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This is a work of fiction. 
 
From the author: I continue to be humbled by the talent of my editing team. Some are veterans with the red pen 
and some are new and valued additions. But they all had remarkable insight and attention to detail. And yes, many 
members of the team are now immortalized as characters in this novel. 
 Special thanks go to Dr. Julie Ryan, Steve and Paula Simon, Gail Mahoney, Jim Ratti, and Jim 
Herrmann, who successfully veered the plot from away from deus ex machina. 
 In addition, I received superb editorial comments from Jack Mohney, Wild Bill Stealey, Steven Rael, 
Susan Zimmerman, Mike Klarman, Bob Guessferd, Cathy McClain, Darren Dasburg, Doug Sander, Phil Bossert, 
Robert Hensley, Todd Henry, and Dr. Michael Lambert. 
 In addition to my editors, I would also like to thank Terris Sadler, Inger-Lisa Skroder, Ron Cardwell, Jon 
Laube, Dave Jankowski, Mark Ye, Dr. Tom Long, Are Johnson, George Lipscomb, Joseph Kim, Neil Fossum, John 
MacKorell, Randy Duncan, and Bryan Branby. Your support and encouragement is greatly appreciated. 
 In my previous novel, The Bernoulli Award, I chose character names from my mother’s close friends who 
helped during her final illness. In plotting this new novel, I needed a new cast of characters. So I decided to use my 
classmates at the United States Air Force Academy. I had some eight hundred forty-two names from which to 
choose. Many of them are true war heroes, including a prisoner of war. And many in my class have given the 
ultimate sacrifice, either in training or in combat. My class produced numerous generals, test pilots, an astronaut, a 
member of Congress, a couple of Rhodes Scholars, and scores of corporate leaders across a host of industries. 
Clearly there is no shortage of people I admire in my graduation class. 
 However, I must point out that for those whom I included in this book, there are no physical or personal 
traits that can be correlated between them and the fictional characters in this book. Some of the characters were 
the names of my close friends and in some cases the names simply sounded appropriate. But all of the names 
used were of classmates I greatly admire. 
 One person I particularly admire and greatly respect is Daryl A.C. Atwell Williams, even though I royally 
trashed his name in the novel. Sorry, old friend. 
 But perhaps my biggest apology goes to the person for whom the main character was originally named. 
Regrettably, after some members of my Red Pen Team began reading the early chapters, they convinced me that I 
should rename “Mohney.” As much as I admire and respect the real Jack Mohney, I was ultimately convinced his 
last name is too often mispronounced and/or misspelled. I know, it’s a bummer, but he will get over it. I did, of 
course, keep his demonstrative first name Jack. 
 So why Bolden? I chose Bolden simply because Bauer, Reacher, and Ryan were already in use. 
 Finally, as my thirtieth reunion neared, I happily reconnected with many old Air Force Academy friends. 
Each time I saw an old friend, I found myself thinking, I should have used his name in the book. Unfortunately, the 
size of my admiration list exceeds this novel’s character list, so I apologize to any who weren’t included. To them, all 
I can say is I’m already working on the next Bolden novel. And Jack Bolden will need a lot of help in getting him out 
of the next impossible jam. 
 
-Tom 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For my daughter, Jill.  

 

You continue to amaze and inspire me. 

  



 

 

 

 

 

Prologue 

 

April 16, this year. 

 

quinting into the brilliant afternoon sun, Jack realized he couldn’t get to his 

reserved seat on the makeshift stage without drawing even more attention. He 

almost made it on time, as the retirement ceremony began just two minutes 

ago. He had no choice but to stand in the thick green grass at the edge of the 

portable aluminum stage, sweating and trying to catch his breath, until the playing of 

the National Anthem ended. 

This was not his event. 

 He had arrived just moments before, balancing his black airline roller bag by 

the long black handle with one hand. His flight bag swung gently from the other hand 

before he slowly lowered it onto the turf, in a feeble attempt to be invisible. The 

seventy-five yard sprint from the curb to the grassy, open area had been awkward at 

best. He forced himself to walk the last hundred feet to the rear of the attendees, to 

minimize any commotion. But his jog, with the two heavy bags in hand, had been in 

full view of the dignitaries on the stage. They must have been amused. 

 When everyone rose for the national anthem, he left his bags and crept up to 

the side of the stage, behind the Department of Defense flag, and caught his breath. 

He wasn't out of shape by any means, but he certainly wasn't twenty 

anymore. His seat was noticeably open on the outdoor stage, a temporary structure 

positioned parallel to the eastern edge of the Potomac River. To make matters worse, 

he was still dressed in his airline uniform, which made him look more like a French 

cruise ship captain than a military officer. He should have been dressed in his Air 

Force Colonel Class A's. 

 But there had been no time for that. He got word of the ceremony only three 

days prior and had already left home on a regular trip pairing. Thus he didn't have his 

Air Force uniform with him anyway. Fortunately, he had been able to rearrange his 

schedule, swapping the Tokyo Narita to Washington Dulles leg with another captain. 

As a check airman, he had much more flexibility than a regular line pilot. 

 But his flight’s late arrival—thirty minutes behind schedule—required him to 

dash off the airplane and bolt through customs ahead of the rest of his crew. Then he 

ran to the airport’s baggage claim area to hail a cab for a very expensive ride straight 

to Bolling Air Force Base—just in time to be late. 

He hated being late. 

 Major General Gary Mitchell “Snootch” Nogrady was the first to notice him 

and couldn't help but chuckle. He knew, more than anyone else, how Jack hated to be 

late. He didn't often see Jack frazzled and sweaty. The two-star general had known 

him since they were eighteen year-old “smacks” at the Academy back in the late 

seventies. 

 Although they talked frequently and traded emails, Jack hadn't seen Snootch 

in almost a year and was shocked at how bad he looked, even from twenty feet away. 

S 



Deep half-moons underlined his sunken eyes. Sure, he was smiling—it was his 

retirement celebration—but clearly Snootch was not well. Nonetheless, Jack smiled 

back and shrugged his shoulders, conveying better late than never. 

 When the opportunity presented itself, Jack glided to his seat with the rest of 

the dignitaries, mostly three- and four-star generals. He was the only non-general 

officer on the stage. The only other two-star was the incoming Defense Intelligence 

Agency Director, Robert “Ferd” Guessferd. Jack didn't know him. There were also 

four men in power suits, most notably the Director of the CIA and the Vice President. 

Jack had worked with the Director many years ago when they were just intel weenies. 

But to have the Vice President show up: Cool. That explained the look he got from 

the two men in suits behind the stage, guarding the VP's back, or “six.” Normally a 

VP wouldn't show up to an event like this, but he and Snootch had a long history 

when the VP was a junior congressman on the House Intelligence Committee and 

Snootch was a lowly Captain staff officer. Jack had never been star struck by a 

person’s elected position or national celebrity. He always judged people by their 

character and intellect. Yet it was certainly unusual sitting on the same stage as the 

Vice President of the United States, he thought. 

 He saw the DIA logo on the front of the podium and it still made him 

chuckle. Unveiled in the mid-eighties, it was the globe encircled by an ornate ribbon. 

But the employees called it a world wrapped in red tape. 

 The DIA in the mid-eighties was a place with a muted mission, a disgruntled 

and uninspired workforce—career bureaucrats. Internally, DIA stood for Do It Again 

or Disabled in Action. 

 As Snootch moved up in the organization over the years, he slowly changed 

it into a thriving and effective intelligence-gathering organization. It was no surprise 

to anyone when he was put in charge a few years ago. 

 Jack slapped Snootch’s shoulder as he plopped into the open seat—the one 

reserved for him right next to the soon-to-be-retired Major General Gary Mitchell 

Nogrady. Of course, he never used the “Snootch” cognomen when anyone outside 

their old inner-circle was present. 

 Jack exhaled. He was still in the same uniform he'd been in since he dressed 

for work some sixteen hours earlier at the Narita Radisson. He needed a shave, or at 

least wash the grime off of his face. 

 “Ladies and Gentlemen, the Director,” a young lieutenant’s voice announced 

through the portable loudspeakers. Everyone began clapping as Jack took it all in. 

The event had at most a hundred people there, with half of the attendees in some sort 

of military uniform. He knew that most would be asked to carry their folding chairs 

back across the grass to the curb on their way back to the huge Defense Intelligence 

Agency Headquarters building looming a few blocks to the east, safely and 

innocuously inside the fence at Bolling. 

The CIA director stood from his chair two down from him. Jack smiled at 

him, with a “hey, old friend” nod. The middle-aged man silently but enthusiastically 

mouthed “Coach!” while pointing an imaginary gun at Jack, and moved up to the 

microphone. 

What's his name? Weber. Gary Weber. Boy, it's been a while. Jack then 

continued turning his head all the way behind him, and took in the incredible view of 

the small waves hitting the immaculately manicured rip-rap on the shore of the 

Potomac. Across the wide river was Reagan National Airport, busy as usual. The 



departures were northbound, up the river. Any passenger with a keen eye, seated on 

the right side of a departing airplane could see that some sort of festive event was 

occurring just beyond the shore, across the wide river. However, they wouldn’t know 

that a two-star general was retiring and the vice president of the United States was 

there. 

 Gorgeous. A perfect day in D.C. Jack thought about how beautiful the city 

was. But he could also never forget that awful event that happened just a few miles 

from there, some twenty-five years ago. The horrible memory of that dreadful day 

that he lost his wife came flooding back. Has it been that long? 

 The director spent about ten minutes describing in gross generalities all of 

the accomplishments that Snootch had made. But of course he couldn't really talk 

about the details due to national security concerns. His overused punch line “I'd tell 

you, but then I'd have to kill you” still could have been entertaining, but the man was 

a horrible stand-up comic and made Jack wonder how this man made it all the way to 

the leader of Central Intelligence. 

 Snootch whispered, “Glad you could make it. Jeez. Bull fight? Train wreck?” 

He then offered Jack a mint. 

Snootch was referring to Jack’s red eyes and the grimy sweat covering his 

five o'clock shadow. Even in jest, Snootch was always analyzing and observing. As 

Director of the Defense Intelligence Agency, it was hard not to. 

Jack took one, scratching the stubble on his chin. “Thanks, Snootch. Nope, 

just a quick hop from halfway around the world. I sure would love to lean into a 

toothbrush for a few delightful minutes. Why the outdoor ceremony? Isn’t this a bit 

odd?” 

“Yeah, it was originally planned for the big stadium conference room in the 

DCIA building. Then they thought it couldn’t handle the crowd because of the Veep 

showing up. So we moved it to Building 259 down at NRL. Big and secure, but not 

fancy enough. The Veep wanted it outdoors, which caused all kinds of headaches 

from a security standpoint—more because of the DCI exposure. But if the Veep 

wants it outdoors, we put it outdoors.” Then Snootch looked him straight in the eye. 

“Seriously, I am so glad you could make it, Coach. Listen, I get one more ride in the 

staff car after this is over. Come to the house?” It wasn't a question. It was an order, 

an order from Jack’s oldest and dearest friend. 

 “Don't you have a bit of pomp and circumstance to endure?” 

 “Seriously, Coach. We have to talk.” The emphasis on the word “Coach” was 

an admonition. 

 Jack looked in his eyes. The man was sick. Maybe it was the strain of the job. 

No, he decided. There was something physically wrong. He'd known him too long 

 “O.K. Sure, Snootch.” Uh, oh… 

 Clapping and laughter erupted. Both of them missed it, and decided to pay 

better attention. This was about Snootch, after all. A few minutes later, the CIA 

Director introduced the Vice President who made a few remarks then invited General 

Nogrady to stand and receive a medal. He already had a chest full of them. Most of 

the medals were for actions that few people would ever know about. 

 All stood when the retirement orders were read by the Vice President. 

Typical retirement ceremony. Lots of clapping and little substance. 

 When the ceremony ended, everyone remained in place until the VP and the 

Director walked back through the green lawn and got into to their respective staff 



cars. The VP had five. The CIA Director had just one. Snootch slapped Jack on the 

back, saying “I'll make this quick, Coach” and proceeded to shake hands and smile 

with anyone and everyone who was there. The first person’s hand he shook was a 

young airman, who could easily have been a son of his. Snootch was a good man, 

Jack reminded himself. Jack had always been the subordinate of the pair, particularly 

during those tough years following Kate’s death—and that was so very long ago. Her 

death happened only a few miles from here, he recalled, and at about this time of day. 

Even now, the thought of her death took his breath away. He hated this beautiful city, 

the place where his wife had died so violently. 

 “Coach, good to see you!” It was a voice from behind. 

 Jack wheeled around and saw a Brigadier General—and old friend—extend 

his hand. 

 “Jeez, if it isn’t Joe Kim. Are you ever going to retire and move to Hawaii 

like you always said you would?” he gibed. 

 “Someone has to watch the store. We're running out of old school talent.” 

 “You can't tell me the new kids aren't up to the challenge.” 

 The general shook his head. “Sure. They're smart enough. But they think it's 

all done with electronics and software. You and I know that HUMINT [human 

intelligence] is where the bacon is fried. All these kids want to do is get techie with 

it.” 

 Jack got serious. “Hey, Joe. What's the deal with his retirement?” 

 “All I know is it was sudden. Seems like he was run out on a rail.” 

 They both stared at the two-star general who was working his way through 

the dwindling crowd, saying goodbye. 

 No one would ever guess that Jack and Snootch had once streaked through 

the Air Gardens together when they were teenagers at the Academy, many years ago. 

Five times through buck naked and you're an “ace.” The ace connotation was fitting, 

yet it all seemed a bit passé these days. Jack was an ace, many times over. Never 

caught; he had the knack. Snootch, the now-retiring director of defense intelligence, 

never made it—he always got caught by some upperclassman or an officer, even 

when he tried it late at night. Sure, it was a game, a prank. But getting caught was not 

enjoyable; not in the least. In fact, that's why being an ace carried such distinction 

back then. The punishment usually involved some peer humiliation, a lot of push-ups, 

and walking “tours,” or simulated guard duty for hours at a time while everyone else 

was at Arnold Hall drinking watered-down beer and eating cardboard-flavored pizza. 

 As Jack looked at Snootch, thirty years of memories came rushing back. 

From a skinny freshman—a Cadet Fourth Class—to the head of Defense Intelligence. 

Hard to believe. Even harder to believe was in knowing the kinds of decisions that 

Snootch had to make while holding that position. Yes, Jack knew all about those 

decisions, because he himself had been ordered by Snootch to do a few things that 

could have resulted in his own demise or foreign incarceration had things gone south. 

It couldn't have been easy for Snootch to send his best friend out on high-risk 

missions. 

Yet Jack wasn't even a real spook—just a “spoo,” i.e. a “spook of 

opportunity” or “rent-a-spook” as Snootch had once said. A drop here. A pick up 

there. He often never knew the content, nor did he want to know. Most of the time, he 

spent his reserve days in the military underneath florescent lights compiling data into 

information. It was droll, miserable work. But as the great NFL fullback Larry 



Csonka once said, “It's a necessary evil.” It did get Jack a promotion to Colonel in the 

Air Force Reserves, but even to this day he wondered whether it had been worth the 

hassle and the occasional risk. No one at the airlines had a clue what he did on some 

of those long Hong Kong and Taiwan overnights. 

 Yet he learned much later that Snootch had probably saved his life by getting 

him reassigned after his new wife’s death. Kate, a.k.a. “K-8” was a dear friend of 

Snootch, in addition to being Jack’s wife. Behind the scenes, Snootch got Jack out of 

the cockpit and into a temporary desk job as an intel officer for the year that followed 

her death. It happened just a mile or so north of where they were now gathered. 

 You can't grieve and fly airplanes at the same time. Jack knew that all too 

well now. But as a twenty-four year old, he thought he was bullet proof. Snootch was 

always more controlled than Jack, which is why he made it to the top of the intel 

world. “Flying can wait—you need to get your mind straight first,” he had told Jack a 

week after his wife's sudden death. 

 Snootch, Kate, and Jack had all graduated together from The United States 

Air Force Academy in Colorado Springs. Snootch was Jack's best man at the wedding 

at the Cadet Chapel, the day after graduation. Interestingly, Snootch actually saw 

more of Kate over the first two years after graduation than Jack did, since Jack went 

off to undergraduate pilot training (UPT) and Fighter Lead In. Neither Kate nor 

Snootch went to UPT. So by the time he got Jack settled in at DIA, Snootch had a 

two-year leap on him as to how things were done in the intel world. He made sure 

that Jack's new bosses kept him busy, to keep his mind off of his horrible loss. Then a 

year later, Snootch worked out a deal with the Manpower and Personnel Center to let 

him get out of the Air Force so he could fly for the airlines while completing the rest 

of his Air Force commitment doing reserve duty as an intel officer. It was an unusual 

deal for a regular Air Force officer, but Snootch was a guy who could make things 

happen. 

 All of those memories came back now. 

 At last, Snootch and Jack got into the staff car and headed towards the 

Wilson Bridge and Snootch's home just south of Alexandria, Virginia, about fifteen 

minutes away. As he crossed the newly-completed replacement bridge, he took in the 

beautiful view of the nation's capital to the north. Such a beautiful and horrible city. 

 Jack looked around the back of the black Lincoln Town Car, finally asking, 

“How do I get back to Dulles?” 

 Snootch looked at the driver, a young airman. “Lenny, what time are you off 

duty?” 

 “Sir, I'm available as long as you need me,” came from the front. 

 “Would you mind giving this fine man a run out to Dulles—” 

 “—Comfort Inn in Herndon.” 

 “—Comfort Inn, say, at about ten tonight?” 

 “Yes, General.” 

 “Thanks, Lenny.” Then he looked at Jack. “Where to, tomorrow, Coach?” 

 “Just back to San Fran, and I'm done. It started as a six-pack [six-leg, trans-

Pacific trip] back and forth to Japan. Good thing I'm a check airman and could 

shuffle my schedule to have an overnight here. You sure didn’t give me much notice 

about this retirement thing. But I don't leave until nine PM tomorrow night, so we 

can do some serious 'debriefing' with adult beverages. You've earned it, bud.” 

 “I'm glad you made it.” 



 “Me, too.” Then Jack lowered his voice. There was no beating around the 

bush. “O.K. what's going on?” 

 Snootch replied immediately and with no emotion. “Leukemia. Pretty 

aggressive.” 

 No. Jack felt a jolt go through him. “Aw, crap, Snootch. I'm so sorry.” 

 “The simple lesson is blow your retirement savings early.” 

 Jack didn't smile. 

 “Hey, it's O.K. I'm just still chasing after Rhonda,” he added, musing about 

his own deceased wife. “But I ain't dead yet. I start chemo tomorrow.” 

 “I was wondering why I got so little notice for your retirement ceremony.” 

 “Yeah, I got the boot as soon as the diagnosis came in. All my personal stuff 

from my office is already boxed up in the garage. It's like I was never there. Some 

day you need to help me go through those boxes.” He gave Jack a hard look. “The 

boxes in my garage,” he repeated. 

 Jack changed the subject, “Who's this General Guessferd guy?” 

 “They call him 'Ferd.' On name alone, it sounds like he'd be a good guy to 

work with. But the word is he can be a real ass. He's been hiding over at NSA for 

years, doing deep black work. No one here knows him very well.” 

 “Yeah, I met everyone but the VP—who bolted right after it ended—and that 

Ferd guy. But it’s clear the two of them know each other. I saw it in their eye 

contact.” 

 “Yeah, the Veep and Ferd got to know each other when he was a junior 

congressman on the select intelligence committee.” 

 “But you knew the VP back then. Didn’t you run across Ferd?” 

 “Nope. He’s an enigma, which is actually a requirement for this job. If you’re 

a finalist on American Idol, you’ll never be DIA Chief.” 

 They soon arrived at his modest house and went inside. Jack left his roller 

bag and flight case in the staff car. 

 Jack noticed that all of Rhonda's collectibles and artwork were still in the 

house. It was as though she was still there and would peek around the corner at any 

moment. But it had been almost three years since Rhonda died. Jack had stayed with 

Snootch for almost three weeks after her death, having traded trips and rearranged his 

vacation time. It was the only time Jack had ever seen Snootch cry. Two guys, both 

widowers before their time. Jack, a widower a quarter of a century ago. And it still 

hurt. 

 Snootch opened the closet next to the garage door and flicked a switch on the 

inside wall.  But the closet light didn’t come on. Unconcerned, he reclosed the door 

and asked, “Wanna beer?” 

 For a good hour they talked about everything, and about nothing. It’d been a 

while. Over the past year, Jack had come into town to do reserve duty several times, 

only to find that Snootch was “unavailable.” Snootch had never been one to let the 

action come to him. Even though it had been a year since they last saw each other, 

they talked as though it had been just yesterday. Throwing back a few beers, Snootch 

excused himself and walked out to the staff car to bring Lenny a bag of Doritos and a 

couple cans of Coke. The young airman was playing Angry Birds on his phone. Jack 

went off in a different direction to the bathroom. Washing his hands, he looked in the 

mirror and saw a man over fifty, sorely in need of a shave and some sleep. He saw 

the scars of a man who never fully recovered from the loss of his wife some twenty-



five years ago. He also saw a man who just found out his life-long friend was dying. 

