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ONE

 


The building was gone. It was like a hole in
the city.

In the pit where the foundations had been,
its earthen walls shored back by towering iron plates, men crawled
like red-jacketed ants over the caterpillar-tracked ground, over
piles of girders and heaps of scarred stones and broken concrete.
Though it was morning, the metal-halide lamps ringing the site
shone like noontime sun, flooding in bright white light the
blue-black diesel smoke of the bulldozers that snorted and growled
as they pushed fill from one place to the next. Men guided the
machines, beckoning the bulldozers and front-end loaders with
circling arms, peering into deep holes and then summoning towering
cranes with a single pointed finger. The cranes trembled stick-like
like praying mantises, holding twenty-ton columns like twigs. A
column descended into the ground; while workers shoveled dirt into
the gap, a cement truck began backing up, ready to set the new
skyscraper’s foundation.

Across the Chicago River, on the sidewalk of
Upper Wacker Drive, Jason Walker tugged the legs of his camera
tripod to their full length and splayed them on the sidewalk. He
unzipped his camera case, selected a camera and lens, and screwed
them together. Though he found the construction scene diverting, he
was much more interested in completed buildings. When billionaire
developer Ronald Flush had announced his plans to tear down the
Chicago
Star-Tabloid building and
erect in its place a goliath tower that combined a hotel, office
suites, and condominiums, Jason Walker had neither grieved for the
newspaper building, which was an eyesore, nor been thrilled by the
anticipation of another mirrored-glass skyscraper. But he had been
excited by the news nonetheless.

Immediately to the west of the site was one
of the last works by the Dutch architect Willem de Vries, the boxy,
steel-and-glass headquarters of technology giant HAL. The HAL
building wasn’t on any top-ten lists of Chicago architecture, and
even architecture buffs weren’t particularly fond of it. But Jason
Walker loved the rectilinear Internationalist style, and de Vries
was considered its master. This wasn’t his best, but it was good.
And this brief period of construction next door meant that, for a
few months, the massive east wall would be completely unobstructed.
Perfect for a picture.

The sun warm on his arms, an almost-cold lake
breeze tousled Jason Walker’s hair as he threaded the camera on to
the tripod. He was running late. He had meant to arrive before
sunrise in order to catch the orange dawn in the building’s
windows. But, early as it was, the color had already left the
sunrise. Still, he thought he would get some good pictures. He
squinted into the viewfinder and adjusted the focus. The looming
monolith took shape, brilliant on one side, black on the others. He
took a picture, adjusted his settings, and took another. He was
always surprised to find that most people thought this building and
others like it were ugly. The average person preferred red-brick
Victorian piles, Gothic castles, and Greek and Roman temples—the
older the better. Accordingly, the average architect designed
buildings that, but for skewed proportions, inferior materials, and
shoddy workmanship, looked like them.

Jason Walker despised those buildings. He
didn’t mind the originals, and studied them for their contributions
to the evolution of design, but to mimic them now was pure
sentimentalism, a longing for a safer and simpler time that would
never return. It was like bringing Disneyland into the real world.
Buildings, he believed, reflected the times in which they were
built. No wonder Americans didn’t know who they were, he thought,
living in an architectural theme park.

Postmodernism that paid tribute to the
classical styles and their periodic resurgences obscured the true
beauty of the building: its engineering. The modern skyscraper had
been born in Chicago, and it was here that architects first boldly
showed the public the steel girders that held these slender
buildings in the sky. Then, slowly, they began to let go of all
that was unnecessary. De Vries had been more minimalist than most,
but he still produced beautiful patterns through repetition and
subtle variation of the lines of his building materials. Where
others saw a bleak black box, Jason Walker saw a chest of
jewels.

He zoomed in until he couldn’t see anything
but a grid of bronze-tinted glass and dark aluminum facing. The
frame of the camera and the angling-away building made a trapezoid;
the shadows of the raised window mullions made the pattern
hypnotic. Between them, the windows flashed like fire in the rising
sun. He took more pictures, adjusting his focus, angle, aperture,
or shutter speed slightly after each one.

He felt suddenly uneasy. Though the scene in
his viewfinder was beautiful, something about it troubled him. Then
he realized what it was. Years earlier, giant color photographs in
the newspaper had shown similar details of a somewhat similar
building. Only those photos had been hazy with smoke. And people,
tiny as ants, had been falling to their deaths.

He stepped back from the camera and rubbed
his eyes. He took a deep breath and stretched his arms. It was a
beautiful spring day. This early, traffic was light and the
sidewalks were clear. The gray wall of buildings behind him seemed
empty. In the shadow of the Michigan Avenue Bridge, the neon sign
for boat tours burned red, having been left on overnight.

With an explosive flutter of its wings, a
seagull landed on the balustrade overlooking the river. Cocking its
head, it squawked petulantly. He laughed. The bird was filthy, its
mottled gray-and-white feathers stained with soot. One of its eyes
was milk-white and its beak didn’t appear to close properly. But
the bird had picked the wrong mark. He didn’t have any breakfast
for it.

Slinging his camera case over his shoulder,
Jason Walker carried his tripod a hundred yards west and set up for
a straight-on shot of the building. The photo would be
uninteresting, but while he was here, he thought, he might as well
shoot every angle.

The bird followed him, walking as if its feet
were sore, hectoring him with a voice that sounded as if the bird
had spent the night in a smoky blues bar. He wished there were
other people around for the bird to bother.

He took a half-dozen shots, then crossed the
Wabash Street Bridge and cut across the plaza. Standing close to
the HAL’s west side, he shot nearly straight up, catching the heavy
dark wall overflowed by the brilliant sky. He liked the image, and
thought it was ironic that he could have taken this picture any
time at all.

The bird kept following, sometimes flapping
aloft and circling, sometimes hobbling along on the ground.

Jason Walker circled the HAL, on the east
side tramping across an elaborate pedestrian bridge of scaffolding
and plywood that permitted a close view of the construction site.
Detaching his camera from the tripod, he shot a dozen pictures of
things that interested him—trucks pouring concrete into forms; the
retaining wall that held back the river; an area where an
underground street would service Flush’s new building—before
continuing several blocks north to shoot the HAL from that
direction. He thought he had lost the bird. He was actually
scanning the sky when a tubercular croak behind him told him that
he hadn’t gotten rid of it yet.

Two hours had passed by the time he finished
shooting. He’d taken two or three dozen photos of the building
itself. But he’d also taken plenty of the area around it. The
Star-Tabloid had not been
a particularly tall building, but it had blocked some arresting
views. There was a rust-brown steel parking garage immediately
behind the site that was strangely beautiful. The blue sky in the
newly made gap was like a breath of fresh air. It almost made
Walker wish Flush wasn’t building a new monument in the
Star-Tabloid building’s
place.

He stowed his camera gear and recrossed the
river to a bakery. He bought coffee and a bagel for himself and a
poppy-seed muffin for his avian assistant. But when he came out of
the bakery the bird was gone.

 


He decided to walk to the photo lab, which
was maybe a mile or two away. It was a beautiful morning. The
exercise would be good for him. It also meant he could delay
starting work.

Crossing the river a third time, heading
north once again, he noticed that the flags on the Michigan Avenue
Bridge were flying at half mast. He didn’t know why. When he was a
boy, he remembered flags flying low on several occasions: the death
of President Johnson; the capture of the American embassy in
Tehran; the bombing of the Marine barracks in Beirut. After the
September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks, the flags had gone down again
and the nation had mourned for months. Now there were so many
tragedies, it seemed that the flags went up and down as if on
mechanical pulleys. Bombings of U.S. troops and contractors in
Afghanistan, Iraq, Iran, North Korea, Venezuela, Cuba; a reservoir
poisoned in Ohio; a school bus burned in Washington, D.C.; a small
plane crashed into Reunion Tower in Dallas, killing a table of four
and their waitress.

Gina Saraceno, the woman Jason Walker was
seeing, had a wicked sense of humor. ‘Soon,’ she said, ‘they’ll
lower the flags when the White House cook burns the president’s
toast.’

He liked that about her. He admired the
fearlessness of her opinions even if he didn’t share her political
passions. She cared deeply about strangers in other lands who were
hungry and oppressed, and talked about little else.

‘War is the natural state of man, and the
world isn’t fair,’ he told her once, pretentiously. ‘Once you can
accept that, it’s like a weight off your shoulders. You can’t
change things. Wishing you could will only make you miserable.’

She had called him a miserable misanthrope
and told him she hoped she wouldn’t have to rely on him if she ever
went to jail, and then they had made love.

Gina Saraceno was beautiful, a short,
dark-skinned Italian with frizzy black hair and a tremendously
curvy body. She was uninhibited, and genuinely seemed to like him
despite their differences. But as much as he liked her, there were
times he wouldn’t answer her calls because he didn’t feel up to
her. Her arguing, sometimes even her affection, made him tired. He
hated to admit it, but he was also made the tiniest bit nervous by
her vocal criticism of the president. True, the president’s
declaration of martial law had not meant that the streets of
Chicago were suddenly filled with jack-booted soldiers. And true,
his third term had not resulted in the gutting of every other
article of the constitution, as civil libertarians had predicted,
but you never knew who might be listening.

Jason Walker made his way up the broad
sidewalk of Michigan Avenue, splitting a quickening stream of
office workers, chic shop assistants, and early tourists. The
boulevards were beautifully planted with exotic flowers, all in
full bloom. Parks in the neighborhoods were undergoing something
akin to war rationing, but Boul Mich and the Loop remained as
festive as ever.

At Superior, where he planned to turn west, a
battered sedan had been encircled by a half-dozen police vehicles
and two Homeland Security vans. The occupants, who looked
African-American or perhaps African, stood with their hands against
the vans, feet spread wide. Two policemen stood guard with short
machine guns while a third searched the suspects. The rest of the
police stood in a loose circle, talking casually. He walked past
Superior to Chicago and turned there. Before he passed the corner
he saw a man in black slacks and a black windbreaker standing
halfway up the block and talking into a radio as if describing the
scene.

Jason Walker was sweating when he finally
reached the photo lab in the shadow of the El tracks. The shop
catered to professional photographers and was too expensive for
someone of his means. But he couldn’t stand to stop using them.
Even if he was the only audience for his own work, he loved the
excellent quality of the prints in his portfolio. Typically, he had
the lab make only contact sheets at first. From the contact sheets
he chose a number of small prints. From the prints he chose one or
two enlargements.

He had been told endlessly that he could save
time and money by using a digital camera, but he had invested quite
a bit in his camera gear several years before the digital
revolution, and he couldn’t bear to consign the tools to the scrap
pile just yet. He had an almost sensual love of the precision-
machined, German-made camera, from the click of its shutter and the
tiny tremor that shook the camera body, to the fluid rotation of
the lenses. He knew how to use a darkroom, too—although he rarely
did anymore—and even enjoyed that. Watching an image emerge from a
white sheet of paper as he gently agitated it in the developer pan
was one of the few times technology masqueraded as magic. And what
was the point, he wondered, in making a hobby more efficient?

The girl at the counter was twenty, tattooed,
wearing a top that seemed to be made of red cellophane.

‘Film camera, huh?’ she said when he dropped
his rolls on the counter. He still found that construction
irritating.

‘Just don’t call me a Luddite,’ he said.

‘Don’t sweat it. It’s cool. But I don’t know
how much longer they’re going to make this stuff.’

She swept the little yellow canisters into a
vinyl envelope, sealed it shut, and called up his personal
information on a computer. She printed out an order ticket, peeled
off the back, and stuck the ticket on the envelope.

‘End of the day OK?’ she asked.

‘Tomorrow is fine, if that’s easier.’

‘Don’t sweat it. End of the day. We close at
six.’

As he stepped on to the sidewalk, Jason
Walker pulled out the neck of his shirt and blew on his chest,
trying to dry the sweat. Had the counter girl been teasing him? He
really wasn’t that sweaty. Still, the day was going to be a hot
one, and he thought he might shower before he returned in the
afternoon.

 


He took the train to Argyle Station, walked
to Marine Drive, and turned right. He turned right again and walked
up the semicircular drive to the entrance of his building. He
showed his photo ID to the bored guard behind bulletproof glass,
then swiped its magnetic stripe and the interior door opened. He
rode the elevator to the fourteenth floor. It was actually the
thirteenth floor, but Jason Walker lived in the last building in
the world where superstition still reigned. He didn’t know if the
condominium’s board of directors was also afraid of black cats,
walking under ladders, and warty old women, but they had
nonetheless neglected to update the unit numbers and the buttons on
the elevator panel.

He walked stealthily down the hall, but as he
turned his key in the lock, he heard a scrabble of toenails in the
apartment next door. Schatzi, his neighbor’s 100-pound Rottweiler,
gained traction and raced down the hall. As he closed his own door
behind him, the dog slammed full body into his neighbor’s door,
threatening to splinter the shuddering wood. Frustrated, it
commenced a deafening barking.

‘Just call her by name,’ the dog’s owner,
Richard Zim, had told Jason Walker when he moved in. ‘She’ll quiet
down once she knows you.’

Calling the dog by name had actually extended
the barking jags, sometimes by as long as an hour. The two
apartments shared both a floor plan and a twenty-five-foot wall
that was only four inches thick. With a glass to the wall, he could
hear every word of Richard Zim’s phone conversations (he talked
almost exclusively about his twenty-two-foot sailboat,
Schatzi II). Even without a
glass, he could hear Richard Zim clearing his throat. He found that
if he took his shoes off and walked in stockinged feet, Schatzi
would stop barking within five to fifteen minutes. But until she
did, it was difficult to think. He remembered Richard Zim saying
that he didn’t bother to lock his door. And with an alarm system
like that, he wouldn’t need to.

Jason Walker showered, changed his shirt, and
sat down at the dining-room table. This was his desk, covered with
computer gear, phone and fax, and piles of folders and loose
papers. Tapping the keyboard to wake up the computer, he checked
the to-do list in his day planner. There was only one item:
Edit green
ball. He wouldn’t have forgotten it, but had duly
entered it out of a habit established several years ago when his
schedule was full. Now he wished he hadn’t bothered. It was
pathetic to make a list with one item. More than that, it reminded
him how precarious his financial situation had become.

Five years ago, at age thirty-three, Jason
Walker had moved from Seattle to Chicago to edit a small magazine
called Billiards Journal.
It wasn’t exactly Playboy, but he had jumped at the chance
to leave Claims Weekly, a trade newsletter for
insurance claims adjusters, where he’d been the assistant editor.
He didn’t even know how to hold a cue stick, but the publisher had
assured him that his handicap wouldn’t be a problem. He applied
himself to learning the rules, the nicknames of the professional
players, and the issues of interest to the magazine’s readers. Soon
he felt comfortable at least writing about the game, even if he
never became good enough to sink more than three balls in a row.
And this was despite several professional tutorials.

Three years later,
Billiards Journal
was facing bankruptcy, about to become another victim of the
deteriorating publishing economy. The publisher, who also owned
Bowling Digest,
Darts Quarterly, and
Tavern Sport
News, slashed staffing and consolidated
the production of all four publications into a single office,
naming himself the new editor-in-chief. Jason Walker was laid off,
then offered a part-time job as website editor at drastically
reduced pay. He refused in what was for him dramatic fashion,
walking out of a lunch meeting before the food arrived at the
table.

The next day, he ordered new business cards
and began looking for freelance editing and writing jobs. The first
year had been tenable, but this year was terrible. Days and
sometimes weeks went by without assignments. Most of his clients
were publications too small to have either an in-house copyeditor
or an accounts payable person. What money he did earn was usually
late. His best client was Chicago
Socialite, which paid poorly and late but demanded short
turnaround and scrupulous attention to detail.

The piece in front of him was, like most
stories in Chicago Socialite, not
professionally written. Many of the contributors were actual
socialites, who described their exotic vacations or praised their
pet causes in return for the large glamour shots that ran in the
contributors section. In this one, a Mrs. Gennifre ‘Bubbles’
Greensward profiled the Green Gourmets’ annual fund-raising ball,
an ‘ecologically conscious,’ $1,000-per-plate, 1,000-head fête. The
hand-printed invitations were made of recycled, handmade paper, for
instance. It shouldn’t have bothered him as much as it did that the
writer confused its for it’s in every
instance.

With a deep sigh, he began work and, with
only 271 minor amendments, was able to offer an article near enough
to grammatical correctness for the readers of
Chicago Socialite. Technically,
he was only supposed to correct errors of fact, spelling, and
locution, but in actuality he performed line-by-line rewrites.

It was lunchtime. He walked to a red-vinyl
diner, ordered a sandwich, and read the paper while he ate. The
first six pages contained news of seven car bombs, two terrorist
trials, an Israeli–Palestinian clash, and a missing truckload of
radioactive material. Sometimes, out of a vague desire to feel
informed, Jason Walker actually tried to read these articles.
Usually he flipped past them, feeling the only difference would be
the details. On page nine, a three-inch story reported that a man
named George Libby had declared himself an independent candidate
for the next presidential election. ‘That is, if we’re having one,’
he said sarcastically at his own press conference. Republican and
Democratic leaders alike had declined to comment on George Libby’s
candidacy. Ever since the constitutional amendment allowing the
president’s third term, and his subsequent declaration of martial
law, both political parties had agreed that it was important to
support the president in time of crisis.

Jason Walker imagined Gina Saraceno’s take on
the story. ‘Well, George Libby must be tired of walking around free
as a bird,’ she might say.

I should call her, he thought. Maybe
tonight.

Finally, he reached the entertainment
section. He enjoyed the movie news and reviews. Most of the movies
were about soldiers, policemen, and spies, which struck him as
ironic, given the headlines. Didn’t most people want a break from
all that?

The hostess was glaring at him. The
restaurant was full and she wanted the table. He folded his
newspaper, paid, and went home. He checked his work on the
Chicago Socialite piece
and then emailed it back to the editor, asking whether she had any
more work for him. She responded right away.

Something later today,
she promised.

Missing the last
check, he reminded her.

She didn’t reply to that one. He spent an
hour emailing other editors, asking about copyediting work and
suggesting stories he might write. When he ran out of ideas, he
turned off the computer. He thought about opening a beer and looked
at the clock. It was only quarter to four. If he started drinking
now, where would he be at eight o’clock? He decided to pick up his
contact sheets. He would have been just as happy to wait until
tomorrow, but given the circumstances, he welcomed the errand.

Schatzi sent him off with a fanfare of barks.
He could still hear her even after the elevator doors had closed,
even as the car started its descent.

Outside it had grown even hotter and the air
was heavy with moisture. He walked slowly so he wouldn’t arrive at
the lab looking like he’d been caught in a spring shower. When the
train stopped at Wrigley Field, the doors opened to let in a
throaty roar. People said the Cubs had a real chance this year.
They said that every year. After an excellent start in April and
May, losing streaks in June and July had relegated them to fifth
place in a six-team division.

He was only slightly damp when he arrived at
the lab. He found the same clerk still at the counter.

‘It’s the film-camera man,’ she said.

‘That’s me,’ he said.

‘Your order isn’t ready. We’re having a
problem in the lab. They think they got a bad shipment of
chemicals.’

Jason Walker wasn’t upset. He wasn’t in a
hurry.

‘No sweat,’ he joked.

She didn’t bat an eyelid. But she didn’t seem
as friendly as before, either.

‘Sorry about that,’ she said. ‘Noon tomorrow,
I’m sure, but call first.’

He said he would and then left. He stood on
the sidewalk outside for a few minutes, feeling the hot pavement
softening his shoes, listening to the clatter of trains overhead.
What now? The movies, definitely. He checked his watch, thinking he
remembered the start time for the new Benny Sandler comedy. He
started for the theater.

 


The comedy had been sold out, so he had
bought a ticket for a jokey spy spectacular. The hero was like
James Bond if James Bond had been a muscleman instead of a ladies’
man. He delivered quips even as he leapt out of a burning airplane
to wrestle the villain for the last parachute. Jason Walker
couldn’t say he didn’t enjoy it. The hero’s women, for one, were
gorgeous and often naked. But it was also a nice feeling to be lost
in a crowd that was laughing, groaning, and gripping the arms of
their seats as one.

The lights came up and the crowd began filing
out. Sitting reading the credits, he felt alone and deserted. In
addition to Gina Saraceno, he should call David Darling. David
Darling would want to go to a Cubs game, but that was all right.
Jason Walker didn’t have many friends to show for his five years in
the city. Of course, he had never had very many friends.

He let the crowd carry him down the
escalators and out to Oak Street. The theater was cheek-to-jowl
with shops that sold $10,000 watches to women who wore $30,000 fur
coats. Fortunately, the movie tickets were only $12, the same as
everywhere else. Above him, a thousand tiny white light bulbs
burned on the underside of the old-fashioned marquee. If anything,
the air outside the theater felt even hotter than before. The tiny
bulbs might have been making it worse. It was near dark, yet it
seemed as if everyone on the street was reluctant to call it a day.
Chicago winters were so long, and springtime was so stormy, that
Chicagoans were determined to wring as much as they could out of
summertime.

Jason Walker watched the traffic inch along
for a while, then decided he might as well go home and eat dinner.
A beer, maybe two, then bed. He’d hustle for work in the morning.
Maybe something had already come in. He stepped toward the curb,
thinking he’d jaywalk.

A white van with tinted windows glided to a
stop in front of him. The cargo door was thrown open from inside.
His arms were gripped, two hands to each arm, and he was
half-pushed, half-dragged into the van. Twisting his head, he
glimpsed open-mouthed pedestrians pointing at him in shock, while
others strolled by unaware, smiling and laughing.

And then the door slammed shut and someone
pulled a black cloth bag over his head.

 


 


 


TWO

 


He was pushed so hard into the seat that he
felt the metal springs under the foam rubber. Fingertips burned his
muscles. The van’s tires chirped once and then it accelerated
smoothly into traffic. His hot breath filled the bag. The sudden
blindness was terrifying. He would have given anything to tear off
the bag but he couldn’t move an inch. No one said anything.

He had no idea what to do. An hour ago,
watching the movie, he would have thought that he would fight back
or at least demand to know what was happening. But he was
paralyzed. Except for his lungs. He was breathing faster and
faster. His breaths were shallow. He couldn’t get enough air.

‘Relax,’ said someone in the front seat.
‘Breathe into the bag.’

Someone holding him chuckled. It sounded more
like a cough.

The van turned left, then right. The driver
seemed to be observing the speed limit and stopping at the
lights.

Jason Walker didn’t pass out. His convulsing
chest calmed, his breathing slowed, and he found that he was
getting oxygen again. He could almost think. He was being
kidnapped. But by whom? And why? He wasn’t worth money and he
hadn’t offended anyone that he knew of. He formed a single sentence
in his head: Where are
you taking me? He thought that if he said it aloud
things would stop spiraling out of control.

‘Where—’

The words died in his throat. Maybe they were
going to kill him. Despite the heat, his skin prickled with cold.
His stomach dropped. His thoughts were like birds, banking and
diving just out of reach.

Then he thought: white van, tinted windows.
Homeland Security. Something was wrong, but they weren’t going to
shoot him. Until he found out why they wanted him, it was best to
keep quiet. That was one thing he could do.

He had no idea how long they drove—half an
hour, an hour, fifteen minutes? In darkness, immobilized, his brain
had no point of reference. He tried to concentrate on his
senses.

The fabric over his eyes was thick and
tightly woven. Sometimes he saw the oncoming glow of headlights,
but that was all.

He was still pinned. The men had slackened
their holds a little, but not enough for him to move. He felt slick
sweat where their hands gripped his arms. His sweat and theirs.

His mouth was dry. His saliva was sticky. It
felt as if he was chewing on tissue paper.

For a few minutes a warm aroma of burnt cocoa
filled the van. It had to be from the sweets factory just northwest
of the Loop. And then the scent was gone.

The van turned left, then right, then left
three times. He had no idea what direction they were headed in. For
a while the traffic sounds had been compressed and echoey, making
him wonder if they were on Lower Wacker Drive. Then they were
clearly above ground again. They inched forward, starting only to
stop. He heard only car engines, diesel gasps, and the occasional
squeak of untuned brakes. He thought that he and his abductors must
be on an expressway, stuck in traffic.

His adrenaline was still pumping, but the
moment of panic went on and on. He wished he didn’t have time to
think. The people who stumbled down the smoking stairwells of the
World Trade Center had been terrified, but they had had one clear
objective. The people held hostage in the Tehran embassy had faced
the slow terror of imagining a thousand possible outcomes.

He felt embarrassed that he had gone without
a fight, hadn’t even raised his voice. He tried to form another
sentence.

And then the van turned sharply, slowed to
ease over a speed bump, and stopped. The two front doors opened.
The cargo door slid open. He was pushed out, struggling to keep his
feet. The doors slammed. From the reverberations it sounded as if
they were inside a parking garage. They marched forward, holding
his arms to his sides. He kept flinching, sure they would guide him
into a low overhang, breaking his nose without giving him a chance
to put up his hands.

There was a soft plastic sound and then doors
slid open. They walked forward, stopped, and the doors closed
behind them. They waited. After a moment, another set of doors
opened. They walked through.

‘Who you got?’ said a voice.

‘Jason Walker,’ said one of his captors.

‘Seven.’

They started moving again.

They knew his name. This wasn’t a case of
mistaken identity. They knew who he was, so they had found him,
followed him, and grabbed him.

Why?

He was half-led, half-pushed down a long
hall. A door opened. They pushed him through and let go. He fell to
the floor. The door closed behind him

He tore off the mask and immediately had to
close his eyes against searing bright light. Squinting, he saw that
he was alone. Alone in a cell. The room was roughly eight feet by
ten, with its smooth concrete walls, ceiling, and floor all painted
white. The metal door was painted white, too. A steel bunk was
bolted to one wall and there was a strange-looking fixture that
provided both a toilet and a sink. There was no cover or seat for
the toilet. There was no bedding, no towel, no toilet paper. It was
all very clean, as if it had just been built and he was the first
occupant.

