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Аннотация
Ever wondered what early experiences shaped Reacher�s explosive career as butt-kicker supreme, the one-man guided-missile battler for justice? In this original new short story, Lee Child looks back on an incident in his hero Jack Reacher�s teenage years as the younger son of a tough career US Marine, on a faraway military base in the Pacific.
�The coolest continuing series character now on offer�
� Stephen King
Amazon.com Review

Lee Child�s Reacher series (15 books in all) is a thundering force among modern thrillers. For the uninitiated, it follows the stoic, hulking, and streetwise Jack Reacher, a former military policeman who�s now a drifter with a vast capacity for protective and retributive violence. The short story �Second Son� is a snapshot of the life of Reacher and his family circa 1974, while they�re stationed on a military base in Okinawa. Upon arriving they immediately get into deep trouble that�s compounded by some bad news. For those new to Child�s writing, the action is interspersed with contemplative moments, such as when Jack�s grandfather, a prosthetic-limb maker in Paris, recounts that �� a great war leaves a country with three armies: an army of cripples, an army of mourners, and an army of thieves.� This tightly constructed story pulls readers right to the end and is sure to find new fans for the series.


Lee Child
SHORT STORIES


James Penney�s New Identity

The process that turned James Penney into a completely different person began thirteen years ago, at one in the afternoon on a Monday in the middle of June, in Laney, California. A hot time of day, at a hot time of year, in a hot part of the country. The town squats on the shoulder of the road from Mojave to L.A. Due west, the southern rump of the Coastal Range Mountains is visible. Due east, the Mojave Desert disappears into the haze. Very little happens in Laney. After that Monday in the middle of June thirteen years ago, even less ever did.
There was one industry in Laney. One factory. A big spread of a place. Weathered metal siding, built in the sixties. Office accommodations at the north end, in the shade. The first floor was low grade. Clerical functions took place there. Billing and accounting and telephone calling. The second story was high grade. Managers. The corner office on the right used to be the personnel manager�s place. Now it was the human resources manager�s place. Same guy, new title on his door.
Outside that door in the long second-floor corridor was a line of chairs. The human resources manager�s secretary had rustled them up and placed them there that Monday morning. The line of chairs was occupied by a line of men and women. They were silent. Every five minutes the person at the head of the line would be called into the office. The rest of them would shuffle up one place. They didn�t speak. They didn�t need to. They knew what was happening.
Just before one o�clock, James Penney shuffled up one space to the head of the line. He waited five long minutes and stood up when he was called. Stepped into the office. Closed the door behind him. The human resources manager was a guy called Odell. Odell hadn�t been long out of diapers when James Penney started work at the Laney plant.
�Mr. Penney,� Odell said.
Penney said nothing, but sat down and nodded in a guarded way.
�We need to share some information with you,� Odell said.
Penney shrugged at him. He knew what was coming. He heard things, same as anybody else.
�Just give me the short version, okay?� he said.
Odell nodded. �We�re laying you off.�
�For the summer?� Penney asked him.
Odell shook his head.
�For good,� he said.
Penney took a second to get over the sound of the words. He�d known they were coming, but they hit him like they were the last words he ever expected Odell to say.
�Why?� he asked.
Odell shrugged. He didn�t look as if he was enjoying this. But on the other hand, he didn�t look as if it was upsetting him much, either.
�Downsizing,� he said. �No option. Only way we can go.�
�Why?� Penney said again.
Odell leaned back in his chair and folded his hands behind his head. Started the speech he�d already made many times that day.
�We need to cut costs,� he said. �This is an expensive operation. Small margin. Shrinking market. You know that.�
Penney stared into space and listened to the silence breaking through from the factory floor. �So you�re closing the plant?�
Odell shook his head again. �We�re downsizing, is all. The plant will stay open. There�ll be some maintenance. Some repairs, overhauls. But not like it used to be.�
�The plant will stay open?� Penney said. �So how come you�re letting me go?�
Odell shifted in his chair. Pulled his hands from behind his head and folded his arms across his chest defensively. He had reached the tricky part of the interview.
�It�s a question of the skills mix,� he said. �We had to pick a team with the correct blend. We put a lot of work into the decision. And I�m afraid you didn�t make the cut.�
�What�s wrong with my skills?� Penney asked. �I got skills. I�ve worked here seventeen years. What�s wrong with my damn skills?�
�Nothing at all,� Odell said. �But other people are better. We have to look at the big picture. It�s going to be a skeleton crew, so we need the best skills, the fastest learners, good attendance records, you know how it is.�
�Attendance records?� Penney said. �What�s wrong with my attendance record? I�ve worked here seventeen years. You saying I�m not a reliable worker?�
Odell touched the brown file folder in front of him.
�You�ve had a lot of time out sick,� he said. �Absentee rate just above eight percent.�
Penney looked at him incredulously.
�Sick?� he said. �I wasn�t sick. I was post-traumatic. From Vietnam.�
Odell shook his head again. He was too young.
�Whatever,� he said. �That�s still a big absentee rate.�
James Penney just sat there, stunned. He felt like he�d been hit by a train.
�We looked for the correct blend,� Odell said again. �We put a lot of management time into the process. We�re confident we made the right decisions. You�re not being singled out. We�re losing eighty percent of our people.�
Penney stared across at him. �You staying?�
Odell nodded and tried to hide a smile but couldn�t.
�There�s still a business to run,� he said. �We still need management.�
There was silence in the corner office. Outside, the hot breeze stirred off the desert and blew a listless eddy over the metal building. Odell opened the brown folder and pulled out a blue envelope. Handed it across the desk.
�You�re paid up to the end of July,� he said. �Money went in the bank this morning. Good luck, Mr. Penney.�
The five-minute interview was over. Odell�s secretary appeared and opened the door to the corridor. Penney walked out. The secretary called the next man in. Penney walked past the long quiet row of people and made it to the parking lot. Slid into his car. It was a red Firebird, a year and a half old, and it wasn�t paid for yet. He started it up and drove the mile to his house. Eased to a stop in his driveway and sat there, thinking, in a daze, with the engine running.
He was imagining the repo men coming for his car. The only damn thing in his whole life he�d ever really wanted. He remembered the exquisite joy of buying it. After his divorce. Waking up and realizing he could just go to the dealer, sign the papers and have it. No discussions. No arguing. He�d gone down to the dealer and chopped in his old clunker and signed up for that Firebird and driven it home in a state of total joy. He�d washed it every week. He�d watched the infomercials and tried every miracle polish on the market. The car had sat every day outside the Laney factory like a bright red badge of achievement. Like a shiny consolation for the shit and the drudgery. Whatever else he didn�t have, he had a Firebird.
He felt a desperate fury building inside him. He got out of the car and ran to the garage and grabbed his spare can of gasoline. Ran back to the house. Opened the door. Emptied the can over the sofa. He couldn�t find a match, so he lit the gas stove in the kitchen and unwound a roll of paper towels. Put one end on the stove top and ran the rest through to the living room. When his makeshift fuse was well alight, he skipped out to his car and started it up. Turned north toward Mojave.
His neighbor noticed the fire when the flames started coming through the roof. She called the Laney fire department. The firefighters didn�t respond. It was a volunteer department, and all the volunteers were in line inside the factory, upstairs in the narrow corridor. Then the warm air moving off the Mojave Desert freshened up into a hot breeze, and by the time James Penney was thirty miles away the flames from his house had set fire to the dried scrub that had been his lawn. By the time he was in the town of Mojave itself, cashing his last paycheck at the bank, the flames had spread across his lawn and his neighbor�s and were licking at the base of her back porch.
Like any California boomtown, Laney had grown in a hurry. The factory had been thrown up around the start of Nixon�s first term. A hundred acres of orange groves had been bulldozed and five hundred frame houses had quadrupled the population in a year. There was nothing really wrong with the houses, but they�d seen rain less than a dozen times in the thirty-one years they�d been standing, and they were about as dry as houses can get. Their timbers had sat and baked in the sun and been scoured by the dry desert winds. There were no hydrants built into the streets. The houses were close together, and there were no windbreaks. But there had never been a serious fire in Laney. Not until that Monday in June.
James Penney�s neighbor called the fire department for the second time after her back porch disappeared in flames. The fire department was in disarray. The dispatcher advised her to get out of her house and just wait for their arrival. By the time the fire truck got there, her house was destroyed. And the next house in line was destroyed, too. The desert breeze had blown the fire on across the second narrow gap and sent the old couple living there scuttling into the street for safety. Then Laney called in the fire departments from Lancaster and Glendale and Bakersfield, and they arrived with proper equipment and saved the day. They hosed the scrub between the houses and the blaze went no farther. Just three houses destroyed, Penney�s and his two downwind neighbors. Within two hours the panic was over, and by the time Penney himself was fifty miles north of Mojave, Laney�s sheriff was working with the fire investigators to piece together what had happened.
They started with Penney�s place, which was the upwind house, and the first to burn, and therefore the coolest. It had just about burned down to the floor slab, but the layout was still clear. And the evidence was there to see. There was tremendous scorching on one side of where the living room had been. The Glendale investigator recognized it as something he�d seen many times before. It was what is left when a foam-filled sofa or armchair is doused with gasoline and set afire. As clear a case of arson as he had ever seen. The unfortunate wild cards had been the stiffening desert breeze and the proximity of the other houses.
Then the sheriff had gone looking for James Penney, to tell him somebody had burned his house down, and his neighbors�. He drove his black-and-white to the factory and walked upstairs, past the long line of people and into Odell�s corner office. Odell told him what had happened in the five-minute interview just after one o�clock. Then the sheriff had driven back to the Laney station house, steering with one hand and rubbing his chin with the other.
And by the time James Penney was driving along the towering eastern flank of Mount Whitney, a hundred and fifty miles from home, there was an all-points-bulletin out on him, suspicion of deliberate arson, which in the dry desert heat of southern California was a big, big deal.
The next morning�s sun woke James Penney by coming in through a hole in his motel-room blind and playing a bright beam across his face. He stirred and lay in the warmth of the rented bed, watching the dust motes dancing.
He was still in California, up near Yosemite, in a place just far enough from the park to be cheap. He had six weeks� pay in his billfold, which was hidden under the center of his mattress. Six weeks� pay, less a tank and a half of gas, a cheeseburger and twenty-seven-fifty for the room. Hidden under the mattress, because twenty-seven-fifty doesn�t get you a space in a top-notch place. His door was locked, but the desk guy would have a passkey, and he wouldn�t be the first desk guy in the world to rent out his passkey by the hour to somebody looking to make a little extra money during the night.
But nothing bad had happened. The mattress was so thin he could feel the billfold right there, under his kidney. Still there, still bulging. A good feeling. He lay watching the sunbeam, struggling with mental arithmetic, spreading six weeks� pay out over the foreseeable future. With nothing to worry about except cheap food, cheap motels and the Firebird�s gas, he figured he had no problems at all. The Firebird had a modern engine, twenty-four valves, tuned for a blend of power and economy. He could get far away and have enough money left to take his time looking around.
After that, he wasn�t so sure. But there would be a call for something. He was sure of that. Even if it was menial. He was a worker. Maybe he�d find something outdoors, might be a refreshing thing. Might have some kind of dignity to it. Some kind of simple work, for simple honest folks, a lot different than slaving for that grinning weasel Odell.
He watched the sunbeam travel across the counterpane for a while. Then he flung the cover aside and swung himself out of bed. Used the john, rinsed his face and mouth at the sink and untangled his clothes from the pile he�d dropped them in. He�d need more clothes. He only had the things he stood up in. Everything else he�d burned along with his house. He shrugged and reran his calculations to allow for some new pants and work shirts. Maybe some heavy boots, if he was going to be laboring outside. The six weeks� pay was going to have to stretch a little thinner. He decided to drive slow, to save gas and maybe eat less. Or maybe not less, just cheaper. He�d use truck stops, not tourist diners. More calories, less money.
He figured today he�d put in some serious miles before stopping for breakfast. He jingled the car keys in his pocket and opened his cabin door. Then he stopped. His heart thumped. The blacktop rectangle outside his cabin was empty. Just old oil stains staring up at him. He glanced desperately left and right along the row. No red Firebird. He staggered back into the room and sat down heavily on the bed. Just sat there in a daze, thinking about what to do.
He decided he wouldn�t bother with the desk guy. He was pretty certain the desk guy was responsible. He could just about see it. The guy had waited an hour and then called some buddies who had come over and hot-wired his car. Eased it out of the motel lot and away down the road. A conspiracy, feeding off unsuspecting motel traffic. Feeding off suckers dumb enough to pay twenty-seven-fifty for the privilege of getting their prize possession stolen. He was numb. Suspended somewhere between sick and raging. His red Firebird. Gone. Stolen. No repo men involved. Just thieves.
The nearest police station was two miles south. He had seen it the previous night, heading north past it. It was small but crowded. He stood in line behind five other people. There was an officer behind the counter, taking details, taking complaints, writing slow. Penney felt like every minute was vital. He felt like his Firebird was racing down to the border. Maybe this guy could radio ahead and get it stopped. He hopped from foot to foot in frustration. Gazed wildly around him. There were notices stuck on a board behind the officer�s head. Blurred Xeroxes of telexes and faxes. U.S. Marshal notices. A mass of stuff. His eyes flicked absently across it all.