He couldn't bear the thought. He washed his face which made him feel a little better. 

Life doesn't end, it just fades. 

 He returned with a forced smile, and they talked for another half an hour 

about nothing in particular. Then it got quiet. Snootch, closed his eyes for a couple of 

seconds then looked at Jack, quite seriously. “I have something to tell you, Jack.” 

 “Haven't you told me enough?” 

 “Twenty-five years ago this May the fifth, Kate died.” 

 “I know. I wish it had happened on some other day. Cinco de Mayo never had 

the same ring to it.” Jack still vividly remembered getting the call from the Park 

Service Police, “Mr. Bolden?” they had asked. He corrected them as “It's Lieutenant 

Bolden. Speaking,” then he heard the news that changed his life, “I'm afraid we have 

some bad news, sir...” 

 Over the phone. Twenty-five years ago, Jack had been told that his wife Kate, 

had been murdered—and he got the news over the phone. Sure, it was a procedural 

mistake, but a mistake nonetheless. When he hung up, he was completely alone in the 

world. Never had he felt so utterly alone. That was so long ago, yet it was like 

yesterday. 

 “I have something I want to tell you. I feel I have to.” 

 Jack sat back in his chair, took a swig of beer, and said, “Go.” 

 “Kate's murder was no random act. It wasn't a drive-by shooting. She was 

targeted and murdered intentionally.” 

 Jack looked confused. How would he know this now? How long has he 

known? “Seriously? K-Eight? My Kate?” 

 “Yes. I thought this was something I shouldn't take to my grave with me.” 

 Jack was stunned. After a pregnant pause, he managed, “I should say not.” 

 They stared at each other, with Snootch hesitating then knowing what would 

follow, offered, “Look, nothing like this is cut and dry. Remember when we lifted the 

prints off the shell casings?” 

 “Yeah.” 

 “Well, over the past five years we've gotten very good at matching prints 

against millions of people around the world.” 

 “Who was it?” 

 “You see, twenty-five years ago nothing was computerized. Now, everyone is 

ID'd. Back then, when Kate was working for the Foreign Technology Division she 

was about to blow the lid on some illegal microprocessor shipments to Taiwan. 

Remember ChipPro?” 

Jack nodded. “Sure.” 

“That was her. She discovered it when she analyzed the time and employee 

productivity estimates at ChipPro’s Sunnyvale ops. They made a critical error in 

trying to hide their productivity—some sort of raw materials uptick with no 

corresponding uptick in output, plus doctored shipping records. The FBI caught a 

batch of thousands of eight-bit microprocessors—big power back then—being loaded 

into a Taiwanese-bound pallet. They were going to be transferred by boat to 

Guangdong by Chinese smugglers. Two days after this intercept, Kate was dead in 

her car at L 'Enfant Plaza.” 

 “You’re saying she was killed over some microprocessors?” 

 “Yeah. But it was more about who got caught with his hand in the cookie jar 



than the actual microprocessors.” 

 “Who?” 

 “The Chinese.” 

 “No, who, specifically?” 

 “At the time, he was a thug inside the Chinese Embassy.” 

 Jack glared at him rather than asking “Who?” for the third time. 

 “His name is Cho Chu. Kind of like ‘Choo Choo’ but his first, make that, his 

last name is with a long ‘O.’ And he's now the Chairman and Chief Executive Officer 

of Toto Motors, the biggest car maker in China and third largest car manufacturer in 

the world.” 

 “Are you friggin’ kidding me, Snootch? How the hell did he go from thug to 

CEO?!” 

 “He was a patriot for his country. He's also quite smart and industrious. And 

obviously he never pissed off the wrong people. We've had a file on him for years, 

but we just got his prints when we started requiring them with customs entry into the 

U.S.” 

 Jack let the news sink in. He tilted his head up and looked at the ceiling then 

asked, “How long have you known?” 

 “Honestly, Coach, I just found out. Look, there's no statute of limitations on 

murder, but all we have is a print on the shell casing found near the murder scene. 

The bullet was never found. The injury was nonspecific to an exact caliber match. We 

would never get an extradition, much less a conviction. I'm only telling you this for 

closure, so you can quit looking at every yo-yo on the street wondering which dirt 

bag in our midst did it.” 

 Jack closed his eyes. He was a pragmatist and knew the news would not 

bring Kate back. Yet he waited for that warm fuzzy to pass over him, the 

contentedness he would soon feel by knowing the murder had been solved. 

 But it didn't. So much for closure. He thought about this man, Cho Chu, now 

a captain of industry, who made it to the top by assassinating people in the name of 

his own country. 

 “Snootch. Thank you for telling me.” Then he tried to change the subject, 

“Look, I have to fly back to San Fran, but then I'm off for a week before I'm back 

flying, doing line checks. I'll run back and help you with this chemo.” 

 “Changing the subject means you are already scheming to go after him. I 

suggest you just move on and let God judge him in the afterlife. And, regarding your 

coming back here for some hand-holding—no thanks. I'd love to see you, but this is a 

battle best waged alone. I'll get through it. Then you can come out when I'm ready to 

play golf again. Listen,” he said at last, “sometime you'll have to help me unpack 

some of the boxes in the garage.” Jack saw him raise one eyebrow ever so slightly. 

 Jack nodded, but thought that was kind of an odd request—and the third time 

he mentioned those boxes. They stood, hugged each other like lifelong friends would.  

Jack went out through the garage, clearly noticing the boxes stacked neatly in 

the center of the garage. As the garage door dropped, he waved, got into the back seat 

of Snootch's staff car, and the driver took him back to his hotel. 

Jack thought about his life at age fifty. He wasn't going to just fade away. 

Call it revenge. Call it deferred justice. This man, Cho Chu, was marked. Jack had 

spent the last twenty-five years wondering what might have been, had she not been 

gunned down on that horrible night. Now he knew what he had to do. And he was 



going to need to pull together a team of old colleagues to make this work. 

 

 

 

Major General Gary Mitchell “Snootch” Nogrady died the next day, one hour into 

what should have been a routine chemo treatment. His body was cremated 

immediately. Only then did the notifications begin. 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

Part I: Blytheville, Arkansas 

 

Chapter One 

 

April 16, forty-two years ago. 

 

ne eye squeezed shut, the perspicacious second grader hovered his other eye 

over the microscope and squinted into the single eyepiece. Young Jack 

Bolden twisted the black, grooved knob back and forth until the small 

organisms appeared. He had been given only two days with it and wanted to 

check out every possible small living creature he could see during the weekend. He 

had been puzzled at the look that Mrs. Roberds had given him before school let out 

when he asked if he could bring it home and use it over the weekend. What had she 

said to him? “Wouldn't you rather play baseball or something this weekend?” 

 His response was quick and almost contumelious. “Why don't you want me 

to learn more about microorganisms? Maybe you should teach baseball and let the 

recess monitor teach your class?” 

 He got the same look that he got from his mother occasionally and didn't 

push it any further. She didn't say anything to him, just turned and put it in its 

Styrofoam container and slid it into the cardboard box. At last, she said, “I don't have 

to tell you that it's very fragile.” 

 He nodded then grabbed the box and scampered away. 

 As soon as he got home, he set up the microscope on the kitchen table and 

began his investigations. He started out with blank glass slides and was amazed at the 

life already on them. He dipped one of the slides in Clorox then looked again. No 

movement. It shocked him. How many squiggly micro-animals did he just murder? 

That was the first time he had knowingly killed anything. It almost made him cry. He 

pulled out the glass slide and washed it off in the sink. He didn't want to kill any 

more creatures, no matter how small they were. They had done nothing to him. 

 Convinced that he cleaned off all of the Clorox, he wiped the wet slide on his 

bright green nylon gym shorts then again with his off-white tank top t-shirt and 

wandered out the back door, the screen slamming back against the frame making a 

familiar schwhap. 

 “Where are you going?” his mother asked from the den. 

 “To the ditch to get some specimens,” he replied, yelling back into the tiny 

orange brick house. 

 “Well don't get all dirty. And it's getting dark. I have to run and pick up your 

little sister. Then we're having dinner. So don't wander off.” 

 He said, “I won't” but his voice trailed as he turned. 

 The Bolden home was perfect, as far as he was concerned. He didn't know he 

existed in the lower middle class. The tiny frame house was on the very edge of the 

small town, its chain-link fenced backyard facing a large field, freshly plowed for the 

O 



new season. Beyond the cotton field was a big ditch that had snakes and turtles and 

ducks—and provided a natural border to the B-52 base where the huge jets sat in the 

distance, their tall tails sticking up everywhere to the northwest. He got an air show 

every day from his bedroom window. He knew he was the luckiest kid in the world. 

 At only eight years old, he could already distinguish the pointy-tailed B-52s 

as the older “D” models and that the base was supposed to get some of the newer “H” 

models, the ones with the tops of their tails cut off. He could also recognize the KC-

135s, the flying gas stations that refueled the B-52s when they had to go bomb the 

Russians. 

 Blytheville Air Force Base represented a link to the vast world beyond the 

confines of the tiny farm town—that and of course I Dream of Jeannie. Some day he 

would be a pilot. And a doctor. Oh yeah, and an astronaut too, just like Gus Grissom. 

His teachers told him he could be anything he wanted to be, and he wanted to be 

many things. All he had to do was study hard. That was no problem. 

 He walked along the edge of the field out towards the ditch, and looked at the 

huge dirt clods. He remembered how the huge tractors had tilled the field last year; 

the first run created big chunks of dirt, essentially flipping over the soil, burying last 

year's cotton twigs and stems, everything that was left over after the cotton pickers 

harvested the white puffs from the bolls. The tractor would soon be coming through 

again soon to turn the big clods into smaller ones. Maybe he would be home when 

the crop duster would fly by and spray some white stuff on the field. Last year he sat 

on the edge of the field for hours, hoping the distant crop dusters would do “his” 

field. 

 As he walked away from the straight row of tiny homes that lined the edge of 

the huge cotton field, he heard some kids playing at a neighbor’s house, but didn't 

bother looking back. They were all two years older than he was—fourth graders, their 

age in double-digits—and knew they wouldn't let him play with them anyway. 

 So he kept on walking, careful not to get his white Converse All-Stars 

sneakers dirty. The sneakers were the latest fashion, the kind the NBA players had, 

high-tops. It was cool to leave the top three eyelets open, but he opted to tie them all 

the way up so he wouldn't twist his ankle on a dirt clod. Shoes could be washed, he 

reasoned; a sprained ankle would hurt for days. 

 After about ten minutes he reached the ditch and carefully guided himself 

down to the muddy edge. He knew there’d be no snakes yet as it was still too early in 

the season. He took the glass slides out of his pocket and dipped them in the murky, 

green sludge next to the edge of the water. Then he dipped the mason jar into the 

stagnant water and held it up to examine it in the receding sunlight. It was virtually 

opaque. Perfect. 

 On his way back, he saw three boys in a tree—his tree! What were they 

doing in his backyard, inside his fence line? As he got closer he could see one was 

climbing out on a mid-level branch, trying to get to a bird nest. Jack started to jog, 

but unsure of the reception he would get when he got there, decided to walk and not 

mess up his specimens. Maybe they would be gone by the time he arrived. 

 Jack focused on the gang leader and recognized him as J.B. Brown. He had a 

yard-long stick in his hand and slowly brought it back as he pulled himself closer to 

the nest. He moved with the grace of a leopard stalking a wildebeest. 

 Jack wanted to yell, “Get out of my tree!” but fully understood the concept of 

an ass-whooping. He continued to walk towards the house, albeit more slowly now. 



 Suddenly, J.B. slammed the stick down on the nest, the entire branch 

swaying from the force of his attack. The nest disintegrated and tumbled down 

through the trees, the tiny eggs falling to the grass below at a noticeably higher speed. 

“No!” Jack yelled, but none heard him because they were all yelling at the mother 

dove, which had been hit and was trying to fly away but was instead spiraling down 

to the ground. The older boys quickly scampered down the tree, onto the green grass 

in his yard and over to the bird, which was still frantically trying to fly but was 

clearly wounded. 

 A vitriolic rage erupted inside Jack as he ran the remaining hundred yards, 

gliding across the massive dirt clods. Mason jar in hand, its contents already emptied, 

he let it fly. The fist-sized jar arced well over their heads and impacted midway up 

the roof of the house with a deep thud and simultaneous chime of glass exploding in 

an outward Brownian wave. 

 “Leave it alone! Get out of my yard!” Jack's deep blue eyes focused on J.B. 

as he bounded the fence, his hands firmly grasping the top, horizontal pole, legs 

whipping over the side. The boys moved in closer as tiny Jack sprinted towards J.B., 

out of control, at full throttle. He dove into J.B., swinging. 

 And missed. 

 J.B. merely sidestepped, watching the flapping projectile sail past, land in the 

grass, and roll. 

“You monster. What did you do?!” He started to get up, but the boys pushed 

him down; he was clearly no match for the trio of ten year olds. 

 J.B. walked over to the bird and scooped it up. It was clearly alive, but one of 

its wings was partially extended. He walked a few steps towards Jack, smirked, the 

turned and threw the bird with all of his might over the fence and into the plowed 

field. 

 The bird never moved during its final, parabolic flight. 

 Jack bolted up with incredible speed and flew head-long into J.B., surprising 

him. They went backwards as a single heap. Jack, never having fought before, began 

swinging his arms at J.B., who quickly regained his composure and pushed him aside 

then quickly got to his feet and kicked Jack in the gut, knocking the breath out of 

him. 

 At that moment, “Boys!” erupted from behind the screen door. It was Mrs. 

Bolden and she was all business. The boys sprinted away before she could swing 

open the screen door, thinking distance was the key to survival. 

 Jack knew he was going to die, right then and there. Why couldn't he 

breathe? He was trying to. He just couldn't. Several years later he would know that it 

was caused by an acute blow to the celiac plexus. But at this particular moment he 

started to panic, grasping for her—anyone really. Then his diaphragm recovered 

slightly and he sucked in a little bit of air. He uttered something, but it was 

unintelligible. Then he caught a full breath, and did everything he could to not cry out 

like a baby. 

 “Are you OK? I'm going to call Annie Brown. That boy is not going to get 

away with bullying you.” 

 “No,” was all he could manage to say. He rolled on his side, away from her 

as she approached. She knelt down and touched his shoulder. He raised the back of 

his hand to her, indicating he was OK then stood up slowly and walked towards the 

back gate, never facing her. Otherwise she would see the tears. 



 As he got to the fence, he said, “Don't call Mrs. Brown. It's over. He knows 

he messed up.” He walked out about fifteen rows into the field and located the dove. 

He dropped to his knees to get a closer look. It was indeed dead, though he didn't 

need to really confirm it. He had witnessed its lifeless body tumble through the air. 

 He waved off his mother from twenty-five yards away, who turned and went 

back into the house. He heard the screen door close with a schwhap. He looked 

closely at the bird. He had never seen one up close before. The eyes were solid black 

and non-responsive. He poked at it. Nothing. He touched the wing then slowly pulled 

the wing out and examined the shape, the airfoil. It was fascinating. All of the rigidity 

was near the front of the wing; the rest was feathers. He rolled it onto its back. The 

power must come from the bird's chest. He looked at the bird as he would a machine. 

He thought about whether there was a bird heaven. Then he got angry again. He 

looked around then picked it up by one of its legs and brought it back to the house, 

laying it on top of the metal garbage can at the corner of the building. This is not 

over. 

 

 

 

 

When he got in the house, he was instructed to clean up for dinner, which he did. 

When his father got home, they sat down for spaghetti, which he devoured. Mrs. 

Bolden told her husband about the fight, and Jack's dad looked over at him for 

confirmation. 

 Jack said, “I'm fine. He won't be bigger than me forever.” 

 “When it comes to fights, run if you can. If you can't, be sure you get the first 

punch in before he knows what hit him,” his dad said. His dad then finished the short 

lecture, “And contain him until he's no longer a threat. Fights aren't like in the 

movies. The guy that gets the first punch in usually wins.” When his dad gave him 

advice, it was staccato and accurate. 

 Jack nodded. And that was that. Topic concluded. 

 

 

 

 

Almost like on cue, at two AM, Jack got up quietly and dressed. He laced up his 

Converse, this time leaving the top three eyelets open. He walked through the 

darkened house, opened the fridge, the light blinding him temporarily. He grabbed 

the glass ketchup bottle. It was half-empty. Then he tip-toed over and opened the 

back door, being careful not to make it schwhap when he closed it. He had never 

been outside this late before. The air base, a couple miles away, was glowing orange 

from the ramp floodlights, but was otherwise eerily silent. 

 He went to the garbage can and grabbed the dead bird off the lid by its legs. 

The air was cold and damp as he glanced up at the sky full of stars. It was a bit 

spooky to be out at such a late hour, yet he never reconsidered his plan. He glided 

between a few homes, then crossed the parallel street and went straight to the garage 

of the Brown's. His heart was pounding, so he waited until he calmed down a bit. 

There was no need to rush. Their dog was always put out in the back yard at night. 

However, if the dog was awakened, his plan would be foiled. In Blytheville, 



Arkansas, in the late sixties, nobody locked their doors at night. Their garage door 

didn't have both a screen door and a regular door. It was a single door, with two small 

windows at eye level, slightly offset, a post-World War II style. Bird and ketchup in 

his left hand, he twisted the door knob with his right hand ever so slowly until it 

released. The door didn't creak at all when he slid inside into the darkened kitchen of 

the enemy. 

 He left the door ajar and walked through the tiny home through the kitchen, 

into the den, and down the hallway to the first door on the right. He had been to J.B.'s 

birthday party last year, just like the other neighbor kids, so he knew exactly where 

the room was. 

 He stood silently in the doorway, and at once, felt completely at ease. The 

streetlight was illuminating J.B. He was on his back, toes sticking out of the sheet, 

legs spread apart, one arm at his side. The other arm was hanging slightly over the 

bed. 

 He made two slow steps to the bed and laid the dead bird between his legs, 

on top of the sheet. Then he slowly poured a half-bottle of ketchup on top of the bird. 

He took his time, breathing steadily. When he was finished, he simply turned and left. 

At this point, he didn't care if he woke him. Yet the impact of the discovery would 

probably be more pronounced if he wasn't there when it happened, so he crept out of 

the house and just as carefully closed the door. He walked normally down the 

driveway to the street then trotted home. 

 The whole mission had lasted only fifteen minutes, tops. Once he got home, 

he threw the empty ketchup bottle into the field, reminding himself to go get it later 

and examine the ketchup under the microscope now that it would no doubt have 

some organisms growing in it by tomorrow. Only after climbing back into bed did he 

realize the extent to which he would go to punish the guilty. Though he certainly 

didn't realize it at that moment, this trait would stay with him throughout his life. It 

was an inflection point, not the first, but one of many he would have that would 

shape the person he would become as an adult. Nonetheless, he tossed and turned for 

the rest of the night, waiting for the phone to ring or for the police to show up. 

 But nothing happened. 

 The next morning, he began his microscopic research again. None of the ten 

year olds showed up. He expected something, a phone call from J.B.'s parents to his 

parents, perhaps. 

 On Monday morning, he was standing outside the school doors talking to his 

friend Ross Dueber. Duebs looked beyond Jack, who turned to see J.B. walk right up 

and hover over him. J.B. was a full two inches taller than Jack. 

 “I'm going to beat you to a pulp,” J.B. announced, leaning in slightly. 

 But before the word “pulp” was finished, Jack brought his fist from his side 

in a straight line to J.B.'s throat. It happened so fast that it was over before it started. 

J.B. dropped to the ground, clutching his own throat. 

 Jack leaned down on a knee and calmly said, “If anyone touches me, you will 

die. Got it?” 

 J.B. began coughing. 

 Eight year old Jack stood tall and looked around. The kids all gathered 

around. Jack put his white, high topped Converse tennis shoe squarely in the jaw of 

J.B., who began to cry uncontrollably. Humiliated, he ran home and his seat in Mrs. 

Simon's class remained empty for two days. 



 Interestingly, no one saw a thing.  



 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two 
 

August 11, thirty-four years ago. 

 

is eyes were on fire, and there was nothing Jack could do about it. The one 

hundred and five degree, salty perspiration worked its way from underneath 

his filthy Saint Louis Cardinals baseball cap, via various tributaries, 

dislodging soot and silt along its short journey directly into Jack's eyebrows. 

From there, this sludge would collect then overflow into the corners of his eyes. He 

had no shirt to dab away the sweat. It had been used earlier to open the radiator cap 

on the old tractor, which became his first practical lesson in Boyle's Law, though the 

blister from the hot fluid was now lost amongst his other maladies. 

He could handle the manual labor and the endless monotony of the job. He 

could even endure the hundreds of tiny lacerations on his forearms, underneath all of 

the caked-on layers of dirt and grime, each one begging to be scratched. Hay straw 

was anything but soft. But it was the poisoned fluid in the eyes that made him want to 

scream. This amalgam of superheated contaminants created more distress than any 

other aspect of throwing hay bales on Mrs. Clothier's farm. 