Jason Walker sat on the bunk. The metal was
so cold that his hands recoiled. The whole room was cold. Looking
up, he saw on the ceiling two vents covered with heavy steel
grates, four fluorescent tubes under a locked Plexiglas enclosure,
and a half-dome of smoked glass. He knew there was a camera under
the bubble; it looked exactly like the camera enclosures on every
downtown street corner. And he knew why it was there. But he didn’t
understand why chilled air would be rattling out of both vents. His
arms were reptilian with goosebumps. Exhaling, he saw a wisp of his
own breath.

Standing up, he windmilled his arms to get
his circulation going. He felt warm blood rushing to his skin. He
did twenty jumping jacks. That helped, too, even if he felt
self-conscious in front of the camera. He started pacing the cell,
hoping to keep the slight flush of warmth alive.

Maybe someone he knew was in trouble. He had
heard people talk about this, that sometimes perfectly innocent
citizens were taken into custody and treated like criminals in
order to get them to talk about their friends. The practice was
deplorable, of course, and yet he could almost understand why
Homeland Security would choose to do it. Loyalty was part of
friendship, and friendship might cause someone to excuse a friend’s
suspicious behavior as harmless, or lead them to dismiss genuinely
inflammatory statements as jokes. To be treated roughly was
frightening, but it would tell any potential witnesses right away
that the proceedings were serious. They might then be able to see
their friend’s behavior with fresh eyes.

He was ashamed to realize that he was
thinking of Gina Saraceno. That was ridiculous. She was a
dissenter, certainly, but no criminal. Maybe she’d angered the
wrong person, who in turn had accused her. In that case, he would
be pleased and able to set the record straight.

Or would he? Did a few dozen dates, half of
them ending in bed, tell you whether someone was capable of treason
or terrorism?

He wouldn’t have been thinking like this if
he wasn’t shut in a cell. It was best to wait and find out what
they wanted.

 


Several hours later, he was shivering
uncontrollably. The concrete floor felt so cold on his feet that
he’d spent half the time standing on the steel bunk. If heat really
did rise, he hoped to avail himself of whatever few degrees might
be hovering near the ceiling. He wasn’t sure he could tell the
difference.

He thought that at any minute he might go
into convulsions. He knew that shivering was the body’s attempt to
warm itself, but if anything, the shivering was making him feel
colder. He tried holding his quaking arms against his chest and
breathing deeply, but he always started trembling again.

Surely they don’t know how cold it is, he
thought. They wouldn’t treat an innocent person like this.

He was hungry, too, and tired. It had to be
after midnight. But if he had felt sleepy, he would have been sure
that he was dying. In Jack London’s story ‘To Build a Fire,’ the
man, freezing to death, falls asleep.

The cell door swung open and a man stepped on
to the threshold. He wore black slacks and a white shirt with no
insignia or name tag. Forty-ish and soft in the middle, with
steel-rimmed glasses and a brushy mustache, he looked like a
high-school teacher, except for the heavy belt hung with a pistol,
a stun gun, a canister of tear gas, handcuffs, and a
nightstick.

‘Turn around, face the wall,’ the man
said.

Jason Walker complied.

‘Kneel on the ground. Hands behind your
back.’

The man’s voice was also like a high-school
teacher’s, bored with his students.

Again, Jason Walker did as he was asked. He
heard a jingle and then cold metal handcuffs clicked on to his
wrists. With a fleshy hand in his armpit, the high-school teacher
lifted him to his feet and guided him out the door.

Two soldiers were waiting outside. They
looked like regular army, but he had no idea how to read their
various insignia. These men didn’t wear name tags, either. They
began walking, one soldier ahead, one behind, the high-school
teacher next to him. It was much warmer in the hallway and he felt
grateful just to be out of the cell.

The hallway was white with cell doors set in
at regular intervals. To the right of each door, about five feet
off the ground, four-inch video screens showed fish-eye views of a
series of cells just like the one he had come from. The first few
were empty, and then he saw a man sitting on his bunk, convulsing
as if from racking sobs. Jason Walker listened but heard
nothing.

‘Eyes forward,’ said the high-school
teacher.

He obeyed.

‘Where are you taking me?’ he asked.

None of the men gave any indication that they
had even heard him. They kept walking.

They entered an elevator. He learned from the
bank of buttons that the building was three stories tall with two
lower levels. They rode from LL1 to LL2, then walked down another
hall and went into a room. This room was just as white as the first
but had, instead of a bunk and a toilet, a table and three chairs.
Two men were already seated. Still handcuffed, he was pushed into
the remaining chair. The high-school teacher and the soldiers
left.

He sat on the edge of his chair. If he leaned
back, it hurt his wrists. At least this room was warm.

‘Jason Andrew Walker?’

He nodded. The man who had asked was gaunt
and gray, his skin like crinkled tissue paper. Someone who was
willing to pay ten dollars for a pack of cigarettes.

‘Say yes or no. We’re recording this.’

‘Yes, that’s my name.’

The man read a Social Security number. Jason
Walker said that that was his, too.

The man dug around in a large envelope. He
coughed several times—dry, sharp reports—then cleared his throat
several times. He was wearing gray slacks, a blue blazer, a white
shirt, and a red tie. The other man was wearing blue slacks and a
gray blazer, with the same shirt and tie. The other man was short
and round and red-faced with a fixed scowl. He glared angrily.

Jason Walker tried to smile but failed.

‘Can I ask why I’m here?’ he said.

Neither man reacted. He was beginning to feel
as if he didn’t exist. But if he didn’t exist, why had all this
fuss been made over him?

Smoker pulled a fat stack of glossy 4x6
photos out of the envelope and began laying them out in a neat row
on the table. They were prints of the photos Jason Walker had taken
that morning. Shot after shot of the HAL building. His stomach
dropped. This was not about Gina Saraceno, or one of her friends,
or one of his friends. This was about him.

After several rows, Smoker looked at the
stack in his hand and seemed to decide that it would take too much
effort to finish the job. He set the rest of the stack down.

‘Did you take these photos?’ he asked.

His voice didn’t match his face. It was
youthful, almost musical.

‘Yes. I was—’

Smoker silenced him with an upraised
palm.

‘This morning. You took the pictures.
Alone?’

He thought of the seagull.

‘Yes, I was alone.’

‘Several dozen pictures of the HAL building.
You’re not a tourist. Did you have a professional reason for taking
the pictures?’

‘No, I—’

The hand again. He fell silent. Scowl looked
as if he was hoping for an excuse to leap over the table and start
beating him. No, not hopeful; resentful that he had to wait.

‘You are a . . .?’

Jason Walker didn’t know how to finish the
sentence.

‘Your profession?’

‘I’m an editor. Freelance.’

‘Not a photographer.’

‘It’s my hobby.’

‘Pictures of buildings? Dozens of pictures of
the same building?’

‘I’m interested in architecture.’

Smoker showed the top photo on the stack to
Scowl, even though the table was covered with photos just like
it.

‘Not a very pretty building, is it?’

Scowl scowled harder. He shook his head.

‘I think that’s subjective,’ said Jason
Walker, wishing he hadn’t.

‘Really? You like it?’

Smoker almost sounded interested.

‘It’s also a significant building. It was the
last building de Vries built in America.’

Smoker leaned forward.

‘Why did you really take these pictures?’

‘I told you. I’m interested in architecture,
and it’s a signifi- cant building.’

‘So you say. Well, then, if you like
buildings, why’—he riffled through the stack of photos and removed
a smaller stack, then began laying them out on top of the
others—‘these? This isn’t a building.’

They were the photos of the Flush Tower’s
foundations.

‘I don’t know why I took those. I just
thought they seemed interesting.’

‘Picturesque,’ agreed Smoker. Scowl
frowned.

‘Who did you take these pictures for?’
demanded Smoker.

‘Myself. For my own interest,’ said Jason
Walker.

‘For your aesthetic pleasure.’

‘I have binders full of shots like these at
home. I’ve been taking them for years.’

‘Really?’

For some reason, he knew that Smoker had
already seen the photos, that his portfolios might even be in an
adjacent room.

‘I notice,’ said Smoker, ‘that you often take
pictures from all points of the compass. Why?’

Jason Walker knew this was an odd habit for a
photographer. Real architectural photographers, professionals,
would shoot only the most attractive angles. But Jason Walker had a
compulsion to document buildings, not just make pretty pictures.
And so, in addition to artistic shots, he always recorded all the
prominent views of each building he photographed.

‘There’s no good reason,’ he said. ‘I’m not a
very good photographer. I’m recording them. For my own
interest.’

Smoker and Scowl didn’t reply. They stared at
the pictures, looking tired or bored.

When he had arrived in this room, Jason
Walker had started to relax. Though it had been terrifying to be
thrown into a van and then a cell, he had clung to the hope that,
once he was allowed to talk, everything would be made right. And he
had been prepared to assume that the two men at the table were
reasonable.

But now he was getting frightened again. They
didn’t believe him, or they weren’t listening, or they didn’t care.
He wished he could lean back. He was so tired. His back was
starting to hurt. Everything seemed to be crashing down on him. If
he wasn’t able to convince these two bored functionaries that he
was innocent, then he would keep falling, through interrogation
rooms, secret courts, into cell after cell. Now it was too hot. He
couldn’t think. He could barely breathe. A bead of sweat rolled
from his armpit down his side and lodged in his waistband.

‘You think I’m a terrorist?’

Smoker and Scowl seemed to perk up
slightly.

‘Did someone at the lab report me? Because
there’s nobody waving at the camera?’

‘We’re not at liberty to say,’ said Smoker.
There was a trace of encouragement in his voice, however, hinting
that that was exactly what had happened.

‘If you’ve been to my apartment, what did you
see? Photos of buildings, yes. But didn’t you notice anything
else?’

He was unable to read their expressions.

‘They’re all modernist buildings. From the
International school. Would a terrorist target a particular school
of architecture?’

‘We noticed that the buildings are government
buildings,’ said Smoker. ‘And corporate headquarters. And homes of
millionaires. But what we want to know is why you’re interested in
the HAL building right now.’

‘I have books about architecture!
Magazines!’

He was feeling desperate.

‘Well, maybe you have colleagues who can
vouch for your activities. Who can tell us how you spend your
days.’

‘I work alone. I work with people over the
phone and by email.’

‘Leaving you plenty of time for photo-taking
excursions.’

Scowl stood up. His arms and legs were so
small in proportion to his barrel-shaped torso that in other
circumstances he might have looked comical.

‘We’re tired of fucking around,’ he said, his
voice high and reedy. ‘It’s time for you to stop squirming and
start talking.’

‘I’m telling you the truth.’

Scowl shoved his chair back and walked around
the table. He grabbed Jason Walker’s cuffed hands from behind and
jerked them upward. Jason Walker fell forward until his cheek
slapped the table. His shoulder joints burned. Scowl kept up the
pressure.

He repeated everything he had already said.
Scowl pulled his arms even higher and he repeated it all again,
faster, stumbling over the details. Scowl tugged again and he felt
as if his arms were about to come out of their sockets. He was
blind with tears. Smoker started questioning him again, throwing in
some new ones. He answered as fast as he could, hoping the pain
would stop. He was just a freelance editor. He was practically
unemployed. He enjoyed taking pictures. He didn’t give them to
anyone. Yes, he showed them to his friends. Who were his friends?
Just people. None of them had asked him to take the pictures. None
of them opposed the government’s war on terror. That he knew of.
No, he didn’t suspect any of them. Was he sure? He thought he was
sure. No, he did not oppose the war on terror. No, he was not a
terrorist. No, he did not plan to bomb any buildings.

Scowl let go. Jason Walker lay on the table
for a moment. Then, trembling, he sat up. His shoulders and elbows
throbbed and his fingers felt almost numb. He was panting. His
clothes were drenched with sweat.

Smoker looked tired. Scowl had sat down
again. He was more red-faced than before, but his expression had
softened. The workout had been good for him.

‘Think he’s telling the truth?’ Smoker asked
Scowl.

Scowl shrugged. ‘Could be. Could be pretty
good at this doofus act, too.’

‘It’s hard to say.’

He realized that everyone lied to these men.
Probably most of the people they questioned were guilty, and of
course guilty people would lie. Even innocent people would tell
some lies. After all, they were afraid. He hadn’t said anything
about Gina Saraceno. He didn’t really suspect her of anything, but
it was true that she didn’t support the war on terror. Had he said
that, Smoker and Scowl might have paid her a visit. So that was a
lie of omission.

Smoker and Scowl’s job was to read fear, to
read pain. How strange that words, his strength, were useless here.
He was telling them the truth about everything that was
significant, and they heard his words but ignored them while they
looked into his eyes and listened to the quaver of his voice and
smelled the rank sweat slickening his skin. This was real horror,
to have strangers judging the quality of your character, the
content of your soul.

‘We’re going to leave you here for a moment,’
Smoker said abruptly.

As they stood up, he asked them if he could
have a drink of water. Once again it was as if he didn’t exist.

When they had left, he thought about trying
the door, but there was a camera on the ceiling just as there had
been in his cell, so he sat patiently until they returned.

 


They came back twenty minutes later, Smoker
smelling of cigarettes, Scowl smelling of coffee and pastry. He
wished he’d had a chance to use the toilet one more time before
being dragged into this room. He hoped he’d be allowed to shower
soon. He was beginning to wrinkle his nose at his own acrid
smell.

‘Tell us about the pictures again,’ said
Smoker.

He told them, and told them, and told them.
Smoker seemed reasonable, almost friendly this time, although he
was relentless in his insistence on the details, grilling Jason
Walker over and over about the smallest inconsistencies in his
telling. Still, after what might have been another hour or perhaps
three, he thought he was making progress. Scowl hadn’t hurt him
again, and Smoker had taken to nodding frequently, as if it was all
making sense to him now.

Finally, at what might have been dawn or
noon, they pushed back their chairs again.

‘I think we’re done here,’ said Smoker.

‘So I can go home?’

‘I think we’re done here.’

Smoker and Scowl left. A guard and two
soldiers, different ones this time, walked him back to his cell.
His sweat turned clammy in the refrigerator-like cold, but he was
grateful to have a rest from the questioning. Besides, there was a
green wool blanket folded at the foot of the bunk.

He was urinating into the toilet with
shivering relief when the door opened again. Over his shoulder he
saw someone drop a plastic tray of food on the floor. When he was
done, he inspected it. Meatloaf, macaroni, gray spinach, and a
bottle of water. He ate ravenously, snapping the tines of the
plastic fork in his hurry. On any other day he might have been
disgusted by the food, but right now it tasted better than Charlie
Trotter’s best.

There was a strange bitterness to the water,
but he was so thirsty that he drank it all in practically one
swallow.

He was trying to roll himself in the thin
blanket when sleepiness seized him like paralysis and he fell
heavily into unconsciousness.

 


 


 


THREE

 


Jason Walker woke up on the floor. Sitting
up, he saw that the bed was gone. So was the toilet. He was damp
with sweat. The room was hot. His head throbbed painfully and there
was a coppery taste in his mouth. He felt as if he was peering
through the wrong end of a telescope. Slowly, he realized that he
was in a different cell.

The walls of this cell were sand-colored and
smooth. The floor was dirty gray concrete and sloped to a grated
drain in the center. A plastic bucket with a mismatched lid sat
next to the drain. On the ceiling, four fluorescent tubes glowed
under a locked Plexiglas enclosure, next to a half-dome of smoked
glass. There were no windows, but two armored hatches had been set
into the gray steel door, a small square one at eye level, and a
thin wide one at the floor.

He tried to stand up. The pain in his head
grew worse the higher he rose, so he sat back down with his back
against the wall. The cell was sour with the reek of urine and
vomit. He stank, too. Certainly no one had bothered to bathe him in
the time he’d been asleep. Looking at his knees, he noticed that he
wasn’t wearing his own clothes anymore. He had been dressed in an
orange boiler suit.

The pain in his head dulled slightly and he
became aware of an urgent need to urinate. He stood up cautiously,
supporting himself on the wall, then took halting steps to the
bucket. He lifted the lid and peered in. It had been emptied since
the cell was last occupied but not washed. The smell reminded him
of overflowing outhouses he’d encountered on hot summer hikes with
his parents in the Cascade Mountains. He fumbled some buttons open
and started to pull down his underwear. His underwear felt funny.
He was wearing a diaper. Angrily, clumsily, he pulled off the
diaper and threw it in the bucket. The diaper was filthy. He
urinated in the bucket and replaced the lid. He hobbled back to the
far side of the room and slid down to the floor again.

He had been drugged. The diaper was proof of
that. They hadn’t wanted a mess.

The previous cell had seemed soundproof, but
here he became aware of many distant sounds: shouting voices,
slamming doors, the high-pitched whine of machinery. Why had they
moved him? Did they want him out of the city for some reason? He
was grateful, at least, that the awful cold had stopped.

He waited. Hours passed. He grew thirsty. His
tongue seemed swollen. The heat was like an oven. He grew so
thirsty that he wondered how long he would wait before he drank his
own urine from the bucket. Then the air grew cooler and the
temperature became almost bearable. The lights didn’t dim, but he
guessed evening was coming. His new cell was definitely not
climate-controlled.

The air turned chilly. He wondered if he had
been forgotten. He went to the door and banged on it with his fist,
his thumps dull and puny. He shouted, but hearing his own
ineffectual voice made him ineffably depressed. He sat back down on
the floor, then became tired and lay down. After a while, he fell
asleep.

 


It was a cliché, but Jason Walker had met
Gina Saraceno at the supermarket. Depressed over his dwindling
finances, he had vowed to stop eating his meals in restaurants. He
would use some of his newfound free time to cook huge pots of
hearty food, then freeze the portions and reheat them as needed.
Without any experience in the kitchen, however, he had little idea
of the ingredients he needed and even less idea of the
quantities.

He inched through the produce section,
loading his cart with sacks of potatoes and onions and carrots,
heads of cabbage, and a mound of turnips, beets, and squashes. They
seemed ridiculously cheap when purchased this way.

‘Hearty,’ he murmured, as if in a trance.
‘Hearty.’

In dry goods he bought twenty-pound sacks of
rice and beans. In canned goods he bought peas, corn, and tomatoes,
and peaches, pears, and pineapple. In the meat department he bought
family-value packs of hamburger, sausages, and the cheaper parts of
chickens. He splurged on five pounds of bacon. He bought several
bags of flour, sugar, and salt. He bought two gallons of cooking
oil. He bought eggs, butter, and milk.

By the time he was done, pushing his shopping
cart, which had one balky wheel to begin with, was like pushing a
stove. Panting with the effort, he made his way to the checkout
lanes, occasionally stooping to pick up fallen cans or beets.

Ahead of him in line, a short, curvy woman
was winding a lock of dark hair around her finger and reading
Hello Goodbye. The cover story promised
exclusive photos of a public spat between the movie-star couple
known as AngieStan.

The dark-haired woman glanced up reflexively,
then folded her magazine and put it back on the rack. Jason Walker
and his shopping cart apparently offered more titillation than the
spilled drinks of famous people.

‘Let me guess,’ she said, ‘it’s your turn to
shop for the cult.’

‘Excuse me?’ he said.

‘You’re locked in the basement reading
scripture all week long, but every weekend, someone has to buy food
so the group doesn’t starve. You draw lots, or flip coins, or split
newborn children to see who’s left holding the bigger half. And the
lucky winner gets to visit the real world to buy food.’

He had never been particularly quick when
people teased him. In fact, he often composed word-perfect retorts
on paper after the fact, committed them to memory, and then hoped
for the same situation to arise again. But no one had ever accused
him of being in a cult before. And this woman was very, very
pretty. He didn’t want to come across as stupid as he felt. So he
played along.

‘You’re wrong,’ he said. ‘We don’t draw lots.
This is my job every week. Other people wash the idol, or scoop
dead bugs out of the holy water, but I always do the shopping. I do
the cooking, too.’

The woman smiled.

‘How many people are there in your cult?’

He had an inspiration.

‘One more after you’re done talking to
me.’

‘I don’t think so. I kind of like the idea of
a cult where the men do the cooking, but you’d have to come up with
something better than hamburger and cabbage. It looks like you’re
going to reenact the first edition of Betty Crocker.’

The line moved forward, but it was long and
slow. He was grateful.

‘Jason Walker,’ he said impulsively, offering
her his hand.

She took his hand, a crooked smile on her
lips.

‘Gina Saraceno. Seriously, are you fleeing to
the hills? What’s with the stew fixings?’

He told her. She laughed and, when she was
done laughing, coaxed him out of line. She guided him around the
store, making him put almost everything back. Her own cart
contained only a tub of yogurt, a cantaloupe, two eggplants, and a
bunch of basil.

‘You don’t need three hundred pounds of
food,’ she said. ‘You need cooking lessons.’

They bought Italian sausage, fresh tomatoes,
eggplants, garlic, capers, basil, olive oil, balsamic vinegar,
ricotta and mozzarella cheese, anchovies, and several kinds of
pasta—also bread, salad greens, and wine.

‘Start with Italian food,’ said Gina
Saraceno. ‘It’s easy to make—it’s easy to make a lot—and it
tastes good when you reheat it. Italian families are big, so
Italian moms know what they’re doing.’

‘How many brothers and sisters do you have?’
he asked.

‘One sister,’ she said. ‘Thirty-two
cousins.’

She abandoned her cart and helped him carry
his groceries home. She was determined to see this through, she
said. He had thought he was about to watch a cooking demonstration,
perhaps being invited to slice cheese or wash tomatoes, but he was
wrong. As soon as they reached his kitchen, she pulled up a chair,
uncorked the bottle of wine, and began giving commands. An hour and
a half later, he felt as if he’d been through boot camp. He was
sweating and his nerves were frayed, but there on the table was a
delicious-looking meal of pasta puttanesca, salad, and garlic
bread, and there was a ready-to-bake lasagna in the
refrigerator.

‘This looks good,’ she said. ‘I wish I could
stay and eat it with you.’

Crestfallen, he couldn’t think what to
say.

She punched him in the arm. ‘I’m only
kidding, Mister Literal. Unless you only own one fork.’

Jason Walker ate and Gina Saraceno talked.
She told him that her father, who was now dead, had been a history
professor at the University of Illinois. Her mother, who was still
living, was a community activist, although old age and health
concerns had slowed her somewhat. Gina Saraceno was a late-life
child. She had arrived ten years after her sister, apparently a
surprise to her parents.

Gio Saraceno, her father, had been a
‘throwback,’ an unrepentant, card-carrying communist who addressed
his friends as ‘comrade’ and never shied away from speaking his
mind. His specialty was labor history. His daughter grew up with
bedtime stories not about knights, princesses, and dragons, but
labor organizers, protesters, strikebreakers, and bosses. As a
girl, she observed with a child’s sensitivity that many people
considered her father to be a harmless kook. But even though she
had not grown up to espouse his particular vision of world harmony,
she had inherited his self-confidence in the face of contradictory
opinion and also his desire to help people. As a social worker
making home visits to at-risk children, she worked odd hours, a mix
of days, nights, and weekends.

Gina Saraceno made Jason Walker feel poorly
read and ill-informed. Worse, when he did have an opinion, his
shyness made him an ineffectual debater.

‘Everyone talks about supporting the
president in time of crisis,’ she said. ‘What if the president
helped create the crisis?’

‘By inviting the terrorists to attack
us?’

‘Of course not. But he doesn’t make them not
want to attack us, either.’

An invisible question mark formed over his
head.

‘I’m not the first person to say it, but it
seems obvious that every time some Iranian mom loses a son, we’ve
got five more potential terrorists who hate us even more than they
did already.’

‘Innocent people have died in every war. We
can’t let that stop us from protecting ourselves.’

‘Why not protect ourselves at home? Look, I
understand that reasonable people may disagree on things. I just
miss the disagreement. I just don’t understand how the country sits
idly by while the judicial and legislative branches all rush over
to the same side of the scale. What happened to checks and
balances? Look, in his second term, the president had what, a
twenty-eight percent approval rating?’

He nodded.

‘And then there was a wave of attacks and it
was eighty percent.’

‘The same thing happened around September
11.’

‘Right, and then, well, you know what he did
with that mandate. Only this time he can’t get reelected, so he
arm-wrestles Congress and the states into changing the
constitution. And while they’re doing that, they sneak in the
“homeland language” and “sanctity of marriage” amendments, too. Is
he planning on being president for life?’

‘I hope not. But I understand why people
don’t want to change things when things are bad. What’s happening
might be bad, but they know there’s always the possibility that it
could be even worse. They like to stick with what they know.’

‘Don’t tell me you’re one of those people,’
said Gina Saraceno, draining her wine glass.

‘I’m just saying how some people think,’ said
Jason Walker, draining his own.

They were on more even footing while they
listened to his music collection. But when they went to bed, Gina
Saraceno once again decided to teach him a few things. Not that he
minded a bit.

 


He was dreaming that he was lying in bed,
holding Gina Saraceno, when he was awakened by a loud clang. The
door to his cell had been thrown open. Rolling over, he opened his
eyes in time to see a black bag come toward his head and then the
bag was in place and he couldn’t see anything. The bag smelled like
sweat and halitosis. Hands lifted him under the arms and dragged
him forward. He found his feet and stumbled along, guided by pushes
from behind.

Dizzy, he staggered into a wall. He heard
laughter. He had hit his forehead. He tried to put his hand under
the bag to check if he was bleeding but his hand was swatted away.
He was pushed forward again, then kicked in the rump. He lurched
ahead with his hands held out in front of him to prevent further
collisions.

After what might have been fifty yards he was
grabbed by the shoulders and turned to the right. He scraped
against a doorjamb, struck his thighs, and fell face-first on to a
table. He was lifted off the table and thrown into a chair. Someone
struck his head. He cried out. Footsteps retreated and the door
clanged shut. It was silent. He thought he must be alone again.