Then they snapped back. His photograph was staring out at him. The photograph from his own driver�s license, Xeroxed in black and white, enlarged, grainy. His name underneath, in big printed letters. JAMES PENNEY. From Laney, California. A description of his car. Red Firebird. The plate number. James Penney. Wanted for arson and criminal damage. He stared at the bulletin. It grew larger and larger. It grew life-size. His face stared back at him like he was looking in a mirror. James Penney. Arson. Criminal damage. All-points-bulletin. The woman in front of him finished her business and he stepped forward to the head of the line. The desk sergeant looked up at him.
�Can I help you, sir?� he said.
Penney shook his head. Peeled off left and walked away. Stepped calmly outside into the bright morning sun and ran back north like a madman. He made about a hundred yards before the heat slowed him to a gasping walk. Then he did the instinctive thing, which was to duck off the blacktop and take cover in a wild-birch grove. He pushed through the brush until he was out of sight and collapsed into a sitting position, back against a thin rough trunk, legs splayed out straight, chest heaving, hands clamped against his head like he was trying to stop it from exploding.
Arson and criminal damage. He knew what the words meant. But he couldn�t square them with what he had actually done. It was his own damn house to burn. Like he was burning his trash. He was entitled. How could that be arson? And he could explain, anyway. He�d been upset. He sat slumped against the birch trunk and breathed easier. But only for a moment. Because then he started thinking about lawyers. He�d had personal experience. His divorce had cost him plenty in lawyer bills. He knew what lawyers were like. Lawyers were the problem. Even if it wasn�t arson, it was going to cost plenty in lawyer bills to start proving it. It was going to cost a steady torrent of dollars, pouring out for years. Dollars he didn�t have, and never would have again. He sat there on the hard, dry ground and realized that absolutely everything he had in the whole world was right then in direct contact with his body. One pair of shoes, one pair of socks, one pair of boxers, Levi�s, cotton shirt, leather jacket. And his billfold. He put his hand down and touched its bulk in his pocket. Six weeks� pay, less yesterday�s spending.
He got to his feet in the clearing. His legs were weak from the unaccustomed running. His heart was thumping. He leaned up against a birch trunk and took a deep breath. Swallowed. He pushed back through the brush to the road. Turned north and started walking. He walked for a half hour, hands in his pockets, maybe a mile and three-quarters, and then his muscles eased off and his breathing calmed down. He began to see things clearly. He began to appreciate the power of labels. He was a realistic guy, and he always told himself the truth. He was an arsonist because they said he was. The angry phase was over. Now it was about making sensible decisions, one after the other. Clearing up the confusion was beyond his resources. So he had to stay out of their reach. That was his first decision. That was the starting point. That was the strategy. The other decisions would flow out of that. They were tactical.
He could be traced three ways. By his name, by his face, by his car. He ducked sideways off the road again into the trees. Pushed twenty yards into the woods. Kicked a shallow hole in the leaf mold and stripped out of his billfold everything with his name on. He buried it all in the hole and stamped the earth flat. Then he took his beloved Firebird keys from his pocket and hurled them far into the trees. He didn�t see where they fell.
The car itself was gone. Under the circumstances, that was good. But it had left a trail. It might have been seen in Mojave, outside the bank. It might have been seen at the gas stations where he filled it. And its plate number was on the motel form from last night. With his name. A trail, arrowing north through California in neat little increments.
He remembered his training from Vietnam. He remembered the tricks. If you wanted to move east from your foxhole, first you moved west. You moved west for a couple hundred yards, stepping on the occasional twig, brushing the occasional bush, until you had convinced Charlie you were moving west, as quietly as you could, but not quietly enough. Then you turned around and came back east, really quietly, doing it right, past your original starting point and away. He�d done it a dozen times. His original plan had been to head north for a spell, maybe into Oregon. He�d gotten a few hours into that plan. Therefore, the red Firebird had laid a modest trail north. So now he was going to turn south for a while and disappear. He walked back out of the woods, into the dust on the near side of the road, and started walking back the way he had come.
His face he couldn�t change. It was right there on all the posters. He remembered it staring out at him from the bulletin board in the police building. The neat side-parting, the sunken gray cheeks. He ran his hands through his hair, vigorously, backward and forward, until it stuck out every which way. No more neat side-parting. He ran his palms over twenty-four hours of stubble. Decided to grow a big beard. No option, really. He didn�t have a razor, and he wasn�t about to spend any money on one. He walked on through the dust, heading south, with Excelsior Mountain towering on his right. Then he came to the turn dodging west toward San Francisco, through Tioga Pass, before Mount Dana reared up even higher. He stopped in the dust on the side of the road and pondered. Keeping on south would take him nearly all the way back to Mojave. Too close to home. Way too close. He wasn�t comfortable about that. Not comfortable at all. So he figured a new move. He�d hitch a ride west, and then decide.
Late in the afternoon he got out of some old hippie�s open Jeep on the southern edge of Sacramento. He stood by the side of the road and waved and watched the guy go. Then he looked around in the sudden silence and got his bearings. All the way up and down the drag he could see a forest of signs, bright colors, neon, advertising motels, air and pool and cable, burger places, eateries of every description, supermarkets, auto parts. Looked like the kind of place a guy could get lost in, no trouble at all. Big choice of motels, all side by side, all competing, all offering the lowest prices in town. He figured he�d hole up in one of them and plan ahead. After eating. He was hungry. He chose a burger chain he�d never used before and sat in the window, idly watching the traffic. The waitress came over and he ordered a cheeseburger and two Cokes. He was dry from the dust on the road.
The Laney sheriff opened a map. Thought hard. Penney wouldn�t be aiming to stay in California. He�d be moving on. Probably up to the wilds of Oregon or Washington State. Or Idaho or Montana. But not due north. Penney was a veteran. He knew how to feint. He would head west first. He would aim to get out through Sacramento. But Sacramento was a city with an ocean not too far away to the left, and high mountains to the right. Fundamentally six roads out, was all. So six roadblocks would do it, maybe on a ten-mile radius so the local commuters wouldn�t get snarled up. The sheriff nodded to himself and picked up the phone.
Penney walked north for an hour. It started raining at dusk. Steady, wetting rain. Northern California, near the mountains, very different from what Penney was used to. He was hunched in his jacket, head down, tired and demoralized and alone. And wet. And conspicuous. Nobody walked anywhere in California. He glanced over his shoulder at the traffic stream and saw a dull olive Chevrolet sedan slowing behind him. It came to a stop and a long arm stretched across and opened the passenger door. The dome light clicked on and shone out on the soaked roadway.
�Want a ride?� the driver called.
Penney ducked down and glanced inside. The driver was a very tall man, about thirty, muscular, built like a regular weight lifter. Short fair hair, rugged open face. Dressed in uniform. Army uniform. Penney read the insignia and registered: military police captain. He glanced at the dull olive paint on the car and saw a white serial number stenciled on the flank.
�I don�t know,� he said.
�Get in out of the rain,� the driver said. �A vet like you knows better than to be walking in the rain.�
Penney slid inside. Closed the door.
�How do you know I�m a vet?� he asked.
�The way you walk,� the driver said. �And your age, and the way you look. Guy your age looking like you look and walking in the rain didn�t beat the draft for college, that�s for damn sure.�
Penney nodded.
�No, I didn�t,� he said. �I did a jungle tour.�
�So let me give you a ride,� the driver said. �A favor, one soldier to another. Consider it a veteran�s benefit.�
�Okay,� Penney said.
�Where you headed?� the driver asked.
�I don�t know,� Penney said. �North, I guess.�
�Okay, north it is,� the driver said. �I�m Jack Reacher. Pleased to make your acquaintance.�
Penney said nothing.
�You got a name?� the guy called Reacher asked.
Penney hesitated.
�I don�t know,� he said.
Reacher put the car in drive and glanced over his shoulder. Eased back into the traffic stream. Clicked the switch and locked the doors.
�What did you do?� he asked.
�Do?� Penney repeated.
�You�re running,� Reacher said. �Heading out of town, walking in the rain, head down, no bag, don�t know what your name is. I�ve seen a lot of people running, and you�re one of them.�
�You going to turn me in?�
�I�m a military cop,� Reacher said. �You done anything to hurt the army?�
�The army?� Penney said. �No, I was a good soldier.�
�So why would I turn you in?�
Penney looked blank.
�What did you do to the civilians?� Reacher asked.
�You�re going to turn me in,� Penney said helplessly.
Reacher shrugged at the wheel. �That depends. What did you do?�
Penney said nothing. Reacher turned his head and looked straight at him. A powerful, silent stare, hypnotic intensity in his eyes, held for a hundred yards of road. Penney couldn�t look away. He took a breath.
�I burned my house,� he said. �Near Mojave. I worked seventeen years and got canned yesterday and I got all upset because they were going to take my car away so I burned my house. They�re calling it arson.�
�Near Mojave?� Reacher said. �They would. They don�t like fires down there.�
Penney nodded. �I was real mad. Seventeen years, and suddenly I�m shit on their shoe. And my car got stolen anyway, first night I�m away.�
�There are roadblocks all around here,� Reacher said. �I came through one south of the city.�
�For me?� Penney asked.
�Could be,� Reacher said. �They don�t like fires down there.�
�You going to turn me in?�
Reacher looked at him again, hard and silent. �Is that all you did?�
Penney nodded. �Yes, sir, that�s all I did.�
There was silence for a beat. Just the sound of the wet pavement under the tires.
�I don�t have a problem with it,� Reacher said. �A guy does a jungle tour, works seventeen years and gets canned, I guess he�s entitled to get a little mad.�
�So what should I do?�
�Start over, someplace else.�
�They�ll find me,� Penney said.
�You�re already thinking about changing your name,� Reacher said.
Penney nodded. �I junked all my ID. Buried it in the woods.�
�So get new paper. That�s all anybody cares about. Pieces of paper.�
�How?�
Reacher was quiet another beat, thinking hard. �Classic way is find some cemetery, find a kid who died as a child, get a copy of the birth certificate, start from there. Get a social security number, a passport, credit cards, and you�re a new person.�
Penney shrugged. �I can�t do all that. Too difficult. And I don�t have time. According to you, there�s a roadblock up ahead. How am I going to do all of that stuff before we get there?�
�There are other ways,� Reacher said.
�Like what?�
�Find some guy who�s already created false ID for himself, and take it away from him.�
Penney shook his head. �You�re crazy. How am I going to do that?�
�Maybe you don�t need to do that. Maybe I already did it for you.�
�You got false ID?�
�Not me,� Reacher said. �Guy I was looking for.�
�What guy?�
Reacher drove one-handed and pulled a sheaf of official paper from his inside jacket pocket.
�Arrest warrant,� he said. �Army liaison officer at a weapons plant outside of Fresno, peddling blueprints. Turns out to have three separate sets of ID, all perfect, all completely backed up with everything from elementary school onward. Which makes it likely they�re Soviet, which means they can�t be beat. I�m on my way back from talking to him right now. He was running, too, already on his second set of papers. I took them. They�re clean. They�re in the trunk of this car, in a wallet.�
Traffic was slowing ahead. There was red glare visible through the streaming windshield. Flashing blue lights. Yellow flashlight beams waving, side to side.
�Roadblock,� Reacher said.
�So can I use this guy�s ID?� Penney asked urgently.
�Sure you can,� Reacher said. �Hop out and get it. Bring the wallet from the jacket in the trunk.�
He slowed and stopped on the shoulder. Penney got out. Ducked away to the back of the car and lifted the trunk lid. Came back a long moment later, white in the face. Held up the wallet.
�It�s all in there,� Reacher said. �Everything anybody needs.�
Penney nodded.
�So put it in your pocket,� Reacher said.
Penney slipped the wallet into his inside jacket pocket. Reacher�s right hand came up. There was a gun in it. And a pair of handcuffs in his left.
�Now sit still,� he said quietly.
He leaned over and snapped the cuffs on Penney�s wrists, one-handed. Put the car back into drive and crawled forward.
�What�s this for?� Penney asked.
�Be quiet,� Reacher said.
They were two cars away from the checkpoint. Three highway patrolmen in rain capes were directing traffic into a corral formed by parked cruisers. Their light bars were flashing bright in the shiny dark.
�What?� Penney said again.
Reacher said nothing. Just stopped where the cop told him and wound his window down. The night air blew in, cold and wet. The cop bent down. Reacher handed him his military ID. The cop played his flashlight over it and handed it back.
�Who�s your passenger?� he asked.
�My prisoner,� Reacher said. He handed over the arrest warrant.
�He got ID?� the cop asked.
Reacher leaned over and slipped the wallet out from inside Penney�s jacket, two-fingered like a pickpocket. Flipped it open and passed it through the window. A second cop stood in Reacher�s headlight beams and copied the plate number onto a clipboard. Stepped around the hood and joined the first guy.
�Captain Reacher of the military police,� the first cop said.
The second cop wrote it down.
�With a prisoner name of Edward Hendricks,� the first cop said.
The second cop wrote it down.
�Thank you, sir,� the first cop said. �You drive safe, now.�
Reacher eased out from between the cruisers. Accelerated away into the rain. A mile later, he stopped again on the shoulder. Leaned over and unlocked Penney�s handcuffs. Put them back in his pocket. Penney rubbed his wrists.
�I thought you were going to turn me in,� he said.
Reacher shook his head. �Looked better for me that way. I wanted a prisoner in the car for everybody to see.�
Reacher handed the wallet back.
�Keep it,� he said.
�Really?�
�Edward Hendricks,� Reacher said. �That�s who you are now. It�s clean ID, and it�ll work. Think of it like a veteran�s benefit. One soldier to another.�
Edward Hendricks looked at him and nodded and opened his door. Got out into the rain and turned up the collar of his leather jacket and started walking north. Reacher watched him until he was out of sight and then pulled away and took the next turn west. Turned north and stopped again where the road was lonely and ran close to the ocean. There was a wide gravel shoulder and a low barrier and a steep cliff with the Pacific tide boiling and foaming fifty feet below it.
He got out of the car and opened the trunk and grasped the lapels of the jacket he had told Penney about. Took a deep breath and heaved. The corpse was heavy. Reacher wrestled it up out of the trunk and jacked it onto his shoulder and staggered with it to the barrier. Bent his knees and dropped it over the edge. The rocky cliff caught it and it spun and the arms and legs flailed limply. Then it hit the surf with a faint splash and was gone.