It wasn't like he needed the money. He really had no expenditures, other than 

buying Cox fuel for his radio controlled airplane. He got five bucks each time he 

mowed his yard, which was required twice a week, since everything grew at an 

alarming rate in the rich river delta soil beneath the steamy summer skies. 

That was ten bucks a week, just for his house. He did three other neighbors' 

yards, too, at about the same price. The basics of economic supply and demand 

theory were tossed his way via his lawn mowing. But the more subtle aspects of 

diminishing marginal utility were lost on him, because mowing was easy and 

mindless. He actually enjoyed it. What he didn't know was most of the neighbors and 

even perhaps his dad would have paid twice what he demanded. 

But tossing hay bales, that was different. Crappy pay for crappy work, that's 

what that job was. He got an hourly rate that seemed impressive, even at today's 

rates. But the degree at which he suffered hardly made it worth it, regardless of the 

paycheck. 

Yet, his dad had told him, “No matter what, finish the job. If you signed up 

for it, you do it. Don't ever quit. Ever. The job will end eventually, but never walk out 

on an agreement.” 

The advice was staccato and sage, once again. 

So he slaved away. This particular day, he was working in the hay field at the 

threshold of Runway 18, just outside the tall fence that encompassed Blytheville Air 

Force Base. In fact, Mrs. Clothier had land inside the fence that she farmed as well. 

He always wondered how that had been arranged. 

If it were possible, she would have farmed one hundred percent cotton. It was 

the big cash crop. But the soil, of course, couldn't handle the strain so she rotated 

other crops such as soybeans and hay straw to keep the soil nourished. Only about ten 
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percent was actually hay. Most farmers were doing soy beans as the rotation, but Mrs. 

Clothier kept a small bevy of farm animals near her ranch house north of town, 

mostly because she was an animal lover and her late husband tolerated it. The soil 

was far too valuable to support cattle or hogs, but she had a few head of each, along 

with half a dozen dogs and the occasional cat or two to take care of the barn mice. 

The baler machine had come through the week before, reaping the straw and 

compacting it into square bales, which were held together tightly with two looped 

wires. Now that the bales had dried in the field, he was hired to heave them from the 

ground, up and into a slowly moving flatbed trailer being pulled by an old black man 

on a small tractor. That man had been the Clothier's employee for more than forty 

years. Jack had no idea where he lived, who his family was, but there he was at work 

each and every time he went to the Clothier's farm. He spoke very little, but when he 

did, it was a gem of a tip to store away for future use. 

Such as, “Don't never just twist open a radiator cap. Use your shirt, just in 

case. Even if the motor's been off all day, expect it to spew steam, so angle yourself 

away from it.” 

Good words, but he still got burned earlier that day. 

The stacking of hay bales thankfully lasted only three days a few times each 

season, but this particular day was tougher than any day he had ever endured. It was 

unmercifully hot, and the three men were feeling the effects. The other teenager 

catching the bales on the trailer and stacking them was a guy from nearby Gosnell. 

Jack had never met him before and the dude was always complaining. They were all 

miserable and didn't need further reminders. And that guy got the easier job. Stacking 

involved less bending and heaving. 

Suddenly, he heard it—long before the other two did. He turned around and 

saw a huge, black and green monster of an airplane coming right at them. 

It was beautiful. 

Jack ran ahead to where the tractor's front tire was creeping along and 

grabbed a bale, running back to the moving trailer, where he then threw it at the 

dude's feet and jogged forward again. That gave him probably twenty seconds of free 

time to watch the B-52 fly right over their heads at less than two hundred feet. The 

sound was tremendous and the earth shook. God, would he love to be there right now. 

As it descended right over his head he could easily see into the wheel wells. He saw 

the drooping Fowler flaps and had never noticed before just how far out and down 

they went when deployed. 

The dude and the old black man looked up, of course, but could not have 

been less interested. Then, right when it was nearing its landing flare, the mighty 

aircraft's eight Pratt & Whitney TF33 engines erupted in black smoke and the landing 

was aborted. Again, the ground shook. It was a practice low approach and a bonus for 

Jack. 

Jack rubbed his eyes. Big mistake. He got back to work, miserable again. 

An hour later, the trio was almost done. Only a few more passes back and 

forth and the bales would all be on the trailer, their third one stacked to the top. 

Jack was walking slowly alongside the trailer, as he had done for the past two 

days. His back ached from the stooping and bending. He sure wished another B-52 

would come into view through the thick haze. His arms were like lead pipes from 

rotating the nasty bales by the two wires onto his chest and onto the trailer in a clean 

and jerk fashion. 



They came to the turn next to the shallow drainage ditch just prior to the air 

base's fence line, when Jack noticed the tractor just keep going. 

 “Hey!” he yelled at the old black man, who was hugging the steel steering 

wheel of the old tractor. “Hey! Mister Harrison! Stop!” 

The crash was not dramatic. The tractor's front tire went down into the ditch 

in slow motion, which jostled the dude in the trailer and knocked the old black man's 

foot off of the accelerator pedal. The tractor and trailer it was pulling came to a 

sudden stop, its engine stalled. 

Jack ran up to the man, who was clutching the steering wheel, grimacing. 

“You OK?” 

The old man shook his head no. Jack yelled at the young man in the trailer to 

wet his shirt and bring it, quickly. 

 “Heat?” 

The man shook his head no then said, “Chest hurts. Arm hurts.” 

The man was having a heart attack. 

Jack started barking orders at the other guy who had arrived with the wet 

shirt, “Unhitch the trailer—now!” 

Jack looked into the man's red eyes, and saw fear. “You're gonna be all right. 

You're gonna be all right.” But Jack wasn't sure. Shit. They were two, three miles 

from the Clothier's farmhouse. There were other farmhouses closer, but the only way 

to get there was by tractor, which only carried one person. The trailer was full with 

bales and couldn't handle a quick trip out of the field and to the nearest house. 

He lifted the old man down from the tractor and hauled him into the shade of 

the trailer. “You're gonna be OK. Just wait here.” 

Jack studied the air base's fence line, ten feet in front of the tractor's front 

wheels. It was probably twice the size of a normal fence, but perhaps it had some sort 

of alarm system built into it. He didn't know but he hoped so. He hopped onto the 

tractor and tried to start it. 

But it was in gear and lurched forward. It almost threw him off of it. This 

time he mashed the clutch and tried again. It started. He had no idea what he was 

doing, really, never having actually driven the tractor before. So he revved the 

engine, grabbed the steering wheel for dear life, and slowly let off the clutch. It 

leaped forward then the larger rear wheels bounded the ditch and Jack gunned it for 

all it was worth. 

At the last second he turned the tractor twenty degrees to the left and aimed 

for an end post next to a locked gate. The post toppled like a domino and the fence 

gave up the fight instantly. The sound of bending metal, however, alarmed Jack. But 

as soon as the assault began, it was over and the tractor mowed over the downed 

fence and took off at a top first-gear speed of about eight miles an hour. The engine 

roared, yet the tractor simply hummed along. He didn't know how to shift gears. 

He never looked back at the two he left behind. He headed straight down the 

approach lights to the edge of the runway, waving and trying to attract attention from 

the control tower over a mile away. He went up through the overrun and onto the 

right side of the three hundred foot-wide, two mile-long runway and began waving 

towards the control tower. Only then did he look behind him to see if another B-52 

was on approach. 

And it didn't take long for someone to notice. Within a minute he saw several 

flashing lights heading his way. Once he was sure he'd been spotted, he turned the 



tractor off the runway and onto a taxiway, where he stopped it and hopped off. 

He held his arms high as they police cars approached, occasionally pointing 

towards the downed fence line to the north. His mind was racing. What had he just 

done?! He had just driven a tractor through the fence of an air base that had nuclear 

weapons on it. And he didn't hesitate.  

Five military policemen, all looking not much older than his sixteen years, 

leaped from the first two military police vehicles, machine guns in hand. “Hit the 

ground! Down on the ground.” 

Jack's heart was pounding, not that he thought he would get shot. 

He got down face first on the concrete, which was boiling hot. “Ow!” The 

concrete was so hot, he lifted himself and assumed a push-up stance with his arms 

wide. He was shirtless, wearing nothing but a baseball cap, cut-off jeans, and ratty 

tennis shoes. He was a filthy, sweating human being.  
“My boss is having a heart attack over there.” 

One of the airmen talked into a brick-sized walkie talkie. 

 “Over there?” one asked, clearly convinced that this shirtless teenager doing 

a push-up over hot concrete was no threat. 

 “Yeah. Can I stand up? Concrete is burning my hands.” 

 “Yes, but don't move.” 

After a few more cars showed up, some which were not police vehicles, he at 

last saw an ambulance dart out from behind a large hangar and head his way. Good. 

 “That a Case 830?” asked one of the security policemen. 

Jack looked at him carefully. The guy was, maybe eighteen years old and 

carrying a weapon with a large clip in it. “Beats me.” 

 “We used to own one. That looks like an earlier 1960s model. Does it 

overheat a lot?” 

 “Yeah, it does. Sure does. But it keeps running.” Jack started to relax. 

The airman lowered his weapon. The others followed suit. “One gallon 

radiator. Needs double that. They design these things up in snow country.” 

Jack nodded, “I guess so. All I know is I burned my wrist earlier today 

adding water to it.” 

Then the officer in charge, the OIC, the Major, arrived. The young men 

stiffened. He was dressed flawlessly in a tailored-fit staff uniform. This man was not 

sweating in the heat. Jack reasoned he had only been in it since he stepped out of the 

air conditioned car. 

The major was furious, almost out of control. “The hell are you doing driving 

down an active runway in a tractor?” 

 “Trying to get your attention.” 

 “Well you got it.” He studied the young man. “Could you possibly be any 

filthier?” Then he turned to the men, “I don't want him in my car. Put him in your car 

and follow me to the Base Commander's office.” 

They all nodded, but by that time the Major had started another sentence, 

“And I want that tractor moved at least a hundred feet off the edge of the taxiway.” 

Jack winked at the guy who asked him about its tendency to overheat. It's 

O.K. You can move it, was the silent message. Then he looked at the ambulance at the 

edge of fence line, some half a mile away. The technicians were there, kneeling, 

talking to the old black man. It was gonna be O.K. 

 



 

 

 

In less than two minutes he was sitting in a small chair in the lobby of Base 

Headquarters, next to the Headquarters of the 97
th

 Bombardment Wing. During that 

quick drive he couldn't take his eyes off those huge aircraft. There must have been 

twenty in all, with men and vehicles milling around some of them. Pulling into the 

headquarters building, he couldn't help but notice how perfectly manicured the base 

was. The sidewalks were all edged neatly, the shrubbery were all perfectly trimmed. 

This was his first look at Strategic Air Command of the mid-1970s. While the rest of 

the country was growing their hair long and wearing tie-dye t-shirts, SAC was no-

nonsense, perfection and professionalism. 

He sat on the edge of the small chair in the entranceway and enjoyed the cool 

air. He was only there for a minute when a young man—mid-twenties—emerged 

from behind a metal door, dressed in a flight suit. He looked way cool, like he was 

out of the movies. The guy had a single silver bar on his flight cap, which Jack knew 

was a First Lieutenant. The man nodded as he put on his flight cap, preparing for his 

exit out into the superheated outdoors. 

Jack, nodded back, shirtless and filthy. “Do you fly buffs or tankers?” 

The guy smiled and stopped, “Tankers. Copilot.” 

 “What's its max gross?” 

The lieutenant was taken aback, “Almost three hundred thousand pounds.” 

 “J-fifty sevens?” 

He was stunned. “Why, yes. Yes, they are.” 

 “I heard it's a handful when you lose an outboard at S-one.” 

 “Matter of fact, it is. Doug Sander,” he said, extending his hand. 

Jack held up his red, grimy palms, dissuading him from the handshake, “Jack 

Bolden. Sorry, sir. I'm filthy.” 

 “Yes, you are. You got business here?” 

“Yes sir. I was throwing hay bales inside the inner marker of Runway One 

Eight when my boss had a heart attack. I had no choice but to drive the tractor 

through the fence to get someone's attention.” 

 “Well, glad I’m not you. The base commander can be pretty uptight. Where'd 

you learn about aircraft?” 

 “I fly radio-controlled planes on the east side of town.” 

 “No kidding. I do R/C, too!” 

Jack smiled, “What do you have?” 

 “An Ugly Stick, O-S forty-powered.” 

 “No way. So do I! Except I shortened the fuselage. It's too stable, so I gave it 

some short-coupling. Now, you can breathe on it and it snap rolls. I also dropped the 

wing down to the center of thrust, so it will handle knife-edges better. You know, they 

are designed with about a one degree angle of incidence built into the basic design. I 

took that out.” 

 “Jeez, Jack. I'd like to see that fly. You know, a lot of guys build R/C planes 

while sitting on alert. We fly on Saturdays near the old firing range. Wanna join us 

sometime?” 

Jack couldn't believe a real pilot was asking him to join him to fly R/C. 

“Absolutely, sir.” 



 “It's Doug. My dad and that Colonel in there are 'Sir.'” Doug pulled a pen out 

of a pouch from his left shoulder on his flight suit, and wrote down his number on a 

piece of paper he extracted from a pocket on his thigh. The flight suit had pockets 

everywhere. He handed the slip to Jack, who looked at it. It had a small logo atop the 

slip that said, “Fightin' Fourth.” 

 “Thanks. What's the Fightin' Fourth?” 

 “Oh, that was my squadron back at the Academy.” 

 “You went to the Academy?!” 

 “Yeah.” 

Clearly, another inflection point in Jack's life just occurred. “Doug, can you 

tell me about it sometime?” 

Doug said “Sure” just as the metal door opened and an older, skinny man in 

an ultra-starched blue shirt appeared. He had birds on his shoulders, a Colonel. The 

base commander. “O.K., son. Let's talk.” 

 “Yes sir,” replied Jack, who then looked at Doug, who smiled back and 

winked. 

The Colonel turned and retreated, obviously insisting that Jack follow him. 

Jack began walking then turned to say thank you to Doug, but he was already 

out of the building. When the boss is around, you don't loiter, he found out later. 

 “Do you know how much a fence like that costs to fix?” the Colonel asked 

as he took his seat behind his mahogany desk. 

 “I dunno. How much is a man's life worth?” 

The Colonel must have not been used to being cross-examined, because there 

was a slight delay in his next question. Perhaps he was not expecting erudition from 

the young, filthy boy. “Don't you know that we are authorized to use deadly force on 

this base?” 

 “Perhaps the Russian Army should rethink its strategy for world domination 

by employing teenage boys driving old tractors.” 

Again, the colonel was jolted by the evenness of Jack's response. 

Jack, continued, “Look, Colonel. I'm sorry about the fence. I'll have to mow a 

lot of lawns to pay for it. But I had no other choice. My boss was having a heart 

attack and we were nowhere near any help. I did what I thought was the most prudent 

action, given my predicament. If you were in my position, what—” Then the phone 

rang. 

The Colonel picked it up. “Yes.” Then, “I see.” Then, “Just call the 

Mississippi County Coroner's Office. They'll take care of everything,” and hung up. 

The Colonel stared at his desk for a minute then looked up at Jack. “I'm sorry son. 

Your boss passed away a few minutes ago at the base hospital.” 

 

 

 

August 14, thirty-four years ago. 

 

Jack seldom went south of Ash Street, and certainly never after dark. Blytheville was 

only a town of twenty thousand, but there were areas to be avoided, nonetheless. 

Contrary to the belief that, in general, the nation's racism was fading, there were still 

delineations that were tough to break. Dr. King had been slain only an hour south of 

Blytheville, and only eight years prior. 



 That's why he was nervous walking straight through the front doors of the 

tiny Ezekiel Baptist Church, one block south of Ash. He had hoped that Mrs. Clothier 

would have changed her mind and attended the memorial service, but even with a 

quick glance he knew he was the only white person in there. The place was half full, 

with everyone up front. 

 Earlier that morning, he had arrived at Mrs. Clothier's farm, a box of Jeri-

Lynn's Donuts in hand. For the next forty-five minutes, she told him stories about the 

man that Jack knew well from being on the job with, but virtually nothing about the 

rest of the man. She had sent flowers to Mr. Harrison's church, but was afraid to go 

south of Ash. He offered to go with her, but she refused. 

 Walking into the church, Jack wasn't sure what to expect. He was wearing 

dress pants, a relatively new white dress shirt that was too small already (he was 

growing at an alarming rate, both in height and breadth), and a tie that was formed in 

a shape that indicated just how seldom it was worn. He was hoping to see some of his 

football friends so he would know someone. The football team was equally split 

between black and white and everyone got along wonderfully. He could never 

understand why these friendships were just fine in neutral territory (i.e. the gym and 

practice fields), yet never extended beyond the demarcation that was Ash Street. 

When everyone went home, they went to one side of the line or the other. 

 He noticed the shiny, bald head of Mr. Clevon Harrison sticking just above 

the edge of the open casket. He thought, the man is still sweating. Even though Jack 

knew he really wasn't sweating now, it seemed appropriate, because the man had 

sweated his whole life. He tried to close the door quietly, but the warm breeze caught 

everyone's attention and they turned to see in a wave. No one nodded a welcome his 

way. The church was quite small and the floor squeaked. The whole place was old 

and could use a coat of paint and a little Windex on the windows. Even at ten in the 

morning, it was already hot. The windows were closed, probably painted shut. A few 

floor fans were placed strategically near the front, running on high. They provided 

the only sound inside. No prelude music. 

 This was a mistake. He studied them all and did not recognize a single one of 

them. He went about three pews up from the back, knelt down, bowed his head for a 

moment then slid into the empty pew. 

 Some of them whispered, exchanging glances back his way. He knew it 

instantly that he was not welcome. It wasn't like someone was going to walk over and 

kick his ass right there in the Lord's house, though. No, his attendance would be dealt 

with later. Jack had a knack for smelling trouble. 

 His suspicions were confirmed when a radical preacher strolled up to the 

lectern and began with, “Another dead black man who suffered at the hand of the 

white man.” 

 Uh oh. 

 The preacher continued, this time at an elevated semaphore, “But God ain't 

no honky!” which invoked a few “Amens” from the crowd. It was a growing 

synergism of angst, commingled with the benevolence of the Almighty. “The Lord 

has welcomed Clevon home. He ain't got no calluses in heaven. He ain't got that sore 

back no more. Most importantly,” the preacher said, looking straight at Jack, “he ain't 

working for the man no more.” 

 The congregation yelled, “Hallelujah!” in a spirited but disjointed chorus. 

 Once they settled down, the preacher invited everyone to open the hymnals 



to page two-twenty, and everyone swayed to a jubilee song. Once it was over and 

everyone sat down, the preacher said, “Anyone got any words to say about this fine 

man, Mister Clevon Harrison?” 

 Jack stood up without hesitation. Sometimes the best defense.... 

 Everyone was shocked. Here's a white boy wearing a white shirt and tie 

amongst a whole crowd of people dressed with full-on suits, even though it was well 

over ninety degrees in the sanctuary. Only then did it hit him that he was woefully 

under-dressed to the point of being disrespectful to God, Clevon, the preacher, and 

his flock. He almost turned and ran out, but held his cool and felt every eye watch 

him nod to the preacher and walk behind the lectern, grabbing it by the edges with 

both hands. 

 “Mister Harrison was my boss. I worked hard for him. And I was with him 

when he was called home.” Which wasn't exactly true. “I learned so many things 

from him. Things that may sound simple or unimportant, but not to someone like me. 

Mister Harrison was a master mechanic. He could fix anything.” 

 He looked around. One old black lady in a big purple hat nodded. Fortunately 

the diameter of the hat made the tiny nod much more pronounced and did not go 

unnoticed by some of the others. 

 “Remember that tornado that came through two years ago?” He began to 

connect, as a few more nodded. “You know, his first thought was not to help himself, 

even though it took shingles off his roof. He went straight out to the widow Clothier's 

farm to check on her. She had recently lost her husband and had no family close by to 

check on her. But Mr. Harrison checked in on her. No one else thought to do that. 

That was a man filled with God's love and kindness.” 

 He thought he heard an “Amen.” 

 “Anyway, her big barn door came off the top railing and was flat on the 

ground. That big ol' door weighed, I dunno, maybe a thousand pounds. It was going 

to cost probably three or four hundred dollars to get it rehung on its top rail. With 

Mister Clothier gone, the farm wasn't doing very well and she didn't have that kind of 

money. Mr. Harrison studied it for a few minutes then got up on a ladder, drilled a 

hole through the wood just above the rail. Then he pulled a rope through it and 

through a turnbuckle he anchored to the ceiling rafter inside the barn. Then tied the 

end of the rope to the tractor. In fifteen minutes her door was back on its rail. Didn't 

cost her a penny. She offered him a hundred dollars for saving her from spending 

twice that much or more. He wouldn't take it. Said, 'this was what friends do when 

their friends need help.'” 

 People were listening intently. Everyone. Even the young boys. 

 “He was much smarter than some college-educated engineer. He could look 

at something and figure out a way to fix it. And he was always willing to share his 

knowledge with me. I'm so glad I had the chance to learn from him. These were life 

lessons for me and I'll be grateful forever.” 

 He had them. Wow. He was going to single-handedly solve the city's race 

problems right there in that tiny church. 

