drag him out of bed.”

“Well, thank you,” Jeanette said. 

“How about a white chocolate mocha?” Christian asked Loretta. 

“Oh, I couldn’t.” 

“No, please. It was for my roommate Mohamed. You probably already met him. He’s a big fan of yours. I’m sure he’d be happy for you take it. Besides, I already drank out of the other one. I wouldn’t want you to get my cooties.”

The two women laughed, and Loretta accepted the coffee.

Christian opened the front door and invited the two reporters in, then noticed the two camera men and the third man not making any move out of the grass. “Hey, you guys, come on in. I’ll brew up some coffee.”

There were a few “thank yous” and the men came into the house.

“Just straight on through. The kitchen is on the left, the living room is on the right. Have a seat anywhere.”

Mohamed, still sitting in the Flying Soup Headquarters, watched them go by. Loretta stopped in the entrance of the dining room and said, “Christian said that he bought this coffee for you, but you wouldn’t mind if he gave it to me.”

“Of course not,” Mohamed said, stopping his fingers from typing.

Jeanette suddenly appeared around the corner and stood by Loretta.

“How are you doing?” Mohamed said. “Sorry, I left you out on the lawn, I uh…”

“Don’t worry about it,” Loretta said. “We spend half our time waiting outside for somebody to talk to, anyway.”

Loretta asked, “Is this where you run the website from?”

“Well, yes, ah, but not exactly,” Mohamed answered. “The servers that actually host the site are located on a server farm, but yeah, this is Flying Soup World Headquarters right now.”

“Oh, how interesting,” Jeanette said coyly.

“Do you mind if we get some B roll of you in here working on the computers?” Loretta asked.

“Uh, yeah… I mean I guess so,” Mohamed said. “Actually, I’m sure you can, but would you check with Christian first? He’s in charge of, ah…, public relations. I’m just the techno-geek. One of them, anyway. The super geek is still upstairs in bed.”

Jeanette and Loretta laughed. 

“I guess I have his coffee,” Jeanette said.

“He’ll get over it,” Mohamed said.

“Coffee’s on,” Christian said coming into the dining room. “You’ll have to excuse Mohamed. He’s been up all night, so he’s a little punchy.” 

Everybody laughed.

“We had a little more traffic than we anticipated, so Mohamed had to spend the night working through the technical issues of expanding our server platform and bandwidth to handle the load.”

Jeanette looked at Mohamed with a touch of awe in her eyes.

“I’m not sure what you just said,” Jeanette said.

“Me, either,” Christian said, and they all laughed.

When it all died down, Mohamed said, “He’s lying. He knows this stuff like the back of his hand.”

“That’s what I figured,” Jeanette said.

“I’m sure you all didn’t drag yourselves out of bed this early just to come hang out. And I gotta tell you, I’m curious about why you’re here.”

“Why, Flying Soup of course,” Jeanette said.

“Oh really?” Christian asked. “Anything specific?”

“We should really do the interview with the cameras on,” Jeanette said. “Jim?”

“Oh, that’s cool,” Christian told the reporters. “We can do whatever you like. I’ll be happy to answer all of your questions.”

“That’s so refreshing,” Loretta said. “Half the time, people avoid us like the plague.”

“Hey, we’re just starting a business. We can use any exposure we can get,” Christian said.

“Great,” Jeanette said. “Do you mind if we get some B roll of Mohamed working in the Headquarters?”

“No, not at all,” Christian answered.

“Hey, man, what’s up?” Buster’s voice came from around the corner at the bottom of the stairs. 

Both ladies turned to see Buster at the bottom of the stairs, bleary-eyed, hair sticking up like a wild man’s, wearing nothing but a tank top and boxers.

 

***

 

“Look, Clint, all I’m saying is that you need to stop worshiping the ground that Philpot walks on…”

Calmly, but trying hard to control his temper, Clint Davis said, “Blake, I don’t worship The Reverend Philpot, I worship Jesus. I worship God, as every man should. I just appreciate what The Reverend has done for me. Blake, I was lost before Philpot saved me. I’d been arrested, I’d been in jail. I’d been a drunk and a drug addict.”

Blake and Clint picked up four more sixteen-foot two-by-fours and carried them toward that flatbed delivery truck.

“I know all that, Clint,” Blake said. “Just don’t put too much faith in this Philpot guy.”

“My faith is in Jesus. But I’m not going to let you tell me that The Reverend Philpot is a bad man. If you’d stop smoking weed every day and maybe come to church with me and listen to him and maybe talk to him then you might learn something about yourself. The answer is not in drugs. It wasn’t for me. It’s not for you. And it wasn’t for The Reverend Philpot. Man, he’s been where we’ve been, he used to be a heroin—”

Blake interrupted, “Dude! You’ve told me a million times about the tracks and the tattoos. Man, I’ve heard it all.”

They put the boards on the truck and went for another load.

Clint said, “It’s a powerful story. It’s inspirational. It’ll make you sit up and think about where your life is going. Blake, you’re my friend. You’re on the path I was on seven years ago. You’re telling yourself that you won’t end up like I did. Blake, I was telling myself the same thing. But I ended up there anyway. Why won’t you just come to church with me on Sunday?”

“Damn Clint, you’re my friend, too, and that’s why I’m going to tell you this again. The man is not a saint. All I’m saying is that you can admire him all you want, but don’t forget he’s just like us. He’s not perfect. Hell, you keep saying it yourself. I’ll bet under the covers, he’s still got his flaws. He might dress in women’s clothes, for all you know. If you expect too much, Clint, you’re going to be disappointed when you find out he’s just like us. And Clint, I know what you’ve been through. I honestly have to tell you that I’d be worried about you if you found out that Philpot wasn’t all you think he is.”

Clint said, “You need to hear The Reverend Philpot speak, and then you’ll know.” 

 

***

 

Helen picked up the telephone. “Hello?”

“Hello, this is Trevor Tingle… Is this Helen?” 

“Why, Hello Trevor, this is a surprise.”

“Hi, how are you?” Trevor replied, with a bit of a frog in his throat.

“How are you?” Helen asked.

“Actually, I’m in Austin this morning. I just got off the telephone and I’m afraid I have some disturbing news,” Trevor wrestled with himself for a moment. He was supposed to speak with Philpot. “Helen, I really must speak with Reverend Philpot.”

“He’s in the shower just now. Is it important?”

“Well, yes it is. Listen Helen, it’s about Donny and the video from last winter.”

“Oh, my, I thought that was behind us,” Helen said.

“So did we all, Helen. There have been some developments. Has the Reverend discussed any of this with you?”

“No,” Helen answered, “Should he have?”

“I…I thought he was made aware of at least some of it last night, but I can’t say for sure. I’ve just flown in from Seattle myself. I’ve been on an airplane or in an airport for a good part of the night.”

“Oh, you poor, tired man,” Helen said.

And then Trevor remembered why he’d been so taken with her initially. She seemed so genuinely concerned about even the most mundane details of his life. “Helen, the video of Donny—I mean, the forged video of Donny—is going to be shown this morning on two of the local news stations. I believe, channel three and channel seven.”

“Oh, my God,” Helen said. 

“It’s going to be broadcast in conjunction with a story both stations are running about a website that just launched yesterday called Flying Soup dot com.”

There was no response.

“Helen…? Helen…?”

A few moments passed. 

“Oh, I’m sorry, I was just… I was just…”

“No need to apologize, Helen. I understand. These things can be like this. But please, don’t take any of this to heart. It’s just small-minded people trying to manipulate the media for political advantage. I’m just sorry that you and your son got caught in the middle of it.” Tingle gave himself a mental pat on the back. He’d said it in such a way that he almost believed it himself. He was sorry after all. But he was certain that the video was real and that Donny was just a misguided delinquent who surfed porn every day and night on the computer in his bedroom, and seemed to masturbate on a three-hour clock whenever he wasn’t asleep. Tingle wondered how Donny made it through the school day. 

“Oh, what are we going to do?” Helen asked.

“Nothing can be done about the story’s airing. We’ve got a lawyer trying to stop it, but I’m not optimistic. You should probably keep Donny home from school today. Please tell The Reverend as soon as he gets out of the shower. He’ll most likely need to prepare something for his congregation, and I imagine reporters will soon be around.”

“Oh, Trevor,” Helen said. “Donny will be so devastated.”

“He’ll be fine,” Trevor insisted. “Look, I need to run. Please tell The Reverend I’ll be in touch later today.”

Helen hung up the telephone and dropped into a chair at the breakfast table, her appetite gone.

Donny came in and sat in his regular chair next to her.

Lupita brought two glasses of orange juice for the pair. 

Helen asked Lupita to turn on the kitchen television and tune it to channel seven. She explained to Donny that the video was going to air. About the time she finished, Hoffman Philpot entered the kitchen. 

The anchor said, “And now, a story about a brand new internet site with political overtones that’s generating lots of buzz. Jeanette Toliver has the story.”

The image on the television changed to show a middle-aged woman with bleached hair and severe eyes standing in front of a suburban home. “Yesterday morning in this rather average-looking house on this average-looking street, in a suburb just north of Austin, what might very well be the internet’s latest hot web site, Flying Soup dot com, was born.”

A video showing Mohamed Tubbs working diligently at the computer appeared, narrated by Jeanette Toliver. “Three Austin entrepreneurs have created a site to highlight rude driving behavior by their fellow citizens. They record the behavior on cameras mounted in their cars and on their bicycles, and then post the videos on the website. They sell cameras and urge others to record and post the images of rude behavior they experience. Yesterday alone, on their first day of business, they received two million visits.”

The screen cut to the anchor and the reporter sitting at the desk.

“Jeanette, I understand there are some political ramifications to this website. Could you tell us about that?”

“Well, Anne, the first video, the one that inspired the name of the website, involves the son of possible Bob Patterson running mate Hoffman Philpot.”

“This sounds very interesting, indeed.” Anne, the anchor, observed.

“Yes, the video shows Philpot’s son and another boy throwing what appears to be a soup can out of a car at a bicyclist. I spoke with Mr. Christian Trist, the spokesman for Flying Soup, this morning.”

The screen showed Christian Trist standing in the entry to Flying Soup World Headquarters, with Mohamed and Buster diligently pecking away at computers in the background. 

“It’s The Three Strangers,” Helen said, aghast. 

“Just as you described them,” Hoffman said. 

Donny kept shamefully silent. Lupita looked on in silence. She pretended to have business in the pantry, but lingered in the door where she could see the television.

“Mr. Trist,” Jeanette’s voice asked, “It’s been rumored that your video of The Reverend Philpot’s son is a fake, created by you and your friend to both gain notoriety for your website and to support your political goals of putting a Democrat in the White House next November.”

Christian was obviously taken aback by the question, but lost his composure for only a few seconds. “Of course, you caught me. We’re just some left-wing nut jobs looking to screw the preacher’s kid for a buck.”

The screen cut back to Anne and Jeanette sitting at the anchor desk, with an unflattering image of Christian in the background, frozen in mid-eye roll and looking a bit like a crazy man who’d forgotten his medication.

“And there you have it,” Jeanette concluded.

“Oh, my God,” Helen said.

“He admitted it. He admitted it, right there on the television,” Hoffman Philpot nearly yelled, all the while ignoring his wife’s infraction involving the Third Commandment.

No one was more surprised than Donny. 

 

***

 

“That bitch!” Buster said. “Man, I knew she was a two-faced, monkey-fucking slut. I saw that look on her face when she ambushed you with that question.”

“And she drank your coffee, too,” Mohamed reminded Buster.

“That bitch. That right-wing whore!” Buster went on.

“Man, switch to channel three. I’ll bet Loretta gave you a fair shake,” Mohamed said.

“Oh, just because you got a date with her,” Buster said.

“She seemed like the best of the two,” Christian said.

“You don’t know how these reporters are, man. They just want ratings, whatever it takes,” Buster said.

Christian responded, “You better be careful, that’s Mo’s future wife you’re talking about.”

“Man, we haven’t even gone out yet,” Mohamed said defensively. He looked at Christian. “You’ve been using that line since the seventh grade. You need some new material.”

“You’re right,” Christian agreed. “…Now that I’m a rising media star.”

Buster changed the channel and the three watched the morning news show for fifteen minutes. They heard the story plugged four different times before it finally came up. 

Loretta’s story started very much like Jeanette’s story, a voiceover description with B roll footage of Mohamed typing away on a keyboard. Next, a brief interview with Christian, in which he explained the concept of the website and its history. Loretta had given Christian three chances to answer the question on the story of Flying Soup, allowing him to practice at summarizing the story. The final version was the one that aired.

When it was over, Buster said, “I liked that one the best.”

“Me, too,” Mohamed agreed.

The video ended. The shot switched to an anchor named Fred sitting at a desk with Loretta.

“Loretta,” Fred said, “There is a growing controversy about the video on the website concerning vice presidential hopeful Hoffman Philpot. There are rumors that the video is a fake.”

“You’re certainly right about that,” Loretta answered. “Here’s how Mr. Trist responded to the allegations this morning.

The screen cut to Christian again in the doorway of the dining room, “Of course, you caught me. We’re just some left-wing nut jobs looking to screw the preacher’s kid for a buck.” Then a dramatic eye roll, a chuckle, and a smile. “That’s just crazy. The video is legitimate. It was filmed from a bicycle that I was riding. That close-up of the soup can was taken from a camera mounted on the back of my helmet. Another ten inches and it would have hit me, and I might not be here now talking about it.”

The screen showed Fred and Loretta again. Fred said, “So, is the video real or fake?” He looked into the camera, “You decide.”

The screen flashed to the video of the flying soup can.

 

***

 

Christian stood beside the conference table as the twenty-three attendees picked up their laptops, blackberries, note pads and journals.

“Nice job,” the VP of product development said as he walked by. “This will be the fastest we’ve ever gotten a product from concept to market, all thanks to you. This solid-state hard drive storage device will put us miles ahead of the competition.” 

The VP shook Christian’s hand and leaned in close. “This is really important to the company. There’s going to be an on-the-spot award for you. Don’t quote me on this, but it’ll probably be 10k in options.”

Christian couldn’t help but grin. It would be by far his largest grant. “Thank you.”

Others flowed out with some thanks and some copycat congratulations. Christian’s manager stayed seated until the room was empty. Christian wasn’t bothered. He had a good relationship with his boss. 

“Good job,” Jim Smelton told him. 

“Thanks,” Christian said for the tenth time in the last two minutes as he packed up the digital projector.

“Don’t run off to lunch,” Smelton said. “I’ll swing by your desk in about ten minutes. There’s something we need to take care of.”

Christian grinned. “No problem, I was going to take off after the meeting. I’ve got some things to tend to this afternoon. But it can wait a few.”

“Okay,” Jim Smelton said and left of the room without a smile.

Christian caught the frown and gave Jim a perplexed look as he exited. Other problems? Christian dismissed it. Things couldn’t be going better.

 

***

 

Christian messaged Mohamed: How many hits?

The return message came back almost instantly. Nearly 4 mil.

Four MILLION?!!?!?!? Christian typed.

Si, was the reply form Mohamed.

HOLY CRAP, Christian typed.

Christian typed: More servers?

On it. Mohamed typed back.

“Christian?” Jim Smelton said, as he walked into the entryway of Christian’s cubical. 

A quick alt-tab hid the IM screen and Christian turned to his boss. “What’s up?”

“Let’s go to a conference room.” Jim turned without smiling.

Christian followed his boss down the aisle between the cubes. Row after long row passed, and Smelton walked up to a conference room with the door closed and a light shining through the window.

“I think someone is using that one,” Christian said to Jim, referring to the conference room etiquette of leaving the door open to unused conference rooms.

“It’s ours,” Jim said flatly.

“Man, what’s up Jim? You seem down,” Christian said.

Jim simply shook his head in reply and opened the door without knocking first.

The conference room was smaller than the one Christian had left shortly before. It contained a small oblong table with plenty of room on one side for three chairs, two of which were occupied. Jim sat in the third, leaving a single seat on the other side of the table for Christian.

“Mike,” Christian greeted Jim’s boss and reached out to shake his hand.

Mike shook Christian’s hand then said, “This is Allison Milby, our HR Generalist.”

“Allison,” Christian said and shook her hand as well. He took his seat, his smile fading just a bit. In all the option grants he’d been given in the past, only he and his manager had been in the room. But none of the grants had been this large. Perhaps a promotion? Not that he’d need it if Flying Soup kept flying. Christians smile filled out again.

“So what’s up?” Christian asked jovially.

“Let’s let Allison do the talking,” Mike said, without the slightest hint of pleasure in his face. 

Taking her cue, Allison spoke while pulling a piece of paper from her portfolio. “Christian, this is a copy of the employee manual acknowledgement page.”

Christian’s expression turned from joy to puzzlement. “Uh, okay.” He reached across the table and accepted the page. At the bottom of the photocopied page were his signature and the date he signed it.

“In the employee manual, there are very specific rules about employee behavior both inside and outside the workplace. And while it’s not the policy of Pell Mell Computers to dictate to employees how to live their lives, it is Pell Mell Computer’s policy to ensure that its employees act legally and ethically, especially where that behavior has an effect on Pell Mell Computers’ relationship with its other employees, its suppliers and its customers.”

“Yeah, pretty much everybody,” Christian said, urging Allison to the point. He glanced at the solemn faces of Mike and Jim, but saw no hint of where this was going.

“Christian, are you a part-owner of the internet based business, Flying Soup dot com?” Allison asked.

“Yes,” Christian replied tentatively. There was no point in lying though he was getting a bad feeling, and thinking that a few lies and some cover-your-ass moves might soon be appropriate. Christian faked a cough and leaned back in his chair, letting his right hand slide down the front pocket on his slacks. Beneath the table, he covertly checked to be sure that his video camera was on. He had habituated himself to wearing it while he was collecting video for the launch of Flying Soup.

“On that website, do you act as a reseller for other companys’ products?”

“Yes, but we don’t carry any product made by a company that is a competitor of Pell Mell Computers,” Christian guessed.

“I understand,” Allison said.

Christian nodded and smiled weakly, but Allison’s face was still stern.

“Do you list MP3 players and smartphones for resale on your website?” Allison asked.

“Yes,” Christian said. “We don’t actually resell them but yes, basically.”

“How many have you sold so far?” Allison asked.

“We sold three yesterday,” Christian said.

“Are you aware that Pell Mell Computers also acts as a reseller for MP3 players and smartphones?”

“Uh… Well, yeah, I guess. Vaguely,” Christian’s heart started to sink.

“Do you understand that this means that the business you own is a direct competitor of the business you work for?”

“Is that was this is about? MP3 players?” Christian asked. “If it’s a problem we can take them off of our site. I mean, we only sold three.”

Allison looked at a sheet of paper and then read, quoting something that Christian himself had said on the radio the day before, “That fact the you ‘spent six months of hard work and lots of your own money’ building this Flying Soup business, all the while knowing that you were going into direct competition with your employer, underscores that this position you are in was not arrived at lightly or mistakenly on your part.”

“Of course, it wasn’t a mistake. It took a lot of work.”

“And time that you’ve been absent from work over the past six months, was any of that time devoted to your business venture?” Allison asked.

“I had enough vacation time and personal business allowance to cover all the time I took off. Heck, I’ve got weeks to spare.”

“But you did take the time and spend it on the development of your business?”

“Yeah, sure, some of it,” Christian responded.

“You are aware that the guidelines for the use of personal business allowance in your employee manual lists quite a host of activities for which you can use your PBA, but starting a business that is in direct competition with your employer is not listed.”

“Look, we sold a few iPods. We can take them off. It’s not like we’re selling computers. We’re not in direct competition with Pell Mell. We’re doing something completely different.” The meeting was becoming increasingly unpleasant, so Christian decided to cut to the chase and bring it to a close. “So what, am I going to get written up for this? I’ve violated Pell Mell’s policy. Fine, you’re right. I admit my error. I apologize. I accept whatever disciplinary action is necessary. I’ll take the devices off the site as soon as I get home.” 

“That’s very upstanding of you,” Allison said. She passed Christian a small stack of papers. “Christian, these are your termination papers. I’ll ask that you read them, and if the circumstances of your dismissal are reflected accurately, please sign and date them.”

 

***

 

Christian stared at the papers for what seemed like an eternity. His brain was numb, yet swirling deliriously over what was happening, the ramifications, the choices that had put him in this chair.

It may have been five minutes. It may have been ten. Heck, it could have been twenty, but his boss and soon-to-be former friend leaned across the table and quietly said, “Christian you need to look over the papers and sign them.”

“What…” Christian’s voice cracked and he faked a cough, then took another chance. His voice wavered but he could speak. “What about my 401(k), my stock options? I don’t fully vest for two more months.” 

“It’s in the manual. You did read the manual didn’t you Christian? You signed the acknowledgement form,” Allison said with a real bitchy edge to her voice. She was enjoying this.

“I forgot,” Christian lied. 

“Then you can reference your copy,” Allison said.

“I lost it,” Christian lied again. The fact was that he’d thrown it away without ever opening it. “May I have another copy?”

“The employee manual is only made available to Pell Mell Computers’ employees. I’m sorry Christian but you are no longer an employee of the Pell Mell Computer Corporation.” Allison didn’t sound at all sorry.

And just like that Christian passed from denial to anger in his personal multi-step program on how to deal with getting unexpectedly fired. He repressed an urge to call Allison a bitch out of anger but realized he had to say something. What came out, came out without any anger at all, more like an epiphany, “Allison, you are a bitch.”

“That’s enough of that,” Mike nearly shouted, rising up out of his seat. He planted his knuckles on the table like a great ape and leaned toward Christian. “You just need to read and sign so we can be done with this.” He seated himself in a huff and muttered, “Traitor.”

Allison didn’t say anything. She simply leered.

“I’m not signing anything,” Christian said, and calmly stood. 

Allison flinched when Christian scooted his chair back as though she thought he might be coming across the table after her.

“See ya later,” Christian said.

“You need to be escorted out,” Mike shouted, jumping into his monkey pose again.

“Catch up,” Christian said as he exited the conference room. 

Not surprisingly, a security guard was outside the door to the right. Christian turned left.

“You need to come this way, sir,” the security guard said.

“Christian! Christian!” Jim’s voice came up behind him.

“Hey,” The security guard said, catching up with the quick strides, already breathing hard.

“Jim,” Christian said, over his shoulder as he headed for the nearest exit. “You couldn’t have warned me? Not even given me a hint? Hell, the VP of product development just told me I was getting ten thousand options.”

“No kidding?” Jim said. 

“No kidding,” Christian told him.

A few more steps.

“Christian, you know I couldn’t say anything. I just found out before the meeting,” Jim said.

Christian stopped and turned to face Jim.

“Sir!” The security guard raised his voice in alarm and put his hand to the pepper spray on his belt. 

Christian turned to the guard. “Dude! Chill out. You’ve seen me every day for four years. Do you really think I’m going to smack Jim around?”

The guard didn’t answer but looked sheepishly away.

“Jim. I know this didn’t come from you. I know you couldn’t tell me,” Christian shrugged and started for the exit again with the security guard and Jim in tow.

There was no more talk as the trio made their way down the stairs and across the parking lot.

As they neared Christian’s car, Jim told the security guard to stay put.

After a weak protest the guard stayed and Jim caught up to Christian just as he opened the door to his small pickup.

“Look Christian, I uh…”

“Don’t sweat it Jim.”

“Look, I’m sorry,” Jim said. “You’re one my best project managers.”

“I know,” Christian said. “Can I use you for a reference?”

“I’m afraid…” 

“Don’t sweat it. I know how these pricks are. I’ve worked here nearly as long as you.”

Jim nodded but said nothing.

Christian looked Jim in the eye and quite seriously asked, “Jim, can I ask you something?”

“Sure,” Jim said, suddenly perplexed.

“What was that about?”

“You know,” Jim said.

“No, I mean really. I mean, how many guys in there have websites and sell crap? How many build computers at home and sell them out of their garage? I mean, that’s the dream isn’t it? To start out on your own, like Andrew Pell and David Mell did, and become billionaires. Why me?”

Jim looked around to the security guard.

“C’mon, it’s not because I was on that radio show yesterday was it? Was it because I actually had a chance of making it over the fence? Mell and Pell had to make an example of me to keep the others in line. Is that it, Jim?”

“No,” Jim said quietly. “Here’s the deal. You know that kid?”

“What kid?” 

“Philpot’s kid. The one who threw the soup can at you?”

“Yeah, I know him now,” Christian said. “What of it?”

“You know his father is The Reverend Philpot.”

“Politics?” Christian guessed.

Jim shook his head. “Nope. Philpot is the minister of the Valley View Christian Center.”

“You mean that big God mart up on Burnet road? Yeah, so?” 

“Andrew Pell goes to that church. Philpot is his pastor.”

“I thought Pell was a Jew,” Christian said.

“No. That’s Mell. Pell is a Jesus man.”

“You gotta be joking!” Christian laughed out loud. “Man that’s messed up.” 

“Man, keep it down,” Jim said. “Why are you laughing? You just got fired.”

“You gotta admit, these are some pretty screwed up circumstances. The preacher’s kid tries to bean me with a soup can and I get fired because of it. Tell me that’s not funny.”

“Well, yeah, but.”

“You know how you say, ‘One day I’ll look back on this and laugh’?”

“Sure,” Jim answered.

“That day’s already here. I mean it sucks being fired. It really, really sucks. But I’ll find another job somewhere, and then I won’t care that I got fired here. But this… this thing with the Philpot kid and billionaire Pell firing me over it… that will always be funny.”

 

***

 

Mohamed’s Audi and Buster’s Acura were either gone or in the garage when Christian drove up to the house. Christian, owning the least expensive auto in the house by far, was relegated to parking at the curb.

It felt awkward walking across the lawn without his laptop bag over his shoulder. It felt odd coming home in the middle of the day. It felt odd wondering how long the money was going to last.

Buster and Mohamed were both in the Headquarters when Christian entered. 

“Eleven million!” Buster shouted. “We are the men. We are the men.”

“Two of us are,” Mohamed said. “One of us isn’t sure.”

Mohamed and Buster laughed themselves halfway into a giddy fit. Christian laughed as well, but the reality stage of his job-loss twelve-step plan was starting to kick in. Crap!

“Eleven million, that’s a lot, and a good thing too,” Christian said.

“You bet your ass it’s a good thing,” Buster said.

“Except for the extra servers,” Mohamed said. “We did the twenty like we talked about this morning.”

“Oh crap,” Christian said.

Mohamed shrugged, “The way it’s going, we’ll need them by tomorrow.”

“Where does that put us in terms of money?” Buster asked.

“Minus nine months,” Christian answered.

“Say what?” Buster asked.

“We’re only financed through the next three months assuming no more unforeseen expenditures and no money coming in,” Christian said. He knew without even running the numbers. At least he knew to within a few weeks, one way or the other. The problem was the twelve-month liability of the lease. It didn’t go away even if the business did.

“No biggie,” Buster said. “We’ve got money coming in.” He looked to Mohamed.

“Well, yeah. We sold two dozen video capable MP3 players so far today.”

“That’s not bad. We make like ten bucks a pop on those,” Christian said.

“More video gear, nearly twice as much as yesterday,” Mohamed said. “And here’s the kicker.”

Mohamed paused for dramatic effect. Only when Buster and Christian were ready to slap it out of him did he say. “We had over a hundred uploads so far today.”

“Say what?” said Christian, mimicking Buster’s expression from earlier.

“One hundred and twenty-one, to be exact,” Mohamed said.

“No way,” Christian said. “We haven’t even delivered a camera to anybody yet but I guess they could just be videos taken with a smartphone or whatever.”

“It’s true,” Buster confirmed, “But that’s not the best part.”

“It gets better?” Christian asked.

“Depending on your point of view,” Buster said.

“The video that’s been uploaded one hundred and thirteen times today is you, Christian.”

“What?” Christian couldn’t imagine what Mohamed was talking about.

“That video of you on the channel KAXN with the bitch Jeanette. That was uploaded one hundred and thirteen times today,” Mohamed said.

“Different people, I assume,” Christian said.

“Yep,” Buster confirmed. “That makes you far and away the biggest asshole on Flying Soup dot com.”

“Do I get a prize?” Christian asked.

“You get three bucks a pop,” Buster said.

“At this rate we just might be able to pay our bills one day,” Christian mused.

“That’s what I’m sayin’,” Buster said.

“You said there were a hundred and twenty-one,” Christian said.

“Yeah, some other folks loaded some videos today of other people acting like assholes,” Mohamed said. “One of them is pretty funny.”

“You can show me later,” Christian said.

“And Buster uploaded the version of the interview that Jeanette did that doesn’t cut you off in mid-sentence as a rebuttal to the knuckleheads that uploaded the other video.”

“Cool with me,” Christian said. “Well at least that’s some good news. I’ve got some good news and some bad news for you guys. First, the good news, I think I got a pretty good video to upload.”

“And the bad?” Mohamed asked, not expecting it to be half bad at all.

“I got fired today,” Christian told them.

It took nearly ten minutes of convincing before Mohamed and Buster accepted that Christian wasn’t kidding. In the end, he showed them the video.

 

***

 

“Dude!” I love the way you called her a bitch,” Buster said. “It’s like you weren’t pissed off at all. It was like ‘Dude, there’s tarragon in this spaghetti sauce.’” 

Mohamed started laughing all over again but managed to squeeze out, “Man, if it wasn’t so tragic it would be really, really funny.”

“Man, we should have strapped you up with a camera when you were a kid. So much fucked-up shit happens to you…we could make a TV show about it,” Buster said.

“You’re not gonna be laughing when I tell you I can’t pay my rent,” Christian said.

“What?” Mohamed said, suddenly serious. “You can’t pay your rent?”

“Chill, dude. I can pay my rent. I’ve got some stock and the rest of my 401(k) if it comes to that,” Christian said.

“Oh, I knew that man,” Mohamed said. “You’re so tight with your money I knew you had a ton stashed away.”

“But it is a limited supply. And besides, my options didn’t vest,” Christian said.

“Really?” Buster said. “How much do you lose?”

“I called one of my former coworkers on the way home and he checked the employee policy for me. Two months from now would have been my five-year anniversary. At Pell Mell, none of your options, nor your company contributions to your 401(k) vest until you’re there for five years.”

“None of them?” Mohamed asked.

“None,” Christian confirmed.

“Well, they’re pretty cheap with their contribution,” Buster said.

Christian said, “All of their contributions, plus the growth off of those contributions they keep. It’s like thirty thousand of my 401(k).”

“Ouch,” Mohamed said.

“How many options did you lose?” Buster asked.

“That’s what really hurt,” Christian said. “At today’s stock price, it’s nearly a hundred thousand dollars.”

“Damn!” Buster shouted.

“And it gets better,” Christian said. “I took out two 401(k) loans, five grand for the bike, and fifty grand for the business. I have thirty days after leaving employment to pay those loans back.”

“You’re kidding me?” Buster asked.

“I think those are some kind of standard 401(k) rules,” Mohamed said.

“How are you going to do that?” 

“I’ve got almost sixty thousand in stock that I own outright. I can pay the loans off with that. Or I can make a 401(k) withdrawal, get reamed on the taxes, and when it’s all said and done, I’ll have about ten grand in my 401(k) but no more loans.”

“There goes your plan of retiring to the Caribbean on a sailboat. You’re gonna be working at Walmart, like your dad, and fishing in a dinghy on the weekends,” Mohamed said.

“You can blow me,” Christian said.

“You’ll have to talk to Buster about that,” Mohamed shot back.

Buster said, “You guys can both blow me. Just because I’m gay doesn’t mean I’m incestuous. You guys are like my brothers. I’ve known you all my life. How would you feel about nailing your sister?”

“I don’t have a sister,” Mohamed said.

“That depends on what she looks like,” Christian said.

“You’re sick,” Buster said.

“I’m just kidding,” Christian said.

“Look, you’ll still net around seventy grand out of this deal,” Buster told Christian. “As tight as you are, you can last for years on that kind of money. You won’t have any trouble finding another job, if it comes to that.”

“Unless we need to pour more money into Flying Soup,” Christian said.

“Look,” Buster said. “NewVid has that IPO coming up. Do you have any idea how many options I have?”

Both Mohamed and Christian said they didn’t.

“Well not to count my eggs before they hatch, but at the IPO price, I’m set to be worth almost three million dollars with all my options.”

“Holy shit!” In a reverent tone, Mohammed added, “…The geek dream.”

“Wow,” Christian said.

“Like I said,” Buster said. “That money’s not in the bank yet. I can’t even sell until the first window, which is like six months after the IPO. But if we need money for Flying Soup, I can foot the bill if we can make it for the next seven months.”

“So, where are we, then?” Christian asked. 

“I can swing another twenty or so if we need it,” Mohamed said.

“I gave every penny I had,” Buster said. “I can’t do anything else until after the IPO.”

“What about the money coming in?” Mohamed asked.

Christian answered. “The uploads we get paid for directly. That money goes to our credit card vendor and we get a deposit at the end of the month. On the hardware, we don’t carry any inventory or handle any of the shipping. It varies a little from company to company but generally, the vendor gets paid directly by the buyer. We get reimbursed for our cut down the road. We’re anywhere from thirty days to being paid for our low-end cameras to ninety days on some of that stuff.”

“Ninety days!” Buster said in disbelief.

“It was the best we could do. Some of those guys at the bigger manufacturers were hard asses about it,” Christian said. “But I think we’re cool. I don’t see us adding any more computing bandwidth. Twenty servers should be enough to sustain us, so our costs there should stabilize. I know I’ve got enough money to more than cover our expenses and still have enough to support myself and pay my landlord, until Buster can dump some of his stock. And that’s not counting any income from the business.”

“And the value of your 401(k), based on today’s price?” Buster asked.

“Ugh. Well, yeah. I guess. Why?” Christian said.

“Pell Mell announced quarterly earnings at noon,” Buster replied.

Mohamed started typing, looking up a stock quote site.

“Oh, yeah. I forgot about that,” said Christian. “My numbers are based on a stock price around forty-four. We’ve been sitting in the mid-forties for, like, a year now.”

“Oh, crap,” Mohamed said.

 “What?” Buster asked. 

“Pell Mell is down six dollars. They missed their quarterly numbers by four cents a share.” Mohamed said.

“God damnit!” Christian shouted. “Why couldn’t they have fired me yesterday?”

There was silence in the room for several long minutes as Christian stared at the wall and assimilated his loss. Buster and Mohamed both decided it was best to say nothing and peck away at their keyboards.

Finally, Christian spoke. “You know, it’s no big deal. I mean it is but it’s not as bad as it sounds. My options, if I still had them would have gotten creamed because my averages strike price was at thirty. It would have just lost about half the value, fifty thousand dollars. But hey, I’d already lost the full hundred this morning. Screw it. The value of the stock I own is off by fifteen percent. It’s not the end of the world. Besides, I’m not selling it all today. I may dump some soon, but for the rest, we’ll cash out as we need it, and by that time the price will rebound. It always does.”

The telephone rang. Since Christian was standing closest, he picked it up and looked at the caller id display on the handset. “Where’s that area code?” Christian muttered as he pressed the talk button and put the phone to his ear. “Hello?”

“Hello, may I speak with Christian Trist?” the voice said.

“This is Christian.”

“Mr. Trist, I’m Winston Strand.”

“Yeah, whatever.”

The caller laughed. “You guys are very suspicious down there in Texas. Are you sure this isn’t Missouri? Did I call the show-me state by mistake?”

“Well you certainly sound like Winston,” Christian said.

Buster said, “Oh yeah. Winston Strand might call.”

Christian laughed out loud. “Okay, I’ll play. What’s up Winston?”

Winston said, “One of my LateLine producers called earlier and talked to a Buster Slang. Mr. Slang told my producer that he didn’t believe that he was from LateLine, and said that no one from your company was going to talk to anyone unless I called personally.”

“Man, you sound just like him,” Christian said.