The .50 Solution

Most times I assess the client and then the target and only afterward do I set the price. It�s about common sense and variables. If the client is rich, I ask for more. If the target is tough, I ask for more. If there are major expenses involved, I ask for more. So if I�m working overseas on behalf of a billionaire against a guy in a remote hideout with a competent protection team on his side, I�m going to ask for maybe a hundred times what I would want from some local chick looking to solve her marital problems in a quick and messy manner. Variables, and common sense.
But this time the negotiation started differently.
The guy who came to see me was rich. That was clear. His wealth was pore-deep. Not just his clothes. Not just his car. This was a guy who had been rich forever. Maybe for generations. He was tall and grey and silvery and self-assured. He was a patrician. It was all right there in the way he held himself, the way he spoke, the way he took charge.
First thing he talked about was the choice of weapon.
He said, �I hear you�ve used a Barrett Model Ninety on more than one occasion.�
I said, �You hear right.�
�You like that piece?�
�It�s a fine rifle.�
�So you�ll use it for me.�
�I choose the weapon,� I said.
�Based on what?�
�Need.�
�You�ll need it.�
I asked, �Why? Long range?�
�Maybe two hundred yards.�
�I don�t need a Barrett Ninety for two hundred yards.�
�It�s what I want.�
�Will the target be wearing body armor?�
�No.�
�Inside a vehicle?�
�Open air.�
�Then I�ll use a three-oh-eight. Or something European.�
�I want that fifty-caliber shell.�
�A three-oh-eight or a NATO round will get him just as dead from two hundred yards.�
�Maybe not.�
Looking at him I was pretty sure this was a guy who had never fired a .50 Barrett in his life. Or a .308 Remington. Or an M16, or an FN, or an H&K. Or any kind of a rifle. He had probably never fired anything at all, except maybe a BB gun as a kid and workers as a adult.
I said, �The Barrett is an awkward weapon. It�s four feet long and it doesn�t break down. It weighs twenty-two pounds. It�s got bipod legs, for Christ�s sake. It�s like an artillery piece. Hard to conceal. And it�s very loud. Maybe the loudest rifle in the history of the world.�
He said, �I like that fifty-caliber shell.�
�I�ll give you one,� I said. �You can plate it with gold and put it on a chain and wear it around your neck.�
�I want you to use it.�
Then I started thinking maybe this guy was some kind of a sadist. A caliber of .50 is a decimal fraction, just another way of saying half an inch. A lead bullet a half inch across is a big thing. It weighs about two ounces, and any kind of a decent load fires it close to two thousand miles an hour. It could catch a supersonic jet fighter and bring it down. Against a person two hundred yards away, it�s going to cut him in two. Like making the guy swallow a bomb, and then setting it off.
I said, �You want a spectacle, I could do it close with a knife. You know, if you want to send a message.�
He said, �That�s not the issue. This is not about a message. This is about the result.�
�Can�t be,� I said. �From two hundred yards I can get a result with anything. Something short with a folding stock, I can walk away afterward with it under my coat. Or I could throw a rock.�
�I want you to use the Barrett.�
�Expensive,� I said. �I�d have to leave it behind. Which means paying through the nose to make it untraceable. It�ll cost more than a foreign car for the ordnance alone. Before we even talk about my fee.�
�Okay,� he said, no hesitation.
I said, �It�s ridiculous.�
He said nothing. I thought: Two hundred yards, no body armor, in the open air. Makes no sense. So I asked.
I said, �Who�s the target?�
He said, �A horse.�
I was quiet for a long moment. �What kind of a horse?�
�A thoroughbred racehorse.�
I asked, �You own racehorses?�
He said, �Dozens of them.�
�Good ones?�
�Some of the very best.�
�So the target is what, a rival?�
�A thorn in my side.�
After that, it made a lot more sense. The guy said, �I�m not an idiot. I�ve thought about it very carefully. It�s got to look accidental. We can�t just shoot the horse in the head. That�s too obvious. It�s got to look like the real target was the owner, but your aim was off and the horse is collateral damage. So the shot can�t look placed. It�s got to look random. Neck, shoulder, whatever. But I need death or permanent disability.�
I said, �Which explains your preference for the Barrett.�
He nodded. I nodded back. A thoroughbred racehorse weighs about half a ton. A .308 or a NATO round fired randomly into its center mass might not do the job. Not in terms of death or permanent disability. But a big .50 shell almost certainly would. Even if you weigh half a ton, it�s pretty hard to struggle along with a hole the size of a garbage can blown through any part of you.
I asked, �Who�s the owner? Is he a plausible target in himself?�
The guy told me who the owner was, and we agreed he was a plausible target. Rumors, shady connections.
Then I said, �What about you? Are you two enemies, personally?�
�You mean, will I be suspected of ordering the hit that misses?�
�Exactly.�
�Not a chance,� my guy said. �We don�t know each other.�
�Except as rival owners.�
�There are hundreds of rival owners.�
�Is a horse of yours going to win if this guy�s doesn�t?�
�I certainly hope so.�
�So they�ll look at you.�
�Not if it looks like the man was the target, instead of the horse.�
I asked, �When?�
He told me anytime within the next four days.
I asked, �Where?�
He told me the horse was in a facility some ways south. Horse country, obviously, grand fields, lush grass, white fences, rolling hills. He told me about long routes through the countryside, called gallops, where the horses worked out just after dawn. He told me about the silence and the early mists. He told me how in the week before a big race the owner would be there every morning to assess his horse�s form, to revel in its power and speed and grace and appetite. He told me about the stands of trees that were everywhere and would provide excellent cover.
Then he stopped talking. I felt a little foolish, but I asked him anyway: �Do you have a photograph? Of the target?�
He took an envelope from his inside jacket pocket. Gave it to me. In it was a glossy color picture of a horse. It looked posed, like a promotional item. Like an actor or an actress has headshots made, for publicity. This particular horse was a magnificent animal. Tall, shiny, muscular, almost jet-black, with a white blaze on its face. Quite beautiful.
�Okay,� I said.
Then my guy asked me his own question.
He asked me, �How much?�
It was an interesting issue. Technically we were only conspiring to shoot a horse. In most states that�s a property crime. A long way from homicide. And I already had an untraceable Barrett Ninety. As a matter of fact, I had three. Their serial numbers stopped dead with the Israeli army. One of them was well used. It was about ready for a new barrel anyway. It would make a fine throw-down gun. Firing cold through a worn barrel wasn�t something I would risk against a human, but against something the size of a horse from two hundred yards it wouldn�t be a problem. If I aimed at the fattest part of the animal I could afford to miss by up to a foot.
I didn�t tell the guy any of that, of course. Instead I banged on for a while about the price of the rifle and the premium I would have to pay for dead-ended paperwork. Then I talked about risk, and waited to see if he stopped me. But he didn�t. I could tell he was obsessed. He had a goal. He wanted his own horse to win, and that fact was blinding him to reality just the same way some people get all wound up about betrayal and adultery and business partnerships.
I looked at the photograph again.
�One hundred thousand dollars,� I said.
He said nothing.
�In cash,� I said.
He said nothing.
�Up front,� I said.
He nodded.
�One condition,� he said. �I want to be there. I want to see it happen.�
I looked at him and I looked at the photograph and I thought about a hundred grand in cash.
�Okay,� I said. �You can be there.�
He opened the briefcase he had down by his leg and took out a brick of money. It looked okay, smelled okay, and felt okay. There was probably more in the case, but I didn�t care. A hundred grand was enough, in the circumstances.
�Day after tomorrow,� I said.
We agreed on a place to meet, down south, down in horse country, and he left.
I hid the money where I always do, which is in a metal trunk in my storage unit. Inside the trunk the first thing you see is a human skull inside a Hefty One Zip bag. On the white panel where you�re supposed to write what you�re freezing is lettered: This Man Tried to Rip Me Off. It isn�t true, of course. The skull came from an antique shop. Probably an old medical school specimen from the Indian subcontinent.
Next to the money trunk was the gun trunk. I took out the worn Barrett and checked it over. Disassembled it, cleaned it, oiled it, wiped it clean, and then put it back together wearing latex gloves. I loaded a fresh magazine, still with the gloves on. Then I loaded the magazine into the rifle and slid the rifle end-on into an old shoulder-borne golf bag. Then I put the golf bag into the trunk of my car and left it there.
In my house I propped the racehorse photograph on my mantel. I spent a lot of time staring at it.
I met the guy at the time and place we had agreed. It was a lonely crossroad, close to a cross-country track that led to a distant stand of trees, an hour before dawn. The weather was cold. My guy had a coat and gloves on, and binoculars around his neck. I had gloves on too. Latex. But no binoculars. I had a Leupold & Stevens scope on the Barrett, in the golf bag.
I was relaxed, feeling what I always feel when I�m about to kill something, which is to say nothing very much at all. But my client was unrelaxed. He was shivering with an anticipation that was almost pornographic in its intensity. Like a paedophile on a plane to Thailand. I didn�t like it much.
We walked side by side through the dew. The ground was hard and pocked by footprints. Lots of them, coming and going.
�Who�s been here?� I asked.
�Racetrack touts,� my guy said. �Sports journalists, gamblers looking for inside dope.�
�Looks like Times Square,� I said. �I don�t like it.�
�It�ll be okay today. Nobody scouts here anymore. They all know this horse. They all know it can win in its sleep.�
We walked on in silence. Reached the stand of trees. It was oval-shaped, thin at the northern end. We stepped back and forth until we had a clear line of sight through the trunks. Dawn light was in the sky. Two hundred yards away and slightly downhill was a broad grass clearing with plenty of tire tracks showing. A thin grey mist hung in the air.
�This is it?� I said.
My guy nodded. �The horses come in from the south. The cars come in from the west. They meet right there.�
�Why?�
�No real reason. Ritual, mostly. Backslapping and bullshitting. The pride of ownership.�
I took the Barrett out of the golf bag. I had already decided how I was going to set up the shot. No bipod. I wanted the gun low and free. I knelt on one knee and rested the muzzle in the crook of a branch. Sighted through the scope. Racked the bolt and felt the first mighty .50 shell smack home into the chamber.
�Now we wait,� my guy said. He stood at my shoulder, maybe a yard to my right and a yard behind me.
The cars arrived first. They were SUVs, really. Working machines, old and muddy and dented. A Jeep, and two Land Rovers. Five guys climbed out. Four looked poor and one looked rich.
�Trainer and stable lads and the owner,� my guy said. �The owner is the one in the long coat.�
The five of them stamped and shuffled and their breath pooled around their heads.
�Listen,� my guy said.
I heard something way off to my left. To the south. A low drumming, and a sound like giant bellows coughing and pumping. Hooves, and huge equine lungs cycling gallons of sweet fresh morning air.
I rocked backward until I was sitting right down on the ground.
�Get ready,� my guy said, from above and behind me.
There were altogether ten horses. They came up in a ragged arrowhead formation, slowing, drifting off-line, tossing their heads, their hard breathing blowing violent yard-long trumpet-shaped plumes of steam ahead of them.
�What is this?� I asked. �The whole roster?�
�String,� my guy said. �That�s what we call it. This is his whole first string.�
In the grey dawn light and under the steam all the horses looked exactly the same to me.
But that didn�t matter.
�Ready?� my guy said. �They won�t be here long.�
�Open your mouth,� I said.
�What?�
�Open your mouth, real wide. Like you�re yawning.�
�Why?�
�To equalize the pressure. Like on a plane. I told you, this is a loud gun. It�s going to blow your eardrums otherwise. You�ll be deaf for a month.�
I glanced around and checked. He had opened his mouth, but halfheartedly, like a guy waiting for the dentist to get back from looking at a chart.
�No, like this,� I said. I showed him. I opened my mouth as wide as it would go and pulled my chin back into my neck until the tendons hurt in the hinge of my jaw.
He did the same thing.
I whipped the Barrett�s barrel way up and around, fast and smooth, like a duck hunter tracking a flushed bird. Then I pulled the trigger. Shot my guy through the roof of his mouth. The giant rifle boomed and kicked and the top of my guy�s head came off like a hard-boiled egg. His body came down in a heap and sprawled. I dropped the rifle on top of him and pulled his right shoe off. Tossed it on the ground. Then I ran. Two minutes later I was back in my car. Four minutes later I was a mile away.
I was up an easy hundred grand, but the world was down an industrialist, a philanthropist, and a racehorse owner. That�s what the Sunday papers said. He had committed suicide. The way the cops had pieced it together, he had tormented himself over the fact that his best horse always came in second. He had spied on his rival�s workout, maybe hoping for some sign of fallibility. None had been forthcoming. So he had somehow obtained a sniper rifle, last legally owned by the Israel Defense Force. Maybe he had planned to shoot the rival horse, but at the last minute he hadn�t been able to go through with it. So, depressed and tormented, he had reversed the rifle, put the muzzle in his mouth, kicked off his shoe, and used his toe on the trigger. A police officer of roughly the same height had taken part in a simulation to prove that such a thing was physically possible, even with a gun as long as the Barrett.
Near the back of the paper were the racing results. The big black horse had won by seven lengths. My guy�s runner had been scratched.
I kept the photograph on my mantel for a long time afterward. A girl I met much later noticed that it was the only picture I had in the house. She asked me if I liked animals better than people. I told her that I did, mostly. She liked me for it. But not enough to stick around.