 Then a voice from the back said, “Yeah, right. You killed him.” 

 Some heads turned around. A black teenager, younger than Jack, stood up. 

“You heard me, white boy. You knew he was having a heart attack. Why didn't you 

do anything?” 

 All eyes were back on him. 



 So much for race relations. Now he was cornered. He could tell them how he 

had put his own life at risk by driving onto the air base with machine guns pointed at 

him. He could tell them how there was no room to put him on the tractor, how he 

probably would have knocked him off of it just trying to shift gears. Instead, he 

simply said, “Of course I did. I did everything I could. But God said it was his time. 

Let us pray,” and bowed his head before a retort could be offered. 

 “Lord, a good man arrived at your pearly gates two days ago. We will miss 

him dearly, but we know that he is happier now than we could ever imagine.” Then 

he played his research card, thanks to Mrs. Clothier, “We know he is with his dearly 

departed wife Ruth. And his parents Leon and Alma. Please bless his family who 

mourns his passing, namely Clevon Junior, Dennis, Tyrell, Lucille, and Cleo. We 

know that, as Pastor Vernon said, 'He has no more back pain.' He also is wearing 

brand new, white-walled, size eleven Buster Browns.” A half-dozen or so laughed 

with their eyes closed at the inside joke that he had only learned earlier that morning. 

Clevon was a shoe man. “We know that he is smiling down on us, and we know that 

he loved us all. Bless him, Lord. Amen.” 

 With that, Jack bowed his head, interlocked his fingers, and reverently 

walked back to his seat, his eyes never glancing up from the torn and tattered carpet 

that covered the squeaky wooden floor underneath the center aisle. 

 When he got to his seat, alone near the back, he said a private prayer for a 

man he admired. This was the first person he knew who died. It was a loss he couldn't 

explain to his parents. The man had helped him with some practical aspects of 

problem solving and he would never have the chance to repay him or even say 

thanks. 

 The moment the service was over, he left the way he came, before he could 

be cornered by the minor radical segment of the congregation. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three 

 

August 19, thirty-four years ago. 

 

nce two-a-days began at eight thirty in earnest, the summer was essentially 

over for Jack and he actually looked forward to the beginning of his tenth 

grade school year. He had been doing the “voluntary” gym workouts 

Monday through Friday since school had let out. Technically, they were 

voluntary, but perhaps only in regards to the state's athletic association rules. If you 

had any hope of being on the football team, you were not allowed to miss a single 

one. The workouts were exhausting, but at least they didn't eat up Jack's whole day. 

He was usually showered and out of the gym by ten AM. 

Given his two-hour morning workouts, the lawn mowing regimen, 

swimming, and the occasional torture with the hay bales, Jack was strong and ready 

for the grueling late-summer Southern ritual of football two-a-days. 

Two-a-days were pure hell. They went from eight thirty until eleven. Then 

you went home, ate lunch, and napped until two-thirty. Then at three you were back 

at it until eight pm. Jack used to set his alarm clock to go off every few hours just to 

make the nights seem longer. It was eat, football, eat, football, sleep. Pray the night 

would last longer, because your days consisted of one hundred percent football. 

First came weight lifting. This was not the casual atmosphere witnessed at a 

club gym. It was combat environs, and Jack's field commander was his defensive line 

coach, Ted Bale. A stump of a man, solid as a rock. A man to be feared. He was right 

there each day working the weight machines just like his players. No-nonsense. 

Driven. One player foolishly asked Coach Bale what his first name was. His 

response: “Coach.” 

Bale's principal role was to keep the pace up, and he led by example. There 

was a strict time limit in the weight room, because other tortures awaited them. No 

rest between repetitions. Recover on your own time. 

Then it was sprints, scores of them, managed primarily by the special teams 

coach. Finally, bleachers. Whomever designed the bleachers never knew just how 

punishing running bleachers could be. By the time you got to running up and down 

the steep, pitted, concrete bleachers of the forty year old stadium, you were already 

exhausted. Once you were completely drained, the actual practice could begin. 

Coach Timothy Dasburg was the head coach. There was no doubt who he 

was. He was the chancellor, the final magistrate in the hierarchy. Only one man was 

truly in charge, and everyone knew it. The assistant coaches were simply those who 

brought about the wishes of Coach Dasburg. He was nowhere to be found until 

practice officially began then he took over. It was a repetitive scene of break them 

down and rebuild them. 

One certainty was Coach Dasburg believed firmly that nothing be 
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demonstrated nor practiced at half-speed. On the contrary, each play would be an 

explosion, a concussion of entropy that wouldn't end until the whistle blew. If you are 

on defense, you had better be controlling your zone or be at the ball when the whistle 

blew. To except this rule meant a physical and mental admonishment you would not 

want repeated. 

If you were on offense, all motion was forward. Period. Lateral motion was a 

waste of valuable time on the clock. The game was simple: Win by overpowering 

your opponents every moment of the game. You had to be stronger, faster, and more 

explosive. And you had better keep up. Jack's friend Duebs twisted his knee on a 

previous play, yet hurried up to the huddle, his face showing the agony. Jack noticed 

through the cage of his Riddell fluid-padded helmet. 

 “You gotta take yourself out. You'll make it worse.” 

Duebs responded with “Better to die than to look bad.” And that just about 

summed it up. Suck it up, it's only two weeks. The longest two weeks of the year. 

Arriving home, the only compassion afforded him was by his mother, who 

always had a full meal awaiting him as he passed by on his way to his favorite place 

during these dark days of the waning summer, his bed. It was the only place he could 

exhale, where he could listen to the silence. Two-a-days meant bruises, contusions, 

muscle pulls, cramps, and the occasional strained ligaments. But his body healed 

quickly overnight, leaving behind a residual soreness and a chronic mental 

desperation of the prospect of yet another long day of punishment ahead. 

 

 

 

 

The last day of two-a-days officially ended on Friday night with neither fanfare nor 

markings. Before they left for the showers they were told (by Coach Bale; closing 

statements were always made by Coach Dasburg's underlings) that Saturday was to 

be just a “light” workout. 

 The next morning, they were told to expect a low-weight, high reps event in 

the weight room followed by a three mile run to Walker Park and back. Stay together 

and run as a team, came the edict from Coach Dasburg. That's weird, Jack thought. 

Over the past thirteen days it had been “the last guy in does it again.” So, as 

instructed, they left the gym en masse on a route that would cross the busy North 6
th

 

Street at the Dixie Pig then east towards the post office. Then just a quick zig zag and 

down the older section of town straight out to Walker Park. Jack and Duebs, though 

both sophomores somehow found themselves out front, setting the pace. 

 A patrol car had stopped traffic in both directions at the Dixie Pig so they 

could pass. 

 Strange. 

 At once, cars began honking, and Jack was first embarrassed at the idea that 

some sixty high school ruffians would be holding up traffic on the busiest north-south 

road in town. Then the honking crescendoed and at once he realized that the 

townspeople were not upset—they were actually cheering them on. On the other side 

of the road, at the Esso Station were twelve Blytheville High School Cheerleaders, 

dressed in full regalia underneath the hundred degree sun. He surveyed each one in 

her scantily-clad outfit, and realized it had been two weeks since he'd thought about 

the opposite sex. That was an impossible feat for a sixteen year old male, afforded 



only by the omnipresent battle that was called two-a-days. They began screaming and 

yelling the moment the cars started honking. As they approached the post office, Jack 

saw another police car with its lights on, now blocking off North Broadway. “Relax, 

men,” said Coach Bale as they passed him, leaning against the police car. “Stay 

together. Enjoy the jog.” Still weird. 

 When they got to Walker Park, half of the townspeople appeared to be there. 

Jack and his teammates were dripping with sweat from the weightlifting followed by 

the jog in the stifling heat. 

 Suddenly, a loud siren went off, followed shortly thereafter by a complete 

and total drenching of the entire team by the city's two fire trucks, stationed almost 

fifty yards on either side of the park's entrance. The cool water felt great—it all felt 

great. 

 Reaching the crowd, they were guided by the marching band to the 

grandstand area where the town had thrown a surprise lunchtime picnic for them. The 

mayor introduced them by name. It was a proud moment, and totally unexpected. He 

had not remembered the town doing this for previous teams. 

 The run was supposed to be a decrescendo, a wind-down to the successful 

completion of two-a-days, which he of course relished. However, the personal 

adoration by scores of well-wishers was too much for Jack. His parents and 

grandmother were there. A few girls noticed him who had never paid him any 

attention beforehand. Many of the young men on the team were eating up the 

attention. Yet Jack was very uncomfortable in the limelight. 

 After consuming no less than two hot dogs and a hamburger, followed by 

some sort of cherry cobbler and a couple of cokes, he quietly doffed the preseason 

event and jogged home to sleep until morning. 

 There was something intensely competitive within him, driving him to excel. 

But Jack Bolden was quite certain it wasn't self-glorification. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four 

 

September 9
th

, thirty-four years ago. 

 

he “F” he got on his first English paper incensed him, but it wasn’t because it 

was an “F.” It was because the teacher had accused him of plagiarism. It had 

been fifteen minutes since he had been hit with the news—quite publicly—

and he became more infuriated by the minute. This was unacceptable and 

would most certainly be corrected. The only problem was, the teacher was Coach 

Dasburg's wife, Mrs. Coach Dasburg, who made it clear on the first day of class that 

jocks got no special treatment when it came to her class. That was a premonition 

impossible to ignore, since she stared him down when she said it. But this wasn't 

about special treatment, this was about justice. 

When she walked by and dropped the bomb on his desk, she made it clear 

that everyone saw it: F. It was even circled. The only thing that could have been more 

visible would have been if she had set it ablaze. Jack first studied the grade written in 

bold red ink, with the angry-looking asterisk next to it. Stunned, his eyes dropped to 

the bottom of the page, where another bold asterisk preceded the text: “This report is 

clearly someone else's work, and does not contain any references to the original 

research material.” 

The take-home assignment had been made on the morning of the first Friday 

of the first week of school. The instructions were both vague and arbitrary. The task 

was to prepare a five page paper, explaining a technical or scientific activity or event 

to readers familiar with the topic, yet not fully versed on the details. 

After the Friday night game (which they won), he should have been partying. 

He was a starting member of the kickoff return special team, and saw a little yet 

noticeable action as linebacker late in the game. Yet he chose to go home and plotted 

out his paper. 

Most of the other kids had met up at the Pizza Inn out near the Interstate then 

drove the teenager “circuit” up and down Tenth Street until well after midnight. But 

Jack had his first assignment and wanted to make a good impression. He had a light 

Saturday workout looming, followed by a couple hours of watching game films. He 

would be home by noon and would have the rest of Saturday and all day on Sunday 

(after church) to form his technical treatment. 

The topic had been easy. Flying. There really was no easier subject matter to 

him than the mechanics of flying, although he could speak with broad strokes on just 

about any scientific topic. He knew that he could easily talk about the equilibrium of 

forces acting on an aircraft: Lift versus Weight and Thrust versus Drag. That was 

easy stuff and could be explained in a few short paragraphs. 

Instead, he chose the topic “Dynamic Stability: Variances in Design by 

Differing Performance Requirements.” He liked the ring of that. 

He first covered the basics, how when lift equals weight there are no vertical 
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accelerations, i.e. no climbing or descending. And when thrust equals drag there are 

no lateral accelerations and the aircraft would continue at the same speed. Balanced 

forces, easy to understand. 

Then he talked about the concept of force vectors and how dihedral in the 

wings provided roll stability (with anhedral wings giving the opposite effect). Then 

he started getting into the nuts and bolts and presented a diatribe of terms such as the 

mean aerodynamic chord (MAC), the center of lateral area, the angle of attack, and 

how the shifting of the percent of MAC in balancing the aircraft had distinct handling 

characteristics. Fighter jets need to be dynamically unstable in order to perform 

maneuvers of evasion and precision. Others, such as training aircraft, need positive 

dynamic stability in all three axes to naturally help in correcting for student pilot 

missteps. 

He laid it all out in well-ordered prose then spent most of Saturday afternoon 

editing it. Long before the days of computers and word processors, he completed all 

of it and decided the finished product would look best typed using the family IBM 

Selectric typewriter. 

It took him all Sunday, hunting and pecking his way through the report. 

When he was done, it was a paper worthy of citation, his best paper ever. 

Instead, he was accused of stealing someone else's work. When he went to 

Mrs. Dasburg after class to plead his case, she dismissed him, “I know plagiarism 

when I see it. You can't tell me you didn't open a book to do this report.” 

Jack was dumbfounded. No one had ever accused him of lying. No one had 

challenged his integrity before. It was a horrible sensation, a burning in his gut that 

made him want to reach over, grab her by her poofy hairdo, and scream, “I didn't 

cheat!” 

Instead, he responded, “I've read hundreds of books on the subject. The first 

books I read at the library when I was six years old were about airplanes. I've 

designed, built, and flown a dozen radio-controlled models of them. I have ten years' 

experience as an aviator. I dare say I am a better pilot and aeronautical engineer than 

you are a judge of character, Mrs. Dasburg.” 

He did it. He overstepped. He could tell by her glare. Yet he continued, 

“There are no copyrights on these laws of physics. That's like accusing me a taking 

someone else's idea when I say two plus two equals four. These are not theories. 

These are neither postulates nor axioms. These are laws, generally accepted since the 

turn of the century.” 

She glared at him then said, “You have your grade. You have a whole 

semester to bring it up.” 

“Mrs. Dasburg, I’ll ask you one more time to reverse this grade.” 

She stood her ground. She even crossed her arms, daring him. 

He nodded, turned, and marched down the hall, straight into the principal's 

office, who saw him promptly but clearly wanted to defend Mrs. Dasburg. “I'm sorry 

son, but I don't overrule teachers' grades. You seem like a bright kid; you'll learn from 

your mistake and I'm sure you'll do fine in her class.” 

 He glared at the principal. “I’m sorry, did you say my mistake? Sir, she 

brought my integrity into question. I can't let this go. You wouldn't, either.” 

 “Yes, I would. And if you know better, you should too. Just don’t worry. 

Everything will be O.K.” 

Jack was stunned. It was truly a kick in the gut. Two people didn't trust him, 



thought the words were not his. “With all due respect, sir, this is not over.” 

“Sorry, Jack. I’m afraid it is.” 

He checked his watch. The other players were already arriving at the gym to 

dress for practice. He nodded then turned and left the principal's office wordlessly. 

The more he thought about it, the more angry he became. 

Reaching the gym, he walked straight past the men's dressing room, through 

the darkened basketball court and into Coach Dasburg's office at the “business” end 

of the gym (i.e. no students allowed). The coach was in and looked up from his desk 

as Jack stated simply, “Coach, I'm sorry but I have a legal matter that demands my 

immediate attention. It is unavoidable. I will do my best to get back to practice as 

soon as I can.” There, he said it. 

 “Fine,” the coach replied, which was the first bit of good news he'd heard 

uttered from an adult since the bomb was dropped an hour before. “But you miss this 

practice, you don't dress on Friday.” 

 “This was not my doing. I have no choice.” 

 “But I do.” 

 

 

 

 

It was a ten minute walk to his father's friend's office. He'd never actually been in an 

attorney's office before, and felt underdressed in his jeans and AC/DC t-shirt. The 

secretary led him in to a cavernous office with books along the entire length of the 

room, from waist-height to just under the ceiling. The other wall was full of pictures 

with politicians, golfers, and other group functions. A desk worthy of a king corralled 

the attorney who rose and walked around it to shake his hand, “Jack, how are you 

son? Boy, look at you. You have muscles like a Greek god. I saw the game last Friday 

night. Glad to see they put you in. You're just a sophomore, right?” 

 Jack was embarrassed at the compliments, but couldn't get in a word 

edgewise. 

 “I had breakfast with your dad this morning. He says you didn't complain at 

all during two-a-days. Was it as bad as I remember it being?” 

 “I'm sure it wasn't as tough as when you went through it, but I'm glad it's 

over.” 

 “You hung in there great with the juniors and seniors. I saw that lick on the 

far sideline after Helena's fourth-down option. You know you saved the game for us.” 

 “I just made one of the four tackles during that series. It just happened to be 

the last one.” 

 The attorney turned and walked back to his desk. “So, Jack, what can I do for 

you?” 

 “I'd like to know what my options are when a teacher wrongly accuses me of 

plagiarism.” 

 The man leaned back in his chair, “Do you have the exhibit in question?” he 

asked, almost mockingly. 

 Jack noted the tone, but reached into his denim book bag and extracted it. 

 Before it landed in the center of his desk, he said, seeing the red ink, “I can 

see she was emphatic about the grade.” 

 “Yes sir. She paraded it around like a cat with a mouse. Then she 



ceremoniously dropped it on my desk. In less than a minute, everyone in my class 

knew what grade I got.” 

 The lawyer took several minutes to read it. Jack was fully conscious of the 

fact that practice had already begun and he wasn't there. He just blew the next game. 

 The lawyer read every word. 

 When he was done, he laid down the paper. “Tell me something Jack. What 

is the difference between a slip and a skid?” 

 Jack knew that the attorney was a pilot, although non-current, and wanted to 

drive home his point. “Oh, please. Ask me about P-factor, boundary layer principles, 

Reynolds numbers, Mach crit, whatever. No baby questions.” 

 The lawyer smiled. “Listen, this is not something normally remedied in a 

court of law. As singularly meaningful as this is to your ego, it's trivial unless you 

have been materially damaged.” 

 “What if I get a B in this class and some schmuck in Jonesboro doesn't, and 

he gets the congressional nomination into the Air Force Academy because his G.P.A. 

is point zero five higher than mine. It may just come down to that. Because a teacher 

was too lazy and/or too stupid to verify that these words are mine. I was damaged.” 

 “Who is the teacher?” 

 “Mrs. Dasburg.” 

 “As in Mrs. Coach Dasburg?” 

 “Yes, and I thought this was important enough to skip practice, effectively 

nullifying any chance of my dressing for Friday's game.” 

 “I see.” He stared at the paper, nodded his head then looked at his watch and 

punched a button on the phone. 

 “Yes?” came over the phone's speaker. 

 “Dorothy, can you get Colonel Soby on the phone?” 

 “I'll try.” 

 The attorney looked at Jack and offered, “I'm on the Base-Community 

Council. I think I may have a solution, if you'll go along.” 

 “Ringing...” 

  “Thanks.” 

Mr. Abuyuan picked up the handset of the black phone on his desk. “Mike, 

it's Alex Abuyuan downtown.”...“Good, you?”...“Yeah, hey, I have an idea for that 

charity event next Saturday night....” 

 

 

 

 

The next day, on the front page of the Blytheville Courier News the headline was, 

“Local Teen to Face Air Force Pilots in Aero Quiz.” Underneath, in smaller letters, it 

read, “Prelude to Base Open House and Charity Auction.” 

 And the day after that he caught hell for it, both in class and later at the gym. 

According to the challenge posted in the paper: 

 

Local football player Jack Bolden has challenged his English 

teacher and wife of head football Coach Tim Dasburg to a quiz 

bowl competition at the Ritz Theater this Saturday evening, as 

part of the annual Base Community Council Charity Auction. 



  Colonel Michael G. Soby, Vice Wing Commander of the 

97
th

 Bombardment Wing, has agreed to provide the English 

teacher with up to three Air Force pilots to take on and test the 

knowledge of one of her students, whom she gave a failing grade 

on a paper due to alleged plagiarism. 

  Attendees are invited to pick a team to support. Mr. Jack 

Bolden, a sophomore at Blytheville High School has chosen his 

charity to be the local veteran's home. Mrs. Dasburg has not 

indicated whether she would accept this challenge, but if so and 

she prevails, proceeds will go to the charity of her choice. If the 

young man loses, he agrees to accept the grade and sit on the 

sideline for the game the following Friday. If he wins, he dresses 

for the game and the paper is graded on its merit. 

 

“Like I have any way of declining,” she said, slamming the paper down on 

her desk. Jack was glancing at the clock. He had already missed one day of practice. 

“You think this is pretty amusing, don't you?” 

 “No ma'am. In fact, I think you have seriously underestimated my resolve. I 

asked you to let me prove to you that I knew the subject matter well enough to write 

that paper without references. I got no help, nor any intervention from the principal. 

This F grade is unacceptable. I don't cheat. I never have. And now I've challenged 

you to prove me wrong.” 

 She looked up at him, over the top of her wire-rimmed glasses. 

“I’m not sure if you heard me, Mrs. Dasburg. I said I don’t cheat.” 

 “See you Saturday night, Mister Bolden.” She wasn't smiling. 

 

 

 

 

The support was astounding—and it wasn't just from his fellow students who rallied 

behind him. The challenge was picked up by the local Jonesboro TV station, who 

posted a camera in the balcony of the downtown theater. 

 The quiz provided synergism to the actual auction being billed at the main 

event. But, in reality, the quiz was the event of the evening. Pledges came in from the 

Air Base, from the townspeople, and from the entire TV viewing area. The tally at the 

beginning of the charity gala was Mrs. Dasburg's Team: $680. Jack's: $2210. Most of 

the donations were $10 and $20 coupons sold over the phone and at the door. The 

Base-Community Council had hoped to bring in a thousand dollars, total. They were 

going to triple that. 

