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PART ONE:

 


VOICE OF AMERICA

 


 



CHAPTER 1

 


Panda sat on the terrace enjoying the wind
from the sea when the cell phone rang. He did not move his hand to
the table that held the fruit bowl, hoping the call would pass. The
lights on the mainland seemed pinched by their journey across the
water, flickering at the threshold of perception. Because there was
no surf on this part of the island, the sounds of the discothèques
sometimes carried, too. Not much longer. The end of season was
near. The phone still rang.

“Hello,” he said, since that worked in
nearly every language.

He did not hear the response clearly,
although it was loud enough. A woman’s voice, American, but she
seemed too near. Distance was always uncertain these days. Panda
understood it was meant to be uncertain in the twenty-first century
because he knew his job. He was a specialist in communication. And
its opposite.

“Who did you say you were
again?”

“Alicia Pine of Garofolo &
Edgeware,” she said slowly and distinctly. “We’re based in
Providence, sir.”

“And this concerns—”

“The estate of Thomas Powys. I assume
you’re aware that Mister Powys died on Saturday. Two days ago, that
is.”

Nope. Unaware, thought Panda. He could have
said he was shocked, but never that he was uninterested. An old
enemy who died was a cause for celebration in every primitive
tribe, and Tom Powys was as old an enemy as anyone in this
incarnation. If Panda had been younger, he would have run with the
news, rejoicing with drink; but the drumbeat had begun a couple of
years ago with an email from a friend who told of two mutual
friends who had been rear-ended as they returned to a motel where
they made a weekend tryst. No one had known they were gay or how
long they had been lovers. In death, everything came clear.

“Mister Pandolf?”

“Yes, I’m here. Surprised, that’s
all.”

“I’m sure,” said Alicia Pine. “News
travels fast, but where you are it’s bound to stop for
gas.”

“Do you know where I am?”

The lawyer paused, and her silence was
mighty. “I was told you worked for the government.”

“When I work,” said Panda. “I’m on
leave now. And wondering why a law firm based in Providence is
blowing my time off.”

“You’re right, sir. You can be sure I
wouldn’t call just to break the news. This is business.”

Business? That was strange word to have to
deal with. Unwelcome. Panda did not often stay long enough in one
place for lawyers to catch up. Anything that caught up was too
much.

“I’m listening, Ms. Pine. What business
do you have for me?”

“You should consider this call as
notification that you’ve been named executor of Mister Powys’
estate.”

“What?”

“Yes, sir. You were named his executor.
Sole executor, in fact.”

Panda did not believe what he had heard.
Enemies were enemies. They did not ask those on the other side of
the wire to pass out the things they had accumulated. A man who had
declared himself out of your life should not be named to rummage in
your underwear. And all the other things.

“This is a mistake, Ms.
Pine.”

“Believe it or not, a lot of people say
that.”

“And they’ve never been
right?”

She pretended to laugh. “Not to my knowledge.
People usually give a lot of thought to choosing the person they
want as their executor. Sometimes it’s a matter of not really
having friends, or not really trusting them. That happens more than
you think. But there are other times when they just run through the
list in their head before they decide on competence.”

“Which time do you think this
is?”

“I don’t know, sir. You might ask
yourself that question.”

Nothing doing. Panda was not about to let the
glow of hatred he had felt for years be snuffed by the whim of Tom
Powys. He was a man who had gone all the way into shame before he
died. That event may have happened two days ago, but the reality
had taken place long ago.

“Let’s try another angle, Ms. Pine.
What if I ask how I get out of this? There must be a
way.”

The lawyer lay down a pause that carried
gravely. “Mister Powys had no relatives, sir. No close ones, I’m
sure.”

“Friends?”

“I wouldn’t know the answer to that.”
Pine let out another pause as whiny as the first. “If you felt this
was an imposition, you could petition the court to excuse you from
your duty.”

“Duty?”

“It is that, sir. I’d be lying if I
said it wasn’t.”

“You don’t sound like you approve, Ms.
Pine. Will it make a lot of trouble for you if I petition the
court?”

“A bit,” she said. “Some things will be
delayed that shouldn’t. But disapproval is not really what you hear
in my voice.”

“Then tell me what I hear.”

“He wanted you to settle what he had in
this world,” said the lawyer. “And no one else. That was his wish.
We usually honor these requests, even if they come from a long way
off.”

Even if they came from six time zones in the
future. Panda could see Alicia Pine sitting at an ergonomic desk on
College Hill behind the courthouse, looking out from a comfortable
elevation onto a street touched with blazing bands of autumn
leaves. Had to be. God made New England to come to a roar as the
year moved toward a close, and He made lawyers to suck up the best
properties in every place. They were the ultimate consumers with
money enough to make them conspicuous.

But would Tom have hired the best? Not
likely. He was cheap. Panda had always been surprised by how cheap.
It had been hard to admire him even when Panda tried hard to admire
him, because this was a man who stole sugar from restaurant tables,
and drank wine that had no year or venue, and this was emphatically
the man who while on vacation in Mexico had refused to pay the
shoeshine boy in the zocalo for his work until the tourist
police came to arbitrate and came down on the side of the boy.

