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In San Francisco – a city of tolerance and hope – everything has come apart.

One man died at the hands of another. The next victim was killed by a mob. Now fires burn in the night, helicopters throb through the air, and politicians, lawyers and cops vie for the remnants of power.

Somewhere in the once-placid streets of San Francisco, a young man is on the run, charged by the media with a crime he didn’t commit, hounded by demagogues, hunted by a desperate police department. One cop knows that Kevin Shea is innocent of a brutal racial murder. An ambitious politician will use Shea for her own ends. And a down-and-out lawyer is all that stands between Kevin Shea and an even more atrocious crime. For when there’s no law left, justice is the only hope.
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Our progress in degeneracy appears to me to be pretty rapid.

—Abraham Lincoln

To those white people who have whatever hang-ups they have, get over it.

—Marion Barry

Pain reaches the heart with electrical speed, but truth moves to the heart as slowly as a glacier.

—Barbara Kingsolver
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At about eight-ten on an unusually hot and sultry evening a couple of weeks before the Fourth of July, Michael Mullen, a thirty-nine-year-old white accountant with a wife and three children all under eight, stopped his new black Honda Prelude at the corner of 19th and Dolores in the outer Noe Valley District of San Francisco. Dolores is a divided street with a wide grassy area occasionally pocked with trees between the north- and southbound lanes.

According to witnesses, a young black male was walking in this divider strip when Mullen pulled up to the stop sign at 19th. The driver immediately behind Mullen, a kid named Josh Cane, noticed that, with the heat, Mullen had his driver’s window open, his elbow sticking out resting on it.

The young man in the divider strip, who’d been walking north, the same direction both Mullen and Cane had been driving, closed the remaining feet between himself and Mullen in a couple of athletic bounds, “like he was jumping over some mud or something.” (Rayanne Jonas, fifty-six, an African-American day-care provider, walking home from the center on Army, where she worked.)

“I saw he was already holding something, which then, I mean at that time, I thought was a pipe, and then I realized . . .”

It turned out it was a gun, which the man stuck into Mullen’s temple. He pulled the trigger. The report was loud enough that Cane – in his car with his windows up and his air conditioner blasting – heard it “like a crack of thunder.”

The only witness with the wherewithal to move in the following seconds, to try to do anything at all, was a fifteen-year-old Hispanic youth named Luis Santillo, who was on his way home from his after-school job at the fast-food place down the street on 16th and Guerrero. He, too, saw the athletic man take the leaps, aim the gun, and fire.

“Hey!” he yelled. “What the hell . . .” He started running toward Mullen’s car.

Meanwhile, ignoring Luis and everything else, the assailant pulled the door of the car, reached in, unbuckled the seat belt, and with one hand pulled Mullen out, lifted his wallet, and dumped his body on the street.

Luis, twenty feet in front of the car and still coming, still yelling, froze as the vehicle accelerated, the driver’s door swinging half-open. The car fishtailed slightly on the pavement, corrected, then jumped forward through the intersection, its left bumper hitting Luis, bouncing him first off the hood and windshield, and then throwing him seventy-six feet into a juniper bush in the divider strip, which saved his life, although the pins in his hip would probably prevent him from ever jumping athletically like the shooter.

The car, gaining speed, “went off like a rocket, just going and going ’til it was out of sight” (Riley Willson, a car mechanic at his own shop, Riley’s Garage, on the northeast corner of 19th and Dolores).

On June 20, the car – or what was left of it – was recovered. Its doors were gone, as were the tires. The body had been tagged by what must have been every kid with a can of spray paint in the neighborhood. The car had been abandoned on Moscow Street hard by the Crocker-Amazon Playground, a common dump spot south of the 280 Freeway, almost to the city limits.

Besides the traces of cocaine, marijuana seeds and roaches, beer cans and other debris, the car yielded such a beautiful fingerprint – in blood – on the back side of the steering wheel, that Shawanda Mboto, the San Francisco Police Department specialist in these matters, let out a war whoop from her perch by her microscope.

It took less than a day to verify that the blood was in fact Michael Mullen’s. The fingerprint belonged to an African-American career criminal named Jerohm Reese.