 The local radio jock was the emcee. He walked out onto stage center in front 

of the dark maroon curtain and the crowd erupted like it was a boxing match. He 

grabbed the microphone and said in a very exaggerated voice, “Ladies and 

gentlemen. Tonight, a battle of wits looms. A veritable David and Goliath match-up 

is here, on this stage, for all to witness. One team is composed of a single, sixteen 

year old—” The crowd went wild. He let them go with it for a while then calmed 

them down and continued, “He is a student who is trying to convince his teacher that 

he is not a cheat, a liar, a miscreant of stolen ideas.” The crowd went wild again, with 

interspersed hissing at the very thought of Jack being accused of subterfuge. 



 “And yet, the other team is composed of the very best and brightest that 

aviation has to offer, three men who are not only Air Force pilots, but have degrees in 

aeronautics and aerospace engineering.” A much smaller, but equally enthusiastic 

crowd applauded. “One has a master’s degree in aeronautical engineering from Cal 

Tech. They are led by Mrs. Tim Dasburg, who—” Hissing and booing undertones 

erupted, followed by applause. “—who possesses, let me read this...” 

 The emcee held up a small card then continued, “Hmm. Ms. Frankie 

Dasburg. Private Pilot, Airplane, Single Engine Land, Instruments Airplane. Well, 

what do you know! The teacher is a pilot, too!” 

 The crowd went wild. Jack simply smiled and nodded from behind the still-

closed curtain. It didn't matter. Aviation is a broad subject and it was already stacked 

in their favor, anyway. 

 “Ladies and gentlemen, our contenders.” And with that, the curtain opened. 

Jack was suddenly shocked at the size of the crowd. He knew, of course, they would 

be rooting for him, but that didn't calm his nerves very much. He was seated alone at 

a small card table with a white tablecloth edging. Ten feet to his right was the 

opposition. They were sitting smartly at a larger table, adorned with a tablecloth as 

well. 

 Between them and slightly behind was a large chalkboard with four columns 

containing five rows each. The topics were “Aviation History,” “Science of Flight,” 

“Even Tougher Science of Flight,” and “Airplane Trivia.” The individual selections 

were pieces of eight and a half by eleven paper, taped to the chalkboard, with large 

numbers written in magic marker on each one, “100” through “500” down the 

columns. 

 The emcee looked at the three pilots, each wearing his flight suit. Two were 

captains, one an older handsome man, introduced with the rank of lieutenant colonel. 

 “Teams, you will write down and agree upon your answer in twenty seconds 

or less. The questions were prepared by the Blytheville Aero Club at Blytheville 

Municipal Airport, of which there are an equal number of military members as are 

civilian. Neither team has seen these questions. Audience, I'll ask you to not yell out 

the answer or assist either team in any way. Teams, are you ready?” 

 A tympani drum, brought over from the band room, erupted as the team 

members nodded and the crowd erupted with applause. 

 Jack loosened his tie to keep his hands from shaking. 

 Suddenly from Stage Right, a beautiful high school senior appeared, dressed 

in a stunningly flowing evening gown walked over to the chalkboard and curtsied to 

the crowd. The crowd went crazy again as she smiled and hammed it up a little. 

 The emcee said, “A flip of the coin gives the first question to Team 

Dasburg,” to which she responded into her microphone, “Airplane Trivia for one 

hundred.” 

 The girl lifted the letter-sized paper with “100” written in magic marker on it 

and pulled off an index card taped beneath it. She gave it to the emcee, whom nodded 

and asked, “What holds the absolute speed record for an airplane?” 

 The crowd mumbled a little, which brought about an immediate warning 

from the emcee. Then he looked at his watch. Team Dasburg compared written 

responses then she grabbed the one from the lieutenant colonel. Jack noticed she 

didn't use her answer, so hers must have been incorrect. Jack was done a long time 

ago. 



 “Time's up. Team Dasburg, your answer please.” 

 She held up a card then said, “The X-15, made by North American.” 

 The crowd began cheering. 

 And Team Jack, your answer please.” 

 Jack held up his sheet, displaying his answer and stating, “The SR-71 

Blackbird.” 

 Some knew the difference in the two airplanes, most in the crowd did not, but 

all applauded. Once the noise diminished, the emcee spoke, reading from the back of 

the card, “One of you is correct. The Fédération Aéronautique Internationale is the 

world governing body for air sports, aeronautics, and astronautics world records. 

According to them, the X-15—” which resulted in an eruption and applause as well 

as some disappointing utterances, “—is not an airplane. It is a rocket. Team Jack is 

awarded 100 points!” 

 The crowd went nuts. One question down, an easy one, but really having 

nothing to do with validating his knowledge of the science of flight. 

 “Team Jack, your topic.” 

 “Even Tougher Science for five hundred, please,” which elicited a standing 

ovation from everyone. The hardest question from presumably the hardest topic. The 

crowd didn't know airplane stuff, but they knew a good competitor when they saw 

one. The girl host lifted the paper with a large “500” written on it to reveal the index 

card underneath. She carried the card to the emcee, smiling through her thick lipstick. 

 He held the card up then simply stated a single word, “Phugoid.” Some in the 

crowd laughed. A hint of applause and cheering. Jack's head was already down, 

writing. He glanced over at the three uniformed men and one woman. Two were 

writing. Two were staring at their pads. This is going to be a massacre. 

 “Time's up.” The emcee looked at Jack then back towards Team Dasburg, 

who was still conversing. “I said time's up.” They froze. He then looked over at Jack, 

who immediately held up a card to the crowd, the answer to Phugoid written as the 

equation: 

T = 2 π / (g/CLV) (2 CL
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 The crowd didn't understand the equation, but cheered nonetheless. Then he 

turned it at an angle where both he and the audience could see it, and explained the 

equation in a smooth and confident tone, “A Phugoid oscillation is one in which there 

is a large amplitude variation of airspeed, pitch and altitude with a very small 

incidence variation—which I, personally, regard as a constant, but that's just me, 

simplifying things. You may think of Phugoid as the slow interchange of kinetic and 

potential energy about some equilibrium level, with the aircraft trying to go back to 

the equilibrium C-sub-L-V-squared constant from which it started. You know—like a 

paper airplane does...” and proceeded to do a wavy motion with his palm down. 

 His delivery was poised and authoritative. The crowd applauded, 

understanding the last part. Everyone had seen a paper airplane fly. 

 Jack smoothly placed the card face down on the edge of the card table then 

interlocked his fingers, expressionless. Just when the emcee thought the crowd was 

about to settle down, they suddenly stood and really whooped it up, only then 

realizing how perfect the response had been. 

 It was all caught clearly on KAIT-TV's expensive TV camera from the 



balcony, catching the crowd's reaction as well. His response would certainly make the 

evening's news clip. 

 The emcee looked at Team Dasburg, who was clearly troubled. Mrs. Dasburg 

held up a card—the wrong one—which simply said, “?” on it. The crowd began 

laughing hysterically as she realized her error. Fumbling, she produced the one she 

had intended to show, which said, “Fly and Stall, Fly and Stall.” Mrs. Dasburg 

repeated the card's words, “Fly and stall, fly and stall. You know...like he described,” 

pointing to Jack and trying to imitate the same Phugoid hand gesture, but she simply 

didn't have his natural rhythm. The sum of her response in one word. Karaoke. 

 The crowd went wild. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Five 

 

January 16
th

, thirty-three years ago. 

 

ne of the many things that demanded Jack's attention was his role as 

president of the student body. It turned out that this was not much of a 

leadership position, but rather a role of chief concierge. In the past, the 

position had been reserved for the BMOC, the big man on campus, always a 

senior. Jack, a junior, was known and generally well liked, but he wasn't the outgoing 

type and otherwise would not have considered pursuing the position. He did it solely 

to build his resume for an Academy congressional nomination. However, he found 

the role to be quite enjoyable. 

 Getting elected to the position was a first for the school. 

As a brevet junior, he had been given permission to dig into the school's 

records and got access to the Student Council Bylaws, which no one had probably 

read since World War II and realized that there was no requirement whatsoever that it 

had to be a senior. He had planned on running next year, but in looking closer at what 

it would gain him, there was no “added value,” since by the time he could put it on 

his resume', his college applications would already have been submitted. In all of the 

years past, the position had been held by a high school senior. It was assumed that an 

underclassman was not legal to hold the position, and that assumption would be the 

perfect way for him to stay beneath the radar while he considered his plan of action. 

Knowing he would be challenged by this assumption, he stopped by the 

lawyer's office again and presented him with a copy of the bylaws. Then he had the 

man prepare a “Memorandum for Record” regarding the consequences of attempting 

to change the bylaws when the election was in progress. 

Then he went around quietly to every single student, male and female, black 

and white, and told them of his plan to run for the office as a junior, an eleventh 

grader. He took his time and made it a point to win each one of them over. 

When nominations were announced at the monthly school-wide assembly, 

two names were put forward, both seniors. The large auditorium clapped and yelled 

from pockets of each nominee's cliques. When the vice principle was about to close 

the nominations from his position on the side of the stage, Jack's friend Duebs stood 

up in the center of the audience and announced loudly, “Ms. Skroder, a point of 

order!” 

And Ms. Inger-Lisa Skroder, dressed smartly and standing erect, was a 

Woman of Order. She believed firmly in the proper conduct of a meeting. With only a 

slight hesitation to let the crowd settle down from the outburst, she leaned into the 

lectern's microphone and said, “The floor recognizes Mister Dueber.” 

Duebs had to raise his voice so everyone in the auditorium could hear him. 

“Ma’am, I have in one hand, the additional nomination for one Mister Jack Bolden to 

be considered for the position of president of the student body, a.k.a. student council 

O 



president. In this same hand are the signatures of some one hundred and eighty 

students who second this nomination. Also—” 

 “Mister Dueber, we already have—” 

 “With all due respect, ma’am. I have the floor.” 

A rumble erupted from the audience, mostly impish utterances. Once it 

quickly quieted down, Ms. Skroder smiled and said, “Yes, Mister Dueber, indeed you 

do. Please continue.” 

 “Thank you. And I repeat my sincerest regards, ma’am. You well know that 

procedural rules stipulate that nominations and elections be held in strict compliance 

with the bylaws set forth in this document.” He held it up and really laid it on thick. 

“An adjudication of authenticity of this document, as well as the actions that I hereby 

propose hereto with, have been reviewed by our attorney.” 

 “But Jack's not a senior.” 

 “Paragraph 12, subparagraph D stipulates that the nominee only be a student 

in good standing. Nowhere in the document does it specify that the nominee be a 

senior.” 

 “Is that so?” She was genuinely asking. 

Jack smiled. He knew that Duebs was leading the dialog, and his delivery 

was just as he had practiced. 

 “Yes. In fact, I hold in this hand a Memorandum for Record, signed by our 

attorney, who is licensed to practice in the Great State of Arkansas. This MOR 

confirms not only that Jack be accepted as a nominee, but Paragraph Sixteen, 

Subparagraph D states that since the entire student body is present that a roll-call vote 

may be initiated upon the second of a motion.” 

 “You mean vote now?” 

 “Yes ma’am.” 

 “And any...” He flipped to the last page of the document. “...here it is. 'Any 

deviation from these methods established herein shall be agreed upon prior to the 

commencement of the voting process.' In other words, ma’am, your hands are tied. I 

hereby request that a roll-call vote be conducted at this time for the purpose of 

electing our student body president.” 

Ms. Skroder was trying to keep up. “Agreed. Do we have a second to this 

motion?” 

The entire crowd of students cheered, “Yeah!” and “Second!” followed by 

clapping. 

 “Opposed?” 

The two seniors and their small cadre of supporters wanted to object, but they 

saw the enthusiasm of the crowd, and were caught off-guard with this whole 

discussion. A couple hands came up. 

 “The opposition is noted, but the motion passes.” Five minutes later, after a 

few wranglings with procedure, Jack D. Bolden, a junior at Blytheville High School, 

was elected and confirmed as the President of the Student Body. 

He was told his primary role as student body president was to arrange the 

dances. In the past, they had been at the school with a DJ. Nobody attended them. It 

was considered mandatory fun—and cheesy. Prussian chaperons. Extreme oversight. 

He thought, I can do better. 

So, with just a few phone calls and some financial commitments by local 

businesses, for his first dance in January, he brought in a live band from Memphis 



and rented out the armory on the south side of town. It was a raging success, but not 

for the reasons you might expect. 

The theme pitched was, “Business then pleasure. Trust us.” This was an 

appeal to two different and non-commingled groups. The kids and the adults. Sure, he 

knew he was taking a risk, but he quickly eschewed the concerns of both groups. 

To the students, he pitched it as a chance to hear some world-class rock and 

roll live—away from faculty oversight. Once the dance began, no one over eighteen 

would be admitted. Seriously. It would be a test to “trust us” by self-regulation of the 

students' behavior. Of course, the Blytheville Police would be parked right outside. 

To the adults, it was an opportunity for their kids to interview with the 

regional colleges, because for the first two hours, from six to eight, tables would be 

set up and college recruiters would be there to talk to the students. Thus, the students 

were 1) expected to dress up for it, and 2) this would preclude any pre-party drinking. 

Jack wasn't a teetotaler, but he was putting his reputation on the line. Of course, 

getting the college reps there was self-serving, too; this was also a chance to bring 

them to him, rather than his having to travel to Jonesboro, Fayetteville, etc. to meet 

with them. He also ensured that the Air Force Academy's Liaison Office was notified 

by the high school's senior counselor so they could perhaps send in the Academy's 

regional representative, probably somebody at the base. 

He briefed the local Chamber of Commerce of this recruitment/dance at their 

monthly gathering. Blytheville was losing its best citizens, he told the group. The 

students graduate, leave for college, then stay in Little Rock or Jonesboro or 

Memphis. Blytheville was experiencing a brain drain and only a small percentage 

returned after leaving. Certainly Jack would be leaving too, but more for the 

altruisms of aviation that Blytheville could not provide, short of becoming a crop 

duster. Perhaps he would come back to fly B-52s in five years. But even that, 

statistically, was not going to happen. The Chamber was so impressed with his 

briefing that they pitched-in for the band—a cool one thousand dollars—and some of 

the larger companies out near the river would be there too, supplying the soda and 

munchies, in hopes of surveying the students for summer work. Many of the chamber 

members had kids in high school, so their interests were self-serving. 

The National Guard Armory had already told Jack that they would supply the 

facility, too, with hopes of doing its own recruiting by having a table there, too. 

Thus, with his expenses now covered, one of the chamber members 

suggested that it be free admission, but Jack quickly dismissed that idea. The door 

charge to get in was mostly to keep out the riff-raff. It also afforded “ownership” to 

the attendees, meaning there was intrinsic value in getting through the door, and 

those who pay to attend events generally behave better. 

His scheme worked. When the word got out in the Blytheville Courier News, 

the parents got on board. But it was much more important that Jack get to the 

students before the parents did. He asked for and was granted permission to make a 

rare student announcement at the beginning of school. He told the assistant principal 

what he was planning to do and say, and the woman was initially unsure if she could 

allow it. But then she relented, with the understanding that Jack would be held 

accountable. Seldom did students get to use the school's PA system. 

So as soon as the bell rang for first period classes, he pulled out his tape 

player and mashed the PLAY button. He keyed the microphone and some upbeat 

Earth, Wind, and Fire music began echoing throughout the rooms and hallways. 



The assistant principal frowned. Jack held up a finger, indicating he'd let it go 

for just a moment longer. Then he clicked the STOP button and began talking, 

“Ladies and gentlemen, I'm Jack Bolden, and I want you to jot some information 

down on a piece of paper. You’re going to like this.” He smiled at the assistant 

principal and double-raised his eyebrows in a Magnum P.I. gesture. As he continued, 

he swapped tapes out on his portable tape player. “How many of you have attended a 

school dance? Personally I wouldn't be caught dead at one. I'd rather sit through six 

hours of Mrs. Dasburg's English lectures than attend a school dance.” 

He heard some commotion and laughter in the distant hallways. Good. He 

had their attention and their ethos. 

“Would you believe it if I told you I have obtained the rock and roll band 

Gnarly from Memphis to come down and play a gig just for us? Yes, Gnarly. Their 

manager said they had a cancellation and would be able to come here, maybe even 

try out some never-before-heard songs on us. I'm serious. They're coming here to 

give us a private concert.” 

Ms. Skroder gave him a complimentary “wow!” expression and a single nod 

from across the room. Of course, no one had heard of Gnarly, much less Ms. Skroder. 

They were on the first rung above garage band status. But Jack made it sound like it 

was a band that everyone should know. 

He continued, “And it's not going to be held here at the school gym. The 

acoustics aren't good enough for a band of that caliber. So we're going off-campus; 

it's going to be held at the armory. And the best part is, I have been given the 

assurance that no one over the age of eighteen will be allowed to be inside the doors 

after the music starts. No adults. Can you believe that?” 

He gave a short pause then continued, “But, it gets better. In the two hours—

and two hours only—prior to Gnarly taking the stage, I have arranged for every 

major college recruiter in the area to set up tables to talk with us. Arkansas, Arkansas 

State, SEMO, Memphis State, even Ol' Miss. In addition, if you're not planning to go 

to college, I have arranged several local businesses to be there to talk to you about 

jobs after graduation. This is the biggest event of the year, and for many of you this 

will be a major event in your lives. It's only five bucks to get in—no exceptions. The 

Blytheville Chamber of Commerce had agreed to pay for cost of this private concert 

by Gnarly.” 

He kept repeating the name intentionally, i.e. that the band was a big deal. 

“But the catch is: you can only come in once. If you leave, you can't come 

back in. They are trusting us with this one. More details to follow. I'm going to leave 

you with thirty seconds of The Gap Band, only because Ms. Skroder is right here 

next to me, giving me the look.” 

Then he pressed play and more upbeat music began playing. 

Ms. Skroder was seated in her chair, expressionless, listening. It wasn’t that 

she approved, it was more because the PA system was never used to play music, 

much less late seventies dance music. It sounded so foreign to hear music over the 

P.A. that she was actually listening to its echo in the hallways outside. 

Jack was on the other side of the office, tape recorder in one hand, 

microphone in the other. He thought Ms. Skroder would give him the cut signal to 

stop it. But when it was clear that she would not intervene immediately, Jack 

suddenly began fumbling with the microphone, saying things like, “No, Ms. Skroder. 

Just a little more....” Then, “Hey.” Then, “Oh, yeah, well take this! Ow!” and 



fumbled with the microphone some more. Lastly, he said, “Ow! OK. OK. You want 

your glasses back? Want ‘em back? Do you?! Give me back my Gap Band!...Ow!” 

Then he turned off the microphone. 

Ms. Skroder hadn't moved, was still sitting in her chair, only this time her jaw 

had dropped. 

Jack just smiled then gently placed the microphone down. “Thank you, 

ma’am. I had to convince them I was one of them, i.e. that this appears to be a 

student-run event. Sorry for the theatrics.” 

Fortunately, Ms. Skroder shook her head and gave a little chuckle. It had 

been a hilarious ruse, a perfect ad lib. 

Just then two men and one woman burst into her office, ready to break up the 

fight. They found them on opposite corners of the room. Jack looked at Ms. Skroder 

and they laughed out loud. It must have been a convincing performance. 

 

 

 

 

The afternoon of the dance was a test of organizational competence and delegation 

skills for young Jack. For an event that was supposed to run itself, there was a 

considerable amount of labor to orchestrate, especially since his last class on Friday 

ended at three PM. He barked out orders to those needing guidance. Only the band 

could use the rear doors. The armory manager assigned a couple soldiers who were 

there doing weekend drills to guard the doors while the band brought in their amps, 

drums, guitars, lights, etc. The armory wasn't in the best part of town and stuff like 

that tended to disappear if not guarded. 

 The front doors were for the loading of barrels of ice and sodas in the corner. 

Several large trays of party sandwiches arrived from the deli at Kroger. Just 

napkins—no plates. 

 The fold-out tables arrived from the Baptist church. Sixteen of them. Four for 

the food and twelve for the recruiters, who would be arriving at five. 

 Then the fire marshal showed up and heaved his chest upward as he spoke. 

All exit doors were to be remained clear and unlocked. A strict limit of four hundred 

people were allowed in. Four hundred and one people, and he would shut the whole 

thing down. Jack simply nodded. He had no time for this power trip. 

 Right at five o'clock the recruiters began coming in to unpack their supplies. 

 Chairs! There weren't enough chairs. He burst right through the front door 

and bounded right into Captain Doug Sander, United States Air Force. He almost 

knocked him down. 

 “Jeez, Captain. I'm sorry.” He said then he got a view of his face. “And 

congratulations on your promotion!” Jack recognized him immediately, in spite of the 

new rank on his shoulders. 

 Doug Sander remembered back to two and a half years ago, when Jack was 

shirtless, covered from head to toe in sweat and grime. But Doug was different, too. 

The time they met at the Base Commander's office, Doug was a First Lieutenant in a 

subdued flight suit, a “bag” as they called it. Now, he was a Captain, dressed in his 

“blues,” the business suit of Air Force officers. He had scores of medals on his jacket, 

above a very impressive looking set of pewter wings pinned just above the pocket. 