“That’s because I am him,” Winston said.

“Dude, it’s really him,” Buster said. “It’s not a joke.”

Christian looked to Mohamed.

Mohamed shrugged. “No joke I know of, but somebody did call earlier claiming to be from LateLine.”

Christian blinked twice, then said, “My apologies, Mr. Strand. What can I do for you?”

“You are the CEO and spokesperson for Flying Soup dot com, are you not?”

“Yes I am,” Christian said. “May I put you on speaker phone? My two partners are here in the room and I’m sure they’d like to hear what you have to say.”

“That’s fine,” Winston said.

Christian put the phone back in the cradle, pushed the proper buttons and said, “Can you hear me Mr. Strand?”

“Loud and clear.” 

“Great. I’m here with Buster Slang, with whom your producer spoke earlier, and Mohamed Tubbs. How can we help you today, Mr. Strand?”

“I’d like to have you on the show this evening.”

Christian couldn’t help but laugh.

“Did I miss something?” Winston asked.

“Nope. I’m just having a very interesting day, is all.”

Mohamed spoke up. “Mr. Strand, your show is broadcast locally on KSPN. This morning, KSPN and KAXN interviewed Christian and though KSPN was fair, KAXN cut off his answer to a question in mid-sentence giving it an entirely different meaning. They made it appear on their newscast that we manufactured that video about Donny Philpot. What is your intention in having Christian on your show?”

“I understand your concern,” Winston said, in a professional manner. “I’ve seen the videos from both of this morning’s newscasts, and I have to agree with you. Jeanette Toliver’s behavior was reprehensible. It makes all journalists look bad. 

“The story we’re doing tonight is purely political in nature, having to do with the video of Philpot’s son and its authenticity. Though I have to admit, we could do a whole show on the concept of your website. I understand it’s causing quite a buzz.”

“Perhaps we could do another show later,” Christian said, immediately thinking of the free publicity.

“Yes, we probably will if the buzz continues. I think you’ve got a great concept there that’s being overshadowed by the current political situation you’re in.”

“So, how does this all work?” Christian asked.

“If you don’t mind, I’ll put my producer Alex Tremble on and he’ll take it from here. Is that okay?”

“Certainly,” Christian said. “Cool with you Buster?” 

 

***

 

“Christian! Christian!” 

“Damn, Buster. Calm down,” Christian called down the stairs. “I’m coming.”

Christian heard conversation from the front door as he came down the stairs. He saw black shoes and chocolate brown slacks just like the sheriffs in Williamson County wore. “Uh-oh,” he muttered.

Mohamed was standing to the side. Buster was in something of a tizzy and was turning nervously from Mohamed to the sheriff’s deputies, to the stairs and back again in quick circles. He saw Christian on the stairs. “Here he is,” he said to the sheriffs.

Christian walked across the landing at the bottom of the stairs and took Buster’s place at the front door, trying his best to appear calm and in control. Just another day with a posse of deputies on the porch and…Oh my God! Christian couldn’t help but stare past the deputies. Off to one side, in the grass stood a woman with light brown hair pulled back in a simple style. She wasn’t necessarily gorgeous, more girl-next-doorish, in a way that struck a chord in Christian’s libido.

“Are you Christian Trist?” The deputy in the doorway said, stealing Christian’s attention from the babe in the grass.

“Yes,” Christian said, then got control of himself, put on a smile and said, “Bear with me here, but I uh…it’s not every day that I have a half-dozen sheriff’s deputies on my porch. What’s up?”

The sheriff responded quite politely, a fact that immediately made Christian feel better about the situation. “Mr. Trist, Detective Beam will be along in a moment to explain.”

“Detective Beam?” Christian asked.

“He left the subpoena in the car,” The deputy said, pulling a face. “He’ll be right back.”

Just then, a man in suit, looking very much like a police detective, maneuvered through the throng at the front door. “Mr. Trist?” he asked, as he arrived.

“Detective Beam?” Christian greeted him.

“Mr. Trist, I’m investigating a series of assaults. Theses assaults involve pedestrians being attacked by one or several individuals who drive by and throw canned goods at the victims.”

“You gotta be kiddin’ me,” Mohamed muttered.

“Are you serious?” Christian asked. His brain was looking for a way to stall while he assimilated the information. There were deputies and a crew of suits on his front lawn; of course they were serious, but that was the best he could come up with on a second’s notice.

“Mr. Trist, two people have been injured and a third has been comatose for nearly a month,” Detective Beam said.

“This is really gonna suck,” Buster muttered. 

“This is a very serious investigation.”

“Um, I’m sorry. Please come in,” Christian said, and regretted it almost immediately as the detective, six deputies with eyes that darted everywhere, the beauty from the grass, an impeccably-suited companion, and a short balding man all crowded through the open door. 

Christian felt immediately violated, but led them into the living room. “Have a seat,” he offered. The short balding man sat on the couch. The others declined.

“So you mentioned a subpoena?” Christian said, watching some of the deputies start to wander through the house.

Two deputies rudely started upstairs. “Hey, man!” Buster said. “Where…where are you going?”

“Detective Beam,” Christian said, “I was being polite, inviting you in. Could you ask your deputies to stay here with us?”

Beam looked around. “Madison, Gerhardt,” That was enough for the deputies to turn and start coming back.

“Mr. Trist, we need to take into evidence the device that you used to record the incident concerning the soup can.”

“What? The video isn’t on it anymore. We downloaded it.” 

“Nevertheless, we need to take it into evidence,” Beam said.

“It’s on my bike. I guess we can have Buster take it off.”

“No we can’t do that,” Beam said. “We’ll need the entire bicycle and the helmet as well, as it was part of the recording device.”

“It’s the only bike I’ve got left,” Christian said, somewhat pitifully but rebounded with, “But do you need all these deputies just to collect my bike?”

“No. We’ll need all of the computers.”

“What?!” Mohamed shouted.

“I’m sorry?” Christian remained calm. “We have a business to run. We all work in the high tech industry. We use our computers for our livelihood. Why would you need all of the computers?”

“You said you downloaded the images, didn’t you?” Beam asked.

Christian hesitated. “Well, yes, but…”

“It was downloaded to one of these computers, then.”

Christian didn’t answer for a moment. He looked to Buster, who discreetly nodded his head. “Okay. It was downloaded to one of them,” Christian said.

“Which one?” Beam asked.

“Jesus Christ! There may be a copy of that video stored in the temp files of every box in the house. Hell, our site’s been hit nearly fifteen million times in the past thirty-six hours. It’s on all of those machines too.”

“Mr. Trist, there’s no need to get excited,” Beam said.

“To hell, there isn’t. You’re coming in here and telling me that you’re just going to cart fifteen thousand dollars’ worth of computer equipment out of here and disrupt our livelihood, and I’m supposed to be calm about that, especially when we haven’t even broken any laws here.”

“Mr. Trist. You need to calm down or I’ll have to ask the officers to restrain you,” Beam said. The tension in the room increased noticeably.

Christian looked into the faces of the deputies. Some looked at him with unmasked hate, and he wondered if any of them went to Philpot’s church. Something was going on besides just the subpoena. A few deep breaths and Christian said, “Fine, I’m calm. I need to call my attorney.”

“You may call him if you wish, but we need to remove the computers. Gerhardt.” The deputies took that as their signal, and started into the Flying Soup World Headquarters like a troop of Gorillas after some Samsonite luggage.

“Please, let us at least shut them down and disconnect them,” Christian asked.

“That’s fine.” Beam said.

“Mohamed, you go disconnect the boxes. Buster, show them where the bike is. I’ll call Neilly.” Christian wanted to step outside for some privacy, but he didn’t want to leave all of the people in the house without any babysitter to keep an eye on them. He retreated to the stairway and took a perch half way up. He took out his cell phone and dialed Chuck Neilly. 

“Good afternoon, Neilly and Associates,” A female voice said after the second ring.

“Hello, this is Christian Trist. I need to speak with Chuck Neilly,” Christian asked.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Neilly is in a meeting. Can I—?”

“No, please,” Christian interrupted. “This is an emergency. I need to talk with Mr. Neilly right now. Please interrupt his meeting.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Trist, but if you’ll tell me the nature of—”

“I’m sorry to interrupt, ma’am.” Chuck Neilly was a tax attorney; his secretary just didn’t have any idea of what kind of legal trouble would require emergency contact with Mr. Neilly. “The IRS is in my house. They’re trying to seize it. I must talk with Chuck Neilly right now.”

“Oh, my,” The secretary said. An instrumental version of a seventies song came on immediately after.

Christian waited on hold for a nearly a minute, watching the police downstairs, seeing them converse among themselves, nose through anything that was lying about.

Chuck Neilly’s voice came on the line. “Christian? The IRS is at your house?”

“I’m sorry, Chuck. The IRS isn’t here. It’s the police, maybe six Williamson County Sheriff’s Deputies, a detective and some others. They’re here in my house with a subpoena for all of our computer equipment. They’re packing up all of our stuff right now.”

“Christian, this isn’t really my area.”

“Look, you’re the only attorney I know,” Christian pleaded.

“Okay,” Chuck Neilly said, then paused. “Let me talk to whoever is in charge.”

“Thank you,” Christian said, and called downstairs. “Detective Beam, my attorney Chuck Neilly is on the phone and he’d like to speak with you.”

Christian handed him the telephone.

“Hey, hey, man,” Mohamed yelled from the Headquarters. 

Christian walked in to see what was going on, followed by Beam, still on the phone.

“Christian. They’re trying to take my laptop.”

“Wait a minute officer. That laptop and the other one over there are not our property. Those belong to Mohamed’s and Buster’s employers. You can’t take those.”

“Yes, we can. You’ll need to explain it to your employer,” an overweight deputy said.

Christian turned to Beam, who held the phone out for Christian to take. “Yes, he can take them. A receipt will be provided, which they can show to their employers. All equipment will be returned when we’re finished.”

Christian accepted the phone without a word to Beam. “Chuck?”

“I’m sorry, Christian. It doesn’t appear that there’s anything I can do. This really isn’t my area.”

“Is there someone you can recommend?” Christian asked.

“Yes, but you need to listen to me,” Chuck said. “Let them take the computers you use for the business and any used to store or edit the video they’re interested in. They don’t need to go anywhere else in the house. They don’t need to take any other computers.”

“Would that include laptops owned by our employers, used only for business with those companies?”

“Yes, it would,” Chuck answered.

“Good then, would you please explain that point to Detective Beam.”

Christian handed Beam the telephone, then turned to the deputy with Mohamed’s laptop. “Sorry, but you’ll have to pass on the laptops, buddy. Your boss will explain it to you.” Christian reached out to take the laptop, but the deputy wouldn’t let go. They both stood. Holding the laptop. Stalemate.

Beam handed the telephone back to Christian. “Let ‘em keep the laptops.”

Buster came in from the garage. Christian handed him both of the laptops. “Buster, take these and go sit on the stairs. Don’t let anyone go upstairs,” he announced, “We don’t have any business computers up there.”

Buster looked nervous but relieved and accepted the laptops and headed for the stairs.

“Chuck?” Christian said into the telephone. 

“I’m still here,” Chuck said. 

“Look, I’m sorry about interrupting your meeting,” Christian said.

“No worries. I’m charging you the same rate that I was charging him,” Chuck said, and Christian laughed just a little.

“Thanks,” Christian said.

“No big deal. We were just finishing up, anyway.” Chuck said.

“What kind of lawyer would I need for this kind of stuff?” Christian asked.

“I’m not sure anybody specializes in exactly that kind of stuff but I do know a few guys who could help you. Do you want to spend a lot or a little money?”

“I don’t know, Chuck,” Christian said.

“Look,” Chuck said, “You’re not in any trouble here, you just need somebody to navigate around the law for you a little bit, to handle the ins and outs so you can get your hardware back as soon as possible in working order, right?”

“Yes.” 

“Then save yourself some money and go cheap,” Chuck said. “But listen, it’s probably not going to happen any time that seems like fast, so you need to be prepared for that.”

“Thanks, Chuck. You’re right,” Christian said then proceeded to write down a name and number for another attorney.

Christian climbed the stairs and sat next to Buster. On a piece of paper he started writing. “Buster, I want you to log onto your system. Go to this URL. Here’s my user name and password. That will get you into my brokerage account. I want you to sell enough Pell Mell stock to get us twenty thousand dollars. Sell at market. The sale needs to process today.”

“But…” Buster said.

Christian shook his head and said, “Don’t worry about it. Just do it. We’re going to need the cash and we need to get it done before the markets close. We may need to buy new equipment tomorrow. You’ve got about ten minutes.”

 

***

 

It took less than half an hour, but the bicycle and every computer from the Flying Soup World Headquarters was piled into the back of a large SUV. In spite of protests that monitors, keyboards and mice held no information, those items were in the truck as well. Only the two laptops remained.

Christian, Mohamed, and Buster stood on the lawn and watched as the deputies got into the Sheriff’s cars. They watched their neighbors, some standing on their lawns watching the whole affair, some on their porches, some peeking through their windows. 

When the police were gone, Buster pointed to a silver BMW parked on the property line between their house and the neighbor’s. “Whose is that?”

“I didn’t see that little fat guy leave,” Mohamed said.

“Or that cute chick,” Christian added and the three hurried back into the house.

Cute Chick and Mr. Expensive Suit were on the couch. The short fat guy was nowhere to be seen. 

“Ah… is there something else you need?” Mohamed asked, his impatience clearly showing.

Cute Chick stood up and handed Christian a sheath of papers as she spoke, “I’m Ashley Ginger, from Jacob, Smith & Klein. I’m sorry I didn’t introduce myself earlier. But you seemed busy.”

“Hey!” Buster called out from the landing at the bottom of the stairs.

All eyes turned to him.

“Hey man, what are you doing up there?” Buster called up the stairs. “You’re not supposed to be up there.”

“My apologies,” a voice came back.

Mohamed rushed to the bottom of the stairs. “Our lawyer specifically said that you weren’t supposed to be up there.”

The short bald guy got to the bottom of the stairs. “Sorry, I was just looking for a restroom.”

“Whatever,” Buster replied. “You passed one on the way to the stairs.”

“Sorry, didn’t see it,” Shorty said.

Mohamed shook his head and muttered, “This is really starting to piss me off.” 

Christian turned to Ashley Ginger, “So you’re not a detective.”

“No, Mr. Trist. I’m an attorney for the Philpots,” Ashley said as casually as if she and Christian were talking about their favorite nightclubs. “A temporary injunction has been granted to prevent your company, Flying Soup, from distributing the video that allegedly shows Donny Philpot driving a car from which something was thrown. You know the video I’m talking about?” Ashley smiled cutely. 

Christian was dumbfounded.

Ashley said, “Those are the papers I gave you.”

Christian still could not muster a reply.

“There in your hand,” Ashley said. “The papers. There’s a hearing scheduled for tomorrow at one p.m.”

“That ain’t right,” Mohamed said in a raised voice.

“You’re right about that,” Buster agreed.

“We’ll just see ourselves out,” Ashley Ginger said. She and her companions headed for the door.

Christian shook his head as he watched them leave. The bang of the door shutting behind Ashley and her tiny entourage marked the return of Christian’s ability to speak. “Buster, did the sale go through?”

“Yep. Twenty grand in your account right now.”

Christian said. “You and Mo go down to Computer Warehouse and get us some new boxes, new monitors, the whole deal. See if they’ll cut us some kind of volume discount.” Christian took his credit card and his driver’s license from his billfold and handed it to Buster. “That debit card is for my brokerage account. Pay for it with that. If they won’t let you, then give me a call and I’ll drive up there.”

“I’ve got a buddy that works there. It’ll be cool,” Buster said.

“What are you going to do?” Mohamed asked.

“I’m getting us a lawyer.” Christian dialed Chuck Neilly’s number again. When Chuck was on the phone, Christian said, “Chuck, sorry to bother you again, but could you give me the number of the expensive lawyer?”

“Sure, did something else happen?” Chuck asked.

“Yes, and Chuck, could you look into reincorporating us offshore?” Christian asked.

 

***

 

“And how confident is Miss Ginger that the hearing will go our way?” Patterson asked.

“Very confident, especially with the video analysis we have showing that the video was faked,” Tingle said.

“Your people did a very good job in finding that,” Patterson said. “Even my people here at The Network of Christian Broadcasting couldn’t find everything your people found. As usual, you continue to impress me, Trevor.”

“Thank you, Reverend Patterson.”

“You said before that you were able to plant several listening devices in the house of the sodomite, the Muslim, and the underachiever. I’m quite curious as to how you managed to accomplish that. You just arrived this morning,” Patterson asked.

“Miss Ginger had already filed for the temporary injunction. Instead of having a process server deliver the papers, I went along with Miss Ginger and another associate from the firm and we delivered them personally.”

“And they let you into the house long enough to plant the devices?” Patterson asked in disbelief.

“I was aware that the Williamson County Sheriff’s Department would be stopping by at that time to subpoena their computer equipment. I timed our arrival to coincide with that,” Tingle said.

“This police investigation, I find it quite troubling. Clearly the opposition has upped the ante. A man may die as a result of this, and they are attempting to place the blame squarely on Donny Philpot’s shoulders. I don’t need to say that if this doesn’t blow over by the convention next summer, there will be no way I can name The Reverend Philpot as my running mate. As it is, it may already be too late. I don’t want to sacrifice Philpot to the liberals.”

“I’ll try my best to see that that doesn’t become necessary,” Tingle said.

 

***

 

Christian walked through the front door of the house. Computers were back in the Flying Soup World Headquarters, monitors glowing, LEDs twinkling, and the faint but ubiquitous sound of cooling fans humming.

“Dude!” Buster said, “You’ll never guess who was just here about an hour ago.”

“At this point, I can’t think of anyone who would be a surprise,” Christian said.

“Isn’t that the truth,” Mohamed agreed.

“Detective Beam,” Buster announced. “Apparently, when they got back to the station, they checked our site and discovered that it was still up. So they figured they must have missed ‘the’ computer…” Buster made the double quotes in the air with his fingers as he said the word the “…that was running the website, that it was still in the house. So they came back to get it.”

“What a maroon,” Mohamed observed.

“You told them that it wasn’t here, didn’t you?” Christian asked.

“Of course,” Mohamed answered.

“They just looked at me like the way cops look at you when they think you’re lying,” Buster said.

“You mean the way they look at everybody all the time,” Mohamed commented.

“I tried Neilly on the phone, but no luck. He’s already at home or banging his secretary. So, the cops came in, went upstairs and took the three computers up there,” Buster said.

“You didn’t have any child porn on your box did you?” Christian asked Buster.

“That’s what I asked him,” Mohamed said.

“Man! Just because I’m gay doesn’t mean I like kids. Homosexuality and pedophilia are not the same thing!”

“Dude, chill,” Christian said. “I’m just messin’ with you.”

“That’s fine. Next time you get drunk and pass out, don’t be surprised if your butt hurts when you wake up.”

“Eww” said Mohamed, “Man, don’t even joke about that. The idea of getting sleep-raped by a skinny homo just gives me the willies.”

Christian laughed. Buster was not amused.

“Sometimes you guys really piss me off,” Buster said.

“Look, I’m sorry,” Christian said then looked to Mohamed.

“Fine. Me, too.”

“Fine,” said Buster. “I wouldn’t do you guys, anyway.”

“Can we talk about something else?” Mohamed asked.

“Did you tell Beam where the servers were?” Christian asked.

“No. He can figure that out for himself,” Buster said.

“Can he take those, too?” Mohamed asked.

“I talked to our new lawyer and he says we’re safe, but it’s best we don’t tell them anything. We need to let John do the talking for us.”

“So, Neilly’s no longer our lawyer?” Mohamed asked.

“He’s our tax attorney,” Christian answered.

“And who’s this John guy?” Buster asked.

“John Buckner,” Christian announced, not knowing whether to dramatize it or play it down.

“The John Buckner!” Mohamed said.

“You mean the guy that… Who’d he get off again?” Buster asked.

“Everybody,” Mohamed said. “He gets all the high-profile stuff. I don’t think he ever loses.”

“I’m sure he does,” Christian said.

“So how’d we get him?” Mohamed asked.

“He and Neilly went to school together.”

“He’s doing this as a favor to Neilly, then?” Buster asked.

Christian laughed. “Man, you know that’s just wishful thinking.”

“How much is he gonna cost us?” Mohamed asked.

“Man, you don’t want to know,” Christian said.

“Good thing we still have the boxes for this stuff. We might need to take some back if it’s so much you can’t even tell us,” Mohamed said.

“Ten grand.”

“Ten grand to handle this for us? Or ten grand just to talk to him?” Buster asked.

“Ten grand retainer,” Christian said. “He’ll bill us monthly for expenses.”

“Man, I’m not sure,” Mohamed said. “That guy is going to cost us a lot of money.”

“I disagree,” Buster said. “We’re playing bitch in a butt-reaming contest, and if we don’t get a pipe-swinging stud in the game, we’re gonna spend the rest of our lives buying hemorrhoid cream.” Buster turned to Mohamed. “You saw that upload from earlier today?” 

Mohamed shrugged. “Yeah, but…”

“Before we talk about that, how much did we spend at Computer Warehouse?”

“Nine thousand, give or take a few,” Buster answered.

“Shiiiiiiit,” Christian said. “I shouldn’t be surprised, though.”

“We bought laptops instead of desktops, just in case we have to skedaddle with them,” Buster said.

Christian nodded. “Yeah, probably a good move, the way this day’s been going.”

“Good thing we got twenty grand,” Buster said. “You hit that amount right on the head.”

“I thought that would see us through the end of the month, at least,” Christian said.

“That puts a big dent in the cash reserve,” Mohamed said.

“I’ve never spent money this fast in my entire life,” Christian said.

“Yeah, you’ve always been a miser,” Buster said.

“And its good thing, too…” retorted Christian, “Or we’d have no money now.”

“I’ve still got twenty I can put in if we have to,” Mohamed said.

“Man, you keep talking about this twenty,” Buster said. “Where do you have twenty thousand dollars?”

“Don’t worry about it. I have it.”

“Where? You gonna sell your car, or what?”

“Fine. I can take an equity loan on the house,” Mohamed said flatly.

“Man…” Buster shook his head. “You don’t need to do that.”

“We might have to,” Christian said. “We need to decide among us how far this is going to go, how much we’re willing to sacrifice on this gamble. I’ll go all the way. Buster’s already broke. I’m not a fan of putting the house at risk, but we may not have any choice if we want to see this thing through.”

There was silence.

After a while, Mohamed spoke. “Look, Christian is willing to go all in. I will too. What’s the worst that could happen, we all go back to live with our parents?”

They all laughed uncomfortably. It was a realistic possibility.

Mohamed went on. “I’ll start the paperwork tomorrow. If it turns out we don’t need it, then I’ll just pay it off and take the loss on the loan fees.”

“Thanks, Mohamed.”

“Yeah, thanks Mohamed. If we can just make it for seven months, I’ll have my IPO money and then we won’t have any problems.”

“Man, if only I’d vested before I was fired and the stock price tanked,” Christian said.

“If only frogs had wings…” Mohamed said.

“So let’s look at this upload you talked about,” Christian said.

 

***

 

“He’s not a suspect at this time.”

That was the phrase that kept running through her mind now that Beam and the deputy were gone. The detective had sat in the front room on the couch for nearly an hour and questioned Donny in front of her, Hoffman, and the attorney she’d never met until tonight. Hoffman seemed to know the man, though.

Now everyone was gone. Donny was up in his room and it was just she and Hoffman on the couch. Hoffman was seething. Helen had never seen him so angry.

“Helen, it’s almost enough to shake one’s faith in the human spirit. I just can’t believe the liberals would come after me through my son. Why can’t they just be men and debate us on the issues, and leave our families out of this? That’s why we have to win this, Helen. We can’t let those amoral abortionists and sodomites run our country into the ground.”

Helen nodded, but Hoffman Philpot wasn’t looking at her. His eyes were focused somewhere else.

“Donny is not a suspect at this time.”

Helen was sure that Detective Beam was lying. Donny was their only suspect. They didn’t have enough yet to arrest him for the man in the hospital. But if Christian Trist decided to press charges, then Donny would surely be arrested. Fortunately, Beam gave no indication that that was going to happen.

Seemingly on the same wavelength for a moment, Hoffman Philpot continued ranting to his imaginary friend. “That’s why this Trist fellow didn’t ever press charges. He knows that his manufactured evidence won’t hold up in a court of law. But in the court of public opinion, where everyone gets their news from the media sound bite machine, it holds up just fine. It’s sensational. It defames a good family. It defiles a life built around serving the Lord and building my church. The public loves to see the great men fall.”

Helen hated when Hoffman was angry. At times, he seemed like a different man, not the one who built the Valley View Christian Center, but more like a politician. It frightened her.

 

***

 

Damn you Hoffman Philpot! 

That’s what was on Tingle’s mind, that and the fact that it was Wednesday and there was no new masturbation video. Helen was apparently too upset with circumstances. 

“You hypocrite!” Tingle said loudly to the live feed of Hoffman Philpot sitting on the couch next to his wife. “You Lupita-banging, high-and-mighty hypocrite!”

Hoffman wasn’t right for Helen. Tingle didn’t understand how Philpot could be having an affair with the maid while married to June Cleaver. It didn’t make any sense. But even more frustrating for Tingle was that he felt sure that if Helen knew of Hoffman’s affair, then she would dump him. Tingle had no doubt about that. The problem was that Tingle had no way to share his knowledge of Hoffman’s affair with Helen. Tingle was frustrated. He needed a plan.

 

***

 

Mohamed uploaded the video of Christian’s firing, and then started on the video of the seizure of Flying Soup’s computer equipment. There were another twenty or so uploads of Christian’s abbreviated interview on KAXN. Surprisingly, there were as many uploads of the full interview with Loretta Walker to counterbalance. Either way, as measured in the number of negative videos uploaded per person, Christian Trist was far and away still the biggest asshole listed on Flying Soup dot com.

“Check this out,” Buster was saying. 

Christian looked at the screen. “So, what are these?”

“This is a video of somebody slowly flipping through the pages of a document showing that God’s Hands, Patterson’s charity, is being investigated by the IRS. As you can see, the pages fill the screen and you can see the fingers and sometimes the hand of the person turning the pages.”

“It’s crap,” Mohamed commented. “Ninety percent of everything you see on the internet is simply not true.”

“They were submitted anonymously,” Buster clarified, “so Mohamed thinks that makes them fabrications.”

“The fact that the submitter wants to remain anonymous doesn’t prove anything one way or the other,” Christian said.

“Well, there is some reference in the documents that makes it seem like they came from a big law firm in New York. Jacob, Smith & Klein.”

“Yeah, it’s just suspicious that’s all,” Mohamed said.

“Anyway, Patterson is always pushing God’s Hands on The Network of Christian Broadcasting. They’re supposed to provide for starving kids in Africa and Malaysia and that kind of crap.”

“It’s not crap,” Mohamed argued, “In case you didn’t know, there’s a famine in Africa right now. People are starving.”

“Be that as it may, the documents say that even though God’s Hands is pushing donations for the famine in Africa and the little starving black kids on all of their commercials, they haven’t put any money into Africa in nearly five years.”

“Not proven,” Mohamed said for his own benefit.

“All the money is going to an island in Malaysia. They built some schools, some clinics, and provide some food and services for the islanders.”

“So what’s the big deal?” Christian asked.

“Well here’s where it gets interesting. It seems there are two major things the IRS is interested in. God’s Hands is paying a lot of money to The Network of Christian Broadcasting for supposedly running their ads. A lot of money,” Buster stressed.

“What kind of money?” Christian asked.

“It’s in the millions,” Buster said. “Nearly seventy percent of all the money donated to the God’s Hands charity goes to pay for advertising on The Network of Christian Broadcasting.”

“You’re kiddin’,” Christian said.

“No, dude, that’s what is says,” Buster said.

“Alleges,” Mohamed corrected over his shoulder.

Buster ignored him and went on. “There is this other deal in Malaysia, where most of the other thirty percent goes. There’s this island, Piatola. Some Godforsaken place a million miles from civilization, but neighboring an underwater oil reserve. Over half of this island was bequeathed to God’s Hands about ten years ago by some rich spinster widow. This was before the offshore oil was discovered.

“I checked the dates. They aren’t in the document, but once the oil was discovered, God’s Hands signed a fifty-year lease with R. P. Enterprises at a very, very low rent. I did some other research and it turns out that R. P. Enterprises is a corporation wholly owned by Robert G. Patterson—that is, Bob Patterson—and members of his family. RP Enterprises effectively owns Piatola and its neighboring oil reserve for the next fifty years.”

“Okay,” Christian said.

“Everybody’s got a right to own a business,” Mohamed said. “Even preachers.”

“There’s a deed here in the documents that shows the island and which part is owned by God’s Hands and leased to R. P. Enterprises. I found a recent hi-res satellite photo of the island on the internet. Take a look at this,” Buster brought up an image of the island.

Clearly all of the development on the island was at one end. Buster pointed out that that development was deeply on the side of the island owned by God’s Hands. “Look, you can see the end of the island not owned by God’s Hands is completely undeveloped. Just grass huts and shit like that. But the southern end, the end where all these oil platforms are, there is infrastructure, buildings like hospitals, maybe, and schools.”

“Oh, my God,” Christian said.

“And you say that the document from the IRS clearly states that they’re building the clinics and schools for the natives.”

“Yep,” Buster answered.

Mohamed made no comment on that point.

“Yet all the building appears to support the oil industry being built on the island.”

“Yep.”

“And that oil drilling, that business, that’s R. P. Enterprises?” 

“Yep,” Buster confirmed.

“What a crook!” Christian said. “Mohamed, what do we have to do to display anonymously submitted uploads?” 

“We talked about this,” Mohamed said. “Right now, we require certain fields to be filled out so that we can identify the submitter.”

“Otherwise, there’s no reason why we can’t display anonymously submitted material?” Christian asked.

“No, that’s it. But we’d have to make some changes to the code. And I don’t think it’s a good idea to put anonymous stuff of dubious legitimacy on the web right beside the real stuff that people submit and will stand by,” Mohamed argued.

“I agree with that point, but the bottom line is that we’re getting seriously screwed by somebody.”

“Now you’re being paranoid,” Mohamed said. “Sometimes things just happen.”

“I’m going to admit to the paranoia, too,” Buster volunteered.

“I think we should post the anonymous submissions, but Mohamed should update the code so that any anonymous submission is clearly labeled as anonymous. How long will it take to make the changes?”

“Is that what we’re deciding to do, then?” Mohamed asked, miffed.

“I’m for it,” Christian stated. “Buster?”

“I’m for it,” Buster said.

“Then I guess we’ll do it,” Mohamed said in a huff.

“Oh, Jesus, Mohamed,” Christian said. “If you really feel strongly about it, then I’ll change my vote.”

Mohamed gave it some thought. “Look, I don’t know what’s the best course. I’m not comfortable doing it. I don’t like being in this political thing. We were supposed to be doing this to bring about social change, not political change.”

“And make some money,” Buster said. “Mostly the money, I think.”

“Okay,” Mohamed agreed. “That’s true, but the thing that appealed to me most about this was—and I know this is going to sound corny—was that we were doing some good, too. I’m not sure this is good. It doesn’t feel good. But I’m not sure it’s bad. I’m just not sure.”

“Look, Mohamed,” Christian said. “I’m with you. I agree one hundred percent. But I do think we should post this. If it turns out to be true, then we’ll have done some good. If it turns out not to be true, then there’ll be another couple hundred uploads to tell me what a big asshole I am and we’ll make some more money.”

“I’m just in it for the money,” Buster volunteered.

“Fine,” Mohamed said. “Let’s post it. I can have the changes up sometime tomorrow afternoon, unless we have any more visits we don’t anticipate.”

Christian added, “You know what else? Mohamed is right, too. We need to post something about our view of anonymous material. Something that tells our users that ninety percent of what you see on the internet is crap.”

“A disclaimer?” Buster interpreted.

“Yeah, I guess. We’d hoped that by having video we’d weed out the fake crap, because videos are so much harder to doctor than photographs, but it’s easy to see that this could be completely fake.”

Mohamed looked at his watch. “Hey, what time do we need to leave to go to the television studio?”

 

***

 

“So, this is the way it usually works?” Mohamed asked.

“Yes,” Loretta Walker answered, inching closer to Mohamed. “Whenever you see Winston Strand talking to one of his remote guests, the location is almost always an affiliate station near the location of the guest. If the guest is really important, LateLine sends a crew, but…”

“But we’re not that important,” Mohamed concluded.

Loretta giggled. “Not to Winston.”

“Shouldn’t you be in bed?” Buster butted in. “I mean, you do the morning show. Don’t you have to get up really early?”

“You guys were up this morning and you’re still up now.” Loretta responded to Buster and quickly turned back to Mohamed.

“I wasn’t,” Buster said. “You guys woke me up with all that noise.”

“Well, I don’t need that much sleep, maybe five or six hours a night,” Loretta said.

Buster shrugged as a response, then turned and muttered, “Great, another workaholic freak.”

Christian came back into the studio from a door near the rear of the room and Buster walked towards him. When they got close enough to talk, Buster asked, “All refreshed? You go in, like, fifteen minutes.”

“My stomach has so many butterflies…” Christian said.

“You’d think after three trips to the john, they’d have found their way out by now,” Buster said.

“I noticed that you’re not going on,” Christian said. “I’ll be happy to let you.”

“Nope, that’s you, man,” Buster responded. “You were born for this kind of stuff. You’re a smooth talker and an average-looking white guy who takes care of himself. You’re pure vanilla. The ideal American boy. When people see you, they’ll see somebody they can trust, somebody they’d want their daughters to marry. That’s why you never get laid on the first date. Girls keep thinking you’re the one they’ll take home to their parents.”

“Are you just trying to distract me from thinking about the show?” Christian asked.

Buster shrugged.

“What’s up with Mo and the reporter?” Christian asked. “Is he still trying to get in her pants?”

“It’s mutual. They’re just too infatuated to realize it. By this time next week, they’ll be busy making workaholic freak babies to take over the world. She never sleeps, either.”

“They’ll make a good pair,” Christian observed.

“Listen,” Buster said, suddenly very serious. 

“Yes.” 

“Don’t forget the dream.”

“What?” Christian asked.

“The techno-geek dream, man!” Buster replied in disbelief.

Christian asked, “And what is that again? I haven’t been going to the meetings.” 

“Dude, you know what I’m talking about. Everyone in the tech industry wants to get in on the ground floor of a startup, wait until it goes public, and then make a million dollars.”

“Like you’re doing with NewVid Solutions?” Christian asked.

“No man. Better than that. That’s just part of the dream. That’s like getting the Porsche, when what you’d really like to have is the McLaren F1. No, the ultimate dream is like what Sergey what’s-his-fuck and that other dude did with Google. They didn’t just get in on the ground floor, they were the ground floor, and now they’re billionaires. That’s where we are with Flying Soup. We are the ground floor. If we can nurse this thing to IPO, we’ll be the filthy, stinking
rich Paul Allens and Richard Bransons of tomorrow.”

“We haven’t discussed anything like that,” Christian said.

“Nevertheless, it may be in our future, but the thing you have to remember is that if anything comes up about the health of the business…”

“The health of the business!” Christian interrupted. “We just opened the doors yesterday.”

“Nevertheless, you have to spin it positive. You are the spokesman. Don’t say anything like ‘we’re scraping up the last of our pennies to finance a business that’s getting hammered with users but not making any money yet.’”

“But…”

Buster suddenly became very stern. “No buts. You have a tendency to be too honest sometimes. But don’t. Not where this is concerned. I’m not saying lie, but remember some things aren’t anybody’s business but ours. If anything, our only real problem is that we’re having success completely beyond our expectations.”

“Yeah, but…”

Buster repeated, “No buts. Our revenues will catch up. Look how they’ve grown from yesterday to today.”