Jerohm Reese was twenty years old. He had first visited the Youth Guidance Center at the age of fourteen when, without a regular domicile, he was convicted in juvenile court of stealing a pair of Air Jordan tennis shoes from Ronda Predeaux after he had beaten him up.

His “accomplice” in that crime – the boy who had held Ronda down by kneeling on his upper arms and pounding away at his face while his shoes were stripped off – was another youth, Wesley Ames, better known as Tooth because he had only one left on the top, right up-front.

Over the next four years Jerohm Reese acquired a juvenile rap sheet, mostly stealing and, when he needed to, doing some minor violence, often with his fists although once he used a metal pipe and once a rock.

He spent his eighteenth birthday in a courtroom. Though Jerohm had not yet turned eighteen when he robbed the Portola Liquor Store on Ocean, this time he had had a gun in his possession, which on his arrest he said had been a toy. (Jerohm’s toy – never located – had given a concussion to Meyer Goldsmith, the owner.)

Jerohm’s public defender, Gina Roake, had prevailed with her argument for leniency, on the grounds that technically this was Jerohm’s first offense (as an adult). Whether persuaded by this argument or exhausted at the end of another long day at the bench, Municipal Court Judge Thomas Langan had sent Jerohm upstairs to the county jail for a year, of which, due to the overpopulation of the jail, he served five months and twenty-one days.

Between the ages of eighteen-and-a-half, when he got out of jail on the Portola robbery, and twenty, when his bloody fingerprint was identified on Michael Mullen’s steering wheel, Jerohm kept a low profile, and though he was brought to the Hall and questioned several times, he was charged with no new crimes.

Although Jerohm lived and hung mostly in the Bay View district between Hunter’s Point and Candlestick Park – one of the coldest and most inhospitable environments in the state – at about midnight on June 21-22, he was arrested by an African-American inspector sergeant of homicide named Ridley Banks as he exited the Kit Kat Klub just north of Laguna, a long walk from Candlestick, after his presence had been reported by that establishment’s owner, Mo-Mo House, who had some sort of arrangement with Sergeant Banks. Accustomed to the drill, Jerohm offered no resistance.

A search of Jerohm’s given address, an apartment he shared with an eighteen-year-old unemployed hairdresser named Carryl Joyner and her two-year-old Damien, turned up one of Michael Mullen’s credit cards.

Jerohm professed ignorance as to how the credit card had come to rest between the cushions of his couch, saying that maybe it had fallen out of the pocket of his friend, Tooth, when he’d been visiting. Tooth, sadly, had died only a few days ago when he had gotten hold of some extra-pure Mexican brown heroin and mixed up a speed-ball with it. That’s how Jerohm’s fingerprint must have gotten onto the steering wheel, said Jerohm. Thinking it had been Tooth’s car, Jerohm had had to drive Tooth home in it that night – the man was really messed up and his woman would kill him if he spent the night out again. Jerohm hadn’t noticed the blood – it must have been on the seat or something, got transferred to his finger.

Two days after Jerohm’s arrest, a Friday, he took part in four separate police lineups. On the good side of the glass, on these four occasions, respectively, sat Josh Cane, who had been the driver behind Michael Mullen; Rayanne Jonas, the day-care provider; Luis Santillo, still in a cast with a bandage wrapped around his head; and Riley Willson of Riley’s Garage.

All of the witnesses picked out Jerohm Reese as the one who looked the most like the shooter. None, however, could be one hundred percent certain it was him. The man who had hijacked Michael Mullen’s car had been tall, like Jerohm, and had appeared to be wellmuscled and athletic, like Jerohm. But he had also been bearded, and Jerohm today was clean-shaven (had been, he said, for months). Further, the man had been wearing a sleeveless down jacket, which may have made him look more buffed-up than he had actually been. Finally, after eight on a muggy June night, the waning light wasn’t any too good. None of the witnesses could be sure.

Even without the eyewitnesses, however, the incident report and record of arrest went down one flight to the office of the district attorney. Inspector Banks was interviewing other potential witnesses, people who might remember, for example, whether Jerohm had worn a beard recently, people who could perhaps place Tooth in an alternate locale at the time of the crime – normal, dogged police procedural work.

