Chapter Nine: D-Day
The Silverdale Barnes and Noble bookstore was somewhat dark and close, filled to the brim with bodies, some Michael knew… most he did not. On this humid thirteenth day of July, they had come from every part of the county and in some cases, out of state. There were even reporters from the local newspapers covering the event. By three pm a line of picketers began forming in front of the large picture windows and by 4:45pm they were in full swing. Fifteen of them, mostly overweight women in their twenties or early thirties, carrying signs that read, ‘Hate is a Sin’, ‘Jesus still Loves You’, ‘The Anti-Christ Has Arrived’ and ‘Satan’s Agent’.

Michael stood behind a row of bookshelves with Merrill, Lambert and John Darby, from the Cronce Agency in New York. John was a very clean-cut man in his thirties. Short black hair crowned his head and a beautiful black and gray suite wrapped around what had to be a sterling physique. John talked in short poignant sentences, using only enough words to do the job.  

Michael sweat profusely. Looking out at the picketers, he said, “I can’t believe this. It’s ridiculous.”

“I wouldn’t let it bother you,” said Lambert. “Look, the press is eating it up.”

Outside a contingent of reporters had arrived, setting up cameras and taking interviews.

“It’s press,” stated John, smiling. “You’ll learn to miss it when it goes away. Let me ask you, is it true that Jehovah’s Witnesses kicked out a few of their own people after finding a dating error in their prophesies?”

“That’s actually true. But I’m not the first to write about it. There was a guy…”

“Maybe, but you were the first to get this kind of press. It’s a different world now. One more question, does the Bible actually say that priests shouldn’t call themselves by the title, ‘Father?”

“Yes, Mathew 23;8. Jesus tells his followers not to call themselves teacher, rabbi or father.”

“Man,” exclaimed John. “No wonder they’re all pissed off. Trust me, this’ll work in your favor.” 

Michael gazed out at the agitated throng, telling himself that he was doing what he had set out to do. He sighed and hoped it was true. He thought, maybe the confusion would die down soon and he could return to simpler things.

The moment came and Lambert strolled up to a podium and pulled the microphone down to his mouth. “Greetings everyone,” he started out. “Wow, this is a wonderful turn out. I very much wish to thank everyone for coming out to support ‘Authors Answers’, a monthly series sponsored by Protocol Publishing in part with the Cronce Agency and your favorite Barnes and Noble outlet. This program was established to introduce new talent in the Literature industry.”

A smattering of claps sounded in the muffled room.

“Lambert continued, “Today, we would like to introduce to you someone with a very unique talent and as you can see, explosive impact. Will you please welcome… Michael Abernathy.”

Most applauded, some even booed, at that, the picketers all came to the windows, peeking in and waving their signs with gusto.

Michael took the podium, clearing his throat. The crowd quieted.

“Thank you very much,” he said, his voice cracked.

Merrill stood behind him, cringing. None of this was happening quite like she had thought it would. Her brow wrinkled when he began speaking, knowing how much it bothered Michael that anyone would take offence to his material. He had worked so hard at finding the root of things, the truth about them. She only wished that others would see it only for what it was and not some kind of explosive sensationalism.

Michael went on, “I’d like to start out by mentioning that this is, after all, a fictional book. The information in it, of course, is factual. I’d like to thank the many references for supplying what is now current knowledge throughout archeological, Biblical, historical and anthropological circles. I credit these individuals in the back of my book. There are so many new works in the making today, works that will give us information about things that simply were not available till now. I’m supposed to read a passage out of the book tonight,” he held up the book. “And then make a final comment. You’ll forgive me if I’m new at this. In this part of the book the main character, Jeff, finds that his book has upset everyone far more than he could imagine. In this scene he’s arguing with his publisher about the outcome.”

Michael reached down and slid the bookmarker out from between the pages and opened the book. He then began reading in his best narrative voice.

“I’m glad you could make it today, said Mr. Lincoln. I’ll just be a moment.”
Mr. Lambert looked at Merrill and pointed his thumb in his chest in a proud gesture. He mouthed the words, “That’s me.”

Michael continued reading,

“No problem,” said Jeff. “I owe you one anyway.”

“Jeff found a seat in a very comfortable lounge chair in front of the desk. He placed his briefcase on his lap and waited impatiently for Mr. Lincoln’s attention. There were plaques on the walls denoting various awards and over to his right there was a row of short wooden cabinets with a series of hand-carved wooden puzzles strung out along their counter tops.

“There we are. OK, let’s get right down to business,” said Mr. Lincoln, who seemed colder than usual. “Jeff, I regret to inform you that… we have to drop your project.”

“What,” Jeff exclaimed. “The Son of Man project? But it’s been getting all that publicity. You yourself mentioned you’ve never published a book that was so well researched or that incited so much attention. I believed you called it a ‘publicity magnet’.”

“Yes, yes… and yes,” admitted Mr. Lincoln. “All of these things are true. All of this has grossed more attention that this company has ever seen. But that is precisely the problem.”

Jeff folded his arms, defiantly, “I’m afraid you’re going to have to explain this to me.”