“Two days doesn’t tell us anything about a trend,” Christian argued.

“Exactly right,” Buster agreed. “Two days doesn’t tell us anything about the business except for one thing.”

Christian asked. “And that is?”

Full of confidence, Buster replied, “Fifteen million hits, man! We’ve got a wildly popular product.”

Christian shrugged. Buster was right.

 

***

 

Christian looked at the monitor and saw Winston Strand say, “To further explore the impact that the internet has had on our political process by way of the Philpot Soup Can Video, our example case this evening, my guests here to discuss it are Congressman Wilson ‘Peanut’ Snow…”

The screen flashed to an image of Congressman Snow. “Good evening, Winston, it’s great to be here.”

Back to Winston.

“Congressman Snow has introduced legislation that would attempt to regulate political material on the internet. Also on tonight’s show, we have Christian Trist, cofounder and CEO of the website Flying Soup dot com, the website that first made public the Philpot Soup Can Video.”

Christian saw his own face on the screen. Before he even had a chance to think about freezing, his mouth said, “Thanks for having me, Winston.”

 

***

 

“He’s a natural,” Loretta said.

“Do you really think so?” Mohamed asked.

“I told you, man,” Buster said.

 

***

 

“And my final guest this evening is Ben Jacob, senior partner at the law firm Jacob, Smith & Klein, the firm representing The Reverend Hoffman Philpot.”

Ben Jacob smiled and said, “Good to be here, Winston.”

Winston said, “My first question is to you, Congressman Snow. How does the Congress expect to be able to control content on the internet? Assuming that the law would be upheld by the courts, of course.”

“Winston, let me just say first off that our great country is under attack, not just from Muslim terrorists following misguided teachings, but also from within, from groups trying to tear our country down though our own political process by spreading lies and deceit.” 

During a pause while the congressman took a breath, Winston said, “May I interrupt for moment?” Not waiting for an answer, he continued. “Congressman, many would say that the political process in America has always been filled with deceit, and it always will be. How is the current attempt to ‘tear our country down’ different from any other election cycle?”

Snow said, “Please, Winston, let me finish. As I’m sure you’re well aware, across our country, there are movements to legalize gay marriage, remove religion from our institutions, and repeal sodomy laws. The media has flooded our airwaves with television shows featuring gay characters. There are even exclusively gay shows. They are pushing us to accept homosexuality as though it were not a sin. Winston, there is a gay revolution in this country right now, and at the root of that gay revolution are lies. Lies designed to undermine the social fabric of this country and bring about its downfall through the political process. Nowhere is the gay revolution more apparent than right here in the Philpot Soup Can Video. 

“I’ve seen the video, as have many Americans. I was shocked, as were many Americans, but Winston, I have a critical mind. I’ve looked further into this video. I asked some experts to look at this video frame by frame, because Winston, unlike most Americans, I know the Philpots personally. I’ve had them over to my house for dinner. Their son has played with my son. I just couldn’t see how this video could be true. Well, you know what my experts found, Winston?”

“What’s that?” Winston asked.

“This video is a fake.”

“Well, our experts…” Winston started.

“No, Winston, I need to be clear about this point. I’ll have all of this data posted on my website by tomorrow. Everyone will see clear evidence that this video was faked. Not only that, but if you dig into the incorporation papers of Flying Soup, the company that’s profiting from this video, you’ll see that one of the three owners is an admitted homosexual. One of the owners is a Muslim. Let me ask you, Winston, what is this connection between the Gay Revolution and the Muslim Terrorists? This is a serious and disturbing threat to our national security, and that is what we should be talking about here.”

Winston was unflappable. “With that, we’ll go to commercial and when we return, we’ll hear from Christian Trist, one of the co-founders of Flying Soup dot com.”

 

***

 

“What is it about politicians that makes them incapable of answering a direct question?” Buster asked.

“I’m not a Muslim!” Mohamed said. “Just because my father named me Mohamed doesn’t mean I’m a Muslim. I go to a Baptist Church every Sunday.”

“Except when you have a hangover,” Buster corrected.

“Man!” Mohamed turned on Buster in frustration. “You know what I mean. You’ve known me all my life. You know I go to church.”

“Sorry man. Just messin’ with ya,” Buster said. “At least he got the part right about me being gay. I don’t know about this revolution though. Nobody told me about it.” Buster raised his fist in the air and flatly said, “Power to the people, man.”

 

***

 

“Christian Trist, Congressman Snow has leveled a very serious charge against you and your company. Is this video a fabrication?”

Thankfully, the commercial had given Christian time to get past his anger over the Congressman’s remarks. 

“Winston, I don’t know where Congressman Snow gets his information about the Philpot video, but I haven’t seen any evidence that would suggest it was anything but authentic. And here’s the thing: I was riding the bicycle with the cameras attached when this video was shot. I personally picked that soup can up from where it fell in the grass.”

“And where is that soup can now?” Peanut Snow asked in a raised voice. “That soup can that would have the fingerprints on it!” 

“Please, gentlemen, one at a time,” Winston admonished.

“Winston, I know this video is authentic, since I shot it. I know the soup can exists, since I picked it up off of the ground. I don’t have the soup can in my possession any longer.”

“Just as I said,” Peanut Snow reiterated.

“And what happened to that soup can?” Winston asked. 

“I gave it to Mrs. Philpot later that evening, along with a copy of the video. At the time I thought it was the best that she was aware of what was being done with an automobile registered to her and her husband.”

“You just went to her house and gave it to her?” Winston asked.

“Yes,” Christian replied. “It seemed like the right thing to do.”

“Likely story,” Peanut Snow commented.

Winston said, “My next question goes to Ben Jacob, for what might be a somewhat biased legal interpretation of the situation. Mr. Jacob, how can the legislation that Congressman Snow is hoping to pass be enforced? Even in this simple case, where a video exists that can be used as proof, one side claims the video is fake, the other that it is authentic, and both sides claim that the evidence supports their position. Without bogging down every political message in months or years of litigation, how is any message supposed to get to the public?”

Ben Jacob smiled and looked into the camera, “Yes, Winston, that is a very good question, indeed. It must be very difficult for the viewer to listen to Congressman Snow, who says he has the evidence to prove the fabrication of the video, and then listen to how sincerely Mr. Trist tells you it is authentic, and not be confused. Winston, enforcing such a law would be difficult, but I would think a panel of unbiased men could be created to review each message on a case-by-case basis, and allow only those that are above reproach to be published on the internet.”

“But even then, how does one control the millions who publish to the internet and who would ignore such oversight?” Winston asked.

“Congressman Snow’s bill provides for fines and penalties.”

“What’s to keep these people from then publishing from outside of the US? Can legislating the internet be done by any one country?” Winston asked.

“Winston, clearly the bill doesn’t answer all the questions. It’s a place to start. It’s a place where thinking men can come together and work out a solution to keep slanderous information like this video from harming private citizens.”

“The Reverend Philpot is hardly a private citizen,” Winston said.

“Yes, he is, Winston,” Jacob said.

“He may be the next vice president of our country, if Bob Patterson gets elected next fall,” Winston said.

“That is all speculation, Winston,” Jacob said.

“It’s more than that, I believe, but that’s off the point,” Winston said. “Mr. Trist, how do you respond to the fact that you are displaying videos of private citizens in a public forum?”

“Winston, that is exactly what our company is trying to do,” Christian said.

“He makes my point for me, Winston,” Ben Jacob tried to interrupt.

Christian ignored him. “The point is that we are trying to take the anonymous bad behavior of individuals and make it public. This behavior affects other people. But the anonymous nature of the act disconnects the person who is behaving badly from any negative repercussions. So there is no societal pressure to push the misbehaving person back into socially acceptable behavior. We are trying to provide that connection, not just for public figures, but for everyone, especially the private, anonymous individual who runs your car off the road, or curses at the waiter, or throws a soup can at a pedestrian.”

“That sounds very noble,” Winston said, as though he questioned the motive.

“But he’s providing this public service to make a profit,” Congressman Snow fired.

“Congressman Snow,” Christian said, “You’re a public servant. You get paid. Why imply that it’s bad if I get paid for trying to provide a public service?”

Ben Jacob responded for the red-faced Peanut Snow, “Congressman Snow was hired by the people to provide the service of government. Mr. Trist, you are trying to provide the service of slander to private individuals and profit from it. They are hardly the same. Telling lies to make money is reprehensible, to say the least.”

“Mr. Jacob, as it appears we all do, you get paid for your services. Is that correct?” Christian asked.

“Of course it is,” Jacob answered.

“As an attorney, you are an officer of the court, are you not?” Christian asked.

“Of course.”

“The court will decide the legitimacy of your claim and rule one way or the other isn’t that true? In the case you are litigating between the Philpots and my company, the court will decide who is right, who is wrong, who is lying, who is not. Isn’t that right?”

“Yes, but…”

“Then if the court has not yet decided whether I am a liar, as an officer of the court how can you claim to know that I am a liar unless the court has decided that I am? Doesn’t that make YOU a reprehensible, paid liar?”

“I’m sorry to cut you off, gentlemen, but that is all the time we have this evening.” Winston looked into the camera. “I’m sure this debate and this issue will continue, and we’ll do our best to keep you informed. Good night.”



July 9, 2001
 

Mohamed walked across the dew-covered grass and bent over to pick up the newspaper. It wasn’t until he was reaching for the newspaper that he saw the spray paint on the sidewalk. There in big red capital letters was the word NIGER. Beside that was the word FAGOT. The words were painted in the driveway, on the garage door and even on the brickwork, where it wasn’t too difficult to reach over the bushes. The words DIE and FUCK were interspersed with the others. On the front door, the vandals had painted GOD BLESS AMRICA.

The only paint colors used were red, white, and blue. None of the handwriting, if that was the right word, looked particularly neat. Letters were misshapen, words not proportioned, some starting large then getting smaller as the writer ran out of space. One nice touch was the red, white, and blue stripes painted on the trunk of one of the two oak trees near the driveway.

Mohamed didn’t get angry, though he wasn’t happy about the tree. He had no idea how that paint was going to come off. He walked up and down the sidewalk, reading each word. He checked the sides of the house. They were unmarked.

Mohamed shrugged and went back inside. 

Newspaper in hand, he sat on the couch with his coffee on the table beside him and two toasted bagels on a plate. He leaned back, turned on the television and started to read the newspaper.

Before long, Loretta Walker came on the television, doing a feature story about a fire in a local diner that had no insurance. The neighborhood had pitched in to raise money to rebuild it. Mohamed didn’t pay much attention to the details of the story. Mostly he just looked at Loretta and listened to the sound of her voice. Their relationship still had that puppy love shine that made him do those kinds of things.

Eventually, the local morning show ended and was replaced by the national morning show. There was a blurb about an upcoming interview with The Reverend Hoffman Philpot that caught Mohamed’s attention. Mohamed made a mental note not to lose track of the television and went to the sports section of the newspaper.

Before long, Mohamed heard the garage door open and close. After a few minutes, the kitchen door that led from the garage opened and closed as well. 

Christian crossed the kitchen in several quick steps and walked into the living room. “Hey, man, somebody vandalized the house again.”

“I know,” Mohamed said.

“Did you call the police yet?” Christian asked.

“It’s your turn, man,” Mohamed said.

“Oh,” Christian said.

“The cameras. Did you check those? Did we get them on camera?”

“Nope. Man, it’s your turn.”

“Oh,” Christian said. “Hey, I wasn’t trying to shirk it off to you. It’s just that when I left it was still pretty dark. I didn’t notice.”

“No biggie,” Mohamed said. “Did you see that they labeled our house as a country in Africa and a bundle of wood?”

“What?” Christian asked. 

“Morons couldn’t spell,” Mohamed said.

“You’re kidding.” 

“Go look.”

So Christian did.

A few minutes later he came back in the front door laughing. “What a bunch of idiots. I’ve got to get some close-ups before I call the cops. These will look great on the website if we got a good video of the vandals.”

“Probably did if the lights came on,” Mohamed said.

Just then the interview with Philpot started.

 

***

 

“Reverend Philpot, it’s now been over a month since the infamous Philpot Soup Can Video first appeared. Now a second seemingly incriminating video has emerged that allegedly shows your son, filmed by a fast food restaurant security camera, discussing throwing items from an automobile at a pedestrian. It’s already being called the Philpot Hamburger Video.” The reporter paused for effect, glanced at her notes then back to The Reverend Philpot.

She asked a question. “This has got to be difficult on your family. Tell me how does a man who may be our country’s next vice president, a community leader, the moral center, if you will, for your congregation, the head of a family deal with this continual assault?”

The Reverend Philpot, to his credit, didn’t jump right up and scream liar, and shout the names of Christian, Mohamed and Buster, though there was no doubt that he felt that way. But his lawyers were making a full time job of doing just that. “Nancy, let me first say that my family and I don’t despair when we face such adversity. It is the providential sovereignty of God that places these great obstacles before us, with the express purpose of making us grow stronger in him, of making us more worthy of one day sharing his divine presence in the Kingdom of Heaven. 

“Nancy, through prayer and fellowship, I’d have to say that as individuals, as a family, we are stronger, better people than we were when this started. Personally, I see this as a test that God is giving me, so that I’ll know whether I can fill the office of vice president, if indeed I am asked next summer.

“Nancy, when I look at the members of my congregation every Sunday and I feel their support, when I talk to members of my community and they tell me that they don’t believe these elaborate lies leveled at my son, it brings me great joy, because I know that the heart that looks to God remains pure and impervious to the lies of deviants and those who do not believe in Jesus, the Son of God.

“Having said that Nancy, I need to tell you and tell all of your viewers that this Hamburger Video is just another in a series of elaborately constructed lies produced by this same group of three men. Their lies are aimed at hurting me and my family, and hurting Bob Patterson’s God-given mission to attain the White House for all of God’s children, not just here in America but the world over.”

Nancy asked, “Reverend, that brings up a good point. You say that this latest video posted on the immensely popular website Flying Soup dot com, is a fabrication. Do you base that on the fact that it was submitted to the website anonymously?”

“Of course it is a fabrication. If it were real, then that would make the submitter a thief who stole company property, and if he is a thief, then what else does that say of his character? If it were real, then why would the person who posted it do so anonymously unless they were ashamed of it or unless they didn’t exist? My attorneys will be filing another suit against this Flying Soup Company this morning, when the courthouse opens. My intention is to get to the bottom of this and prove that there is no anonymous submitter of this video. It is just these three men that have been attacking my family so publicly this past month.”

 

***

 

Clint Davis had had it. The Reverend Philpot was a good man. He had saved Clint, not just from eternal damnation by showing him a life lived for Jesus Christ, but thanks to an outreach program funded by the Valley View Christian Center, Philpot’s church, Clint had been able to turn away from a life of drugs and assorted crime.

“Those lying perverts!” Clint shouted at the television. He stood and stomped around the living room of the small apartment for a good ten minutes, not stopping until the neighbor from downstairs knocked on his door and asked him to keep quiet.

Clint went into his closet and fumbled around for the hunting rifle his father had left. His teary-eyed mother had given him the rifle when he visited her last Christmas. It was a violation of his probation to have it, but it was the only thing that his father had left him. It was a symbol of the only really happy times he and his father had spent together, hunting on the cold mornings of deer season. Clint laid the rifle on the bed and stared at it. He was having thoughts that Jesus would not be proud of. With his right hand he reached for the rifle then stopped, seeing the What Would Jesus Do bracelet on his right wrist.

Frozen, Clint knew in his heart that Jesus wouldn’t be inclined to blow away lying liberals but he wondered how Jesus would deal with the sodomites and the terrorists. Perhaps WWJD didn’t stand for What Would Jesus Do but Who Would Jesus Do.

Clint got on his knees and prayed. Afterward, he put the rifle back into the closet and went for a walk. He felt better when he walked. Besides, the Walmart was two miles away by foot. And it stocked ammunition.

 

***

 

Lupita Gonzalez had just finished getting ready for work when the knock came at the door. It was a Monday, and on Mondays she usually did the grocery shopping and arrived at the Philpot’s home a little later in the morning. Lupita opened the door and was immediately distressed.

“Ma’am,” the man in the suit said. He showed Lupita a badge, closed it within a leather billfold and tucked it into his jacket pocket. “I’m from the US Immigration and Naturalization Service.”

And that did it. Lupita’s heart sank. It was over. She was going back to Guatemala.

“May I see your green card?” the man asked.

“Of course,” Lupita said, trying her best to suppress her accent. She dug nervously into her purse to retrieve the card then handed it to the officer.

“This is you? Rosalinda Gonzalez?” the officer asked.

“Yes,” Lupita answered.

“That’s very interesting because I just spoke with a Rosalinda Gonzalez yesterday and she claimed be the Rosalinda Gonzalez that this card belongs to.”

“Rosalinda Gonzalez is a very common name,” Lupita argued.

The officer pushed his way into the apartment. 

Lupita became suddenly afraid, suspecting that she’d be soon on her back with her legs in the air trying to earn some more time in the United States.

The officer slammed the door closed behind him.

“I don’t want to hear these lies!” he shouted.

“But…”

“No buts. You know this is a forged document. We both know it. The man who supplied this to you is named Alberto Piña. Do you know where Alberto is now?”

Lupita was caught. Alberto had supplied her with the green card and the green card she’d used before the current one. Lupita shook her head.

“He’s in jail,” the officer said. “Do you want to join him?”

Lupita got her back up at that one. “Even if I was not Rosalinda Gonzalez, I would not be sent to jail. I would be deported.”

“So you would,” the officer said. “But you and I both know you are not Rosalinda. Are you Lupita? Tell me, the shit hole you lived in in Guatemala, was it this nice? Did it have a dirt floor? Did it even have running water?”

Lupita didn’t answer.

“It doesn’t matter does it? You wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t a shit hole would you? You wouldn’t be here cleaning up rich people’s toilets, sweeping their marble floors, washing their dishes. Do you like doing that, Lupita?”

Lupita shrugged. It was a job.

“I know what part you like best. Do you want to tell me what part that is, Lupita?’

Lupita didn’t answer. She didn’t yet know where this was going.

“You like screwing Philpot don’t you? You like grabbing the counter top while he pounds you from behind, don’t you?”

Lupita shook her head.

“You’re just a whore, aren’t you, Lupita? He pays you every week in cash. You clean up his kid’s shit, you wash his dirty clothes, and he screws you. You’re worse than a whore, Lupita.”

Lupita started to cry. “I…I…”

“You know it’s true. That’s how you keep the job there, isn’t it? You let him screw you.”

“He loves me,” Lupita said, through the tears.

The officer laughed. “I’ll bet he tells that to all the girls he nails. Hell, I do. All men do. Don’t tell me you’re that gullible, Lupita.”

Lupita shook her head. “What do you want?”

 

***

 

“Well?” Tingle asked, as his associate got into the passenger seat of his car.

“She went for it,” the faux INS officer told him.

Tingle smiled and started the car. It was nice to finally have a plan. It was better to be putting that plan into action. 

 

***

 

It was after six when Christian made it home. The painted words were gone from the house. The concrete of the driveway and sidewalk was unnaturally white. Even the trunk of the oak tree was back to a natural color though not the exact blackish-gray color of the other oak in the front yard.

The insurance company had been out in the morning even before the police arrived. The adjuster offered an amount only a few hundred dollars more than the deductible. So Christian opted not to file the claim and risk a rate hike. Since the largest part of the cleanup would be paid for by Flying Soup, he decided to simply pay the rest as well. Besides that, he was planning to negotiate a better rate with the company that did the cleaning, since Flying Soup was becoming a regular customer.

The Flying Soup staff meeting was scheduled every Monday evening at six. So far, Buster had been late for every one. 

“Excellent!” Christian said as he stepped into the Flying Soup World Headquarters. “I’m not the last one here.”

Mohamed shrugged with an obvious lack of enthusiasm, “Of course not.”

“Dude, what’s up?” Christian asked. “Loretta dump you?”

“Worse,” Mohamed said flatly, keeping up the appearance of near despair.

“You’ve got a date with Buster?”

Mohamed shook his head and handed Christian a stack of pages. “I picked up the mail.”

Christian looked at the cover sheet. “Is this the invoice for our legal services? This… Holy crap!”

“You can say that again.”

“Holy freaking crap!” Christian shouted.

“That’s what I said,” Mohamed said.

“Jesus, I thought they’d at least call me when they blew through the ten thousand dollar retainer. Holy crap!”

“I guess not.” Mohamed said. “And that’s just the first month. We’ve got six pending law
suits from just a month of business.”

“Jesus,” Christian muttered.

Mohamed and Christian sat in silence for a while after that, trying to absorb the magnitude of the bill. Finally Christian said, “I’m tired of waiting for Buster. Let’s get started.”

Mohamed shrugged.

“What’s traffic look like?” Christian asked.

“Mohamed looked through a few pages he’d printed and handed one to Christian. “Up from last week. We saw a big spike from the Hamburger Video that put us at a new high of nearly thirty-five million hits on Wednesday. Usage seems to have leveled off at nearly a million higher than before the video hit. We’re averaging seventeen million hits a day now.”

“That’s fantastic,” Christian said with no enthusiasm.

“And cash. How’s that coming in?” Mohamed asked. 

“For the month we brought in almost seventeen thousand dollars.” Christian answered.

Mohamed laughed at that and there was real joy in it. “You remember when we were talking about how much money we thought we might pull down in the first month?”

Christian nodded.

“We thought if we grossed a thousand dollars in the first month we’d be happy,” Mohamed said.

“Yep,” Christian said.

“We just had no idea, did we?” Mohamed said.

“Nope,” Christian agreed.

“How much of the cash do we have and how much is coming from the vendors?”

“We put almost six thousand in the bank last month. But the ratio of uploads to equipment purchases is changing in favor up of uploads. Every week it gets better, in our favor.”

“I guess that’s good,” Mohamed said.

“Yeah, it’s very good.” It was time to address the real problem, “Assuming we can make it until our income catches up with our bills.”

“We never should have gone political,” Mohamed said.

“We didn’t know that when we posted the Philpot video,” Christian said. “And after that, it was our users who went political. Not us.”

“I know,” Mohamed said.

“Like it or not, we’re more political than social now,” Mohamed said.

“Yeah,” Christian agreed.

“So, you’re the money man. Where does that leave us?” Mohamed asked.

“I hadn’t counted on the big lawyer bill. I’d budgeted ten thousand as a worst case in my cash flow plan. Another thirty-six thousand dollars in legal fees is just a whole lot of money. That puts a big monkey wrench in the works. With a portion of the delayed cash from our vendors next month on sales this month, my pulling the rest of my cash from the 401(k) and stock, and if we assume flat sales through next month, then pull in the nineteen thousand you’ll net for re-financing the house, that will just get us through next month, assuming of course that our legal bills remain at the same level.”

“And we don’t know whether those will go up or down, do we?”

Christian shook his head. “I’ll set up a meeting with Buckner to discuss whether we can delay paying some of this until our cash flow improves. I’d like to get some idea of what kind of legal expenses we can expect going forward.”

“Assuming no acceleration of legal fees,” Mohamed said.

“Yeah, assuming no new suits,” Christian agreed.

“You know, except for the legal fees, we’d have made a pretty good paper profit last month.”

“Yep,” Christian agreed. “As soon as cash flow catches up in two months then we’ll be showing a pretty good real profit, excluding legal fees.”

“That’ll feel pretty good, I guess,” Mohamed said.

“Yeah. We made something from nothing. We had an idea and we built a profitable business on it. That’s the American dream.”

“What’s the American dream?” Buster asked, coming in from the kitchen.

“Our business,” Mohamed answered. “We were just saying— —never mind. Dude, are you drinking already? You know we have a Monday staff meeting.”

Buster didn’t respond. He dropped his meager weight into one of the chairs and grinned.

“He’s really drunk,” Christian observed.

“I had a few, but I’m not drunk,” Buster said.

“Then you’re too happy,” Christian handed him the bill from the attorney. “Look at this.”

Buster scanned the page, then threw it on the table. “Damn! Those bastards aren’t cheap, are they?” But Buster’s smile didn’t diminish.

“Okay, what happened?” Mohamed asked, “Did Brad Pitt give you his phone number or something?”

“No, nothing like that. Don’t you guys remember what today is?” Buster asked.

Christian and Mohamed both shook their heads.

Buster laughed and told them, “It’s IPO day, my friends.”

“Oh, NewVid went public today,” Mohamed said. “I forgot about that.”

“Oh, yeah,” Christian said.

“We partied all day at work,” Buster said.

“And…?” Mohamed asked.

“And what?” Buster responded coyly.

“Good lord,” Mohamed turned to his computer and started typing.

“You might want to get a quote too, Christian, because you’re not going to believe me when I tell you.”

Christian did as he was told and typed the URL for the NASDAQ website.

“Good lord!” Mohamed said. “Didn’t you guys set an IPO price of twenty dollars?”

“Yeah,” Buster confirmed.

“And you’ve got a hundred and fifty thousand shares, right?” Christian asked. The quote came up on the screen. “Holy shit!” 

“You can say that again,” Buster said.

“Did you see what your stock is up to?” Christian asked.

Buster nodded.

Mohamed did a quick calculation in his head. “On paper, that makes you worth nearly twenty-eight million dollars.”

“The techno-geek dream, my boys, the techno-geek dream.”

 

***

 

Tingle knocked on the door a second time. He was patient. He knew that Lupita usually answered the door at this time of the day, but she had called in sick. He also knew that Helen liked to sit under the fans on the patio and read when the weather was nice. So he waited. 

Finally, Donny Philpot answered the door. “Hello, Donny,” Tingle said with familiarity in his voice.

“Hello,” Donny answered in that tone that teens seem to be able to master, a tone that conveys practiced apathy with a dash of contempt. 

Tingle didn’t care. The kid would be leaving for choir practice in the next half hour.

“I’ll get my mom.” Donny left the door open and turned to walk to the back of the house.

In the absence of a wait-here instruction, Tingle took advantage and stepped into the foyer, closing the door behind him. 

Before long, Tingle spied Helen coming up from the rear of the house.

“Oh, hello Trevor. How nice to see you again,” Helen said.

“Is The Reverend Philpot here?” Tingle asked, knowing the answer.

“I’m sorry, he’s not. He flew to New York this morning. He won’t be back until Wednesday afternoon.”

“Oh,” Tingle said feigning mild surprise.

“Would you like to come in for a cup of coffee? I was just sitting on the porch.”

And that was the invitation Tingle was hoping to get, at least the one he thought he might get. The invitation he really wanted would be the result of a lengthy endeavor and would begin with Helen Philpot’s lips touching his. “Yes, of course. But I don’t want to interrupt.” 

“Nonsense. C’mon in,” Helen walked to the kitchen and Tingle followed.

Before long, Tingle and Helen were sitting across from one another on the patio with the fans blowing a gentle breeze from above. The air was starting to cool and birds could be heard in the dense foliage of the surrounding trees. It was quite the peaceful setting. It was no wonder Helen enjoyed sitting on the porch.

Knowing there was no business to discuss, the two made small talk. Eventually, Donny left and then it was just the two of them on the expansive property with the sun fading in the sky and the artificial waterfall gurgling in the background.

It was time to start building the bridge from where Tingle and Helen were as friends to where Tingle hoped to be. But he had to be extremely careful. “Helen,” Tingle said with some gravity, “I, uh…I want to ask you something, but I don’t want you to take this the wrong way.”

“What do you mean?” Helen asked. “Besides Eileen, you’re just about as good a friend as I have, I’m embarrassed to admit.”

“Well, thanks,” Tingle joked.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it that way.”

“I know Helen. I feel like I can call you a friend. A good friend.”

“I’ve only known you for a short time, but I feel like we are friends. Sadly, I spend so much time at church functions. I know lots and lots of people. I know their families, their problems, their hopes and dreams sometimes. But as friendly as we are, as often as we hug when we see one another, I feel like they’re always putting on a show for me because I’m the preacher’s wife.”

Tingle guessed this might be easier than he’d anticipated. “Maybe that’s what I’m sensing from you, Helen. You know that my job is to investigate and handle…situations for the Reverend Patterson. In my line of work I have to be very observant. I have to be able to read people. Well, Helen, sometimes it seems like you are…are unhappy. Perhaps lost or a bit lonely. Maybe it’s the loneliness that I’m sensing…um, because you don’t feel that you can have that many close friends because your husband is the pastor.”

Helen didn’t say anything for a few long moments. “Yes, I suppose you’re right, Trevor. I do feel a bit lonely. Now that Donny is older, he’s either in school or off somewhere with his friends. The Reverend spends so much time at the church or working on the campaign. I feel…left out, I guess.”

Time for a gamble. “Well, Helen, I know The Reverend Philpot is doing the right thing for his congregation, and he’s trying to do the right thing for America. But it’s every man’s obligation to keep his family, his wife happy. The family is the cornerstone of our culture. A man should make that his first obligation then grant his remaining time to his community.”

“Oh Trevor, I don’t need to pull Hoffman off of any of his other obligations. I believe in what he’s doing. I can do my part and suffer a little loneliness if that’s what God’s plan calls for.”

“Helen, if you don’t mind my saying so, you are an amazing woman. The Reverend is lucky to have you.”



***

 

“Don’t you guys see?” Buster asked. “This solves all of our problems. With twenty-eight million dollars waiting in the wings, I can get a loan against the shares. I’ll have some serious pocket change. By this time tomorrow I’ll be driving a 911 Turbo and Flying Soup will have enough money to carry it for a year or two, if you want.”

Christian couldn’t help but smile. It was as if the proverbial weight had been lifted from his shoulders. 

“We need to party,” Mohamed announced.

“Yes, we do,” Buster agreed.

 

***

 

Patterson looked into the camera and let his soulful eyes tug at the hearts of the flock, of the voters. “My friends, thank you for joining me here this evening for a time when we can come together and enjoy fellowship with one another, away from the corruption of prime time television. Let us take a moment to pray.”

So, Patterson bowed his head, thanked God for just about everything and asked him to do a lot of things, mostly things that would indirectly benefit his network or his campaign.

Patterson finished then looked into the camera, “I have with me tonight Dr. Herman Kepler. Dr. Kepler is a forensic videologist, an expert in the field of video enhancement and interpretation. He worked for the NSA for thirty years before he retired from a distinguished career in public service to work in the private sector helping American companies understand the risks of tainted and altered video evidence. Much of what passes for special effects in Hollywood originated in Dr. Kepler’s video lab. Much of the video enhancement technology used by our law enforcement agencies originated in Dr. Kepler’s lab.” Patterson looked to Dr. Kepler, “I think it’s safe to say that if it weren’t for you, Doctor, then the state of digital video would still be in the dark ages.”

“Thank you, Reverend Patterson. That was a very kind introduction,” Kepler said. 

Patterson addressed the camera. “Dr. Kepler has offered his services in examining the infamous Soup Can video. Nearly every American has seen all or part of this video over the past few months, and for so many of us, seeing a video is believing, just like seeing in person. But we’ve all been to the theater. We’ve all seen dinosaurs tromping through the jungle chasing scientists. We’ve all seen aliens come down and take over the earth. Yet as real and believable as those movies are, we know they’re fake. We never consider them to be real, not for one minute. But when we see a video on the internet or television, and someone claims to have shot it, then we readily accept it as real. 

“My friends,” Patterson paused and shot a steely stare into the camera. “…Nothing could be farther from the truth. With the advent of computer technology, video manipulation is no longer in the purview of Hollywood, big business, or governments. With the right video manipulation software, fake videos can be created and altered at home by anyone with a computer.

“Dr. Kepler, let’s take a look the Flying Soup video.” 

Patterson and Kepler disappeared from the screen and were replaced by the Philpot Flying Soup video. A minute of highlights ran and the screen switched back to Patterson and Kepler.

“Dr. Kepler, You’ve analyzed this video. Can you tell us what you’ve found?”

“Why, yes, of course, Reverend Patterson. But let me say this first. This video is a fake, an obvious amateurish alteration. To the untrained eye that sees it at a glance just as you’ve shown it, it appears genuine. But let me start with this segment.”

The video flashed up showing the Philpot’s car whiz by. 

Kepler again. “Nothing appears out of the ordinary, but let me show you a few still frames of that video, then we’ll look at it again in slow motion,” Kepler held up a still picture of the car down the road. “See this car. Look at the shadow. It’s on the driver’s side of the car. The video was shot in the morning, all of the shadows are leaning in the same direction and have consistent relative lengths.” 

Kepler held up a second picture. “Now look at this same car just moments later. The shadow has disappeared. And stays gone. Now watch that portion of the video in slow motion and you’ll see the shadow suddenly disappear. It’s really rather obvious when you know what to look for.”

The brief scene played.

“That really is amazing,” Patterson said. “First impressions can be completely wrong.”

“You’re absolutely right about that,” Kepler agreed. Kepler proceeded in the same fashion to show beneath the car the silhouette of a fifth wheel. A misplaced reflection on the hood of the car was pointed out. A cow in the background stood in the field before the car passed, and disappeared after the car passed.

 

***

 

“That’s bullshit!” Buster shouted. “They doctored the video.”

“You’re sure of that?” Mohamed said, in obvious disbelief.

“What! You think that’s true, what they just showed you? The whole thing was a lie, start to finish. Kepler may have worked for the NSA, but he didn’t do all that stuff Patterson said he did. One hundred percent untrue! The video was altered! Nothing but bullshit!”

Mohamed wasn’t listening to Buster at this point. He’d picked up his laptop and was logging on. 

“That’s fine, Mo. You go out to our site and check the video there. You’re not going to find that crap. I guarantee it.”

“If he does,” Christian said. “I’m gonna beat your ass, Buster.”

“Man, we’re not kids anymore. Nobody’s gonna beat anybody’s ass,” Buster replied.

“Yeah, but Mo better not find that crap in the video,” Christian said as Mohamed brought up the Flying Soup website.

“I swear. You guys don’t ever cut a guy a break, do you?” Buster said.

“It’s just that that is exactly the sort of thing you’d do, Buster,” Christian said.

Mohamed added, “You got that right.”

Buster said, “A few youthful mistakes and you guys never let me hear the end of it. God, I feel like a Mormon with two wives.”

“Okay, here it is,” Mohamed said and the three gathered around the screen of the laptop. They watched intently as Mohamed stepped slowly through the video using the pause and the play on his video player. 

They reached the end and Christian asked that they do it again. 

On the second completion Buster shouted. “Ha! Ha! This is the same stupid video that Peanut Snow put on his website last month. Man, I told you!”

“Yeah, so you did,” Mohamed admitted.

“What! No apology?” Buster asked.

Nothing.

“You guys better apologize.”

“Fine,” Christian acquiesced, “I’m sorry.”

“Me, too,” Mohamed added.

“Good. Turn that TV off and let’s go party. I need to get drunk and I need to get laid,” Buster told them. 



July 10, 2001
 

“Why do I have to talk to this nobody, liberal idiot?” Congressman Snow demanded of the segment’s producer as he walked across the studio.

“Well sir, your Big Brother speech has gotten nationally distributed sound bites. It’s touched off a big debate over the past month. In that speech you did attack Flying Soup. It only makes sense that you discuss the issue with the company’s CEO,” the producer said.

“I don’t like it. I don’t like it one bit, I’ll tell you that, debating in a nationally televised forum with some jumped-up webmaster geek.”

“It’s hardly a debate,” The producer said, “The segment will run for eight minutes in the morning news show. The host will ask a few questions. The two of you will answer them. Please focus on the topic at hand. Congressman, I know you are passionate about a great many things, but this Big Brother concept has really struck a nerve with the American public. They are not fond of the idea of being videotaped wherever they go. Americans like their privacy.”

“Of course they do. That’s why I gave the speech,” Congressman Snow said raising his voice at the little man. “I was promised a national figure to provide the counterpoint. This does nothing—” and that’s when Congressman Snow looked away from the producer to see Christian Trist already sitting on the sound stage.