On the following Tuesday, June 28, District Attorney Christopher Locke announced that his office was declining to charge Jerohm Reese with the hijacking of Michael Mullen’s car and the murder of Michael Mullen. There was no way, he said, that the charge could be proved absent compelling eyewitness testimony. The credit card and the fingerprint were explainable, especially given that Tooth’s residence was within three blocks of the Crocker-Amazon Playground and his prints, too, were all over the car’s front seat, along with ten others.

Jerohm was ordered released from jail, and signed out on Tuesday afternoon at two twenty-eight. He waited until after they had served lunch.




Tuesday, June 28
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A large drinking crowd was gathering at the Cavern Tavern, a workingman’s bar in the Richmond District of San Francisco. Jerohm Reese’s victim, the CPA Michael Mullen, had been a regular at the Cavern – he’d been that establishment’s accountant – and June 28th would have been his fortieth birthday. The management of the pub decided they were going to say good-bye to Mike their own way – they’d have a party for their boy.

Mike’s younger brother Brandon, a thirty-five-year-old telephone repairman who had taken the day off, and his cousin and best friend, Peter McKay, currently between jobs, hadn’t had any luck getting Mullen’s widow, Paula, down to the Cavern. She’d had her fill of Irish wakes, the rites of burial, drinking. Mostly she was already sick of her grief, and what she wanted was to get back to her normal life with her children, which, she was beginning to suspect, was never going to happen.

Brandon Mullen and Peter McKay were depressed enough about Mike’s senseless death, but Paula’s refusal to accompany them to the Cavern’s special memorial had put them into even blacker moods. Mike’s own wife!

There was a huge head shot of Mike blown-up against the dart wall and this reinforced their loss – their brother and friend was gone. Goddamn, pour some whiskey.

The Cavern’s oval-shaped bar ran the center of the room, and Jamie O’Toole wasn’t letting any of the regulars buy a drink. This was the Cavern’s wake, for its patrons, and the place was plannin’ on losin’ its ass tonight, thanks. It was the least they could do for Mikey.

By quarter to nine, close to sixty men had poured into the Cavern – ready to get half-tanked coming in after their wives and kids and supper, or hot and sweaty and thirsty from their daytime jobs on construction sites, body shops, road crews. Jamie O’Toole poured and they raised their glasses to the poster-sized photograph of Mike Mullen’s smiling mug.

Neil Young’s “War of Man” was playing on the jukebox, loud, throbbing and insistent. Somebody kept playing it over and over, and Jamie O’Toole kept the volume up. Guys were starting to sway, shoulder to shoulder, packed in, sweating, spilling their beers.

Kevin Shea, a twenty-eight-year-old graduate student in history at San Francisco State University, was clean-cut and red-cheeked and he was lucky if he looked twenty. He had thick, nearly black hair, a sardonic grin he liked to trot out from time to time, and a recently acquired predilection to drink that he thought he was shepherding along nicely.

He leaned into the wall by the jukebox, on his third free pint of Harp. He hadn’t known Mike Mullen, hadn’t come down here specifically for the send-off, although he guessed that subliminally he must have heard about it – he was at the Cavern most every day anyway.

Neil Young was getting on his nerves. When the opening riff for “War of Man” started up for the fifteenth straight time, he jammed his hip into the side of the box, sending a jarring screech through the room.

“Watch your arse!”

The place was quiet. The Irish call such a moment “angel’s passing,” but if that was it, no angels stayed around long. At the bar, in the hole of silence, Peter McKay happened to glance at the television, which suddenly seemed to be blaring. He grabbed heavily at Brandon Mullen’s shoulder, spilling more beer over his glass, down the sides, over his hand.

“Hey, look at that!” he yelled. “Up there. That’s the nigger that killed Mikey, isn’t it?”

All eyes were glued on the newscaster, who stood holding her microphone on the steps of San Francisco’s Hall of Justice, empty food wrappers and other debris swirling around her in the late afternoon wind.