He lifted the bag off, squinting in bright
light. Across the table were two men wearing black T-shirts. They
both had close-cropped hair. One had a crooked nose with a scar on
it. He looked like a man sent from central casting to play an
Italian mobster in a B-movie. The other one had a round, soft face
and looked like a college fullback.

Jason Walker turned his head and saw two men
in khaki uniforms standing against the wall behind him. Their faces
were brown and they both wore full, black mustaches. The sleeves
and pockets of their uniforms were blank.

‘So,’ said the mobster. ‘It’s the
architectural photographer.’

He pretended not to hear the irony in the
man’s voice. He said, simply, ‘Yes.’

‘Can you tell me why one of the buildings you
photographed so—artistically—was bombed six months later?’

His stomach felt cold and hollow. They were
still trying to make him into a terrorist.

‘You have heard of the BOL Building?’ said
the mobster.

‘I must have photographed at least two
hundred buildings.’

‘The bomb was in a truck, in the parking
garage, next to a critical support column. It was lucky that the
charge wasn’t packed correctly, or it could have brought down a
dozen floors.’

‘I never photographed the parking
garage.’

The mobster smiled, his thin lips crooked
like his scar.

‘You didn’t?’

His mind raced. Had he? He didn’t remember.
He might have. Maybe there was something about the way the columns
lined up that looked good through the viewfinder. But even if he
had taken a picture, he certainly hadn’t made any prints. Or had
he? That was two years ago, at least. How could he be sure?

‘Who did you take the pictures for,
Jason?’

‘For myself.’

‘Did you also plant the bomb?’

‘No.’

‘Then who did?’

‘I don’t know. It’s just a coincidence.’

‘It’s extremely rare that we meet someone
like you by coincidence. You’ll have to convince me.’

‘I don’t know if I can.’

‘Oh,’ said the mobster, ‘I think you
can.’

The mobster nodded at one of the men behind
him and Jason Walker’s head lurched to the left. He saw tiny
lights, like cinders floating up from a campfire. The pain made his
eyes fill with tears.

‘Who did you take the pictures for?’

‘For myself. For my hobby.’

‘It’s your hobby to take pictures of
buildings from all four sides? To document engineering details? To
take pictures of building foundations and structural details?’

He tried to lift his hands to his throbbing
head. They were slapped to the table with a wooden baton.

‘Keep your hands down.’

‘You can’t do this to me.’

‘We are doing this to you.’

‘I’m an American citizen. You have to let me
call a lawyer.’

‘We don’t have to let you do anything.’

‘This is America. You can’t do this in
America.’

‘What makes you think we’re still in
America?’

Jason Walker froze. It was like waking from a
nightmare to find his bed intact and the house blown down around
it. Surely the man was lying. But what if he wasn’t? Before the
third term, there had been stories in the newspaper about secret
jails in other countries. Stories about suspected terrorists being
flown out of the country for questioning.

He turned to look behind him.

‘Eyes to the front!’ said the mobster.

One of the guards was stepping toward him,
baton raised, but he couldn’t help it, he had to look. The men had
light brown skin, dark brown eyes, and black hair. It meant
nothing. But their uniforms.

The guard speared him in the side with his
baton, then banged his head on the table and held him there. When
his head hit the table, it was like the shutter of a giant camera
blinking once, slowly.

Panting, he didn’t resist. Where were they?
What could he say to make it stop?

Suddenly, the football player’s face was in
front of his. He looked kindly, corn-fed and Midwestern. Something
in his expression told Jason Walker that he was genuinely sorry to
see him suffer.

‘This doesn’t have to happen,’ said the
football player. ‘You don’t have to keep hurting. You can make it
stop.’

‘Please,’ he said.

‘We don’t want you. We know you’re not a
bomber. Who gets the pictures after you take them? It’s possible
that it’s someone that you don’t even know is a terrorist. Maybe
it’s someone, a friend, a family member, who pretends to like your
pictures and then uses them. If you didn’t know about it, we
couldn’t hold you responsible. You wouldn’t have meant any harm. So
all you have to do is give us a name.’

He tried to think of anyone who had shown an
undue interest in his photographs. It was preposterous. No one was
interested in them. The two gallery owners he’d shown them to,
years ago, had closed the portfolio after the first half-dozen
images. His own friends were politely interested, but no one had
asked for copies. He hadn’t yet told Gina Saraceno about his hobby.
As far as she knew, the crisp, black-and-white enlargements that
lined his walls had been bought in a store.

‘I’d tell you,’ he said, ‘but there’s no one.
Maybe it’s someone at the photo lab?’

The football player’s face fell. He looked
personally disappointed. He moved back around the table and sat
down.

The mobster didn’t look ready to give up
quite yet.

‘Think hard. Maybe someone set you up.
Someone who has access to your photos.’

Jason Walker pictured Gina Saraceno looking
at his photos. He wondered if she sometimes leafed through his
portfolios when he was in the shower. He stopped, angry with
himself. He had only known her for a few months. Even if somebody
he knew had used his photos of an underground parking garage to
plan a bomb attack, it would have been long before she entered his
life.

Moreover, why wouldn’t that person take their
own photos? Why would they go to great lengths to use his? It was a
public garage. All that was necessary to see it was to pay to park
a car.

‘I can see your mind working, Jason. You’re
thinking of someone, aren’t you? Just give us a name.’

He couldn’t keep himself from flushing.

‘Someone who is critical of the president, of
the country. Someone who seems angry that we are at war.’

And wouldn’t a terrorist pretend to be a
supporter of the war on terror?

Perhaps he took too long to reply. Or perhaps
he looked recalcitrant. The mobster nodded over Jason Walker’s
shoulder and thick, callused fingers grabbed his left hand. He felt
a quick tug and heard a sound like a snapping pencil.

He shouted in disbelief. He pulled his hand
away and they let him take it. He saw his left little finger
sticking out at a wrong angle. He couldn’t move it. Pain lanced up
his arm.

‘I wish we could give you the time you need
to weigh the pros and cons and come to the right decision on your
own,’ sighed the mobster. ‘But innocent lives are at stake and we
don’t have the luxury of time.’

‘You can’t torture an American citizen!’

The mobster spread his hands guilelessly.

‘We aren’t torturing you. We’re just asking
you some questions.’

The football player looked sorrowful.

‘Give us a name,’ said the mobster.

Names raced through his head. Friends,
enemies, the payroll accountant at
Chicago Socialite. If he
just said a name they would stop. And then they would bring him
back again, asking for the correct name. Unless whoever he named
named someone else. Perhaps the whole chain of misery would spiral
away from him and disappear forever.

He just wanted everything to stop. He wanted
to go home.

‘I can’t,’ he said.

‘Let’s do it,’ the mobster said to the men
behind him.

He heard thumps and scrapes, the sound of
furniture being moved. He turned to look and was rapped on the head
with a baton. The camera shutter blinked again.

‘No, let him look,’ said the mobster.

Jason Walker turned, holding his throbbing
left hand. The black-haired men had pulled two sawhorses out from
the wall and set them five feet apart. One sawhorse was six inches
higher than the other. They laid a long piece of plywood across the
sawhorses. The plywood was stamped Idaho Lumber and had bloodstains
on it. They came for him and lifted him, struggling, on to the
board. One of the men pinned him in place, leaning on his chest and
pressing a baton hard against his throat, while the other man wound
duct tape around his chest and arms and his legs. Then the second
man wound tape around his head. He couldn’t move. Staring straight
up into a fixture with four fluorescent tubes, the kind he saw
regularly in offices throughout Chicago, he wondered when he would
beg them to kill him.

‘You can stop this at any time,’ said the
football player.

‘Stop it now,’ he said. ‘Stop it now,
please.’

They wound plastic wrap around his face, the
kind he kept in a drawer at home to cover leftovers. They wound it
around and around until the room looked blurry. It was like he had
Vaseline in his eyes. They left a little bit of slack around his
mouth and chin. He could breathe but not deeply.

‘Tell me when you’re ready to tell me what we
want to know,’ he heard the mobster say.

He felt his pulse quickening. He badly needed
to defecate. He had the strangest feeling, as if he were burning up
with fever and falling backward through the air.

He heard a handle turn with a squeak. He
recognized it instantly as a tap for a garden hose. Why was there a
garden hose in this room?

A few drops of water flecked the plastic,
like the first spits of a rainstorm on the windshield. And then
water covered him like a torrent. His chest convulsed, his jaws
pumped, but he couldn’t breathe. He struggled against the tape but
couldn’t move. He was drowning. He closed his mouth against the
water. Otherwise he would swallow it all and his lungs would fill
with water. But with his mouth closed he couldn’t breathe. He was
going to die.

Jason Walker screamed at them to stop. He
told them he would tell them what they wanted to know. He would
tell them everything.

The handle squeaked again, an innocent sound,
like his father turning the water off after giving the lawn a good
soak. The water slowed to a trickle and then stopped.

He was desperate for the plastic to come off
but it seemed like an eternity before it did. No one said anything.
The silence stretched out and he wanted to fill it. He became so
frustrated at waiting that he was ready to blurt out his full
confession unprompted. Except that he still didn’t know what to
say. But he would say anything to avoid drowning again.

‘Well?’ said the mobster.

His chest convulsing, he choked out the
words. Yes, he took photographs of buildings. Yes, they were for
someone else.

Who were they for?

A man.

What was the man’s name?

He didn’t know. The man never said.

Why did he help this man?

For money. It was a lot of money. He needed
it.

What did he do with this money?

He deposited it in the bank.

How long had this been going on?

For several years. Maybe longer.

Did he hate America?

Yes. No. Sometimes. He just wanted the money.
He didn’t know what the man was going to do with the
photographs.

The black-haired men cut the tape. They
didn’t bother to pull it off his clothing or his head. He sat up,
his limbs trembling, and tried to pull the tape off his forehead.
It pulled hair and he quit trying. He fell off the board. He
climbed into the chair. His interrogators exchanged a look. He
didn’t know what the look meant.

The mobster inclined his head toward the door
and the black-haired men filed out without saying anything.

‘Do you feel better now?’ said the football
player.

He nodded. He felt only an animal instinct to
cling to life.

‘I think we’re done here,’ said the mobster
to the football player. To Jason Walker he said, ‘Wait here.’

They left. He sat, trying to gather himself.
His entire body was sore, even in places where he hadn’t been
beaten. Once, when he was in his twenties, he had been in a car
wreck. A pickup truck had run a light and hit the car he was riding
in, spinning them around in the middle of an intersection. He had
been wearing a seatbelt and hadn’t received a scratch, and yet he
had limped for a week. The moment of fear, when every muscle in his
body had contracted, had bruised him invisibly and worse than the
wreck itself. He felt worse than that now. He examined his hand.
The finger and the meat of the hand near to it were turning purple.
It hurt but the pain was no longer excruciating.

He was alone for a long time. He was
exhausted but he couldn’t sleep. He was starving. His mind was
racing but he couldn’t hold on to a single thought.

A man walked in and sat down, placing a pack
of cigarettes on the table. He smiled. The man was Jason Walker’s
age but taller and more muscular. He had blue eyes, a slightly
upturned nose, and a thick thatch of blond hair that seemed
playfully tousled. His skin was tan and dotted with light freckles.
He was wearing chinos and a red polo shirt that was snug on his
muscular biceps.

‘My name’s Chad Armstrong,’ he said.

He slid the cigarettes across the table.

‘Go ahead and smoke if you want to,
Jason.’

Jason Walker didn’t smoke. He never had.
Surely they knew that. Except Chad Armstrong didn’t seem to know
that. He needed something and the cigarettes were all that was on
offer. He ripped open the pack, wincing at the pain in his left
hand. He pulled a cigarette out with his fingernails and held it to
his lips. Chad Armstrong pulled an expensive butane lighter out of
his pants pocket and thumbed it open, producing a hissing blue
flame. Jason Walker leaned the cigarette into the flame and
inhaled. He coughed long and painfully. The nicotine shot through
his fragile nervous system, nauseating him. He coughed again,
dropping the cigarette on the floor.

‘Not up to it yet? Don’t worry about it. Keep
the pack for later.’

Chad Armstrong was still smiling. Chad
Armstrong looked earnest. Jason Walker clung to the name Chad
Armstrong like a lifeline. It was the first piece of information
he’d been given. The fact that he was being given a name seemed
like a miracle. And yet Chad Armstrong looked like someone he might
meet at a bar on Rush Street, a cocky young guy with a business
degree, someone he had gone to school with and envied for his
confidence. How had the two of them arrived at this table?

‘First,’ said Chad Armstrong, ‘I believe you.
Your first story, that is. I appreciate that you tried to help us
out, but you’re a terrible liar. You’re pretty upset right now, and
I can understand that. We made a mistake. But protecting freedom
has its price, and I guess I’d rather make a mistake with one guy
than a whole planeful of people. I’m sure you agree with that,
don’t you?’

He didn’t know. He guessed so.

‘Can I go home?’ he asked.

‘Of course. We’re going to get you expedited
and get you home just as soon as humanly possible. But I need to
ask for your help. Not here, but when you get back. You see, we
don’t just pick people up at random. We believe a terrorist cell in
Chicago is planning something big. And when we got a tip about you,
we thought we might just have gotten lucky. Now, of course, we know
that that was wrong and you’re innocent. But you can still help
us.’

Jason Walker pictured a plane slicing into
the Sears Tower. He saw ash-white people fleeing a rolling cloud of
black smoke on LaSalle Street. He shivered. He couldn’t imagine how
he could possibly help.

‘How big?’ he asked.

‘We think they’re planning to bring down a
building,’ said Chad Armstrong. ‘We don’t know which one, or when.
The chatter we’ve been monitoring indicates that it’s going to be
sooner rather than later. We plan to stop them.’

Chad Armstrong was matter-of-fact and
serious, but nothing in the way he spoke seemed equal to the
gravity of the situation. Jason Walker thought that it was as if
Chad Armstrong was discussing a rival company’s plan to take his
customers. And yet here they were. Water pooled around their
feet.

‘The activity we’ve monitored all centers
around a community center. It’s supposed to be a place for Lebanese
folks to get together and swap recipes and sing songs or something.
We think it’s a front for militant jihadis. We’re not sure if they
meet there, pick up messages there, or recruit suicide bombers
there. Possibly all three. But they’re very disciplined. So far
they haven’t screwed up and let us know anything useful. What we
need is a man inside. What we need is a Lebanese guy.’

Jason Walker’s mouth went dry.

Chad Armstrong leaned forward.

‘You,’ he said.

 


 


 


FOUR

 


‘I’m not Lebanese,’ said Jason
Walker.

‘Your mother was Lebanese,’ said Chad
Armstrong.

‘Yes, she was Lebanese, but I’m an
American.’

‘You have a Lebanese passport.’

‘I travel under my American passport, not my
Lebanese passport. Because I’m not Lebanese.’

Chad Armstrong eyed the pack of cigarettes as
if he was thinking about taking them back. He spun the lighter idly
on the tabletop.

‘OK, you’re not Lebanese. You just happen to
have been born in Lebanon to a Lebanese woman and you still have a
Lebanese passport. Really, you’re Irish.’

Jason Walker remembered sitting at the
kitchen table in Seattle as his mother served an elaborate meal of
baked kibbeh, tabouleh, falafel, hummus, stuffed grape leaves,
fresh fruit, green salad, and flatbread. He remembered calling the
kibbeh ‘weird’ and asking if he could have a hamburger instead. He
remembered his mother’s silent acquiescence.

‘I don’t really remember Lebanon,’ he said.
‘My parents didn’t talk about it much. I wouldn’t fit in at a
Lebanese cultural center.’

‘It doesn’t matter if you don’t know
anything. In fact, that makes it even better. You’re half Lebanese,
but you don’t know anything about the culture. Great. It’s the
perfect excuse to walk into a place like that. You tell them you
want to connect with your heritage. Tell them you don’t know who
you really are.’

‘I’m not a spy.’

‘Don’t flatter yourself,’ said Chad
Armstrong. ‘We know you’re not a spy. We have plenty of spies. I’m
a spy. We’re not going to ask you to rappel through the skylight
with a lock-pick and a minicam. You’d simply be an informant. All
you have to do is start visiting the place. Keep your eyes open,
tell us what you see and who you meet. That’s it. No James Bond
stuff.’

He took one of the cigarettes. He lit it,
inhaled deeply, and inspected the burning tip with
satisfaction.

‘What if I don’t do it?’

‘Look. Me personally, I don’t think you’re
guilty of anything but having a dorky hobby and bad taste in
architecture. But you looked suspicious enough to someone that they
were willing to fly you here, at considerable expense to the
taxpayer, to find out for sure. Somewhere there’s an ambitious
lawyer who’s willing to make the case that you’re public enemy
number one. But if there’s not enough evidence, they could also
send you to Camp X-Ray, where you can cool your heels for a few
years while they find or create the necessary evidence. And while
you think about that, bear in mind that most of the guys in X-Ray
aren’t mild-mannered, marginally employed, half-American Christians
like yourself. They’re the real deal. Hunger-striking,
Koran-quoting beardies who want to chop your balls off just because
you like reading the Sports Illustrated
swimsuit issue.’

‘I need time to think.’

‘Sure, take all the time you want. We’ve got
a room in this hotel that you’ll love. The ceiling is four feet
high and there’s six inches of water on the floor. It’s like having
your own pool. The water is—well, I wouldn’t want to drink it but
there’s probably nothing wrong with crouching in it. There are
better rooms, but we’re pretty booked right now. In fact, we just
let two Saudi brothers have the room you were in. They were
planning to firebomb a Toys’R’Us.’

His hand hurt. His head felt hot. He couldn’t
think well enough to argue. Of course he had to say yes. He just
didn’t want to. He wanted to go home.

Chad Armstrong sighed.

‘Or, you could go back to Lebanon.’

‘I’m an American citizen.’

‘But you’re also a Lebanese citizen. That
makes things easier. If you were only an American citizen nobody
would want to take you. You’d be a man without a country. But if we
strip you of your citizenship, repatriate you, they have to take
you. Maybe that wouldn’t be so bad. You could start a new
life.’

His father had had three photographs of
Lebanon on the wall of his study. One showed a man in a suit
leading a donkey down a dusty road. Another showed the sun setting
on a beach with palm trees. The third showed the hotel his father
had co-owned, its facade demolished by shelling.

He himself had only a few memories of Beirut.
One of them was of his father waking him in the middle of the night
and carrying him through hotel corridors to the basement. He
supposed that they had lived in the hotel. Another was from when he
was twelve years old, living in Seattle. On the news there was a
report that the marine barracks had been bombed.

‘These people prefer to live like animals,’
his father had told him with disgust. ‘That is why we will never go
back.’

One of his friends who knew that his mother
was Lebanese had said, ‘So, do you think it was your mom’s friends
who did the bomb?’

Jason Walker regarded Chad Armstrong
dubiously.

‘All you want me to do is look around and
meet people?’

‘That’s all. Maybe take a class if they offer
any. Who knows? It might be a real learning experience for
you.’

‘All right,’ he said.

He told himself that he would do what he was
asked and no more. Less, if he could.

‘Glad to have you on board,’ said Chad
Armstrong. ‘Remember, if you tell anyone about this we’ll probably
have to kill you. Now let’s see if we can find you some Band-Aids
and ibuprofen for your hand.’

 


A bored-looking man—possibly the one who’d
broken Jason Walker’s little finger, he wasn’t sure—bandaged his
left hand, taping the finger to a tongue depressor and then to his
ring finger so he couldn’t move it.

Then he was taken back to his cell. There was
no sign of the two brothers who wanted to firebomb a toystore.
Perhaps Chad Armstrong had been joking. Or perhaps the brothers
were in the interrogation room, taped to boards laid across
sawhorses.

He was given two blankets, two bottles of
water, and a tray with lentils, lamb stew, and two pieces of
flatbread. He was intensely hungry and wolfed it down, wiping the
plastic tray with pieces of the bread to soak up every last bit of
gravy. He felt much better. The worst was certainly over. He lay on
one blanket and covered himself with the other and tried to sleep.
The moment he closed his eyes he began shaking uncontrollably. He
put his face into the scratchy blanket and wept. He screamed into
the blanket, beating the concrete floor with his fists until they
were bruised and sore.

 


Chad Armstrong probably knew more about Jason
Walker’s family history than Jason did himself. Chad Armstrong had
the resources of the American government at his disposal. All Jason
Walker had had were his mother and father.

Jean Walker was an elegant, taciturn man who
wore a suit every day of his working life. After his retirement, he
allowed himself the luxury of not wearing a tie on Saturdays and
Sundays, though he wore a blazer unless the temperature was above
ninety degrees, and he always wore leather shoes. Jason Walker
never saw his father in shorts.

Like his son, Jean Walker was of mixed
heritage, having had an American father and a French mother. His
father, a career diplomat, was relocated often, and he reached
adulthood speaking five languages fluently but having no close
friends. He entered the world of business and became a hotelier,
eventually buying a half-share in a Beirut hotel during the 1960s.
He was already in his forties when he fell in love with Rima, the
daughter of his Lebanese business partner. Fifteen years younger,
she was bright and vivacious but not educated, having been
encouraged to pursue only domestic achievements. They had one
child.

When the Lebanese Civil War started in 1975,
Jason Walker was four years old. The glamorous city of Beirut
huddled under the hail of bullets. State buildings were shelled.
Mansions were occupied and then burned once no longer useful. His
father sold his share of the hotel for a pittance and moved the
family to Seattle, where a business acquaintance had offered him a
job as assistant manager of a hotel in a large and well-known
chain. Jean Walker was a man apart, quiet, thoughtful, witty only
when the situation required it. He never spoke of the past or
complained about his lot, reduced to working for another man when
he’d once commanded a staff of nearly 200. But he didn’t have much
guidance to offer his son as Jason Walker navigated the strange new
world of grade school.

As a high-schooler, Jason Walker had been
pained by his father’s difference from the other fathers. While
they wore Bermuda shorts and T-shirts and sandals, at every
gathering Jean Walker looked like a board chairman suffering
through an attempt at good fellowship with his employees. Older
than the other fathers, he was too well dressed to join in backyard
football games. And in any event, he preferred to sit drinking tea
and reading his precious international newspapers, which arrived
days and sometimes weeks later than the Seattle paper.

Rima Walker also could not shrug off the
gloss of culture she’d acquired in her life, but unlike her
husband, she made every attempt to assimilate. She bought every
Better Homes and Gardens
cookbook, cooked every buffet delicacy, no matter how foreign—she
thought that serving miniature hot dogs in cocktail sauce was the
depth of barbarism—and volunteered to help with every potluck, bake
sale, and church social. She joined the other housewives for soap
operas and coffee klatches, and reserved her nostalgic meals of
Lebanese food for family affairs.

Her attempts to assimilate didn’t always
succeed, but Rima Walker put a brave face on every subtle social
snub and encouraged her son to try even harder to fit in. With
English that became less accented every day—she had stopped
speaking to him in Arabic—she knew he had a better chance. He was a
shy boy but, with her approval, gorged himself on American culture.
He ate Big Macs, watched The Dukes
of Hazzard, and listened to
American Top 40 on the radio every
Sunday. He rode a skateboard. When video games debuted, he spent
his after-school hours in the arcade, wearing his baseball cap
backward, dropping quarter after quarter into the machines. His
mother countenanced all this with greater forbearance than her
fellow parents, relieved that her son had the same addictions as
their boys. But clearly some part of her hadn’t wanted him to cut
his last tie to his heritage. Why else would she have insisted—even
going so far as to send the money to pay for it—that he keep his
Lebanese passport renewed?

Best of all, Jason Walker was fair-skinned
and his name was normal. Unless his friends met his mother, they
never realized he was from the Middle East. And even when they did
meet his mother, many of them thought that this short, slender,
raven-haired woman with Mediterranean skin was Italian. Like any
growing boy, he was acutely attuned to the ways in which his family
wasn’t normal. But often he was the only one who noticed.

Jean and Rima Walker had traveled extensively
in the Middle East, Europe, Asia, and even Africa. But Seattle was
the last stop on the itinerary. Though the East was only a direct
flight away, Jean Walker stopped traveling and never said why. He
never betrayed anger at what life had handed him. But he had never
shown any kind of passion. When Jason Walker became old enough to
understand that his father had once been an important man, and that
they had once enjoyed a way of life that included servants and a
penthouse overlooking the Mediterranean, he took his father’s
seemingly placid acceptance for a character flaw. And when a
life-long love of Gauloise cigarettes caught up with Jean Walker,
killing him with fast-spreading lung cancer, it didn’t seem to even
his own son that a bright light had been extinguished. The candle
had simply burned itself out. Years later the son would wonder
whether he’d judged his father without ever really knowing him.

He had expected his mother, so much younger
and so full of life, to start over, but she never stopped being a
widow. When he settled in Chicago, he encouraged her to move there
and rent a unit in his building, but she kept offering vague
demurrals. After she died, he learned the reason why she hadn’t
wanted to start over: a nonsmoker herself, she had nonetheless been
battling lung cancer, too. Without telling her son, she’d had first
one lung removed, then endured endless months of chemotherapy and
radiation on the tumor in her remaining lung. When she had finally
told him what was happening, she had had less than a month to
live.

Jason Walker was a perfectly assimilated
American and all alone. He’d never met his French or Lebanese
relatives. He had met his American relatives, who lived in
Virginia, only once. Though he’d tried hard to be like his mother,
who always won people over eventually, he was more like his father,
often alone, not very good at making friends. Naturally, he had
gravitated toward a job that he could do alone. No one—not Gina
Saraceno, not David Darling—could say with certainty that Jason
Walker was who he said he was.

Lying in a cell somewhere outside of America,
Jason Walker wasn’t sure that he could, either.