“Hey, Peanut,” Christian said, in the best backwoods redneck voice he could muster with a pounding headache after a night of heavy drinking.

Congressman Snow’s face colored so quickly he nearly burst a blood vessel. “You’re both—” the producer started.

“He should be remote!” Snow snapped.

“But…”

“No buts,” Snow snapped, then turned for the door. “Fuck this. I’m not sitting with that man. All you stupid little people can go straight to Hell! Dragging me out of bed to come and sit in makeup for an hour. Making me waste my busy day to come…”

The door slammed shut.

“What a dick,” the producer muttered and walked up to Christian. “Bear with us for a moment, please.”

Christian didn’t mind. He took another gulp of expensive coffee-flavored milk foam and massaged his temples.

The producer said. “Don’t do that. You’ll smear your makeup.”

Christian shrugged and dropped his head to hang back over his shoulders and stared at the rigging above.

The producer was having a tense conversation with someone on his cell, but whatever was being discussed was somebody else’s problem. Christian’s only real problem was not moving his head too fast and not accidentally looking into any of the studio lights.

After several long minutes, the producer said to him, “Okay. Here’s the deal…” 

“Hey, sorry about calling him Peanut. I hope I didn’t ruin your show.”

“Don’t worry about it. John will be on in a few minutes.” 

Christian assumed that he was talking about John Murray, the co-anchor for the morning news show.

“It’ll be live. I’ll signal you when we’re close. Since Snow isn’t here, John will ask you some pointed questions. Don’t get pissed off if he doesn’t seem to agree with you. John doesn’t give a rat’s ass. He just gets paid to look good and read the teleprompter. But we have to have something like a little tension. To close, he’ll throw you a few softballs. So don’t go off on him. Wait for the easy pitches. Okay?”

“Okay,” Christian said, having spent the last thirty seconds trying to suppress the urge to vomit and not knowing what it was he was agreeing to.



July 13, 2001
 

The sun was baking the hell out of everything in Texas, including Christian and Buster. Christian held a cell phone to his ear as he walked on the downtown sidewalk, feeling the super-heated concrete through the soles of his shoes.

On the other end of the phone, Mohamed said, “That lady from the Constellation left another message.”

Christian said to Buster, “The Constellation called again.” 

“Man, I can’t believe people are dumb enough to read the crap they put in that paper. Ignore her.”

Christian, having anticipated the advice, used it as an excuse, “Buster says the paper is a rag. I shouldn’t call her back.”

“She says it’s very important. She says she’s not doing a story,” Mohamed replied.

“What does she want, then?”

“She didn’t say.”

“Oh, well. Maybe I’ll call her in the morning,” Christian said. “So, you and Buster went to how many banks altogether?”

“Seven.”

“That’s freakin’ crazy,” Christian said. “What reason did they give for turning you down?”

“For starters, Buster’s credit is…like, the worst credit I’ve ever seen. Worst I’ve ever heard of. I mean, not just bad…it’s deadbeat bad. Horrible. How can a man who makes as much money as he does have bad credit?”

Christian said to Buster, “Buster, you make eighty grand a year. Pay your bills on time, dumbass.” Then, to Mohamed he said, “What else?”

“Different versions of how they got burned by the dot com bubble, making loans against paper stock gains and they’re afraid of all the litigation piled up against Flying Soup. They think Buster will get left holding the bag when we lose, and they’ll get nothing.”

“So they wouldn’t give him anything?”

“Nothing.”

Buster said to Christian, “Bunch of greedy Republican douchebags. They don’t realize I’m a multi-millionaire. I’m gonna buy their banks and fire their asses.”

Christian said to Buster, “You’re not that rich.” Then, to Mohamed, “Later Mo. We’re here. I’ll call you when we get done.”

Buster and Christian walked into the lobby of the thirty-three floor Frost Bank Tower, the newest piece of downtown real estate in Austin, and therefore the most prestigious. It was no surprise that the state’s most expensive lawyer would have his offices in the building. The lobby was opulent. Everything was shiny, even the leaves on the tropical plants. Christian gave some thought to how much of the opulence was being paid for with his money, filtered through John Buckner to the landlords. He felt tempted to grab a glimmering trinket and take it with him.

They came to the bank of elevators and waited.

“Christian Trist and Buster Slang.” A feminine voice bubbled from the left.

Both Christian and Buster turned as one to see Ashley Ginger coming towards them.

“Hello,” Christian said.

“It’s Vampirella.” Buster said, not caring that Ashley could hear. He turned to give Christian a don’t-be-nice-to-her look.

“You’ll have to excuse him,” Christian apologized to Ashley. “He doesn’t like girls.”

“So I’ve heard,” Ashley said. “I prefer boys, too, Buster. We could be friends. Maybe hang out, design some dresses. Maybe get our hair done.”

“Hey, hey. Isn’t this breaking some sort of lawyer rule or something?” Buster asked. “Can she talk to us? She’s trying to sue the crap out of us.”

“She must know. She’s a lawyer,” Christian said.

“Are you guys here to see us, or your lawyers?” Ashley asked.

“Ours. Are you in this building too?” Christian asked.

“Yeah, Jacob, Smith & Klein are two floors below Buckner.”

“This doesn’t seem right to me,” Buster said. “At least our guy is on top.”

The elevator doors opened and the three entered. No one else got in so the door closed and Christian pressed the two buttons.

“Suing anybody good today?” Christian asked in the ensuing silence.

“Just you guys again,” Ashley said in a chipper voice.

“You’re kiddin’ me,” Buster nearly shouted.

“I’m just messing with you. Even if I was, I couldn’t tell you until I filed the paperwork. I think there might be a lawyer rule about that,” Ashley said.

Buster turned to Christian. “I don’t see why you keep flirting with her. She’s a lackey for the evil empire. She’s just gonna take all your money and ream you out.”

“I’m not that kinky,” Ashley said.

Buster pressed his case. “Christian, get that puppy dog look off your face. You know how much money she’s costing us.”

“Not me personally. The client is suing you. I represent the client. I just happen to work for JS&K.”

“See? See? That’s what lawyers do. They take every penny you have and then rationalize away the blame.”

Ashley looked at Christian, “I saw you on TV the other morning.”

“Oh, ah, that was, uh…” Christian responded.

“You come across really well on TV. Very likeable. Very sincere.”

“Thanks.” Christian said.

The elevator bell rang, signaling arrival on Ashley’s floor. The doors opened and Ashley stepped out of the elevator. She turned, gave Christian a cute smile, and said, “See you guys later.”

“See you later,” Christian said as the doors closed.

“What’s wrong with you, Christian? You need to find some other chick to have a crush on, because in case you didn’t realize it, she’s a blood-sucking bitch lawyer and she’s trying to take every penny we have and drive us out of business.”

“Calm down, Buster. She won’t be suing us forever.”

“You wanna bet?” 

 

***

 

“Did you guys turn off our cameras?” Buckner asked.

Christian nodded.

“Yep,” Buster lied.

“Because if I see any unauthorized videos of me anywhere that you guys took, then we’re done. You’ll need to find another lawyer,” Buckner finished, then took a moment to use his diamond-tipped gaze to drill the point into the brains of Christian and Buster. 

Buster turned away and found a reason to examine his tennis shoes.

Christian just looked back and waited. He didn’t take Buckner’s bluster seriously.

“So, what brings you gentlemen here?” Buckner asked, getting to the point.

“We received our bill for the first month,” Christian told him. “It was substantially more than we expected.”

“You hired the best, Christian. I apologize if I didn’t enlighten you as to what the best in legal services would cost. I assumed you were aware.”

“Ah, don’t sweat it. I do have a question I wasn’t completely sure about. The original ten thousand, was that applied to the bill? What I mean is, did we actually incur forty-six thousand dollars in legal expenses last month and not just the thirty-six thousand you billed us for?”

“You incurred forty-six thousand,” Buckner told him.

“This blows,” Buster muttered.

Buckner gave Buster a hard stare. “Christian, I know you have a new company and I understand the startup financing can be insufficient sometimes. If the cost of retaining my firm is too substantial for you, then perhaps I could recommend a lower-priced alternative and handle just one or two of the more important cases against you.”

“They’re all important,” Buster said. “They’ve all been filed by your buddies downstairs.” 

A splash of anger flashed across Buckner’s face; then a business-like calm returned. “Look, I can see where this is going. I can have your files prepared. I have a good friend that…”

“No, no,” Christian interrupted. “We’re not to that point yet. Buster is just frustrated by the lawsuits. And we’re very surprised by how much we’ve been billed so far. We can pay this amount this month. But I have to tell you we’re very concerned going forward. Tell me, John, what kind of legal expenses can we expect going forward? Is forty-six thousand dollars a big month?”

Buckner leaned back in his chair and looked thoughtful for a few moments. “With what you have pending, assuming nothing new comes along. I would guess that you could spend in the neighborhood of one million on legal fees over the next twelve months.”

“This blows,” Buster said again.

“That is more than we expected,” Christian said flatly.

Buckner stood up, walked around to the front of his desk, and sat on the edge. “There’s something that you need to understand about the legal system. Justice isn’t about truth, or right and wrong. Justice is about money. How much money you’re willing to spend determines how much justice you can buy. If you can buy more justice than your opponent, at the end of the trial, you’ll walk away saying ‘Justice was served.’ The other guy won’t.

“JS&K is trying to drown you in legal expenses. The people who are suing you have very deep pockets. Their goal is to drive you out of business. You are their political opposition. They’re at war with you.” 

Buckner took another thoughtful pause, then he looked sincerely at Christian, “Christian, the only way you can beat these guys is to win decisively. If you don’t, they’ll keep coming after you again and again and again. So if you go with someone else, and I’ll respect your decision if you do, then you’ll probably spend less over the next twelve months. But you’ll spend more over the next few years.

“Now, I can’t guarantee that’ll I’ll win every case you have pending. But you know my record. That’s why you’re paying top dollar to have me. Your opponents are paying top dollar to hire JS&K. It’s your choice. Do you want to field the second string against your opponent’s first string?”

Christian looked to Buster, who shrugged and shook his head, but said, “Okay.”

“Here’s the deal,” Christian said. “We can’t afford to pay you…”

Buckner was taken aback and got up off the desk in a huff.

“… Right now,” Christian finished.

“What do you mean?” Buckner asked, taking his seat behind the big desk. “The thirty-six thousand you’ve been billed is money for legal services already performed. That will have to be paid.”

In his least confrontational tone, Christian said, “John, what I’m saying is this: We don’t have the cash on hand to right now to pay you what would be a million dollars a year.”

“What do you mean, ‘right now?’” Buckner asked.

“We’re expecting a major cash infusion in six months. At that time, we’ll be worry-free on financing,” Christian said.

“And what is the source of this income?” Buckner asked.

“You are aware that Buster works for NewVid Solutions, aren’t you?” Christian asked.

“Yes. I believe you mentioned it,” John Buckner said.

Christian continued. “Well, Buster is more than just an employee. He’s basically responsible for all of their video chip design innovations.” 

“I’m the resident genius,” Buster added.

“Okay,” Buckner prompted.

“You are aware that they went public yesterday,” Christian stated.

“Yes I am. My broker got me in on the IPO. I guess I owe you some thanks, Buster. I made nearly a million dollars yesterday.”

“Wow,” Christian said, genuinely impressed.

“Well, I made twenty-eight million,” Buster said, one-upping Buckner.

“Are you an officer in the company?” Buckner asked.

“Nope, just a highly-valued employee,” Buster replied. “I’ve got one hundred and fifty thousand shares. But I can’t touch them for six months.”

“Welcome to the millionaire’s club, Buster. How does it feel to be a new millionaire?”

“Somewhere between fantastic and frustrating, since I can’t touch the money.” Buster answered.

Christian spoke up to put the discussion back on the point. “We were hoping to defer payment of our attorney fees until Buster is able to sell some of his NewVid stock.”

“I see,” Buckner said. He leaned back in his big leather chair and stared at Christian while the gears cranked.

 

***

 

It had gone past the point of discomfort, but Christian said nothing. He resigned himself to appear at ease under the steely, if absent, gaze of the famed John Buckner. They were negotiating now, and Buckner had to speak first.

Unfortunately, Buster cracked. “So what, you’re just going to stare at us all day? Is it cool if we wait for six months, or what?”

Christian wanted to give Buster a smack in the head.

“Buster, I made nearly a million dollars yesterday on a hundred thousand dollar investment. I didn’t have to do anything except tell my broker, ‘Yes, buy me five thousand shares.’ Over the next six months, you’re asking me to take half a million dollars of my money and invest it in this court case. That’s money that I’ll pay my associates, secretaries, paralegals and what have you. It’s money that could be working for me in the market.”

Buster interrupted. “Or money you could be losing in the market.” 

“My broker is very good, I assure you,” Buckner countered. “If you were to pay me today, for instance, I could invest in NewVid Solutions or whatever other stock is out there and potentially make a lot of money. So you see, I stand to lose a lot of investment income by allowing you to wait six months before you pay.”

Christian spoke next. “John, clearly you see the potential for our business and the long-term income for your firm, should this turn into a mutually beneficial relationship. You’re aware of how fast we’re growing.”

“Yes, I am aware of all of that, which is why I’m prepared to make you a counter-offer. Well, two counter-offers, and you can select between the two. First off, the bill you currently have for thirty-six thousand dollars. That’s money already spent. You’ll need to pay that bill to show good faith. That’s not negotiable.”

“The first offer is this: I’ll grant Flying Soup and each of you full legal services for one full year, starting today, for a twenty-five percent stake in the company, details to be negotiated.”

“What?!” Buster nearly shouted.

“John,” Christian said, in as calm a voice as he could muster, hoping to silence Buster, “that’s something we’d need to discuss with Mohamed.”

“I understand,” John replied. “The second offer is this: I’ll accept a contract from Buster to sell me ten thousand shares of NewVid Solutions on the date that his stock becomes eligible for sale, for the price of one million dollars, and that will cover all of your legal expenses from our firm for one year.”

“Pending and new cases?” Christian asked.

“Pending and new,” Buckner confirmed.

“That’s two million dollars’ worth of stock,” Buster said, flabbergasted. “That’s an extra million profit for you. That’s a hell of a lot of interest, don’t you think, Vinny?”

“That’s two million at today’s price,” Buckner countered. “You know how these IPOs are. They are very fickle in the market since the dot-com bust. NewVid could easily fall to half of its current price in six months.”

 “And it could double,” Buster said.

“So it could. We won’t know until we get there.”

“I’ll tell you what,” Buster said, suddenly inspired, “You want the stock? I’ll agree to sell you three million in stock, for a sale date set in six months from now, but you pay me a million today. Your other million in profit will go toward legal fees.”

Buckner said, “That’s taking a big risk on stock that I’m locked into for six months. Nope. Your offers are the two I’ve given you.”

“We’ll need to think about it,” Christian said.

“I understand. If you’ll drop a check off with my secretary on the way out, I’d appreciate it.”

 

***

 

“Friends, with me tonight is our good friend from Texas, The Reverend Hoffman Philpot,” Bob Patterson said to the television camera. “And tonight we’re going to talk about some of the problems facing this great country of ours, and some of the problems that face our families and threaten to tear us away from God.

“As many of you know, The Reverend Philpot has taken on the forces of Big Brother in Texas. These are the people that would have our great country kowtow to the United Nations. These are the people that would put all of your medical records in a national database for anyone to see, the same people that would have you carry a national ID card and bring about the prophecies of The Book of Revelation. These are the people that would fill every street with cameras to spy on the people of America. These are the people who would convince us to spy on one another, to videotape one another and post those videos on the internet for the world to see. I ask you my friends, if you’re out walking your dog, or playing on your front lawn with your children, or driving to work, do you still have a right to your privacy? 

“Do you have a right to privacy when you’re conducting your company’s private business at your office? Do you have a right to privacy when you’re having a personal conversation with an associate?

“I’ll tell you, my friends. We all have our moments when we don’t put our best foot forward. We all have our little embarrassments. But we act like adults. We apologize to our friends when we’ve been rude, and like good Christians, we forgive one another, because that’s God’s way. We don’t aggrandize every man’s mistake, his misspoken words, his occasional loss of temper, as happened to our good friend, Congressman Snow, a few days ago.

“Congressman Snow had his privacy stolen from him by a thief with a camera, lurking in the shadows, skulking like a rodent, a peeping Tom, prying into matters private. And now, because Congressman Snow had a moment of weakness, he has to suffer national embarrassment. No, not national embarrassment. International embarrassment. Now, anyone on the planet with a computer can look at Congressman Snow in a moment of weakness, not understanding the pressure he was under, not knowing the long, long hours he’s worked in the service of his country, in the service of his constituents. They’ll look at that moment out of the context of his life, and some will laugh. Indeed, there are those so callous and base that they take great pleasure from the Congressman’s pain, the pain that his family and his friends feel for him.

“But what can be done about this, my friends? What can be done to stem the tide of snooping cameras prying into our private lives? Well, with me here tonight is The Reverend Hoffman Philpot. 

“Reverend Philpot has taken on the skulking spies and back alley peeping Tom perverts right in his home state. He’s attacking them in their pocket books through our barely adequate and corrupt legal system. He’s attacking them by spreading the word about the evil they do. He’s tirelessly campaigning to change the laws of Texas to protect the sanctity of a person’s privacy. 

“But best of all my friends, he’s not doing this for himself, though the greedy voyeurs have waged a ruthless war of humiliation against him and his family. No, he’s doing this for the American people. He’s fighting this fight for the common man, who is without the money to fight these purveyors of your privacy. He’s going to great personal expense to fight these fiends. He’s fighting for the man on the street, who’s busy working one, or two, or even three jobs to keep his family fed and keep a roof over their heads. The Reverend Philpot is sacrificing of his time with his family, so that the little time the middle class man has with his family will remain his, and not a humorous video clip for the twisted minds on the internet.”

Bob Patterson finally stopped for a breath and looked to Hoffman Philpot. 

Philpot took his cue and said, “Thank you for that fine introduction, Reverend Patterson.”

Bob said, “Brother Philpot, why don’t you tell our viewers about the courageous battle you’re fighting down in Texas? At the bottom of the screen, there’s an eight hundred number that any of our viewers can phone if the Lord calls them to make a donation to help in this fight.”

“Brother Patterson, my friends in Texas and around the country,” Philpot was warming up, “The Gay Revolution has come to the proud State of Texas in the form of an evil, one-eyed Big Brother. The Arab Terrorists have joined hands with the sodomites and the peepers to take away our freedom and take away our way of life…”

 

***

 

“Man, it’s like one guy with two voices. It’s like a poofy-haired, two-headed monster. God, how do you watch this drivel?” Buster asked as Philpot started his spiel.

“Man, be quiet,” Mohamed told Buster.

“Not this again,” Christian said, handing a beer to Mohamed and then to Buster.

Buster said to Mohamed, “Here’s what I don’t understand. Those guys don’t like you. They think that because your name is Mohamed, you’re an Arab terrorist.”

“He’s got a point there,” Christian said.

Mohamed shrugged. 

“Look, man. I know you and your mom are way into the church thing, but man, this guy isn’t spreading God’s word. He’s just another rich fat cat…”

Mohamed interrupted Buster. “You’re rich now, too.”

“He’s got a point there,” said Christian.

Buster continued, “He’s just another elitist, racist, right-wing turd that found an angle to make a buck and screw the American people.”

“Like us,” Mohamed said.

“What do you mean?” Buster asked.

“Just like we found an angle to screw people,” Mohamed said.

“If you believe those fairy tales on TV,” Christian raised his voice. “We’re providing a service to society, a service that society needs if it’s going to get better.”

“While we get rich,” Mohamed rebutted..

“We’re kind of moving in the other direction,” Christian argued. “Pretty damn fast, I might add.”

Mohamed looked away from the television. “It doesn’t take a genius to see that our website is too popular not to make us all millionaires many times over. We just need to get through this first year, and then we’re gonna be rich turds,
just like Patterson and Philpot, taking advantage of society’s desire to make itself better and making a lot of money in the process.”

“So you do agree!” Buster blurted. “They’re parasites feeding off of religious people without enough sense to give all their money to Walmart.”

Christian stepped in. “We set this website up to do some good. Remember, we set it up because of the way people treat cyclists on the road. We were smart enough to see that people treat each other like crap all the time when they think they can do it anonymously. We created the website not just because we wanted to make a buck at it, but because we thought we could change the way people treat each other in a world that’s gotten so big that you can come across hundreds or thousands of people every day and never see them again. We created it to put a face on the people that hurt each other with their random acts of assholiness, so that one day people might change.”

“I don’t remember it being all that high and mighty,” Buster said.

“That’s why I did it,” Christian said.

“Pure fiction,” Buster muttered.

Mohamed ignored Buster and said, “I wonder if that’s how Bob Patterson and Hoffman Philpot started out. I wonder if they were idealists that got corrupted by the money. I wonder if that’s going to be us one day.”

“It’s not exactly the same,” Buster said. “We’re in business to make money. We just happen to be in a business that might provide a social benefit, if you buy into Christian’s rationalization. Those guys are supposed to be in the business of saving souls. That’s not supposed to be a money-making venture. But those guys both live in houses ten times bigger than this place.”

“Yeah, so…” Mohamed agreed.

Buster asked, “So, why do you watch this idiocy?”

“Because I believe it!” Mohamed said with a far-off look in his eyes.

“What?!” Buster shouted. 

“I don’t get it,” Christian said.

“Like Buster said,” Mohamed looked at Christian as he spoke. “My mom has always been big on the church thing. She had me going to church twice a week since I can remember. I can’t remember my dad, but I can remember church. I believe in God. I agree with a lot of what Bob Patterson says. I agree with a lot of what Philpot says. I know what they say about you,” Mohamed gestured to Christian and Buster. “I know what Patterson says about me,” Mohamed pointed to himself as the sole representative of the black community in the room. “I think I know what those men must have in their hearts to say the things they say. In my mind, I know they must be evil, greedy men. I know they must be liars. But when I watch them on television, I believe what they’re saying, even though I know they are lying.”

Mohamed’s eyes glistened uncharacteristically with tears; he held them back tightly. “That’s not why I started watching, but that’s why I watch now, today. I know they’re lying, but I can’t tell. I can’t see it. My head tells me they must be lying, but my heart tells me it must be true. I hope that if I watch long enough, maybe…maybe I’ll be able to tell the difference.” 

 

***

 

Clint watched the television from his couch. On the coffee table in front of him were his father’s rifle and a box of shells. The rifle was clean and loaded. Clint remembered the feel of the rifle in his hands. He remembered the ear-splitting thunder and the kick of the first time he fired the old Winchester. How much it hurt. But that was when he was boy; now he was a man.

Clint had fired the rifle countless times in the interim. It felt familiar in his hands, though he hadn’t fired it in years. Still, he was sure he could drop a deer at two hundred yards.

Bob Patterson’s face was on the screen, with those sincere eyes and a voice that sounded like it must contain God’s words. Clint listened, and Patterson’s anger made him angry. 

The Reverend Philpot was on the screen. The very man that laid his hands on Clint’s shoulder that day in the Valley View Christian Center and made him cry like a little girl. Clint saw what he’d done to his own family, his own life. He felt shame for the first time, and saw God’s path before him. To see Patterson and Philpot so troubled by the sodomite, the Muslim, and the peeper tore at his heart. And though his heart told him that murder was a sin, murder was what his head told him needed to be done.

 

***

 

Without pharmaceutical assistance, Trevor Tingle hadn’t had two erections in the same day since before he could remember. But there he sat, with Philpot’s silently bleating face on the television screen and Helen Philpot lying naked on her bed on the computer monitor. The image of Philpot was live as was the image of Helen, slowly caressing her belly, working her hands up to her breasts as she often did when she masturbated on the bed. 

Catching Helen live was a rare treat for Tingle; it had only happened once before. Helen touching herself twice in the same day was a rare treat, as well, which was why it was so unexpected. It was the excitement of the surprise that moved Tingle to his current state of arousal, and he couldn’t help but start working on his own pleasure.



July 13, 2001
 

Christian and Mohamed were sitting in the Flying Soup World Headquarters at just past six a.m. when Buster walked in. Both were shocked past the point of coming up with a wise crack.

Finally, Christian asked, “What are you doing up, Buster?”

“I couldn’t sleep,” Buster answered.

“There’s a first,” Mohamed said.

Buster ignored Mohamed. “I was thinking about the lawyer thing and all the money he wants.”

“It’s a lot,” Christian said.

Mohamed nodded.

“Two million dollars, that’s more than any of us has ever seen. The kind of money that we’ve only dreamed about before,” Buster said. “I thought about you Christian, you’ve dumped your life savings into Flying Soup and lost your job because of it. You’ve risked your dream of retiring early to a sailboat in the Caribbean. You’ve bet everything. Mo, you refinanced your house and dumped your 401(k) into this deal. You worked, like, ninety hours a week for six months writing the software for Flying Soup while you were doing your other job. When I look at my contribution, I’m a little…ashamed.”

“Buster…” Mohamed started.

Buster held up his hands to keep Mohamed quiet. “Let me finish. Two million dollars is a whole buttload of money, but I’m worth twenty-eight million right now. The truth is that if I put two million in, I wouldn’t even miss it. Even though it’s a lot of money, the proportional sacrifice I’m making still isn’t as much as you guys have put in. Christian, give Buckner a call and tell him we’re in.”

“Even though he won’t do your deal to give you some cash now?” Christian asked.

“I can wait six months for my Porsche.”



September 21, 2001
 

The lady from the Constellation was extremely helpful. She spoke Spanish. She gave Lupita instructions on how to use the camera, on how to hide lenses. She mounted a camera in a button on her blouse. She even mounted one in a barrette that held her hair up on her head. The camera would capture a front and rear view.

Lupita had been extremely reluctant, but she really had no choice. Lose her job and get deported to Guatemala, or video the Reverend forcing himself on her, as he did every Thursday, and get paid one hundred thousand dollars for it. 

Forcing, that was the word that the lady from the Constellation used. Lupita went with it. She didn’t want people to think that she was voluntarily engaging in adultery with a man of the cloth.

Wired up and ready for work, Lupita entered the Philpot’s house through the kitchen door. There were no noises in the house. The Philpots were still sleeping. 

 

***

 

Christian looked at the caller ID and didn’t recognize the number. But it was his cell phone, and he hadn’t yet received any threatening calls on it, so he took a chance. “Trist speaking.” 

“Just the man I wanted to talk to,” a voice on the other end said, with a slight Australian accent. “My name is Marty Blinn,”

“Hello, Mr. Blinn…”

“Marty, call me Marty,” the voice on the other end instructed.

“Okay Marty, what can I do for you?” Christian asked.

“I don’t know if you’ve heard of them, but I produce some reality television shows that—”

“You’re that Marty Blinn?” Christian asked, in obvious disbelief. “Yeah, right.”

“If I were in your shoes, I might not believe me, either,” Marty said. “I’d like to talk to you about an idea I have for a new show.”

“And why would you like to talk to me about it?” Christian asked.

“Because I’d like you to be the star of the show,” Marty said.

Christian laughed. 



September 22, 2001
 

Patterson was on the air when Trevor called. Trevor knew that, because he knew Patterson’s schedule. He confirmed it, because he saw Patterson’s soulful gaze on the muted television. It was a segment Patterson did live.

The phone rang four times before Patterson’s recorded voice instructed Trevor to leave a message.

“Reverend Patterson, this is Trevor Tingle. I need to speak to you as soon as possible about a situation with The Reverend Philpot’s maid. Please call me as soon as you get this message.”

Tingle called Patterson’s personal assistant and left a very similar message. The assistant brushed him off as Tingle expected she would. Patterson had a very busy day planned. It was a coincidence of schedule he shared with The Reverend Philpot; hence Tingle had chosen this day to act. All the pieces fell into place.

Tingle waited another fifteen minutes, after Philpot started his morning shower. Tingle called Philpot’s cell phone and left a message similar to the first two. The best part of the plan was that he knew Philpot’s phobia of electronics meant that the message would go un-retrieved. Tingle giggled in anticipation as he moved his pieces into play.

 

***

 

Luck was on Tingle’s side when he made his second call to Philpot. Philpot wasn’t quite late, but he was in a hurry. Tingle waited a few seconds after Philpot went into the garage before he dialed.

“Hello,” Helen answered.

“Helen, this is Trevor. Is The Reverend there?” Tingle asked.

“He just left.”

“I tried his cell. I really need to speak with him,” Tingle said, in faux frustration.

“He may still be in the garage. I’ll see if I can catch him,” Helen offered and hurried toward the garage.

Helen caught up with Hoffman in the driveway. 

Tingle heard The Reverend’s voice after he stopped the vehicle and rolled down his window. Helen covered the mouthpiece with his palm.

“Honey, its Trevor Tingle. I think it’s important,” Helen said, handing Philpot the phone.

Hoffman impatiently put the phone to his ear. “Hello?” 

Nothing.

“Hello?” Hoffman said again. “He’s not there.” Hoffman handed the telephone back to his wife. “I’ll call him later this morning,”

“Bye. Love you,” Helen said as her husband backed the SUV out of the driveway.

Tingle hung up the phone.

 

***

 

At one-thirty in the afternoon, Lupita heard the garage open and close. Her affair with Hoffman had been going on for over a year, and Thursday afternoon sex while Helen Philpot volunteered at the children’s hospital was part of the routine.

Lupita made her way to the kitchen, as Hoffman would be coming in through that door. And, as the lady from the Constellation suggested, it was a well-lit room. The more light the better. 

Lupita arrived in the kitchen prepared to work her plan. A bowl of strawberries sat on the counter, where she had left it. Covering the camera attached to her blouse she tossed the strawberries on the floor, some rolled under the table. She moved her hand and cursed her accident, then got down on her hands and knees and reached under the table to retrieve the strawberries lying there.

The sound of the kitchen door opening and closing told her that Philpot had entered. She heard his footsteps stop, and knew he was looking at her bottom sticking out from under the table. It was her way of ensuring that he would be in the mood. As she picked up the strawberries she wiggled to add to the temptation.

“Lupita, get up off that floor.” Philpot’s voice boomed from behind her.

“But Mr. Philpot, I must pick up these strawberries,” Lupita said, exaggerating her subservience. It was one of the games that she and Hoffman played and she hoped that he would read his cue.

Philpot did, and fell comfortably into the role. “You’re being very disobedient. You know what happens to disobedient servant girls, don’t you Lupita?”

Bingo!

“Please, Mr. Hoffman, I am doing my work.”

“No, you are not. You’re playing on the floor.” Hoffman scooted a chair back from the table and sat. He commanded Lupita to get out from under the table.

Lupita followed Philpot’s instructions. That’s the way the roleplay worked.

Hoffman looked sternly into Lupita’s eyes. “Lupita, you’ve been a bad girl. You will be punished.”

“No, Reverend,” Lupita pleaded, playing her part.

“You’re going to get a spanking. Bend over my knee. Now!”

Without another word, she did as she was told.

Hoffman took a moment to savor the maid lying across his lap, then swatted her twice on the bottom. “No, you’ve been a much worse girl than this.”

“No, please,” Lupita said.

And with that, Hoffman lifted Lupita’s skirt.

“No,” Lupita said, struggling weakly. 

Another swat landed on her bottom. It stung just a little. Another swat followed and then Hoffman’s big hand was pulling her panties down.

“Reverend Hoffman, please don’t.”

“You’ll be quiet and do as you’re told.” Hoffman commanded, then spanked Lupita’s bare bottom a few more times.

After that, Lupita did all she could to hide her pleasure and keep up the act as the Reverend repositioned them both and proceeded to pull down his pants.

 

***

 

Tingle was laughing as he dialed Philpot’s cell phone number. He had originally planned to call another time, but seeing Philpot banging the maid in the kitchen appealed to Tingle’s sense of humor.

Tingle watched on his computer monitor as both Philpot and Lupita turned their heads towards the ringing phone. After that, the telephone was ignored.

Philpot’s voice came on the line and asked the caller to leave a message. 

“Reverend Philpot.” Tingle said. “This is Trevor Tingle. Please call me at your earliest convenience. I believe your maid has purchased one of the camera systems from that Flying Soup web site, and I wanted to make sure that you were aware of it, just in case.”

 

***

 

“Did you ever call that chick from the Constellation?” Mohamed asked.

“Nope,” Christian answered. “Maybe when we get back.”

“First class is nice,” Buster said.

“You better get used to it,” Mohamed said. “NewVid hit two-fifty today. That makes you worth something like thirty-five million after Buckner gets his cut.”

“Buckner who?” Buster said.

“You ever ridden in first class before?” Christian asked, looking at Mohamed.

Mohamed shook his head. “Nope. But if I can afford it, this is the way I’m flying from now on. You can’t beat this.”

“So, Christian, Marty Blinn didn’t tell you anything about this show?” Buster asked.

“Nope,” Christian said. “Just that he wants me in it.”

“And why did he allow us to come along?” Buster asked.

“I’m assuming this has something to do with Flying Soup. So I told him I needed to bring my business partners along. He just said okay.”

“That simple?” 

“That simple.”

Just then, the flight attendant came up next to Christian’s seat and said, “Mr. Trist?”

“Yeah, that’s me,” Christian said to her.

“There’s a young lady in coach who would like to speak with you.”

Christian gave the flight attendant a puzzled look. Who could it be? “Did she give you her name?”

“Yes, a Miss Ginger,” the flight attendant answered.

“You’re kidding.” Christian said.

“Oh, my God!” Buster said, throwing up his hands. “Does that bitch follow us everywhere?”

“Who are you talking about?” Mohamed asked.

Christian ignored them and asked the flight attendant, “Can she come up here?” 

“I’m afraid not. But you’re welcome to go back. There’s an empty seat next to her.” The flight attendant pointed toward the main cabin. “On the left.”

“Thanks.” Christian said, standing up.

Buster said, “Hurry back, man, or I’m going to eat your peanuts when they come.” 

 

***

 

“Buster thinks you’re spying on us,” Christian said, as he reached Ashley’s seat.

“Oh, yeah. From back here in coach,” Ashley said. “You want to sit for a minute? This seat’s empty.”

“Well, I was invited,” Christian said, taking the seat. “I thought lawyers always flew first class.”

“JS&K bought me a first class seat, but I traded it for coach and pocketed the difference,” Ashley replied.

“You’re kidding.”

“Nope. There’s plenty of room for me in coach,” Ashley said. 

“So, what do you do with the extra money?”

“At first, I kept it,” Ashley said. “I invested some in Pell Mell Computers back in the day. Then I told them to buy me coach seats. That didn’t go over well at all. JS&K couldn’t have its associates flying around in coach. Like anybody knows who I am.”

Ashley’s laugh bubbled over for a moment, and Christian marveled at the dichotomy of her personality and her career choice.

“So, what do you do with it now?”

“You’ll laugh,” Ashley said.

“No I won’t. Tell me.” 

“I give it to charity.”

“You’re kidding.” Christian cracked a smile.

“Nope.”

“Which one?”

“Usually the United Way,” Ashley answered.

“Really?”

“Really. You know, your friend Buster will never believe that if you tell him.”

“I’m not altogether sure I believe it,” Christian said. “It’s hard to reconcile the person who’s trying to sue my proverbial ass off with someone who sacrifices a luxury item to give to a charity.”

“I’m not actually suing you. I’m just an associate. I barely touch your case.”

“Really?”

“They send me to do flunky work on your cases when the important people are busy. Mostly, I do other kinds of stuff.”

“Like what?”

“Boring lawyer stuff. The job’s not nearly as glamorous as it seems in a John Grisham book,” Ashley answered. “What about you? Flying first class to Los Angeles with one of your lawyers?”

“One of my lawyers?” Christian asked.

“Don’t play dumb, Christian. He’s sitting right up there in first class. I saw him when I got on the plane.”

“No kidding?” Christian leaned into the aisle.

“You didn’t get on the plane with him?” Ashley asked.