“In local news,” she was saying (Jamie O’Toole had turned the sound up as loud as Neil Young had been), “Jerohm Reese, who last week was arrested in connection with the daylight carjacking of a man in the Mission District, was ordered released today with no charges being brought against him. According to the district attorney’s office, there wasn’t enough evidence—”

Brandon Mullen, the victim’s brother, slammed his beer glass on the bar and screamed at the newscaster at the top of his lungs, as though she were standing there with him. “What are you talking about? There were four eyewitnesses!”

Somebody back by Kevin Shea took it up. “He had Mikey’s credit card, didn’t he?”

“He had the damn gun!”

“What do they need anymore to put somebody away?”

“Damn niggers gettin’ away with murder . . . !”

“More than that, with anything . . . !”

Peter McKay had finished his beer. He backed it up by throwing down another shot of Bushmills, his fourth. Standing on the rungs of his barstool, he rapped his empty jigger at the top of the pitted bar four times – crack, crack, crack, crack – “I’ll tell you what they need. I’ll tell you what we need. We need some justice!”

McKay had a grand speaking voice, deep and resonant, and now it had the added authority of an impassioned hoarseness. But he had no need to argue. Everybody was already with him. He was their voice. He was standing on the bar. “They need a message. We got to give ’em a message.”

“Fuckin’ A!”

“Right on!”

Over and over now, guys poking each other in the shoulders, in the guts, pumping up.
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Just at that moment, Arthur Wade could not believe his good luck. Here, on Geary Street, he had found a parking place directly in front of the Cavern, not two doors down from the French laundry where he was supposed to pick up the cleaning. The door in between was a hardware store that had locked up for the night. You just didn’t find good parking places in San Francisco, not when you wanted them. And he had only ten minutes before the laundry closed at nine. He was going to make it. It was a good omen.

Karin just hadn’t had the time to get his shirts. Both of the twins were down with one of what seemed like the never-ending cycle of children’s ailments and his wife hadn’t been able to get out all day. She was cooped up, going crazy. So he’d told her, no sweat, on the way home he’d pick up the cleaning.

He really did try to do his share with the household stuff, but when you’re a black man in a professional job, your first priority had better be to give your bosses no reason on the planet to think you weren’t giving a hundred and fifty percent at all times. Which was what Arthur Wade, a four-year associate attorney at Rand & Jackman, did. It didn’t matter that Jess Rand and Clarence Jackman were both African-Americans themselves. They had set themselves up to compete with the best of the all-white firms, pulling in major corporate accounts from all over the country, and their associates could get to partner if they gave every minute of their time for eight years and were also brilliant, tireless and blessed with an entrepreneurial spirit.

Which, fortunately, Arthur Wade was.

He got out of his BMW and slammed the door, in a hurry, his mind still on his work. Shivering at the sudden blast of heat, he realized he’d been isolated from the weather all day – ten hours of grueling depositions. Luckily the depos had finally burned everyone out, which was why he had time to help Karin. Getting off work anytime before eight was more or less a holiday.

He had closed the car door, but he wasn’t even walking fifty feet in this heat with his coat on. He took it off, and holding it, reached inside his pants pockets to take his keys out and put his coat back over the seat. The keys weren’t there. They were still in the ignition.

Locked out.

He slammed his hand in frustration on the roof of the car, which set off his two-toned, shrieking, ear-piercing alarm. EEEE-eeee! EEEE-eeee! EEEE-eeee!

Peter McKay was still standing on the bar, in the middle of his rant against the release of Jerohm Reese, the rotten unfairness of the way black people could get away with absolute murder, all of that, when he heard the racket of the car alarm and could see Arthur Wade outside the Cavern’s front window, doing something around a nice, new-looking BMW. Stealing it, he thought, the black bastard.

“Hey, look-a here!” he called out. “I don’t believe this.”

Kevin Shea liked to tell himself that pretty soon he was going to get his act together and even finish his damn dissertation and get his Ph.D. and maybe after that get a job teaching, or something else, just as long as it included time for drinking and didn’t want too much of his soul. He wasn’t giving up any more of his soul. That was settled.

But for the moment it was all just too much to sort out. Changes. The relationship thing. Where he was going, what he was doing. All the hassles. Forget it. It was easier to drink. Not take anything too seriously.

But he didn’t like this.