 


For most of the night—if it was night—he
slept without stirring. When finally his mind began to rise out of
the black well of unconsciousness, he thought he was outside,
wandering through the streets of a ruined city. Children kicked a
soccer ball in a dusty lot. Old women squatted on curbstones,
cooking foul-smelling meat. A man walked toward him, leading a
donkey. The man was wearing a suit. He saw that the man was his
father. Jason Walker rushed forward to embrace him. But when Jean
Walker opened his mouth, he spoke in a language his son couldn’t
understand.

Where do
we go?

Iskat habim, said his father.
Leono hurga.

Frightened, Jason Walker shook his father’s
arm.

I can’t
understand. Take
me with you. Show
me.

Jean Walker smiled and gently removed his
son’s hand. He shook his head and walked off, still leading the
donkey.

Jason Walker stumbled into a building and
climbed seven floors up a crumbling staircase. On the top floor, he
found a ladder leaning against the wall. He climbed the ladder and
threw open a trap door. He climbed on to the roof.

The city stretched as far as he could see, an
unbroken horizon of ruined buildings. Columns of oily smoke climbed
into the sky. Nearby, behind him, gunfire chattered. He whirled,
half expecting to see bullets flying at him. He ran to the trapdoor
but it was gone. There was no way off the roof. He was stuck there
forever.

 


 


 


FIVE

 


He woke frightened, his head snapping back.
Gritty metal struck his cheek. They were torturing him again. He
couldn’t see. He felt another blow and gasped. His hands were
cuffed behind him. He struggled to breathe. His head had again been
covered with a black bag. His feet were cuffed together. He saw
tiny pinpricks of light through the black fabric. Eventually he
realized that he was lying on the floor of a van, bouncing with
each bump in the road and landing hard.

The driver braked and Jason Walker slid
forward into the struts holding up the van’s back seat. The driver
cursed his luck hitting a red light.

The windows were down and he could smell the
streets. Rotting garbage and grilled lamb. An intense burst of
cumin—a spice he’d never known the name of before he met Gina
Saraceno. The air was hot and dry. Horns honked incessantly and
drivers cursed each other with rehearsed indignation. A muezzin’s
call echoed from an unseen minaret.

Talking baseball, the men in the front of the
van made no mention of their human cargo. They drove for what
seemed like more than an hour. Gradually the noise of the city
abated.

They turned off the road and rolled to a
stop. They waited. A gate rolled back on squeaking wheels. The van
drove through. After a few minutes and several turns they drove
inside a building, perhaps a garage. The van’s engine sounded
closed in. Its tire chirps reverberated. The men got out and
slammed their doors, leaving him alone.

He thought he should try to escape. But
escape to where? How would he get home with no money? And when he
got home, they knew where he lived. He had no means of going
anywhere else. Jason Walker lay quietly on the floor of the van,
feeling sweat dampen his hair.

After a while they came back.

‘Hurry up, mime is money,’ said one.

The other one laughed.

They dragged him out the back of the van and
marched him stumbling through the garage. They took him through a
door and sat him down on a bench.

Nothing happened for a moment, as if they
were thinking.

‘Should we feed him?’ said one.

‘Oh, fuck,’ said the other.

‘Long trip.’

‘No, I know. It’s just—I dunno who has the
key to the fridge.’

They moved away, talking in low voices.
Eventually one of them came back and uncuffed his hands, then
recuffed them in front of his body. The man thrust something
crinkly into his hand. Candy bars.

‘Sorry, this is all I got. There’s some water
on the floor by your foot. In a bottle. You gotta keep the mask
on.’

The man walked away.

It was like a party game. Unable to separate
his hands, he opened the first candy bar, worked it under the
foul-smelling black bag, and put it in his mouth. He bit down into
the soft, perspiring chocolate. It was a Three Musketeers, a candy
bar he’d loved as a child. Now it seemed cloyingly sweet and
pitifully small. But he was hungry, and had a long trip ahead of
him, so he ate the whole thing. He ate the other two. He felt sick.
Drinking the bottle of water helped a little bit. He thought it
might be drugged, but time passed and he didn’t feel sleepy.

He felt stupid, sitting alone, afraid to risk
a look. Raising his hands, he lifted the edge of the mask until he
could just see. A man who looked barely old enough to buy beer was
sitting ten feet away, his feet up on a desk. He was reading a
comic book about superheroes. He sensed the movement and saw Jason
Walker looking.

‘Fucking told you not to look,’ said the man
irritably.

He started to rise.

Jason Walker dropped the mask and was that
much less prepared when the man struck him in the face. He raised
his hands protectively but another blow didn’t come. He sat quietly
and waited.

His finger hurt. Every time he moved it
throbbed dully, reminding him that it was broken. Every time he
smashed into something or flinched at a blow, pain shot up his
arm.

In his brief look he’d seen that he was in a
small office. There was a window but the window was dark. It might
have looked out into the garage.

Other men came and went. He tried to follow
their conversations but he couldn’t. They spoke in jargon, numbers
and code, terms that may have been everyday vocabulary for them but
which were impenetrable to him.

He jumped at the sound of a large engine
firing. Then another, then another and another. The sound was
deafening. A hand under his arm lifted him to his feet. He walked
back out the door into what he now realized was obviously an
airplane hangar. Propeller wash staggered him as the blades churned
faster. He baby-stepped up a ramp into the plane and tripped twice
en route to his seat. It was a bench seat, and he sat with his back
against the bulkhead of the plane. A chain was run through his
cuffed arms and legs. He heard a lock snap shut.

‘Enjoy the flight,’ someone shouted, and then
he was alone. Or maybe he was one of a hundred hooded men, all
thinking they were alone.

The plane taxied forward, turned, sat
waiting, and then rumbled forward again. It took off so slowly that
it had probably been airborne for several minutes before he
realized they were off the ground.

He couldn’t stand it. He had to look, even if
it meant getting punched again. He lifted the hood. He really was
alone. He was in a cavernous, utilitarian plane. Shafts of light
punched through several small windows. The only other cargo was
three pallets of boxes, covered in camouflage netting and tied down
with yellow nylon webbing.

Rising from his seat and leaning forward,
stretching his chain to the limit, he could just see out the corner
of a window. Dun buildings rolled away under them toward a low,
smoggy skyline. The plane banked and settled, and he saw below him,
looking as tiny and insignificant as a child’s school-fair diorama,
three sand-colored pyramids.

Egypt.

And then the plane banked again and he saw
only blue sky darkening with the approaching night.

 


The flight was long. When he tried to sleep,
he was awake. When he decided to stay awake, sleep pulled at his
eyelids with insistent fingers. The metal bench seat was narrow,
and his tether wasn’t long enough to allow him to lie on the floor.
When the plane gained altitude, it became cold.

It was not a direct flight to America: the
plane set down three times. The first time, the pilot descended
toward the dark desert so quickly that Jason Walker thought they
were crash-landing. At the last moment, however, he saw tiny
flickering lights, like bonfires, and a half-dozen red-capped
flashlights urging the pilot toward the bonfires. The landing was
so rough that it may as well have been a crash landing. Holding on
as tightly as he could, he still managed to bang his head and
bruise his back. His finger signaled its hurt with the same
persistent stab as a toothache.

Once they had landed, a man wearing a blank
uniform and a holstered pistol came back from the cockpit. Seeing
Jason Walker looking at him, the man cursed and put the black bag
on him again, knotting it behind his neck.

The cargo door opened with a long hydraulic
groan. A half-dozen men boarded the plane. They spoke a language he
hadn’t heard before. The plane’s crew didn’t seem to speak the
language very well. There was some confusion, ending in an
adamant:

‘This one. No, this one. This
one!’

There was grunting and heavy breathing as the
men struggled to shift the pallets. Someone stepped on his toe. The
pallets scraped their way down the ramp. Everyone sounded much
happier once the cargo was out of the plane. The voices became more
distant. The plane sat on the ground for an hour or two, its cargo
door open to the cold desert air. It was perfectly quiet except for
the ticks and hums of the cooling plane and the sounds of Jason
Walker’s own body.

Eventually, feet tramped back up the ramp,
the door groaned shut, and the plane’s engines fired. Nobody spoke
to him. He was getting hungry. The plane taxied like a bus bumping
over railroad ties, then somehow climbed into the air again.

He waited fifteen minutes, then untied the
knot holding the black bag on his head. The cargo hold was lit only
by three small red lights strung along the ceiling. Two of the
pallets were gone. On the remaining pallet, letters and numbers
stamped on the cardboard boxes were obscured by the camouflage
netting. He wondered what it was necessary to drop off on a sand
landing strip in the middle of the desert in the middle of the
night. Weapons, probably. For whom? Was America arming the Libyan
rebels? Or was someone else shipping cargo on an American plane?
Was this even an American plane?

Slowly, his eyes became accustomed to the dim
red light. On the other side of the hold it looked as if someone
had slung a bag of clothes between two girders. The bag shifted and
he realized that it was a body. A man, sleeping in a hammock, his
face turned toward the bulkhead. Another prisoner? He didn’t appear
to be handcuffed. A passenger? Someone who needed to travel without
a passport, anyway.

The plane climbed higher than before and the
cargo hold grew colder. Jason Walker watched the man through his
own fitful slumbers but never saw him stir.

 


He woke with a jolt, bounced off his seat,
and grabbed frantically for a handhold. The plane was landing. Gray
light came in the small windows like winter sun through wax paper.
The rest of the landing was smooth.

Across the hold, he saw the man in the
hammock lift his head sleepily, then run his fingers through his
sleep-tousled hair. The man looked at him with reptilian
disinterest. Then he climbed out of his hammock and made his way to
the front of the plane, disappearing behind the cockpit door. Jason
Walker had been staring right at the man but couldn’t have
described him if his life depended on it. Darkish hair, unshaven,
T-shirt and jeans. Brown skin, or maybe just a deep tan. A look of
deep weariness. That was all.

He stretched his chain to the limit and
peered out the window again. Gray clouds and spitting rain.
Criss-crossing runways. In the distance, behind a tall fence topped
with barbed wire, a glimpse of steepled roofs and stone
architecture.

Then they put the bag on him again and opened
the cargo door once more.

 


They stopped one last time, on a rocky,
windswept spit of land near the ocean. It might have been an
island. The passenger had gotten off at the last stop and the hold
had been filled again with pallets. These pallets held white boxes
with long numbers stamped on their sides in black boxy typeface.
They had been wrapped so many times in shiny clear plastic that
they must have been both waterproof and airtight. The plane waited
for hours and hours. Finally they remembered or deigned to feed
him. Someone he hadn’t seen before and would never see again
boarded the plane with a tightly covered aluminum pot of stew and a
bottle of water. The man gave him a flimsy plastic spoon and
allowed him to take off the hood while he ate.

When night fell the plane took off again and
climbed over the white-capped ocean into the clouds. In the middle
of the night the clouds became patchy and he saw that they were
over land again. He saw the fragile lights of towns and cities
below like tiny microorganisms, like dew on spiders’ webs. He
thought at times that he might know where they were but always he
was proven to be completely lost. Only in the forty-watt light of
dawn did he discern the shore of Lake Michigan and the slender
towers of the Chicago skyline below them.

The plane landed at O’Hare and taxied to a
halt among freight planes. He was hooded, led from the plane into a
van, and then unhooded again. His hands were uncuffed, but the back
of the van, where he sat, was a cage. The van drove for several
minutes along the airport’s service roads and took him to a gate
where a staircase was being wheeled up to a small plane.

The man in the passenger seat came around to
the back of the van. He opened the rear doors and then unlocked the
cage. He handed Jason Walker a shopping bag with the name of a
discount menswear store on the side.

‘Put these on,’ said the man.

He closed the door again.

Jason Walker reached into the bag. He found a
white button-down shirt, tan chinos, a blue blazer, a braided brown
leather belt, and a pair of penny loafers. With no room to stand,
he knelt and began changing into the clothes.

Outside, business commuters were climbing off
the plane on to the tarmac. They looked crisp and well-rested.
Perhaps it was an early morning flight from New York. The people
were in Chicago to sit in meeting rooms, to have lunch, to have
drinks and dinner. They would fly home tomorrow and never give
thought to the man watching them from a white van near the
gate.

He finished changing and put his coverall
into the shopping bag. He rapped on the van window to let the guard
know he was done. The guard was wearing a blue coverall with
patches and laminated identification tags that marked him as a
member of airport maintenance. The guard waited until the last
commuter had entered the gate and then let him out of the van. The
guard handed him a cheap aluminum briefcase.

‘Enter through the gate,’ he said. ‘There’s
cab fare in the briefcase.’

The man climbed back into the van. The van
didn’t start. They would watch until he went into the airport.

He left the van and crossed the tarmac to the
gate. The morning shadows were still long, but it was already so
hot that he felt sweat prickle his forehead. This familiar airport,
where he’d come and gone so often and so carelessly, was just
another dreamscape.

He opened the glass door of the gate and went
inside. He climbed concrete stairs, turned right down a short hall,
and found himself in a departure area. It was full of
businesspeople, and a few tourists, drinking coffee and talking on
phones. They were waiting for the small planes that would scatter
them throughout the Midwest. Even this simple scene was almost too
much. He kept his head down and hurried through into the terminal.
He was certain that everyone could see through his cheap disguise.
He was obviously not a hungover salesman who’d managed to injure
his finger on the minibar.

At the cabstand he was asked twice if he
wanted to share a cab going downtown. He simply shook his head and
waited his turn. In the taxi he finally remembered to look in the
briefcase. Inside were a blank day planner, a two-day-old
newspaper, and a ballpoint pen. Inside the planner were three
twenty-dollar bills and a boarding pass for the flight he’d
supposedly arrived on, flight 7511 from Philadelphia. Cab fare and
no more. No attempt to buy him off or compensate him. If there had
been a mistake made, it was his, for liking to take pictures. For
having been born in Beirut.

Chicago alongside the expressway looked too
normal, too sunny, to be the real thing. And when the taxi pulled
up outside his building, he had the strangest sensation that the
building only looked like his.

Fortunately, the guard in his building had
never seemed to like him, so he got inside without having to make
any small talk about where he had been. As he came down the hall,
Schatzi’s barking—which he had somehow forgotten to
anticipate—almost scared him back into the elevator. Fortunately,
Richard Zim was home and quieted his dog.

At first glance, the apartment looked the
same as before. Closer inspection revealed that it had been
thoroughly searched. Everything, from socks to silverware, had been
shifted. His portfolios were gone, as were a number of his files:
credit card receipts, bank statements, tax returns. Proof that he
had little enough money, however he had gained it.

But there was nothing more upsetting than
that. No drawers torn from the desk with their contents scattered
on the floor. No books ripped apart for spite.

There had been five newspapers stacked in
front of his door. He had forgotten to collect his mail, but he had
seven messages: three from Gina Saraceno, who wondered why he was
ignoring her; one from Chicago
Socialite, asking why he hadn’t edited the emailed files;
one from David Darling, just saying hi; one from his dentist,
reminding him that he was overdue for his semi-annual teeth
cleaning; and one containing only several seconds of silence and a
brief burst of static.

He was to tell no one or be killed. Was that
the way someone like Chad Armstrong made a joke? Or was that the
way—smiling, congenial—someone like Chad Armstrong told the
truth?

He made a sandwich and ate it. He showered
and shaved, then painstakingly groomed himself. His bathroom looked
familiar enough, but something had changed. He felt like an actor
on a set. If the surroundings hadn’t changed, then he had. He had
read about people with brain injuries who suddenly believed that
the people closest to them had been replaced with actors or robots.
Some of them also believed that their surroundings had been
replaced with exact replicas. The brain viewed things differently
so they were different. The unquestioned narrative of daily life
had been replaced with some strange fiction whose purpose could
only be guessed at.

Now what? he wondered. He was supposed to
tell no one, to carry on as if nothing had happened. But he
couldn’t imagine doing anything he had done before. If the familiar
world had been revealed to be a movie set, how did he ignore the
cameras? How did he walk to the store to buy bread?

What day was it? Wednesday. The empty day
ahead made him nervous. He didn’t want to stay in the apartment. He
didn’t want to leave the apartment, either. Would they be following
him?

He sat down at his computer to work, hoping
to occupy his mind, but he found himself wanting to replace the
entire text of Mrs. Amanda Levine-Mandelbaum’s travelogue about
taking her small children and household staff on a Grand Tour of
Europe, with a capital-letter, boldface screed against the
Levine-Mandelbaums and their progeny. He read a few of his emails
and then powered down the computer.

The phone perched on his dining-room table
like a gun. Would they kill him for telling? Not for telling the
newspapers, but his friend? His lover?

He had to tell someone. David Darling or Gina
Saraceno. He picked up the phone and dialed a number. The phone on
the other end rang once, twice, three times.

What if it were tapped? Of course it would be
tapped. They wouldn’t trust him not to tell. They wouldn’t take his
word as to whether or not he had disobeyed them.

He thumbed off the receiver so hard his
knuckle cracked. He could tell no one. Anyone he did tell would be
in danger. They might find themselves booked on the same airline he
had just flown with.

The phone rang in his hand. He stared at it
dumbly, then answered.

‘Why did you hang up?’

Gina Saraceno. Like everyone in the world but
him, she had caller ID.

‘I—sorry. Someone called on the intercom and
I had to answer it.’

‘Oh. Do you need to answer the door?’

‘No. They’ll come back. I mean, it was a
wrong—they pressed the wrong number.’

There was a moment of silence as Gina
Saraceno tried to make sense of his stumbling excuses. Evidently,
she decided to ignore them.

‘Well,’ she said, ‘I’m not used to playing
the role of the spurned woman, so you’ll have to forgive me if this
comes out funny, but why the hell haven’t you been returning my
calls?’

‘I’m sorry,’ he said.

‘We’re not married, we haven’t exchanged
promise rings or poorly thought-out tattoos, but still, I kind of
thought we were past the point of me having to worry, “Will he
call? Will he call?”’

‘No, of course . . .’

‘So I was going to call one last time and
then wait for your call explaining that you’d met another woman,
trying in your halting fashion to let me down easy. That was her on
the other line, wasn’t it?’

‘I don’t have call waiting.’

‘At the door, then.’

‘Gina, wait,’ he said. ‘You’re wrong. I
am sorry. I got a job—’

‘You got a job?’

‘An assignment, sorry. In Philadelphia.
Completely last-minute. I just had to pack and go. I didn’t have
time to call you before I left—’

‘And once you were there?’

‘I was too busy. I just got back. I literally
just walked in the door.’

Another moment of silence while Gina Saraceno
weighed his words.

‘Who was the assignment for?’

‘Philadelphia
Magazine. Kind of a glossy lightweight, you
know.’

‘What was it about?’

‘The National Park Service wants to renovate
Independence Hall. It’s too small for the number of visitors they
get every year, so they want to build an addition. The
preservationists are furious, of course. They want to just limit
the number of people who can get in, and they say that if it’s
changed, the visitors won’t really be seeing Independence Hall,
anyway. But the Park Service says you can’t keep people out, so you
have to find a way for them to get in.’

He had no idea where this was coming from. He
didn’t know anything about Independence Hall. Hopefully it was
administered by the Park Service.

‘So it’s a big deal for you, right?’

‘A big paycheck, anyway. The story is kind of
a typical point–counterpoint kind of thing. I just stated the
facts, summarized the arguments, and prettied it up. But it beats
copyediting.’

‘Why did they ask you? Why didn’t they get
someone local?’

‘A college friend of mine owed me a favor.
He’s an editor there and he knew I needed work. He told his boss
that it would be best to get an out-of-towner, someone who wouldn’t
be biased. A lot of people are upset about it.’

‘I can imagine.’

‘There’s a chance that the article might get
picked up by a national publication, too.’

He had no idea why he added the last part. It
was hard to stop.

Gina Saraceno seemed to relax. Her voice
warmed. He hadn’t been cheating after all. In fact, he had a
verifiable excuse for his absence.

‘I’m sorry I was so pushy, honey,’ she
said.

‘Did you just call me “honey”?’

She laughed.

‘I know, that’s weird, isn’t it? I’m just
sorry and I wanted to sound like a sweet girl instead of the pushy
broad I am.’

‘I don’t think you’re pushy.’

‘That’s because you’re a
pushover. So can I come over? I want to have make-up
sex. It wasn’t much of an argument, but I want the sex anyway.’

‘Me, too, definitely, but—’

‘I heard a “but” coming.’

‘I’m just so bushed. I was writing until
three last night and I had to get up at six thirty. Can we make it
tomorrow? Honey?’

‘As long as you call me “honey,” OK. But the
sex had better be great.’

‘It will be, I promise. Whips, chains, and
cannoli, just like you like it.’

She laughed again.

‘It’s a date. See you tomorrow,
honey.’

‘Bye, honey.’

They hung up.

Jason Walker wasn’t used to lying. While he
was lying, he kept adding details to the lie to make it sound more
believable. Now that he was off the phone, each one of those
details clanged in his ear like an alarm he couldn’t shut off. He
knew that there was a Philadelphia
Magazine or something like it. He
hadn’t been sure of the exact name. And he thought he had read
something somewhere about proposed changes to Independence Hall.
But for all he knew, construction was already under way. For all he
knew, Philadelphia Magazine had
already written an article about it. It would be easy enough for
Gina Saraceno to find out.

He rubbed his eyes until he saw purple stars.
He exhaled, exhausted. There was no reason for her to look at old
issues of an out-of-state magazine.

The real issue was that she’d be expecting a
new article to appear. She would want to help him celebrate.

 


Jason Walker wasn’t much of a drinker. He
enjoyed beer with dinner, wine at a party, and Champagne on New
Year’s Eve. But he found himself standing outside the liquor store
on Argyle Street as they opened the doors at 10 a.m. The owner
showed him to the whiskeys, then helped him pick out a bottle. When
the owner found out that he wasn’t really a whiskey drinker, he
suggested a bottle of rye, which he called ‘training whiskey.’

Jason Walker carried the bottle home in the
hot sun, absently twisting the paper bag around the bottle’s neck.
In his apartment, he poured a three-finger measure into a glass and
took a sip. He stifled a cough and opened the freezer, looking for
ice. His ice cube tray hadn’t been touched in a month. The ice
cubes had evaporated into rectangular slivers. He shook them out
into his hand and dumped them in the glass, where, popping, they
began to dissolve. Running the tap until the water cooled to
lukewarm, he added half an inch of water.

He drank, then drank again. He sat down in
front of the television and turned it on. On a cable news channel,
a video clip showed Homeland Security agents marching six Middle
Eastern-looking men out of a ranch-style house in St. Louis. He
turned up the volume.

‘Neighbors say the six men kept to
themselves,’ said the voiceover. ‘In fact, only one of the
neighbors our reporters spoke with remembered seeing any of the men
coming and going. All six worked as drivers for the same taxicab
company, and Homeland Security officials inform us that they are
examining this company closely for further terrorist
connections.’

The camera cut back to a blonde anchorwoman.
Her wispy hair and red lipstick did little to soften the hardness
of her face.

‘Once again,’ she said, stacking a prop pile
of papers, ‘our top story: six men arrested in suburban St. Louis
and charged with conspiracy to commit a terrorist act. Homeland
Security informs us that the men wanted to blow up the landmark St.
Louis arch on the anniversary of September 11, when it would have
been full of tourists: men, women, and children. Officers seized
photographs, maps, diaries, and what they are calling a “terrorist
cookbook with recipes for destruction.” We’ll have more on this
story at the top of the hour and as it develops.’

The woman, whose name was Amanda Nicole,
promised a story when she returned about a high-speed car chase
gone humorously wrong.

Jason Walker finished his glass of rye and
poured another. He didn’t add water this time. By noon he was
asleep.
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He saw Gina Saraceno the next night. She was
curious to know how, while writing a story about a planned
renovation of Independence Hall, he had broken his finger. Consumed
with the larger lie, he had forgotten to mention it.

‘The doorman at my hotel closed the cab door
on it,’ he said.

‘Oh my god,’ she said. ‘Did you go to the
hospital?’

‘Of course. They said there’s not much you
can do, though. Just keep it wrapped and wait.’

Jason Walker had not visited the hospital. He
had let his medical insurance lapse once the monthly premiums grew
larger than his rent. But a Web search had satisfied him that in
fact there wasn’t much more to be done for a broken finger than to
keep it wrapped and wait.

‘They must be freaked out, the people at the
hotel. You could sue them for something like that.’

‘The manager gave me a letter saying the
hotel would cover my medical expenses, and he comped my bill.’

‘Wasn’t the magazine going to cover your
hotel bill?’

‘Well, yes, but what was he going to do? Give
me a stack of twenties?’

‘He could have fired the doorman.’

‘Gina, it was an honest mistake. The guy felt
terrible. You should have seen the look on his face. I actually
ended up trying to make him feel better.’

‘Does it hurt?’

‘Some.’

Bourbon had numbed the pain the previous day,
and today he hadn’t noticed it much unless he tried to use his left
hand. But talking about it made the wound pulse anew.

Gina Saraceno cocked her head. She looked at
him strangely.

‘If I were the suspicious kind,’ she said,
‘I’d think that you ran away for some crazy drunken weekend,
screwed a married woman, and broke your finger in a fight with her
husband. And I guess maybe I am the suspicious kind. But you’re not
the lying, cheating type. You’re just really unlucky.’

Jason Walker agreed that he was really
unlucky. Gina Saraceno told him his bandages looked disgusting and
gently unwound them. His skin was white and puffy where the
adhesive had stuck. Around the break it was the color of an
overripe plum. He gritted his teeth against nausea while she gently
cleaned his hand with a washcloth. She held it lightly while it
air-dried, finishing the job with gentle puffs of breath from her
pursed lips. Then she wound new tape around the splint. Slowly, the
throbbing in his hand subsided.