Me & Mr Rafferty

I can tell what kind of night it was by where I wake up. If I�ve been good, I�m in bed. If I�ve been bad, I�m on the sofa. Good or bad, you understand, only in the conventional sense of the words. The moral sense. The legal sense. I�m always good in terms of performance. Always careful, always meticulous, always unbeatable. Let�s be clear about that. But let�s just say that some specific nighttime activities stress me more than others, tire me, waste me, leave me vulnerable to sudden collapse as soon as I step back into the sanctuary behind my own front door.
This morning I wake up on the hallway floor.
My face is pressed down on the carpet. I can taste its fibers on my lips. I need a cigarette. I open one eye, slowly, and move my eyeball, slowly, left and right, up and down, looking for what I need. But before we go on, let�s be clear: However haltingly you read these words, however generously you interpret the word slowly, however deep and 16-RPM and s-l-o-w your voice, however much you try to get into it, you are certain to be racing, to be galloping insanely fast, to be moving close to the fucking speed of light, compared to what is actually happening in terms of my ocular deployment. The part with the eyelid alone must have taken close to five minutes. The eyeball rotation, four points of the compass, at least five minutes each.
A bad night.
I am pretty sure I have a fresh pack of cigarettes on the low table in the living room. I concentrate hard in that direction. I see them. I am disappointed. Not a fresh pack. An almost-fresh pack. A pack, in fact, in the condition I like least: recently unwrapped, the crisp little cardboard lid raised up, and one cigarette missing from the front row. I hate that for two reasons: First, the pack looks violated. Like a dear, dear friend with a front tooth punched out. Ugly. And second, however hard I try to prevent it, the sight sends me spiraling back to grade-school arithmetic: There are twenty cigarettes in a new pack, arranged in three rows, and twenty is not fucking divisible by three. I see a pack like that and instantly I am full of rage and paranoia: The tobacco companies are lying to me. Which, of course, they would. They have an accomplished track record in that department. For forty years I have been paying for twenty, and all along they have been supplying me with eighteen. Eighteen is divisible by three. As is twenty-one, but are you seriously suggesting the tobacco companies would supply more than a person pays for?
So I lie and pant, but again, let�s be clear: The oldest, tiredest dog you ever saw sighs a hundred million times faster than I was panting. We�re talking glacial inhalations and exhalations. Whole species could spark and evolve and go extinct between each of my morning breaths.
I had left cigarette butts at the scene. Two of them, Camels, close to but not actually mired in the spreading pool of blood. Deliberately, of course. I know exactly how the game is played. I�m not new to this. The police need the illusion of progress. Not actual progress, necessarily, but they need something to tell reporters, they need smug smiles and video of important things being carried away in small opaque evidence bags. So I play along. It�s in my interests to give them what they need. I give Mr. Rafferty things to smile about, and I�m absolutely sure he knows they�re gifts.
But they�re useless. A cigarette smoked carefully in dry air retains almost no saliva. No DNA. No fingerprints, either. The paper is wrong, and most of it burns anyway, at a temperature close to two thousand degrees. So the gifts cost me nothing, and they give me the satisfaction of knowing I am playing my part in keeping the whole show on the road.
I move the fingers of my right hand and make a claw and start to scrabble microscopically against the resistance of the rug. I have future events to plan: getting to my knees, standing upright, stripping, showering, dressing again. A long agenda, and many hours of work. No breakfast, of course. Long ago I decided that respect for minimum standards of propriety forbade eating after killing. I am hungry, make no mistake, but the promised cigarette will help with that. Plus coffee. I will make a pot and drink it all, and compare its thin fluidity to blood. Blood is less viscous than people think, especially when generated in the kind of volume that my work produces. It splashes and spatters and runs and drains. It is spectacular, which is the point: Obviously Mr. Rafferty does not want to work cases that are mundane, or trivial, or merely sordid. Mr. Rafferty wants a large canvas, and a large canvas is what I give him.
I push with my left palm and ease my shoulders an inch off the floor. The pressure is relieved from my cheek. I am sure the flesh will be red and stippled there. I am not young. My face is doughy and white. Tone has gone. But I can pass it off as razor burn, or bourbon. I focus again on the almost-fresh pack ten feet from me. Tantalizing, and for now as distant as the moon. But I will get there. Trust me.
I have no clear recollection of last night�s events. The details are for Mr. Rafferty to discover. I sow, he reaps. It is a partnership. But lest you misunderstand: My victims deserve to die. I am not a monster. I have many inflexible rules. I target only certain kinds of repulsive criminals; I never hurt women or children. I look for the people Mr. Rafferty can�t reach. And not hapless, low-level street pimps or escort bookers, either: I set my sights a little higher. Not too high, though: for that way lies frustration. Neither Mr. Rafferty nor I can get to the real movers and shakers. But there is a wide layer of smug, culpable people between the two extremes. That is where I hunt. For two reasons: I can feel a glow of public service, and, more importantly, such careful selection puts Mr. Rafferty in a most delicious bind. He wins by losing. He loses by winning. The longer he fails to find me, the more the city is relieved of bad people. The reporters he deals with understand, although they don�t say so out loud. Everyone�me, Mr. Rafferty, citizens, inhabitants�benefits from perfect equilibrium.
Long may it continue.
Now I have to decide whether to roll right or left. It has to be one or the other. It�s the only way I can get up off the floor. I am not young. I am no longer agile. I decide to roll left. I stretch my left arm high so that my shoulder goes small and I push with my right. I roll onto my back. A significant victory. Now I am well on the way to rising. I know that Mr. Rafferty is getting up, too, ready to start his day. Soon he will get the call: another one! Hung upside down, as I recall, zip-tied to a chain-link fence that surrounds a long-abandoned construction zone, gagged, abused, eventually nicked in a hundred places, veins, arteries, throat. I don�t recall specifically, but I imagine I finished with the femoral artery, where it runs close to the surface in the groin. It�s a wide vessel, and, given adequate pressure from a thumping heart, it spurts high in a wonderful ruby arc. I imagine the man jerked his chin to his chest to look up in horror; I imagine I asked him how he was enjoying his BMW now, asshole, and his big house and his Caribbean vacations and his freebies with the poor Romanian girls he imports with all kinds of false promises about jobs with Saks Fifth Avenue before turning them loose to perform disgusting acts for six hundred dollars an hour, most of which he keeps, until the girls grow too addicted and haggard to earn anything anymore.
Not that I care about either Romania or the girls. I have no enthusiasm for any part of Eastern Europe, and prostitution has always been with us. Although I know the man I tied to the fence also runs Brazilian girls, and I care for them to some slight extent. Sweet, dark, shy creatures. I partake regularly, in fact, in that arena, which is what led me to the man himself. A girl I rented, less than half my age, recited on request the menu of services she offered, some of which were truly exotic, and I asked her if she really liked doing those things. Like all good whores she faked great enthusiasm at first, but I was relentlessly skeptical: You enjoy sticking your tongue deep into a stranger�s anus? Eventually she confessed she was obliged to, at risk of getting beaten. At that moment the man�s fate was sealed, and I imagine I used a stick before I used the knife. I care about justice, you see, and the whole what-goes-around-comes-around thing.
But mostly I care about the equilibrium, and the partnership, and keeping Mr. Rafferty in work. He is a veteran homicide cop, my age exactly, and I like to think we understand each other, and that he needs me.
It is time to sit up. And because written narrative has its conventions, let me again be clear: A long time has passed. My thoughts, however presented on the page, have been halting and disconnected and have taken a long time to form. We are not talking about a burst of decisive energy here. This process is slow. I walk my hands back above my waist, I raise my head, I twist and lever, I sit up.
Then I rest.
And I confess: It is about more than just equilibrium and partnership. It is about the contest. Me and Mr. Rafferty. Him against me. Who will win? Perhaps neither of us, ever. We seem to be perfectly matched. Perhaps equilibrium is a result, not a goal. Perhaps we both enjoy the journey, and perhaps we both fear the destination.
Perhaps we can make this last forever.
I scan ahead through my morning tasks. The ultimate objective, as for so many, is to get to work on time. My day job, I suppose I should call it. Punctuality is expected. So less than an hour after sitting up I gather my feet under me and rise, hands out to steady myself against the walls, two staggering steps to establish balance, a lurch in the general direction of the living room, and the prize is mine: my morning smoke. I pull a second cigarette from the pack and close the lid so as not to see two busted teeth; I gaze around, trusting in the eternal truth that wherever cigarettes may be, there will be a lighter close by. I find a yellow Bic a yard away and thumb its tiny wheel; I light the smoke and inhale deeply, gratefully, and then I cough and blink, and the day finally accelerates.
The shower is soothing: I use disinfectant soap, a carbolic product similar to medical issue. Not that I carry trace evidence; I am not new to this game. But I like cleanliness. I check myself in the mirror very carefully. The carpet burn on my cheek is noticeable, but generalized, like a normal Irish flush; it is entirely appropriate. I part my hair and comb it flat. I unwrap a shirt and put it on. I select a suit: It is not new and not clean, made from a heavy gabardine that smells faintly of sweat and smoke and the thousand other odors a city dweller absorbs. I tie my tie, I slip on my shoes, I collect the items a man in my position carries.
I head outside. My employer provides a car; I start it up and drive. It is still early. Traffic is light. There is nothing untoward on the radio. The abandoned construction zone is as yet unvisited by dog walkers.
I arrive. I park. I head inside. Like everywhere, my place of employment has a receptionist. Not a model-pretty young woman like some places I have seen; instead, a burly man in a sergeant�s uniform.
He says, �Good morning, Mr. Rafferty.�
I return his greeting and head onward, to the squad room.

Ten Keys

Mostly shit happens, but sometimes things fall in your lap, not often, but enough times to drop a rock on despair. But you can�t start in with thoughts of redemption. That would be inappropriate. Such events are not about you. Things fall in your lap not because you�re good, but because other people are bad. And stupid.
This guy walked into a bar�which sounds like the start of a joke, which was what it was, really, in every way. The bar was a no-name dive with a peeled-paint door and no sign outside. As such, it was familiar to me and the guy and people like us. I was already inside, at a table I had used before. I saw the guy come in. I knew him in the sense that I had seen him around a few times and therefore he knew me, too, because as long as we assume a certain amount of reciprocity in the universe, he had seen me around the exact same number of times. I see him, he sees me. We weren�t friends. I didn�t know his name. Which I wouldn�t expect to. A guy like that, any name he gives you is sure to be bullshit. And certainly any name I would have given him would have been bullshit. So what were we to each other? Vague acquaintances, I guess. Both close enough and distant enough that given the trouble he was in, I was the sort of guy he was ready to talk to. Like two Americans trapped in a foreign airport. You assume an intimacy that isn�t really there, and it makes it easier to spill your guts. You say things you wouldn�t say in normal circumstances. This guy certainly did. He sat down at my table and started in on a whole long story. Not immediately, of course. I had to prompt him.
I asked, �You okay?�
He didn�t reply. I didn�t press. It was like starting a car that had been parked for a month. You don�t just hammer the key. You give it time to settle, so you don�t flood the carburetor or whatever cars have now. You�re patient. In my line of work, patience is a big virtue.
I asked, �You want a drink?�
�Heineken,� the guy said.
Right away I knew he was distracted. A guy like that, you offer him a drink, he should ask for something expensive and amber in a squat glass. Not a beer. He wasn�t thinking. He wasn�t calculating.But I was.
An old girl in a short skirt brought two bottles of beer, one for him and one for me. He picked his up and took a long pull and set it back down, and I saw him feel the first complex shift of our new social dynamic. I had bought him a drink, so he owed me conversation. He had accepted charity, so he owed himself a chance to re-up his status. I saw him rehearse his opening statement, which was going to tell me what a hell of a big player he was.
�It never gets any easier,� he said.
He was a white guy, thin, maybe thirty-five years old, a little squinty, the product of too many generations of inbred hardscrabble hill people, his DNA baked down to nothing more than the essential components, arms, legs, eyes, mouth. He was an atom, adequate, but entirely interchangeable with ten thousand just like him.
�Tell me about it,� I said, ruefully, like I understood his struggle.
�A man takes a chance,� he said. �Tries to get ahead. Sometimes it works, sometimes it don�t.�
I said nothing.
�I started out muling,� he said. �Way back. You know that?�
I nodded. No surprise. We were four miles from I-95, and everyone started out muling, hauling keys of coke up from Miami or Jax, all the way north to New York and Boston. Anyone with a plausible face and an inconspicuous automobile started out mul-ing, a single key in the trunk the first time, then two, then five, then ten. Trust was earned and success was rewarded, especially if you could make the length of the New Jersey Turnpike unmolested. The Jersey State Troopers were the big bottleneck back then.
�Clean and clear every time,� the guy said. �No trouble, ever.�
�So you moved up,� I said.
�Selling,� he said.
I nodded again. It was the logical next step. He would have been told to take his plausible face and his inconspicuous automobile deep into certain destination neighborhoods and meet with certain local distributors directly. The chain would have become one link shorter. Fewer hands on the product, fewer hands on the cash, more speed, more velocity, a better vector, less uncertainty.
�Who for?� I asked.
�The Martinez brothers.�
�I�m impressed,� I said, and he brightened a little.
�I got to where I was dealing ten keys pure at a time,� he said.
My beer was getting warm, but I drank a little anyway. I knew what was coming next.
�I was hauling the coke north and the money south,� he said.
I said nothing.
�You ever seen that much cash?� he asked. �I mean, really seenit?�
�No,� I said.
�You can barely even lift it. You could get a hernia, a box like that.�
I said nothing.
�I was doing two trips a week,� he said. �I was never off the road. I wore grooves in the pavement. And there were dozens of us.�
�Altogether a lot of cash,� I said, because he needed me to open the door to the next revelation. He needed me to understand. He needed my permission to proceed.
�Like a river,� he said.
I said nothing.
�Well, hell,� he said. �There was so much it meant nothing to them. How could it? They were drowning in it.�
�A man takes a chance,� I said.
The guy didn�t reply. Not at first. I held up two fingers to the old girl in the short skirt and watched her put two new bottles of Heineken on a cork tray.
�I took some of it,� the guy said.
The old girl gave us our new bottles and took our old ones away. I said four importsto myself, so I could check my tab at the end of the night. Everyone�s a rip-off artist now.
�How much of it did you take?� I asked the guy.
�Well, all of it. All of what they get for ten keys.�
�And how much was that?�
�A million bucks. In cash.�
�Okay,� I said, enthusiastically, deferentially, like, Wow, you�rethe man.
�And I kept the product, too,� he said.
I just stared at him.
�From Boston,� he said. �Dudes up there are paranoid. They keep the cash and the coke in separate places. And the city�s all dug up. The way the roads are laid out now it�s easier to get paid first and deliver second. They trusted me to do that, after a time.�
�But this time you picked up the cash and disappeared before you delivered the product.�
He nodded.
�Sweet,� I said.
�I told the Martinez boys I got robbed.�
�Did they believe you?�
�Maybe not,� he said.
�Problem,� I said.
�But I don�t see why,� he said. �Not really. Like, how much cash have you got in your pocket, right now?�
�Two hundred and change,� I said. �I was just at the ATM.�
�So how would you feel if you dropped a penny and it rolled down the storm drain? A single lousy cent?�
�I wouldn�t really give a shit,� I said.
�Exactly. This is like a guy with two hundred in his pocket who loses a penny under the sofa cushion. How uptight is anyone going to be?�
�With these guys, it�s not about the money,� I said.
�I know,� he said.
We went quiet and drank our beers. Mine felt gassy against my teeth. I don�t know how his felt to him. He probably wasn�t tasting it at all.
�They�ve got this other guy,� he said. �Dude called Octavian. He�s their investigator. And their enforcer. He�s going to come for me.�
�People get robbed,� I said. �Shit happens.�
�Octavian is supposed to be real scary. I�ve heard bad things.�
�You were robbed. What can he do?�
�He can make sure I�m telling the truth, is what he can do. I�ve heard he has a way of asking questions that makes you want to answer.�
�You stand firm, he can�t get blood out of a rock.�
�They showed me a guy in a wheelchair. Story was that Octavian had him walking on his knees up and down a gravel patch for a week. Walking on the beach, he calls it. The pain is supposed to be terrible. And the guy got gangrene afterward, lost his legs.�
�Who is this Octavian guy?�
�I�ve never seen him.�
�Is he another Colombian?�
�I don�t know.�
�Didn�t the guy in the wheelchair say?�
�He had no tongue. Story is Octavian cut it out.�
�You need a plan,� I said.
�He could walk in here right now. And I wouldn�t know.�
�So you need a plan fast.�
�I could go to L.A.�
�Could you?�
�Not really,� the guy said. �Octavian would find me. I don�t want to be looking over my shoulder the whole rest of my life.�
I paused. Took a breath.
�People get robbed, right?� I said.
�It happens,� he said. �It�s not unknown.�
�So you could pin it on the Boston people. Start a war up there.
Take the heat off yourself. You could come out of this like an innocent victim. The first casualty. Nearly a hero.�
�If I can convince this guy Octavian.�
�There are ways.�
�Like what?�
�Just convince yourself first. You were the victim here. If you really believe it, in your mind, this guy Octavian will believe it, too. Like acting a part.�
�It won�t go easy.�
�A million bucks is worth the trouble. Two million, assuming you�re going to sell the ten keys.�
�I don�t know.�
�Just stick to a script. You know nothing. It was the Boston guys. Whoever he is, Octavian�s job is to get results, not to waste his time down a blind alley. You stand firm, and he�ll tell the Martinez boys you�re clean and they�ll move on.�
�Maybe.�
�Just learn a story and stick to it. Beit. Method acting, like that fat guy who died.�
�Marlon Brando?�
�That�s the one. Do like him. You�ll be okay.�
�Maybe.�
�But Octavian will search your crib.�
�That�s for damn sure,� the guy said. �He�ll tear it apart.�
�So the stuff can�t be there.�
�It isn�tthere.�
�That�s good,� I said, and then I lapsed into silence.
�What?� he asked.
�Where is it?� I asked.
�I�m not going to tell you,� he said.
�That�s okay,� I said. �I don�t want to know. Why the hell would I? But the thing is, you can�t afford to know either.�
�How can I not know?�
�That�s the exact problem,� I said. �This guy Octavian�s going to see it in your eyes. He�s going to see you knowing. He�s going to be beating up on you or whatever and he needs to see a blankness in your eyes. Like you don�t have a clue. That�s what he needs to see. But he isn�t going to see that.�
�What�s he going to see?�
�He�s going to see you holding out and thinking, Hey, tomorrowthis will be over and I�ll be back at my cabin or my storage lockeror wherever and then I�ll be okay. He�s going to know.�
�So what should I do?�
I finished the last of my beer. Warm and flat. I considered ordering two more but I didn�t. I figured we were near the end. I figured I didn�t need any more of an investment.
�Maybe you should go to L.A.,� I said.
�No,� he said.
�So you should let me hold the stuff for you. Then you genuinely won�t know where it is. You�re going to need that edge.�
�I�d be nuts. Why should I trust you?�
�You shouldn�t. You don�t have to.�
�You could disappear with my two million.�
�I could, but I won�t. Because if I did, you�d call Octavian and tell him that a face just came back to you. You�d describe me, and then your problem would become my problem. And if Octavian is as bad as you say, that�s a problem I don�t want.�
�You better believe it.�
�I do believe it.�
�Where would I find you afterward?�
�Right here,� I said. �You know I use this place. You�ve seen me in here before.�
�Method acting,� he said.
�You can�t betray what you don�t know,� I said.
He went quiet for a long time. I sat still and thought about putting one million dollars in cash and ten keys of uncut cocaine in the trunk of my car.
�Okay,� he said.
�There would be a fee,� I said, to be plausible.
�How much?� he asked.
�Fifty grand,� I said.
He smiled.
�Okay,� he said again.
�Like a penny under the sofa cushion,� I said.
�You got that right.�
�We�re all winners.�
The bar door opened and a guy walked in on a blast of warm air. Hispanic, small and wide, big hands, an ugly scar high on his cheek.
�You know him?� my new best friend asked.
�Never saw him before,� I said.
The new guy walked to the bar and sat on a stool.
�We should do this thing right now,� my new best friend said.
Sometimes, things just fall in your lap.
�Where�s the stuff?� I asked.
�In an old trailer in the woods,� he said.
�Is it big?� I asked. �I�m new to this.�
�Ten kilos is twenty-two pounds,� the guy said. �About the same for the money. Two duffles, is all.�
�So let�s go,� I said.
I drove him in my car west and then south, and he directed me down a fire road and onto a dirt track that led to a clearing. I guessed once it had been neat, but now it was overgrown with all kinds of stuff and it stank of animal piss and the trailer had degenerated from a viable vacation home to a rotted hulk. It was all covered with mold and mildew and the windows were dark with organic scum. He wrestled with the door and went inside. I opened the trunk lid and waited. He came back out with a duffle in each hand. Carried them over to me.
�Which is which?� I asked.
He squatted down and unzipped them. One had bricks of used money, the other had bricks of dense white powder packed hard and smooth under clear plastic wrap.
�Okay,� I said.
He stood up again and heaved the bags into the trunk, and I stepped to the side and shot him twice in the head. Birds rose up from everywhere and cawed and cackled and settled back into the branches. I put the gun back in my pocket and took out my cell phone. Dialed a number.
�Yes?� the Martinez brothers asked together. They always used the speakerphone. They were too afraid of each other�s betrayal to allow private calls.
�This is Octavian,� I said. �I�m through here. I got the money back and I took care of the guy.�
�Already?�
�I got lucky,� I said. �It fell in my lap.�
�What about the ten keys?�
�In the wind,� I said. �Long gone.�

Public Transportation

He said he wouldn�t talk to me. I asked him why. He said because he was a cop and I was a journalist. I said he sounded like a guy with something to hide. He said no, he had nothing to hide.
�So talk to me,� I said, and I knew he would.
He scuffed around for a minute more, hands on the top of the bar, drumming his fingers, moving a little on his stool. I knew him fairly well. He was edging out of the summer of his career and entering the autumn. His best years were behind him. He was in the valley, facing a long ten years before his pension. He liked winning, but losing didn�t worry him too much. He was a realistic man. But he liked to be sure. What he hated was not really knowing whether he had won or lost.
�From the top,� I said.
He shrugged and took a sip of his beer and sighed and blew fumes toward the mirror facing us. Then he started with the 911 call. The house, out beyond Chandler, south and east of the city. A long low ranch, prosperous, walled in, the unlit pool, the darkness. The parents, arriving home from a party. The silence. The busted window, the empty bed. The trail of blood through the hallway. The daughter�s body, all ripped up. Fourteen years old, damaged in a way he still wasn�t prepared to discuss.
I said, �There were details that you withheld.�
He asked, �How do you know?�
�You guys always do that. To evaluate the confessions.�
He nodded.
I asked, �How many confessions did you get?�
�A hundred and eight.�
�All phony?�
�Of course.�
�What information did you withhold?�
�I�m not going to tell you.�
�Why not? You not sure you got the right guy?�
He didn�t answer.
�Keep going,� I said.
So he did. The scene was clearly fresh. The parents had gotten back maybe moments after the perpetrator had exited. Police response had been fast. The blood on the hallway carpet was still liquid. Dark red, not black, against the kid�s pale skin. The kid�s pale skin was a problem from the start. They all knew it. They were in a position to act fast and heavy, so they were going to, and they knew it would be claimed later that the speed was all about the kid being white, not black or brown. It wasn�t. It was a question of luck and timing. They got a fresh scene, and they got a couple of breaks. I nodded, like I accepted his view. Which I did. I was a journalist, and I liked mischief as much as the next guy, but sometimes things were straightforward.
�Go on,� I said.
There were photographs of the kid all over the house. She was an only child. She was luminous and beautiful. She was stupefying, the way fourteen-year-old white Arizona girls often are.
�Go on,� I said.
The first break had been the weather. There had been torrential rain two days previously, and then the heat had come back with a vengeance. The rain had skimmed the street with sand and mud and the heat had baked it to a film of dust, and the dust showed no tire tracks other than those from the parents� vehicle and the cop cars and the ambulance. Therefore the perpetrator had arrived on foot. And left on foot. There were clear marks in the dust. Sneakers, maybe size ten, fairly generic soles. The prints were photographed and e-mailed and everyone was confident that in the fullness of time some database somewhere would match a brand and a style. But what was more important was that they had a suspect recently departed from a live scene on foot, in a landscape where no one walked. So APBs and be-on-the-lookouts were broadcast for a two-mile radius. It was midnight and more than a hundred degrees and pedestrians were going to be rare. It was simply too hot for walking. Certainly too hot for running. Any kind of sustained physical activity would be close to a suicide attempt. Greater Phoenix was that kind of place, especially in the summer.
Ten minutes passed and no fugitives were found.
Then they got their second break. The parents were reasonably lucid. In between all the bawling and screaming they noticed their daughter�s cell phone was missing. It had been her pride and joy. An iPhone, with an AT&T contract that gave her unlimited minutes, which she exploited to the max. Back then iPhones were new and cool. The cops figured the perp had stolen it. They figured the kind of guy who had no car in Arizona would have been entranced by a small shiny object like an iPhone. Or else if he was some kind of big-time deviant, maybe he collected souvenirs. Maybe the cache of photographs of the kid�s friends was exciting. Or the text messages stored in the memory.
�Go on,� I said.
The third break was all about middle-class parents and fourteen-year-old daughters. The parents had signed up for a service whereby they could track the GPS chip in the iPhone on their home computer. Not cheap, but they were the kind of people who wanted to know their kid was telling the truth when she said she was sleeping over at a girlfriend�s house or riding with a buddy to the library. The cops got the password and logged on right there and then and saw the phone moving slowly north, toward Tempe. Too fast for walking. Too fast for running. Too slow to be in a car.
�Bike?� one of them said.
�Too hot,� another answered. �Plus no tire tracks in the driveway.�
The guy telling the story next to me on his stool had been the one who had understood.
�Bus,� he said. �The perp is on the bus.�
Greater Phoenix had a lot of buses. They were for workers paid too little to own cars. They shuttled folks around, especially early in the morning and late at night. The giant city would have ground to a halt without them. Meals would have gone unserved, pools uncleaned, beds unmade, trash not collected. Immediately all the cops as one imagined a rough profile. A dark-skinned man, probably small, probably crazy, rocking on a seat as a bus headed north. Fiddling with the iPhone, checking the music library, looking at the pictures. Maybe with the knife still in his pocket, although surely that was too much to ask.
One cop stayed at the house and watched the screen and called the game like a sports announcer. All the APBs and the BOLOs were canceled and every car screamed after the bus. It took ten minutes to find it. Ten seconds to stop it. It was corraled in a ring of cars. Lights were flashing and popping and cops were crouching behind hoods and doors and trunks and guns were pointing, Glocks and shotguns, dozens of them.
The bus had a driver and three passengers aboard.
The driver was a woman. All three passengers were women. All three were elderly. One of them was white. The driver was a skinny Latina of around thirty.
�Go on,� I said.
The guy beside me sipped his beer again and sighed. He had arrived at the point where the investigation was botched. They had spent close to twenty minutes questioning the four women, searching them, making them move up and down the street while the cop back at the house watched for GPS action on the screen. But the cursor didn�t move. The phone was still on the bus. But the bus was empty. They searched under the seats. Nothing. They searched the seats themselves.
They found the phone.
The last-but-one seat at the back on the right had been slit with a knife. The phone had been forced edgewise into the foam rubber cushion. It was hidden there and bleeping away silently. A wild goose chase. A decoy.
The slit in the seat was rimed with faint traces of blood. The same knife.
The driver and all three passengers recalled a white man getting on the bus south of Chandler. He had seated himself in back and gotten out again at the next stop. He was described as neatly dressed and close to middle age. He was remembered for being from the wrong demographic. Not a typical bus rider.
The cops asked, �Was he wearing sneakers?�
No one knew for sure.
�Did he have blood on him?�
No one recalled.
The chase restarted south of Chandler. The assumption was that because the decoy had been placed to move north, then the perp was actually moving south. A fine theory, but it came to nothing. No one was found. A helicopter joined the effort. The night was still dark but the helicopter had thermal imaging equipment. It was not useful. Everything single thing it saw was hot.
Dawn came and the helicopter refueled and came back for a visual search. And again, and again, for days. At the end of a long weekend it found something.
�Go on,� I said.
The thing that the helicopter found was a corpse. White male, wearing sneakers. In his early twenties. He was identi-fied as a college student, last seen the day before. A day later the medical examiner issued his report. The guy had died of heat exhaustion and dehydration.
�Consistent with running from a crime scene?� the cops asked.
�Among other possibilities,� the medical examiner answered.
The guy�s toxicology screen was baroque. Ecstasy, skunk, alcohol.
�Enough to make him unstable?� the cops asked.
�Enough to make an elephant unstable,� the medical examiner answered.
The guy beside me finished his beer. I signaled for another.
I asked, �Case closed?�
The guy beside me nodded. �Because the kid was white. We needed a result.�
�You not convinced?�
�He wasn�t middle-aged. He wasn�t neatly dressed. His sneakers were wrong. No sign of the knife. Plus, a guy hopped-up enough to run himself to death in the heat wouldn�t have thought to set up the decoy with the phone.�
�So who was he?�
�Just a frat boy who liked partying a little too much.�
�Anyone share your opinion?�
�All of us.�
�Anyone doing anything about it?�
�The case is closed.�
�So what really happened?�
�I think the decoy indicates premeditation. And I think it was a double bluff. I think the perp got out of the bus and carried on north, maybe in a car he had parked.�
I nodded. The perp had. Right then the car he had used was parked in the lot behind the bar. Its keys were in my pocket.
�Win some, lose some,� I said.