Okay, he’d gotten rid of Neil Young, but these guys were really getting obnoxious now. Nigger this and nigger that. He hated the word – God knew he’d heard it often enough growing up. But it was frightening here. Guys yelling stuff he couldn’t believe in modern-day San Francisco. And some jerk standing on the bar going insane.

He’d had enough of this. Kevin Shea was leaving, out of here.

EEEE-eeee! EEEE-eeee! EEEE-eeee!

The car alarm was blaring.

McKay jumped down off the bar and was through the crowd, men – his cousin Mullen, all the others – falling in behind him. Even the bartender Jamie O’Toole coming over the bar, into it.

Then McKay was at the front door, yanking it open, out into the twilit street.

Arthur Wade, embarrassed, turned, his hands spread in a what-can-you-do gesture, trying to be heard above the sound of the screeching alarm.

McKay was at him before he could be heard, shoving at him, pushing him away from the car. “What the hell you think you’re doing?”

“Hey!” Wade didn’t push back. He didn’t like getting pushed but this obviously was just a misunderstanding. He’d explain to this hothead, get it cleared up. “This is my car. I got locked out—”

McKay pushed him again, up against the truck parked next to him, both hands in the chest. “Your car, my ass.” Then, turning – screaming over the noise – “Nigger says he owns a BMW! I say my ass.”

The alarm continued to shriek.

“I say he’s stealing the car!”

Wade straightened up, set himself. A dozen men had come out of the bar, and more kept coming. So did this drunken guy, right at him. These were bad odds. Arthur Wade didn’t like it but the better part of valor was to walk away and come back when things cooled here.

“Hey! Where you going? Where do you think you’re going?”

One step backward. Two. Hands up, moving away. “Look, I’m just walking away, I don’t want any trouble—”

The drunk kept at him. “Hey, you don’t want any trouble, you don’t try to steal cars.” A rush at him, then another push. And then somebody behind him, blocking him.

“Hey now, look, guys—”

EEEE-eeee!

A shove from behind now, from the other direction. The drunk in his face, screaming. “You guys get away with murder. Anything you fucking want to do—”

And then another sound – even over the screech of the alarm – the picture window of the hardware store exploding in a shower of glass. Jamie O’Toole had thrown one of the Cavern’s heavy beer mugs into the window of the hardware store. Now he was in the front display area, amid the lawn mowers and power tools, the coiled clotheslines and the sledgehammers, yelling something.

The violence of the noise, the shrill cacophony, the huge display window smashed, alcohol and testosterone, ratcheting it all up notch by notch.

EEEE-eeee! EEEE-eeee! EEEE-eeee!

O’Toole was in the hardware store window, grabbing something from where it hung on the wall. What the hell was that, a rope?

A rope. A heavy yellow nylon rope.

Kevin Shea heard the yelling, the screech of the alarm outside. What was happening out there? Whatever it was, the mass of men from the bar continued to stream outside, as though a plug had been pulled.

Shea, moving toward the door to leave, got caught in it. Men behind him pushing to be part of it, forcing him along, screaming, “Keep moving. Move it along. Everybody, now, move it.”

Then, from the street, out of Shea’s vision, chilling him. “Hold him down! Don’t let him go!”

Arthur Wade was strong and agile. He worked out whenever he could, at least three times a week, at the Nautilus place they had installed upstairs at Rand & Jackman. His percentage of body fat was a lean fourteen, and he still weighed the same one-ninety-one he had maintained at Northwestern, where he had played varsity third base his last two years.

But this thing had developed too quickly, taking him completely by surprise. Something hit him – hard – in the head behind his ear, knocking him sideways, against the pickup he’d parked next to, slamming the other side of his head.

“Hey . . . !”

A body slammed into him. Another. Fists into his sides.

What was going on? But there wasn’t any time for figuring. He elbowed one man, then another, with his arms free swung at a third.

But they just kept coming, ten of them, twenty. More.

One of the men he’d elbowed came back, hitting low, jamming his genitals and he half-crumpled. There was no winning this one. He turned, kneeing up, connecting with a jaw. He kicked at the man, broke for the street.