Underneath the big pilot wings was a smaller set of parachute wings. The blue name 



tag, outlined in white, simply said, “SANDER.” The man looked pressed and 

polished, like he should be attending a congressional hearing. 

“Hey, Jack,” he said, extending his hand. “It's still Doug. Call me Doug. 

Busy?” 

Jack regained his composure and shook his hand, realizing that he was 

working hard, but not necessarily smart. “You know, ‘A pint of sweat will save a 

gallon of blood.’” He then yelled at a guy in the parking lot, “Gary. Need seven 

chairs. Right now!” 

As the guy waved from across the lot, Doug smiled. “Patton? You just quoted 

General Patton.” 

“Yeah. The guy graduated dead last from West Point. Maybe there's hope for 

me. By the way, what are you doing here all dressed up in your fancy uniform?” 

“I was just appointed as the Liaison Officer for the Air Force Academy. I 

cover Northeast Arkansas and Southeast Missouri.” 

Jack's eyes widened. “No kidding. Can I be your first interviewee?” 

“As far as I'm concerned, you're my only interviewee. I saw you at the Ritz 

when you did the quiz competition. We all laughed about that at the commander's call 

the following week. The Colonel really lambasted those three guys we sent to help 

Mrs. Dasburg. Taken down by a teenager, he said. You're not old enough to vote, but 

you manhandled three professional military aviators.” 

“It was a familiar topic, that's all.” 

“No. It was more than that. I watched how you conducted yourself on stage. 

You were confident, but not cocky. You were polite and respectful, yet not 

subservient. I forgot that you were a high school kid when you were up on stage. I've 

talked to your school's college advisor. You have special mental and physical talents, 

clearly above the norm. I think every recruiter in there tonight is going to offer you 

something. I'm here to sell you on the Academy.” 

“Sold.” 

“I figured as much. Now, of course, there are two hoops to jump through. 

The congressional nomination and the Academy Admissions Board. I'm here to help 

you with both.” 

This was his chance. Of course, he knew the process. What he didn't know 

was the gouge, the inside info that would allow him to be noticed. The competition 

wasn't really from others in Blytheville; he didn't know anyone else who was 

interested in the Academy. No, the competition was from Jonesboro, the larger town 

an hour west of Blytheville, and the sons and daughters of the officers at the air base, 

who attended tiny Gosnel High School just outside the main gate. There were at least 

a few of them interested, he reasoned. 

But he never had the chance to finish their conversation. Somebody inside 

the building yelled, “Stop him. Stop that guy!” 

Both Jack and Doug turned towards the door. Then they heard an engine rev 

and gravel being thrown moments before Jack saw a Plymouth Duster appear from 

behind the back of the armory. No sooner had it appeared than he saw his classmate 

Peggy Ball in a failed attempt to get out of the way. Jack's eyes opened wide in 

disbelief. Helplessly, he saw it all, flatfooted, from his spot at the north end of the 

armory. 

The car's right bumper nailed her just below her right hip. Jack heard it from 

forty yards away. The noise of the impact sickened him. Yet the car continued to 



accelerate. She never uttered a scream, there had been no time. Her body flung 

backwards over the hood, her head hitting the windshield with another low-frequency 

thud. The forward motion of the car put her into a violent spin off the right side of the 

car. By the time she landed in the rocky grass beside the armory's rear gravel road, 

the car was halfway to the main road. 

With his back to the car, Doug hadn't seen a thing, only turning in time to see 

the car as it screeched to a halt to avoid pulling into the traffic, narrowly avoiding a 

collision. Jack took a mental snapshot of the car. Light blue, 1974 Duster, broken 

right windshield, windows down. Driver was a young white dude, long brown hair, 

wearing a baseball cap. He instinctively began barking orders, first to Doug, “Sir, 

please help her until the ambulance arrives,” then to someone else, “You! Call an 

ambulance,” then to another student closer to the road, “Get his license!” 

The car made a right turn onto the asphalt road and its tires squealed, blue 

smoke coming off the tires. The next decision he made was one not well thought out. 

It was one made of rage, and one that would change his life forever. 

Beneath the armory's flag pole was a circular arrangement of white rocks, 

placed there to keep grass from growing. He grabbed a fist-sized one and burst away, 

reaching full speed in less than a second. He ran at an intercept angle across the 

crossing road separating the armory from the used car dealer's lot. The car would be 

passing about thirty yards from him in less than two seconds. The car was already 

moving at a tremendous speed and still accelerating. He had never seen a car go so 

fast on South Division before. And it was heading into town. 

Still running at full speed, anger swelling, he squinted with focused 

determination, took a long outfielder's crow hop, and threw the rock with all of his 

might, leading the car by a large margin. He threw it so hard his forward momentum 

tumbled him into the concrete pavement of the car lot. The rock never got more than 

head-height on its quick parabolic path towards the car. 

It went right into the car through the open window. 

Jack rolled a few times across the rough concrete and got back to his feet just 

in time to see the car pull across the center median, narrowly missing an oncoming 

car. The other car swerved into the other lane then quickly back into his lane again. 

The Duster continued off the other side of the road and was probably doing eighty 

miles an hour when it hit the large oak just beyond a small drainage ditch. 

Jack took it all in. The car seemed to compress, with dirt, steam, and small 

pieces of glass and metal encompassing the vehicle. There was perhaps a half a 

second delay in his seeing the man's life end and the accompanying sound from 

impact. 

The car's rear wheels came airborne slightly, but otherwise the car simply 

squeezed into a gnarled hunk of metal, the way a soda can crushes. The sound of 

impact weakened his knees. No one could have survived a direct hit into a tree at that 

speed. He awkwardly jogged a few yards then stopped as he saw other motorists rush 

to the steaming wreckage. 

The car had accelerated perhaps a quarter of a mile before hitting the tree, 

and covered that distance in about ten seconds. He covered his mouth, knowing he 

had just killed someone and his eyes began to water. He somehow pushed aside the 

rising emotions and did a quick “delta V” calculation in his head. He quickly 

concluded the car could have been going as fast as ninety miles per hour in that ten 

seconds of acceleration. 



He jerked his head back towards the armory. A dozen people had encircled 

Peggy, who laid motionless. Two people were on their knees beside her, Captain 

Sander and Duebs. 

He snapped his head back to the car wreck. Adrenaline sent his heart racing 

and he quickly concluded what his next tasks were and he turned to jog towards the 

car wreck. He was not going to help that person, however. As if he could sense the 

future unfolding, he got to the edge of South Division. Smoke or steam was coming 

from the car. He stood at the edge of the road, shoulders down, praying to see 

movement, but knowing otherwise. After a full minute of taking in the scene, he 

could hear an ambulance siren emanating from Chickasawba Hospital several miles 

away. 

The whole incident had occurred in less than a minute. In that minute, his life 

changed and perhaps two lives were lost. He wanted to somehow press rewind, but 

knew there was no way to affect anything but the future. Logic was now fully in 

control again and Peggy was clearly the priority. She was the innocent victim. The 

driver was the culprit; even if triage dictated that the driver was the higher priority, 

Jack knew his sole purpose in life at this point was to ensure that Peggy got the first 

response. 

In less than two minutes, the ambulance appeared with its red and white 

rotating lights. Jack commanded its movement directly towards him, waving his arms 

over his head. The ambulance must have spotted him, because instead of trying to go 

on the right shoulder to the car wreck, it turned slightly left and paralleled the 

stopped traffic in the opposite lane. 

 A half minute later the ambulance driver pulled up, the driver-side window 

already rolled down. 

  “Two injured. We’ll need a second ambulance, but she's the priority,” Jack 

said, stepping back and pointing toward the crowd of people a quarter mile further 

south. 

Fortunately, the driver took him at his word and sped the rest of the way 

towards her. 

Jack stood flat-footed for less than a second, before he resumed his “battle 

zone commander” role. He pointed at a car, motioning it to pull forward and to the 

side, allowing movement of the north-bound traffic to go onto the crossroad and 

detour around the accident scene. He directed traffic with urgency, minimizing the 

drive-by gawking. The lighter the traffic, the lower the chance that the ambulance 

would get delayed getting Peggy to Chickasawba Hospital. 

After a couple of minutes, he summoned another motorist who had pulled 

over to help to take over with traffic control so Jack could get back to the armory. 

The police sirens were now clearly heard, which brought Jack's thoughts back to the 

realization that he had killed the driver. What would become of him once he told the 

police what happened? It never occurred to him that he should “flavor” the truth, to 

omit the fact that he threw a rock at the car, causing the accident. 

He arrived at the group of people just as the ambulance was pulling away. 

Duebs was addressing the group and he caught the tail end of his speech, “...anything 

else? Good. Remember, you are interviewed by the police, be brief and mention only 

things that you actually witnessed. If you didn't see it yourself, don't mention it. This 

is very important.” 

 “How's Peggy?” Jack asked, breathing hard. 



Duebs finished talking to the crowd, “O.K., back to work,” and the crowd 

dutifully dispersed. He then turned to Jack and said, “Conscious. Probably a broken 

pelvis or hip, based on where she was hurting and what the EMT guys were 

mumbling about. Bleeding from the back of her head, too.” 

He put an arm around his neck and dragged him alone. “No one saw the rock 

but me and that Air Force guy.” 

 “Captain Sander?” 

 “Yeah.” 

 “Jeez, what have I done, Duebs?” It was apparent, even from a quarter of a 

mile away, that it was a grim scene over there. 

 “You ran out to get the license plate number. That's all. Looks like you fell, 

too.” 

 Jack was bleeding from his right knee and elbow. “I'm fine. Look, I have to 

tell them what happened, what I did.” 

 “Gawd, you are such a choir boy. Tell me, Saint Jack, what will that gain 

you?” 

 “I just killed someone, Duebs.” The combination of adrenaline and a 

reflection of his actions made his eyes tear. 

 “Yeah, a guy accelerates into a friend of ours with his car and didn't even 

slow down. Then he tears out, doing a hundred miles an hour in a forty-five zone, 

endangering even more people. Yeah, I'd say you're totally the one at fault for all of 

this.” 

 “You know what I mean.” 

Duebs gave him a serious glare. “I didn't see you throw anything, and I will 

contradict you if you say you did. You hear me? One of us will go to jail for lying. 

Go talk to your Air Force guy.” 

Jack knew he was right. There was nothing good to be gained by admitting 

he caused the accident. Jack nodded. “I will.” And with that, he turned and jogged 

over to Captain Sander, who was retrieving a box of folders he had abandoned when 

the incident occurred. 

 “Doug?” 

He turned and smiled. 

 “Sir, I need your advice. When the police show up—” 

 “—you tell them what your friend said, i.e. you ran over to the road to get 

his license number.” 

“Doesn't the Academy have some sort of honor code?” 

 The police were arriving. Three cars, blue lights flashing and sirens 

commingling. A second ambulance was heard from the distant north. Two of the 

police cruisers went to the wreck and one continued on to the far entrance to the 

armory where a uniformed national guardsman was summoning him. 

 Doug ignored the commotion. “Honor Code? Sure it does. And it sure would 

be easy if everything were black and white. You either cheated on a test or you didn't. 

You either lied about being out after hours or you didn't. Listen, Jack, and this is 

important. There are vultures out there ready to feed on others' misfortunes and errant 

decisions. Would I have thrown that rock? I don't know. Probably not. Would you 

right now, now that you've had the chance to think about it? Probably not. This isn't 

about redemption for your sins. Right now this is about self-preservation. 

 “And one more thing. I was watching you during this. You took charge. You 



barked orders in a controlled manner while under duress. And everyone accepted 

your role as leader. You took command of the situation and, for that, Peggy will 

probably survive this. You had someone calling for an ambulance before the car 

wrecked. You knew that I would have some training in first aid, and you sent me to 

her.” 

 Jack didn't look completely convinced, so Doug continued, “You'll soon 

realize the big world beyond Blytheville, Arkansas is cruel and unfair. If you tell the 

police you threw the rock, they will arrest you and charge you with murder. It's not 

even a choice for them, it's their obligation. You'll spend the rest of your high school 

years sitting in jail awaiting a long trial. With a good lawyer you'll eventually get 

convicted of voluntary manslaughter based on your mens rea. Do you want that? Do 

you deserve that? You're young and you're not expected to get in these kinds of 

situations yet. But you did. 

 “This is what warfare is like. It's truly a fog. All you can be expected to do is 

the best you can, but understand that you are under tremendous stress making life and 

death decisions and sometimes you'll make a bad one. You just did. Don't compound 

that decision with another bad one. It's always better to constantly give yourself 

another opportunity to do the right thing. Only this time if you mention the rock 

you'll be doing the right thing—from a jail cell.” 

 Jack nodded just as Captain Sander said one last sentence, “Here's your 

chance.” 

 Jack turned to see a policeman walk up, with everyone's eyes on him. He was 

a bear of a man, and was all business. “You Jack Bolden?” 

 “Yes sir.” 

 “Motorist over there said you threw a rock at the car.” 

 Jack looked back at Doug, who maintained no expression whatsoever. 

 Then Jack turned squarely at the officer and replied, unequivocally, “Yes sir. 

I did.” 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Six 

 

January 16
th

, thirty-three years ago. 

 

o phone call could have been more difficult. Jack was a choirboy compared 

to some of his other friends. He didn't drink, didn't smoke, didn't do drugs, 

didn't do anything remotely nefarious. Yet, his one phone call offered before 

his official arraignment wasn't made to his parents—it was made to Mr. 

Abuyuan. The lawyer could certainly relay the circumstances to his parents, but Jack 

considered time to be his worst opponent. He needed this concluded before it got a 

life of its own, if it hadn't already. 

 This was a day of firsts, most importantly the first time he had witnessed 

someone dying. He had also never been arrested, never been handcuffed, never been 

paraded into an awaiting squad car in full view of Captain Sander and the other 

college representatives, his friends, and the myriad observers who converged on the 

scene of the accident that took the life of some twenty-two year old guy from Hayti, 

Missouri named Bobby Rogers. 

 Sure, a guitar was found in the back seat of the wreckage, stolen from the 

back of the armory. And sure, Peggy Ball was being flown to Memphis with massive 

internal injuries because of this Rogers guy. He heard all of that over the police radio 

in the front seat. But was this worth a man's life? Jack kept re-living the events as he 

tried to reconcile his actions. 

 Arriving at the Mississippi County Jail, he was in-processed; they took his 

wallet and watch. No prison garb—that would happen later. No, he was simply told 

he had one phone call to make before he would sit in his cell until the next day when 

the county judge would confer the charges of murder. 

 The ride in the squad car didn't give him the jolt of reality normally expected 

when a person is arrested. However, his arrival at the jail, the fingerprinting, and the 

offer of the single phone call brought out a rush of adrenaline. He tried to control the 

shaking by taking a few deep breaths. 

 Had he made a mistake in admitting everything? Perhaps 'honesty is the best 

policy' doesn't always apply. He remembered from some Kojack episode that it's not 

a good idea to talk before having a chance to talk to an attorney. Did I screw up? He 

put his free hand on the wall to keep it from shaking. 

 The phone rang several times before Mr. Abuyuan answered it. “Alex.” 

 “Mr. Abuyuan? Sir, this is Jack Bolden.” 

 “Jack! You just caught me. We were heading out to the Malco for a movie.” 

 “I'm sorry sir. This is my one phone call from jail. When you get back, could 

you do me the favor of meeting with me and telling my folks where I am?” 

 “You're serious?” 

 “Yes sir.” 

 A moment of silence preceded a confirmation. “You said jail.” 
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 “Yes sir.” 

 “Hang on.” Then Jack heard him put his hand over the phone and was 

relieved to hear a muffled, “Honey? I got an emergency here. Go ahead and I'll try to 

catch up with you after the show over at Pizza Inn.” 

 “O.K., Jack. You have my undivided attention. First, where are you being 

held, and what happened?” 

 “I'm downtown at the county jail. Just got here. A guy stole a guitar from the 

band who were unloading their stuff at the armory for a concert tonight. He peeled 

out of the back and hit Peggy Ball, who was helping us set up. He didn't even slow 

down until he got to the main road, South Division, where he peeled out northbound 

and was probably doing eighty miles an hour before I chucked a rock at him.” 

 “You threw a rock at him.” 

 “Yessir. Right about then he cut across the median, off the west side of the 

road. Oncoming cars swerved into his lane to avoid him. He went right into the big 

oak tree near the end of the Angeline's driveway. He was killed on impact, I'm told.” 

 “Jeez.” 

 “Yes sir. Jeez is right.” 

 “Did you hit him with the rock?” 

 “Don't know. It was a good toss and his windows were open. I was running at 

full speed and tumbled after I threw it. That's why I called you before my folks.” 

 “First, don't admit anything.” 

 “Too late for that.” 

 “I see. Do you want to see if I can get bail posted for you?” 

 “No, sir. Actually, I'd prefer to see if you can get your hands on the police 

report as soon as you can.” 

 “Why? Wouldn't you rather get out of jail?” 

 “No, I'd rather focus on whether I actually hit him. If I hit him, it would leave 

a mark and the rock would probably still be in the car. I remember seeing some blue 

smoke and I'm thinking he might have blown a rear tire which actually caused him to 

lose control. If you find the rock out in the middle of the Angeline's yard then I didn't 

hit him.” 

 “I'm on it, Jack.” 

 “Oh, and Mr. Abuyuan?” 

 “Yes?” 

 “Could you have the police look for the rock? I'd rather that they find it than 

you. Not that they wouldn't believe you. Also, there are probably some skid marks 

crossing the road. Just want to make sure it's all documented.” 

 “Good idea. You want me to call your folks?” 

 “I'm afraid so. They're going to have a rough time with this.” 

 Mr. Abuyuan was taken aback by the last statement. Here was a seventeen 

year-old kid, had just seen his friend hit by a car, followed by seeing a young man 

die. Then he was summarily arrested and put in jail, yet his thoughts weren't self-

serving. He was controlled and composed. “Jack, I'll drive by your house first then 

go to police headquarters and grab the guy who is probably there typing up the 

report and see what he has.” 

 “Thank you, sir. Sorry to spoil your evening.” 

 “Hey, that's what I'm here for.” 

 After he hung up, Mr. Abuyuan wondered if he was up for the task. These 



kinds of events didn't occur in Blytheville, at least not with clients like Jack. 

 

 

 

 

At the same time the phone call was being made from downtown, Captain Sander 

located the rock. Fortunately, it didn't hit anything in the car; it must have flown in 

one open window and out the other. He picked it up and threw it another thirty yards 

further into the yard. The truth needed a little stretching. 

 

 

 

 

One hour after Captain Sander left the scene again, and two hours after the sun had 

set, it was evident that the night was going to be a cold one. Yet Mr. Abuyuan and the 

lead patrolman were back on the scene with flashlights. 

 No rock had been found in the car, which was now at the impound yard not 

far from the accident site. In spite of the massive damage to the vehicle, there was no 

evidence of the rock having hit the car either on the inside or the outside. They would 

look at the autopsy report later that evening, once the coroner was done. 

 The skid marks already had, in fact, been clearly documented in the police 

report. However, several six-inch strips of tire tread were found near the beginning of 

the marks, and these had not been entered into the report. Also, the left-rear tire was, 

indeed, flat and severely damaged. Large pieces of the tire tread were missing and 

none had been noted as found at the impact site. Mr. Abuyuan insisted that this fact 

be entered into the police report, and the lead investigator agreed. 

 Now to find the rock. Mr. Abuyuan was dressed in a heavy jacket, but he 

hadn't brought gloves and was freezing. The officer, however, was dressed more 

appropriately with gloves and a watch cap that covered his ears. 

 It took almost thirty minutes but they found the palm-sized rock in the 

Angeline's yard, almost up to the edge of their front steps. Fortunately it had been 

found by the policeman and not by the attorney. 

 “Kid must have really thrown it with all of his might,” he said, holding a 

flashlight up to it as he walked over to the attorney.” 

 “More importantly, it couldn't have hit him, not and traveled this far.” 

 “But it could have spooked him, though.” 

 “If you don't mind, I'd like to mark the precise locations of everything.” 

 “Of course.” 

 “And then I'd like to buy you a cup of coffee at McDonald's.” 

 “You bribing me?” 

 “With McDonald's? Jeez, John, am I that cheap? If I was bribing you I'd take 

you to The Grecian Steakhouse.” 

 The officer chuckled. “Fine. Give me a chance to thaw out before I transfer 

my notes.” 

 “Thanks, bud. Your son playing ball?” 

 “Yeah. He'll be a sophomore.” 

 “A year behind Jack Bolden.” 

 “Yeah, I'm sure they're friends. That's why this is so tough.” 



 “I think we're going to be able to do the math on this one and prove that Jack 

had nothing to do with the accident, even though he did throw the rock at him. Who's 

the prosecutor?” 

 “Probably Wayne Brown. He's handling the big crimes these days.” 

 “Mind if I call him, ask him to meet us at McDonald's?” 

 “Have at it.” 

 “Thanks. I'll swing by the office and give him a call then I'll head out to 

McDonald's. See you there at, say, eight forty-five?” 