“No, just Buster, Mo, and me.” 

“Oh. So you’re paying for four first class tickets, and you didn’t even know. You thought you were paying for three. He’s going to California for a deposition on the Malaysian thing. That’s not where you’re going?”

“Had no idea.”

“And here we thought we were sucking every penny out of you, and you’re flying first class to Los Angeles just for the fun of it. My boss is going to have a cow when I tell him.”

“So your strategy really is to litigate us into bankruptcy?” Christian asked.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought up anything about the case. You know we can’t talk about any of the cases. I could get fired,” Ashley said. Then Ashley leaned in close and whispered, “But you’re a smart guy. I wouldn’t be surprised if you already had it figured out.” Then back in a normal voice Ashley said, “So, business must be pretty good. We hadn’t realized you guys were making that much money. We’ll have to have a talk with our sources.”

“Sources? What sources could you have? There are only three of us.”

“Oh, it’s not one of you guys. I wasn’t trying to imply that. But you’d be surprised what some people can dig up.”

“Like what?”

“Well, maybe I should say, what some people can make up. Apparently you guys are doing pretty well financially,” Ashley gestured to the first class section.

“Yeah,” Christian lied. “Things are going pretty good.”

“So when are you guys going to move out? When are you going to get your own place?”

Christian laughed. “I hadn’t really thought about it. I’d never really planned on buying a house.”

“What are you kidding? Everybody wants a house.”

“Yeah, that’s what I hear. I just have a different plan.”

“What?” Ashley put on a mask of shock.

“You know, I don’t live with Mo because I have to. At least, I didn’t have to until I got fired.”

“Fine, I’ll admit it. Our firm learned some things about you. And I’ve got to tell you, they don’t know what to make of you. You drive a pickup that’s worth, what…? Three thousand dollars. You pay rent to your friend, who owns his house. And you live with Buster. We know Buster lives with Mohamed because he can’t manage his money to save his life. But you put all of yours away. Guys at the office think you’re some kind of neurotic miser. But, you did buy that five thousand dollar bicycle.”

“Yeah,” Christian smiled. “That opened the flood gates, didn’t it?” Christian shook his head, “I’ve spent so much money in the last few months…and it’s just accelerating. I wrote one check for thirty-six thousand dollars.” Christian laughed. “It’s an odd feeling. At least for me, it is.”

“So, what, are you saving all of your money for when Mrs. Right comes along?”

Christian and Ashley laughed together at that one.

“No,” Christian answered. “What can I tell you that will remain between us?”

“Whatever you say. I’m all about keeping confidences.”

“You’re not spying on me?”

“What? They don’t pay me that kind of money. They pay other people to spy on you. They don’t need me to do it.”

“Huh. That’s good to know.”

“There’s millions at stake, Christian. There’s a presidential campaign at stake. I know you’re not that naïve.”

“Yeah. I suppose you’re right. All the more reason why you’d spy on me.”

Ashley smiled and shrugged. “Fine, talk about something else.”

“Why are you flirting with me?” Christian asked, suddenly serious. 

“I think you’re cute,” Ashley said just as serious.

Christian laughed out loud. “You lawyers can be direct.”

“You asked. I’m just putting my cards on the table. So, what do you think of me? I think you like me.”

“Yes,” Christian admitted. “I think you’re very pretty. But there’s something about you…that girl next door sort of…sort of…I don’t know what’s the word…”

“Vagina?” Ashley responded. They both laughed.

“That’s fine. I understand. So you like me?” Ashley asked.

“Yeah. Except for that whole blood-sucking vampiress thing.”

“So it’s a vampiress-next-door thing you have for me?”

Again they both laughed, and Christian said, “Yeah I guess that’s it. Well, when this thing is all said and done, maybe we can go out.”

“I’d like that. But, this thing won’t be all said and done until I’m an old maid and you’re either rich and chasing girls half my age, or you’re a dead-broke transient and I won’t be interested in you.”

“We’ll just have to work something else out,” Christian said.

“I guess we will, then,” Ashley agreed.

There was a silence that started to feel uncomfortable, and Christian said, “I want to buy a boat.”

“A boat?”

“Yes. A boat.”

“Like a ski boat?”

“No. A sailboat.”

“What kind of sailboat?” Ashley asked.

“I don’t know, sixty, eighty feet. A blue water sailor.”

“Blue water sailor?”

“Yeah, something I could cross the open ocean with if I wanted to.”

“Why?”

“To get to the other side,” Christian laughed.

“I can’t believe you thought that was funny,” Ashley smiled, “Why do you want that kind of boat?”

Christian thought about it for a minute. “Do you want the canned-for-general-distribution or the deep psychological answer?”

 “Well, I think I’ll go deep psychological. That sounds way more interesting. Besides, it’s a long flight and I didn’t bring a book.”

“Well, then, I’ll tell you. It’s like this. You see, I used to wonder about it too. Because for as long as I can remember, I always saw myself one day sailing around the world in my own boat, visiting places I’d never been. Seeing people from different cultures. Staying as long as I wanted, then moving on.”

“Oh, kind of like a transient with a house boat?” Ashley laughed.

“Well…Yeah, I guess so, but I’d always assumed I would have enough money to ensure that nobody would call me a transient, at least not with the negative connotation that word usually suggests.

“Anyway, when I was a kid growing up in Corpus Christi, my dad used to take me fishing on the weekends. Now, I’ve never been much of one to appreciate fishing, but I went because I loved being on the water. When I was a kid, my father had this little flat bottom fishing boat, good enough for fishing in the bay, but you couldn’t take it out into the gulf unless you wanted to swim home. My father always used to talk about getting a bigger boat, about getting a sport fisher and going out into the ocean and catching marlin and tuna. Me, I would watch the rich people sailing by through the channel to the gulf in their sailboats and their yachts and I thought, that’s the life for me. Not that luxury life that the boat implies; not the life you see on the travel channel. It looked like a life of freedom. My father and I were trapped in the dirty brown water of the bay, but those people could go anywhere they wanted, anywhere in the world.”

Ashley asked, “And you want to be like them?”

“I guess in a way, that’s true. I don’t know if my father’s dream rubbed off on me or if my envy grew into a dream. Who knows? But it sounds like heaven to me, having my own boat and sailing the oceans. That’s what I’m saving my money for. That’s the life I was saving for.”

“Sounds very romantic,” Ashley said.

“I guess it could be, with the right girl,” Christian said.

“Some might interpret that as a covert invitation,” Ashley observed.

“Is that the lawyer or the Sigmund Freud in you?” Christian asked.

“Maybe both. So, what about your father? Did he ever get that big boat and go fishing for Marlin?”

Christian’s face lost some of his mirth. “No, no he didn’t. You see, there was my mother. She passed away some time ago, but when she was alive, she just couldn’t spend money fast enough. My parents could never save a penny. They were always in debt. My mom always had a new car. My dad always had an old pickup. He may still be paying off debts from when my mother was alive. No, my father never got that boat he wanted. He’s retired now and supplements his retirement with a job at Walmart and goes fishing on the weekends in the same boat he took me out in.”

Ashley said, “I don’t know whether to cry or…I don’t know what. That’s so sad.”

Christian shrugged. “That’s the way life is, isn’t it?”

 

***

 

“Tell me again,” Tingle demanded.

“We were supposed to meet at her apartment as soon as she got off work. We were supposed to view the video together and then I told her that the plan would be for me to return the next day with the check,” The Constellation reporter told him.

“And you’re sure she didn’t suspect that you weren’t a real Constellation reporter?” Tingle interrogated.

“No! How would I know? She didn’t seem at all squirrelly. I thought it was a done deal.”

“Damnit!” Tingle muttered. “Keep an eye on her place. Stay there all night. I can tell you for a certainty that she left work on time as expected and she’s not there now. She may be on the way home. Maybe she stopped by the grocery store. Maybe she went to a movie. Hell, maybe she went car shopping.”

“Counting her chickens before they’re hatched,” she agreed.

“Yeah, maybe. I have someone else checking around for places she might have gone. Call me if anything comes up. If she comes home, we’re on for plan A. We’re going in and taking that video tonight.”

Tingle hung up and then called Patterson. 

Patterson answered his cell phone and said, “Brother Trevor, how are you this evening? My assistant tells me you’ve been trying to get in contact with me all day long.”

“Yes, Mr. Patterson, I have. There’s a situation with The Reverend Philpot’s housekeeper. I have reason to believe that she recently purchased a personal recording device from Flying Soup dot com. I also have reason to believe that she is trying to contact one of the tabloids about selling a story. And, to top it all off, she’s not in the US legally. She’s an illegal alien from Guatemala. To The Reverend Philpot’s credit, she is carrying documents in another’s name. The Reverend Philpot would have no way of knowing. Nevertheless, if that information were to get out, it could be damaging to your campaign.”

Patterson was quiet for almost a minute. “Sneaky wetbacks! They’re trying to bring a good man down. Is there nothing they won’t stoop to? I’ll be in Dallas later tonight for a speech I have tomorrow. You and Philpot get to Dallas right away and meet me when I get there.”

“Reverend Patterson, I’m deeply involved in trying to ascertain Lupita’s motives and what she may have done with that camera. I think its best I stay here in Austin.” 

Patterson was silent for a moment. “Fine. I’ll meet with Brother Philpot. You keep me informed. Call me every hour, on the hour.” He hung up.

 

***

 

The office was opulent. Two walls were floor-to-ceiling glass. Out one window the Pacific Ocean could be seen through the dirty Los Angeles air. There was an expansive desk in one area of the office. Christian, Mohamed, and Buster sat on two of three leather sofas that made up a sitting area near one of the windows. Blinn and a female assistant sat on the third sofa. 

The room had the feel of a museum. From the walls hung a pair of masks from Africa, a jade sculpture from the Far East, souvenirs from his reality shows. Tropical plants, animal skin rugs, a wet bar, and two giant flat panel televisions also graced the room.

“Christian, Buster, Mohamed, thank you for coming on such short notice.” Marty Blinn said. “I’ll lay it out for you straight up. A reality show produced by one of my competitors is getting slaughtered in the ratings. The network is going to pull the plug, but they have to put something in the slot. I’ve got the first season of a replacement show in the can, and they were going to go with that. I say were because I asked them to wait until tomorrow.”

Marty Blinn got up off of his sofa and walked around the coffee table and sat on it, just in front of the three Flying Soup executives. “I feel all right about the show that we were going to give them, but Christian, Mohamed, Buster, I’ve seen your website. Christian, I’ve seen your interviews on television. Your product is hot. It’s like a magnesium torch that’s just been ignited. It’s going to explode all over the internet in ways that you can’t imagine.” 

Marty stood, “I think you have the perfect website to bridge the gap between television and the internet. Combine that with the hottest trend in television, reality TV, and we may have the biggest show since Who Shot JR.”

Marty turned to the three and waited for a response.

Buster spoke first, “Are you saying you want to make a television version of our website?”

“Yes! Yes, Buster, that’s exactly what I’m saying. I haven’t been able to sleep since I first saw your site. I knew there was something there. Then, the other night, after the network told me they wanted my other show, it came to me. I knew that the next hit in reality television was Flying Soup!”

 

***

 

Tingle literally wanted to get out of the car, jump up and down, and have a tantrum. Things had gotten that bad. For the hundredth time that afternoon, he regretted not having Lupita followed after she left Philpot’s house. He made the mistake of underestimating her. She wasn’t a stupid woman. She scrubbed toilets and swept floors for a living, but she wasn’t stupid, a point she was making to Collette, Trevor’s fake Constellation reporter while Trevor secretly listened in.

“I’m not stupid!” Lupita said again.

“Lupita I have a cashier’s check with your name on it. All you had to do was give me the video. The original on the camera that I let you borrow. But now you’re backing out on our deal.”

“Deal! What was your deal? Threaten Lupita with deportation if I didn’t videotape the Reverend having sex with me. What kind of deal is that? One hundred thousand dollars! That’s nothing. Oh, your line ‘you’ll live like a queen in Guatemala on a hundred thousand dollars’… No, no, no! I left Guatemala because I don’t want to live in a third-world country. My children, when I have them, will not grow up in a third-world country. My children will grow up here. I will live like a queen here. I’ve paid my dues, you silly, stuck-up white lady. Coming in here with your threats and your tiny little hundred thousand dollar check…I’ll tell you lady. I have an offer already for three hundred thousand. My cousin Enrique, he’ll get me a lot more.”

“Who’s this Enrique?” Collette asked. “This was supposed to be a private transaction. That was not part of the deal.”

“We have a new deal now,” Lupita said proudly, “Enrique is a lawyer. He’s a good lawyer.” 

“So Enrique has the video?” Collette asked.

“The video is safe,” Lupita replied. “Along with the other evidence.”

“What other evidence?” Collette asked.

“I am not stupid. When this story comes out I’m going to be called a slut and a whore, but I will not be called a liar. I know what the blue dress did for Monica Lewinsky. Let’s just say that I have my ‘blue dress’ in a safe place, along with the video. Enrique says that’s indisputable evidence. The price is going up fast.”

“What do you intend to do, then?” Collette asked, deflated.

“Enrique will auction everything to the highest bidder,” Lupita told her.

“Damnit!” Trevor Tingle shouted from the front seat of the car, parked in front of Lupita’s apartment. His plan had set events in motion that were beyond his control.

 

***

 

It was after nine when the limousine Patterson sent to the airport to pick him up pulled up to the curb. Philpot was in an uncharacteristically foul mood. He hated flying commercial airliners. He didn’t like being summoned like a flunky. He was angry because of the news about Lupita.

When the driver opened the door, Philpot was surprised to see Patterson already in the car. “Hoffman,” Patterson said, obviously perturbed.

“Bob,” Philpot responded impudently.

The driver closed the door behind Philpot and got in the front seat. The screen was already raised. 

“This is a mess you’ve gotten yourself into, Philpot,” Patterson said.

“I don’t know…” Philpot started.

Patterson raised a hand. “My man Tingle called you and warned you this morning about Lupita.” 

“I haven’t heard from Mr. Tingle in days,” Philpot responded.

“Really? So Tingle is lying?” Patterson asked.

“I didn’t say that. He may have called, but I didn’t talk to him.”

“Did you check the messages on your cell phone, Hoffman?” Patterson asked.

“Well, I…”

“Let me see your cell phone,” Patterson demanded.

Philpot sheepishly withdrew the cell phone from his pocket.

Patterson yanked it from his hand and started pushing buttons and holding it up to his ear. “Hoffman, don’t you ever check your messages?” Patterson nearly yelled.

“Well, I…” Philpot started, but stopped to Patterson’s raised palm.

Minutes passed and Patterson huffed a dozen times as he listened to and deleted messages. “Lord help us.”

As he played and deleted the messages, Patterson reached a point where his frustration boiled over. “Hoffman, you’re turning into a real liability to this campaign.”

“If you need me to step aside…” Philpot started.

“Step aside? Step aside from what?” Patterson yelled, “You’re not officially anything yet. It doesn’t matter. These people are attacking us!”

Philpot mustered his courage and decided it was time he asked Patterson a hard question. What the heck, Patterson was already livid. “Brother Patterson, these accusations that have been floating around about Malaysia. That’s just another of their attacks, isn’t it? They’re not true, are they?”

Patterson said, “What? Are you really asking me that? Of course we do God’s work in Malaysia, helping the poor. It makes me sick the way the media has been hinting at impropriety there. It sickens my heart that you would believe it, Philpot. But I’ll tell you what. You better be glad that pack of lies is even floating around. That’s what’s keeping you in this. They attacked you first and as long as you’re in it, the whole thing seems personal. They’ve attacked your family. That’s why you’re still here. You put the family spin on the situation. In spite of yourself, you’re keeping the Americans families behind us. You’re keeping America’s attention off of those lies. The libs are losing the media battle because they went after Donny first. But if this thing with Lupita breaks, that’ll change.”

Finally, Patterson shut up and pressed the telephone to the side of Philpot’s head and Philpot heard Tingle’s voice. First, one message and Philpot deflated. The second message, then the third, that told him that Lupita had a video device. Philpot sank into the seat, but things had been worse in his life before. As long as there was a God, there was reason to hope. He straightened in his seat. It was possible…

Patterson saw the shift in body language and pounced on the chance to crush the last of Philpot’s hope. “She has a tape of you fornicating with her.”

“What? I, uh…”

“Did you Philpot? Did you fornicate with her?”

Philpot didn’t answer at first.

“You did today, didn’t you?”

“Yes,” Philpot admitted.

“Well porn star, she taped the whole thing and apparently kept her soiled undergarments as corroborating evidence.”

Hoffman got a distant look. His eyes gazed toward the roof of the limousine and he asked, “God, what have I done?”

 

***

 

Dinner was on a deck overlooking the lights of Los Angeles.

“We’ll start filming Monday. We need to have something in the can by Wednesday. The network is cutting me some slack on this, but if they don’t see something they like by Wednesday, the deal is off. But since most of the show is going to be videos you’ve already shot, we don’t have that much to film. I already know what format I want for the show, and I’ll have people working on the set first thing in the morning. You guys will need to meet with the writers in the morning, pick your videos, that sort of thing. I’ve got some people looking through every video on the site and they’ll get a best-of. From those, we’ll decide which ones to use. Later tomorrow, we’ll audition some actresses for your co-host, Christian. I’d like you to be there for that.”

For the first time in nearly thirty minutes of listening to Marty Blinn’s manic talking, Christian jumped at the pause and said, “I’ve got an idea for a co-host.”

“Not to rain on your parade, Christian, but there’s no room for hangers-on. If you’ve got a qualified choice, then get her to LA by tomorrow at three. We’ll throw her in with the others and we’ll pick the best of the lot.”

“Fair enough,” Christian said.

“Who?” Buster asked.

“Loretta Walker,” Christian answered.

“The name is too black,” Marty interjected, “No offense, Mo. She’ll have to go with Lori Walker, something like that?”

“I guess you’ll need to get a place in Los Angeles,” Buster said to Christian, changing the subject.

“I’m not going to stay in Los Angeles,” Christian said. “No offense Marty, I don’t want to live anywhere where I can taste the air.” Christian made a disgusted face and smacked his tongue.

“It’s not always like this. You might like it here,” Marty suggested.

“I’m going to fly out for the tapings. You said what…Marty…two, maybe three days a week? I’ll spend the rest of my time in Texas. I have a business to run, as well.”

“Are you going to rent a place here for just a few nights a week?” Buster asked.

“Don’t worry about that just yet,” Marty said, having apparently thought of everything. “Christian can use one of the guest houses here on the property. Heck, I’ve got a dozen cars in the garages. You can pick one of the Porsches if you like. None of old the ones though.”

“You lucky bastard,” Buster said to Christian.

“You’ll get your Porsche soon enough,” Mohamed told him.

The glass doors opened and all heads turned to look across the pool. An older man in a suit stepped onto the natural stone of the pool deck. “Jonathan,” Marty called to the man across the pool.

“Marty, it’s good to see you,” Jonathan answered. 

Buster leaned over to Christian. “That’s Jonathan Windsor.”

Christian stared. “The Jonathan Windsor? The billionaire?”

Buster nodded.

“Have a seat,” Marty said to Jonathan as he neared. “Are you hungry? I can have Lynn bring you something.”

“I told her on the way through.”

“Great. These are the boys from Flying Soup,” Marty said, and made the introductions.

Jonathan reached across the table to shake Christian’s hand. “Christian, I’ve seen you on TV. It’s good to meet you.” He went on to shake Mohamed’s and Buster’s hands.

Buster said, “Jonathan, I have to tell you I’m a big fan.”

“I didn’t realize I had any fans,” Jonathan Windsor said. 

“Well, not a fan, I guess, but I admire what you’ve done in the software industry. You’re a legend. How many companies do you own?”

“I don’t own any outright. But I’ve been lucky enough to get in on the ground floor of some winners,” Windsor answered modestly.

Christian laughed out loud and everyone looked at him. Christian shook his head. “Marty Blinn, Jonathan Windsor. This meeting isn’t a coincidence, is it?”

Windsor looked Christian dead in the eye. “Of course not. Marty arranged this meeting at my request.”

“And the show?” Christian asked.

“Oh, that was all Marty’s idea,” Windsor answered. “Marty called me and told me what he was thinking. He tried to sell me on helping you expand your company, because he thinks that will be good for his show. Marty likes to cover all the angles.”

“So you’re here to get in on the ground floor of Flying Soup?” Christian asked Jonathan.

“Of course he is,” Buster excitedly answered for Windsor. “He’s a venture capitalist. That’s what he does.”

Windsor nodded. “That is what I do.”

“We already turned down an offer to sell a share of the company.” Christian said.

“Anyone I might know?” Windsor asked.

“Our lawyer wanted to screw us out of a share to cover legal expenses,” Buster said.

Windsor laughed. “You told him no, didn’t you?”

“Of course,” Christian answered.

Windsor said, “That was a smart move. He’s got nothing to offer.”

“Money,” Christian replied.

“Money may seem like a big deal now. But soon it won’t be. Not for you three. You’re struggling through some difficult financial straits, but you have a growing business. Marty is going to start paying you more than enough to buy your Porsches and support your business through the rough times. And Buster here will soon be a multi-millionaire unless Buckner convinces him to hand over all of his NewVid stock.”

“Hey, you already knew.” Buster said.

Windsor ignored Buster. “No. Getting money won’t be a problem for you guys. Keeping it may be difficult, with Patterson and his surrogates nipping at your heels and trying to sue you at every turn. Next there will be growth. How do you manage it? You don’t have the capital to hire anybody. Not yet. How do you grow into to new markets, Europe, Japan, China? Even with a larger staff. Competition? What about that? I guarantee you somebody is out there right now writing code to compete with you. It may pop up on the internet tomorrow, maybe two months from now. But it will be there.”

“And what about partnerships? Licensing your software. The Constellation has been trying to track you down, but you’ve not responded. They want to pay you to create and maintain a Constellation version of Flying Soup.”

Mohamed shot Christian a scathing look.

Christian found a good excuse to examine something in his lap.

“What for?” Buster asked.

“Who knows? Videos of aliens or Elvis, who cares? The same crap they put in their paper, I guess. But it’s an income stream you can’t ignore. Yet you have. There will be more like it. You guys may succeed. You seem to be so far. But the bottom line is that your potential for growth will not be limited by the market or the competition, at least not directly. It will be limited by you and the decisions you make. The three of you may make it past all of the obstacles. But you’ll build this company to a size that you’re competent to handle. It’s as simple as that. After that, it may grow as your competence at managing a large company grows. But your ability to run the company will always be your limiting factor. The downside of that argument is that the decisions you make today may put you in a position with respect to your competition down the road where you’ll be driven out of the business.”

Windsor let that sink in for a minute. “What I’m offering is what we call in the industry ‘adult supervision.’ Sure, I’ll put a tidy sum into the company and in return, I’ll want a healthy share. But this won’t be my first rodeo. The people that we put in place to help you run your company will be people that have experience doing this sort of thing, growing businesses from startup to IPO. They can teach you and guide you, so that you’ll make more of the good decisions and fewer of the bad ones. And best of all, you’ll have the financial resources to implement those decisions.”

“Wait, wait,” Christian said turning to Buster and Mohamed. “IPO? Is that the way we want to go with this?”

Windsor answered for them. “Of course it is. You can keep the company private, and as I’ve said, you’ll make money. Each of you will probably derive a very nice income from Flying Soup. From what I’ve seen, you are all very intelligent, very driven. You can spend thirty years running Flying Soup if you want to. If you don’t get bored with it. But in that time, you’ll never pull out as much personal wealth as if you go public. The IPO is the real payday for a company like this.”

“The techno-geek dream,” Buster said.

“Yes,” Windsor confirmed. “Buster, you know. You’ll soon have over thirty million dollars from an IPO. Tell me, Christian, Mo, how long will it be before you can draw that much in salary off of Flying Soup?”

“That sounds all fine and good so far,” Christian said. “But you know that we have liabilities in the form of these lawsuits. How do those factor into the deal?”

Windsor laughed, “Right now, you are the small company being bullied by the deep-pocketed rich boys. With me on your side, the tables will turn. Patterson is just small potatoes in the business world. He’s too stupid to realize that there are lots of better ways—easier ways—to make money than going on television and begging it from widows and trailer trash. Patterson is just a noisy bug with aspirations to be a rodent. I’m not worried about the lawsuits. You made an expensive, but wise choice with Buckner. He’s a good lawyer. He’ll shred Patterson.”

“So, in general terms, what do you want and what are you offering us?” Christian asked.

“I’ll put twenty million into your company for a fifty-one percent stake, along with loan guarantees for another fifty million. You’ll each retain your position and titles. We’ll agree on some other officers and develop a plan to expand, quickly. Once the television show hits, your business is going to grow so fast, it’ll make this little political mess look like some kind of joke.”

Christian put on his best steely-eyed gaze, an imitation of what he’d seen from John Buckner, “Jonathan, we can talk about details if you want, but let me start with this. We’re not giving up a controlling interest in Flying Soup. We’re not open for negotiation on that point. If you aren’t, either, then I appreciate all your advice, but let’s not waste the rest of the evening trying to come to agreement on the other details.”

Windsor leaned back in his chair and sized up Christian for a moment, “Should you talk with your other partners about that first?”

Christian looked to Buster and Mohamed.

Mohamed said, “Christian and I are on the same page, here.”

Buster squirmed in his chair and looked around for a moment, started and stopped talking two or three times before finally saying, “We’ve agreed, Mr. Windsor. We’re not giving up controlling interest.”

Windsor nodded his head. “Good. I didn’t really expect that you boys would, but I always ask. You never know what you’re going to get unless you ask.”

Christian said, “I’ll have to run this by Mo and Buster, but here’s my deal. And heck, this may be low, it may be high. I’ve never done this before. Forty million, for forty percent. Fifty million in loan guarantees. Your ideas on management are fine. The three of us all get two hundred thousand starting salary and a million dollar signup bonus, out of the forty of course.”

Mohamed’s cell phone rang and he accepted the call.

Windsor said, “I’ve got no problem with the salary. It’s your company. Within reason, you can do whatever you like if you can afford it.”

“Okay,” Christian said.

Mohamed, still on the phone, seemed upset about something.

“But, a million apiece up front…” Windsor said with a pained look on his face.

Christian interrupted immediately. “Everything we’ve got is in this business. You know as well as I do. With Buster’s stock deal with Buckner, we’re in way over three million dollars. A million each is reasonable. I don’t think that with investing the kind of money you’d be investing, you’d want us focused on our personal financial security. I think you’d want us focused on the business and making it grow as fast and as profitably as possible.”

Mohamed hung up his telephone and interrupted the negotiations. “My house is on fire.”



September 23, 2001
 

Two million dollars! One million in cash up front, and a second million to be paid out over twenty years, to ensure that Lupita didn’t have a copy stashed to sell as soon as she got the first million in her greedy paws.

Lupita and her lawyer cousin, Enrique, drove quite the bargain. They knew the value of the video. They weren’t told, but they knew Tingle was from the Patterson camp.

Tingle’s game had cost Patterson a lot of money. Trevor still managed to come out of it with an enhanced reputation in Patterson’s eyes, though. To Trevor, only one other thing mattered.

“Helen, please give us some privacy. Trevor and I need to discuss some confidential business.”

From behind and to the right of Philpot, Trevor looked at Helen so that she could read his expression. It’s not my fault, the look said.

But Helen’s face was blank as she looked only at her husband, pleading for an answer that her instincts told her she needed. 

“Of course,” she said, a strain in her voice.

“It is a confidence I was asked to keep,” Philpot said to his wife, as she left the room and hurried down the hall. “You understand don’t you?” Philpot called down after her, with little conviction.

It was Trevor’s chance to achieve his original goal.

Enrique had prepared a half-dozen preview videos of the Reverend and Lupita in their carnal act. Their plan had been to use them to whet the appetites of the media to ensure them that what was to come was well worth the sum they’d bid on it. In a moment of inspiration, Trevor slipped one of the six DVDs out of the packet into which he’d put everything and let it fall to the floor, out of sight by one of the sofas. With any luck, Helen would find the video, and that would get Philpot out of the picture and open the door for Trevor.

Philpot spun on Tingle. “Tell me. Did you do it?” It was six in the morning and Philpot had been up the entire night, flying to Dallas, driving back with the cash, dropping it off, and then waiting at the house to hear from Trevor. He was depressed and doing little to mask it.

“Yes,” Tingle answered. “You shouldn’t be bothered by Lupita again. For two million dollars, she’ll be fat and happy for a long time to come.” Tingle handed the packet to Philpot.

“Is everything here?”

“Yes,” Tingle answered, “The camera with the original video still on it, a DVD with the entire incident, six preview videos, the contract specifying the conditions under which the second million will get paid out, and a pair of partially frozen soiled undergarments. Enrique put them in a Ziploc in his freezer for posterity.”

 Philpot shook his head and retreated to another room, leaving Trevor alone.

Trevor figured that the meeting was over and left, dialing Patterson’s number as he did so.

 

***

 

With his backpack over his shoulder, Donny headed for the front door, muttering whatever stupid crap kids mutter when they’re seventeen and life isn’t as peachy as it was in kindergarten.

It hadn’t been Donny’s habit to use the front door when leaving for school. But the Philpot Hamburger Video changed all that. The police came around twice more. Donny’s parents took away his car, saying it was for his sake. Yeah, right. Now, Donny wasn’t going to the garage to drive to school. He was going out the front to catch a ride.

A glint in the parlor caught his eye as he reached for the doorknob. It only took a second for his brain to connect the DVD he saw lying next to the sofa with the meeting that his father and the creepy Tingle guy had earlier. Donny woke up earlier than usual and was surfing the internet when Tingle arrived at the house. He had heard some raised voices. He knew something was up.

The DVD found its way into Donny’s backpack. Something for viewing later that day.

 

***

 

LAX was busy. Christian waited with Mohamed and Buster at the bottom of the escalator that led to the line through the metal detectors, which was extremely long.

“At least my car will be at the airport when we get back,” Buster said.

Mohamed was still depressed. “I guess I was going to buy a new car anyway.”

“You can drive my truck, if you want,” Christian said and gave Mohamed the keys. “It was at the curb. It should be fine.” Only Mohamed’s Audi was in the garage.

Buster said. “I guess you lost another bike, Christian. That’s three in a year.”

Christian laughed. “At least I didn’t pay a lot for that one. So Mo, did you give it anymore thought? You guys gonna pack up your stuff, or what’s left of it, and move out here?”

“Yeah, dude. They don’t want us in Texas anymore,” Buster said.

“It’s gotta be unanimous,” Christian said. “I don’t mind flying back and forth, but there’s nothing for me in Texas anymore. No job, no house, no bike. And with everything that’s been happening, we knew we couldn’t stay in that house much longer anyway.”

Buster laughed. He was taking it all in stride. 

“It’s not the house,” Mohamed said. “The insurance will cover that. But there are things that can’t be replaced.”

“Yeah, I know,” Christian said. “But, hey, you’re a millionaire now.”

Mohamed smiled cautiously. “Windsor’s money isn’t in the bank yet.”

“It will be next week,” Buster said.

 

***

 

Watching real-time, Trevor saw Helen place what appeared to be a DVD into an envelope with some papers. She wrote something on the envelope, left the kitchen and walked to the front door. Helen then taped the envelope to the front door and locked it. 

Next Helen went upstairs and into the bathroom. She started a bath and began to remove her clothes. Tingle got excited and started fumbling with his pants, when Helen sat down naked on the side of the tub and started to cry.

Tingle guessed that the DVD in the envelope was the one he’d left for Helen on the floor. He further guessed that the envelope on the door had Hoffman Philpot’s name on it.

Leaving one computer on the real-time video, Tingle opened a window on his second computer and started looking at the day’s videos. Going back to just after he deposited the DVD on the floor he discovered where Donny Philpot had picked it up.

Uh, oh.

Tingle searched around and found at what point Donny got home from school. It wasn’t long before Donny retreated to his bedroom and dug the DVD out of his backpack. 

Donny put the DVD into his computer. From the perspective of the camera, Tingle could see what was on Donny’s computer monitor but he could not see the expression was on Donny’s face as he watched. Tingle saw Donny’s head shake. He heard Donny curse his father’s name. Donny viewed the video three times. Then Donny surfed to a porn site, engaged in his favorite hobby, and laid on the bed.

After that, nothing happened until dinner was over. As was characteristic, Donny didn’t say much during the meal. Afterward, he quickly retreated to his room upstairs. Helen started cleaning up the kitchen in Lupita’s absence, and The Reverend Philpot left the house on whatever business pulled politician preachers away from home in the evening hours.

An hour or so after Philpot left, Donny emerged from his room and found his mother on the porch. Donny presented her with the DVD, gave her an explanation of how it came into his possession, then excused himself to his room again. 

Helen watched the video once, cried for a bit, then watched it again. The second viewing left Helen on the couch for a good while, lost in thought. Finally, she called a locksmith and took a trip upstairs, where she told Donny that she and The Reverend were getting divorced and that The Reverend would need to find other sleeping quarters. 

Donny seemed satisfied that the son-of-a-bitch would be doing so, waited for his mother to leave, and started surfing the internet for porn, as it had been several hours since his last go-around.

Helen went downstairs. The locksmith came and went. Helen posted the note on the door and went to take a bath.

Though it nearly caused Trevor to cry when he saw his beautiful June Cleaver in such distress, he felt some degree of satisfaction. At least one aspect of his plan was working out the way he’d hoped. Helen was clearly dumping Philpot, and seemed resolved to go through with it. She seemed to want no discussions, no chances for apology. Hoffman Philpot screwed the pooch. Now it was Trevor’s turn.

“Oh, no!” Trevor yelled, suddenly realizing how Helen would see his role in events. Trevor quickly dialed Helen’s number.

The phone rang six times, then went to the answering machine. Helen was ignoring the phone.

Trevor tried again. Trevor watched the live video. Helen was making no move toward the telephone. Trevor checked on Donny, but he was too involved to tear himself away from the computer.

Trevor called a third time with the same result. When the answering machine came on, Trevor left a message, “Helen, this is Trevor Tingle. Something has occurred that has put me in a terrible position with respect to my…my loyalties to my job and my friends. I know this sounds cryptic, but I really must speak with you about something that may affect you. Please call.”

Trevor’s hand was shaking when he hung up the telephone. A miscalculation on his part nearly put him in a position to lose all of Helen’s trust, and any chance of being the next man to spend some time between her thighs. But Trevor had just purchased some CYA insurance. If Trevor was a religious man, he would have prayed.



September 30, 2001 
 

The television commercial closed with the announcer’s deep rich voice saying “Flying Soup; expediting karma for those who need it…”

Jane Smally put on a thoughtful expression as she sat rigidly straight, her back never touching the sofa. 

Christian sat comfortably on his matching sofa and watched Jane lay whatever emotional foundation her audience expected from her.

“Your ad says ‘Expediting karma for those who need it,’” Jane repeated. “Isn’t that just another way of saying that Flying Soup offers people a way to get revenge for any little misstep?”

“That’s a good question,” Christian said, tossing out the glib compliment not just to stall for a moment to conjure up a response, but because it was an insightful observation. “I hadn’t thought of it from that perspective. The word ‘revenge’ carries with it a dark, ugly connotation. It almost suggests violence, and images of Charles Bronson coming to blow everybody away. The word karma, though, carries mystical far Eastern baggage, and the sense that it’s a good thing; a passive force that maintains the balance of good in the universe. Americans, even Christians, often refer to karma, and at least recognize the concept. The thing is that Christians also espouse the Golden Rule, ‘do unto others as you’d have them to unto you.’ That’s a nice ‘glass is half full’
sort of idea, but those same Christians and the Christian people who built this country also read in the Bible, ‘an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth.’ So, the idea is valid from the perspective that you better be good, or bad things will happen to you. Negative consequences for negative actions. Essentially, societies need revenge. 