But they’d come around parking spaces, spilling over from the sidewalk. Cars honking now in the street, but pulling around the crowd, no one stopping. He straight-armed the first guy he ran into, but the guy was big and didn’t go down. Somebody caught the back of his collar and pulled back at him, choking him.

“Get him! Hold him.”

His legs got hit. They had him from both sides now, between his car and the truck. He turned back, chopped at the arm that held his neck and heard a crack. The surge abated for an instant. He raised a leg onto the truck’s running board and hurled himself over the roof of his car, rolling and coming down kicking by the street, twisting his ankle. Shit.

But there was a hole. He could get through. He punched another man, straight-armed again and had a clear break. A couple of steps, the ankle giving under him, but he could force it. He had to. But then a car, turning onto 2nd Avenue, out of nowhere, was blocking his way.

He slammed up against it – more honks now, and the squealing of brakes – was somebody finally going to help him? Panting, he broke left, up 2nd, but the crowd had overflowed onto the street, screaming “Get him, get him!”

There was a crushing hit from the side of his knees – somebody who had been trained to tackle – and he went down, skidding five feet on the pavement, ripping the leg of his suit and the skin off his leg. A bunch of the beer-smelling men were pinning his hands and feet. He couldn’t get any movement.

With disbelieving horror, he realized that somebody was forcing a rope over his head.

At the periphery of the mob, Kevin Shea decided he couldn’t let this happen.

The jerk, the lunatic – he guessed it was still him – had thrown one end of the yellow rope – almost glowing in its brightness – over the arm of the first streetlight up 2nd Avenue. Now some of the men were jumping underneath the free end, trying to grab it, while the rest of them were chanting, “Pull him up, string him up!” He had to move.

He put a shoulder down and pushed. He got pushed back but everybody’s attention was on the scuffle on the street and he kept pressing into the tight mob.

But it kept getting tighter the closer in he got. Pulsing, almost. Pushing toward the center.

He raised his head. Someone had gotten on some shoulders and as Shea watched, he gained the rope and pulled it. Both sides, which had been dangling, came straight. Taut.

“Yeah! Do it! Do it now!”

The unbelievable bedlam rose around Shea and he used his elbows and knees, pushing, now within ten feet. He got his first glimpse of the man – bleeding from the head now, still struggling, in what looked like a white shirt and tie.

He dug in again with his elbows, and somebody jabbed him back. With all his strength he threw the back of his arm into the man’s face, pushing forward.

“Hey! Come on!” Was that him, yelling? Screaming at the top of his lungs. “Wait a minute. Don’t do this!” But whatever he was saying was getting lost in the rest of the din.

He was hit again. And again. On the mouth. His sides.

He kept pushing. The Swiss Army knife he always carried – it was out, opened. He slashed at the legs of the man in front of him, and he went down, yelling. Shea stepped on him, pushing forward.

But he wasn’t any closer. The mob holding the black man had moved closer to the light, everyone else parting before them.

The noise, the noise. Unlike anything Shea had ever heard or imagined – a kind of sustained moan, tension wound to the nth, like the last minute of a close basketball game, except with this inhuman, animal quality. There was a guy next to him in the streetlight’s glow, spittle coming from his mouth, yelling nonwords. Others had started mooing, the way they used to do in the halls in high school. And always the teeth-on-edge screech of the car alarm, underscoring it all.

He kept fighting, using the flow now to help him, getting closer, his knife still out. He jabbed again, randomly, in front of him, striking out with his other hand, getting people out of the way.

But not enough of them.

Suddenly, the tension released itself with what almost sounded like a cheer. The black man, only four feet in front of him, was off the ground, above the crowd, the rope tight. At the rope’s other end half a dozen of the men kept pulling, raising him up, higher – now his waist at the height of Shea’s head.

The hanging man reached above his own head, grabbing at the rope. A second’s reprieve. Maybe a minute’s. How long could he hold out? Somebody yelled that Shea should grab the feet, pull down on his feet.

God. Animals.

Suddenly, pushing all the time, Shea got himself there – to the man’s feet. He was still holding the rope above his head with his hands. Shea hugged the legs and lifted up, trying to relieve the pressure.

He pushed his right hand up. “The knife,” he screamed above him. “Take the knife.”