Shortly after they returned from Mexico,
which in spite of a mean eight-year-old had ended well and made
them think everything would end well, Panda discovered Tom had been
born rich. Whether it was for a generation or centuries did not
matter. Serious money was like the sun. It provided. Nothing had
been raw in Tom, nothing overtly missing. He was a man of the
elite.

When Panda found out about the money, he knew
he would never be able to decide if “filthy” attached best to Tom’s
wealth or his lies. All the things that had eaten at Tom and gnawed
him to the bone—all the things that made people, even strangers,
not want to draw him down from the rack until his flesh melted—came
from that stupid chiseling. It was the cheater in Tom that
everyone, including Panda later, regretted until they hated. It had
made a tall man small. Very small.

Pick up the check at dinner? Only to gain an
advantage. Steal the coffee money from the faculty lounge?
Probably, though that was unproven.

Try to make it up when he died?

Would he? To whom would he? That was
something to think about. Panda knew that was what would stick with
him for the duration. And there would be a duration. Nothing was
ever simple with this prick.

 



CHAPTER 2

 


Panda had come knowing he did not have to,
and that seemed to make it worse. Boston was as cold as he
remembered, colder than Prague, the place he had lived most in the
past ten years, and much colder, much earlier, than his island. The
construction centered around Logan had spanned the century, as
expected. Everything was expected, including the deceptive calm and
steely nerve of the natives. The customs officials smiled and said
welcome home, but as if they were trying to trap him into a
statement that could be used against him later.

Panda had often thought of getting a
diplomatic passport to ease him through the transitions, but that
had been forbidden when he began in the business as a
correspondent. The Voice of America did not want its employees to
be seen as propaganda on the hoof, and diplomatic passports were
one of the lines that had been drawn. Panda liked to feel that
there were lines. His work ran heavy with contradictions in every
department where he had worked in government. Part of the job was
propaganda and the rest point-of-view. Perspective shifted,
depending on which agency Panda called home.

Point-of-view could be tricky. Before the
invasion of Iraq, Panda sanctioned the playing of “A New Day Has
Come” seventy-three times. A record. He had done it after being
told that the suggestion had arrived as an order from someone high
in the administration. Though that could mean anyone from POTUS to
Focus Group Podunk, Panda had learned how to deal with political
intervention in the least wholesome way. He simply did what they
asked. He did it again and again until they discovered
embarrassment and told him to stop.

This time the equation had changed. No one
ever told him to stop doing it for the home team. No one, it
seemed, ever would. It took some time to realize that a sweeping
new era had been entered in passing the buck. Bad taste gone
unrecognized was the mark of a sensibility that knew no limits.
Panda asked to be reassigned. When that drew a response telling him
to stay in place, he did something that was certain not to sit
well. Afterward, he was granted a leave of absence. Panda was still
absent without full pay. Not that he needed it. He had learned some
things in his life, and they all came down to rat-holing your
stash.

Still, it was all right. He pointed the
rental car to the south, and everything came back like aces in his
soul as he merged into the countryside. Autumn in New England was
always on the coy side of spectacular, though it was too early to
be taking on full color. The ones that had begun to turn seemed
stranded, chunks of leaves hanging mottled and doggy, like
mistakes.

This might all be a mistake, but Panda drove
deeper into it. God, it was clean in these parts. Not Mediterranean
clean. Scrubbed. He felt like a Pilgrim. Everyone who came across
the water expecting to be swept into another world was a pilgrim.
He had an urge to make the sweeping left turn that would bring him
to the Cape, where he would go to the point of land that had
witnessed the First Encounter. The first meeting with the Indians.
The owners, as it were. Call them that and tell them that while you
measured the strength of their weapons and with deep secret joy
colored them losers.

There were two sides to life, and it all
depended on whose ass was being kicked. The direction of Panda’s
encounter was due south. He could slipstream all the way to New
York if he decided against what was said to be his duty.

Panda did not want to extend that metaphor.
Lies were the order of the day—the concave lens of politics that
grew worse as the dream receded from the real. Something had been
dying for a while, Ok. One of the worst of his generation was about
to be put into the ground. That was nothing more than it seemed.
Tom Powys’ contribution mattered in a telescopic way. He had
identified the enemy, or as some called it, the devil. This entity
had lodged its evil in the marshaling of sympathy for those who
deserved none. All the bottom-feeders who existed in a land where
there should be none. All the trips that went nowhere but inward,
never to be retrieved. All the contradictions and damned fuzzy
thinking. All the non-thinking that began and ended with laws
designed to cover every function from potty to the grave. And, yes,
all five of the Sixties.

So in his life Tom Powys had slain many
liberals. He tried to convert them first. When they refused to
acknowledge their error, he moved in for the kill, knowing with a
deep secret joy that his weapons were superior.

Years ago, when it seemed excusable, Panda
had helped him do his thing, never realizing it was Tom’s only
thing. He was a commanding figure, six-three and firm of flesh,
whose only flaws were the narrow brow and rat-brown hair he shared
with much of his class. The man had talent and drive that could
have been turned in any direction if he had wanted to refocus his
training. He was an attorney with no academic experience who had
been brought in to head the new law school that was said to be a
vehicle of vast promise. The university lacked something, call it
prestige, which could be rediscovered through a concentration on
training minds to be graduated in small cadres that would later
endow. Hear Tom tell it, the process was inevitable.