Section 7(A) (Operational)

The team first came together late one Tuesday evening in my apartment. There was none of the usual gradualism about the process; I had none of them, and then I had all of them. Their sudden appearance as a complete unit was certainly gratifying, but also unexpected, and therefore I was less immediately grateful than perhaps I could have been, or should have been, because I was immediately on guard for negative implications. Was I being rolled? Had they come with an established agenda? I had begun the process days before, in the normal way, which was to make tentative approaches to the key players, or at least to let it be known that I was in the market for certain types of key players, and normally the process would have continued over a number of weeks, in an accretional way, a commitment secured here, a second commitment there, with an accompanying daisy chain of personal recommendations and suggestions, followed by patient recruitment of specialist operators, until all was finally in place.
But they all came at once. I was reluctant to let myself believe such an event was a response to my reputation; after all, my reputation has neither increased nor decreased in value for many years, and I never met a response like that before. Nor, I felt, could it be a response to my years of experience; the truth was I had long ago transitioned to the status of an old hand, and generally I felt my appeal had been dulled by overfamiliarity. Which was why I looked the gift horse in the mouth: as I said, I was suspicious. But I observed that they seemed not to know one another, which was reassuring, and which removed my fears of a prior conspiracy against me, and they were certainly appropriately attentive to me: I got no feeling that I was to be a passenger on my own ship. But I remained suspicious nonetheless, which slowed things down; and I think I might even have offended them a little, with my slightly tepid response. But: better safe than sorry, which I felt was a sentiment I could rely on them to understand.
My living room is not small�it was two rooms before I removed a wall�but even so, it was somewhat crowded. I was on the sofa that gets the view, smoking, and they were facing me in a rough semicircle, three of them shoulder to shoulder on the sofa that faces mine, and the others on furniture brought in from other rooms, except for two men I had never met before, who stood side by side close behind the others. They were both tall and solid and dark, and they were both looking at me with poor-bloody-infantry expressions on their faces, partly resigned and stoic, and partly appealing, as if they were pleading with me not to get them killed too soon. They were clearly foot soldiers�which, obviously, I needed�but they weren�t the hapless, runty, conscripted kind: indeed, how could they be? They had volunteered, like everyone else. And they were fine physical specimens, no doubt trained and deadly in all the ways I would need them to be. They wore suit coats, of excellent quality in terms of cut and cloth, but rubbed and greasy where they were tight over ledges of hard muscle.
There were two women. They had dragged the counter stools in from the kitchen, and they were perched on them, behind and to the right of the three men on the sofa�a kind of mezzanine seating arrangement. I admit I was disappointed that there were only two of them: a mix of two women and eight men was borderline unacceptable by the current standards of our trade, and I was reluctant to open myself to criticism that could have been avoided at the start. Not public criticism, of course�the public was generally almost completely unaware of what we did�but insider criticism, from the kind of professional gatekeepers who could influence future assignments. And I wasn�t impressed by the way the women had positioned themselves slightly behind the men: I felt it spoke of the kind of subservience I would normally seek to avoid. They were very nice to look at, though, which delighted me at the time, but only reinforced my anticipation of later carping. Both wore skirts, neither one excessively short, but their perching on high stools showed me more thigh than I felt they intended. They were both wearing dark nylons, which I readily admit is my favorite mode of dress for shapely legs, and I was truly distracted for a moment. But then I persuaded myself�on a provisional basis only, always subject to confirmation�that they were serious professionals, and would indeed be seen as such, and so for the time being I let my worries go, and I moved on.
The man on the right of the group had brought in the Eames lounge chair from the foyer, but not the ottoman. He was sitting in the chair, leaning back in its contour with his legs crossed at the knee, and he made an elegant impression. He was wearing a gray suit. I assumed from the start that he was my government liaison man, and I was proved right. I had worked with many similar men, and I felt I could take his habits and abilities on trust. Mistakes are made that way, of course, but I was confident I wasn�t making one that night. The only thing that unsettled me was that he had positioned his chair an inch further away from the main group than was strictly necessary. As I said, my living room is not small, but neither is it infinitely spacious: that extra inch had been hard won. Clearly it spoke of a need or an attitude, and I was aware from the start that I should pay attention to it.
My dining chairs are the Tulip design by the Finnish designer Eero Saarinen; both now flanked the sofa opposite me and were occupied by men I assumed were my transport coordinator and my communications expert. Initially I paid little attention to the men, because the chairs themselves had put me in a minor fugue: Saarinen had, of course, also designed the TWA Flight Center at John F. Kennedy Airport�or Idlewild, as it was called at the time�which building had quite rightly become an icon, and an absolute symbol of its era. It recalled the days when the simple word jet meant much more than merely a propulsive engine. Jet plane, jet set, jet travel � the new Boeing 707, impossibly fast and sleek, the glamour, the larger horizons, the bigger world. In my trade we all know we are competing with the legends whose best work�while not necessarily performed in�was indisputably rooted in that never-to-be-repeated age. Periodically I feel completely inadequate to the challenge, and indeed for several minutes that particular evening I felt like sending everyone away and giving up before I had even started.
But I reassured myself by reminding myself that the new world is challenging, too, and that those old-timers might well run screaming if faced with the kind of things we have to deal with now�like male-to-female ratios, for instance, and their mutual interactions. So I stopped looking at the chairs and started looking at the men, and I found nothing to worry about. Frankly, transport is an easy job�merely a matter of budget, and I had no practical constraint on what I was about to spend. Communications get more complex every year, but generally a conscientious engineer can handle what is thrown at him. The popular myth that computers can be operated only by pierced youths whose keyboards are buried under old pizza boxes and skateboards is nonsense, of course. I have always used exactly what had arrived: a serious technician with a measured and cautious manner.
On my left on the sofa opposite me was what I took to be our mole. I was both pleased with and worried by him. Pleased, in the sense that it was obvious he had been born in-country, almost certainly in Tehran or one of its closer suburbs. That was indisputable. His DNA was absolutely correct; I was sure it was absolutely authentic. It was what lay over his DNA that worried me. I was sure that when I investigated further I would find he had left Iran at a young age and come to America. Which generally makes for the best moles: unquestioned ethnic authenticity, and unquestioned loyalty to our side. But�and perhaps I am more sensitive to this issue than my colleagues�those formative years in America leave physical traces as well as mental ones. The vitamin-enriched cereals, the milk, the cheeseburgers�they make a difference. If, for instance, due to some bizarre circumstance, this young man had a twin brother who had been left behind, and I now compared them side by side, I had no doubt our mole would be at least an inch taller and five pounds heavier than his sibling. No big deal, you might say, in the vernacular, and I might agree�except that the kind of inch and the kind of pound does matter. A big, self-confident, straight-backed American inch matters a great deal. Five American pounds�in the chest and the shoulders, not the gut�matter enormously. Whether I had time to make him lose the weight and correct the posture remained to be seen. If not, in my opinion, we would be going into action with a major source of uncertainty at the very heart of our operation. But then, when in our business have we ever not?
At the other end of the sofa opposite me was our traitor. He was a little older than middle-aged, unshaven, a little fat, a little gray, dressed in a rumpled suit that was clearly the product of foreign tailoring. His shirt was creased and buttoned at the neck and worn without a tie. Like all traitors he would be motivated by either ideology, or money, or blackmail. I hoped it would prove to be money. I�m suspicious of ideology. Of course it gives me a warm feeling when a man risks everything because he thinks my country is better than his; but such a conviction carries with it the smack of fanaticism, and fanaticism is inherently unstable, even readily changeable: in the white heat of a fanatic�s mind, even an imagined slight of the most trivial kind can produce mulish results. Blackmail is inherently changeable too: what is an embarrassment one day might not always be. Think back to those jet-set days: homosexuality and honey-trap infidelities produced riches beyond measure. Would we get a tenth of the response today? I think not. But money always works. Money is addictive. Recipients get a taste for it, and they can�t quit. Our boy�s inside information would clearly be absolutely crucial, so I hoped he was bought and paid for, otherwise we would be adding a second layer of uncertainty into the mix. Not, as I said, that there isn�t always uncertainty at the heart of what we do: but too much is too much. It�s as simple as that.
Between the mole and the traitor was the man clearly destined to lead the operation. He was what I think we would all want in that position. Privately I believe that a cross-referenced graph of the rise and fall of mental versus physical capabilities in men would show a clear composite peak at about the age of thirty-five. Previously�when I have had a choice, that is�I have worked with men not younger than that and not older than forty. I estimated that the man facing me fell neatly in that range. He was compact, neither light nor heavy, clearly comfortable in his mind and body, and clearly comfortable with his range of competencies. Like a Major League second baseman, perhaps. He knew what he was doing, and he could keep on doing it all day, if he had to. He was not handsome, but not ugly either; again, the athletic comparison was, I felt, apt.
He said, �I�m guessing this is my show.�
I said, �You�re wrong. It�s mine.�
I wasn�t sure exactly how to characterize the way he had spoken: was he a humble man pretending not to be? Or was he an arrogant man pretending to be humble pretending not to be? Obviously it was a question I needed to settle, so I didn�t speak again. I just waited for his response.
It came in the form of an initial physical gesture: he patted the air in front of him, right-handed, his wrist bent and his palm toward me. It was a motion clearly intended to calm me, but it was also a gesture of submission, rooted in ancient habits: he was showing me he wasn�t armed.
�Of course,� he said.
I mirrored his gesture: I patted the air, wrist bent, palm open. I felt the repetition extended the meaning; I intended the gesture to say, Okay, no harm, no foul, let�s replay the point. It interested me that I was again unconsciously thinking in terms of sports metaphors. But this was a team, after all.
I said out loud, �You�re the leader in the field. You�re my eyes and ears. You have to be, really. I can�t know what you don�t know. But let�s be clear. No independent action. You might be the eyes and the ears, but I�m the brain.�
I probably sounded too defensive, and unnecessarily so: casting modesty aside, as one must from time to time, I was, after all, reasonably well known among a narrow slice of interested parties for my many successful operations in charge of a notably headstrong individual. I was competent in my role, no question. I should have trusted myself a little more. But it was late, and I was tired.
The government liaison man rescued me. He said, �We need to talk about exactly what it is we�re going to do.�
Which surprised me for a moment: why had I assembled a team before the mission was defined? But he was right: beyond the fact that we would be going to Iran�and let�s face it, today all of us go to Iran�no details had yet been settled.
The traitor said, �It has to be about nuclear capability.�
One of the women said, �Of course�what else is there, really?�
I noted that she had a charming voice. Warm, and a little intimate. In the back of my mind I wondered if I could use her in a seduction role. Or would that get me in even more trouble, with the powers that be?
The communications man said, �There�s the issue of regional influence. Isn�t that important? But hey, what do I know?�
The government man said, �Their regional influence depends entirely on their nuclear threat.�
I let them talk like that for a spell. I was happy to listen and observe. I saw that the two bruisers at the back were getting bored. They had above-my-pay-grade looks on their faces. One of them asked me, �Can we go? You know the kind of thing we can do. You can give us the details later. Would that be okay?�
I nodded. It was fine with me. One of them looked back from the door with his earlier expression: Don�t get us killed too soon.
The poor bloody infantry. Silently I promised him not to. I liked him. The others were still deep in discussion. They were twisting and turning and addressing this point and that. The way the Eames chair was so low to the ground, it put the government man�s face right next to the right-hand woman�s legs. I envied him. But he wasn�t impressed. He was more interested in filtering everything that was said through the narrow lens of his own concerns. At one point he looked up at me and asked me directly: �How much State Department trouble do you want exactly?�
Which wasn�t as dumb a question as it sounded. It was an eternal truth that very little of substance could be achieved without upsetting the State Department to some degree. And we worked with liaison men for that very reason: they quelled the storm long enough to let us conclude whatever operation was then in play. I thought his question implied an offer: he would do what it took. Which I thought was both generous and brave.
I said, �Look, all of you. Obviously I�ll try to make the whole thing as smooth and trouble-free as possible. But we�re all grown-ups. We know how it goes. I�ll ask for the extra mile if I have to.�
Whereupon the transport coordinator asked a related but more mundane question: �How long are we signing up for?�
�Eighty days,� I said. �Ninety, maximum. But you know how it is. We won�t be in play every day. I want you all to map out a six-month window. I think that�s realistic.�
Which statement quieted things down a little. But in the end they all nodded and agreed. Which, again, I thought was brave. To use another sports metaphor, they knew the rules of the game. An operation that lasted six months, overseas in hostile territory, was certain to produce casualties. I knew that, and they knew that. Some of them wouldn�t be coming home. But none of them flinched.
There was another hour or so of talk, and then another. I felt I got to know them all as well as I needed to. They didn�t leave until well into the morning. I called my editor as soon as they were through the door. She asked me how I was, which question from an editor really means, �What have you got for me?�
I told her I was back on track with something pretty good, and that a six-month deadline should see it through. She asked what it was, and I told her it was something that had come to me while I was high. I used the tone of voice I always use with her. It leaves her unsure whether I am kidding or not. So she asked again. I said I had the characters down, and that the plot would evolve as it went along. Iran, basically. As a private joke I couched the whole thing in the kind of language we might see in the trade reviews, if we got any: I said it wouldn�t transcend the genre, but it would be a solid example of its type.

Guy Walks Into A Bar...