Maybe he could cut himself down. He seemed to hear him. There was a shift in the weight and the knife was grabbed from Shea’s hand. There were flashes of light – somebody taking photographs? Drops of something wet splattered against his jacket.

Someone in the crowd yelled, “That’s it, pull down! Pull!” The rest of the crowd took up the word in a chant. “Pull, pull, pull, pull . . .”

The hanging man was struggling above him trying to slash the rope with the knife, but with only one arm, even partially held by Shea, it took an immense and sustained effort. He was not getting it done.
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Paul Westberg was the photographer.

He was a twenty-three-year-old freelancer trying to break into the small time, the free presses, some ad sheets, boudoir shots of housewives a couple of times a week. He’d been walking, taking the occasional “art shot,” heading east on the north side of Geary near 2nd a couple of blocks from his home as the dusk snuck up behind him. The light was terrific, casting a burnished glow over the city.

And then he heard the crowd over the hum of six lanes of traffic on Geary. News! And – astoundingly – he was here. Prepared. Hooey!

But the light – the fantastic light – had changed. With the sun now just under the rim of the horizon he’d need his flash on the north-south street, where the action was. He had to get it attached, change his stops. All almost automatic, but taking time.

He did it all before crossing to the south side. But something was really happening over there, like a rally or something. He made his way, jay-running, through the east-bound lanes, waited on the center strip, darted forward.

Cars were stopped in the right lane, swerving around, causing a slowdown. He squeezed off one shot, figured it was a waste, got to the other side. There was no chance of seeing above the crowd so he stood on the hood of the nearest car. You had to take some chances if you wanted to get ahead.

Finally he saw what was happening.

The mob around him pulsed back and forth, rocking the car he stood on, then moving away from it. He didn’t know how long he’d get. If anybody saw him . . .

But there was some guy, his arms around a hanging man, holding a knife to his throat. God, what a shot! The shot of a lifetime.

His hands were shaking but he had to get the focus, he had to take the time.

There! One.

Snap. Another.

Someone below was grabbing at him, yelling, “Hey! Get this guy!”

He kicked out, jumped off the back of the car and ran like hell. He was home in three minutes.
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The crowd closed in. Someone hit Shea at the knees. The knife fell, clattering to the street. Above him, he heard a creak and a guttural sound – a deep hnnh as the rope took the man’s full weight again.

The men who held the other end of the rope were coming toward Shea now. There was a fire hydrant he saw for the first time. They were looping the rope around it.

Shea grabbed up the knife from the street, lunged at the first man, cutting at the arm that held the rope. The man cried out and, for an instant, let it go.

Somebody hit Shea again. Fists. He struck out with his knife, then someone kicked it. He heard it clatter away. A kick in the head. Then another one. Then darkness.

Helter-skelter before the distant wail of the first sirens, and still the closer, unending alarm klaxon that had been shrieking for half of eternity, the mob was disappearing around the corner onto Geary, down 2nd Avenue into alleys and doorways, over Dumpsters and back fences. Coming to, Shea heard panicky voices, the scrambling of feet, men running.

On his knees, he struggled to clear his vision. Whoever had beaten him had done some damage – his face was crusted and it felt like some ribs had been broken and perhaps his left arm, too. He tried to lift it but it hung dangling from his side.

The rope was still there, tied to the hydrant.

Looking up, seeing the man hanging, looking now very much dead, he forced himself to the hydrant. Maybe there was still a chance to save his life if he could get him down. He tried to pull at the mass of knots that had been tied at the hydrant, but with the weight from the man pulling on the rope from the other end, tightening it all down, there was no way, with only one hand, that he could even get a start. The knots wouldn’t give.

His left arm was a throbbing, useless burden. Still, he tried to use it, tried to take some of the pressure off the rope with his good hand and use the bad one to untie one of the knots. Or something.

He had to do something.

He pulled. Something new gave in his arm and without intending to, he screamed, nearly blacking out for a second, going down to one knee. He hung his head, gritting through the pain, hearing something else.

A pair of lights came around the corner up at Geary, tires screeching, heading right for him. It pulled in front of him, a door opened and two men jumped out of the open bed of the truck, another from the front seat.