They made love with unusual care and
sweetness. He lay on his back, his left hand elevated on a pillow,
while she sat astride him, moving as if trying to ravish him
without his knowing. Usually loud and abandoned, she contained her
energy, keeping her eyes on his, seeming almost on fire from within
at the effort required to be so gentle. In the end, she wasn’t able
to have an orgasm but she smiled warmly when he did.

Jason Walker thought that, in spite of
everything, he was very, very lucky. He promised himself that he
would never lie to Gina Saraceno again, a promise that he took back
instantly when he remembered that telling the truth would mean
putting her life in danger. Lying merely jeopardized their
relationship.

 


Chad Armstrong had told him to tell no one,
to resume his normal life and wait for instructions. Resuming his
normal life proved impossible. He didn’t care whether or not
Chicago socialites were revealed to write as poorly as they spoke.
Even the checks he so desperately needed seemed worthless. Why
hustle after a few hundred dollars when, for all he knew, he might
not live to spend them? Before, his days had been ordered around
the search for work and, when he could afford it, small pleasures
like taking pictures and watching movies. Now he waited only for
the phone to ring. Some anonymous voice would tell him to go to a
street corner late at night to receive instructions. Or maybe he
would just be bundled into a van as he had been before.

He did make a half-dozen half-hearted
attempts to find work, but he didn’t follow up on them. He wrote a
letter of apology to his editor at Chicago
Socialite and received a reply accepting his apology, but no
work. There was no promise of further work, either.

He thought about writing down what had
happened to him. But to write would be to create evidence. And that
surely somehow violated the command to tell no one.

His neighbor, Richard Zim, went on vacation.
He knew this because Schatzi was barking more than usual. She
barked at sirens, at people in the hall, at him when he forgot to
walk softly. The woman who looked after the dog while Richard Zim
was gone seemed annoyed by the favor she had agreed to perform.
Morning and night she arrived with a slam of the door, left to walk
Schatzi with another slam, returned five minutes later with a slam,
and left again immediately after that with one more slam for luck.
The dog’s long nails clicked back and forth, back and forth, and
sometimes she curled against the connecting wall, keening for her
owner. The thin wall only amplified the sound.

Jason Walker found it difficult to sleep. He
watched cable news late into the night, the grainy green video of
precision-guided bombs as they fell through the night, rushing
groundward, suddenly arriving on the roofs of terrorists’ homes. He
watched khaki-clad reporters standing in the aftermath of suicide
bombs, in markets strewn with bricks, fruit, and body parts. He
watched experts explain the threats to power plants, water
supplies, and tall buildings.

Only a few years ago, politicians had done
battle over Iraq, whether it was time to stay or go. Then the
terrorists had begun to strike again on American soil, and now
American soldiers were in Iran. Operation Desert Wind, a full-scale
attack of that country, had gone almost as swiftly as the takeover
of Iraq. But now the difficulties of occupation had doubled.

American soldiers weren’t yet on the ground
in North Korea, Venezuela, or Cuba. But air strikes, missiles, and
artillery shells launched from South Korea, Panama, and Florida had
neutralized those countries’ militaries. Soldiers were in short
supply, so the new battles would be fought from afar. The word
front had become elastic. Robot planes
took photos and logged coordinates for precision-guided missiles.
Without troops on the ground, it was not known exactly how well the
targets had been chosen. But the countries had already been angry
at America anyway. The goal, said the president, was to ‘neutralize
both the schools of terror and to contain the countries who wish us
harm.’ Things were not going well at the U.N. Several European
countries had withdrawn their ambassadors, but the U.S. had
not.

Senators who had once argued engagement and
retreat now debated whether enough resources had been allocated to
the fight. Many of them had seen their own states attacked. Some
favored sending more troops, others favored building more planes.
Only George Libby seemed willing to disagree with the very idea of
fighting. His campaign slogan was ‘Bring them all home.’ He did not
receive very much attention from the media. When the news networks
did discuss his campaign, the anchors had smiles in their voices.
The man campaigning to be elected on a date that had not been
declared was treated as a harmless eccentric, a human-interest
story.

Jason Walker grew more accustomed to the
taste and effects of bourbon and drank it more often.

 


Two weeks after his return to Chicago, he
received a check from Philadelphia Magazine for $3,500. It
was postmarked two days earlier and came sealed in a
convincing-looking envelope with the magazine’s logo above the
return address. There was no correspondence inside, just the check
and, attached to the check by a perforated fold, a standard-looking
accounting pay stub. The charge line read Cover
Story—Independence Hall.

Obviously they were listening to his phone
conversations. And yet his first reactions were relief and
pleasure—relief that Chad Armstrong or some other government
operative was helping him sustain his lie, and pleasure at having
$3,500. At what would probably have worked out to a dollar per
word, it was an amount appropriate to the story he would have
written, had he written it. All he had to do was to leave the check
in some casual but prominent place where Gina Saraceno would notice
it. If she did have any lingering suspicions, this simple forgery
would allay them.

And he needed the money. It would cover all
his living expenses for two months. After what the government had
done to him, backing up his lie with money was the least they could
do.

But then it occurred to him that it really
was a paycheck. Both the payer and the services rendered had been
disguised. In fact, the services had not yet been rendered. It was
an advance for services due. It was what they would pay him for
spying. Or ‘informing,’ as Chad Armstrong had called it.

He had agreed to become an informant because
he had no choice. Would taking money make him a collaborator?

He folded the pay stub behind the check and
set it on top of the envelope on the small table where he kept a
dish for his wallet, keys, and loose change. Let Gina Saraceno see
it, anyway. He wouldn’t have to cash it.

He had hardly left his apartment in two
weeks. Suddenly it seemed stifling. He called David Darling at
work. They went out together about once a month, and it was his
turn to call anyway. He reached voicemail and left a message. David
Darling called back while he was in the shower. Finally they were
on the phone together. He told his friend that he had a sudden urge
to see a baseball game.

‘Cubs? Tonight? Why, do you have
tickets?’

He said that he did not.

‘You do realize that they’re playing St.
Louis? Besides all the down-staters, there’ll be lots of locals who
just want to see how good baseball is played. We’d have to
scalp.’

Jason Walker looked at the check. He couldn’t
really afford scalpers’ prices, but he didn’t care. He wanted to go
out. And he knew that David Darling, a die-hard Cubs fan, would
relent.

‘You always say I never do anything on
impulse,’ he said.

‘I didn’t mean that you have to suddenly do
something that’ll cost a hundred bucks.’

‘If you’d rather go to a movie, we could do
that.’

David Darling paused. Jason Walker could hear
him drumming a pen on his desk.

‘No, no. I feel like I should give you
positive reinforcement here. But we better get there early. Meet
you at the Gingerman at five thirty?’

‘Deal,’ he said.

‘First round’s on you,’ said David
Darling.

 


They met at the bar, the far northern outpost
of Wrigleyville and an oasis of relative calm. Jason Walker ordered
two pints of summer ale from the skinny, tattooed bartender and
tried not to look at her breasts. Given the tight tank top she
wore, not looking at her breasts meant staring soulfully into her
eyes throughout the transaction, which seemed to annoy her.

‘You’re better off just looking at her
breasts,’ said David Darling when she walked away.

‘How did you—?’

‘How did I what? Oh come on, sometimes you’re
painful. I swear you were raised in Afghanistan, all the women wore
burkas.’

The beer was cold and good and he was glad to
be out of his apartment. The normality of the bar on game day made
him feel almost as if the last week and a half had never happened.
Cubs fans in blue and Cardinals fans in red insulted each other
with feigned good nature, and the jukebox played the same dozen
songs it always had.

David Darling wasn’t a writer or an editor.
He was a leasing agent for apartments. They had met when Jason
Walker first moved to Chicago and walked into AAA Apartment
Finders—the business was listed first in the phone book—looking for
help. He had filled out a questionnaire and returned the clipboard
to the receptionist, then watched as a short, rather disheveled man
picked up the clipboard, scanned it, and then called his name.

‘David Darling,’ the man had said, sticking
his hand out.

‘Any jokes about the name and you find your
own damn apartment.’

On the first day, David Darling showed Jason
Walker six apartments. On the second day, he showed him seven.
Jason Walker was indecisive and politely choosy. At first, David
Darling seemed irritated, but by the second day he seemed amused.
On the third day he began pointing out obvious flaws in the
apartments he was showing and insisting that they look at ‘at least
one more.’ Jason Walker responded by becoming more aggressive in
his demands. It became very funny to both of them. They spent the
afternoon of the fourth day at a Cubs game, and that night in a
half-dozen bars.

Eventually they found an apartment they could
both agree on, and Jason Walker moved in. They remained friends
despite the difference in their temperaments. Jason Walker envied
David Darling’s nonchalant attitude toward life. David Darling
enjoyed his job, his friends, and his allegiance to a terrible
baseball team, and didn’t seem to feel a need to change anything.
Jason Walker had once been ambitious, and his thwarted ambition
sometimes made him feel embarrassed to be alive.

They left the bar and strolled down Clark
Street toward Wrigley Field, sometimes stepping off the curb to
pass stalled clusters of baseball fans. David Darling talked money
with several scalpers before finding a price he deemed
‘extortionate but fair,’ and money changed hands.

The weather was weird. Patches of sunny blue
sky were suddenly obscured by fast-moving clouds that disappeared
minutes later. Some of the clouds looked heavy with rain while
others were fluffy and shining white. The air didn’t smell like
rain, but with a steady fifteen-mile-per-hour breeze, a summer
downpour could arrive by the third inning. He hoped they hadn’t
spent their money to wait out a rain delay. But it was better than
waiting at home.

They stood in line at the turnstiles and then
entered the cool, dim stadium concourse. They bought hot dogs,
peanuts, and beer and found their seats, which were on the
right-field line, about thirty rows up from first base. Between
mouthfuls of food and beer, they talked about movies and the
weather. They stood for the national anthem, putting their hands on
their hearts and fixing their eyes on the American flag snapping
over the scoreboard in center field.

Jason Walker had never considered himself to
be particu- larly patriotic. But he had always felt a surge in his
breast in the moment before a baseball game started. Among the
quieted crowd, listening first to the singer’s voice echoing off
the stadium walls, then the rising cheers as the song reached its
crescendo, he felt a sense of surrender, of community, that he
wished he could capture and revisit. And what was wrong with loving
something—a country, the idea of a country, a game—with forty
thousand people all at once?

Today he found himself mouthing the words of
the song and studying the faces of the people around him. Some of
them looked as reverent as he once had. Some of them merely looked
bored. Some of them talked on their cell phones. David Darling held
his sweat-stained Cubs cap over his heart and sang lustily, smiling
all the while.

The applause became a roar. The song ended.
The spectators sat down and the players ran on to the field.

‘Did you see the story about the guys who
wanted to blow up the St. Louis arch?’ said Jason Walker.

‘Yeah,’ said David Darling. ‘Why couldn’t
they target Busch Stadium instead?’

‘It seems weird. It’s not like they caught
them with a truck full of fertilizer.’

‘Yeah, well, the idea is to catch them before
they build the bomb. If they get the bomb built, it’s too late.
These guys have no qualms about setting it off, even if they’re
sitting on top of it.’

‘It just doesn’t seem like a lot of evidence.
If they could arrest you for a book you have, well, I have a book
about Nine-Eleven, but I’m not going to fly a plane into a
building.’

‘You can’t prove you’re not going to do
something. They have to look for signs that say you’re a likely
risk to do it.’

‘You’re right. But if they show the men, it
seems like they should have to show the evidence.’

‘The government can’t let the defense lawyers
know what it does and doesn’t know,’ said David Darling.

He glanced almost imperceptibly over his
shoulder.

‘Look, don’t think I don’t love debating the
pros and cons of Homeland Security, but let’s not do it at a
baseball game.’

Jason Walker shrugged agreeably.

David Darling suddenly seemed to notice the
white-taped fingers of his friend’s left hand.

‘What happened there? Close your laptop too
fast?’

Jason Walker didn’t feel like telling the
whole Philadelphia story.

‘I cut it when I was cooking,’ he said.

He instantly regretted it. That was two lies
to keep straight.

‘Gina still trying to teach you, huh?’

He nodded, forced a chuckle, and agreed that
it was a hopeless task.

On the field, the St. Louis leadoff man, who
had been walked on five pitches, stole second. The second batter
hit the first pitch down the right-field line, scoring the
runner.



David Darling booed gleefully.

‘You guys are killing me!’ he shouted.

Despite the fact that Chicago’s other
baseball team, the White Sox, had won the World Series twice in
recent memory, and despite the fact that the Cubs continued not to
win the World Series, or even to have winning seasons, Wrigley
Field was full of fans. Cellular One Ballpark, where the White Sox
played, was fuller than it used to be, but rarely sold out. Cubs
fans insisted that they wanted their team to win, too, but they saw
no point in punishing bad teams by ignoring them. Especially when
the sun was shining and the beer was cold.

The St. Louis team did not appear to be
distracted by revelations of a terrorist plot in their hometown.
They scored five runs in the first three innings. In the fourth
inning, with the bases loaded and only one out, the Cubs’ manager
finally walked to the mound and took the baseball from his starting
pitcher, who looked relieved to be given the rest of the afternoon
off.

Jason Walker excused himself past a
half-dozen resigned-looking fans and made his way to the toilets.
Thousands of other people had had the same idea, so progress was
slow. He shuffled down the stairs, then down a ramp, and stood in a
slow-moving line.

When he emerged, he headed for a food counter
to buy a pretzel and two more beers. There was only one person in
line ahead of him. Traffic in the concourse was thinning. Play had
resumed, as evidenced by the indignant shouts that echoed down the
ramps.

‘And they call this baseball,’ said the man
behind him.

He turned. The voice belonged to Chad
Armstrong.

It was his turn at the counter. Stammering,
he ordered. His fingers fumbled with the sweat-damp bills in his
wallet.

Chad Armstrong gestured Jason Walker’s money
away.

‘This one’s on me,’ he said.


He ordered a beer of his own and gave the
cashier a twenty.

They walked slowly away, Chad Armstrong
sipping his beer and smiling. Jason Walker held a small carton with
two beers, the pretzel, and a packet of mustard.

‘How was the trip back?’ asked Chad
Armstrong.

‘It wasn’t very comfortable,’ said Jason
Walker.

‘Finger feeling better?’

‘I guess so.’

‘You were probably wondering when you were
going to hear from me again.’

He nodded.

‘Well, here I am. I had to buy
standing-room-only seats. Your plan was last-minute, and even
Homeland Security can’t get seats for Cubs–Cards on game day.’

‘Couldn’t you just show them your badge?’

Chad Armstrong grinned. ‘Of course. But then
people here would have known there was an undercover agent in the
park. And people talk. This way’—he sipped his beer—‘I’m just one
more lonely guy with poor planning skills and an afternoon to
kill.’

They had stopped near a wall. Whether Chad
Armstrong had guided them there, or whether Jason Walker’s desire
to hide had caused him to stop, they were in an almost private
spot.

‘You get the check?’

He nodded.

‘Good, good. So, about your assignment. Your
assignment which you have chosen to accept. It’s time to get
started. Time and terrorism wait for no man. You’re still with
us?’

Jason Walker said that he was.

‘OK, did you bring a pen? No? Just kidding,
you don’t need a pen. Go to the Lebanese Cultural Center tomorrow.
Look around. Be friendly. Tell them you want to learn more about
your Lebanese heritage. Take a brochure. Leave. Don’t be too
eager.’

He gave an address on North Kedzie
Avenue.

‘Don’t you want, I don’t know, pictures?’

‘Leave your camera at home. You don’t think
we can take pictures? We can take pictures. We’re just short on
half-Lebanese guys right now. The idea is to make contact. Don’t
worry about memorizing everything. You’ll remember the important
details. We’ll debrief you and find out what we need to know. But
if you show up acting like you’re ready to move in and be their new
mascot, Mr. Falafel or whatever, they won’t trust you. So be shy,
awkward—be yourself. Whatever you do, don’t try to act like someone
else. And if I catch you introducing yourself as “Walker, Jason
Walker,” I’ll crush your nuts with a hammer.’

He laughed.

Jason Walker tried to laugh.

‘When will you debrief me?’

Chad Armstrong drained his beer, crumpled the
cup, and dropped it on the ground.

‘Don’t worry, we’ll be around,’ he said.

He winked and walked away.

Jason Walker walked up the ramp and began
climbing the stairs toward the field boxes. Tripping on a step, he
caught himself but spilled the beers. His shoes were soaked.
Cursing, he made his way back to the food counter and bought two
more beers.

When he returned to his seat, David Darling
saw his sour look and the wet spots on his pant legs.

‘Need to work on your aim, Jason,’ he
said.

Helping himself to one of the beers, he gave
an animated, accelerated play-by-play account of what had happened
in the last inning-and-a-half. When the Cubs’ reliever started
pitching, the Cardinals’ third baseman had taken three balls, then
hit the fourth pitch out of the park on to Waveland Avenue, a grand
slam. When a fan threw the ball back into the park, it hit the
Cubs’ left-fielder in the back of the head. The player was removed
from the game for evaluation. Then the Cardinals singled, grounded
out, singled, and made an out on a deep fly ball to center field.
In their half of the inning, the Cubs had struck out, ground out,
and lined out. The Cardinals were at bat again, with one out and a
runner in scoring position.

Jason Walker listened with poorly feigned
interest. He was thinking about his new line of work. The job
itself didn’t seem so bad, he thought. It was his new boss who was
going to make matters difficult.

 


 


 


SEVEN

 


The indecisive weather had made up its mind.
It would rain. Rumbling, steel-gray thunderheads bullied their way
over the city, throwing down billowing sheets of rain. Storm drains
clogged with newspapers and shopping bags and overflowed the curbs.
Taxis, making no concession to the driving conditions, sluiced by
bus stops, throwing up long fantails of dirty water.

Jason Walker sat by his window and watched
the flooded scene below. Though his air conditioner sounded as if
it was choking on a piece of broken plastic, it was cool and arid
in his apartment. He had meant to go to the Lebanese Cultural
Center before noon, but at mid-afternoon found himself still
waiting by the window. He was nervous and glad to have the rain as
an excuse to delay. If it rained all night then he would risk
angering Chad Armstrong by putting the trip off until tomorrow.

But in the late afternoon the rain stopped
falling. The cloud ceiling rose and on the far horizon the falling
sun squinted toward the lake. Street lamps, which had blinked on
early in the day and stayed on, shined their purple light through
limp and sodden leaves to the rain-slick sidewalks below.

He pulled on a light windbreaker, tucked an
umbrella under his arm, and headed out. Schatzi bid him farewell
with a volley of barks. Despite their long through-the-door
acquaintance, she still sounded as if she wanted to eat him.

He walked down Marine Drive, the wind shaking
raindrops from the trees, to Lawrence, where he waited for a
westbound bus. The rush-hour traffic crawled. Even after he was
settled in a window seat, he watched the same pedestrian overtake
the bus three times before the bus finally pulled ahead for
good.

The bus passed through the newly nice center
of Uptown, then through Lincoln Square, the gentrified remnants of
a working-class German neighborhood. After that, the signs on the
stores were written in the blocky Korean alphabet. He got off the
bus in front of a pool hall, then crossed Lawrence and walked south
on Kedzie.

All of Chicago was salted with Mexican
restaurants and groceries, but here he also saw various Middle
Eastern businesses, even the gold dome of a mosque. A few blocks
south, across the street, he saw the cultural center. A faded
red-and-white awning with green cedar trees, a modified Lebanese
flag, gave the center’s name in both English and Arabic. A few old
men sat sipping tea on dirty white plastic patio sets under the
awning. They appeared to have long ago exhausted their topics of
mutual interest.

His skin prickled with fear. He opened the
nearest door and walked in. He was standing in a Lebanese
restaurant. Impulsively, he ordered kidney bean stew and pita
bread. He ate slowly and without appetite.

At last he could wait no longer. He paid for
the meal and walked to the cultural center. The old men out front
watched with blank faces as he approached.

A bell jangled as he opened the door. He
stopped just inside. The bell jangled again as the door closed. Had
he thought to imagine it, he might have expected a smoky room where
evil-looking men sat cross-legged on silk pillows, smoking hookahs.
But the room was bright and cheerful.

A half-dozen tables with mismatched chairs
were scattered up front near the windows. Along one wall stood a
small food counter with an antique-looking cash register. Plates of
plastic-wrapped pastries filled a glass-fronted cooler, and silver
urns with hot water and hot coffee were positioned for self-service
use. The walls of the room were covered with outdated travel
posters featuring scenes of a cosmopolitan, prewar Beirut, and a
floor-to-ceiling corkboard panel was covered with a patchwork of
posters, flyers, and notices. Paint peeled from the pressed-tin
ceiling and the floor was covered in worn linoleum tile. In the
back of the room, where the lights had not been turned on, there
was a small stage, to one side of which dozens of folding chairs
were stacked.

A half-dozen men were playing chess. Two
others read newspapers. Even though he lingered in the doorway,
looking lost and feeling like an idiot, no one greeted Jason Walker
or even acknowledged him. With the food counter unmanned, it didn’t
seem as if anyone was running the place.

Now what? he thought.

Then he noticed what appeared to be the
library. Against one wall were a bookshelf, a magazine rack stuffed
with well-thumbed magazines and newspapers, and several stacks of
travel brochures.

He walked to the bookshelf and chose a book
at random. He recognized the writing on the cover as Arabic. A
glance at the spines of the other books showed more Arabic titles
and several in French. Unable to think of any other excuse to stay,
he pulled out a chair at an empty table and sat down with the book.
There were several pages of color plates in the center, depicting
various old buildings that he assumed were in Lebanon. He studied
the pictures and their incomprehensible captions with the intensity
of a religious scholar searching for a sign in a sacred text.

When he had committed the features of the
dun-colored buildings to memory, he picked out another book.
Unfortunately, this one didn’t have any photographs. He pretended
to read. It was looking as if he wouldn’t have anything to report
to Chad Armstrong unless a bomb went off.

Then he realized that one of the men was no
longer reading his newspaper. The man was looking at him. Jason
Walker smiled, nodded, and resumed pretending to read. But the man
kept looking at him. A few minutes later, the man pushed his chair
back and walked over.

‘Is the book good?’ asked the man in
uninflected English.

‘It’s interesting,’ said Jason Walker.

‘Have you read on this subject before?’

‘No, this is my first time.’

‘You know,’ said the man, ‘it will probably
be even more interesting if you read it right-side up.’

He looked at the book in his hands,
embarrassed. ‘I don’t read Arabic,’ he said.

The man laughed a friendly laugh.

‘Well, you will not learn if you do not try,’
he said. ‘My name is Leo Haddad. What is yours?’

‘Jason Walker.’

They shook hands. Jason Walker put the book
down and Leo Haddad picked it up. He read the title page.

‘Even if you could read this, I think you
would find it very boring. It is a history of commerce in the area
now known as Lebanon. Are you Lebanese?’

‘I guess so. I was born in Beirut, but my
parents came here—’

‘—because of the war. Yes. I came here, too,
because of the war.’

Leo Haddad appeared to be in his
mid-thirties. His skin was light brown and his hair was jet black.
He was clean-shaven and neatly dressed, but his hair looked as if
it had been cut at a deep discount.

‘How long have you been here?’ asked Jason
Walker.

‘I have lived in Chicago for several years.
Before that, my family lived in Montreal, Canada, where my father
felt comfortable because he spoke French. Before that,
Lebanon.’

‘Are you Muslim?’

‘Are you Christian?’

‘I guess I am as much as I am Lebanese. I
don’t know very much about either.’

‘You have come here to learn more about
Lebanon, and also yourself?’

‘That makes it sound pretty noble. I thought
I’d come here so I wouldn’t feel so stupid.’

‘To know yourself is the most noble thing
there is.’

Leo Haddad insisted on buying him a piece of
baklava and a cup of strong, sweet black coffee. He obtained the
latter by sticking his head through a curtained doorway in the back
and calling for someone. A moment later a big man with a milky eye
and a burn-scarred hand came up to the counter. Leo Haddad asked
for coffee and the man began preparing it without a word. Jason
Walker couldn’t take his eyes off the man’s hands as he poured
sugar and water into a small copper pan and brought it to boil on a
hot plate. Removing the pan from the heat, he poured in finely
ground coffee and heated it until it frothed, stirring rapidly all
the time. He removed it from the heat and then repeated the
procedure two more times before pouring the coffee into two
demitasse cups. He accepted Leo Haddad’s money with a grunt, put
the pastries on small plates, and then walked away and disappeared
behind the curtain.

‘There is coffee in the urn,’ said Leo
Haddad, ‘but it is not coffee. If you want to be Lebanese, this is
the coffee you should drink.’

The coffee was strong, black as engine
oil.

‘Who is that man?’ asked Jason Walker.

‘That is Ghassan. I believe he was injured by
a bomb.’

He didn’t know what to say.

‘Maybe you imagine that he was a
terrorist?’

Jason Walker shook his head. ‘No, I don’t
think that.’

‘When many people think of Lebanon, they
think of Hezbollah. The Lebanese are peaceful, most of them. The
country has an unfortunate history. It is like a ball that children
fight over. Spoiled, stupid, and very large children. I think that,
without outside intervention, we might have been a model for the
Middle East. We are diverse and the people had learned, most of
them, to live with one another. But now we have become poor, and
like in poor countries, those who live there are angry. And that is
why more Lebanese live outside of Lebanon than within.’

Leo Haddad changed the subject, saying that
it was impolite to speak of politics with someone he had just met.
He asked about Jason Walker’s background and was amazed to learn
that Jean Walker was a Frenchman. He was incredulous that Jason
Walker spoke neither French nor Arabic nor any language but
English.

Jason Walker tried to explain about his
mother’s desire to assimilate.

‘That is strange,’ said his new acquaintance.
‘The Lebanese, as a rule, do not assimilate. They form communities
and make a new, little Lebanon wherever they go. They adapt
handsomely, but they do not forget they are Lebanese.’