She was about 19. No older. Maybe younger. An insurance company would have given her 60 more years to live. I figured a more accurate projection was 36 hours, or 36 minutes if things went wrong from the get-go.
She was blond and blue-eyed, but not American. American girls have a glow, a smoothness, from many generations of plenty. This girl was different. Her ancestors had known hardship and fear. That inheritance was in her face and her movements. Her eyes were wary. Her body was lean. Not the kind of lean you get from a diet, but the Darwinian kind of lean you get when your grandparents had no food � and either starved or didn�t. Her movements were fragile and tense, a little alert, a little nervous, though on the face of it she was having as good a time as a girl could get.
She was in a New York bar, drinking beer, listening to a band, and she was in love with the guitar player. That was clear. The part of her gaze that wasn�t wary was filled with adoration, and it was all aimed in his direction. She was probably Russian. She was rich. She was alone at a table near the stage and she had a pile of A.T.M.-fresh twenties in front of her and she was paying for each new bottle with one of them and she wasn�t asking for change. The waitresses loved her.
There was a guy further back in the room, wedged on an upholstered bench, staring at her. Her bodyguard, presumably. He was a tall, wide man with a shaved head and a black T-shirt under a black suit. He was part of the reason she was drinking beer in a city bar at the age of 19 or less. It wasn�t the kind of glossy place that had a policy about under-age rich girls, either for or against. It was a scruffy dive on Bleecker Street, staffed by skinny kids trying to make tuition money, and I guessed they had looked at her and her minder and made a snap decision against trouble and in favor of tips.
I watched her for a minute, and then I looked away. My name is Jack Reacher, and once I was a military cop, with heavy emphasis on the past tense. I have been out nearly as long as I was in. But old habits die hard. I had stepped into the bar the same way I always step anywhere, which is carefully. One-thirty in the morning. I had ridden the A train to West Fourth and walked south on Sixth Avenue and made the left on Bleecker and checked the sidewalks. I wanted music, but not the kind that drives large numbers of patrons outside to smoke.
The smallest knot of people stood next to a place with half a flight of stairs leading up to its door. There was a shiny black Mercedes sedan parked on the curb, with a driver behind the wheel. The music coming out of the place was filtered and dulled by the walls but I could hear an agile bass line and some snappy drumming. So I walked up the stairs and paid a $5 cover and shouldered my way inside.
Two exits. One the door I had just come through, the other at the end of a long dark restroom corridor way in back. The room was narrow and about 90 feet deep. A bar on the left at the front, then some upholstered horseshoe benches, then a cluster of freestanding tables on what, on other nights, might have been a dance floor. Then the stage, with the band on it.
The band looked as if it had been put together by accident after a misfiling incident at a talent agency. The bass player was a stout old black guy in a suit with a vest. He was plucking away at an upright bass fiddle. The drummer could have been his uncle. He was a big old guy sprawled comfortably behind a small, simple kit. The singer was also a harmonica player and was older than the bass player and younger than the drummer and bigger than either one.
The guitarist was completely different. He was young and white and small. Maybe 20, maybe 5-foot-6, maybe 130 pounds. He had a fancy blue guitar wired to a crisp new amplifier and together the instrument and the electronics made sharp sounds full of space and echoes. The amp must have been turned up to 11. The sound was incredibly loud. It was as if the air in the room was locked solid. It had no more capacity for volume.
But the music was good. The three black guys were old pros, and the white kid knew all the notes, and when and how and in what order to play them. He was wearing a red T-shirt and black pants and white tennis shoes. He had a very serious expression on his face. He looked foreign. Maybe Russian, too.
I spent the first half of the first song checking the room, counting people, scanning faces, parsing body language. Old habits die hard. There were two guys facing each other across a table with their hands underneath it. One selling, one buying, obviously, the deal done by feel and confirmed with furtive glances. The bar staff was scamming the owner by selling store-bought beer out of an ice chest. Two out of three domestic bottles were legit, from the refrigerator cabinets, and then the third came from their own cooler. I got one of them. A wet label and a big margin. I carried the bottle to a corner seat and sat down with my back to the wall.
It was at that point that I saw the girl alone at her table, and her bodyguard on his bench. I guessed the Mercedes outside was theirs. I guessed Daddy was a B-grade oligarch, millions but not billions, indulging his daughter with four years at N.Y.U. and a credit card that never stopped working.
Just two people out of 80 in the room. No big deal.
Until I saw two other guys.
They were a pair. Tall young white men, cheap tight leather jackets, heads shaved by blunt razors that had left nicks and scabs. More Russians, probably. Operators, no question. Connected, no doubt. Probably not the best the world has ever seen, but probably not the worst, either. They were sitting far apart from each other but their twin gazes were trained on the girl alone at the table. They were tense, determined, to some degree nervous. I recognized the signs. Many times I had felt the same way myself. They were about to go into action.
So two B-grade oligarchs had a beef, and one was protecting his kid with drivers and bodyguards, and the other was sending guys around the world to snatch her. Then would come ransom, and extortion, and demands, and fortunes would change hands, or uranium leases, or oil rights, or coal or gas.
Business, Moscow-style.
But not usually successful business. Kidnappings have a thousand different dynamics and go wrong a thousand different ways. In my experience, average life expectancy for a kidnap victim is 36 hours. Some survive, but most don�t. Some die right away, in the initial panic.
The girl�s pile of twenties was attracting waitresses like wasps at a picnic. And she wasn�t shooing any of them away. She was taking one fresh bottle after another. And beer is beer. She was going to have to visit the restroom, soon and often. And the restroom corridor was long and dark, and it had a street exit at the end of it.
I watched her in the gaudy, reflected light, with the music shrieking and pounding all around me. The two guys watched her. Her bodyguard watched her. She watched the guitarist. He was concentrating hard, key changes and choruses, but from time to time he would lift his head and smile, mostly at the glory of being up on the stage, but twice directly at the girl. The first of those smiles was shy, and the second was a little wider.
The girl stood up. She butted the lip of her table with her thighs and shuffled out from behind it and headed for the corridor in back. I got there first. The sound from the band howled through it. The ladies� room was halfway down. The men�s room was all the way at the end. I leaned on the wall and watched the girl walk toward me. She was up on high heels and she was wearing tight pants and her steps were short and precise. Not drunk yet. She was Russian. She put a pale palm on the restroom door and pushed. She went inside.
Less than 10 seconds later the two guys stepped into the corridor. I guessed they would wait there for her. But they didn�t. They glanced at me like I was a part of the architecture and shouldered in through the ladies� room door. One after the other. The door slammed behind them. The music played on.
I went in after them. Every day brings something new. I had never been in a women�s bathroom before. Stalls on the right, sinks on the left. Bright light and the smell of perfume. The girl was standing near the back wall. The two guys were facing her. Their backs were to me. I said, �Hey,� but they didn�t hear. Too much noise. I caught them by the elbows, one in each hand. They spun around, ready to fight, but then they stopped. I am bigger than the Frigidaires they had been dreaming about back home. They stood still for a second and then pushed past me and pulled the door and headed out.
The girl looked at me for a moment with an emotion I couldn�t read, and then I left her to do what she needed to do. I went back to my seat. The two guys were already back in theirs. The bodyguard was impassive. He was watching the stage. The band was finishing up. The girl was still in the bathroom.
The music stopped. The two guys got up and headed back toward the corridor. The room was suddenly crowded with people standing and moving. I went over to the bodyguard and tapped him on the shoulder and pointed. He took no notice. He didn�t move at all, until the guitar player started backing away off the stage. Then he got up, the two movements perfectly synchronized, and I knew I had gotten it all wrong.
Not an indulged daughter. An indulged son. Daddy had bought the guitar and the amp and hired backup musicians. The boy�s dream. Out of the bedroom, onto the stage. His driver at the curb, his bodyguard watching all the way. Not a team of two from his rival, but a team of three. An adoring groupie. The boy�s dream. A classic honey trap. A last-minute tactical conference in the bathroom, and then action.
I shoved my way through to the back and got to the street well ahead of the bodyguard, just as the girl was hugging the boy and turning him through a half circle and pushing him toward the two guys. I hit the first one hard and the second one harder and got blood from his mouth all over my shirt. The two guys went down and the girl fled and then the bodyguard showed up. I made him give me his T-shirt. Bloodstains attract attention. Then I left through the front.
The obvious move would have been to turn right, so I turned left, and I got the 6 train at Bleecker and Lafayette, heading north, the last-but-one car. I settled in and checked the faces. Old habits die hard.

The Bodyguard

Like everything else, the world of bodyguarding is split between the real and the phony. Phony bodyguards are just glorified drivers, fashion accessories, big men in suits chosen for their size and shape and appearance, not usually paid very much, not usually very skilled. Real bodyguards are technicians, thinkers, trained men with experience. They can be small, as long as they can think and endure. As long as they can be useful, when the time comes.
I am a real bodyguard.
Or at least, I was.
I was trained in one of those secret army units where close personal protection is part of the curriculum. I plied that trade among many others for a long time, all over the world. I am a medium-sized man, lean, fast, full of stamina. Not quite a marathon runner, but nothing like a weightlifter. I left the army after fifteen years of service and took jobs through an agency run by a friend. Most of the work was in South America. Most of the engagements were short.
I got into it right when the business was going crazy.
Kidnapping for ransom was becoming a national sport in most of South America. If you were rich or politically connected, you were automatically a target. I worked for American corporate clients. They had managers and executives in places like Panama and Brazil and Colombia. Those people were considered infinitely rich and infinitely connected. Rich, because their employers were likely to bail them out, and those corporations were capitalized in the hundreds of billions. Connected, because ultimately the government would get involved. There was no greater sense of connection than a bad guy knowing he could talk in a jungle clearing somewhere and be heard in the White House.
But I never lost a client. I was a good technician, and I had good clients. All of them knew the stakes. They worked with me. They were biddable and obedient. They wanted to do their two years in the heat and get back alive to their head offices and their promotions. They kept their heads down, didn�t go out at night, didn�t really go anywhere except their offices and their job sites. All transport was at high speed in protected vehicles, by varied routes, and at unpredictable times. My clients never complained. Because they were working, they tended to accept a rough equivalent of military discipline. It was all relatively easy, for a while.
Then I left my friend�s agency and went into business for myself.
The money was better. The work was worse. The first year, I traveled the world, learning. I learned to stay away from people who wanted a bodyguard purely as a status symbol. There were plenty of those. They made me miserable, because ultimately there wasn�t much for me to do. Too many times I ended up running errands while my skills eroded. I learned to stay away from people who weren�t in genuine need, too. London is a dangerous town and New York is worse, but nobody truly needs a bodyguard in either place. Again, not much to do. Boring, and corrosive. I freely admit that my own risk addiction drove my decisions.
Including my decision to work for Anna.
I�m still not allowed to mention her second name. It was in my contract, and my contract binds me until I die. I heard about the opening through a friend of a friend. I was flown to Paris for the interview. Anna turned out to be twenty-two years old, unbelievably pretty, dark, slender, mysterious. First surprise, she conducted the interview herself. Mostly in a situation like that the father handles things. Like hiring a bodyguard is the same kind of undertaking as buying a Mercedes convertible for a birthday present. Or arranging riding lessons.
But Anna was different.
She was rich in her own right. She had an inheritance from a separate branch of the family. I think she was actually richer than her old man, who was plenty rich to start with. The mother was rich, too. Separate money again. They were Brazilian. The father was a businessman and a politician. The mother was a TV star. It was a triple whammy. Oceans of cash, connections, Brazil.
I should have walked away.
But I didn�t. I suppose I wanted the challenge. And Anna was captivating. Not that a personal relationship would have been appropriate. She was a client and I was close to twice her age. But from the first moment I knew she would be fun to be around. The interview went well. She took my formal qualifications for granted. I have scars and medals and commendations. I had never lost a client. Anything else, she wouldn�t have been talking to me, of course. She asked about my worldview, my opinions, my tastes, my preferences. She was interested in compatibility issues. Clearly she had employed bodyguards before.
She asked how much freedom I would give her.
She said she did charity work in Brazil. Human rights, poverty relief, the usual kind of thing. Hours and days of travel in the slums and the outlying jungle. I told her about my previous South American clients. The corporate guys, the oil men, the minerals people. I told her that the less they did, the safer they got. I described their normal day. Home, car, office, car, home.
She said no to that.
She said, �We need to find a balance.�
Her native language was Portuguese, and her English was good but lightly accented. She sounded even better than she looked, which was spectacular. She wasn�t one of those rich girls who dresses down. No ripped jeans for her. For the interview she was wearing a pair of plain black pants and a white shirt. Both garments looked new, and I was sure both came from an exclusive Paris boutique.
I said, �Pick a number. I can keep you a hundred percent safe by keeping you here in your apartment twenty-four/seven, or you can be a hundred per cent unsafe by walking around Rio on your own all day.�
�Seventy-five per-cent safe,� she said. Then she shook her head. �No, eighty.�
I knew what she was saying. She was scared, but she wanted a life. She was unrealistic.
I said, �Eighty per cent means you live Monday through Thursday and die on Friday.�
She went quiet.
�You�re a prime target,� I said. �You�re rich, your mom is rich, your dad is rich, and he�s a politician. You�ll be the best target in Brazil. And kidnapping is a messy business. It usually fails. It�s usually the same thing as murder, just delayed by a little. Sometimes delayed by not very much.�
She said nothing.
�And it�s sometimes very unpleasant,� I said. �Panic, stress, desperation. You wouldn�t be kept in a gilded cage. You�d be in a jungle hut with a bunch of thugs.�
�I don�t want a gilded cage,� she said. �And you�ll be there.�
I knew what she was saying. She was twenty-two years old.
�We�ll do our best,� I said.
She hired me there and then. Paid me an advance on a very generous salary and asked me to make a list of what I needed. Guns, clothes, cars. I didn�t ask for anything. I thought I had what I needed.
I thought I knew what I was doing.
A week later we were in Brazil. We flew first class all the way, Paris to London, London to Miami, Miami to Rio. My choice of route. Indirect and unpredictable. Thirteen hours in the air, five in airport lounges. She was a pleasant companion, and a cooperative client. I had a friend pick us up in Rio. Anna had budget to spare, so I decided to use a separate driver at all times. That way, I would get more chance to concentrate. I used a Russian guy I had met in Mexico. He was the finest defensive driver I had ever seen. Russians are great with cars. They have to be. Moscow was the only place worse than Rio for mayhem.
Anna had her own apartment. I had been expecting a gated place in the suburbs, but she lived right in town. A good thing, in a way. One street entrance, a doorman, a concierge, plenty of eyes on visitors even before the elevator bank. The apartment door was steel and it had three locks and a TV entryphone. I like TV entryphones a lot better than peepholes. Peepholes are very bad ideas. A guy can wait in the corridor and as soon as the lens goes dark he can fire a large caliber handgun right through it, into your eye, into your brain, out the back of your skull, into your client if she happens to be standing behind you.
So, a good situation. My Russian friend parked in the garage under the building and we took the elevator straight up and got inside and locked all three locks and settled in. I had a room between Anna�s and the door. I�m a light sleeper. All was well.
All stayed well for less than twenty-four hours.
Jet lag going west wakes you up early. We were both up at seven. Anna wanted breakfast out. Then she planned to go shopping. I hesitated. The first decision sets the tone. But I was her bodyguard, not her jailer. So I agreed. Breakfast, and shopping.
Breakfast was OK. We went to a hotel, for a long slow meal in the dining room. The place was full of bodyguards. Some were real, some were phony. Some were at separate tables; some were eating with their clients. I ate with Anna. Fruit, coffee, croissants. She ate more than I did. She was full of energy and raring to go.
It all went wrong with the shopping.
Later I realized my Russian friend had sold me out. Because usually the first day is the easiest. Who even knows you�re in town? But my guy must have made a well-timed phone call. Anna and I came out of a store and our car wasn�t on the curb. Anna was carrying her own packages. I had made clear that she would from the start. I�m a bodyguard, not a porter, and I needed my hands free. I glanced left, and saw nothing. I glanced right, and saw four guys with guns.
The guys were close to us and the guns were small automatics, black, new, still dewy with oil. The guys were small, fast, wiry. The street was busy. Crowds behind me, crowds behind the four guys. Traffic on my left, the store doorway on my right. Certain collateral damage if I pulled out my own gun and started firing. Protracted handgun engagements always produce a lot of stray bullets. Innocent casualties would have been high.
And I would have lost, anyway. Winning four-on-one gun battles is strictly for the movies. My job was to keep Anna alive, even if it was just for another day. Or another hour. The guys moved in and took my gun and stripped Anna of her packages and pinned her arms. A white car pulled up on cue and we were forced inside. Anna first, then me. We were sandwiched on the backseat between two guys who shoved guns in our ribs. Another guy in the front seat twisted around and pointed another gun at us. The driver took off fast. Within a minute we were deep into a tangle of side streets.
I had been wrong about the jungle hut. We were taken to an abandoned office building inside the city limits. It was built of brick and painted a dusty white. I had been right about the thugs. The building teemed with them. There was a whole gang. At least forty of them. They were dirty and uncouth and most of them were leering openly at Anna. I hoped they weren�t going to separate us.
They separated us immediately. I was thrown in a cell that had once been an office. There was a heavy iron grille over the window and a big lock on the door. A bed, and a bucket. That was all. The bed was a hospital cot made of metal tubes. The bucket was empty, but it hadn�t been empty for long. It smelled. I was put in handcuffs with my arms pinned behind my back. My ankles were shackled and I was dumped on the floor. I was left alone for three hours.
Then the nightmare started.
The lock rattled and the door opened and a guy came in. He looked like the boss. Tall, dark, a wide unsmiling mouth full of gold teeth. He kicked me twice in the ribs and explained that this was a political kidnapping. Some financial gain was expected as a bonus, but the real aim was to use Anna as leverage against her politician father to get a government inquiry stopped. She was the ace up their sleeve. I was expendable. I would be killed within a few hours. Nothing personal, the guy said. Then he said I would be killed in a way that his men would find entertaining. They were bored, and he owed them a diversion. He was planning to let them decide the exact manner of my demise.
Then I was left alone again.
Much later I learned that Anna was locked in a similar room two floors away. She was not in handcuffs or ankle shackles. She was free to move around, as befitted her elevated status. She had an iron hospital bed, the same as mine, but no bucket. She had a proper bathroom. And a table, and a chair. She was going to be fed. She was valuable to them.
And she was brave.
As soon as the door locked she started looking for a weapon. The chair was a possibility. Or she could smash the bathroom sink and use a jagged shard of porcelain as a knife. But she wanted something better. She looked at the bed. It was bolted together with iron tubes, flattened and flanged at the ends. The mattress was a thin thing covered with striped ticking. She hauled it off and dumped it on the floor. The bed had a base of metal mesh suspended between two long tubes. The long tubes had a single bolt through each end. If she could get a tube free she would have a spear six-feet six-inches long. But the bed frame was painted and the bolts were jammed solid. She tried to turn them with her fingers, but it was hopeless. The room was hot and she had a sheen of sweat on her skin and her fingers just slipped. She put the mattress back and turned her attention to the table.
The table had four legs and a veneered top about three feet square. Surrounding it was a short bracing skirt. Upside down it would have looked like a very shallow box. The legs were bolted onto small angled metal braces that were fixed to the skirt. The bolts were cheap steel, a little brassy in color. The nuts were wing nuts. They could be turned easily by hand. She unfastened one leg and hid the nut and the bolt. Left the leg where it was, propped up and vertical.
Then she sat on the bed and waited.
After an hour she heard footsteps in the corridor. Heard the lock turn. A man stepped into the room, carrying a tray of food. He was young. Presumably low man on the totem pole, confined to kitchen duties. He had a gun on his hip. A black automatic pistol, big and boxy and brand new.
Anna stood up and said, �Put the tray on the bed. I think there�s something wrong with the table.�
The boy lowered the tray onto the mattress.
Anna asked, �Where�s my friend?�
�What friend?�
�My bodyguard.�
�Downstairs,� the boy said.
Anna said nothing.
The boy said, �What�s wrong with the table?�
�One of the legs is loose.�
�Which one?�
�This one,� Anna said, and whipped the leg out. She swung it like a baseball bat and caught the guy square in the face with it. The edge of the corner hit him on the bridge of the nose and punched a shard of bone backwards into his brain pan. He was dead before he hit the floor. Anna took the gun off his hip and stepped over his body and walked to the door.
The gun said Glock on the side. There was no safety mechanism on it. Anna hooked her finger around the trigger and stepped out to the corridor. �Downstairs,� the boy had said. She found a staircase and went down and kept on going.
By that point they had dragged me to a large ground floor room. A conference hall, maybe, once upon a time. There were thirty-nine people in it. There was a small raised stage with two chairs on it. The boss man was in one of them. They put me in the other. Then they all started discussing something in Portuguese. How to kill me, I presumed. How to maximize their entertainment. Halfway through a door opened in the back of the room. Anna stepped in, swinging a large handgun from side to side in front of her. Reaction was immediate. Thirty-eight men pulled out weapons of their own and pointed them at her.
But the boss man didn�t. Instead he yelled an urgent warning. I didn�t speak his language, but I knew what he was saying. He was saying, Don�t shoot her! We need her alive! She�s valuable to us! The thirty-eight guys lowered their guns and watched as Anna moved through them. She reached the stage. The boss man smiled.
�You�ve got seventeen shells in that gun,� he said. �There are thirty-nine of us here. You can�t shoot us all.�
Anna nodded.
�I know,� she said. Then she turned the gun on herself and pressed it into her chest. �But I can shoot myself.�
After that, it was easy. She made them unlock my cuffs and my chains. I took a gun from the nearest guy and we backed out of the room. And we got away with it. Not by threatening to shoot our pursuers, but by Anna threatening to shoot herself. Five minutes later we were in a taxi. Thirty minutes later we were home.
A day later I quit the bodyguarding business. Because I took it as a sign. A guy who needs to be rescued by his client has no future, except as a phony.