“Karma, though mystic and benevolent in connotation, is really just a name for the mechanism by which the universe exacts revenge on its wayward children. It’s a cosmic, inescapable guarantee that if you do respect the golden rule, then happy things will befall you. If you choose to treat your neighbors badly, then bad things will befall you. 

“So, I guess to answer your question, yes, I think that would be exactly right. In a way, Flying Soup is offering a means for people to get revenge. Now, I’m no theologian or philosopher—”

Jane interjected, “You’re sounding a lot like one right now.”

Christian laughed off the comment and went on. “…But it seems to me that if you accept the Bible as God’s word, and you accept the idea of ‘an eye for an eye,’ then if you go one step further and accept that God has a plan for each of us, as the Reverend Bob Patterson told all of us in his speech announcing his candidacy for the presidency, the very fact the an individual takes a step to post a video on Flying Soup dot com and exact some revenge, means they’re acting out their part in God’s plan. Taking revenge is God’s will, or if you are so inclined, balancing karma. Either way it’s the same to me.” 

“So,” Jane asked, getting whisked into the debate, and ignoring the next question on the teleprompter, “That would mean that Flying Soup is a mechanism put in place to do God’s will?”

“To help people to do God’s will,” Christian corrected.

“But from what you’re saying, it would have to be according to God’s or karma’s will that Flying Soup exists, and since Flying Soup is performing its service, according to you, and according to that will, would Flying Soup be an extension of God?” Jane asked.

“Wow, Jane, you really want to chase everybody off to work early today, don’t you?” Christian smiled, “Yes, I guess you could say that. Flying Soup is an extension of God or karma, but only to the extent that a wrench is an extension of a mechanic who owns it. The wrench is just a tool that the mechanic uses to bend the universe to his will. And, as long as we’re getting all metaphysical about it, we’re probably all just imperfect human extensions of whatever we call God in our belief system. Flying Soup is just another website built to convince the average Joe to take a few of his hard-earned dollars and spend it on something that might just make him feel a little better, a little more in control, instead of mailing it to Bob Patterson’s latest charity scam, which is really just a front for his latest yacht purchase.”

“I understand that you just bought a yacht,” Jane stated.

“I bought a sailboat. Maybe a little larger than most, but I make no bones about how I’m spending Average Joe’s money. One of my partners wants to buy a racecar. One of them just wants a ridiculously big house. And if Average Joe spends his money with us, that’s where we’ll spend his money. It’s the same thing that Patterson spends his money on. He’s got a yacht, a big house, and a dozen cars. Where do think he got the money to buy that stuff? He didn’t go on television with tears in his eyes and tell everyone that God wanted him to have a yacht. No, he told them that God wanted him to help the starving kids in Africa, but he took that money and bought a yacht. Hey, maybe he got the money for his yacht somewhere else, but as far as I know, running his little God network and begging working folks for their money is the only job the Reverend has had in the last thirty years. So, it seems to me that’s where his millions must have come from. Now, maybe I’m being overly cynical about this. Maybe he’s going to take his yacht and ship grain to Africa. Maybe he’s going to take his private jet and fly medicine to Malaysia. You never know.”

“Christian, you’re going to make some enemies out of a lot of people speaking like that,” Jane said.

Christian shrugged, “You’re right, I will, and I don’t mean to seem flippant about it, but you know what Jane? There are already religious zealots protesting outside our office in LA. There are already people protesting about the show, and we haven’t aired the first episode yet. I get threatening phone calls, and someone even burned down my partner’s house in Austin. Or that’s to say, it burned down, and the cause is still under investigation. I’m already in deep, deep trouble with the unfortunate people who have chosen to have faith instead of critical thought. And before I offend even more people, let me clarify that point. I’m not saying that faith and critical thought are mutually exclusive, but I am saying that for many people, that is exactly the case. Also, I’m not saying that faith in God, or whatever, is a bad thing. If you feel moved by the spirit, then hallelujah and amen for you, brother, but if you place your faith in another man and rescind your critical thought processes where a human is concerned, then you’re making a big mistake. And I’m sad to say that’s what people do. That’s what I’m talking about. If people place their faith…their unquestioning loyalty in another human…then they’re going to get screwed, because that’s just the way most people are.” 

“Christian, can we change the subject for a minute?” Jane asked.

“What, no more metaphysics and cynicism?” Christian laughed, “What will I talk about?” 

“Politics, of course,” Jane answered. “Many people say that your purpose for creating Flying Soup was purely political. They say you have a political axe to grind, that you saw an opportunity to attack Republicans in a new and profitable way, and that you jumped on it. How do you respond to those accusations?”

“I laugh. Jane, with all the corruption and waste you constantly hear about in politics, and all the name-calling and generally childish behavior, I could never see supporting one side or the other. Besides, of my two business partners, one is staunchly liberal, the other, die-hard conservative. If I ever took sides, it might have been the end of the friendship. 

“Having said that, it was never our intention that Flying Soup would be political at all. As a matter of fact, we had discussions early on about possibly banning overtly political videos from the site, just the way we ban porn. But porn is easier to identify than political disinformation. So in the end, we decided to let anyone post any video on any subject even if the video was politically motivated. The hope was that, eventually, the right and left videos would balance one another and Flying Soup could remain politically neutral. There’s no upside to playing sides in the two-party power grab.”

“But that’s just what you are doing, aren’t you?” Jane asked.

“Yeah, imagine that kind of luck. If I’d had one wish going into the business…well, maybe two wishes…the first being to make a profit, the second wish would have been to stay out of politics. But I guess I must have been a pretty rotten bastard in my previous life, because karma decided to make the very first video we uploaded into one of the most politically charged controversies this year.”

Jane said, “But it could be argued that that is the reason you are so successful today.”

Christian responded, “But it is the proverbial double-edged sword. The lawsuits nearly closed us down, initially. As it is, we’ve spent or committed to spend, something like two million on legal fees. And that’s just for the first twelve months of business. Now, I don’t know what kind of cash you pull down, but for the three of us at Flying Soup, that was an unimaginable sum of money a year ago.” 

 

***

 

“Helen, please let me see you,” Philpot begged.

“No, Hoffman. I won’t do that. I can’t do that. I know you’ll convince me to do what I know I shouldn’t. Hoffman, it’s over,” Helen said, as firmly as her shaky voice could manage.

“No, no, please, Helen. Don’t do this. I’m so, so sorry I messed up. I’m sorry for everything. Please give me another chance,” Philpot pleaded, with tears in his eyes.

“This hurts me, too, Hoffman, but it’s something we have to do. I have to move on with my life.”

“Helen, why can’t you just forgive me? Isn’t that what God would want you to do? Isn’t that what Jesus preached? How can you be so heartless about this, after all we’ve been through together?”

“Heartless? Heartless, Hoffman?!” Helen yelled into the phone, “How can you say that? I have to be firm, but I’m not heartless. I gave you all my love for nearly twenty years. I gave everything to support you, to support your dreams. I did everything a good Christian wife should do, and more. But Hoffman, you’ve hurt me too much. I can’t love you anymore.”

This angered Philpot, “Twenty years! I make one mistake, I’m weak one time, and you don’t love me enough to overcome that?” Philpot got out of the car parked across the street from his house. That is, the house he’d bought but didn’t live in anymore. He stared at the dark windows in front. He knew Helen was behind one of those windows looking at him.

Helen said, “Oh, Hoffman, you just don’t know, do you? You don’t listen to me anymore. You haven’t listened in a long time. If you did, you’d know. You’d know that I could forgive you for a…a mistake with the maid once. I could forgive you for doing that every day for a year, or however long you carried on. It would hurt me. It hurts my pride even now. It hurts me so much knowing that I was a fool, wanting for so long to believe that you still loved me, but you didn’t. And the worst part is, you don’t love Lupita, either, do you, Hoffman? Lupita was something else for you. But she was just the wakeup call for me.”

And then Helen started to cry. “Oh, Hoffman. When I first met you, you were so special. I knew about the drugs and the crime, and I knew what you’d been through, and I’d seen what you were doing with yourself afterward. You were a young, vibrant preacher, full of God, and everybody saw that in you. You inspired people. You saved people. My only worry when we fell in love was that one day you’d see that I just wasn’t worthy to have such a man as you. I thanked God every day.

“I used to believe that God had something very special in mind for you, because of what he let happen to you. I used to think that Satan himself was afraid of you, because of what he tried to do to you with drugs and alcohol …he failed. I know you believe that, too. But Hoffman, as certain as you were that it was true, I believed it a thousand times more. I never had any doubt. And when you were building our church, and I was standing there by your side the whole time, I thought that that was your special purpose. Oh, Hoffman, you led so many stray souls to God. In some ways, I envied you to have such a special place in the eyes of your congregation, to have such a special place at the right hand of God. But that wasn’t enough for you, was it Hoffman?

“When you met Bob Patterson, and you came home with your eyes as big as saucers and dreams so big that you thought you could change the world, I was afraid. I saw in you something that craved what Patterson was selling, and I wondered if what I saw in your eyes was God’s light, because you’d found the next task that God had given you, or whether I was seeing a thirst for something; something that you craved like you craved heroin when you were a young man. But I believed in you, Hoffman, I knew in my heart that you could meet the challenge that God had laid before you and I knew that that challenge would bring with it a lust for the power that men in politics get. Then I knew why God let you go through your tribulations with addiction; he was preparing you, preparing your heart and soul, so that you could walk the halls of political power in America and do so without succumbing to the temptations and the corruption of power.

“But Hoffman, you couldn’t resist temptation, could you? Power became your new drug. Then you changed, Hoffman, you started to change back into that person you were before we were married. Our relationship changed after that, Hoffman. Your sermons started to change, Hoffman. You spent less time trying to call the lost to God, and more time calling them to Bob Patterson’s political causes. 

“Now I see you differently Hoffman, and it breaks my heart so see you this way. I think you are a person that needs to cling to something…needs to crave something…needs to be addicted to something. First, it was drugs. Then it was God. Now it’s power. 

“Hoffman, I used to think you were special. God has given you gifts that most could only dream about, but he’s made you pay a high price for them. The price is that you’re an addict. And now that you’ve lost your addiction to God, Hoffman, you’re not a man I can admire anymore. You’re not a man I’ll ever be able to trust again. 

“So, it doesn’t matter whether I still love you or not. I know that you will only hurt me more if I let you. And Hoffman, I won’t let you. Not anymore. Our marriage is over.”

Through his tears, Philpot begged, “Helen, don’t do this. I…I can fix all that. I can change back into who I was.”

“No, you can’t Hoffman,” Helen said, “Don’t you see, you never changed. It was me who finally saw that you weren’t that special man I thought you were. It was me who changed. I finally saw you for what you always were.”

“Helen, I can be that special man again. I know I can. I can fix all of this. I can make it all right. I know I can. Please forgive me, Helen.”

“Hoffman, no!” Helen yelled, her voice more severe than she’d intended. “Now, you need to leave and stop hanging around in front of my house. If you don’t leave, I’m going to call the police.” 

Helen hung up the phone.

In the middle of the street, Hoffman fell to his knees, raised his face and his hands to the sky, and cried out, “God, what do you want from me? Why must you put me through so much pain? What can I do?”

 

***

 

“Yes!” Tingle shouted, when Helen hung up. He switched to a camera with a live view of the street, and saw Philpot flailing and crying there like a broken-hearted high school boy. 

Tingle had done it. He almost couldn’t believe his plan was proceeding to its successful conclusion. Unable to contain his excitement any longer, Tingle jumped up from the chair and danced on the floor. “Yes! Yes!”



October 8, 2001 
 

“You’ve got a nice view from here,” Christian told Buster.

“Yeah,” Buster pointed across the wooded valley toward a house in the distance. “The realtor told me that that house over there belongs to Brad Pitt. I’m going to get a telescope and set it up here on the balcony.”

“Do we have to talk about this in the morning? I just had my breakfast,” Christian said.

“Whatever,” Buster said. “If I was straight and that was Brittany Spears’ house over there, you’d have brought a telescope with you.”

“I don’t know about that,” Christian said.

“You’re a liar,” Buster retorted.

“Maybe if it was Jennifer Anniston…”

“Uh-huh,” Buster said.

A crack of thunder ripped the relative silence.

“What the fuck was that?” Buster asked. 

 

***

 

Clint’s ears were ringing from the shot. He’d forgotten what an explosion of thunder the gun produced. He shook his head and looked up at his targets, standing on the balcony on the steep hill a couple of hundred yards above. They were looking around, but seemed generally unperturbed. Neither was bleeding or ducking. Neither was examining the wall nearby, or the railing.

Clint couldn’t believe it. Not only had he missed, but the bullet had hit so far from his targets that they were completely unaware of its arrival. It was possible he’d missed the entire house.

Clint listened a moment for sirens or nearby footfalls, not that his ringing ears would hear anybody sneaking up. He cocked the old Winchester and took aim a second time.

 

***

 

“What is that noise?” Buster asked again.

“I think it was a gunshot,” Christian said.

“Here? We’re in the city limits, I think. There’s nothing to hunt in these hills.”

“I don’t know. I think it was a gunshot.”

“Maybe they’re blasting a new road out of the hillside,” Buster guessed. “It sounded like an explosion to me.”

“Where?” Christian asked, “It sounds pretty close to me.”

“Just because it sounds loud, doesn’t mean it’s close. It could be miles away.”

“No, it can’t. It would sound different.”

“I don’t think…” Buster started to say, when the sound exploded up the hillside again, this time accompanied by a bursting shower of splinters that used to be the porch rail between him and Christian.

“Shit!” Christian had seen enough movies to finally put all the pieces together, and he dove through the open door and onto the floor of the apartment.

Buster ran in after him. “What?”

“Get down, dumbass! Somebody’s shooting at us!”

 

***

 

Buster and Christian arrived at Loretta and Mohamed’s apartment together. They walked up the hallway with one bodyguard in front, another in the rear.

Buster knocked on the door and Loretta answered. “You brought your friends, I see. Come on in.”

“We should check out the apartment before you go in. Then we’ll wait out here in the hall until you’re ready to leave.” Mike, Christian’s body guard, said.

“Do you mind, Loretta?” Christian asked.

“No. It’s clean,” She responded.

“Do you and Mohamed have one yet?” Christian asked.

“Windsor had the service send a few guys earlier today, but Mohamed didn’t feel comfortable with a body guard that was smaller than he was so more are coming tomorrow.”

Christian laughed. “I hope he plans on staying home tonight.”

“Yes, we’re staying in. Do you guys want to stay for dinner?”

“Yes,” Buster answered immediately. 

“Sure,” Christian said.

Loretta said, “Mo’s in the living room watching your best friend on TV.”

“Philpot?” Buster asked, heading toward the living room.

“No, Patterson,” Loretta answered.

“Jesus, Mo. Why do you still watch this garbage?” Buster yelled, storming into the living room.

“Hey, Buster. Hey, Christian,” Mohamed said, ignoring Buster’s remark. To Christian, he said. “My mom just called. She said that Patterson’s got something else to say about you. They’ve been plugging it on the station for a few hours.”

“Your mom still watches this crap, too?” Buster asked in disbelief.

“Man…” Mohamed responded.

“C’mon, Buster,” Christian said and took a seat on the couch.

Buster sat on a chair and said. “Good, at least we missed the prayer.”

“Do you guys want anything to drink?” Loretta called from the kitchen.

“I’m cool,” Christian said.

“Beer. Corona if you’ve got it,” Buster said.

“Turn it up, man,” Christian told Mohamed, “I can’t hear.”

On the television, Bob Patterson sat behind his desk and gazed into the camera. “Christian Trist and his sodomite partner were shot at today at the sodomite’s home.”

“Here’s your beer, Sodomite,” Loretta said, and handed a beer to Buster. She kept one for herself and sat on the sofa beside Mohamed.

“Thanks,” Buster said.

Patterson stayed on track like he was reading the news. “Today in Los Angeles, the peeper Christian Trist and the sodomite Buster Slang were standing on the balcony of the sodomite’s apartment, when someone fired three shots at them with a rifle. According to police reports, the two stood on the porch until after all three shots were fired before going inside. Neither was injured.”

Patterson shifted out of newsman mode and gave the camera his best listen-to-me-now-my-son look. “I am so very distressed over this. I don’t know what to think. I prayed about it all afternoon. I had one of my assistants call the police in Los Angeles and they faxed a copy of the police report to us. And there, in their own words, the two admitted that they heard the shots fired at them and made no effort to retreat into the apartment. That wouldn’t be all that surprising, I guess if the shots came in rapid succession and the two had no time to retreat, but by their own account, the shots came thirty or sixty seconds apart. That’s a full minute.

“I asked myself, why would any sane person do this? Why would anyone stand on a balcony and let someone shoot at them? How could someone stand calmly and boldly and let the bullets whiz by? Why would somebody do that unless they were protected? And my friends I believe Trist and the sodomite were protected. Not by bullet-proof vests. Certainly not by the hand of God. 

“No, I’m certain that God is not protecting these two. As a matter of fact, I think just the opposite. I think God would like these two dead. I think God wouldn’t mind if some good Christian took it upon himself to just take these two out.

“But I think maybe the Christian who shot at these two had no idea what he was up against. Maybe his Christian faith was not strong enough. Maybe he had very strong faith, but he didn’t understand the nature of the protection surrounding Trist and the sodomite.

“I’ll tell you what I think, my friends. I think it was a dark force surrounding these two, protecting them in a cocoon of evil. I think it was Trist’s real father. I think it was Trist’s real God, the one he kneels to, the one he prays to. You know who I’m talking about. I’m talking about Satan.

“I’ve suspected it for a long time now. Christian Trist, his name is a mockery to every God fearing-Christian on the planet. He doesn’t love God. He so much as said so in his interview on the Morning Show, talking about karma, and God, and all that neo-spiritualism. He’s no Christian. He’s trying to corrupt the hearts of the weak of faith. He’s trying to steal souls for his cause, for his army of Hell. He started his crusade with an attack on a preacher, a preacher who is a good man, a man strong in the faith, a man I know personally. But he attacked him. He’s destroying his family, his church, his reputation, his life. He’s trying to turn us all against him. He’s trying to cloud every person’s mind with the idea that preachers are flawed, bad, and evil men. He wants us to tear them down. He wants us to do his work. He has attacked me on his website. He has leveled his campaign of disinformation and slander against nine men of the cloth.”

“We’ve got nine of the bastards so far?” Buster laughed. 

“Man, be quiet,” Mohamed ordered.

Patterson said, “My friends, these things are prophesied. The men of God, our preachers, will have their congregations turned against them. The very people whose souls the preachers saved will drag them into the streets and kill them, or shoot them down like rabid dogs, with nothing but the word of God on their lips. I ask you my friends, my brothers, my sisters. Who will you let Trist take next? How long before he comes after your preacher? 

“The time has come for us, just as it came for our forefathers. The end times may be upon us, but we can do something about it. Many times throughout history, men, good men, men of strong faith in God have risen up to avert the end times by fighting for victory over the Antichrist. My friends, I believe that time is at hand once more. I believe that Christian Trist is Satan’s latest incarnation of the Antichrist. It is our job as Christians, true Christians to fight him every step of the way. It is our job to send him back to Hell!” 

Loretta asked, “Hey Antichrist, do you want a beer now?” 



October 26, 2001 
 

Tingle watched the third episode of Flying Soup TV. He’d watched the premiere on video two days after it debuted as the number one Wednesday night show. It was a surprisingly entertaining mix of voyeurism and revenge that apparently appealed to more people than just Tingle. During the second week, Flying Soup TV was the number one show on television.

The last story on the show was a video of submitted by a woman from Texas. She was driving down a major thoroughfare, with three lanes of traffic moving in the same direction. A highway was obviously under construction in the wide space between the opposing directions of traffic. The left lane in her direction was closed due to construction. The lady passed a sign that said so and cones marked off the lane. Vehicles were stacked up in the right lane but the center lane was clear.

The show cut away from the video to show Christian Trist and Lori Walker interviewing the woman who’d shot the video.

“So tell us, Melissa” Christian asked, “What were you thinking when you saw all of the cars lined up on the right?”

Melissa answered, “You can see from the video that they’re building a highway through there. I go the way every day but I never know which lane’s going to be open and which isn’t. What’s more, from where the video was shot, about another mile down on the right, there is a Walmart, and it’s always busy. There is often traffic lined up in the right hand lane to turn into Walmart. I assumed that that’s what was happening.”

“I see,” Christian said. “Let’s see some more.”

The video rewound just a bit and from the perspective of Melissa’s car the Left Lane Closed sign passed by on the left. The cars in the right hand lane were lined up and barely moving. Suddenly, what appeared to be a giant pickup with oversized tires, a giant step bumper in the back and an ominous looking brush guard on the front pulled halfway into the center lane and blocked both lanes of traffic. The truck kept pace with the drivers in the right hand lane and a fairly large gap was left open on the in the right lane.

Melissa’s car came up behind the pickup and slowed. After a few seconds of driving slowly behind the pickup, Melissa’s car cut into the gap in the right hand lane and sped up to pass the pickup.

The video cut to Christian and Melissa. “What were you thinking at this point, Melissa?”

“I was thinking, what’s this idiot doing? Why’s he driving so slow in a nearly empty lane? So I decided to pass him.”

The video showed the attempted pass. Then things got ugly. The big brush guard on the pickup suddenly loomed large in a side view camera and it was clear that the driver was trying to cut off Melissa’s subcompact by nearly ramming her. Horns honked. There was yelling. There were gestures. Frantic maneuvers were made by both vehicles, Melissa’s trying to pass, the pickup’s trying to keep her boxed in.

Back to Lori, Christian, and Melissa. Lori said, “Melissa, you must have been terrified. I know I would have been. It’s very frightening video to watch. What was going through your mind?”

“I was thinking what’s wrong with this jerk? I had my two daughters in the car, and this guy was putting me and them in danger because he was having some kind of crazy road rage fit. I was really angry and I was scared. You saw the bumper on that truck it was even with my driver’s side window. If he would have hit me, I would have been killed, and maybe my daughters too. I was so mad.” Watching the video again, she was clearly back in the moment, and every bit as angry. 

Next, Lori’s face filled the screen and she said, “Now we’re going to show something new for us. We’re going to show you the video from the other driver’s perspective. And then we’ll talk to the other driver.”

The video showed the big pickup waiting in line in the right lane, inching slowly forward. It showed car after car whiz by, while far up the road, each car would slow and squeeze into the right lane way up in the line. Then, came Melissa’s little compact car. The maneuvering of the two vehicles showed on the screen, and it looked even more like the little car would get crushed. Then, just as the pickup seemed about to ram the compact with its huge bumper, the image froze. The image zoomed in on the terrified face of Melissa and her two wide-eyed children frozen in the back seat.

Then back to the desk with Christian, Lori, and Melissa off to one side. Onto the stage walked a man dressed in tight jeans, cowboy boots and a cowboy hat. It was the kind of dress seen every day in Texas.

Christian said, “This is Thomas Bauer, the driver of the pickup in the video.”

The camera cut to Melissa’s face and it was full of contempt. 

Silently, Thomas took his seat. The camera focused on Lori and Thomas. 

“Thomas, please tell us the story from your perspective.”

Thomas looked down, then back up to Lori. When he spoke, he spoke slowly, with discomfort in his voice. “I was driving down Louis Henna Boulevard. They were doing construction again, like they always are anymore. I saw the sign that said the left lane was closed ahead, and I merged right. Then, as I moved down the street, I noticed everyone lining up in the far right lane. I looked ahead and saw that only the right lane was open. Both left lanes were closed. So, I got in the far right lane with everybody else.

“The line was moving slow and it kept getting slower as cars would just race past in the empty middle lane, get up by the cones and the cut in. That made the line go slower for those of us who had the common courtesy to wait in line. 

“But my patience ran out, because of everybody taking advantage and cutting in line. So I decided to block the middle lane with my truck, so they couldn’t. The first car that came up behind me was that little purple car.”

Melissa loudly interrupted, “But I didn’t know that lane was blocked up ahead.”

Christian said, “Melissa, please let Thomas speak.”

“I’m sorry…Melissa, is it? I thought you were just cutting in line. And when you tried to go around me, even though I was blocking the lane, I thought, what a rude, rude, bi—, uh, person. It really made me mad.” Thomas looked down again. “That’s why I did what I did. I wasn’t trying to hurt you. Believe me, I wasn’t trying to hurt your kids. I’ve got a little boy and girl of my own. When I saw the video, and I saw your kids in the backseat, the way I scared them with my truck, I felt really, really bad. I felt ashamed for doing that. But I didn’t feel ashamed for blocking the lane. You were in the wrong. You shouldn’t have been cutting in line like that. You endangered your children with your bad driving, and not paying attention to road warning signs, not me.”

Melissa shouted, “I didn’t know. I didn’t know that the lane was closed ahead.”

Christian said, “Let’s try not to yell, Melissa.”

Thomas said, “Everybody was in the right hand lane. Hell, I could see it clear as day.”

“The sign said left lane closed, not left lanes closed.”

“All you had to do was look down the road, and you’d have seen that the lane was blocked ahead. All you had to do was see the line of cars waiting, and you’d have known that the lane was blocked.”

“I said that I thought they were waiting in line to get into Walmart.”

“So you said.”

Christian raised his hands to quite them both, “Now, now. It doesn’t have to be like this. Thomas, I understand why you blocked the lane. You felt like you were being treated unfairly by the rude drivers who where cutting in line, is that right?”

“Yes,” Thomas agreed.

“And when Melissa tried to pass you, you thought she was knowingly behaving rudely, isn’t that right?”

“Yes.”

“Let me ask you, Thomas, if you knew that Melissa was being honest here, in that she really didn’t know that the center lane was blocked, as well—”

“But it was obviously blocked,” Thomas interrupted.

“Please let me finish, Thomas. If her story was true, then how would you feel about it? Would you see her as completely in the wrong, or would you say that perhaps you both did something a little wrong, unknowingly, and it was the belief that the other was behaving intentionally rudely, that was at the root of the problem?”

Thomas nodded, “I guess, but—”

“Is that a yes?” Christian interrupted.

Thomas paused, “Yes.”

Lori spoke next, “Melissa, you understand how Thomas felt?”

“I understand he was acting like jerk,” Melissa said defiantly. “Lori, the situation did escalate to a point where both drivers acted with poor judgment, but put that aside for a moment. Can you see why Thomas felt he was being wronged by the drivers that kept passing him, and simply was looking for a solution?”

“Yeah, if we all knew that the lane was closed, but we didn’t know.” Melissa said.

“Yes, how could he know the lane was closed? Didn’t the sign say anything?”

“What if he did know?” Lori asked, “I’m not asking you to understand why he nearly rammed your car, I’m asking if you can understand why he felt like he had to do something about it.”

In a huff, Melissa said, “Yes, I suppose. If he knew the lane was closed, then I guess he had the right to feel mistreated by the other drivers. I suppose he felt justified in doing what he had to do.”

Christian said, “So, you both were acting on different assumptions, and therefore both felt justified. The problem is that you were both right; it’s just that you both had different sets of information, and the assumptions you made based on that information were correct. You also, assumed that the other had all the same information you had, so the only way to explain the behavior of the other driver was to simply chalk it up to discourtesy, to say the least. Let’s take a look at a portion of both videos again. Each clip will show what each driver was able to see as they came up on the traffic congestion. First we’ll see Thomas’ view.”

The video showed the road ahead, traffic on the right, and the Left Lane Closed Ahead sign. Then in the distance as Thomas drew closer, just at the crest of the gentle hill cones could clearly be seen blocking the center lane as well, diverting traffic to the right.”

Christian said, “It’s clear that from Thomas’ truck, the lane ahead is clearly closed. Now Melissa’s car.”

The video matched that from Thomas’ truck but the perspective was a little different. Again, the traffic on the right, the sign and cones on the left, and in the distance, in front of the car, the crest of the hill. The video froze.

“Take a look at that again, side by side,” Lori said, and the front view of the camera showed the road ahead. In one view the cones could be seen, in the other, they couldn’t.

“The problem is that Thomas’ truck sits much, much higher than Melissa’s car. Thomas could see that the lane was closed ahead, but there was no way that Melissa could have known that. Since, as Thomas described, many other cars passed by in the center lane, these drivers both didn’t know and probably assumed, just as Melissa did, that the traffic on the right was turning into Walmart.”

The camera showed everyone on stage again. Melissa and Thomas were silent.

Lori said, “Melissa, seeing what you just saw, what do you think?”

It took a moment but Melissa said, “While I can’t justify how it escalated, I can’t see that Thomas was in the wrong for what he did. As angry as I was at him, in the same situation, with the same information available to him, I would probably have done the same thing. Thomas, I’m sorry.” 

Thomas said, “Melissa, I’m sorry too.”

 

***

 

“Huh,” Tingle said, watching the show wrap up. The show had added a nice piece of happy ending crap. Tingle liked it though. “Huh,” he said again.

Well, with that done, it was time to call Helen. She’d stopped crying every day, had packed up all of Philpot’s personal items, and stored them in boxes in the garage. That showed Tingle that she was ready to move past her estranged husband. 

Tingle dialed and watched his video feed of Helen sitting on the couch, watching the commercials at the end of Flying Soup TV.

Tingle watched Helen look at the telephone. On the third ring, she picked up.

“Hello?” Helen said.

“Helen?” Tingle said, pretending not to know for sure that it was her.

“Trevor?” Helen asked.

“Yes, it’s me,” Trevor said.

Helen said nothing for a moment, so Trevor continued, “Helen, I called and left some messages.”

“Yes, I got them, Trevor.” Helen’s icy tone cracked just a little. “I…I just wasn’t ready to talk to anyone.”

“Helen, I understand, and I just wanted to say that I’m sorry about what happened.”

Nothing in response.

“Helen, I…I tried to call you that first day after I found out. I was very confused. I had my loyalty to Bob Patterson and your husband, the loyalty of an employee to an employer, but I had my loyalty to a friend, too. I wanted to tell you, but I guess you found out before I was able to speak with you,” Tingle said.

“Yes, Trevor, I got your message that day. I wasn’t sure if that’s what you meant, but I guessed that it was. I just had to hear you say it. I had to know but I couldn’t ask.”

“Helen, please accept my deepest apology.”

“Trevor, it’s not your fault. You tried to do the right thing. I respect that. I’m glad that you at least tried to tell me. At least that validates that you value our friendship more than…well, more than other things.”

“Helen, I do. You can bet on that. I valued it before I…before I…” Trevor let the unfinished sentence hang in the air. Helen would have to drag this next part out of him; it would seem so much more believable that way. Helen would be much more likely to buy. If she ever would buy, that is. Helen was beautiful. Trevor never was. She was out of his league.

“Yes, Trevor?” Helen asked.

“I…I shouldn’t,” Trevor said. “It will make you think less of me.”

“Trevor, you may be the only friend I have right now. I can’t afford to think less of you.” And Helen laughed just a bit. It was that gentle laugh Trevor had heard dozens of times in his coffee conversations on Helen’s back porch.

Trevor felt his heart flutter. “Helen, I don’t want you to think I’m an opportunist. All the time we’ve spent together over the past months…well…at first it was just so easy to become your friend. It was like we were just…just…well, it was just so easy. It was like we had so much in common. It was easy to talk to you. Easy to listen.”

Helen helped him out. “Yes, Trevor, I felt the same way. It was like you knew me better than anyone. Sometimes better than myself.”

“Yes, yes. That’s what I’m talking about. It’s like we had this connection. Helen, I know you’re going through a divorce. I know how much emotional confusion you must be in, and I’ll be here as your friend if you need me, if you want me. But Helen, there’s something you should know. Over these past months, I’ve come to feel more for you than just friendship. I’ve come to have feelings for you, feelings that I know could grow into so much more. But Helen, I’m not going to press you. I’m not going to ask you for a date. I’ll be happy to just remain your friend. But I have to be honest, I’d like it to be much more. But I’ll only want to pursue that when you are ready.”

There it was. The sum of his efforts came down to this. Would Helen see him as a kind soul she could love, or would she see a short, bald man with a fat belly? Trevor didn’t breathe, couldn’t breathe, until Helen spoke again.

“Oh, Trevor…Trevor, I’m married.”

Trevor deflated. “But…but…”

“But what, Trevor?” Helen asked cautiously.

“But I thought…”

“What did you think, Trevor?” Helen asked, an edge on her voice. “Is that what this was all about, Trevor? Is that why you had such bad timing that you’d always show up to my house when The Reverend was away?”

Trevor searched for a reply.

Helen pleaded, “Trevor, tell me that you haven’t been manipulating me all along. Tell me you haven’t been hoping for something just like this to happen.”

“Helen…” Trevor started, but paused. The pause was fatal.

That was all the confirmation that Helen needed, and the edge returned to her voice. “I let you into my heart as my friend, but all along, you had something else in mind. I’m so ashamed. I’m ashamed of both you and me. We talked for so many hours about so many things. Trevor, those are conversations I should have been having with my husband, not a man with adulterous thoughts.” With finality that wasn’t open for discussion, Helen said, “Trevor, please don’t call me anymore.” She hung up.

 

***

 

Christian answered the phone, “Hey Mo, what’s up?”

“You’re not gonna believe this one!” The smile on Mohamed’s face was clear in his voice.

“Okay, I’ll bite.”

“The servers are getting hammered today. We’re on pace to do forty million hits.”

“You’re kiddin’ me!”

“Nope.”

“Why? What is it?”

“I tracked the bulk of the traffic to a new upload.”

“Really, it must be a hot one. What is it?”

“Well, I had to go in and have Buster pixelate some portions of the image. He says he’ll have the edited version ready in another hour or so, in the mean time you need to make the call on whether we leave it on the site.”

“So, there’s some objectionable material?” Christian guessed.

“You can say that again.”

“So what is it?”

“First, guess who.”

“Guess who’s in it?”

“No, guess who uploaded it.”

“Heck if I know.”

“C’mon try, you’ll never guess.”

“Fine, ah…” Christian thought for minute. “I don’t know, Helen Philpot?”

“Wow! How did you know?”

“You’re kidding me?”

“Yeah.”

“Jeez! Who was it?”

“Donny Philpot.”

“No way.”

“Way.”

“So, what is it? What would Donny upload?”

“A video of The Reverend Philpot banging the maid in the kitchen,” Mohamed answered.

“Tell me you’re fuckin’ kidding me.”

“No. Look it up.”

“Hold on, let me get to a computer.” Christian took a moment to walk to his laptop and open up the site. He found the video on the day’s hot list and opened it. After viewing it, he said. “Holy crap! Donny Philpot submitted this?”

“Yep. That’s what it says anyway.”

“Jesus! We’re probably gonna get sued again, but let’s go with it. How fast can you put an explicit content warning on this video?”

“In about fifteen minutes.”

“Do it.”

“So you want to leave it up then?”

“Heck yes! Then, when Buster has the edited version done, post that one in place of this one.”

“You got it, man.”



October 28, 2001
 

Philpot showered in the gym and stored his hygiene products in his locker. There was no need to lock the door. It was a church. Philpot exited the shower and walked past the weight and cardio room. A dozen parishioners were busy with their morning workouts in the Christian Life Center. Philpot nodded at a few. 

The basketball gym was empty, but it was still early. Philpot passed the recreation center, the arcade games, the rock climbing wall, the indoor track, the bowling lanes. The church, Philpot’s church that he’d built from nothing but his faith in God and the sweat of his brow, was a sanctuary for Christians not just on Sunday, but every day of the week. Christians in his church could come any day of the week, every day of the week, to escape the corruption of the outside world. They could see Christian movies in the theater, shop at the Christian bookstore, and there were activities planned for families, youth groups, and adult groups every day of the week. 

Philpot walked through the sanctuary and through a door at the front of the room. A staircase led to his office. It was a large office befitting any executive. Philpot opened the door and was immediately surprised to see three deacons sitting on the couch he’d slept on the night before. Two women and Fred Burke were seated in chairs around the office. Together the six made up the church management committee, the people that ran the business of the church, hired and fired, negotiated the TV deal, and handled the church’s money.