‘My mother didn’t forget that she was
Lebanese, but I think she thought that I should only be
American.’

Leo Haddad shook his head.

‘We should have many things in common, you
and I, and yet we are strangers to each other. If you spoke Arabic,
if you spoke French, if you had been raised with familiar customs,
it would be like meeting a long-lost friend. Do you want to learn
more about your native country?’

Jason Walker said that he did.

‘Then you must begin the same way a
schoolchild would, with a book.’

Leo Haddad returned the book about Lebanese
commerce to the shelf and selected one that Jason Walker had
overlooked. Written in English, it was called Lebanon
for Beginners.

‘I am sure this book will not be intelligent
enough for you,’ he said, ‘but we have very few English books here.
And I do think it will whet your appetite.’

Jason Walker, embarrassed by the man’s
friendly generosity, thanked him. Leo Haddad dismissed him with a
smile.

‘I am glad that you were brave enough to
visit here, knowing no one. In these times, I am sad to say that
even some Lebanese choose not to visit us here. They love Lebanon,
they love their country, but they feel worried to be seen walking
out of a building with Arabic lettering on the sign.’ He shrugged.
‘And who knows? Maybe they are right. Maybe we are being watched.
But I cannot wash Lebanon off so easily.’

Leo Haddad said that he hoped they would meet
again, and the two men said goodbye. Jason Walker walked north to
Lawrence Avenue and waited for a bus under the glare of a street
light.

He felt bad for spying on someone like Leo
Haddad and thought he might pretend to forget the name. But even if
he had to talk, the worst he could say was that he’d met a man who
loved his country and had loaned him a book. Surely, even now, that
was not a punishable offense.

 


The following night Jason Walker met Gina
Saraceno for dinner at a small Italian restaurant near the El
tracks in the gallery district. Seemingly unchanged since the
1940s, Club Lago had a small, crowded bar up front, and a small,
crowded dining area in back. Before the indoor smoking ban it had
been loud and smoky. Now it was just loud.

He was amazed at his girlfriend’s seemingly
inexhaustible appetite for Italian food. While he could
occasionally convince her to try some other cuisine—usually Greek
or something equally heavy—she ate most non-Italian foods with
indifference. Mexican food was pretty good, she allowed, and Thai
food wasn’t bad, but she became animated only on the subject of a
truly great linguini vongole or veal saltimbocca. She had eaten at
seemingly every Italian restaurant in the greater Chicago area. And
in many of them, as in Club Lago, she was on first-name terms with
the owners.

He had arrived first. Following her standing
instructions, he ordered a bottle of her favorite Chianti. Shortly
after the wine arrived, she did too, sweeping in with even more
enthusiasm than usual. Her grin, always generous, spread from
earlobe to earlobe.

‘Why so happy?’ he asked.

She sat down, took a gulp of wine, and
rummaged in her bag, all without saying a word.

‘I’ll bite,’ he said. ‘Why so silent?’ She
found what she was looking for.

‘Close your eyes,’ she said.

He closed his eyes. Feeling a tug on his
shirt, he opened them involuntarily. She was sitting in her chair,
grinning, arms at her sides. He looked down. A red, white, and blue
badge, about three inches across, was pinned to his shirt.
VOTE LIBBY, it proclaimed.

‘I decided to volunteer,’ she said.

Jason Walker took the badge off and set it on
the table.

‘Very
funny.’

‘‘‘If they let you vote, Vote Libby.’’’

‘Is that the official slogan?’

‘‘‘Join the Libby Lobby!’’’

‘You’re making these up.’

‘‘‘If they count the votes, then your vote
counts: George Libby.’’’

He felt embarrassed. Gina Saraceno’s sense of
humor could be inscrutable at times. He wasn’t always sure if he
was supposed to laugh with her or just let her laugh at him.

‘Stop it, Gina,’ he said.

‘Which is a novelty shop?’

‘Actually, it’s the house of a hippie in Hyde
Park. He has a card table in his den, covered with buttons, flyers,
and bumper stickers.’

‘Which would explain why the city is not
exactly plastered with his slogans.’

‘‘‘George Libby just wants a few good
men.’’’

‘Gina.’

She drank more wine.

‘All right, sorry. I shouldn’t wind you up.
But I am volunteering.’

‘There’s no election.’

‘Exactly.’

‘So you’re telling people to vote for George
Libby if and when there’s an election?’

‘Exactly. And you’re my first sale. Vote
Libby, Jason.’

‘You know, a lot of people think his campaign
is unpatriotic, that it’s unfair to distract the president when
Americans are dying right here in America.’

‘I know. Vote Libby.’

‘I’m not saying, you know . . . I’m not
saying I . . . it’s just . . . what’s gotten into you?’

‘Are you going to Vote Libby or not,
Jason?’

‘Well, I’ll read the brochure. And if they
call an election, I’ll give him careful consideration.’

Gina Saraceno sighed and picked up a
menu.

‘Fair enough. But the point is that people
should be upset that they don’t at least have the opportunity to
vote for George Libby, even if they don’t want to vote for
him.’

‘I can hardly imagine people beating down the
doors of the polling places on behalf of a candidate they don’t
want to vote for. Are you going to stand on the sidewalk and pin
these things on people’s shirts?’

‘Probably. Or go door to door.’

‘Aren’t you worried?’

‘What, that they’ll send me to Guantanamo?
Just because they’re not holding an election, it doesn’t mean
they’ve outlawed campaigning. I want to exercise a few of the
rights I have left, while I still have them.’

‘I would have thought you were too cynical to
campaign for anybody.’

‘Well, if it were an election year, you’d
probably be right. George Libby isn’t exactly my idea of a policy
dreamboat. He’s kind of a one-issue kind of guy. But he is brave,
and I’d probably campaign for anybody who I thought could make the
world safer.’

‘How will he make the world safer?’

‘Well, he can’t make it any un-safer, can he?
He has a novel idea: he wants to let other countries figure things
out for themselves. The more we try to fight terrorism overseas,
the more terrorists we create. We back off, tell everyone we want
to do things diplomatically from here on out, and watch the
bombings stop.’

‘He doesn’t know that will work.’

‘Of course he doesn’t. But it’s at least
worth a try.’

‘As soon as we pull out, all these countries
will just rearm themselves. And they’ll be even angrier than they
were before. And we won’t be able to do anything until they attack
us here.’

‘They’re already attacking us here. At least
we’d have more troops at home to protect us.’

Jason Walker took a sip of wine. He didn’t
know what to think. If anything, recent events had made it even
harder for him to keep an argument clear in his head. And even
under the best of circumstances, it was hard to win an argument
with Gina Saraceno.

‘You’re probably right,’ he said, ‘but
pulling the troops out is a big decision. It’s not like you can
just decide to put them back.’

‘They should never have been sent in the
first place.’

It was time to either argue or order. They
both began scrutinizing their menus.

‘What are you having?’ she asked.

‘Probably the usual.’

‘Me too.’

They folded their menus. Embarrassed, they
looked at each other and laughed.

‘So, are you going to Vote Libby?’ she asked,
teasing.

‘Stop it.’

‘If you want to volunteer, I have extra
badges and brochures.’

‘What’s in it for me?’

She smirked. ‘For every day you volunteer,
you get one full-body massage with a happy ending.’

‘George Libby gets you for free, but I have
to use the barter system?’

They realized the waiter had been standing
behind them. He was waiting for a break in the conversation. His
face was red.

Gina Saraceno covered her face with her
hands. ‘Oh, my god!’

‘I can come back later,’ suggested the
waiter.

‘I think we’d better order,’ said Jason
Walker.

 


That night, after a wonderful massage he’d
been given as an ‘advance,’ Jason Walker lay next to Gina Saraceno
in her bed. She was sleeping, her thick black hair almost entirely
covering her face. She lived near Taylor Street, the Italian
neighborhood that had been almost entirely swallowed by the
University of Illinois, in the garden apartment of her family’s
ancestral three-flat. Maria Saraceno, her mother, still lived on
the main floor, and Tina Saraceno, her older sister, lived on the
top floor with her husband and two daughters.

He liked the apartment. It was small—the rear
half of the basement was taken up by the building’s furnace and
laundry room—but cozy. She had painted the walls a warm yellow and
collected an eccentric array of lamps to light the rooms. The small
windows looked out on to crocuses and daffodils. On summer mornings
he saw birds beaking in the mulch for bugs, and spiders’ webs
thrumming with capture and kill.

Gina Saraceno’s plan to campaign for George
Libby made him nervous. He didn’t like the idea of his girlfriend
drawing attention to herself by making a public and unpopular
stand. And he especially didn’t want her doing it when her
boyfriend was working for Homeland Security. He felt as if he were
contaminated, as if he would infect her idealism merely by coming
into contact with her. He wondered if he should break up with her.
But he couldn’t do it. He couldn’t be that alone, especially not
now.

Fortunately, she had brought her plan up away
from his home, and then they had come to her home. He didn’t know
how closely he was being watched, but he doubted that Chad
Armstrong would approve the expense necessary to follow a low-level
informant twenty-four hours a day. Even if he wanted to, it was
doubtful his superiors would. The bureaucracy of Homeland Security
might have been Jason Walker’s best ally.

It bought him time. Not much, but enough time
to figure out what to do. He wondered how long he could keep Chad
Armstrong from knowing about Gina Saraceno’s volunteer work.

 


 


 


EIGHT

 


Jason Walker visited the Lebanese Cultural
Center five more times over the next two weeks. He stopped by in
the morning, in the afternoon, and in the evening. He tried to meet
more people but the others showed less interest than Leo Haddad.
They were content to let him read books upside down and even
backward if he chose. When he did build up the courage to introduce
himself, he was received politely but with no warmth. He gave up
trying and started going only in the evenings, when he knew Leo
Haddad was likely to be there.

Though the two men were almost the same age,
their relationship was like that of uncle and nephew. Leo Haddad
quizzed Jason Walker on what he’d read, then chose more books for
him. Their conversations were wide-ranging and friendly, but Leo
Haddad made sure they were educational, too. He had taken at face
value Jason Walker’s claim that he wanted to learn.

At home, the informant made careful notes of
the things he’d seen, the names he’d heard, the things he had
discussed with his target. But he became less and less certain that
he would be willing to share those notes with his government
handler. Leo Haddad was obviously not a terrorist. Beyond even
that, Jason Walker liked him. He was kind and generous and a good
listener.

But there was a terrible paradox. If Jason
Walker didn’t want to be deported to Beirut, he had to keep
spending time at the cultural center. The only man making that time
possible was Leo Haddad. And the more time they spent together, the
harder it would be to keep their friendship secret. Once again he
felt like a plague carrier. Every time Leo Haddad smiled at him, he
felt black and poisonous inside.

Leo Haddad introduced him to the center’s
director, a smiling, bearded man named Ahmad Saad, who invited him
to become a member of the cultural center. The annual dues were
$100, which helped with rent and other expenses and paid for the
complimentary tea and coffee. A portion of the money was donated to
a charity that did ‘good works’ in Lebanon. Membership, explained
Ahmad Saad, also provided a discount on special activities. For
example, in several weeks, a group from the center would be
attending a lecture and slide show on ancient Mediterranean art at
the Museum of the Art Institute.

The invitation seemed promising. The
activities were obviously innocent, but Chad Armstrong had wanted
him to get involved, so he would join. Of course, he had also been
told not to appear too eager. He thanked Ahmad Saad for the
opportunity and told him he would think it over.

When they shook hands as they said goodbye
that evening, Leo Haddad clasped his hand a moment longer than was
necessary.

‘I can see that you are no dilettante,’ he
said. ‘I admire you very much. Many Americans would rather remain
in ignorance about the rest of the world. And as you learn about
this unfamiliar place, you will learn about yourself.’

Jason Walker waved him off, laughing. ‘I’m
afraid your high opinion of me is somewhat misplaced.’

‘I am certain it is not.’

 


He received his credit card bill. On the
itemized list of debits was a charge for round-trip airfare to
Philadelphia, with dates corresponding to his own trip to Cairo.
There was also a charge for a five-night hotel stay, complete with
realistic minibar and pay-per-view movie charges, and a single
credit for the amount of his entire hotel bill. It looked as if the
manager had indeed comped the bill. But the airfare was apparently
his to pay. And in a cruel joke, the charge was for a first-class
seat.

He eyed the check for $3,500.

In forging evidence, Chad Armstrong’s people
had backed up his story. But they had also given themselves
deniability.

 


That night Jason Walker rode the train south
to Gina Saraceno’s to eat dinner with her family. The train car was
hot and crowded and the driver seemed determined not to go too fast
in case the wheels fell off. There was a music festival downtown
and passengers carried coolers, lawn chairs, and beach umbrellas.
War on terror or no war on terror, Chicago held festivals all
summer long. Jason Walker couldn’t remember what this one was
celebrating. Blues? Country? Gospel? Or maybe it wasn’t a music
festival at all. Maybe the city was showing a movie in the park
again.

He tried to concentrate on the book he was
reading, about the Lebanese civil war. It was the first time he’d
seriously tried to sort out the events that had brought him to
America. Even though he’d picked small pieces up from his parents,
it was hard to make sense of it all. There were so many factions,
for one: Christians, Muslims, and Jews in a half-dozen varieties,
from Syria, Israel, Palestine, and even Lebanon. It was hard to see
how a country so diverse, so young, so artificial, could spawn so
many people who claimed to love it. Even after leaving it.

The train pulled into a station and the doors
opened. The dozen or so people who wanted off had to fight their
way through the standing-room-only aisles. The man next to Jason
Walker got up and shouldered his way out, and someone instantly
took his place.

Chad Armstrong.

‘That book any good?’ he asked.

‘Yes.’

‘Glad to hear it. I can never keep all of
those nut-jobs straight. So, long time no see. How’ve you
been?’

‘I’ve been fine, thank you,’ said Jason
Walker.

‘In a hurry to get somewhere? I hope
not.’

‘Well . . .’

‘Have a drink with me. I know a place. I
won’t keep you long. Two stops.’

They got off the train two stops later, Chad
Armstrong talking until then as if they were old acquaintances
who’d happened to run into each other.

They walked to an Irish pub that had been
ordered out of a catalog. Only a few years old, it looked as if it
had stood there since before Chicago was a city. The floor was
canted, the woodwork worn smooth as if by countless hands, even the
mirrors were darkened as if by age and smoke. It was amazing what
could be faked.

The crowd of drinkers, however, shattered the
illusion. They wore slacks and dress shirts and tiny cell-phone
headsets or they wore shorts, flip-flops, and loud T-shirts that
advertised the places they spent their money.

‘It’s not exactly the casbah,’ said Chad
Armstrong, ‘but no one will notice our nefarious dealings. They’re
all drunk on Guinness shooters. So, tell me about your
vacation.’

‘My vacation?’

‘It’s code. We’re in the espionage business,
see? Tell me about your trip to the you-know-where.’

Chad Armstrong didn’t seem to take his work
very seriously, thought Jason Walker. But still he told him, more
or less, about his various trips to the Lebanese Cultural Center,
reporting what it looked like, what the people there looked like,
and what he had done there. The one part he left out was his
growing friendship with Leo Haddad. It wasn’t that hard, actually.
He invented several people who had, he said, bought him coffee or
loaned him books.

Chad Armstrong did not appear to be a very
good listener. He ordered Guinness shooters for them both and drank
his own very quickly. He stared at attractive women. He kept one
eye on the crawl of sports scores on a nearby TV. He ordered a
second round even though Jason Walker had hardly touched his own
drink. But there were moments when Jason Walker thought he saw
something else in Chad Armstrong’s eyes, like a calculator doing
sums.

It took ten minutes to tell everything. Chad
Armstrong didn’t seem to notice that he’d stopped talking. Instead
he inclined his head at a nearby blonde.

‘Why aren’t hot chicks like that ever
involved in the war on terror?’ he said. ‘I’ve got cameras in the
houses of maybe twenty guys and most of ’em are gnarly beardos. And
the ones with wives make their wives wear that head-to-toe shit
practically until bedtime.’

‘Burkas?’

‘Burkas, hijabs, kaftans, muumuus—whatever.
Anyway, now that you’ve told me about your vacation, I want to show
you pictures of my vacation. Sound good?’

‘All right.’

‘Don’t you want to ask where I went?’

‘Where did you go?’

‘That’s classified.’

Smirking, Chad Armstrong pulled a small photo
album out of his back pocket.

‘Look at each one of these. Take your
time.’

Jason Walker took the album. It was flimsy
plastic, four inches by six, the kind some photo shops give away
for free with an order of prints. The first photo was of a man
looking over his shoulder. It was grainy, as if it had been shot
with a zoom lens under low light and then dramatically enlarged.
The photo had been cropped just below the shoulders. The man wore a
mustache, a checked head scarf, and a wary look. Jason Walker had
never seen the man. He shook his head.

‘Keep looking,’ said Chad Armstrong.

He turned the page. The next photo looked
like a mug shot. A man glared at the camera in black-and-white, his
skin washed out by the flash. His chin rested on the bottom of the
photo as if the photographer had refused to lower his tripod. He
was clean-shaven with short dark hair, very unattractive. Also a
stranger.

Jason Walker shook his head and looked at the
next photo.

They were all different. Some posed, some
candid. Some crisp, some out of focus. Some men unaware that they
were under observation, some defiant despite having been captured.
But the captured ones must have been released. Or escaped.

He found himself imagining stories for each
of them. The photos were clinical and yet hinted at entirely alien
circumstances. This one was a petty thief who’d thrown his lot in
with the Taliban in hopes of making something of himself. This one
was a career mercenary. This one was a devout Muslim who’d
reluctantly taken up arms.

Chad Armstrong just watched his face as he
lingered over each photo. He’d never seen any of them before.

Until he saw the picture of Leo Haddad. He
tried not to react, but he felt his pupils contract to pinpoints,
felt his heart stutter and race. His first instinct was to turn the
page, but he forced himself to linger as he had with the
others.

After thirty seconds, he shook his head and
turned the page.

Chad Armstrong said nothing until he had
closed the photo album.

‘So you didn’t see any of these guys?’

‘No.’

‘You’re positive?’

‘Well, I mean, I think so.’

Chad Armstrong riffled through the book and
showed him one of the pictures again. Though it was impossible to
tell, he thought the man in the photo might have been riding a
camel.

‘Positive you didn’t see this guy?’

‘Yes, positive.’

Another second look, this time a prison
mugshot.

‘Positive you didn’t see this guy?’

‘Yes.’

Another look at the photograph of Leo
Haddad.

‘This guy?’

‘Positive.’

‘Because it looked like you recognized
him.’

‘Well, he could have been there. I’m sure I
don’t remember everybody I saw. Maybe I looked at it for an extra
second because I thought I had seen him. But I really don’t think
so.’

Chad Armstrong pursed his lips.

‘OK. You haven’t seen him. You haven’t seen
any of these guys. It’s weird, because we do know that a few of
them like to hang out at the cultural center. Maybe it’s just bad
luck or whatever. I know you wouldn’t hold anything back.’

‘Of course not.’

‘Because you don’t want to go back to
Beirut.’

I don’t want to go to Beirut, you
asshole, he thought.

‘OK, new tactic. I know I told you just to
show up and look around and not to do anything specific, but now I
want you to do something specific. Keep your eyes open for this
guy’—he tapped the photo of Leo Haddad—‘and try to make friends
with him.’

‘That wasn’t the deal.’

‘New deal.’

‘But I’m not a spy. Like you said.’

‘I promise no grappling hooks and no
safecracking. You won’t have to strangle him with piano wire. Just
introduce yourself and be friendly.’

‘And then you’ll change the deal again.’

Chad Armstrong shrugged. ‘Look, I don’t have
the same thing for breakfast every day, either. Change is part of
life. Adapt or die. I mean, I’ll try not to get you killed. But
while we’re on that subject, watch out for this guy. You’ll be safe
if you hang out with him in the cultural center, when there are a
bunch of people around. But don’t walk down any dark alleys with
him. He’s what we in the business call a “bad guy”—industry
term.’

He finished his drink and stood up.

Jason Walker was suddenly afraid that he
shouldn’t have held back information.

‘They asked me to become a member,’ he
said.

‘They what?’

‘They asked me to become a dues-paying
member.’

‘Who?’

‘Ahmad Saad. The director.’

‘How much? The dues?’

‘A hundred dollars.’

Chad Armstrong opened his wallet and took out
a hundred-dollar bill. ‘There you go. Don’t buy drugs with that or
anything. We log the serial numbers on those puppies.’

He also gave Jason Walker a phone number with
a local area code.

‘If you need to reach me, leave a message
after the tone. I’ll get it right away. You’re helping us, but you
may need our help, too.’

 


He walked to the train. He had to transfer to
another train and then the bus before he arrived at Gina Saraceno’s
house. He was late. Dinnertime had begun. He kissed his girlfriend,
apologized, and sat down at the table in her mother’s dining
room.

The apartment, with lace curtains framing the
windows and framed photographs lining the wall, felt very old-world
to him. And the big, noisy family—besides Gina Saraceno, her
mother, and her sister’s family, there were an aunt and uncle and
an elderly neighbor—felt very old-world as well. It was a stark
contrast to the way he’d grown up. Maria Saraceno had cooked all
day long, and every inch of the table was covered with food. They
ate and drank heartily—even the kids were allowed to have tiny
glasses of watered-down wine—and laughed and told stories.

He had long ignored the idea of starting a
family. And it would have been terribly premature to raise the
subject with Gina Saraceno. But suddenly he wondered if she wasn’t
his last, best chance to not be alone. And he knew he was realizing
this too late.

Tonio Longhetti, the uncle, attempted to talk
to him about work. It was an uncomfortable subject and he tried to
laugh it off. The uncle was a building contractor with four crews
and had often offered employment ‘if that computer thing doesn’t
work out.’ Jason Walker had explained several times what he did but
apparently hadn’t been sufficiently clear. Since Gio Saraceno’s
death, his wife’s brother seemed to feel a fatherly sense of
obligation toward Gio’s daughters.

After dinner he thought that maybe he and
Gina Saraceno would go for a walk. They could stop for a drink,
perhaps, then spend an early and enjoyable evening in bed.

But Gina Saraceno had other plans.

‘Let’s take my car,’ she said.

She drove east to Lake Shore Drive, then
south toward Hyde Park.

‘Are we going where I think we’re going?’ he
asked.

‘Yup,’ she said.

‘Vote Libby,’ he sighed.

She laughed.

‘Oh, honey.’

It had been a day of nearly unlimited
sunshine, and as the sun descended the wind grew stronger. A few
bikers, joggers, or skaters traveled the path in the park. Beyond
them, tiny whitecaps splashed gold in the dying sun. Gina Saraceno
turned off Lake Shore Drive and drove past the Museum of Science
and Industry. Because it was considered to be a family museum, the
current show was controversial to some: ‘Military Machines.’
Simple, interactive exhibits explained how armor plate stopped
roadside bombs and how robot planes located the enemy in the
wasteland. Jason Walker hadn’t seen the exhibit for himself, but it
was a far cry from exhibits on Leonardo da Vinci and space
travel.

Gina Saraceno made several turns, got stymied
by a one-way, and looped around a block to compensate. She wasn’t
lost, she explained, but she couldn’t remember exactly where it
was. They were right on the border between genteel Hyde Park and
slightly shabby Kenwood. After fifteen minutes, she brightened and
pulled the car over.

‘Here it is,’ she said.

The red-brick three-flat had seen better
days, but not recently. The mortar was falling out in chunks. Some
years ago a decorative cornice had been replaced with sparkly
Permastone, and repairs to the walls had been made with mismatched
bricks. The wooden porch listed dangerously to one side. A bicycle
rack in front of the building was jumbled with two-wheelers in
various states of disrepair.

They walked up the front steps and into the
vestibule. Boxes of produce were piled to shoulder-height. Jason
Walker had to shift a few of them before Gina Saraceno could
operate the intercom.

‘It’s a drop-off for an organic farm,’ she
explained. ‘People buy shares in the farm and then once a week the
farm delivers the vegetables to the city.’

He folded back the corner of a box and saw a
bunch of carrots damp with earth. There were also beets, lettuce,
and something white that looked like part of an alien creature. He
raised an eyebrow.

‘Kohlrabi,’ said Gina Saraceno.

Hand-printed signs read BREAK
DOWN BOXES
AND STACK
THEM OUTSIDE and PLEASE
TAKE ONLY ONE
NEWSLETTER PER
BOX.

To Jason Walker, it seemed an even less
likely headquarters for revolution than the Lebanese Cultural
Center.

The door buzzed open and they went up to a
second-floor apartment. The man holding the door for them stood
about six-and-a-half feet tall and weighed about a hundred and
fifty pounds. He wore his hair in a long ponytail and was missing
his upper right lateral incisor. He was either fifty years old or a
hard-won forty.

‘Gina,’ he said warmly, ‘glad you could make
it.’

‘I’m a woman of my word,’ she said. ‘This is
my boyfriend, Jason Walker.’

‘Greetings, Jason. I’m Scott Fink.’

Fighting an urge to say ‘Vote Libby!’ he
shook the man’s hand.

Scott Fink led them through a foyer into a
small living room crowded with house plants and people. The walls
were lined with posters. Some encouraged citizens to protest
against war or workers to organize labor unions. A few others
encouraged music lovers to attend Grateful Dead concerts.

‘Everyone, this is Gina and Jason. Gina and
Jason, this is everyone.’

Everyone denoted about eight
people. Jason Walker wondered if Scott Fink had dropped their
surnames deliberately. Would a George Libby campaign meeting take
security precautions? He hoped so.

The meeting was informal. Scott Fink served
cans of beer and bowls of chips and homemade salsa, noting with
pride that the tomatoes in the salsa were organic. He asked each
person to give their name, an interesting personal fact, and the
reason they were interested in campaigning for George Libby. They
all gave first names only.