The Bone-Headed League

For once the FBI did the right thing: it sent the Anglophile to England. To London, more specifically, for a three-year posting at the embassy in Grosvenor Square. Pleasures there were extensive, and duties there were light. Most agents ran background checks on visa applicants and would-be immigrants and kept their ears to the ground on international matters, but I liaised with London�s Metropolitan Police when American nationals were involved in local crimes, either as victims or witnesses or perpetrators.
I loved every minute of it, as I knew I would. I love that kind of work, I love London, I love the British way of life, I love the theater, the culture, the pubs, the pastimes, the people, the buildings, the Thames, the fog, the rain. Even the soccer. I was expecting it to be all good, and it was all good.
Until.
I had spent a damp Wednesday morning in February helping out, as I often did, by rubber-stamping immigration paperwork, and then I was saved by a call from a sergeant at Scotland Yard, asking on behalf of his inspector that I attend a crime scene north of Wigmore Street and south of Regent�s Park. On the 200 block of Baker Street, more specifically, which was enough to send a little jolt through my Anglophile heart, because every Anglophile knows that Sherlock Holmes�s fictional address was 221B Baker Street. It was quite possible I would be working right underneath the great detective�s fictional window.
And I was, as well as underneath many other windows, because the Met�s crime scenes are always fantastically elaborate. We have CSI on television, where they solve everything in forty-three minutes with DNA, and the Met has scene-of-crime officers, who spend forty-three minutes closing roads and diverting pedestrians, before spending forty-three minutes shrugging themselves into Tyvek bodysuits and Tyvek booties and Tyvek hoods, before spending forty-three minutes stringing KEEP OUT tape between lampposts and fence railings, before spending forty-three minutes erecting white tents and shrouds over anything of any interest whatsoever. The result was that I found a passable imitation of a traveling circus already in situ when I got there.
There was a cordon, of course, several layers deep, and I got through them all by showing my Department of Justice credentials and by mentioning the inspector�s name, which was Bradley Rose. I found the man himself stumping around on the damp sidewalk some yards south of the largest white tent. He was a short man, but substantial, with no tie and snappy eyeglasses and a shaved head. He was an old-fashioned London thief-taker, softly spoken but at the same time impatient with bullshit, which his own department provided in exasperating quantity.
He jerked his thumb at the tent and said, �Dead man.�
I nodded. Obviously I wasn�t surprised. Not even the Met uses tents and Tyvek for purse snatching.
He jerked his thumb again and said, �American.�
I nodded again. I knew Rose was quite capable of working that out from dentistry or clothing or shoes or hairstyle or body shape, but equally I knew he would not have involved me officially without some more definitive indicator. And as if answering the unasked question he pulled two plastic evidence bags from his pocket. One contained an opened-out blue U.S. passport, and the other contained a white business card. He handed both bags to me and jerked his thumb again and said, �From his pockets.�
I knew better than to touch the evidence itself. I turned the bags this way and that and examined both items through the plastic. The passport photograph showed a sullen man, pale of skin, with hooded eyes that looked both evasive and challenging. I glanced up and Rose said, �It�s probably him. The boat matches the photo, near enough.�
Boat was a contraction of boat race, which was Cockney rhyming slang for face. Apples and pears, stairs; trouble and strife, wife; plates of meat, feet; and so on. I asked, �What killed him?�
�Knife under the ribs,� Rose said.
The name on the passport was Ezekiah Hopkins.
Rose said, �Did you ever hear of a name like that before?�
�Hopkins?� I said.
�No, Ezekiah.�
I looked up at the windows above me and said, �Yes, I did.�
The place of birth was recorded as Pennsylvania, USA.
I gave the bagged passport back to Rose and looked at the business card. It was impossible to be certain without handling it, but it seemed to be a cheap item. Thin stock, no texture, plain print, no embossing. It was the kind of thing anyone can order online for a few pounds a thousand. The legend said HOPKINS, ROSS, & SPAULDING, as if there were some kind of partnership of that name. There was no indication of what business they were supposed to be in. There was a phone number on the card, with a 610 area code. Eastern Pennsylvania, but not Philly. The address on the card said simply LEBANON, PA. East of Harrisburg, as I recalled. Correct for the 610 code. I had never been there.
�Did you call the number?� I asked.
�That�s your job,� Rose said.
�No one will answer,� I said. �A buck gets ten it�s phony.�
Rose gave me a long look and took out his phone. He said, �It better be phony. I don�t have an international calling plan. If someone answers in America it�ll cost me an arm and a leg.� He pressed 001, then 610, then the next seven digits. From six feet away I heard the triumphant little phone company triplet that announced a number that didn�t work. Rose clicked off and gave me the look again.
�How did you know?� he asked.
I said, �Omne ignotum pro magnifico.�
�What�s that?�
�Latin.�
�For what?�
�Every unexplained thing seems magnificent. In other words, a good magician doesn�t reveal his tricks.�
�You�re a magician now?�
�I�m an FBI special agent,� I said. I looked up at the windows again. Rose followed my gaze and said, �Yes, I know. Sherlock Holmes lived here.�
�No, he didn�t,� I said. �He didn�t exist. He was made up. So were these buildings. In Arthur Conan Doyle�s day Baker Street only went up to about number eighty. Or one hundred, perhaps. The rest of it was a country road. Marylebone was a separate little village a mile away.�
�I was born in Brixton,� Rose said. �I wouldn�t know anything about that.�
�Conan Doyle made up the number two twenty-one,� I said. �Like movies and TV make up the phone numbers you see on the screen. And the license plates on the cars. So they don�t cause trouble for real people.�
�What�s your point?�
�I�m not sure,� I said. �But you�re going to have to let me have the passport. When you�re done with it, I mean. Because it�s probably phony, too.�
�What�s going on here?�
�Where do you live?�
�Hammersmith,� he said.
�Does Hammersmith have a library?�
�Probably.�
�Go borrow a book. The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes. The second story. It�s called �The Red-Headed League.� Read it tonight, and I�ll come see you in the morning.�
Visiting Scotland Yard is always a pleasure. It�s a slice of history. It�s a slice of the future, too. Scotland Yard is a very modern place these days. Plenty of information technology. Plenty of people using it.
I found Rose in his office, which was nothing more than open space defended by furniture. Like a kid�s fort. He said, �I got the book but I haven�t read it yet. I�m going to read it now.�
He pointed to a fat paperback volume on the desk. So to give him time I took Ezekiah Hopkins�s passport back to the embassy and had it tested. It was a fake, but very good, except for some blunders so obvious they had to be deliberate. Like taunts, or provocations. I got back to Scotland Yard and Rose said, �I read the story.�
�And?�
�All those names were in it. Ezekiah Hopkins, and Ross, and Spaulding. And Lebanon, Pennsylvania, too. And Sherlock Holmes said the same Latin you did. He was an educated man, apparently.�
�And what was the story about?�
�Decoy,� Rose said. �A ruse was developed whereby a certain Mr. Wilson was regularly decoyed away from his legitimate place of business for a predictable period of time, so that an ongoing illegal task of some sensitivity could be accomplished in his absence.�
�Very good,� I said. �And what does the story tell us?�
�Nothing,� Rose said. �Nothing at all. No one was decoying me away from my legitimate place of business. That was my legitimate place of business. I go wherever dead people go.�
�And?�
�And if they were trying to decoy me away, they wouldn�t leave clues beforehand, would they? They wouldn�t spell it out for me in advance. I mean, what would be the point of that?�
�There might be a point,� I said.
�What kind?�
I asked, �If this was just some foreigner stabbed to death on Baker Street, what would you do next?�
�Not very much, to be honest.�
�Exactly. Just one of those things. But now what are you going to do next?�
�I�m going to find out who�s yanking my chain. First step, I�m going back on scene to make sure we didn�t miss any other clues.�
�Quod erat demonstrandum,� I said.
�What�s that?�
�Latin.�
�For what?�
�They�re decoying you out. They�ve succeeded in what they set out to do.�
�Decoying me out from what? I don�t do anything important in the office.�
He insisted on going. We headed back to Baker Street. The tents were still there. The tape was still fluttering. We found no more clues. So we studied the context instead, physically, looking for the kind of serious crimes that could occur if law enforcement was distracted. We didn�t find anything. That part of Baker Street had the official Sherlock Holmes museum, and the waxworks, and a bunch of stores of no real consequence, and a few banks, but the banks were all bust anyway. Blowing one up would be doing it a considerable favor.
Then Rose wanted a book that explained the various Sherlock Holmes references in greater detail, so I took him to the British Library in Bloomsbury. He spent an hour with an annotated compendium. He got sidetracked by the geographic errors Conan Doyle had made. He started to think the story he had read could be approached obliquely, as if it were written in code.
Altogether we spent the rest of the week on it. The Wednesday, the Thursday, and the Friday. Easily thirty hours. We got nowhere. We made no progress. But nothing happened. None of Rose�s other cases unraveled, and London�s crime did not spike. There were no consequences. None at all.
So as the weeks passed both Rose and I forgot all about the matter. And Rose never thought about it again, as far as I know. I did, of course. Because three months later it became clear that it was I who had been decoyed. My interest had been piqued, and I had spent thirty hours doing fun Anglophile things. They knew that would happen, naturally. They had planned well. They knew I would be called out to the dead American, and they knew how to stage the kinds of things that would set me off like the Energizer Bunny. Three days. Thirty hours. Out of the building, unable to offer help with the rubber-stamping, not there to notice them paying for their kids� college educations by rubber-stamping visas that should have been rejected instantly. Which is how four particular individuals made it to the States, and which is why three hundred people died in Denver, and which is why I�unable, in the cold light of day, to prove my naive innocence�sit alone in Leavenworth in Kansas, where by chance one of the few books the prison allows is The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes.
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