 “O.K., Alex.” 

 “Thanks, John. My wife and daughter are over at the Malco watching Star 

Wars. I'm supposed to meet them at Pizza Inn afterwards, which is right next door.” 

 

 

 

 

Reaching the office, Alex made copies of the precise measurements that had been 

marked off with the rock and its relative position to the road, the longitudinal 

distance from where Jack had told him he threw the rock, and where the skid marks 

began. Then he called Wayne Brown at his home, but there was no answer. He still 

had a few minutes, so he swung by the jail to give Jack the notes and a copy of the 

preliminary report. 

 Jack's parents were there. They told Alex there would be no bail posted 

tonight; the county judge wasn't going to interrupt his evening for an arraignment, 

nor a bond hearing. The formal arraignment would be at ten AM on Saturday 

morning at the earliest. Jack's mother's eyes were red, but his father was clear-eyed 

and he seemed firmly in control. 

 “Alex. Thanks for helping us out. How bad does it look?” 

 “Better. We found the rock. We also found some tire tread near the beginning 

of the skid marks. Everything is marked off and measured. All we need to do is some 

trigonometry to determine which happened first, the rock or the tire blowout. He 

could have hit the brakes to avoid the rock, which makes him still culpable. Or the 

blowout could have occurred before the rock was thrown, which will prove him 

innocent, well mostly innocent.” 

 “Yeah, I asked Jack if he needed anything tonight and his response was, 

'Yeah, dad. My TI-30 electronic calculator.’” 

 Alex laughed and slapped the elder Bolden on the shoulder. “Your son 

doesn't need me. He'll get this resolved himself.” 

 “I hope so.” 

 Suddenly, from a block away, the fire siren went off, followed shortly 

thereafter by sirens from the fire trucks. In a small town, the launching of fire trucks 

always gave people pause. The Boldens spoke loudly over the sound of the sirens, 

thanking Alex for all he had done tonight. 

 Little did they know the fire was at the Bolden’s. And they wouldn't find out 

until morning that the fire had been set deliberately. 

 

 

 

 



By the time Alex Abuyuan reached the McDonald's on the east side of town, John 

was already seated in the corner, writing on a large white pad. 

 “I see you already have coffee. You're simply too quick to be bribed.” 

 John smiled, but got right down to business. “I think this one is too close to 

call.” 

 “Hold onto that thought,” he said, pointing to the counter. “You want 

anything to eat?” 

 “No thanks, Alex.” 

 A couple of minutes later, Alex reappeared with a Quarter Pounder and a 

large coffee. “So, you think it's going to be hard to prove either way?” 

 “Well, one thing's for certain. He admitted throwing the rock.” 

 “Yeah, he's either extremely honest or extremely stupid.” 

 “Or both.” 

 “Yeah, or both.” 

 John swung the pad around for the lawyer to see. “Here's South Division. 

Here's the armory. Here's the used car lot where he threw the rock from. Here's the 

tree. Here's the skid marks. Here's where I found the rock.” 

 The attorney took it all in. The points were drawn neatly and shown to scale. 

 “This is the path of the rock as it crossed the road. The skid marks are prior 

to this point. He could have hit the brakes if he saw the rock coming, which blew out 

the tire.” 

 “How fast was the car going, do you think?” 

 “It had to have been going well over sixty.” 

 “But you don't know?” 

 “No, Alex. I don't know. We'll have some math done on it. We have a guy 

coming in from Little Rock tomorrow to look at the car and the site. He'll make a 

pretty accurate estimate.” 

 Alex took a big bite of the burger and spoke before swallowing, “Saturday? 

That’s gotta be expensive. Well, I know Jack’s analysis will be accurate, too. When 

his parents asked him if he needed anything, he said he wanted his electronic 

calculator.” 

 “I've seen those. They sell them at Wal-Mart. I guess the slide rule is on its 

way out.” 

 “Yeah, and I'll be by there in the morning; Jack will have done the math for 

us.” 

 “Is that admissible?” 

 “Sure. And if you validate that his math shows he had nothing to do with the 

crash, we can stop this arraignment dead in its tracks.” 

 “I can't. I just collect and compile evidence. But Wayne Brown can. He 

wasn't home?” 

 “No.” 

 “You want me to see if I can find him?” 

 “You'd do that?” 

 “Sure. We're the police. We do that sort of stuff,” he mocked. “He's either 

eating out here on the east end, or watching Star Wars with your family.” 

 

 

 



 

It was clear that Wayne Brown was not amused by the collaboration between the 

investigating officer and the attorney representing the accused. A patrolman was 

waiting outside the movie theater when the prosecuting attorney emerged with his 

wife. Since the patrol car had spotted his car so quickly and reported back, both John 

and Alex walked across the parking lot to the Pizza Inn and shared a few slices and a 

Coke, since Alex's wife and daughter would be arriving there after the movie as well. 

 Brown walked in and right up to the table. “This is not the place to discuss a 

murder investigation. My office. My wife's in the car. I'll drop her off and be there in 

five minutes.” He turned and started walking back to the door he just entered. 

 “Hey Wayne, wait just a minute. Ginny's meeting me here in a few minutes. 

I've already ditched her once tonight. We'll just give you the summary, hand over 

John's preliminary report, and the additional evidence he found upon a secondary 

perusal earlier tonight. You can take everything and decide for yourself. For now, go 

get your wife out of the car, sit down and have a slice. How was Star Wars?” 

 “Fine. But this is not the place for this. By the way, I saw Ginny and your 

daughter in the theater. You're daughter's really growing up fast.” 

 “Yeah, I was supposed to be in there with them until this happened. I guess 

I'll have to go see it by myself.” 

 Wayne put on his glasses. Enough with the small talk. “You got two minutes. 

Whatta ya got?” 

 John explained the entire event, the evidence obtained, along with the 

confession. 

 Wayne waited patiently until he had finished then at last said, “Looks like 

manslaughter to me.” 

 “Gee Wayne. I thought you might do a little bit of analysis first.” 

 “What's more to do? I can see clearly what happened.” 

 “You see the tire blowing out, him losing control, and planting himself into 

the Angeline's tree at a hundred miles an hour. How do you get manslaughter out of 

that?” 

 “I see a confession.” 

 “You also see a rock that sailed way over the car, never touching him nor the 

car. Can you prove the driver saw the rock coming?” 

 “You'd be amazed what I can prove.” 

 “Can I quote you?” 

 Suddenly, Wayne's face grew red. “Can I also report that you and the 

investigating officer are collaborating?” 

 “Nope. We're just eating pizza, waiting for you.” 

 Wayne stormed out, papers in hand. This wasn't going to be easy. 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seven 

 

January 17
th

, thirty-three years ago. 

 

hey all appeared in front of the district court judge, precisely at ten AM, in a 

special hearing to determine the charges that would be formally filed and to 

give the accused a chance to plead guilty or not. This was not the trial, simply 

the arraignment. It was vitally important to Jack that the charges be dropped, 

and dropped quickly. Otherwise, a permanent record would be made and that would 

kill any chance of Jack getting into the Academy. 

 In a sense, Jack was lucky, because the judge was an avid golfer and would 

never have agreed to convene his court on a Saturday. Otherwise, he would have 

spent the rest of the weekend in the Mississippi County Jail. But it was a cold January 

day and the judge didn't have anything else going on. Just a few phone calls and a 

court reporter, a bailiff, a county prosecutor, the defense attorney and the defendant 

were all inside the single, yet cavernous court room, just ten yards south of the 

county jail. 

 The initial evidence presented to Wayne Brown by the investigating officers 

was not sufficient for a tacit dismissal of charges. Alex knew this, and wanted to 

delay the arraignment until the crash expert from Little Rock had a chance to 

examine the files. However, when Alex stopped by the jail on his way home from the 

Pizza Inn to tell him that a delay was in Jack's best interest, the deputy on duty 

handed Alex a single page of handwritten notes prepared by Jack. “The boy's sound 

asleep,” the deputy had said. 

 Asleep. That Jack is one cool cat. Here's a teenager facing murder charges, 

locked up in a jail cell, and the kid is sound asleep. Alex smiled for the first time all 

evening. 

 Alex looked at the document. The top of the page was a scaled drawing of 

the scene, equally as neatly prepared as the officer's had been. However, underneath 

was half a page of quite complex math showing—conservatively—how fast the rock 

must have been traveling in order to come to rest some ninety yards from where it 

had been thrown. This wasn't just “distance equals rate times time” or “thirty-two feet 

per second squared” mind you. It showed what the velocity that the rock would have 

to have been thrown along a parabolic path low enough to pass near enough to the car 

for the driver to be alarmed enough to attempt to swerve or brake in order to miss it. 

The next morning before going into the court room, Alex had asked Jack what kind 

of math this was—it didn't look like normal trigonometry. Jack told him it was a 

“actually a derivative function based on a non-linear differential equation” which “is 

the basis for modeling the mass properties of standard projectiles at varying 

apogees.” 

 When Alex asked what that meant, Jack told him that even at sixty miles per 

hour and the rock traveling at ninety-two miles per hour, the driver would have only 
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had three-tenths of a second to take his foot off the accelerator, apply the brake, and 

have the tire explode before the trajectories of the rock and the car crossed. 

Realistically, the driver was doing at least twenty miles per hour faster than that. 

Thus, impossible. Case dismissed. 

 But Jack took it a step further. He reasoned that if there had been enough 

brake pressure applied to lock up the left rear wheel, shredding it, the other wheel 

should have evidence of the same. Anti-lock brakes didn't exist on these cars thirty-

three years ago. 

 For twenty minutes, Alex studied all of the case photos, some one hundred 

and fifty of them. The other wheel was pristine. There was only one skid mark. The 

other tire had no flat spot on it. This wasn't due to slamming on the brakes. The only 

rational conclusion was because of the differential drive on the car, one wheel spun 

out while the other didn't, weakening the tread enough that once the car reached its 

high speed, the tire simply “let go.” Reasonable doubt. The additional conjecture on 

Jack's part was a gamble, but it paid off. 

 Jack's parents had brought in his one and only suit and tie, and he changed in 

his cell. He splashed his face in the steel basin and told them, “O.K., I'm ready.” The 

deputy led him out; technically he was supposed to handcuff him. But with the 

attorney and the parents there, and just a few steps into the courthouse, the cuffs were 

waived. 

 The proceedings began like Jack imagined they would, having sat through 

hours of his mother's favorite TV show, Barnaby Jones. The judge walked in, no 

cloak—merely a suit and tie. 

 The judge said, “O.K.” and Wayne Brown rose from his chair. The 

prosecution then laid out the case. When he finished, Alex rose and the defense laid 

out “what really happened,” with a confident and erudite delivery that clearly 

outclassed the prosecutor's best efforts. 

 Given this evidence, when the floor was given back to Wayne Brown for a 

redirect, he quickly studied his options, and made the statement, “Your honor, the 

prosecution is willing to concede that there is doubt as to whether the defendant 

caused the accident that took the life yesterday of Bobby Rogers. However, the 

accused has admitted that he did, in fact, throw the rock at the car. Clearly, this man 

must be charged with reckless endangerment.” 

 “Wayne, have a seat,” was the initial response from the bench. The county 

judge looked at the evidence for a few minutes then looked up at the bailiff. “Terry, 

you have any coffee made?” 

 “Yes, your honor. Black?” 

 “Yeah, thanks.” 

 Jack looked around the room. His parents were in the back, dressed in their 

church clothes. He smiled at them then winked. Then his smile vanished before he 

turned back around, resuming his solemn expression that Alex had asked him to 

maintain while in there. 

 After a moment, the judge looked up at the defense and asked, “Alex, did 

you do this math?” 

 “No, your honor. Too complex for me.” 

 “Who did it?” 

 “The defendant, last night in his jail cell.” 

 “Son, do they teach you this stuff at Blytheville High School?” 



 “No, your honor, they don't.” Jack stood up as he replied, and by the time he 

was up, the sentence was completed. He began to sit down again, but reversed course 

and decided to remain standing. 

 “So, how do you know this stuff.” 

 “Sir, it's from An Introduction to Astrodynamics by Bate, Mueller, and 

White. It's the core astro course book used at the Air Force Academy. I had the 

Mississippi County Library order it for me, sir.” 

 “You taught yourself astrodynamics?” 

 “It's not as hard as it sounds, your honor.” Jack was completely serious. 

 Alex looked down at his notes and smiled. 

 The judge willed himself to keep from smiling. He studied each line of the 

clear-headed analysis done by the defendant then looked at his character as evidenced 

in bullet form prepared by Alex: A starting football player, an honor student taking 

the toughest courses that Blytheville High School offered, Student Council President, 

and a school leader who had just witnessed a good friend who had been run over by 

the man involved in the accident. 

 The judge simply said, “Mr. Bolden, what do you have to say for yourself?” 

 “Your honor, I'd like to offer my condolences to the family of Bobby Rogers. 

He, like I, made a series of mistakes yesterday. Because of these mistakes, he died, 

and for that I'm truly sorry. I'd also like to apologize for my overreaction to 

witnessing my friend Peggy Ball being run over. I should have never thrown the rock. 

It was a mistake and I hope the court will not let this error in judgment destroy my 

future as an Air Force officer.” 

 “You want to fly airplanes?” 

 “Yes sir. And I know this sounds corny, but I want to serve my country. I 

consider myself above average and I'm not the type of person who relies on others to 

defend our country, if I have something to offer.” 

 The judge was clearly impressed. Jack's response was from the heart, 

convincing and honest. Alex didn't have to say anything. Wayne was already putting 

some papers back into his briefcase. 

 “How was your night in jail?” the judge asked. 

 “Sir, not nearly as bad as Peggy Ball's night in the hospital with a shattered 

pelvis and other internal injuries.” 

 He looked at the back of the courtroom. “Mister and Missus Bolden, how's 

your house?” 

 They looked at each other as Mister Bolden rose. He spoke loudly since they 

were in the rear of the mostly-empty courtroom. “Just the garage, your honor. A 

neighbor got a water hose on it quickly and the fire department was there in just a 

few minutes to finish putting it out. My insurance guy is going to look over the 

damage after lunch.” 

 “Arson?” 

 “That's what they're saying, your honor.” 

 “Hmm.” Then the judge looked down and continued reading something. 

 Jack turned around to face his parents. He knew nothing of this. 

 The judge pulled out a piece of paper from the stack of written evidence 

presented by both sides and placed it atop the pile. “Says here that 'In the critical 

seconds following the hit and run, Mr. Jack Bolden immediately took charge of the 

situation. He directed people in a calm and authoritative manner, both managing the 



care of the injured victim and ensuring an ambulance was called. Based on the 

comments by the ambulance personnel and my own training in First Aid, Mr. Bolden 

no doubt saved the life of Ms. Ball yesterday.'” He dangled the statement high with 

two fingers as though it were on fire. “This document was signed by Douglas R. 

Sander, Captain, United States Air Force, Admissions Liaison Officer to the United 

States Air Force Academy and Aircraft Commander, KC-135.” The judge looked 

around then over to the prosecutor. “Wayne, is this young man appearing before me 

today a menace to society?” 

 “No, your honor.” 

 “Good. I didn't think so. I looked through all of the evidence over the past 

few hours. Both sides, well done. Yeah, he shouldn’t have thrown the rock and you 

could make a case for reckless endangerment. But there’s no evidence it had any 

substantive role in the accident and he more than balanced his actions with what he 

did immediately thereafter, both in terms of his admission and his leadership role at 

the scene as the accidents unfolded.  We’re done.” 

 The bailiff arrived with the coffee just as the gavel came down, dismissing all 

charges. 

 Jack's math had been correct, but with erroneous data. He had no idea that 

Captain Sander had modified the distance Jack used in the equations. Knowing Jack's 

propensity for total honesty, Captain Sander saw no value in ever confiding with him 

that a simple re-tossing of a rock had changed Jack's future forever. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eight 

 

January 20
th

, thirty-three years ago. 

 

nce school let out, Jack drove his Pinto to the front of the gym, jogged into 

Coach Dasburg's office and told him that he had one more legal obligation in 

order to close out this incident. If he was nervous about what he was about 

to do, he didn't show it. He told the coach that after this quick meeting 

everything would be back to normal again. Missing practice, even if it was in the off 

season, was never an easy thing to explain away. 

 Especially with what he was about to do. 

 It was a thirty minute drive up to Hayti, in the boot heel of Missouri. In the 

passenger seat was a broken, charred bottle of Boone's Farm Mellow Days, which he 

had just emptied, filled with gasoline, smashed it on the abandoned concrete loading 

dock behind the old cotton gin, and set it ablaze. He had to put out the fire with a 

portable Halon extinguisher rather than allowing it to burn out slowly. He also didn't 

want to attract any attention and he didn't have much time. It seared the label and was 

convincing enough. 

 Reaching the town limits, he made a left on the third street and looked for the 

yellowed, decrepit clapboard house where the brothers of Bobby Rogers lived. 

 He pulled into the severely cracked driveway, the Pinto bounding over the 

chucks of rock and concrete before coming to a halt. 

 He got out of the car quickly; it wasn't in his nature to wait and gather his 

thoughts. No, this would be a test of wills, and he was surprised at how calm he was. 

He had had a couple of days to think this through. 

 When he got to the screen door, he swung it open and banged loudly three 

times on the old wooden-veneer door inside, bypassing the lighted doorbell ringer. 

 He heard the floor creak and saw the window curtain move slightly then he 

heard, “We don't want any.” 

 “I'm Jack Bolden. You will want to talk to me.” 

 After a moment, the door opened a quarter of the way. A mid-twenties 

redneck with a two-day growth encircling yellow teeth and deep-set eyes leaned 

forward against the door. He looked beyond Jack to see if anyone else was with him. 

“You got a nerve showing up here...” then turned back and yelled, “...Randy. Guess 

who's here.” 

 Jack's heart was now racing. Good. He'd need a little adrenaline in his system 

if this came to blows. These were not complex people. A fight was not unconsidered. 

 A second man appeared, perhaps a few years older than the first, with a 

pronounced beer belly filling out the faded white undershirt he used to wipe his 

greasy face. Obviously he had been eating something with ketchup or barbecue sauce 

because it ended up on the shirt. 

 “'The hell do you want?” 
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 “I'm returning your bottle.” He dropped the large piece of darkened glass on 

the door's threshold, equidistant from them. “Careful, it's broken.” Jack never took 

his eyes off of them. 

 “That ain't ours.” 

 “The Blytheville Police Forensics Squad says your fingerprints are all over 

the other pieces they collected as evidence.” 

 The younger brother opened the door slightly wider, allowing both of them 

an easier route straight to Jack. The younger one said, “Oh yeah then why ain't they 

here arresting us?” 

 “Because I told them I'd like to talk to you first. They didn't really want me 

to, but I persuaded them. You know, ‘cuz you’re mourning and all.” Might as well 

speak at their level. 

 “'Cuz you killed Bobby.” 

 “The District Court Judge of Mississippi County went over the evidence and 

concluded that I didn't. But I'm not here to discuss your brother. I'm here to discuss 

what's going to happen to you.” 

 “Oh, yeah. And what's that?” They both began exhibiting some aggression 

with their body language. 

 “Depends. You have two choices. The first choice is to get a bunch of two by 

fours, plyboard, insulation, paint, and caulk. Then you are going to completely and 

totally repair and paint my parents' garage. Get it back to the way it was to my 

satisfaction. You have until this Friday at five o'clock. If it still needs a second coat of 

paint at five oh one on Friday, I'll tell the police to go ahead arrest you for arson. 

Each of you will spend a minimum of five years in jail.” 

 “And if we don't?” the older one asked. 

 Jack moved in closer. “This is important, so listen carefully. I'm protected, 

even if you attempt to beat my ass right here and now.” He turned his head ever so 

slightly and leaned into them as though he was going to let them in on a secret. 

“Secretly, I'd love for one of you to take a swing at me, because I promise I won't 

stop fighting until I break both your necks. And if you do get lucky and get me first, 

by the end of the week both of you will be dead, and by dead I mean like dead-and-

buried dead—“ The younger one started to say something, but Jack cut him off then 

pointed at the other one. “—Hear me out. Now. You, Randy. You were charged and 

convicted of grand theft of defoliant from the Harner farm two years ago. And you, 

Jimmy. You're a pot-smoking dipshit that the Blytheville Police is now itching to 

arrest every bit as much as the Hayti Police. If you do not repair the garage I will 

have them arrest both of you, and while you are away this house will be burned to the 

ground, and I will also burn down your girlfriend Mandy's house the next street over, 

and frankly I don't give two ounces of bat shit whether she's in the house or not at the 

time. Understand this. One. I'm smarter than you and I can get away with it. Two. 

Your thief of a brother who, before he kissed that tree, put my friend in a wheelchair 

for at least a year. Three. You tried to burn down my parents' house. None of you 

bastards give a rat's ass about anyone or anything and I give you my solemn word 

that if that garage isn't repaired completely by Friday at five PM you're going away. 

Maybe I'll date your girl Mandy while you're gone.” 

 Only he didn't use the word “date.” 

 They stood at the door for an eternity. 

 “You think you're some kind of tough guy.” 