Eric, a writer, was incensed that his civil
liberties had been abrogated by the president. George Libby wasn’t
remotely liberal enough for him, but he would campaign for anyone
who opposed the president. Amber, a student, was there with her
boyfriend, Jarrod, a political-science major, worried that
political campaigns were becoming obsolete. Mike, a tough-looking
lesbian, said she hoped to put her ‘foot up the president’s ass.’
Demeter, a beautiful hippie, said she lived downstairs and looked
to Scott Fink for guidance; ‘where he leads, I follow.’ Javier, a
bike messenger, said that the reason he was there should be obvious
to any thinking person. Cornelius and Dorothy, retired professors
of African American studies, said they would fight the president
not because they believed they could win, but because ‘the
juggernaut must be slowed, even if it means throwing our own bodies
under the wheels.’

There was a moment of silence. Scott Fink
nodded his head thoughtfully. Jason Walker was next. He had no idea
how to follow such conviction. He gave his name and occupation and
said that he hoped George Libby would be given a fair chance to
make his case once an election was called.

He didn’t exactly bring the house down. Even
Gina Saraceno looked mildly embarrassed.

‘I’m Gina,’ she said, ‘and I believe we need
to get that election on the calendar.’

The group gave scattered applause and a few
whoops. Scott Fink smiled and nodded approvingly.

‘All right,’ he said. ‘Let’s begin.’

Scott Fink introduced himself as a ‘veteran
activist and an activist veteran.’ He had served in the peacetime
army and was proud of his ‘perfect record,’ having never fired a
gun in conflict. He had contacted George Libby after reading a
newspaper article and volunteered to organize the Chicago campaign.
It was an unpaid position, and, he said, everyone in the room could
count on their efforts being pro bono as well.

Jason Walker thought of the check for $3,500
sitting on his sideboard. It was a bit worse for wear since it had
blown off on to the floor and he had stepped on it. But with or
without the shoe print, it was still legal tender.

With apologies to those in the group who had
heard his spiel before, Scott Fink offered a short biographical
sketch of George Libby and outlined the planks of his candidacy.
The candidate had served one tour of duty in Vietnam with the
Marines and two tours of duty in Liberia with the Peace Corps. He
had earned a bachelor’s degree in history on the GI bill and then a
master’s in business. He managed a furniture store in the
Southwest, then started his own, then bought out two competitors
and founded a national chain. Wishing to grow even more, he built
factories and began to build his own wares. He used direct mail and
TV infomercials to market, sell, and ship directly to customers in
areas where he did not have stores. Would-be investors urged him to
take his company public.

Then, in the 1990s, he became the target of
demonstrators who claimed that the FurnishMart factories were
poisoning the groundwater with improperly-disposed-of
chemicals.

‘George Libby could have ignored the
demonstrators,’ said Scott Fink. ‘He could have asked a judge to
issue a restraining order, saying they were interfering with his
business. He could have tried to crush this rag-tag band with all
the money and power at his disposal. But he didn’t do that. He
investigated their claims. He found that they were right. He
invited them inside the gates. He listened. It was a teaching
moment.’

The future presidential candidate wasn’t
about to shut down his operation, of course. But he took immediate,
good-faith steps to reduce the harmful impact of his factories. He
hired community liaisons and gave his employees half-pay for any
volunteer work they performed. He hired consultants to create a
‘zero-impact’ plan that would have FurnishMart in environmental
balance within twenty years. Construction materials would be
sustainable and biodegradable. Waste would be recycled. Showrooms
would offer affordable repair services. Unavoidable waste would be
balanced with gains in other areas. For example, if tests proved
that airborne emissions were still harmful, extra trees would be
planted on the surrounding hills.

George Libby had been profiled in
Mother Jones. Scott Fink passed a
hand-worn copy around the room. The cover image showed a sixty-ish,
avuncular white man with male-pattern baldness, his arms folded
over an ill-fitting shirt. Emblazoned across his legs were the
words ‘The Future.’ Environmentalist groups saw him as a savior,
someone who had access to the unsaved and who spoke their language.
And George Libby did enjoy giving speeches to his peers, urging
them to enjoy the benefits of a clean conscience as he did.

But he showed no political ambition
whatsoever. He was still a capitalist. He enjoyed making money and
believed that, once they realized the long-term benefits of doing
good, others would join him. He preferred to lead by example, not
by legislation. It took war and a constitutional amendment to
change his mind.

First, a close friend lost two sons in the
Iran offensive. Then his own son was shot down on an air raid over
Colombia. George Libby wanted to protest by voting against the
president, but there was no candidate. There wasn’t even an
election scheduled. He wanted to get an election scheduled. Calls
to his congressman and senators, whom he knew well, left him
unsatisfied. He thought about it for one week and then declared his
candidacy.

‘How do you know all this stuff?’ asked
Javier, the bike messenger.

‘Half of it is on his website and in his
campaign brochures,’ said Scott Fink. ‘He told me the other half
himself, over the phone. We need to get the whole story into the
Chicago media.’

George Libby had been painted as a
single-issue candidate. His slogan was ‘Bring them all home.’ And
he freely admitted that his son’s death had been the inspiration
for his campaign. He believed America’s many small wars were
exacerbating, not ameliorating, the problem of terrorism. But in
order to be taken more seriously as a candidate, he had added
stances as necessary. He was pro-environment, of course. He was
also pro-choice, pro-gun control, pro-assisted suicide,
pro-healthcare, pro-union, pro-stem cell research—all unfashionable
stances since the start of the president’s third term. George Libby
had also been called an isolationist. He believed that America
could help countries faced with famine, disease, and genocide, but
felt that any such help should be modest. He believed in limiting
tax relief to multinational corporations, but his refusal to
condemn them outright bothered some of the radicals who would
otherwise have been his base.

It seemed to bother Javier, too. He had
protested at several meetings of the World Trade Organization and
the G8.

‘Half the reason we’re in half these wars is
because they’re making money off the arms deals, man,’ said Javier.
‘If Libby doesn’t see that, then he doesn’t realize that they’re
never going to bring the troops home while there’s still a buck to
be made.’

‘I’m not saying he’s the perfect candidate,’
said Scott Fink. ‘But tell me one who’s better.’

Javier mumbled that he wasn’t trying to be
difficult, but he wasn’t sure if he could volunteer his time for
someone who wasn’t opposed to multinational corporations.

Scott Fink said he understood. Despite his
ponytail and his less-than-inspiring appearance, he had a calm,
commanding presence. He said that although he needed help, he
didn’t want anyone who wasn’t committed to the cause. He also
understood, he said, that simply wearing a George Libby badge or
sticker didn’t mean what it would have meant in an ordinary year.
To ask to vote might be considered a subversive act. It seemed as
good a time as any, he said, to ask who was in and who was out.

Jason Walker assumed that everyone in the
small group would be in. It wouldn’t be nearly enough people, but
anyone interested enough to come to a meeting was probably likely
to do more. He thought the candidate sounded appealing. He also
thought that he should stay as far away as possible.

‘So,’ said Scott Fink, ‘who wants to stand
with George Libby?’

He looked expectantly around the room.

Eric the writer nodded.

Amber the student looked at her boyfriend,
Jarrod the political-science major. He asked to take a brochure
with him. He said he would think it over and call Scott Fink.

Mike the lesbian said, ‘Hell yes, I’m
in.’

Demeter the hippie smiled at Scott Fink and
nodded.

Javier the bike messenger wished them all
luck and said that he was looking for something more radical.

Cornelius and Dorothy, the retired
professors, said they would volunteer two hours a week. Jason
Walker wondered if their schedule would coincide with the moment
the juggernaut rolled through Chicago.

Gina Saraceno volunteered one day per week
and evenings as time allowed.

Scott Fink looked at her gratefully. Then he
turned to Jason Walker.

He wanted to help. He wanted to run.

‘It’s all, um, very compelling,’ he said.
‘It’s kind of a tough time for me right now. I mean, I have time,
but I’m struggling financially, so I feel like I should be looking
for work.’ He felt a sharp elbow in his ribs. His girlfriend smiled
sweetly.

‘But, I guess this is more important, isn’t
it?’ he said. ‘So, sure, I’ll help out. As time allows.’

Scott Fink thanked those who had declined to
help, shaking their hands as they filed out the door. He closed the
door and asked the volunteers to stay a moment. As they listened to
the last footsteps thumping down the stairs, he spoke to them
quietly.

‘I’ve been involved in a lot of campaigns and
a lot of actions. None have been more important than this. Now, I
don’t want to sound paranoid. I know I look like a hippie and you
look like a room full of well-intentioned volunteers who want to
work peaceably for change, but I’ve seen Quakers busted for holding
prayer circles, and you never know who’s really a friend. So let’s
keep this first names only. You all probably shouldn’t hang out
together or exchange phone numbers. I won’t keep your names or
numbers in writing here. You all have my phone number, and that’s
fine. But the less you write down, the better. Erase your call
history once in a while.’

Cornelius looked at Scott Fink.

‘Do you really think all this secrecy is
necessary?’

‘I hope not. But if we find out for sure that
it is, it’ll be too late to go back and do things differently.’

Cornelius, a slightly tired-looking man with
patches of gray in his neatly trimmed hair, looked questioningly at
his wife.

She nodded.

‘Fair enough,’ he said.

‘Good man,’ said Scott Fink. ‘I forgot to
tell you all that I do have a surefire method for finding spies.
Let me go get my knife.’

He looked around at the seven astonished
faces.

‘Kidding, people, kidding.’

Jason Walker’s heart had almost resumed
beating again by the time Gina Saraceno started the car.

 


It was fully dark as they drove north on Lake
Shore Drive. The park looked empty. White waves crashed on the
revetments. Beyond that, the lake was black as a void.

Traffic was thick. Ahead of them, red brake
lights pulsed on and off. Soon they were inching along.

‘What’s the deal?’ asked Gina Saraceno
irritably.

‘It’s got to be a festival, right?’

‘Yeah, the glee club and a cappella
extravaganza.’

They both laughed. They hadn’t talked about
the meeting. Gina Saraceno’s involvement had made him nervous, and
his own involvement made him doubly so. But if they didn’t discuss
it at his house, and if they didn’t discuss it on the phone, maybe
it could be their secret. It seemed a feeble hope. Of course, Chad
Armstrong was interested in the Lebanese Cultural Center, not an
aging radical’s apartment in Hyde Park. As far as he knew.

‘Gina, about tonight—’

‘Oh, shit.’

They both saw the source of the slowdown.
Blue-striped police cars and white Homeland Security vans, their
flashers strobing, lined the hard shoulder. They narrowed the road
to a V through which only two cars could pass at a time. Police
officers were stopping cars and peering inside with long-handled
flashlights. A garbage truck, parked just behind the checkpoint and
perpendicular to the road, forced drivers to make a tight turn at
slow speed once they’d been allowed to proceed.

‘Beautiful,’ said Gina Saraceno. ‘Checkpoint.
What were you saying?’

‘Um . . .’ he said.

He felt guilty, and stupid for feeling
guilty. Obviously Homeland Security wasn’t looking for George Libby
campaign volunteers. He just wished they didn’t have to go through
the checkpoint. Checkpoints made him nervous. Who really knew what
they were looking for? The last time he’d been close to a white van
he’d been thrown inside it. He wanted to tell her about it.

‘Just, you know,’ he said, ‘kind of a big
night.’

If he told her, he’d have to tell her
everything.

They inched forward. There was a weird
electricity about the scene. Drivers gripped their steering wheels
and stared ahead, tight-lipped.

‘Look, Scott is a little melodramatic, but
that’s all. I think anyone who has been that political for their
whole life probably gets a little paranoid.’

They had stopped. She turned her head to look
at him.

‘God,’ she said, ‘you don’t think there was a
spy in the room, do you?’

‘Well, how would you know?’

She started laughing. The passenger in the
car to their left turned to look.

‘Stop laughing.’

‘What, they’ve outlawed laughing now? That
lady’s going to bust me?’

She waved gaily at the staring passenger in
the next car.

‘Gina, just don’t draw their attention.’

‘Jason, honey, I think you need to relax. I
know you’re depressed because work’s going badly. Who knows? Maybe
you should go work for my uncle. The fresh air might cheer you up.
Look, I’ll help you unwind when we get home. Your place or
mine?’

She put her hand on his knee.

He pushed it off.

She stared at him.

They were a half-dozen car lengths from the
roadblock, but he could see the faces of the men searching the
cars. They looked suspicious and unforgiving.

‘Your place it is, then,’ she said.

‘Look, I’m sorry. I just—’

‘Forget it.’

They were silent until it was their turn. The
lights were blinding. It was as if a terrible accident had taken
place.

Gina Saraceno rolled down her window.

‘Hello, officer.’

The policeman said nothing. He shined the
flashlight in her face. She scowled and faced forward.

The man trained his beam on the passenger
seat. Jason Walker closed his eyes against the glare. His heart was
pounding.

‘Open your eyes, sir.’

He did, blinking.

The man stepped back, peering into the messy
back seat. He thumped the trunk with the flat of his hand, making
them both jump.

‘Pop the trunk.’

She reached down and pulled the lever beside
her seat. The trunk opened. The car bounced slightly on its
suspension as the man shifted things around.

‘What do you have back there?’ whispered
Jason Walker.

‘Two terrorists and a machine gun,’ whispered
Gina Saraceno.

He shook his head. Didn’t she see how serious
this was?

The trunk slammed shut.

‘Pull forward,’ said the man.

After they turned around the garbage truck,
they saw a half-dozen cars on the shoulder that had been pulled out
of the line. Homeland Security officers controlled this scene. Two
short, dark-skinned men were being loaded into a van. Others were
being frisked against their cars. One car was being literally
disassembled by a search team: its wheels had been removed and its
seats rested a few yards away on the pavement. Barking German
shepherds kept the suspects in line while smaller dogs crawled
through the cars, sniffing, he guessed, for explosives.

Gina Saraceno dropped him off at his
apartment building. He was upset that they were fighting, but in a
way, it was good to be alone, too.

‘It’s been a wonderful evening,’ she
said.

‘I’ll call you tomorrow,’ he said.

But she was already driving away.

 


 


 


NINE

 


Jason Walker found himself suddenly anxious
to get back to work—his real work, editing and writing. He sent
emails to some of the editors he’d worked with in the past year,
asking if they had anything for him. He called the editors who he
hadn’t worked with for longer than that. Responses varied, but no
one gasped in excitement that he was available. Most of the emails
went unanswered. A couple of the people he phoned admitted that
they weren’t likely to have work for him. One said he might,
another said she did. She was looking for someone to summarize
other writers’ reviews in two sentences for the arts listings. It
would be a weekly deadline. The pay was pathetic. He said he’d take
it.

After he hung up he wondered if she had
deliberately quoted a low rate to scare him off. Perhaps she hadn’t
wanted him to take it. It was always easy to get an intern to do
work like that. Well, he had surprised her. In his situation, even
eighty dollars a week was something. With his new cooking skills,
he could almost eat on that. He only hoped he wouldn’t be cooking
for one.

He decided to pay a personal visit to
Chicago Socialite. There was
another troubled relationship. He showered, shaved, and dressed as
sharply as he felt able. As he headed out the door, on instinct he
reached for his camera bag, as he normally would have, to take a
few pictures once his errand was over. But then he remembered that
he didn’t feel like taking pictures anymore. He put the bag back on
its hook in the front closet.

It was hot and humid with only a few white
clouds drifting along in the sky. He walked to the Argyle station
slowly, keeping to the shade wherever possible. He didn’t want to
be drenched in sweat when he arrived.

He got off the train in the Loop and walked
to the beautifully restored Art Deco building that housed the
Chicago Socialite offices. Consulting the
directory in the lobby, he found the appropriate bank of elevators
and pushed the call button. Though he’d done a great deal of work
for the magazine, he’d only been in the offices twice before.
Freelancers were cheap labor and considered a nuisance when they
showed up in person. Still, he wanted to make it harder for his
editor to say no.

The reception area looked more like a
tastefully appointed living room than the front room of a business.
Fortunately, there was a thin girl at a thin sliver of a desk just
inside the door. She looked six feet tall and seventeen years old.
Her bangs slashed across her face severely, and she had to lean to
her right to look at him with both eyes.

He asked for Lainie Verona. The girl narrowed
her eyes at him suspiciously, then tapped a button on her console
and whispered into a fiber-optic whisker that was suspended below
her lower lip.

‘Please wait,’ she said, pointing to an
S-shaped chair.

Lainie Verona kept him waiting for twenty
minutes. She swept into the room and stood poised as if she were
about to sweep right out again.

‘Hi Lainie, thanks for seeing me.’

‘Jason, I’m glad you could stop by.’

She didn’t seem all that glad. He glanced
hopefully in what he thought was the direction of her office.

‘Do you have a moment?’

She stayed put. If she was going to sweep out
of the room again, she was going to do it without him.

‘I do, just. What’s this about?’

‘Well,’ he said, ‘I’m very sorry about what
happened a few weeks ago. I didn’t know that you were sending work,
and I was called out of town on short notice.’

‘Nothing bad, I hope.’

‘Nothing too bad. But I’m sorry I blew the
deadline.’

‘You couldn’t check your email while you were
away?’

He didn’t want to make up a new lie, but he
also didn’t want to tell her he’d been working for someone
else.

‘It was a difficult situation. But I hope we
can continue our working relationship.’

She sighed and suddenly took an interest in
the room’s decor, as if she were seeing it for the first time.

‘Our understanding,’ she said, ‘was that we
could send you work at any time and expect a reasonably quick
turnaround. If you were suddenly going to be unavailable, you
should have let us know before you left.’

‘I know,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Well, I’m sorry, too. But we rely on
professional behavior from our freelancers and contractors every
bit as much as we do from our staff.’

Except for the writers, he said to
himself.

‘I understand.’

‘I’m glad,’ she said. ‘I do wish you luck
elsewhere.’

In fact he hadn’t understood. He had thought
she was merely admonishing him. But she was firing him. Before he
knew it, he was riding the elevator downstairs.
Chicago Socialite had been his fallback
position. Now he was simply in free fall.

 


He called Gina Saraceno and left a message.
He wanted to tell her what had happened but he didn’t think she
wanted more bad news from him at the moment. Instead he asked when
they would be volunteering for George Libby. It was a transparent
ploy to get back in her good graces, but it was also a no-fault
chance for them to make up. He felt badly for the way he’d spoken
to her, for being afraid. If he lost her, all he had left was his
friendship with a Cubs fan and his forced allegiance to a
government agent.

 


He went to the Lebanese Cultural Center
again. He still hadn’t decided if he was going to admit knowing Leo
Haddad or not, but by going there he was able to entertain both
notions. The man was friendly and erudite and, but for his
over-formal English—he rarely used contractions—seemed very
American. There had been moments when Jason Walker had forgotten
his mission. At those times, Leo Haddad seemed only to be a new
friend.

But the friendship had been one-way. Jason
Walker had said he was looking for information and Leo Haddad
helped provide it. He was a good conversationalist and yet he
hadn’t revealed anything about himself. The story of his origins
could have been pure invention. It was easy to assume that Chad
Armstrong was wrong, but what if Leo Haddad actually was a
terrorist? What if he was planning to bomb a building full of
innocent people? Jason Walker had no experience with men like that.
Maybe they smiled and made small talk right up until the moment
they pushed the button.

The thought that he might be protecting an
actual terrorist made him angry. Angry at himself for not knowing,
for his naïveté. But he couldn’t condemn an innocent man to
kidnapping and torture.

When he arrived at the center, Leo Haddad was
playing chess with another man. Leo Haddad smiled at him and he
went over.

‘Mind if I watch?’

‘Please. Perhaps you can teach us both
something about this game.’

He sat down. The other chess player was short
and, when he smiled, did so with only half of his face. Neither of
the players needed any coaching. Not that he could have helped them
anyway. He hadn’t played chess since middle school.

The short man won the game.

‘I would ask you to play,’ said Leo Haddad,
‘but we are playing best of three. I won the first. I hope you
don’t mind.’

Jason Walker assured them that he didn’t
mind.

Ahmad Saad came out of the back and saw
him.

‘Jason. Have you decided to become a member
of the center?’

He said that he had.

‘Wonderful. Come into my office, please.’

He followed the slightly pear-shaped man.
They passed through a beaded curtain into the back. The office was
immediately to the right. The restroom was several yards past it on
the left. Evening light outlined an exit door directly ahead.

Ahmad Saad sat behind a desk and indicated
that Jason Walker should sit in front of it. The small office was
cluttered with a filing cabinet, a refrigerator, a hookah, stacks
of Arabic-language newspapers, and several cases of bottled iced
tea. The desk was covered with a mess of paperwork and ashtrays
that needed to be emptied. The wall behind the desk was lined with
floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. There were books in several
languages, computer manuals, and dozens of cheap plastic binders.
Were there guns behind the walls? Were there bombs under the floor?
Would Ahmad Saad recruit him for a suicide mission?

‘Yes, this is where it all happens,’ said the
director. ‘The nerve center of the Lebanese Cultural Center. Very
glamorous, indeed?’

Jason Walker smiled politely.

‘In Lebanon, I was the grocery king. I had
the largest grocery in Tyre. Western-style, with air conditioning,
refrigeration, even freezers. But all to the glory of Allah, of
course. Here I own one small store, a convenience market. But also
to the glory of Allah.’

Again, Jason Walker smiled politely.

‘Are you a Muslim?’

‘No, I’m not anything.’

‘You have become friends with Leo Haddad. A
good man, but not a good Muslim. If you wish to learn anything
about Islam while you are here, please consider me your willing
teacher.’

‘Thank you.’

‘But you are welcome here under any
circumstances.’

Ahmad Saad pulled a dirty blue vinyl binder
off the shelf behind him. He opened it and leafed through to a
half-filled page. He turned the binder around and slid it across
the desk.

‘Fill this out, please.’

Each member had written his name, address,
and phone number, then dated the line and signed his name. Ahmad
Saad had initialed the memberships that had been paid in full.
After a moment’s hesitation, Jason Walker filled out the first
blank line.

‘And one hundred dollars, please. Remember
that you are also supporting an honorable charity.’

He handed over the hundred-dollar bill Chad
Armstrong had given him. Ahmad Saad took the money and put it
inside a small cash box in a drawer of his desk. He initialed the
membership book.

‘Would you like a receipt?’

‘It’s not necessary.’

Ahmad Saad nodded.

‘Then thank you. I hope you will consider
this your home away from home. And please be certain to ask me if
you should need anything.’

Jason Walker said that he would. They stood
up and shook hands, and then he went back to the front. Leo Haddad
had just won the third game and seemed to be giving his opponent a
good-natured ribbing in Arabic. Without acknowledging Jason Walker,
the man laughed, shook his head, and walked away.

‘Jason, my friend, how are you? Would you
like to play some chess?’

‘Who was that?’

Leo Haddad deftly reset the board.

‘I don’t know him. He is just a man I see
here sometimes. Would you like to play?’

‘I’m not very good.’

‘Nor am I. We will both try to become better
together.’

It only took a few moves for Leo Haddad to
establish himself as the superior player. While Jason Walker was
trying to remember whether it was the bishop that moved diagonally,
or the knight, Leo Haddad took two pawns and one bishop and put him
in check. The game didn’t last much longer than that.

They reset the pieces again.

‘It wasn’t fair of me,’ said Leo Haddad. ‘I
should have let you play white.’

‘I think I would have lost even if you let me
play both sides.’

‘Let me make it easier for you until you
remember how to play. I will take one bishop, one knight, and one
castle off the board.’

‘Mine or yours?’

‘Mine, until you beat me.’

Jason Walker played better in the second
game. But even though he wanted to win, he was distracted. He
needed to learn more about his opponent, not the game.

‘How long did you say you’ve been in
America?’

Leo Haddad was reaching for the chessboard.
He paused.

‘I do not remember telling you. But since the
early nineties.’

Then he removed a white pawn from the
board.

‘But didn’t you say that you came here
because of the war?’

‘I did tell you that. You asked how long I
had been in America. Remember that we moved first to Canada. And
that was in the eighties.’

‘When the war was winding down.’

‘It did not feel exactly like that to us.
Many people continued to leave even after the war. Just because the
war is over it does not mean that the city repairs itself.’

Jason Walker flushed. ‘Of course not. I’m
sorry.’

‘And there is always Israel. To fight those
whom they call terrorists, they bomb roads and bridges, schools and
hospitals. To the people living in the south of Lebanon, America
would at any time look more peaceful.’

‘Even though the terrorists have begun to
bomb us here.’

Leo Haddad gave him a sharp look.

‘It is not the same thing. Unless you have
grown up with guns firing, you do not know what it is like to live
in terror.’

They played in silence for a while. The game
became less friendly. Despite his generous handicap, Leo Haddad
seemed determined to beat him as soundly as possible. Jason Walker
was able to make the game last several moves longer than the first,
but that was all.

‘Another?’ he suggested.

Leo Haddad shrugged indifferently but began
resetting his pieces.

‘I didn’t mean to upset you.’

‘I am not upset.’

‘We just talk about me all the time. I
thought I would like to get to know you better.’

‘I am a simple man. I was born in a state,
not a nation. Like so much of the Middle East, our boundaries were
drawn by Europeans. But for some perverse reason I love my state as
if it were a real nation.’

‘But what do you do? What is your job?’

‘I am between jobs right now. I do—how do you
say it?—a little bit of this and a little bit of that.’

‘What about your spare time? What are your
hobbies?’

‘I suppose that all my time is spare time
right now. I come here and read the newspaper and play chess and
talk to you.’

‘But what do you do for money?’

‘In Lebanon, it is very impolite to ask a man
how much money he has. As it should be here.’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Jason Walker. Stop
apologizing, he said to himself.

He lost another game and started setting up
his pawns to lose a fourth. He thought he would try one more
time.