“Jeff, Jeff,” Mr. Lincoln said, as he came out from behind his oak desk and sat on the corner, folding his hands. “I know this must be hard for you. In your shoes it’s difficult NOT to take it personally. Occasionally, the publishing business comes very close to the political profession. This may not be very convenient but it’s reality. Your book has not only inflamed all the usual radical religious groups, which frankly, we don’t worry so much about, but it has also managed to curl the noses of every mainstream religion in the nation.” Mr. Lincoln leaned over and grabbed a pile of papers from his desk and he held them up as he spoke. “I have actions here from Catholics, Protestants, Muslims, Mormons, Seventh Day Adventists, hell you even pissed off Jehovah’s Witnesses and they’re awful hard to pull out of the shell, Jeff.”

“But the information is all true and accurate,” Jeff argued. “You can check any data sources. I stand by it.”

“Yes I am convinced that you would. But your supporters grow thin. Pursuant to some of the actions against you, we did in fact, check your sources and we were somewhat disappointed.”

“What?”

“Yes Jeff, I know they are accurate. But you have to understand that accuracy is not the only issue here.”

“What is then?”

“Some of the experts you quote in your book are also taking hits from the mainstream religious right. I have to tell you, they don’t like it one bit.”

“What?” said Jeff, leaning forward in his seat.

Mr. Lincoln strolled back to his seat and folded his fingers together. “Let me explain it to you this way. I know you’ll understand. “The religious right has gained much political prominence in the last few decades. In fact, the publishing industry is being overtaken with buy-outs sponsored by right wing owned companies. Who do you think is behind some of the largest contributors to college funds?”

“You’re going to tell me, the religious right, right?”

“Exactly, do you know who writes more research grants than any other source?”

Jeff finally began to see where this was going and he didn’t like it. “You mean to tell me that the experts sighted in my book won’t stand behind me legally for fear of loosing their grants?”

“Most of your experts are, after all, on grants from various universities or very large government grants. And I don’t know a single politician who isn’t sensitive to the religious right these days. You have to face it. All this publicity was great until it began to cause problems at the government and university levels. They’re afraid Jeff. They don’t want to take the heat and without their cooperation in the courts… ”

“I think I get the picture.”

“At this juncture, it becomes a mathematics problem, more money going out, than coming in. You gotta know it’s not personal, Jeff. I liked the book very much. I thought it was really exiting. It gave me plenty to think about?”

Jeff tilted his head. “What about the contract? I could probably sue your company for breach.”

“Sure,” said Mr. Lincoln unfolding his hands and putting each one on an arm of the chair. “And you’d probably win. Like I said, it’s mathematics. It’ll cost us far less to deal with your suite, that to deal with all the rest if we continue.”

“I see,” said Jeff. “You explained that rather well, I think. I gotta go and decide what to do now.”

“Please don’t take this wrong Jeff, but there’s nothing to decide. We’re letting you go as of today. Starting tomorrow morning, they’ll pull it from the shelves. I’m very sorry. You have to believe me.”

Jeff looked into his round red face. His eyes showed a good measure of sincerity. “Yeah,” said Jeff. “I know.”

Jeff Chandler left the publishing office a failed man. He walked the wet streets back to the car, strangely calm. There were no weapons to wield, no secondary plans to unleash, he was powerless. He was beaten and muzzled.

Ironically, on his way back to the car, he spotted picketers. There at the corner of Fifth and Blanchard in down town Seattle, picketers had formed in front of a local bookstore. With stringy wet hair and soaked picket signs they braved the fickle northwest weather for their cause. A sign hung in the window, which read:

‘’Son of Man’… the new controversial novel by Jeff Chandler.’

Jeff looked on in wonder as the defiant group harassed those entering the store. One of the zealots spotted Jeff there at the opposite street corner and shouted out to him with fervor.

“Christ himself has been offended!” he bellowed. “King Solomon said… ‘The conclusion of the whole matter… Fear God and keep his commandments: For this is the whole duty of man!”

Jeff knew that scripture well. He had used it himself many times. It was from the writings of King Solomon, Ecclesiastes 12:13. The zealot even used the phrasing in the International Bible version, not as popular as some. A great sadness filled Jeff’s heart at the sight of them. He felt certain that none of these people understood that even Solomon, a man revered to this day for his wisdom, had disowned the god they worshipped sometime after he had written those verses.

Jeff watched in horror as the zealot recognized him. The skinny little man with drenched hair and oversized glasses thrust out a finger and said, “That’s him! The Author! The entire throng of instigators then trained their sites on Jeff. In the next moment, they had traversed the intersection waving their posters and signs, shouting and carrying on. Out of nowhere there came a small greasy man to his right, yelling at the top of his lungs.

“You are the Anti-Christ… You are the Anti-Christ!”

Michael closed the book and took a breath. The room was silent for a moment and then applause burst forth as if the audience awoke from a daze. A third of them walked out of the store and a man in back yelled loudly.

“Read your Bible!” and left.