Surprised to find them in his office, Philpot feebly joked, “Here to fire me?”

The bigger surprise came when Sylvia Lang answered, “Yes.”

“Sylvia!” one of the deacons admonished.

Philpot tried to push out a laugh but all other faces were dead serious. He deflated then stood there in the center of the room, mouth agape, staring at his best friend Fred Burke.

One of the deacons said something. Then one of the ladies responded. Philpot heard the sound but his brain was cut off from the noise. He was in shock. The only piece of his life that he had left, the last thing that defined him was starting to crumble away before his eyes. Like Job, Philpot found himself caught between devotion and despair, trying to shore up his faith in God.

While Philpot realized that he was caught up in this inner struggle, he also realized that his body was shaking his head, and mouthing the word “no” on autopilot. 

Fred Burke was standing in front of him asking, “Hoffman? Hoffman, are you okay? Hoffman?”

Philpot didn’t know how many times Fred had asked. He was sure it was a lot. Philpot looked into Fred’s eyes, and acknowledged his presence. Fred stopped asking and Philpot looked around at the other five faces. The aggregation of facial expressions made Philpot feel like a circus freak and a tear rolled down his cheek.

“Let me…” Fred started, “Let me talk to him alone.”

With a bitchy edge for a church lady, Sylvia said, “I don’t think—”

“Sylvia!” one of the Deacons interrupted, shutting her up. “Fred, we’ll be in the coffee shop.” 

But Sylvia had had her caffeine already, and she said, “John, this isn’t the…”

The Deacon spoke again with a firmness that left no room for disagreement, “Sylvia! Let’s go. Fred’s going to talk with Reverend Philpot.”

There was no more protest. The five filed out of the room and the door banged ominously shut.

Philpot remained frozen in the center of the room, afraid to move, afraid to go forward, hoping somehow to freeze time, freeze out his sad, immediate future.

“Hoffman, c’mon. Let’s sit down,” Fred offered, putting a hand on his friend’s shoulder.

Philpot let himself be led to his couch and sat down. Fred took a seat on the edge of the chair opposite him and leaned forward. “Pray with me, Hoffman.” 

When it was done, Philpot found the strength to ask. “The church wants to let me go? My church? Why?” 

“Do you have to ask?” Fred asked.

“Of course,” Philpot answered. “I’ve made mistakes. I’ve screwed up my life, but who hasn’t? Who doesn’t need their family, their friends, their church to support them when they fall? Must everyone be so unforgiving, so judgmental?”

“It’s not like that…” Fred said.

Philpot talked right over him, “Helen won’t forgive me. Donny won’t talk to me. My brothers and sisters here in my church now want to throw me out. Is God the only one who will forgive me? Is God the only one I can depend on?”

“Please, Hoffman,” Fred said again.

Philpot nodded in answer to his own question. It was true. God was the only one who would always forgive him, the only one who had true unconditional love for him. God loved him when he was liar, a cheater, a thief, and an addict. God loved him now, when he was an ambitious, vain, adulterer who had lost his way. It was tough love, but it was love. 

“Hoffman, I’ve known you for twenty years,” Fred started. “I was here the first Sunday when we were meeting under the highway overpass. I was here when we laid the foundation for our first building. I’ve been here by your side every step of the way. I’ve always been here and I’ll always be here. Hoffman, whether you believe it or not. You are my best friend, and I hope you always will be.”

That brought a new flood of tears from Philpot. Through the tears he managed to say, “Fred… Fred. I’ve messed up my life so much. I don’t know what happened. I don’t know where I went wrong. I got on the wrong path…the path away from God. And now I’ve lost everything, everything except this church. Please don’t let them take it away.”

Fred waited patiently for Philpot to finish crying. “Hoffman, the church will always be here for you, just like I will. We just can’t have you as our pastor anymore. Not now, not like this.” Fred added something that hadn’t been discussed by the committee, “Maybe later, after you’ve gotten your life back on track, after you’re right with God.”

“But I am right with God. I got lost but I’m back now,” Philpot pleaded.

“Hoffman, it’s going to take some time to heal the wounds. It takes people time to forgive. I’m sad to say it but you’ve spent a long time building animosity in the church, where before there was only love.”

“What? How can you say that Fred? I know I was wrong for my adultery, but that’s only been public for a week.”

“Hoffman don’t you see? Don’t you see?”

“No I don’t,” Philpot answered.

“Hoffman, it’s the politics.”

Philpot was shocked. “How is that possible? We were on a crusade to do something good, not just for our community, but for our nation.”

“Hoffman, I agree with you, and I agree with your politics, but not everybody does. Everybody doesn’t believe, like you, that the church is the place to wage your political battles.”

Philpot said. “I couldn’t disagree more. The Reverend Martin Luther King, a man I know you admire, did just that. He used his pulpit to push his political agenda.”

“No,” Fred said flatly, letting his disagreement show through the irritation in his voice, “Martin Luther King pushed a social agenda from the pulpit. The social change manifested itself partly through political change, but Martin Luther King fought for issues, social issues to help his people. That’s not the same as what you’re doing.”

Philpot disagreed and matched the emotion in Fred’s voice. “Yes, it is, Fred. I was trying to save the soul of our country. I was trying to repair the torn social fabric of our nation. I was doing that through the political process from the pulpit, just as Martin Luther King did.”

“But you were pushing a right-wing Republican agenda,” Fred disagreed, “That’s the difference. Whereas King said, ‘Let’s go do this thing because it will make us all better people,’ you said, ‘Let’s go do this Republican thing and all of you Democrats are dead wrong and sinners to boot.’ That’s the difference!”

Philpot said, “But if they are dead wrong, don’t I have a moral obligation to my community, my church, and God to tell them? How else can they be saved?”

“No, no, no,” Fred said, “You’re mixing politics with the church. Half the people in this church were Democrats. Heck, most of them probably were. Travis county traditionally votes seventy percent Democratic. These are the people in our church, Hoffman, good people who believe the same things you believe. They believe in God, they want to live lives that glorify God. They want to raise their children in the church. But they don’t want to come to church and have the preacher, a man they love and respect, call them sinners just because they voted for a Democrat in the last election. They have enough real sins already. There isn’t a commandment that says ‘Thou shalt vote conservative.’ Hoffman, why can’t you see that?”

“How can you say that, Fred? You know what the liberals have done to the country.”

“Hoffman, I attend church because I believe in God. I try to live a life that can be an example to others. I vote Republican because generally, I believe in their policies, I believe that they have a clear and moral path for our country to follow. But I’m sure the Democrats believe the same thing. I know they do. It’s not one party or the other that’s ruining the moral fiber of our country. Hoffman, it’s the people, the people who have turned away from God. It’s in places like this church that we can change that, not the White House.”

“I don’t agree,” Philpot said.

“I know you don’t,” Fred said.

Philpot said, “I think the pulpit is the place to save people’s souls and to save our country’s soul.”

“Haven’t you looked at the attendance numbers, Hoffman?” Fred asked.

It all suddenly became clear to Philpot, and with all the condescension he could squeeze into his tone he said, “Oh, Fred, Fred, Fred.”

Fred for his part, was puzzled and looked at Philpot as though he’d gone back over the edge again.

Philpot repeated, “Oh, Fred, Fred, Fred.”

“What?” Fred said, irritated now.

“It’s about the money isn’t it? The committee is concerned that attendance is down. So, the money isn’t flowing in. The moral decay in our country is such that we can’t get people into our church anymore. And because it is the committee that’s become addicted to the money and the power it brings, they come to me and say that that is what my problem is, and they blame the attendance drop on my crusade. I admit I lost my way, but Fred, do you see that I’m not the only one?”

Fred pleaded, “Hoffman, please listen to me. Attendance growth flattened out two years ago, right about the time you started getting political in your sermons. Hoffman, then it started to drop. We’re down nearly forty percent in average attendance from where we were two years ago.”

“I’ll bet we’re down forty percent in revenue, too.” Philpot added.

Fred ignored him. “Don’t you see Hoffman? That’s forty percent fewer people in God’s house on Sunday, forty percent fewer souls we might save. We may even have turned them away from God. Hoffman, it’s about helping people find God, it’s about helping them grow stronger in God, just like Deacon Finn helped you.”

Philpot said nothing.

Fred fell silent, hoping he’d finally gotten through.

After a while Philpot said. “It’s my church. I won’t let you take it away.”

Fred argued, “You helped start this church with me and some others. The church is the congregation, Hoffman. You are the pastor, but the church is not yours, it is God’s.”

“You don’t have the right to fire me,” Philpot said.

“It’s in the charter, Hoffman. We have the right.”

“I wrote that charter,” Philpot said defiantly. “I’ll rewrite it.”

“You can’t rewrite the charter, Hoffman. You don’t have the authority,” Fred said combatively. Fred paused for moment, and shook his head despondently. “Maybe Sylvia was right. Maybe this was a mistake for me to stay here and talk to you. Hoffman, I’m very concerned about you. I’m afraid you’ve lost your way. I’ll pray for you. You can stay at my house if you’ve got nowhere to go.”

The writing was on the wall. Philpot hung his head in silence for a long time. “Fred…”

Respectfully, Fred waited patiently while his friend gathered all his thoughts. Finally Philpot spoke again. “Fred, may I ask one favor from you?” 

Fred nodded. “In spite of all that’s happened to you, in spite of this, you’re still my best friend, Hoffman. What do you need?”

“I’d like you to speak to the committee for me.” Philpot started.

“Hoffman, I didn’t vote with the committee on this, but I’m not going to try and change their minds.”

“No, no, Fred. I’m not asking you to change their minds. The congregation is the church. I want you to ask the committee to let the congregation decide. I’d like to deliver the sermon on Sunday and ask for a vote from the congregation. Will you ask the committee if we can do that?”

It was Fred’s turn to think about things, but he finally said, “I’ll ask.”



October 31, 2001 
 

Jeanette held the microphone in front of her in the standard woman-on-the-scene pose that reporters struck when in the field. 

“That’s good,” The cameraman said.

Jeanette said. “Okay. Let me know if my hair blows away again. We’ll try a few more times, and if the wind doesn’t cooperate then we’ll do this inside.”

Jeanette started her report. “It’s Sunday morning and parishioners are arriving early to the Valley View Christian Center. For those of you who don’t know, that is the church of the embattled Reverend Hoffman Philpot, who, until the latest scandal, was rumored to be Bob Patterson’s choice for Vice President. Today, church members are pouring in to take a rare vote at the end of the service on whether to let The Reverend go, or keep him on as pastor.”

 

***

 

Philpot finished his sermon on Job. It was good. It was impassioned. It was an easy sermon to write.

Philpot looked around the sanctuary. Every pew was full. There was a crowd standing in the rear. There were children seated on the floor at the space between the pulpit and the pews. But the front pew, to his right, where Helen usually sat with Donny, held other people. Philpot didn’t see his soon-to-be former family anywhere in the crowd.

“My friends,” Philpot said, “As you all know, there is one more piece of business that we must tend to today. In a few moments, Deacon Burke will come before you and ask for a vote. In that vote, you will decide whether to keep me on as your pastor or hire another to take my place.”

“The Deacons and the management committee have agreed to let me speak on this for a few minutes. After that, anyone who wishes to speak is welcome to come forward and voice his thoughts. Then, we’ll vote.”

Philpot paused and let a hush fall over the auditorium. Then he waited until the silent expectations of the church members demanded his thunderous voice.

“All of you know me here. For many of you young people, this is the church you’ve gone to your whole life. I baptized many of you in the pool right here behind me, some of you in the pool in our old church, and some of you in Lake Austin, before we had a baptismal pool.”

“All of you know me. All of you have heard my story. You know the tribulations I’ve faced in my life. You know that I’ve had times of weakness as a young man. But with God’s grace, I was saved from the ashes of my wasted youth.”

A dramatic pause.

“You and I built this church with nothing but our bare hands, the sweat of our brow, and the everlasting love of God. We toiled in the sun you and I. I look around the room and I see faces that stood beside me as we laid bricks…Brother Ferguson, Brother Gonzalez.” Philpot acknowledged both men. 

“I see faces that were sunburned beside me we planted a hedge along the parking lot.” Philpot pointed to a man a few rows back from the front. “Brother Jenkins, do you remember the day that you, Brother Burke, and I planted that oak on the front lawn while your three children played in the grass? That tree has grown tall in the years since. Those children have all graduated from college now and are living virtuous lives in God’s grace. One of those children, Teresa, I see is here with your new grandson today. 

“Sister Allison, do you remember your first day in our church? You were lost, living a life without God. But you found God here, didn’t you, Sister Allison? You were baptized right here in this building, the very first one. You were married right here in front of this altar. Your children, thanks to you, will live their lives as God’s children.

“Brother Martin, Brother Williams, Sister Lorraine, you all have sons on missions in New Guinea, financed by the good people of this church. They are doing God’s work and saving the souls of people that, but for their work and the support of all of you good people, might live their lives in ignorance, never hearing of the blessings of God, never hearing the story of Jesus’ sacrifice, never knowing that Jesus was carrying the burden of their sins, never having a chance for salvation. My friends, because of what we’ve built here, because of the seed of love we planted here, lost souls are being saved the world over.” 

Philpot was starting to wind up and his words boomed across the parishioners. “Oh, my brothers. Oh, my sisters. When I look at the great works we’ve accomplished, when I think of the fellowship we shared, when I feel the love, it brings a tear to my eye. I’m overcome with joy. When I stand among you good people, I get a glimpse of what it must be like to be in God’s divine presence, and I thank you, each and every one of you for that gift. 

“I stand before you every Sunday, and although I do most of the talking, trying to teach you God’s words, trying to guide you through the wicked world that we live in, trying to teach you about a life in God, it is you who teach me.

“Oh but you say, ‘Brother Philpot, how can that be so?’”

Then, at a whisper, “I tell you it is. As I’ve talked with you about the tribulations in your lives, about your marital difficulties, your children, your jobs, your finances, I see how you overcome those problems through prayer and the love of God. You thank me, but I tell you that it is not I you should thank, but God. And I tell you now, friends, that it is I who should thank you, because I see every day the lessons of living a life in Jesus. I feel every time I stand before you the love of God.

“However today ends, wherever tomorrow finds me, I will feel no animosity in my heart. I will feel only gratitude to each of you for letting me be a part of your lives.”

Philpot got a distant look in his eyes and he stared into the distance. The congregation silently, patiently anticipated his next words. 

“But who knows if any of that would have ever happened if not for that fateful night with Deacon Finn. Deacon Finn was able to see that God has a special plan for all of us. Deacon Finn was able love me, even though I was at that moment his enemy. Deacon Finn was able to forgive me for the sinful way I lived my life. Since that day I’ve tried to live my life for God, and I’ve had Deacon Finn for an example.

“It’s no secret. I know all of you know. Many of you have seen the video on the internet of my moments of weakness in my adulterous relationship with a woman who was not my wife. You’re all aware of the legal problems my son is facing. You probably know that my wife has asked me to leave my home, and right now says that there is no hope for reconciliation. 

“As I’ve said, I tried hard, very hard to emulate Deacon Finn, but I’ve strayed from the path. I sinned, just as every man has sinned. I’ve sinned, just as many of you have sinned. But I see now that I’ve made mistakes. I see now that I need to get back to God. And maybe, if I can follow God’s path, I can come back and rebuild my life, rebuild this church like a phoenix from the ashes, as I did from the ashes of my youth. 

“But I can’t do it alone. I can’t even do it without your permission. All of you know who I am. You know what kind of man I am, despite what you’ve seen on the internet and what you’ve seen on TV. My friends, I ask your forgiveness as Christians forgive. I ask for your help as Christians help. I ask for your vote. Pray to God, ask his guidance and vote what is in your heart. God bless you my friends, my sisters, my brothers.”

Philpot turned and took his seat. Burke came to the pulpit called for speakers from the committee, the deacons and the congregation. 

Sylvia, from the committee, spoke first. She delivered a well-prepared but obviously rehearsed and disimpassioned speech for Philpot’s removal. That was expected. The next two Deacons spoke, one for removal, one for retention. Then came speakers from the congregation. Twenty-seven church members spoke in all. The service lasted into the early afternoon. 

When Burke finally took the pulpit to ask for the vote the congregation was tired, and restless. Tension in the room was palpable. Burke asked for a show of hands for those in favor of retention.

Philpot scanned the congregation as the number of hands slowly, grew. There were some Amens as those with raised hands looked around to see others coming up.

Burke asked the people to lower their hands and asked for a show of hands for those who wanted to fire Philpot. The response was immediate and overwhelming. There were loud groans, some Amens, and even some distasteful cheering, but there was no doubt. The church no longer wanted Philpot.

 



November 3, 2001 
 

Philpot wandered aimlessly around Austin for a few days. He drove his Lincoln Navigator out to Lake Travis and stared at the water for half a day. He sat in coffee shops and drank so much he couldn’t even think about closing his eyes at night. He visited the museums. He walked the malls.

On the third day after he was fired, Philpot found himself driving west of town. Driving west seemed like a good idea, so he kept going. He stopped for gas when he needed it. He bought more coffee when he needed to re-caffeinate himself. He couldn’t bring himself to eat. His last meal had been the night before he was fired from his church. Even then he had just picked at it.

It took a full day of driving to get past the desolate stretches of west Texas and cross the border into Arizona. That night, he parked at a highway rest stop and lay in the back of his Navigator. He prayed, he wrestled with his demons, and he tried to sleep.

 

***

 

As bad as Philpot’s week was, Bob Patterson’s turned out worse. Patterson was arrested, cuffed, and paraded in front of reporters in front of a police station in New York. 

Shortly after the arrest, United States Attorney General, Nigel Hob held a press conference. In his prepared remarks, Hob told reporters, “This morning in New York City, Bob Patterson was taken into custody and arrested. The major charges are thirteen counts of tax evasion, twenty-seven counts of money laundering, and six counts of racketeering as well as conspiracy and fraud. Those are the major charges. What’s more, every bank account with Bob Patterson’s name on it or tied to a business that Patterson owns a substantial share of was frozen with a tax lien. 

“Considering the immense political fallout that is likely to come from this arrest and out of respect for the Reverend Patterson’s public position, The United States Attorney’s office and the Federal Bureau of Investigation have been negotiating with Bob Patterson’s attorneys for nearly a month to arrange Bob Patterson’s surrender. The simple fact is that Bob Patterson refused to surrender to federal officers and was taken forcibly into custody this morning. A bail hearing will take place later today. The government will be asking for a substantial bail.

“The arrest is the culmination of an investigation that has been ongoing for two years and is tied to Bob Patterson’s charities, misuse of funds from non-profit enterprises, funneling cash from donations into for-profit enterprises owned wholly or in part by Bob Patterson, and failure to pay taxes. I’ll take a few questions now.”

The first reporter asked, “This will surely be seen as a politically motivated attack on the candidate Bob Patterson. How do you respond to that?”

Nigel Hob, a little miffed by the question, answered, “You may not be aware of it but Bob Patterson is running in the Republican primary for the Republican Party nomination. He’s seen as favorite. I am a Republican in a Republican administration of a second-term President. No one in this administration has anything to gain politically from this arrest. As a matter of fact, I would guess that the political fallout from this arrest will do nothing but damage the Republican Party. This investigation was undertaken and this arrest made with absolutely no political consideration. Our goal is to consider whether laws had been broken, who was responsible for breaking those laws and whether that person should be arrested for breaking those laws. So, no matter what my political beliefs and those of this administration, in the end, this is a country and a government of laws. All men must abide by those laws or face the penalties that come from not doing so.”

The next reporter asked, “Is it true the government will ask for a high bail as a way to keep Patterson in prison until his trial? With all of his accounts frozen, how can he raise his bail? Does the US Attorney see Bob Patterson as a flight risk?”

Hob smiled and said, “That was more than one question. Let me start with the last. The law is written to require bail because all those arrested are seen as a potential flight risk. Bob Patterson and his companies have assets all over the world, some in countries that do not have an extradition treaty with the United States. If Bob Patterson chose to avoid his trial by leaving the country then he would certainly have the means to do so. The government is asking for a very high bail because Bob Patterson is a man of great wealth. A million dollar bail to a man as wealthy as Bob Patterson would not be seen as a hindrance to flight. So, the US Attorney will shoot considerably higher in its bail request.”

Another half hour of questions and answers was broadcast live over most television networks and talk radio shows.

Later that day, after failing to raise eleven million dollars in bail, Patterson’s attorney stood on the front steps of the Federal Courthouse in New York and read a statement, with a look on his face that indicated he might be fighting a lengthy bout of constipation. “This statement has been prepared by Bob Patterson, and I will read it exactly as he has written it, exactly as he has instructed me to do.”

The attorney held the paper in front of him and started reading with absolutely no enthusiasm for the task. “My friends, the men who oppose us in our righteous battle for the soul of America have now shown their true colors. As I sit unjustly incarcerated by the government, persecuted just as Jesus’ disciples were, I’ve had time to reflect, time to pray. God has granted me the vision I have been lacking. For here, in what seems to be my darkest hour, I do not despair.”

The lawyer paused then said, “As I’ve said, these are Bob Patterson’s exact words that I’m reading, as instructed.”

The lawyer continued, “I asked God to reveal my enemies to me and he did so. And my friends, I have to tell you that I was mistaken, misled by the powers of evil in this world. The assault we have been under, for these past months from the sodomite, the terrorist, and the peeper was nothing but a smoke screen. My friends, it was a distraction to take our eyes off of the true evil that was brewing in our own government. 

“My friends, we thought we had a Republican administration that held our moral values, supported our righteous cause. We were wrong. This administration is not Republican, not conservative, in anything but name. They are nothing but a bunch of amoral liberal hypocrites. 

“This may seem surprising to you, my friends. I tell you it surprised me as well. It was only God’s voice in my ear that finally allowed me to accept the truth of it, allowed me to accept and admit my own vain mistake. I told you with some certainty that I believed that Trist was the Antichrist. Oh, but I was wrong. The great evil one deceived me to his advantage. Satan wanted me to believe, and I’m sad to say that in a moment of vanity, in a moment where I was doing something other than looking only to God, I believed him. So, I told you, my friends that Trist was the Antichrist, but I was wrong. Trist was nothing more than a stupid pawn in the game that Nigel Hob was playing. Nigel Hob. Even the name tells you that he is a Dark Goblin. But he is more than that. This is no mere goblin, no mere demon. Nigel Hob is the spawn of Satan himself. He is the Antichrist, my friends. We must rise up as one and fight this demon on earth. Stand with me, my friends. Come to the Federal Building this evening and show your support. Come to the jail and demand my release. We are down, but with the strength that God gives us, we will prevail.

“Reverend Patterson has asked me to close with this passage from the Bible, in the book of Jeremiah 18 verse 23. 

“But you know, O LORD, all their plots to kill me. Do not forgive their crimes or blot out their sins from your sight. Let them be overthrown before you deal with them in the time of your anger.

“Then from Jeremiah 20 verse 11, But the LORD is with me like a mighty warrior; so my persecutors will stumble and not prevail. They will fail and be thoroughly disgraced; their dishonor will never be forgotten. O LORD Almighty, you who examine the righteous and probe the heart and mind, let me see your vengeance upon them, for to you I have committed my cause.

“Thank you.”

 

***

 

With an episode of Flying Soup TV set to film later that day, Christian arrived at the studio early. The place seemed deserted. He could find nobody at their desks, nobody in their offices. And it wasn’t that Christian was early for shooting, the time was just after seven, the time of the day the crew normally started when they were filming a show.

Christian had been on site for nearly fifteen minutes, looking for others, hanging out at his desk, checking email, checking his telephone messages when he finally got up and walked onto the soundstage.

As soon as he opened the door, a wave of cheers flooded over him. It was a party; a “Christian Isn’t the Antichrist Anymore” party, complete with a themed cake. It seemed everyone that worked on the show was present. Even Buster and Mohamed were there.

Loretta and Marty were the first two to approach him. 

“Congratulations,” Loretta said. 

“Having you as the Antichrist was good for ratings, though, I think.”

“Oh, thanks,” Christian said, “A little dangerous for me personally, though.”

“What’s a little danger?” Marty laughed. “We’re laughing about it now.”

Buster walked up. “Man, did you hear Patterson’s statement? What a nut job.”

Christian laughed and nodded. “I heard it on the news last night.”

Mohamed walked up, put an arm around Loretta’s waist and gave her a peck on the cheek. “Now we can get rid of the body guards, right?”




November 3, 2001
 

Philpot spent three days fasting at the Grand Canyon, looking for God in the layers of rock. 

God wasn’t home, so he drove down to Flagstaff with a thinning face that was covering itself in a salt and pepper beard. He was wearing a pair of jeans, some hiking boots, a shirt, and jacket. Walking along the trails of the canyon proved problematic in his expensive suit and dress shoes. He’d dropped his suit off at a one-hour dry cleaners and was waiting for the hour to pass as he walked the downtown sidewalks.

At the convention center, he saw people walking in so he followed. A few dollars at the door got him entrance. A concession stand was off to his right. The smell of food didn’t appeal to him but the prospect of another large cup of black coffee pulled him over.

After getting the coffee, Philpot meandered around the convention floor, passing booth after booth of rifle salesman, pistol vendors, camouflage equipment, and hunting apparel.

Philpot came to a man sitting hunched over in a booth on a folding chair with a plain folding table in front of him. Philpot could see the top half of the man’s t-shirt. It said, “I love Jesus.”

Philpot stared at the shirt for what was probably a long time.

“Hey, man.”

The voice didn’t register with Philpot.

“Hey, man!”

Philpot looked up to the man’s face. 

“What are you lookin’ at, man? You wanna buy a gun?”

“Your shirt,” Philpot said.

“What?”

“Your shirt.”

The man looked down. “Oh, yeah. I get lots of comments on this one.” 

The man stood and Philpot read the complete text. I love Jesus and I Own a Gun. Philpot asked, “Do you love Jesus?”

“You bet your ass I love Jesus, motherfucker,” the man replied, the threat clear in his tone. “Got a problem with that?”

Philpot gave the man a puzzled look. “I love Jesus, too.” Then a moment later Philpot added, “I’m not sure he loves me anymore.”

“I know what you mean,” The man said, calm, this time. “Hey, what’s your name?”

“Hoffman.”

“Hoffman?”

“Yes, Hoffman. And you?”

“Bill.”

“Good to meet you, Bill.”

“Good to meet you, Hoffman. Do you like these pistols?”

“I guess.” 

“Do you collect guns?” Bill asked.

“No.”

“You like to shoot?”

“I don’t know.”

“You need something for protection?”

Philpot hesitated and thought about that one. “Ah, maybe.”

“You mind if I make an observation, Hoffman?”

“Go ahead.”

“You seem a little lost.”

“I am.”

“You know if you pray to Jesus, he’ll help you find your way.”

“You’d be surprised how many times I’ve said pretty much that same thing.”

Bill crinkled his brow. “But you don’t believe it?”

“I do, but… I’m not sure. As I said, I don’t think Jesus loves me anymore. I think he’s ignoring my questions.”

Bill looked around and then leaned in a little closer. “Hoffman, I felt that way once.”

Hoffman’s face lit a little. “Really, what did you do?”

“It’s really quite personal. You may laugh at me if I tell you. And Hoffman, I will say that I won’t like it if you do.”

“Bill, I won’t laugh. I’d really like to know.”

“Some people don’t believe in Jesus.”

“I do, Bill. I have for a long time, since he saved me.”

“Hoffman, Jesus saved me too.” Then Bill asked Hoffman to sit with him in a folding chair at the back of his booth. Hoffman followed Bill’s direction and took a seat.

When they were situated, Bill started, “There was time a long while back, when I was in some trouble with some…with some bad men.”

“Yes.” Hoffman prompted Bill to proceed.

“I won’t give you the details on that, but I was afraid for my life. I was afraid for the life of my wife and my two boys. I prayed to Jesus for help.”

“Did he answer you?”

“No, not at first. I prayed for Jesus to make my problems go away. I prayed for Jesus to help me, but Jesus knew I didn’t mean ‘help me.’ Jesus knew that I just wanted him to solve my problem for me. But that’s not how Jesus works. When he helps you he helps you by giving you what you need. Jesus will give you love if you need it. He’ll give you tough love if that’s what you need, and that’s what you’re ready for. I guess I was ready for it, but I just didn’t know it. But Jesus did, so he was giving me some tough love. That’s why my life got all messed up. It was part of God’s plan. He wanted me to learn something. 

“You see, the thing is Hoffman, that the Bible is just full of stories all the way back to Adam and Eve and up again through Revelation. There are things that seem to be contradictions. There are times when God is a jealous, vengeful God. There are times when Jesus is all about love and forgiveness. Do you know why God put all of that in his Bible?”

Hoffman answered, “Some would say that the contradictions and inconsistencies are there because the Bible was written by men trying to interpret the word of God. Others would say that it’s because the Bible is just the collected mythology of an ancient, uneducated people.”

 “What do you believe, Hoffman?”

“I believe that the Lord works in mysterious ways, and that as mere mortals, it is not for us to understand all that God intends.”

“Hoffman, I think that’s a good answer. That’s exactly what I believe. Let me tell you what happened with my problem that Jesus helped me with.

“I was desperate. My wife took my kids to her sister’s house and I stayed at the trailer alone, hoping for an answer, waiting for what might come. Then, one night, there was this big storm. Wind and rain like God was really, really pissed, and he was trying to wash my trailer off the face of the Earth. It was the worst storm I’d ever seen. But it passed.

“The next morning, I walked out of the house and into the desert. The sky was a brilliant blue. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky. The earth was still damp, and not a speck of dust was in the air. The whole world looked and smelled new. You know what I did, Hoffman?”

“No Bill, what did you do?”

“I fell down on my hands and knees and cried, I’m not ashamed to say. Then I got up and walked. I don’t know how far I walked that morning, but I was out in the desert and saw God’s creation in all of its glory, and I knew then that I was going to die. Jesus wasn’t going to help me and I was going to be killed by those bad men we spoke of.

“When I finished crying, I prayed to Jesus again, and I asked him one last time, only this time I didn’t ask Jesus to solve my problem. I knew by then that I was doing something wrong, so I asked Jesus to show me the path, to put me on the right path, the righteous path, and you know what happened?”

“I don’t know, Bill, what happened?”

“I asked the right question, because Jesus showed me something. I finished praying and I looked up. I didn’t know what I saw at first, but I knew I saw something. Up on a mesa in front of me, I saw a sparkle, like a star stuck in the rock.

“I don’t know how I knew, but I knew that was my answer. I got up off my knees and I walked toward that glint in the rock. I walked for miles and then I climbed the side of the mesa looking, searching for that sign, like it was the burning bush or something. It started to get into the noon hours, and the sun was beating down on me. It was hot, I was thirsty, but I didn’t care. I struggled on, because I knew I was going to find the answer that Jesus left there for me. Then I found it.”

“What, what did you find Bill?”

“Hoffman, I found a box. An old rusty metal box. But some of the metal was bare, like maybe rocks had knocked the rust off or scraped it, maybe in the storm. The box was partially hidden under some rocks and I dug it out. I sat there for a while looking at the box then I picked up a rock and I busted it open. You know what I found inside?”

“No, Bill, what did you find?”

“I found a gun. A pistol. A pistol just like the replicas I have on sale here, Hoffman. I found that and I found about a hundred dollars in cash and coins. Then I just sat there for the rest of the day and tried to understand why Jesus gave me a gun. It didn’t make any sense to me, Hoffman. But I knew it was Jesus’ gun there in my hand. It was Jesus’ money in that box, and he wanted me to have it.

“Now Hoffman, the Bible says that killing is a sin.”

“Yes, Bill. I know.”

“But God and his people are killing people in the Bible every which way you turn. God can be a very vengeful and angry God. You know that don’t you Hoffman?”

“Yes, Bill. I do, I know the Bible very well.”

“The reason God put that in the Bible is because he expects those of us who are strong enough, who have enough faith to transcend the ‘turn the other cheek’ philosophy. He wants us to be his vengeful hand on earth. He wants us to wield the fiery sword, smite his enemies and protect the weak.

“Those bad men, they were his enemies. The weak were my wife and children. Is this making sense to you, Hoffman?”

“Yes, I think it is.”

“Jesus was pushing me to a higher level of understanding you see. He wasn’t ignoring me all that time. He was teaching me. And you know what, Hoffman?”

“What, Bill?”

“It finally sunk in through my thick skull. I finally learned. That money in that box was all in late 1800s bills. The denominations were small, but to a collector, that little pile of money was worth more than my trailer and my pickup put together. It was way more than enough to pay off those bad men, and make them leave me and my family alone. But you know what, Hoffman?”

“What, Bill?”

“I didn’t give that money to those men. You see, Jesus put that money and that gun in that box because he wanted to make sure I heard his message, learned the lesson. He wanted to make sure I learned it on my own. You see, even then, he wasn’t going to give me the answer. He showed me the path. But I had to choose to walk down it. So, I did.

“Hoffman, I waited for those men to come to my house, and they did. I sat on my couch with the gun in my hand. I didn’t check to see if it was clean. I didn’t check to see if it was loaded. Another man might say I was stupid for doing that, but another man wouldn’t know it was Jesus’ pistol. I had faith, you see. When those other men came, I shot them down like dogs and then I buried their bodies in the desert, where they’d never be found again.

“I took that money, and I bought my inventory that I sell at these gun shows. I even sold the guns of those evil men. God wanted to punish those evil men, and he wanted me to be his wrath. And Hoffman, I was. And when I was done, I didn’t feel bad at all. I knew I did what God wanted me to do. Afterwards, I never felt so completely that I was on God’s path as I did that day.”

“Do you have that gun still? Jesus’ pistol, Bill?”

“Yes, Hoffman. I do have it. Do you have a problem with some bad men?”

“Worse than you can imagine.” Hoffman answered.

“I can imagine pretty bad.” Bill countered.

“My problem is from a man who might not even be a man. My problem is with a man who was shot at close range with a rifle, and the bullets went right around him. They couldn’t hit him.”

“Hoffman, that sounds almost impossible but I’ve heard of one man recently on the news who they say bullets couldn’t hit. I think his name was Christopher…Chris Twist or something like that.”

“Christian Trist?” Hoffman asked.

“Yeah, that’s the guy.”

“So you’ve heard of him?” Hoffman asked.

“I heard he’s the Antichrist,” Bill answered, somewhat hesitantly.

“He ruined my life.” Hoffman said despondently. “He made Jesus abandon me. Now I’m lost.”

A light bulb flickered in Bill’s head. “Oh, my God! You’re Hoffman Philpot, aren’t you?”

“Yes, I am, Bill.”

Bill sat stunned for a minute. “Hoffman, the Antichrist has been ruining your life, and you know what?”

“What, Bill?”

“Jesus let him do it.”

“Yes, I know Bill.” Hoffman looked at the floor despondently.

“But Hoffman, Jesus didn’t abandon you. He let that happen to you because he wanted you to learn something. He wanted you to become more than who you were. Hoffman, I think Jesus wants to you become his fiery sword of wrath. That’s why he brought you to me.”

“Do you think so?”

“Yes Hoffman, I do. Hoffman, wait here.” Bill got up and hurried off into the crowd.

While Bill was gone, a few people came up and expressed an interest in the pistols laid out on the table, but Hoffman ignored them. He had to think about what Bill had told him. Bill was delivering a message to him, a message from God that Hoffman needed to understand. 

It took a while, but Bill returned with an old rusty box. He sat in front of Hoffman and placed the box on his lap. It creaked slowly open and inside, there lay an old pistol.

“A man once told me that this is the same kind of gun that killed Jesse James.” Bill said. 

“Really?”

“Yes.”

Hoffman nodded.