“Thank God, guys. You gotta—” But they weren’t listening. One of them had a hand on his bad arm, pulling. Another grabbed his leg, lifting. “Hey! What . . . ?” They had him by both legs now and lifted him over the sides of the truck into its bed, the three men holding him down.

“He in?” the driver yelled, but without waiting for any answer, the tires squealed again.

One of the men who had grabbed him snapped Shea’s head against the metal floor. “You don’t know nothing,” he said. “You tell anybody anything, you’re dead meat. We’ll find you.”

They were gaining speed, taking one corner, then another. He was all turned around, held down, trying to get some bearings, anything. The three men were panting, holding him down.

Then, he didn’t know if there was some signal or what, but the truck screeched, pulled over, stopped. With one last warning that they would kill him if he said a word, they threw him out, then were off in a spray of gravel and the stink of burning rubber.




Wednesday, June 29




6

“What is this about, Chris?”

“It’s about civil war, Elaine. Is your television on?”

“Almost never.”

“Well, check it out. Now. I’ll wait.”

“What channel?”

“Any channel.”

Elaine Wager had been asleep. The call was from her boss and self-appointed mentor, San Francisco District Attorney Christopher Locke, who took a special interest in Elaine Wager.

She, like Locke, was black. She was also intelligent and already, though just barely twenty-five, a good lawyer, a tenacious prosecutor. Added to this were her considerable physical charms – mocha-colored skin as finely pored as Italian marble, a leggy, thin-waisted body, an Assyrian face. Of more importance to Chris Locke than any of these attributes, though, was Elaine’s mother, Loretta Wager, a United States senator and the first African-American of either sex to be elected to that office from California.

Elaine Wager swung her bare legs to the floor. On top she wore a man’s Warriors T-shirt. Waking up as she walked, she found herself becoming dimly aware of a concert of sirens down below, out in the city. The digital clock on her dresser read twelve-fourteen. Her apartment was a one-bedroom, twelve stories up, a few blocks north of Geary Street on Franklin near Lafayette Park. She glanced out the window – there seemed to be several fires a few blocks away in the Western Addition. To the south, too, the sky glowed orange.

Still carrying the phone, she moved quickly now through her sparsely furnished living room.

“What’s going on, Chris?”

The tiny portable television was on the counter in the kitchen area. She flicked it on.

“We’re in riot mode, Elaine. The projects are on fire. They lynched one of the brothers tonight.” Elaine sat down hard on one of the stools by the counter. “Arthur Wade.”

“What about Arthur?” she asked stupidly.

“You know him?”

“Of course, I know him. He went to Boalt with me. What about him?”

There was a pause. “Elaine, Arthur Wade is dead. A mob lynched him.”

“What do you mean, lynched?” She was babbling, trying to find a context for it, an explanation for the inexplicable.

On the television, more of the now-familiar visions – already the crowds were out in the streets, already the shop windows were being smashed, buildings were burning. Her eyes left the screen, went out to the real city again.

“Chris?”

“I’m here. I was wondering if you’d heard from your mother.”

“No, not yet. I’m sure I will. Meanwhile, what are we going to do?”

“Are you still in front of your TV?”

“Yes.”

“Look at it now.”

On the screen was a still photograph that would in the coming days become as famous as the Rodney King videotapes. Arthur Wade was hanging from a streetlight, and under him a white male was hugging him, apparently pulling down on his legs, trying to break his neck. Wade, in his last futile seconds, was holding the rope above his head with one hand, and with his other appeared to be trying to strike the man pulling his legs, to drive him away and purchase himself another few seconds of life.

Elaine stared transfixed at the horror of the scene. She had never expected to see it played out in her lifetime again, especially here, in supposedly liberal San Francisco.

She forced herself to look again – the black man hanging by the neck, surrounded by the white mob. All the faces were blurred except the two in the center, and they were in perfect focus. Arthur Wade and the man who’d hung him, whoever it was.

Chris Locke sounded raspy, drained. “We’re going to get proactive here, Elaine. That man’s got to be found. And then we’ve got to crucify him. Can you come down to the Hall . . . ?”

“You mean now?”

“I mean yesterday, Elaine.”
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