‘Where do you live?’ he asked.

‘Not far from here.’

It was time to stop asking questions. He
cursed himself for being so clumsy. He had meant to create a
friendly conversation and learn what he needed to know in that way.
The direct questions had been off-putting.

The game was over. He was check-mated
again.

Leo Haddad looked at his watch.

‘I must go,’ he said.

‘Are you meeting someone?’

Leo Haddad ignored his question.

‘I am sorry you had such bad luck at the game
tonight. I am sure you will do better next time. If you like, I can
lend you a book on chess.’

Now Jason Walker felt himself bristling.

‘I’m quite capable of visiting the
library.’

Leo Haddad merely nodded.

‘Will I see you again soon?’ asked Jason
Walker.

‘I am sure that you will.’

They said goodbye. Not wanting to follow the
other man out the door, Jason Walker asked Ghassan for a cup of
Lebanese coffee. He was growing to like it. He drank it slowly,
savoring the rich taste, both sweet and bitter.

Leo Haddad was clearly put off by his
questions. Was it because he was simply a rude American? Or did Leo
Haddad have something to hide?

 


Though it was several miles away, Jason
Walker walked home that night. The strong coffee made him feel wide
awake. As he walked, he weighed the possible outcomes of his
actions. If he continued to protect Leo Haddad, he could be
protecting a terrorist. And surely Homeland Security knew more
about the man than he did. On the other hand, Homeland Security had
known next to nothing about Jason Walker. But would an innocent man
grow evasive when asked what he did for a living?

When he got home, he sat in front of the
television with the phone in his hand. After a while he turned down
the volume and dialed the number Chad Armstrong had given him. On
the news he saw blurry video of rockets erupting skyward from
parched brown hills.

There wasn’t even a ring on the other end. A
recorded message played, a woman’s voice saying with professional
detachment that he had reached the Acme Messenger Service. Then
there was a beep.

He cleared his throat. There was still time
to hang up. But of course, if Gina Saraceno had caller I.D.,
Homeland Security would have something even more sophisticated. It
was too late.

‘This is, um, Jason Walker,’ he said. ‘I’m
calling for Chad Armstrong. I need to talk to him.’

Unsure if he should say anything else, he
gave his phone number, needlessly, and hung up. He turned the
television’s volume back up and watched the news without seeing or
hearing anything specific.

His phone rang five minutes later. He
answered and heard a man’s voice, sleepy and unfriendly.

‘4141 North Clark Street, ten o’clock. Do you
understand?’

‘Ten o’clock tonight?’ he asked.

‘4141 North Clark Street, ten o’clock
tonight.’

The man hung up.

He looked at the clock. He had one hour to
get there.

 


 


 


TEN

 


Jason Walker felt tired. He considered
hailing a cab but remembered a movie spy telling his girl that he
never rode in cabs because it was like hiring a witness to identify
you. So he walked to the train, rode three stops south, and then
walked again. It was a Wrigleyville address. He wondered whether
Chad Armstrong lived in the area or simply enjoyed its many
bars.

As it turned out, 4141 North Clark Street was
a two-story bachelor playground called Ballbreakers Billiards.
After the quiet walk from the train it was like climbing inside a
pinball machine. Loud electronic music failed to drown out the
banks of blooping games salvaged from carnival midways. Televisions
ringed the walls, showing everything from baseball games and auto
racing to horror movies and vintage cartoons. A scantily clad
cigarette girl weaved between knots of T-shirt-wearing,
short-haired young men who tested their skill on skee-ball,
pop-a-shot, and whack-a-mole.

In that crowd, it was easy not to be noticed.
He made a slow circuit of the room. Passing a temporary bar in one
corner, he turned down a promotional shot of beer-flavored vodka.
But he did buy an oversized can of beer for three dollars from a
bikini-clad girl stationed at an ice-filled trough. He didn’t see
Chad Armstrong.

Carpeted stairs led to something called ‘Le
Club.’ For all he knew it was a replica tree fort, wallpapered with
someone’s father’s Playboy magazines, but he climbed up
anyway. He pushed through thick doors upholstered with green
leather and brass tacks and found himself in yet another world. Men
in their forties and fifties were smoking cigars, drinking Scotch,
and shooting pool in a room that appeared to have been airlifted
from the 1930s. He had no idea where to meet Chad Armstrong, but he
decided to let Chad Armstrong find him. He didn’t want to go back
downstairs and risk being challenged to a skee-ball match in which
the loser had to chug a can of beer.

He asked the hostess for a pool table. As he
followed her through the smoky room, the jumbo can of beer, which
he’d bought in order to fit in downstairs, suddenly seemed comical.
He asked her to take it away and bring him a bourbon with plenty of
ice. She smiled, amused, then racked the balls for him and took the
beer away.

He had been given the last open table, which
was against the far wall. He scanned the room. He still didn’t see
Chad Armstrong. He began to play.

He had only played pool a few times since
being fired from Billiards
Journal. Occasionally David Darling would decide it
was time to humiliate the fans of a rival baseball team and would
call on Jason Walker to do it. He wasn’t good enough to beat even a
serious amateur, but he could usually win against inebriated
baseball fans who thought that brute force would increase their
chance of pocketing balls. It helped that he knew a few trick shots
and cheap hustles. Most of the professional players he had
interviewed had spent some time on the road, and he had enjoyed
asking them about the tricks of their trade.

The hostess had racked for eight-ball and he
didn’t bother changing it. He selected a cue stick, took several
warm-up strokes, and broke the balls. It was a weak break, but
somehow the three-ball dribbled into the corner pocket. He started
shooting. At first he missed more shots than he made, but he closed
out the rack by sinking three in a row.

A waitress brought his drink and a menu. She
looked disappointed when he told her he would not be eating. There
was still no sign of Chad Armstrong, so he kept playing. By the
third rack he was finding his rhythm. A well-fed looking player at
the adjacent table told him he was shooting ‘lights out.’ This was
because he had made a rail-first combination shot. It was
practically in the pocket already.

‘They tell me you’re a pool hustler, Fast
Eddie,’ said Chad Armstrong.

He looked up. The agent was sitting in a high
chair against one wall, holding what looked like a gin and tonic.
Jason Walker shot and missed. He had, for a moment, forgotten why
he was there.

‘Do you like to gamble, Eddie? Gamble money
on pool games?’ said Chad Armstrong.

It was a line from the movie version of
The Hustler. Jason Walker was supposed to say,
Fats, let’s
you and I shoot
a game of
straight pool. But he didn’t
feel like playing along.

‘Hi, Chad.’

‘You look like you’re pretty familiar with
the game.’

‘I’ve played a couple of times.’

‘Mind if I join in?’

He shrugged.

The government agent selected a stick from
the wall, making a big deal out of checking it for warps. He rolled
it on the table and then sighted down the shaft as if it were a
rifle.

Jason Walker re-racked the balls. ‘So, do you
live around here?’ he asked casually.

‘No, I live at 333 North—whoops!’

Chad Armstrong covered his mouth and laughed
as if he had been about to make a big mistake. It was annoying.

‘It just seems like you like to meet in this
neighborhood.’

‘I don’t work out of an office, Jason. Then
again, I’m always at work. Maybe I was having a drink with some
friends nearby. You’re the one who called me at night. So I’m
assuming it’s urgent.’

They lagged for the break. Chad Armstrong’s
ball stopped about eight inches from the far cushion. Jason
Walker’s stopped four inches from it. He spotted the cue ball and
broke hard. Two balls fell, one solid and one stripe.

‘I met that guy. Leo Haddad.’

He lined up a shot on a solid and made it.
Chad Armstrong raised an eyebrow.

‘Well, that was fast. You definitely hadn’t
seen him before?’

‘No.’

He made a thin cut on another solid and the
cue ball traveled the length of the table and back again, leaving
him a poor shot.

‘So how did it go?’

He concentrated on his next shot, a bank. He
missed.

‘Not too well, I don’t think.’

Chad Armstrong made a hard shot and then
missed an easy one.

‘How so?’

‘Well, I couldn’t get anywhere.’

‘What do you mean, you couldn’t get
anywhere?’

Jason Walker told him to wait a minute. It
was tough to concentrate on the game and the conversation. And he
suddenly wanted to win the game. He made three in a row and then
scratched, giving up ball-in-hand.

‘I think I’m in trouble,’ said Chad
Armstrong, surveying the table.

He put the ball down and shot straight into
the side pocket. Then he tried a longer shot down the table. He
made it but left the cue ball hanging in the jaws of the pocket. He
couldn’t shoot out. He made a desperation shot and his ball struck
four rails but no balls.

‘That’s a foul,’ said Jason Walker.
‘Ball-in-hand.’

‘You’re the expert.’

He realized that of course the government
agent knew that he’d been editor of Billiards
Journal. With anyone else in the world he could play
casual or fudge the facts. He set the ball and had an easy run-out.
There were three striped balls still on the table.

Chad Armstrong put his cue down and picked up
his drink.

‘So you couldn’t get anywhere.’

‘Well, I tried to get to know him. He seemed
like a nice guy, but if he’s a terrorist like you say, I thought he
was bound to make a mistake. So I asked him a bunch of
questions.’

‘What kind of questions?’

‘What he does for a living, where he’s
from.’

‘And he didn’t say anything?’

‘He seemed annoyed.’

Chad Armstrong’s eyes flashed. He looked as
if he wanted to throw his drink against the wall. Instead, he
finished it, then banged it down on a nearby table.

‘For the record,’ he said, ‘I didn’t tell you
to interview the fucker. I told you to try to make friends with
him.’

‘I tried to get to know him,’ said Jason
Walker defensively.

‘You scared him off.’

‘Look, that’s how I make friends. I ask them
what they do and where they’re from.’

‘Well, if your gargantuan social network is a
sign of anything, I guess that works great.’

Jason Walker was fuming.

Chad Armstrong suddenly softened.

‘Look, you blew it. People make mistakes.
That’s why pencils have erasers! Of course, we don’t use pencils
anymore. Never mind. I’m sure we can salvage this. Maybe the guy
was just in a bad mood.’

‘If you wanted a professional, you should
have hired one.’

‘I told you, we needed a real person for this
job. Haddad would smell a professional.’

‘Well he didn’t seem to like the way I
smelled, either. Look, I didn’t ask for this job and I don’t know
how to do it. Meanwhile, I can’t do my real job. I can’t find work.
The one steady gig I had was ruined when you guys kidnapped
me.’

Chad Armstrong frowned.

‘Keep your voice down,’ he hissed. ‘Look, if
this is about money, if you need money—do you need money?’

‘Of course I need money. You should know
that. You stole my bank statements.’

‘Then just ask for it.’

He reached into the pocket of his jeans and
pulled out a large roll of cash.

‘How much do you need?’

It was tempting. The rubber-banded roll
looked as if it contained several thousand dollars in twenties.

‘I don’t want your money,’ said Jason
Walker.

Chad Armstrong shrugged. He put the money
back in his pocket.

‘Fair enough,’ he said. ‘I didn’t have to
offer. I was just trying to be nice. Look, sorry I got pissed off.
You’re right, this is your first time.’

He tapped the eight-ball on the table, then
spun it idly, thinking.

‘OK, new approach. You might be able to make
up with Haddad, you might not. If he’s suspicious, then there’s no
time to lose. You might not be able to keep hanging around the
cultural center if he thinks you’re a spy. Did you join? Pay your
dues?’

Jason Walker nodded.

‘They had you write something, right? You
signed a roster.’

He nodded again.

‘I need you to steal the membership roster.
Probably any bad guys are using fake names, but we still need it.
So go back tomorrow and take it.’

He wanted to punch Chad Armstrong or at least
the wall. Instead he took a drink of his bourbon, draining it. His
throat burned and he coughed despite the melting ice. A passing
waitress happened to glance over as he set the glass down.

‘You want another one?’ she asked.

‘A double, please,’ he croaked.

‘See, you are spy material,’ said Chad
Armstrong as she left.

‘You said no—I wouldn’t have to steal
anything. No spy stuff. No breaking in.’

‘I did say words to that effect, but that was
before Haddad got cold feet. I need something from you. Look, I
like you personally, but my boss, well, he’s going to ask why we
didn’t get anything from you. He loves to send people to Camp
X-Ray. But he loves sending them to Beirut even more. Hell, he sent
me to Beirut once. But he let me come back.’

‘I’ve never stolen anything in my life!’

‘Walk in, pick your spot, grab it, and walk
out. Have a taxi waiting for you outside. It’s not in a safe, is
it?’

He shook his head.

‘Well, then.’

‘But most of the people in the book are
innocent. Maybe all of them.’

‘Let us worry about who’s innocent,’ said
Chad Armstrong. ‘You steal the roster and bring it to us, or you’re
going somewhere that really sucks. Now, what do you say we play a
few more games? I haven’t played pool in a long time, either. It’s
really fun.’

Jason Walker was shaking. He didn’t want to
play pool. He wondered what would happen if he hit Chad Armstrong
with a pool cue. Not that he could do it. He’d never stolen
anything, and he’d never been in a fight, either.

He laid his cue across the table, crosswise,
so it rested on the cushions.

‘I think I’m done playing. But I’ll bet you a
hundred bucks you can’t roll the cue ball under this stick.’

Chad Armstrong smiled and started to say
something. Then he picked up the cue ball. He rolled it along the
length of the cue, from cushion to cushion. He tapped the ball
against the wood.

‘I can’t,’ he said. ‘No one can. The ball’s
too big.’

‘I can do it,’ said Jason Walker.

‘Without touching the cue?’

‘Without touching the cue.’

The government agent scrutinized the set-up
again. He frowned and shook his head. ‘Five hundred bucks says you
can’t.’

‘You’re on.’

Jason Walker picked up the cue ball and moved
to the end of the table. He crouched down and rolled the cue ball
on the floor, under the length of the table.

Chad Armstrong watched the ball roll out and
rebound off his shoe. He laughed.

‘That’s bullshit! Total bullshit! A dirty
trick.’

‘You should know all about dirty tricks.’

‘Hey, I didn’t say I wouldn’t pay up. I just
said it’s a dirty trick.’

He pulled out his bankroll again and peeled
off twenty-five twenties.

‘You know,’ he said, ‘that’s a smart way of
doing it. I could pay you like that every time. No one would ever
know. I could just be some sucker and you could be some pool
hustler.’

Jason Walker stared at the money in his
hand.

‘This isn’t payment.’

‘Exactly. You won a bet.’

He considered giving it back. He put it in
his pocket. He had felt for a moment as if he had won a small
victory. Now he felt even worse than before.

They put their cues back on the wall rack and
finished their drinks.

‘Go ahead and leave first,’ said Chad
Armstrong. ‘I don’t want to leave together. I’ll get the bill.’

Jason Walker left. He walked all the way
home. He had a lot to think about.

 


There was a voicemail from Gina Saraceno
waiting for him.

‘Hi Jason, it’s Gina. I have the feeling that
you don’t really want to do any campaign work but that you don’t
want me to be mad at you, so you’re asking to come along. I’m not
mad at you, so you don’t have to come. Well, I’m mad, but I’ll get
over it, even if you don’t come help me hand out brochures. But if
you really do want to come—and I’m pretty sure you don’t—that’s all
right, I guess. I’ll be standing in Daley Plaza from eleven to two,
trying to hit the lunchtime crowd. So, I’ll either see you there or
I won’t.’

He listened to the message several times
before he finally deleted it. She still sounded angry. Her voice
wasn’t warm and playful like it usually was. But of course she had
described the situation exactly right. He didn’t want to go. He had
only asked her in the hope of getting back in her good graces.

But despite it all, he would go. He needed
her.

 


He woke the next morning feeling tired and
groggy. He had stayed up late, drinking and watching the news.
Citing ‘a pattern of suspicious incidents across the country,’
Homeland Security was tightening security near the water supplies
of large cities. There had been video of National Guardsmen
patrolling the reservoir in Central Park. In Chicago, the pumping
station of the Water Tower, which also housed a restaurant, a
theater, and a tourist information center, had been closed to the
public until further notice. A rural sheriff complained that he
lacked the resources to adequately protect his small town.

Thinking that a walk would clear his head,
Jason Walker crossed the street into the park, walked under Lake
Shore Drive, and followed the bike path north to Foster Beach. Only
a few people were using the beach. An elderly man dozed in a lawn
chair, his leathery chest facing the rising sun. An intense-looking
Chinese girl practiced tai chi just feet from the bubbling surf.
And a half-dozen children frolicked in the water under the watchful
eyes of a lifeguard, who pushed and pulled gently on her oars to
keep her place in the current.

It would be nice to just sail away, he
thought. Only he didn’t know how to sail a boat and he didn’t know
where he could land.

As he reentered his building, the mail
carrier was just locking up the mailboxes. He opened his box and
was surprised to find a dozen envelopes. There were several
credit-card come-ons, several advertising circulars, and a
half-dozen bills: rent, electric, telephone, cable, and two credit
cards. In the elevator, he broke the flaps open with his thumb. In
his apartment, he spread them out on the table and added them up.
He booted up his computer and checked his bank balance. The debits
were larger than the credits, even with his gambling winnings.

He showered, shaved, and dressed. He walked
to a nearby restaurant to eat breakfast, then crossed the street to
the bank. He deposited the check from Philadelphia
Magazine. Then he took the train downtown. He
felt like screaming the whole way.

 


Daley Plaza was crowded. At one end, a
farmer’s market had been set up and office workers browsed flowers,
fruits, and vegetables to take home at the end of the day. Nearer
the towering brown Daley Center, a children’s choir sang
inspirational songs promising fulfillment and justice. Tourist
children scrambled up the incline at the base of the huge Picasso
sculpture, sliding down on their bottoms with seeming
disappointment that the ride wasn’t farther or faster.

Gina Saraceno was already at work.
Professionally dressed in a white blouse, checked skirt, and high
heels, she smiled widely at passersby as she tried to thrust
leaflets into their hands.

‘Help bring democracy to America,’ she said.
‘Tell the president to call an election. Vote Libby!’

She hadn’t seen him, so he watched for a
while. She approached perhaps twenty people. Most of them ignored
her. One or two seemed angry at her. Only one person took a
brochure, a young skateboarder who might not have been old enough
to vote.

Jason Walker sighed, then forced a smile on
to his face and approached her. Her own smile was warmer than he
had expected, but still restrained.

‘So,’ she said. ‘You’re here.’

‘I’m ready to join the Libby Lobby,’ he
said.

‘Well, all right then.’

She put a small stack of brochures in his
hand.

‘Relentless. Professional. Cheerful.’

‘Got it,’ he said, then added,
‘Honey.’

It didn’t work. She flashed a brief smile and
turned to the oncoming stream of passersby.

‘If they count the votes, then your vote
counts,’ she declared. ‘Vote George Libby.’

He turned the other way, to catch people
coming from the other direction. He took a deep breath. A
wide-bottomed woman was waddling toward him. She wore red, white,
and blue shorts and an America
First T-shirt.

‘I agree with you, lady,’ he said. ‘America
first. Let’s fix America and then worry about the rest of the
world.’

He tried to hand her a brochure. She swatted
at his hand indignantly. He may as well have tried to pinch her
ample bosom.

‘Thanks for stopping,’ he said.

A husky construction worker bore down
next.

‘If they let you vote, vote Libby,’ said
Jason Walker. ‘Let’s bring them all home.’

The man spat on the ground, catching a string
of saliva on his own stubbly chin. He wiped it off with the back of
his hand.

‘Terrorist,’ he said.

 


The three hours of pamphleteering seemed to
energize Gina Saraceno. Though the pedestrian traffic had slowed,
she wondered aloud whether they should keep going. For his part,
Jason Walker was ready for a drink. He was amazed and gratified
when she agreed.

They walked a short distance to Cardozo’s
Pub, an underground bar frequented by governmental workers. In the
mid-afternoon it was all but deserted. They ordered beers at the
bar and sat down to compare notes. Gina Saraceno’s pleasure at the
work they’d done seemed to have diminished her earlier pique.

‘I think I handed out fifty brochures,’ she
said. ‘I know that’s not a lot, but just think, people are doing
this in every major city.’

‘How many of those people do you think will
support you?’

‘Us,’ she chided. ‘Support us.’

‘How many of them will support us?’

‘Well, I only gave them to people who seemed
interested—’

‘Or who didn’t spit on us.’

‘—who seemed
interested. I have no idea how many of those
people will support us.’

‘Maybe they support us already. In which
case, what’s the point? Even back when there were elections, it
seemed like both parties spent all their energy going after the
five percent who couldn’t make up their minds. You—I mean, we—are
going to need a lot more than five percent. The president’s
approval rating is back up to ninety percent, just like it was
right after September 11.’

Gina Saraceno took a long drink of her beer.
She set the glass down on the table and smiled at it.

‘I know what you’re doing, Jason. You’re
trying to ruin my good mood. And I know why you’re doing it. It’s
not because you don’t like me, or because you want me to feel as if
I’m wasting my time. It’s because it’s your nature to assume the
worst possible outcome. But that’s OK. I forgive you. I know that
you’re helpless against your own nature.’

He had handed out only seventeen brochures.
The people who took them looked as if they would indeed side with
anyone who stood against the president. They also looked like the
sort of people who would never influence anyone else or be taken
seriously themselves. They were hippies, punks, and skateboarders.
Even if Gina Saraceno’s efforts had been duplicated in twenty
cities that day, and were repeated every day for a year, he
couldn’t imagine the result creating a groundswell. It would be a
ripple, nothing more.

Public sentiment was not moved by
pamphleteers on the sidewalk, he mused. If he had the courage to
check the trash cans on nearby corners—or if trash cans were still
allowed within two hundred yards of government buildings after the
Austin, Texas bombing—he was certain that most of their efforts
would lie within them.

Opinions changed either by slow degrees,
which meant opposition might mature in the fourth or fifth term of
the president—if ‘term’ were still even a concept—or they changed
because of violent events. The slow accumulation of greenhouse gas
had not led to improved fuel efficiency, but a meteor strike would
flood the aid agencies with volunteers and donations. Just as
airplanes toppling buildings, poisoned water supplies, and plots to
blow up the St. Louis Arch prompted people who had never left their
hometowns to send their sons and daughters to the dusty birthplaces
of terrorism with rifles in their arms.

Gina Saraceno was still smiling at him,
daring him to puncture her idealism.

‘I’m also helpless against you,’ he said.
‘Sweetheart.’

‘Sweetheart.’

They clinked their glasses and ordered more
beers.

 


They said goodbye an hour later, having made
plans to spend the following night together. He rode the train home
and, drowsy from drinking beer on a hot afternoon, took a nap. He
woke up feeling a half-step behind his own thoughts. He washed his
face and ordered Vietnamese food from a restaurant on Argyle
Street. While he slurped his noodles, he watched the TV news. Fox
News 2, a new channel, had a program called ‘In the Field.’ From a
studio draped with camouflage netting, the host interviewed
battlefield commanders, quizzing them about recent offensives and
tactical maneuvers. The soldiers refused to answer many of the
questions, saying that the answers were ‘privileged information.’
The host, a civilian, said that he ‘understood the protocol.’ The
soldiers were more forthcoming when discussing ‘neutralized
targets.’

When he was done eating, he threw his food
containers in the trash and left the building to go catch the bus.
Schatzi sent him off with a door-rattling volley of barks.

 


He walked into the Lebanese Cultural Center
feeling he’d already been caught. He expected every face to turn
toward him accusingly. But he was met by the same indifference he’d
grown used to. One or two men nodded to him, but that was all.

Leo Haddad wasn’t there. Ghassan wasn’t,
either, so he poured a coffee from the urn and bought a pastry from
the cooler, leaving his money in the honor jar. He took a table
near the back, opened a book, and pretended to read.

The center was more crowded than usual. He
didn’t know why. Normally he would have assumed that a lecture had
been scheduled, but the calendar—posted near the bulletin board—was
blank.

The bells on the front door clunked and Ahmad
Saad came in. He said a friendly hello as he walked to his office.
Jason Walker had chosen a table that gave him a view down the back
hall. He watched as Ahmad Saad walked through the beaded curtain,
opened his office door, and went in.

He cursed silently. If he had moved more
quickly he would have been done already.

Ahmad Saad came back out almost immediately.
He poured himself a cup of tea and returned to his office.

Jason Walker sipped his coffee slowly. When
it was cold he poured another. The center hummed with comings and
goings, greetings and farewells. That was the one thing he liked.
It made him feel anonymous.

Ahmad Saad came out to the front seemingly
every twenty minutes for more tea. Jason Walker watched carefully,
waiting for him to go to the toilet. But Ahmad Saad kept going back
to his office.

He kept drinking coffee. He used the toilet
several times. He would have to be able to run if necessary. He
scanned the room for Leo Haddad. Sometimes he forgot to pretend to
read and sat staring for five minutes without turning a page.

The center stayed open until ten o’clock. He
began to wonder if the director would hold out that long.

Ahmad Saad came out and poured another cup of
tea. But this time he took the tea to his office and then came out
again. He turned right, toward the back of the building, where the
toilet was.

Jason Walker’s heart started hammering. As
casually as he could, he slipped his shoulder bag on and strolled
into the back. He resisted the temptation to look behind him to see
if anyone was watching. He passed through the beaded curtain,
opened the office door, and walked in. Pulling the office door
closed, he stepped quickly behind the director’s desk. He scanned
the shelves for the blue vinyl membership binder. Was it on the
middle shelf or the one above it?

He heard a flush. He heard running water.

He saw the binder. Feeling as if he was
wearing mittens, he pulled the binder off the shelf and practically
leapt to the door.

In the hall, he saw the toilet door open. He
hadn’t had time to put the binder in his bag. Panicking, he tossed
the notebook back into the room, where it landed on the cluttered
desk.

He stood awkwardly in the door as Ahmad Saad
came out of the toilet, hands not quite dry, and saw him.
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