Michael said, “I want to thank you folks for coming in today. I guess I’ll be over there at the table to sign some copies. I’d be very happy to answer any questions you might have.”

“Mr. Abernathy?” a woman shouted out from the crowd. “I think you work is wonderful. It must have taken some guts to stand up to your religion and take them on like that.”

“Well, it wasn’t like that. I simply withdrew by way of letter. I didn’t wish to cause any problems. I’d also like to say that I’m not directing this book specifically toward any one faith. I…”

“You sure as hell stuck it to the Catholics,” someone cracked.

“Sir,” Michael chastised. “I’m not trying to stick it to anyone. That’s not me talking, it’s the data itself that speaks. It’s the latest available information from Biblical and Archeological research. If you reference the data, it’s all accurate. It’s all there. I’m just telling a story. I might add, don’t we all owe it to each other to check the facts? And not just once, but like a good marriage, shouldn’t we keep on checking, make sure of what we believe in? There are some wonderful reference books listed in the back of the book. There’s some very fine reading there.”

“Read the Bible,” said another heckler. “There’s your fine reading.”

From behind him Michael heard John Darby say, “All right. That’s enough.” John came forward and scooted in front of Michael. “Thanks for your participation folks. We’re going to take a short break. Afterward, we’ll be able to meet the author at the signing table. Thank you so very much.”

The tension cooled as people mingled about and began forming a line at the signing table.


John ushered Michael to the back of the room, shielded by rows of bookshelves. “Lambert was right,” he said. “You are explosive.”


“What?”


John looked into Michael’s eyes. “You know the funny thing is… You don’t even know it?” and John walked off to join Mr. Lambert.


The book signing went far better than expected. There was a modest line of admirers but they seemed very appreciative. A lady in her sixties bought six books, intending to give them to each of her children. She praised Michael as he signed each copy. “One of the greatest gifts anyone can give is knowledge,” she said. “You know what they say about giving a man a fish to eat, or giving a man a fishing pole to catch fish?”


“Yes, I’ve heard that one,” Michael answered. “I like it very much.”


Moment’s later, Denny Gordon, his cohort from work, turned up in line.


“Hey Denny,” said Michael in appreciation. “Come out to support the troops?”


“Yeah, I guess so,” Denny laughed. “But it’s really a good book too.”


“Thanks, man.”


“I gotta ask…” Denny’s face grew serious. “Why do you call it ‘Son of Man? Isn’t that what Jesus was called?”


“Well, yes he was,” Michael defended. “But the same term shows up in reference to many characters in the Bible other than Jesus. It’s from the Hebrew word ‘ben-´a·dham´ simply referring to someone born of a man. It was used in reference to Ezekiel, Job, and others.”


Denny seemed vexed. “But why do you use it for yourself?”


“First of all the book isn’t about me. It’s about a fictional character. Secondly, I think it’s a practical term that applies to everyone born as a human. I think the planet would be a better off if we started thinking less in terms of divine intervention and more about excepting direct responsibility for the mess we humans have made, don’t you?”


It was as if Denny had an epiphany from where he stood. His eyes widened and then focused. “Yes,” he said. “Yes I do,” and he walked off, making room for the next in line.


As Michael watched his compatriot leave, he noticed another familiar figure lurking near the windows. Then he recognized him. It was Monroe, the young man he had taken on the spiritual outing. He was leaning against a window divider with a look of disdain on his bony face. The instant Monroe realized he had been seen, he turned and left the store in short rapid little steps.


The rest of the signing went better than expected. There were scores of appreciative admirers and many books were sold. After the event was over, John and Mr. Lambert congratulated Michael for the successful launch of a new career.

In the car on the way home, the Abernathys had trouble enjoying their newfound success. In the car’s dark interior, the unknown seemed threatening.


“People sure get worked up about things,” said Merrill, testing Michael.


“Yeah,” he agreed.


She thought he seemed a little far away. “God, I need some air.” She rolled down the window. 


“Yeah,” he said.


She looked at him again, his eyes still occupied. “I’m pregnant,” she said, to get a reaction.


“Uh, huh?’ he finally looked at her.


“Tough gig wasn’t it?”


“Yeah, I thought people would think it was entertaining and informative, not just… inflammatory. Do you think it’s inflammatory?”


“Well…” Merrill thought hard. “I’m beginning to think that you have a different tolerance level that most people.”


“What’s that mean?”


“Let’s get realistic, Michael. You knew it was inflammatory when you wrote it.”

“Well…”

“You stood in that den and told me that it was not going to be at all popular with the religious sects.”

“Yeah, I did that.”

“I think we both underestimated how pervasive religious sects are.”

“Yeah,” said Michael in a melancholy daze. “I guess it’s one thing to rationalize about them and quite another to draw their attention.”


“But the over all reading thing turned out pretty well,” said Merrill, looking at the bright side.

“You got a point,” agreed Michael. “There was lots of publicity and the news reports will get us even more. Maybe I can sell some books and live happily ever after, huh?”

“There’s only one thing that’s beginning to scare me,” said Merrill.

“What?”

“The end of the book.”