 “I suggest you don't test me. Actually, the police think I'm soft for giving you 

a chance to fix the garage in exchange for no charges filed. Of course, it goes without 

saying that if I ever see either one of you again or if anything happens to me, or any 

of my family or friends, or even my sister's goldfish, I will put a quarter-inch Black 

and Decker drill bit through your knee caps and you'll never walk again. Don't ever 

doubt my convictions.” 

 Jack then turned away from them and headed back to his car, repeating 

“Friday. Five PM.” 

 He hopped in his car and was back at the gym before practice was over. It 

went well for him, he concluded. The only thing better would have been if the police 

actually had fingerprints—or even knew of his meeting with them. 

 

 

Jack had been sitting at the kitchen table for about thirty minutes, talking with his 

parents after dinner, when the phone rang. Mrs. Bolden got up to clear off the table as 

Jack grabbed the handset off the wall hook, unraveling the long cord as he brought it 

to his ear. “Bolden’s.” 

 “Jack. It's Doug Sander.” 

 Jack was surprised; Captain Sander had never called the house before. “Hi 

Captain Sander. What's up?” 

 “Doug. Call me Doug. Just wanted to fill you in. I talked with a few people 

today, greasing the skids.” 

 “Oh, yeah?” 

 “I called Congressman Wilson's office this morning. I caught her on a slow 

day I guess and was able to actually talk with her. She was quite interested in the 

stories I had. How I met you, shirtless and filthy in the Base Commander's office, 

having tried to save that man's life; about your airplane quiz competition last year; 

about the football games and your meteoric rise to student council president as an 

eleventh grader. But when I explained to her this past weekend's events including 

your honest admission to the police and how you scientifically proved your 

innocence, she told me, 'When I think about service academy nominations, I'm 

reminded that some of these young people will someday have the responsibility of 

managing our nation's nuclear weapons arsenals. From what you've just told me, he 

seems to have the kind of character traits we look for: professionalism, intelligence, 

and integrity. I'm glad you told me about him and I look forward to getting his 

paperwork.'” 

 “That's fantastic! I can't thank you enough.” 

 “I also called the colonel who heads up the selection committee at the 

academy—” 

 “—Colonel Johnson.” 

 “Yes, Colonel Johnson. The congresswoman can nominate many people 

within a broad limit. It's up to the selection committee to make the final 

recommendation for who actually gets the appointment. I promise this colonel will 

remember you when your name comes up.” 

 Suddenly a loud rumble appeared in the garage, followed by a guttural 

scream by Jack's mother. “Someone's in the garage!” 

 In a flash, Jack said, “I'll call you back,” hung up the phone, raced to the door 

and swung it open. 



 There, in the dimming daylight, were the brothers Rogers, unloading wood 

and supplies. They glanced at him, each unsmiling then turned to offload more wood 

from the flatbed. 

 “Good. I'm glad you made the right decision.” 

 The younger brother spoke, not looking in Jack's direction. “Had to sell my 

dirt bike to pay for this.” 

 “Money well spent.” 

 Jack's dad had been in the bathroom and made it out just in time to join his 

wife at the inner garage door. When they saw the lumber and plywood being 

offloaded from the back of the old Ford truck, they turned to look at Jack. 

 “Mom, dad, these guys are going to fix the garage. They are quite handy and 

they owe me a favor.” 

 The elder Bolden nodded at them and the brothers wordlessly returned the 

greeting. 

 “We're just dropping off the materials. We'll start on it tomorrow.” 

 “Fine. Thanks, guys.” And with that, Jack re-closed the door. 

 Inside, Mr. Bolden asked, “Was that a favor or the response to a threat?” 

 “Dad, there's an ancient Jewish adage that I read in the papers of Robert von 

Weizsacker, written after World War Two, 'Seeking to forget makes exile all the 

longer; the secret of redemption lies in remembrance.' I think those dudes might 

benefit from a little home repair work. Don't you agree?” 

 His father smiled. His mother didn't know what was going on. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nine 

 

August 16
th

, thirty-two years ago. 

 

oach Dasburg looked out of his office window to see Jack Bolden, his star 

linebacker, tossing the football with his starting quarterback, Ross Dueber. 

They were warming up for the afternoon session, even though the rest of the 

team was sitting in the shade under the lone oak at the far edge of the practice 

field. They continued the back and forth passes at a constantly increasing distance, 

oblivious to the oppressive afternoon heat and clearly not interested in conserving 

their energy for the upcoming second half of two-a-days. 

Both kids were tossing perfect spirals, on target. The coach put down his pen, 

crossed his arms, and gave the back-and-forth passes his full and undivided attention. 

He noted that Jack's passes were more powerful, and that Jack purposefully threw 

them off the wrong foot while jogging laterally. 
The coach had seen both of these young men grow, both physically and 

mentally over the past few years. These two had become the team leaders, setting the 

example. Dueber was a tactician, a student of the game. He was strong and fast, but a 

full three inches shorter than Jack, who now towered over most of his teammates at 

six three. Jack was equally quick, and probably had another fifteen pounds of pure 

muscle over Duebs as well, which was perfectly proportioned to his role as strong-

side linebacker. Jack had an explosiveness about him which always put him near the 

ball. 

Watching the pre-game passing, Coach Dasburg remembered reading the 

article in the paper from six months ago when it described Bolden's mathematics 

used to exonerate himself, specifically the distance he had thrown the rock. 

The kid had an arm. 

They weren't deep in quarterbacks. Perhaps he should let Jack run a few 

plays. 
An hour later, after the exhausting “warm up,” Coach Dasburg pulled Jack 

from the defensive ranks and over to the offensive group, to the wonderment of the 

defensive coach. He told the assistant coach to walk through some options as he 

dragged Duebs and Jack off to the side. 

 “Jack, question for you.” 

Jack took off his helmet. His head was dripping in sweat. He looked back at 

the two groups of players, each being coached by their respective assistant coaches. 

“Yes, coach?” 

Duebs took his helmet off, too. 

 “We're in an eye position. It's third and seven. I see a weakness in the middle 

of the opponent's split-four defense. Do I pass?” 

 “No, sir.” 
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Duebs and Jack exchanged glances. 

Coach Dasburg thought the response was too quick to have been considered 

properly. “Why not?” 

 “Sir, third and seven is statistically a passing play. They will be expecting 

this and will be back on their heels. I'd pull both guards outboard the tackles, bring 

the center right at the strong side defensive tackle, since Duebs is right-handed. This 

takes a little more time, so I'd have Duebs come up and pump-fake the pass and dive 

the halfback left. Then Duebs hands to the fullback through the seam.” 

 “Pulling guards only works if the defensive tackles behave traditionally. If 

they slant, we're screwed.” 

 “No, sir. Our first game is against West Memphis. They're defensive 

coordinator is not imaginative. Inside, they are taught to simply capture and guard the 

real estate assigned to them. A kind of zone play. Pulling the guards will daze and 

confuse them.” 

Coach Dasburg stared at Jack for a second as he gave the answer some 

consideration. Then he grabbed his whistle and motioned for both the defense and 

offense to meet up. 

 “O.K. Jack, run the play.” 

Duebs looked at them both. What's going on? 

 “Me? I'm defense.” 

 “Humor me.” 

 “Yes sir.” 

Coach Dasburg walked over to the defensive coordinator and gave him a 

simple command, “I want you to slant your tackles.” 

 “But West Memphis plays straight up.” 

 “Hey.” He pointed his finger at him and repeated, “Humor me.” 

 Duebs had the offense huddle up then said, “Jack's running this play.” Then 

he took himself out of the huddle.  The offensive huddle was a strange environment for Jack. For two years, he 

was a defensive player. These faces behind the metal masks were of course familiar. 

Yet, the group and its orientation was foreign, and every bit as confused as Jack was.   “O.K. Coach Dasburg wants me to try out a play. Ron and T.J., we're pulling 

you outboard. Take one step out, as the tackles slant in then go at the defensive 

tackles. Rick, I'm going to pump fake, so you've got a 'one Mississippi' delay then 

come hard at the left seam, taking out whoever shows up there. I'll make a read and 

option to the fullback, who also does a quick delay. Delay doesn't mean jog. It's delay 

then explode—it's the only way this will work. Ron and T.J., remember that it's only 

one side-step then forward. The tackles will be across your bow quickly.”  “Everyone got it?”  The helmets all nodded.  “One two. Ready.” and all replied “Break” with a single clap and jogged up 

to the line.  Jack walked up to the forming line and studied the defense, the tackles in 

particular. He noticed that they were each leaning more on their inside leg. You've got 

to be kidding me. The defensive tackles were cocked and loaded to slant. Coach 

Dasburg was throwing him a curve! Quickly, he whispered to the two running backs, 

“Change that, option right, no delay.” He would let the line pull as planned, but he 

would have precious little time to run the option. 



 “Down!” With Jack's initial command, the linemen raised slightly before 

leaning into their three-point stance. 

 Jack took one more quick evaluation of the defense he was facing. He 

noticed that the two inside linebackers were stanced slightly closer to the line than 

they normally would be. This was a blitz, plain and simple. “Set.” 

 “Hut. Hut!” and the center slammed the ball into Jack's hands. A concussion 

of sound erupted as the offense and defense collided. Jack turned right, only to see 

the defensive end coming right at him. He barely had time to get the lateral pass off 

to the fullback before getting creamed just behind the line of scrimmage. 

 The blow was tremendous. It almost knocked the breath out of him and he 

soon found himself at the bottom of a pile of at least three defensemen. Rats. 

 Strangely, he expected to hear the whistle, indicating the play was over. 

Instead he heard a fading ruckus and some encouraging cheering from half of the 

players. He looked over at grass level through the mass of legs and shoulder pads to 

see the fullback jog into the end zone, the ball held high over his head. Plan B play 

had worked. 

 “Run it again,” erupted from behind the players. 

 “Huddle up!” Jack exclaimed, rising up from the pile. 

 “Jack.” Coach Dasburg called him over, the assistant coach having joined 

him. 

 “If I'm not back in five, call in the air strikes,” he said to his team mates then 

jogged the ten additional yards to the waiting coaches. When he got there, the 

coaches ignored him, arguing about whether to “see it against a split four or a four-

three” defense. 
 When they were finished, Coach Dasburg asked, “Why didn't you run the 

play we discussed?” 

 “Coach, I looked at their stances. I saw blitz and knew the central zone was 

saturated. I could have called time out, but I had to make a decision and knew we 

only had the corner to beat to make the option work.” 

 “Good call. And I liked the way you sacrificed yourself as you lateraled.” 

 “I'm not used to being on the receiving end.” 

 “O.K. Now it's second and six. There are twenty-two seconds left on the 

clock and you are midfield. What are you going to do?” 

 Jack wasted no time in replying, “I'd run a wishbone, with Duebs in at 

halfback.” 

 “O.K. Why?” 

 “We'll fake an option, and put Dueber's throwing arm in play, cross-field to 

the flag.” 

 “Razzle dazzle?” 

 “Only if it works.” 

 “Try it.”  Duebs had been standing all alone, fifteen yards closer to the sideline. 

“Duebs!” Jack called.  Duebs jogged over and joined the huddle, tossing out Rick. Jack explained 

the play then added, “After I lateral, I'll stay behind the neutral zone, in case you get 

stuck.” 

 “This is razzle-dazzle,” said Duebs. 

 “Yeah, more like desperation tactics. On one, ready,” and they all said 



“Break!” with an accompanying clap.  Jack surveyed the defense, now in a four-three configuration. The defense 

would be able to cover the flats and flag zones more carefully. Jack jogged back to 

Duebs and said, “Scratch that last statement. I'll cut up the middle to give you another 

receiver. The flats may be covered.” 

 Then on his way back to the line of scrimmage he said to the fullback, “Your 

shoe's untied. Made you look,” just to appear that he had something to say to him as 

well and take the focus off of Duebs. 

 “Down!” followed by a short delay as he took one last mental snapshot of the 

defense positions. “Set. Hut!” 

 Again, Jack was astonished at the sound of offense meeting defense directly 

in front of him. Usually he was either back from the line of scrimmage where the 

sound wasn't as pronounced, or he was blasting into the cacophony of sound, 

becoming part of the noise. 

 He turned and immediately lateraled to Duebs, who was running to the right. 

Jack continued his turn into a three hundred sixty degree arc, accelerating down field 

as he realized the weak-zone was secure. Duebs hesitated as he realized the flag zone 

was, indeed, covered. He looked at Jack penetrating the middle and with no further 

hesitation pumped the ball through a slit in the defense. Jack brought his arms up 

with no wasted effort and never losing stride. He cupped the ball and pulled it down, 

accelerating directly into the path of the free safety, hitting the smaller player with 

such force that the hit was heard by the coaches some thirty yards up field. Jack never 

slowed. The safety ricocheted away and this time Jack was the one holding the ball 

up as he went into the end zone alone. 
 “O.K. Jack, put on the yellow—you're back on defense.” 

 Jack nodded. Good. He wasn't after Dueber's job nor looking for glory. He 

just wanted to win. 

 

 

 

 

After practice ended at eight PM, they all hit the showers quickly for the short night 

before the nine AM show-time for next day's two-a-day. Jack's parents knew the 

ritual well, as this was his third year with the dreaded two-a-days. He would come 

home, scarf down a meal then hit the sack, usually by nine. The alarm was set for 

eight-thirty, and his body needed every moment of sleep to recover from the 

accumulated strains and contusions. 

 “Jack,” Coach Dasburg called as he left the gym. The coach was leaning 

against his truck. He took off his baseball cap and scratched his thinning scalp, the 

one and only indication that Coaches got tired, too. 

 “Yes, Coach.” Jack said as he neared. 

 “Duebs is still our quarterback, but I'm going to need you as backup. Can you 

get here each morning at eight? I need you to study the play book.” 

 “Yes sir.” Rats. There goes another hour of sleep. 

 

  

 

 



With fate as the hunter, Duebs only got three plays in his senior year before tearing 

his anterior cruciate ligament while diving for a fumble in the first quarter of the first 

game. His high school football career was over. 

 Jack took over and initially performed miserably. However, he was quite 

comfortable at linebacker and had an outstanding game on the other side of the line. 

In fact, he made some critical defensive plays that saved them from starting out with 

a loss, and squeaked by West Memphis with a narrow victory. 

 The coaches were concerned that his playing both ways would result in 

neither position being conducted well, but as Jack got used to the pace and the view 

from the offensive side of the line, he honed his style and eventually set the pace of 

the game. Over the summer he had read Carl von Clausewitz' On War, and adopted 

his treatise on warfare to the battle on the gridiron. There were numerous parallels 

between real war and football, most notably, “The course of war will tend to favor the 

party employing more force and resources.” That meant that his playing both ways 

was most likely a detriment and he conveyed this to the coaches. He told them he 

hated sitting on the sidelines, but understood if they chose to make him play only 

one-way. Clausewitz's book showed that strategy belongs primarily to the realm of 

art, while tactics belongs primarily to the realm of science. All of Clausewitz's 

reasonings fascinated him and he applied them readily to every aspect of the 

competitive facets of his life. He saw the correlations mainly with football, but not 

exclusively. 

 In the waning months of the Academy nominations period, Jack managed a 

multi-front “war” on both his congressman's office and the Academy's selection 

committee. He asked Coach Dasburg to “run into” the congressman one Saturday 

morning at the Sharecropper's Restaurant. Normally the coach detested those who 

congregate and socialize over coffee, considering it an utter waste of time when that 

time could be used to improve the body or the mind. But Jack asked him to consider 

the value of having him “recruited” as yet another Division One football player to 

add to the coach's list of accomplishments. That seemed to work, as the congressman 

later noted when the call came to the house a few weeks later that he was pleased to 

offer him a congressional nomination to the United States Air Force Academy, and 

hoped that he would consider playing football while there. 

 However, congressmen always gave out as many nominations as they are 

legally allowed. It’s good politics. The true selection was done by the Academy, who 

made their selections from the list of nominees. Jack spent many hours honing the 

essays and questionnaires, ensuring that the selection committee knew that he wanted 

to be an officer first and a pilot second. Of course, that wasn't the case. To be sure, he 

wanted to serve his country, but being an Air Force officer wasn't the goal; the goal 

was to fly their airplanes. However, Clausewitz played a role in the selection war, 

because Coach Dasburg agreed to contact the offensive coach of Air Force, fully 

armed with the knowledge of where the team's strengths and weaknesses were. Air 

Force was fat on linebackers but woefully thin on quarterbacks. His offensive stats 

were incomplete at best due to his recent role as starting quarterback. But they soon 

found out about Jack's thorough understanding of the game plus the fact that, at six 

foot, two inches and two hundred twenty pounds of lean muscle and tremendous 

acceleration, he was the perfect size for a Division One quarterback. Though he had 

the explosive power needed to be an all-state linebacker, he was actually too lanky to 

play linebacker in the top-tier college ranks. 



 Thus, the emphasis would be to get his QB stats up throughout his senior 

year and spark the interest of the Air Force coaches. 

 Grades, of course, weren't an issue. He had the best academic scores in the 

entire congressional district, irrespective of his athletic acumen. 

 

 

 

 

Ironically, for a kid who despaired over a dead bird as an eight year old, for a kid 

whose life had hung in the balance of a rock thrown as instant retribution for the 

injuries of an innocent classmate, Jack's future was cemented by a hit that put a 

Jonesboro linebacker in the hospital, barely conscious. 

 Jonesboro was the chief rivalry, and it was Blytheville's homecoming game, 

both teams undefeated, late in the season. 

 Both the Jonesboro and Memphis TV stations had cameras set up. The 

winner of the game would most likely be the state champion as well, because the 

AAAA-East Conference had no rival that year in Arkansas. 

 With the score tied at twenty-eight all midway through the fourth quarter, 

Jack had already played the game of his life. The rest of the team had made numerous 

mistakes and errors, but Jack was singularly magnificent. He was already over three 

hundred yards passing, an astonishing statistic for high school. He also had two 

interceptions on defense, and made some punishing stops on fourth down, changing 

the course of the game. 

 Yet, the noted inflection in not only the game but in his life came while 

running an option to the weak side on third down. With the backfield sweeping left, 

Jack had one blocker slightly in front of his halfback. But following an instant scan 

of the flow of the defense towards the left side of the field, it was clear that if he 

lateraled to the halfback, he would most likely hit a log jam. Jack saw a tiny seam 

open, and faked the lateral then turned instantly up field, keeping the ball for himself. 

 Jonesboro's all-state linebacker suddenly filled the hole, but was slightly off 

balance when Jack delivered the blow. 

 Jack only had one step to adjust to the oncoming collision but used it to 

establish a launching pad for an upward blast that impacted the linebacker right in the 

number “51” on his jersey. Even Jack was surprised at the concussion he enacted 

upon the other player. Leading with his face mask, Jack thrust his entire body 

upward, right into the linebacker's chin strap, which immediately let loose, sending 

his helmet ten feet in the air. The helmet-on-chinstrap impact also sent the 

linebacker's jawbone rearward, jolting his cranium with such force that his body went 

limp and Jack accelerated right over the top of him even as he was still falling 

backwards. 

 Certainly the hit was violent. However, on film it looked downright 

horrifying. The helmet's ejection skyward clearly showed the power of the impact. 

But the way that Jack drove over him made the hit look all the more vicious. 

 Jack bolted untouched for thirty yards into the end zone so quickly that it was 

almost secondary to the hit. In fact, the Jonesboro station's camera inadvertently 

stayed on the linebacker, who lay motionless as half of the other twenty-one players 

moved down field, trailing Jack. 

 Jack's biology teacher was also a gifted photographer who captured many of 



the school's greatest sports moments from the sidelines, often better than the staff 

newspaper photographers. That night, he happened to be in the perfect spot on the 

nearside sideline. He snapped the picture when the helmet reached apogee and Jack 

was stepping over the linebacker, who had not yet hit the ground but was nearly 

horizontal. From a sports perspective, it captured the essence of the brutality of the 

game. It was perhaps the best picture the teacher had ever taken. After developing the 

negative in his home photo lab, the biology teacher gave a black and white print to 

the Courier News sports photographer, who placed it under copyright to the 

Associated Press, along with a short article. The beneath, “Photo by Jim Roberds,” 

adorned over three hundred papers, topping many of the NFL pictures available from 

the weekend. 

 One paper, the Colorado Springs Sun, picked up the photo from the AP, along 

with the article of the circumstances surrounding it. It was viewed by the Academy’s 

offensive line coach, who recognized the quarterback's name and went to his notes to 

confirm that the quarterback shown in the photo was the same Jack Bolden whom he 

had discussed with that coach from Arkansas a few weeks before. He brought the 

photo into the office of Air Force's head coach, who saw it and made a call to the 

Academy's selection committee who found and tagged his file. Being a star football 

player won't get you an appointment to the Academy, but it sure didn't hurt.  

 Jack probably would have gotten the nomination even if he wasn't a football 

player. But without a doubt, that photo cinched the appointment. 

 The linebacker had awakened in the ambulance en route to Chickasawba 

Hospital. Jack found out a few weeks later that the guy's parents had been so shaken 

by the episode on the field that they never let him play ball again. But at least he had 

a nice picture of the last instant that he played football. 

 