Bill said, “But I think maybe this IS the gun that killed Jesse James.”

Hoffman said, “Is that…?”

“Yes, Hoffman. This is Jesus’ pistol.”

“The one you found in the desert, Bill?”

“Yes.”

Hoffman reached for the pistol, then paused in reverence. “May I…?”

Bill nodded.

Hoffman picked up the pistol, and its weight conveyed comfort and power. It felt right. In a flash of inspiration, Hoffman said, “Bill, I’d like to buy this gun from you.”

Bill sat in silence for a long time. “I understand that you want the gun, Hoffman. And I know that Jesus sent you here to me. But Jesus wants me to be a good businessman, too. I’ve had that gun appraised at three thousand dollars.”

“That’s fine,” Hoffman said. He reached for his billfold and took out a credit card.

Bill looked at the credit card like it was poisonous snake. “Cash,” he said.

Hoffman looked at Bill and said, “That’s fine. I’ll be back in a little while. Do you know where the nearest ATM is?”



November 6, 2001 
 

Christian sat impatiently in the main salon (boat talk for living room) of his boat, The Aquila, watching the prime time news magazine, waiting for the video expert that the channel had been pushing all day long, waiting for that revelation that was supposed to surprise him.

As usual, the twenty-minute segment of the show dedicated to the video was the last in line. So Christian sat through a mind-numbing story about a starlet’s split with her star boyfriend and a piece on Botox injections.

“And now, the story that’s had America on the edge of its seat all week.” Becky, the show’s anchorperson told the audience.

“Blah, blah, blah. C’mon, get to the story!” Christian snapped at the television. 

Without too much more waiting, the television finally showed a man named Cliff Mason, whose credentials were too numerous to remember. Cliff’s introduction went on for a few more minutes, showing the highlights of his career. The show was going out of its way to establish the fact that Cliff was an indisputable expert in the field of video special effects.

Christian was sold, and said, “Okay, I’m sold. Get on with it.”

Completely unaware of Christian’s response, Becky got on with it anyway.

Becky said, “Cliff, I’m sure you’re aware of the piece that Bob Patterson did on his show in an attempt to refute the authenticity of the Philpot Soup Can video.”

“Yes.” Cliff nodded.

“It’s generally accepted that the video that Patterson refuted was indeed doctored. But it was not the same video available for download from the www.FlyingSoup.com website.”

“Yes, that is true,” Cliff agreed.

“As I understand it you’ve downloaded the video from the Flying Soup website and you’ve obtained a DVD from the company that contains a copy of the original video.”

“Yes, that is true,” Cliff said, “And I’ve analyzed both videos and determined that the video they sent me as the original is a higher-quality version of the one that is available for download on their website. What’s more, I’ve obtained copies of the video downloaded when the site first came online. These videos were cached on the computers of some of your show’s employees.”

“And what did you find out about those videos, Cliff?”

“Becky, I can tell you with a high degree of certainty that the video available before the injunction and the video available after the injunction, the one that can be downloaded today, are the same video.”

“Then let’s talk about the original video. You examined it for over a week, Cliff. Tell us, what did you learn?”

“Becky, I will, but let me say this first…I don’t know what the general public knows about Buster Slang. Buster is an electrical engineer by trade. He designs chips for a company called NewVid solutions. Many say that he is responsible for all of their chip designs. He’s the reason that NewVid has the best computer video chip on the market. The layman on the street might not see the relationship between what Buster does, and say, video editing, so let me draw an analogy.

“Let’s say there’s a guy who builds houses. He knows how to hammer a nail. He probably is quite skilled at it and can hammer nails efficiently, even perfectly. He hammers hundreds or thousands of nails a day, and anybody who knows him and has seen his work might go as far as to say that the guy is an expert at hammering nails into wood.

“Now suppose we’ve got a guy who designs and manufactures hammers. What’s more, let’s say the guy makes some of the best hammers on the market. In order to do this, the guy doesn’t only have to know how to forge steel into hammer heads, and how to shape wood into hammer handles, he has taken the time to learn more about nailing than the carpenter could ever dream. He would have to know that in order to be able build the best hammers.

“It’s the same with digital video manipulation and video chip engineers. There are thousands of guys out there who can create video special effects and do some pretty amazing things. The hammers these guys use are the video chips designed by Buster Slang or NewVid’s competitors. In the digital world of video rendering, Buster is the guy who makes the hammers. What’s more, he’s a recognized genius in the field. Anybody who knows anything about the current state of the video chip market knows the name of Buster Slang. 

“The reason I bring this up, Becky, is that if I accept the possibility that the video is a forgery, and I agree, therefore, that it’s possible that Buster Slang was involved in the forgery, then finding any evidence of that might not only be subtle and difficult to see, it just might be impossible to see. And let’s not forget, Buster had six months from the time the video was shot until it was posted on the internet. Anything could have been done in that time.”

“That is rather sobering news, Cliff. Tell me, when you examined the video, what did you find?”

“Well, Becky, let me say this. I found absolutely no definitive proof that the video is fake or doctored. But I did find one thing that implies the possibility that something is amiss.”

“Please, Cliff, share that with us.”

“Well I saw something odd about the car as it passed through the video. It had the feel of being the same car. Well, of course it was the same car, but it was the same video image of the car, against a different background. Before I get into that part of it, let me say this: the reflections on the windshield and the shadows as they cross the hood were consistent with different parts of the road. They appeared to be genuine. There were even tiny bug splatters on the car during the second pass that weren’t present on the first pass. Also, I could find no evidence around the edges of the car to suggest that it was superimposed on a video background that was fabricated.

“However, the car seemed to me to be moving in a very, very similar fashion on both passes. The video was filmed from a moving platform, a bicycle, and was not only moving at an almost steady speed down the road, but was moving up and down with small bumps in the road. On top of that, there are four cameras in all, two forward and two reverse. I first matched the videos of the two reverse cameras, and they appeared consistent. Then I looked at the two passes from one camera and compared them. I removed the background from both pictures. I removed the up and down shake from small bumps in the road, then I centered the video to compensate for side-to-side motion.”

The television showed a video of the automobile zooming by on a pure white background. Then a second video showed the second car doing the same.

“Now, here’s the interesting part,” Cliff said, “I created a third video and superimposed the second car over the first. Take a look.”

The television showed the image of a single car moving across the white background.

“I don’t understand,” Becky said. “There was only one car in the picture.”

“No,” Cliff said, “Both cars were in the picture. But when you superimpose one over the other, then they match so perfectly that the first one hides the second.”

The television focused on a perplexed Becky. “How is that possible? It seems extremely unlikely that a driver would pass a moving object and follow the same relative course and speed two times in a row.”

“I agree,” said Cliff. “It seems virtually impossible to me. But there’s more. The cyclist who photographed this video moved at a fairly steady pace, but not perfectly steady. So if I adjust the speed of the two superimposed videos for the speed changes in the bicycle, relative to the background and show the superimposed images, you’ll get this.”

This time the video showed the two cars, but from moment to moment, one could be seen shadowing the other.

“That video clearly shows two cars.” Becky said.

“Yes it does, as you would expect. But here’s the kicker, at least for me. It tells us that for the car in the first superimposed video to line up perfectly, not only did the car have to maintain position relative to the bicycle that was consistent between both images, but the drivers speed had to coincidentally increase and decrease in unison with the bicycle in order for the images to superimpose exactly.”

“That seems impossible,” Becky observed.

“Not impossible,” Cliff corrected. “Just astronomically unlikely.” 

Christian turned off the television. He walked to the refrigerator, took out a beer, and climbed the stairs up to the deck. The night was cool, the sky was clear, and the water was calm; it lapped in gentle waves against the hull of his boat. He took a seat and stared out across the bay. He took a big gulp of his beer. 

“Shit.”

 

***

 

It was a heavy day for protesters. There were nearly a hundred on the sidewalk in front of the building. The quantity was fueled by the previous night’s show. Unfortunately for the protestors, the car dropping Christian off had tinted windows and was as generic as a Lincoln Town Car could be.

Christian got out in the garage and rode the elevator up to the eighteenth floor. To his left from the elevator, through a glass wall, lay the offices of Flying Soup dot com. Two armed security guards stood just inside the glass doors, visible to anyone exiting the elevator on the eighteenth floor.

Christian walked through the doors said good morning to the guards and the receptionist. He walked into a glass-walled conference room just off the lobby. Inside was an expansive wooden conference table, surrounded by eighteen leather executive chairs. The exterior wall of the room was all tinted glass, and offered a view of Los Angeles and the hills beyond. 

Mohamed was waiting in the room already.

“Where’s Buster?” Christian asked.

“You know Buster.”

Christian picked up one of several telephones that lay on the desk and dialed three digits. 

The receptionist picked up the telephone at her desk and looked through the glass wall toward Christian, “Yes, Mr. Trist?”

“Janet, could you do me a favor and find Buster? He’s supposed to be here for a meeting.”

“Of course,” Janet answered.

Christian hung up the telephone.

“So what do you think about this video?” Christian asked Mohamed.

“I don’t know what to think,” Mohamed answered. “That guy made a pretty good case last night for it being a forgery.”

“Yeah. I’m convinced.”

“But that means that Buster made the forgery in one day and then lied to us for a year about its authenticity.”

Christian shook his head. “Hard to believe.”

The door opened. Christian and Mohamed turned as Anthony Jarvis came into the room.

“Anthony,” Christian greeted.

“Hey Anthony.” The surprise on Mohamed’s face conveyed all that needed to be said.

Jarvis picked up on it. “Ah… Janet said there was a meeting in here…”

“Yeah. It’s personal,” Christian said.

“Is it?” Anthony asked.

“Yeah,” Mohamed answered. 

“Is Buster coming?” Anthony asked.

“Yes,” Christian answered.

“A meeting at the business office with three of the business’ founders…” Anthony said. “Are you sure it’s personal? If it has to do with company business, then I should be here. If it has to do with that video last night, then I should definitely be here.”

“It’s personal. But…” Christian started.

Mohamed cut him off. “Christian, Anthony is right. As much as we want to think it’s personal, it’s not anymore. Windsor owns forty percent. It’s not just us anymore.”

Christian waved Anthony in. Anthony took a seat across the table from where Christian and Mohamed already sat near the windows. Small talk followed as they waited for Buster to arrive.

It took another ten minutes, but Buster finally arrived at the company offices and quickly found his way into the conference room. “Hey Christian, Mo, Ant, what’s up?”

Greetings were returned and Buster took a seat next to Anthony Jarvis.

“Look,” Christian started, “I’m not going to beat around the bush. We all saw the show last night. Buster, is the video authentic?”

“Dude! You saw me take the video equipment off of your bike. You shot it,” Buster responded.

“Yeah. You took the iPod off my bike, and from there I didn’t see it until ten hours later. You could have done anything to that video.”

“What?!” Buster said, shocked. “There’s no way that anybody could have forged that video at that level of quality in just ten hours.”

“That is what everybody says,” Mohamed said.

“But we didn’t scrutinize it that night, did we Mohamed?” Christian asked. “As a matter of fact, we never did.”

Mohamed turned to Buster. “What do you say, Buster?”

“What?” Buster shot back.

“Did you forge the video?” Mohamed asked.

“I can’t believe you guys are even asking me this!” Buster spat, offended.

“Don’t give me that shit!” Christian nearly shouted. “Why don’t you just answer the fucking question? Goddamn, Buster!”

An ominous hush fell over the room and Buster suddenly looked very guilty.

“Crap,” Mohamed muttered.

“What?” Anthony asked. He hadn’t known any of them long enough to pick up on the unspoken communication. “What?” 

“Tell him,” Mohamed pressed.

Christian sighed, shook his head and muttered, “Damnit, Buster, how could you?”

“How could I? How could I?” Buster shouted then went on the offensive. “You wanna sit there and act all offended and surprised…” 

Christian took offense, indeed, and raised his voice. “Buster, We’ve known you all of our lives! How could you lie to us like that?”

“What? You’re gonna sit there and tell me that you’ve known me all my life, and then act surprised when I do something morally questionable?”

“So, you did do it?” Mohamed asked.

“Yes. I fuckin’ did!” Buster yelled back. 

“What else?” Mohamed asked, while Christian stewed. 

“What do you mean, what else?” Buster asked.

“What other videos did you fake?”

“None. Just the first one,” Buster answered.

“Oh, and we’re supposed to believe that,” Christian said sharply.

“Fuck you, man! You believe whatever the hell you want. Goddamn! I just admitted to forging one video. What do I have to gain by lying about another? Jesus Christ, Christian, sometimes you can be such a self-righteous prick. I forged one fuckin’ video, and not even the whole goddamned thing. That little Philpot prick nearly ran you over. That part was true. He could have killed you just because he was a stupid little teenage prick, driving around in his rich daddy’s car. I embellished the story a little bit with something he probably did to somebody else anyway. Man, you saw the hamburger video. That’s for real. You know what was on that little turd’s mind.”

“This doesn’t make any sense to me,” Mohamed said. “The hamburger video was shot months before the flying soup video. How could you have guessed?”

“God damnit. Sometimes you guys are so dim. Do you know who submitted that video? Do you? It was Richard Peterson. Does that name sound familiar?”

Mohamed shrugged, “No.”

Christian shook his head.

“You guys! I swear. I could name every girlfriend you ever had, Christian. And you too, Mo. Richard was my ex. We went out for nearly a year, and you guys can’t even remember his name. You want to block it out of your minds because he’s a man! Because I’m gay!”

“Man, it’s not like that,” Mohamed said.

“Isn’t it? Name one other boyfriend I had!” Buster snapped back.

“Jim,” Christian said. “The guy with the long blond hair?”

Buster shook his head sadly, “That wasn’t Jim. Jim was the redneck.”

“Dude…” Mohamed interjected.

“Forget it,” Buster said. “Richard managed the restaurant where the video was shot. He showed me one night when I was up there waiting for him to get off of work. Some time after that, when I saw a picture of Philpot with his family I put the face of his son Donny together with the face I saw on the video that Richard showed me.

“I thought the little brat should get locked up. Richard wanted to take the video to the police. But you don’t have to be a genius to see how that was going to turn out. I’d read about the soup can kids in the newspaper. I knew that some kids in Austin were joy riding and throwing cans out the window at pedestrians. But imagine two liberal homos taking a video to the police, and asking them to arrest the son of the next Republican vice president. To start with, rich people don’t go to jail, not in the United States. Second, the Republican spin machine would have kicked into gear and smeared me and Richard until nobody believed the video was real. Hell, that’s what happened anyway. Republicans believe it’s all fake, and Democrats believe it’s all true. Hell, even with the lawsuits, it took a year before anybody even looked at the evidence. That’s the way it works in America. People build their opinions based on their belief system, not on the evidence. It’s scary man, really scary.”

Christian said, “That still doesn’t make any sense to me. You said that you saw Donny Philpot on the hamburger video, but you said that the first part of the flying soup video was real.”

“Luck,” Buster answered. “It was pure luck that Donny drove by you that morning. It wasn’t until I saw the video that I decided to add the soup-can-throwing incident. And you’re right. I gave you guys a rough draft, and then cleaned it up later for posting on the internet.”

“So, all of this is built on that lie,” Christian said, gesturing at the surroundings.

“You’re kidding me, right? You’re gonna tell me this is all bad? This business was your idea, Christian. You’re the one who decided to build a business around your inspiration.”

“He’s right,” Mohamed said.

Buster pressed on, “And now you’re a millionaire a few times over. You’ve got your dream sailboat down in Marina Del Rey. You’ve got money in the bank, and you own part of a company that’s going to IPO within a year, and put millions and millions in your pocket. And you haven’t done anything reprehensible to get it. Lots of good and bad came from it, but we’ll all come out of it richer, happier people, and you wanna feel bad about that because I told one little lie?”

Christian didn’t answer.

Anthony stood and said, “I need to go and have a talk with Mr. Windsor.”

“Yeah,” Christian agreed. “You probably do.”




November 7, 2001 
 

“Yes?” Christian said, as he picked up the telephone.

“Christian, this is Buckner, John Buckner.”

“Hey, John, what’s up?”

“You are aware that Patterson got arrested, aren’t you?” Buckner asked.

“Yeah, last week, right?”

“Yes, that’s right. Do you know what that means to us?”

“I can guess lots of positive stuff, but feel free to fill me in,” Christian said.

“Patterson was funding the legal team that filed suit against Flying Soup on Philpot’s behalf.”

“And…?” Christian prompted.

“And now those legal resources are being diverted to Patterson’s defense.”

Christian said nothing, not wanting to interpret too optimistically.

“What that means is that for all practical purposes, JS&K is going into full retreat on the Philpot front. It’s not over. It’ll drag on for another year or two, but without money and effort on their part. It will end before it reaches court. You won’t have to worry about losing.”

“And the money that we’ve promised you for our defense?” Christian asked.

“That deal is done, Christian. We agreed on an amount. I’m certain you were thinking that you might have even more lawsuits, and you might come out of the first year with premium legal services at a discounted price. Neither of us anticipated that you would need significantly less legal services, but that’s the way it’s turned out. To my advantage, I might add, but that was our deal nevertheless.”

“What about the Philpot kid?” Christian asked.

“What do you mean?” Buckner asked.

“Was Patterson paying for his defense, as well?” 

“Yes, he was.” Buckner answered.

“And what’s going to happen there?” Christian asked.

“Hard to say what’s going to happen, but he won’t get good representation, that’s for sure. He may wind up in jail, but the case isn’t clear-cut.”

“Could you get him off?” Christian asked.

Buckner laughed, “I could’ve gotten Saddam Hussein off.”

Christian let Buckner have his bravado. “Can you take Donny Philpot’s case, then?”

“The Philpots haven’t asked…”

“I know they haven’t asked, and I doubt they will, but I’m asking you if you will take his case, and keep Donny from going to jail.”

Buckner made a noise of ridicule. “Christian, I thought you had the stomach for this. You want to have your cake and eat it, too.”

Christian had no intention of telling Buckner why he was asking. “Am I that transparent?”

“Yes,” Buckner answered, then paused. “No. That’s not it. There’s something else. What is it?”

“That’s it,” Christian said.

“No, it isn’t.”

“If that wasn’t it, it wouldn’t matter. Will you take Donny Philpot’s criminal case?”

“It would be a conflict of interest. I can’t take it.”

“If you were going to recommend someone, is there someone you know who could get him off?”

“Sure,” Buckner replied.

“Arrange it then, please.”

“You’re putting me in a bit of an ethical dilemma.”

“I doubt that. What are you negotiating for, John?”

“Christian, why would you ask?”

“What do you want?”

“Christian, I’ll have to bill you for the hours I spend arranging for Donny Philpot’s defense.”

“You can’t take it out of the fat profit you’re already making on the legal services we’re paying for, but not using?”

“You know better than that, Christian. That’s a separate deal.”

“Fine,” Christian said. “You find someone competent to handle the case. No, not just competent, somebody good. I don’t want him to go to jail.”

“And the Burke Kid? He’s Donny’s accomplice.”

“Him, too,” Christian answered. “But it has to be completely anonymous. Keep my name out of it. And, John, I want you to oversee the case from a distance. Make sure that this guy you hire does it right. John, you’re the best right?”

“No doubt about it. You know this won’t be cheap.”

“You know I’m loaded now. I can afford it.”

“I won’t give you advice on how to waste your money, but I’ll do what you ask. You’ll receive bills monthly, same as it was with Flying Soup. Ten grand up front. So, I hear you’ve gone off and gotten yourself yacht.”

“A sailboat,” Christian corrected.

“It’s ninety feet long,” Buckner said. “It’s a yacht. I’ve always wanted to get one, myself.”

“Tell you what, John, next time you’re out this way, give me a call and we’ll go for a sail.”




November 27, 2001 
 

www.TristIsTheAntichrist.com had countless florid descriptions of how Christian should be run through his paces in the style of the Spanish inquisition. There were diatribes detailing Trist’s sins and proof of his coming ascension to the dark throne. There were exhortations to the faithful to take action to put down this Antichrist, as real Christians had done in the past to the Devil’s sons sent to earth to claim it for Satan. There was a list of suspected past Antichrists that had failed to fulfill their destiny. There were transcribed ancient texts on how to send the son of Satan from the earthly realm back to his papa. There was also every bit of private information that anyone could hope to find on Christian Trist with the click of a mouse.

So, while it wasn’t exactly common knowledge, it wasn’t a secret that Christian Trist was living on a sailboat in Marina Del Rey Harbor. And though Christian had his ninety-foot Rivolta docked in a slip at an exclusive yacht club, the docks weren’t inaccessible. There was a map posted on www.TristIsTheAntichrist.com and a newly posted set of instructions for gaining access to the docks, as well as a photograph of Christian’s boat. Even a neophyte computer user and Antichrist Assassin like Philpot could access the information and formulate a plan for the dire, but necessary, task ahead.

Philpot’s rented boat skimmed across the smooth dawn water, its little outboard chugging in a rhythm that offended the serenity and disturbed the gulls. Philpot made a casual pass of the marina, getting the lay of the land, so to speak, and getting up his nerve. He spotted Trist’s sailboat at the end of pier, stark white with navy blue trim, and blue furled sails. It could have been unoccupied, but his information told him it wasn’t.

As Philpot motored by, he craned his neck and saw the vessel’s name, The Aquila, Italian for eagle. Below the name, an eagle was painted in shades of blue, stretching across the width of the transom. Philpot remembered something he’d read in seminary about the Antichrist having an eagle in his coat of arms. Then he was certain that he was on the right path, and silently thanked God for gifting him with that detail from all those years ago. It was a sign from God himself.

Philpot’s stomach flipped and flopped, and he wondered whether he’d be able to control his bodily functions long enough to complete his task. Philpot bowed his head and prayed for strength.

 

***

 

Clint Davis prayed again. He was lying in wait on the uppermost deck of a sports yacht, hiding behind one of many canvases that had been tied over the boat to protect it from the weather. He had with him his Winchester and his Bible. The boat, The Epiphany, lie moored parallel to The Aquila, across fifty yards of water.

The first time the little dinghy motored by, Clint paid it little attention and went back to his reading. On the second passing, Clint wouldn’t have given the boat any more notice, except that the sound of the motor, after passing nearby, suddenly stopped.

Clint lay on his belly on the deck, pulled his rifle up to the ready and peered through a gap in the canvas.

Across the water, Clint saw an older, familiar-looking man, trying to climb out of his boat and onto the swimming deck of a large, expensive-looking yacht. The fool obviously needed to the tie off the boat, but…. The man splashed into the water and the boat drifted away from the stern of the yacht. What piqued Clint’s interest as he suppressed a laugh was that the black-clad man made no attempt to retrieve the dinghy. He climbed a ladder onto the deck of the yacht and then made his way to the bow.

 

***

 

The morning was cool, like late autumn in Texas, and the water was cold. Philpot had a shiver, and didn’t know whether it was nerves or the chill. With his teeth chattering, he walked along the dock, his shoes clunking on the boards.

Trist’s boat wasn’t far.

The Aquila was moored tightly to the dock, and the water was nearly as smooth as glass, so Philpot gave it no thought when he stepped onto the deck of The Aquila. He grabbed a rope and shuffled along the edge of the boat to the stern, to the cockpit. According the layout of the boat that he’d seen on the internet, the entrance to the boat’s interior lay through a door at the front of the cockpit.

Philpot reached the edge of the cockpit and stood for a moment to gather his courage. When he stepped into the cockpit, the revolver in his hand, he’d be at the cusp between his old life and his new. He’d no longer be a Sunday preacher, begging the sleeping faithless for their attention. He’d be a crusading soldier, a vengeful angel of death in God’s army. 

The idea had a certain romantic appeal. 

 

***

 

“What’s he smiling about?” Clint muttered to himself, as he recognized Philpot standing on the deck of The Aquila with a pistol in his hand. But before he could finish being shocked about Philpot’s presence, and the irony that Philpot would be wearing a smug smile, he was shocked that this man of God was on the verge of murdering Christian Trist.

While Philpot’s plans for Trist apparently were the same as Clint’s, the justification didn’t appear the same. Clint was a vengeful angel of death in God’s army to scour evil from the face of the earth. Clint’s job, his purpose, as he’d finally come to see it, was to protect the nearly divine Reverend Philpot from scum like Christian Trist, whose only purpose was to tear down great men like Hoffman Philpot and Bob Patterson. 

But to see Philpot standing on the deck of Trist’s boat with a self-satisfied look on his face and revolver in his hand, that… 

Well, that was something that Clint wasn’t prepared for. Philpot looked like a man about to get revenge. Revenge for himself, not for God.

 

***

 

Standing in a puddle of saltwater that dripped out of his clothing, Hoffman Philpot took that fateful step, accepting his place in God’s plan. Sadly for Philpot, God’s plan contained certain laws of physics that included frictional constants between various materials, both wet and dry. Philpot’s weight shifted from the dock to the deck, and he slipped on the floor of the cockpit. He landed hard on his chest. The fall knocked the air from his lungs.

Philpot saw stars in his eyes and felt his forehead throb as he gasped for breath. For a few moments, nothing mattered besides breathing. Drawing laborious breaths, Philpot pulled himself to his hands and knees. There was a noise behind him, a voice.

“Christian, is that you?”

Philpot was startled. He was busted, and his pistol wasn’t in his hand. Then fortune took pity on him for the first time that morning. With clothing already soaked from a fall into the bay, it wasn’t apparent that Philpot had wet his pants. 

 

***

 

From across the water, Clint heard Philpot’s big body hit the deck, and a mixture of sounds. The clatter of metal, the sound of muffled thuds from when Philpot’s bones hit fiberglass through layers of fat and wet cloth, and finally, a powerful grunt, as all the air shot out of Philpot’s mouth and nose.

Clint wasn’t at all sure what happened next, but after nearly a minute, he saw Philpot’s head, then the upper half of his body rise up out of the cockpit. He saw the pistol leveled toward the bow. A girl emerged from below. The gun was aimed at her.

Slowly, the two sat. The gun disappeared from view, but from Philpot’s position and the girl’s obvious tension, Clint could tell the pistol was still pointed at her.

 

***

 

Riding his bicycle with all the excess energy of a person for whom things couldn’t be going any better, Christian blazed up the pier toward his boat. It was unsafe, but it was early. The few other live-aboards on the pier were late risers. Christian stopped the bicycle abruptly less than a dozen feet from the end of the pier. He had no intention of driving headlong into his sailboat and scratching its pristine deck.

Christian hopped off of his bicycle and wheeled it toward the stern, looking curiously at the path of wet tracks and water dribbles that led to his boat’s gangway. He saw Ashley’s head, and in front of her, the dark figure of a broad-shouldered man.

Christian stepped closer.

Holy crap!

“Reverend Philpot?” Christian found himself saying, as he recognized Philpot.

This time, Philpot wasn’t surprised. He’d seen Christian coming. Philpot said nothing, but gave Ashley a look that said ‘Keep quiet.’

With a quiver in her voice, Ashley said, “Christian, he has a gun!”

Christian stopped in his tracks. But that only lasted for a second. Chivalry kicked in, and Christian stepped forward, making a beeline to a position between Philpot and Ashley.

“Slowly,” Philpot commanded, brandishing the gun, then looking around for witnesses.

Christian did as he was told.

As Christian stepped into the cockpit, Philpot instructed him to sit next to Ashley. Philpot moved to a seat at the far corner of the cockpit and smiled incongruously.

“What’s your plan, here, Philpot?” Christian asked impudently. “Here to steal my boat? Or are you going to kill me out of revenge?”

Philpot laughed, in a near-maniacal tone. It was going to be so easy, crusading for the Lord. He had it in him. He really did, aside from a moment of incontinence. But Philpot couldn’t kill them outright. He’d need to tell them their sins before he dispatched them to Hell. “The hellhound and the harlot fornicating before God!” he thundered.

 

***

 

The smile again. Now a laugh. 

“… harlot fornicating…” was all Clint could make out of Philpot’s words and immediately, the image in his mind was of Philpot and his maid Lupita, humping like dogs on the kitchen floor. And suddenly, the video didn’t seem like a fabrication. Clint could see the smug Philpot committing adultery with the maid. No, he couldn’t just accept the possibility. He was suddenly certain that the video was real. The man that he saw in the video, that crazed lustful man that he formerly believed could not be Philpot, he now knew was Philpot.

 

***

 

“You’re both going back to Hell, where you came from,” Philpot said. “The Lord, our God, put us all here for a purpose. He has a plan for each of us. For some of us, he gives us a life of trial and tribulation like he did for Job. For me, my life is just like that of Job. I am a man of faith. I lived a bountiful life in the light that shined down from above. I had a beautiful wife, a wonderful house, an appreciative congregation, and respectful, God-fearing son. There was nothing ahead of me but a shining path of gold, the Lord truly blessed me. But you came along, Christian Trist, with your lying fake videos, and your peeping tom ways, and your harlot lawyer deceiving the men who trusted her. It must make your black hearts burn knowing that you’re part of God’s plan. And God’s plan is that you’ll fail, and that I am the instrument of that destruction. I am God’s soldier, the hand of God, the hand of a vengeful God.”

Philpot found his rhythm, and his voiced boomed across the water. “You thought you could attack my family.”

A pause.

“You thought you could kill my political career.”

A pause. 

“You thought you could ruin my marriage.”

Another pause.

“You thought you could take away my church. Well, I’ve got news for you…‘Vengeance is mine, sayeth the Lord!’ I am here to extract that vengeance!”

Ashley’s hand squeezed Christian’s tightly. She knew what was coming. It didn’t take a genius to figure that out.

Christian tried to think of a way out. But there simply wasn’t one. At least, there wasn’t one that wouldn’t get either him or Ashley killed. A quick jump over the side when Philpot was gearing up for his next verbal assault might save his life, but it would leave Ashley on deck with a bullet in her chest. Trying to signal Ashley of his intentions would only alert Philpot. The cockpit of the boat wasn’t so large that he would miss it. Rushing Philpot while yelling at Ashley to get over the side would save her if she had the presence of mind to act fast, but it would likely end in his death. Nevertheless, that’s the plan that won out. 

So Christian focused on Philpot, and on the rhythm of his speech. Waiting for a moment when Philpot’s brain was finding the next line in his sermon, and his attention was lost on blabbering on about God’s plan.

 

***

 

Clint couldn’t hear all of what Philpot was saying, but when Philpot’s preacher voice boomed his list of accusations across the water and swore out his revenge, Clint’s place in God’s plan lost its clarity. 

Philpot had saved him from a life of addiction to drugs and sin, because Philpot himself was addicted. Philpot was addicted to vanity, sins of the flesh, money, and power. But Philpot’s hypocrisy tore at the foundations of Clint’s faith, called into question the validity of his righteous path these past months. 

Clint’s new-found faith in God evaporated in a wispy haze that blew away in the wind of reality. He fell into despair. He wasn’t an angel of death in God’s army. He wasn’t anything but another dry addict with a gun and a desire to kill something. 

Clint climbed up off of his belly and noisily tore open the canvas that had concealed his position. 

The noise across the water distracted Philpot and he glanced to his right.

Involuntarily, Christian and Ashley’s eyes followed Philpot’s, and all three saw Clint.

Clint yelled, with tears streaming down his face, “You hypocrite! Philpot, you lying hypocrite!”

Philpot recognized Clint and muttered his name.

“What?” Christian muttered in the same tone, and watched as Clint awkwardly worked his rifle around backwards. It wasn’t until the barrel was under Clint’s chin that Christian figured out what he was trying to do.

At the same time Philpot got it, and vainly pleaded, “No, Clint!”

The report of the rifle thundered through the quiet morning. Ashley screamed. All the gulls were startled out of their perches. Philpot grunted in surprise and a mist of red hung in the air as Clint’s body slumped to the deck then splashed into the calm water.

“Oh, my God,” Philpot muttered and his head slumped to his chest. “Oh, my God.” His pistol fell to his lap.

Christian was too shocked to take advantage of the situation. 

“Oh, my God,” Ashley muttered mimicking Philpot’s tone.

The three sat in silent stasis.

 

***

 

When Philpot finally looked up, his face was covered with his tears. His eyes were empty. His body slumped like a deflated balloon. He looked first into Ashley’s wide eyes, then Christian’s, 

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” he said.

Christian said nothing, but looked down to the pistol lying in Philpot’s lap.

Philpot followed his eyes down to the gun in his hand. His body tensed and the gun was suddenly repulsive. Like something fetid, Philpot lifted the pistol between two fingers and tossed it over the side.




November 27, 2001 
 

It took nearly a week before the police cleared Christian to leave the city. While neither he nor Ashley were ever under suspicion, the police asked them to stay in town until the investigation was closed. The existence of Philpot’s pistol never made it into the official report, and no charges against Philpot were ever filed.

Lori Walker became the new host of Flying Soup TV. The search for a new co-host took the form of a short reality series produced by Marty Blinn. Twelve candidates came to Hollywood and jumped through hoops like trained monkeys for ten weeks, with one getting canned in a ceremony at the end of each week’s show.

Mohamed Tubbs and Lori Walker were engaged, with a wedding date set for sometime the following spring. 

Mohamed was running Flying Soup with the competent help of Jonathan Windsor’s management team. The Japanese and UK sites came online to resounding success. Both had sister television shows. Flying Soup had an employment roll of just over a hundred regular employees, more than half of them in the US. Windsor was actively putting together the IPO. Buster’s admission of forging the soup can video was never mentioned again.

Buster Slang wrecked his Porsche racing on Mulholland drive. He sustained a broken arm, some cracked ribs, and countless bruises, but the prognosis was for a full recovery. While laid up, he spent his time working with a ghostwriter on the script for a concept he sold to a studio for a movie loosely based on his life, called The Techno-Geek Dream.

Christian’s contract with Flying Soup TV ran for one season. He didn’t renew. He resigned his position as CEO of Flying Soup dot com. He retained the twenty percent share in the company, though he had plans to sell after the company went public.




***

 

“So it’s Hawaii then?” Ashley asked.

Christian looked at her lying on the cushioned couch along one side of the cockpit, wearing a cap, sunglasses and a bikini. Her honey-colored hair flowed in the breeze. “Yeah, I’ve never been.”

“How long in Hawaii, do you think?” Ashley asked.

Christian shrugged. “I’m in no hurry. As long as it takes I guess.”

Ashley looked across the water and smiled. “I talked to a man once who worked on cruise ships, and he said that the fjords of Norway in the summer were the most beautiful places on earth.”

“We’ll get there,” Christian said. “I’ve always wanted to go to Norway.”

“Really?”

“No. It never occurred to me before, but any place that gets that kind of description is worth visiting.”

“So, we’re really just going to sail around the world?” Ashley asked.

“That’s the dream,” Christian answered.

“You’re still a young man, Christian.” Ashley got up to stand by him at the wheel. “Do you really think you can spend the rest of your life just sailing into the sunset?”

Christian shrugged. “Probably not. But right now, maybe for a year or two, I can.”

With a steady cross wind and a light chop, the Rivolta 90 made thirteen knots on a southwesterly course with Christian at the helm. California was nothing more than a thinning irregular gray line on the horizon, almost indistinguishable from the scattered clouds in the morning sky.

 

***

 

Three hundred folding chairs were set up in neat rows in the dirt beneath a highway overpass in Los Angeles. Most of them were full. The homeless, the poor, the middle class people, and people of better means sat elbow-to-elbow in the shade.

Clop, clop. A car passed overheard.

Philpot stood at his portable pulpit, looked over his new congregation and leaned toward the microphone. “My friends, my brothers, my sisters, let us pray…”

 

 

The End

 

 

Thank you very much for reading my book. Please “Like” my page on Facebook to keep up with my latest releases and news. If you enjoyed the book, you’ll have the opportunity to post a review to Amazon on the following page. This is very important in order to keep a roof over the heads of my two puppies and girlfriend who might beat me if I can’t pay the bills. Okay, maybe not. But still, reviews are appreciated!
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