Panda had heard the telling at close range,
none closer, and went along with the drill without accepting it for
what it was. Rote. Absolute fucking rote. Cop a feel from the WSJ
editorial page. Repeat without irony NR’s favorite epigrams. These
things were learned at the knees of fathers who had no children of
their loins that they could trust. Ideas carried from seminars in
folders that were like those of the computer but not of such depth.
And a Rolodex containing the numbers of the most ancient and
influential of Young Republicans.

But these things were not clear in those
strange days that had not seemed strange at all. They had nothing
to do with the Revolution. They were in fact the Restoration. Of
sense. Of civility. Of (why apologize?) the folks who understood
the creative use of money. These were the people who had mastered
the use of single-use secretaries and multiple phone lines and
could indeed buy competence. Did anyone think it was not for sale?
Maybe a few did in those days, but was anyone out there now who
believed that green did not buy the best?

Tom embodied the best of the brightest of a
Cup Race off Newport. The force of his personality gave off the
energy of a fuse combined with a sense of quickening time and an
end near enough to narrate. Sure, there were garbage men in the
City who made as much as CFOs. Sure, the war in Southeast Asia
could have been won with a bit more blood from the media.

And he sure could talk. Tom had popularized,
if not invented, the baroque theory of trickle-down this-and-that
as he stood one day in the rain under the eaves of the tennis
courts at Agawam Hunt. There was in Tom a signal flare of
intelligence that took on the tones of a con, though he never
acknowledged it. He was a guru of realism, yet he stayed on the
sour-ball side, restrained and aloof. He had all the qualities
lacking in the liberal arts and its offshoots in the many places
they had claimed by default.

They had both come of age in the Seventies,
the wretched decade that in retrospect could be said to have set
out the lines. The Eighties when they came along found that the
ground had already been prepared.

For war.

Panda did not believe it when Tom said the
university administration would forthwith be changed to one not
only of his liking but of his choosing. Who the hell was a law
school lawyer to promote a changing of the guard from top-down? How
would the head of the law school that was barely incipient make a
coup that would outlast a day? How, moreover, could he make it
work?

That had happened, all but the last part. The
phone calls were made and the lunches taken, often while Panda
watched and listened. A new administration was hired with promises
not of grandeur but its opposite. The replacement entity was to be
hard-headed, multi-faceted, yet smooth as a shotgun pump. It would
be businesslike but not of bidness, for bad spelling was too crude
for a grove of academe. The new regime would simply be better at
the things that had caused this university—and so many others—to
cede themselves into irrelevance.

And what did Panda say to that? To bullshit
of so many colors?

Nothing.

Nothing at first. Then a lot, then again
nothing. He resigned after a while and after a lot of rancor that
could not be called petty. Before he left Burr University, Panda
had fought, not quarreled, with the master, until all that was left
between them was bad feeling and a scorn for Mexican food.

But Panda had by that time left a big
footprint on campus. He had been named Teacher of the Year by a
poll of the people who mattered not at all—the students. He had
helped form the professor’s union that was not quite a union and
set them on a course for the first strike in the history of the
school, a short-lived walkout that guaranteed more trouble of the
terminal sort in time. His rebellion was very rebellious and so
half-assed. It was lame, amateurish in all the ways that counted,
which were the ways of the power Rolodex.

And he had left himself vulnerable in a very
bad way, a personal way, baited and trapped with guilt. Tom
exploited it as he did every weakness, taking it down to the most
naked level.

Panda had known he could not go into business
unless the business was a union or a government. He took the first
offer that promised to remove him far from the premises, and he was
still doing much the same work when he took the call from the
lawyer on the other side of the world who said he was the one who
had been chosen to settle the estate of the man he had gladly left
to his victory and his fate.

How did that sound, driving south from Boston
in an election season that demanded change?

Not bad, if you were bent on revenge.

 



CHAPTER 3

 


It was hard to know Providence unless you
checked in once a year, and Panda did not want to be confused by
the reconstruction. He took a room at a close-in suburban hotel
that was anonymous except for the tracks his plastic made. Not even
a bellhop marred the view.

Panda was used to more contact in his
postings in Europe and the Middle East for the past decade,
something less corporate, although he knew every single thing was
better in the homeland except those that celebrated the passing of
time. We had never mastered the smaller things in blood scale. The
past was meant to be a quick-strike platform—not the base on which
life was built. So we shifted in and out without touching. That was
the way it was, and Panda could feel the glide. It was slippery. He
would get used to it again. He had better.

In many of the places where he had survived
as a nomad, they planted the dead quick. Next day service most
times, and noted on the calendar. A man celebrated his birthday
when he was alive, but after he was gone the ones who remembered
him celebrated the day of his death. Did they then scratch the
first one off—the one that no longer counted? It was one of those
things Panda always meant to ask.

This DOD would go into the books as October
6. Panda would already have missed Tom’s funeral in another corner
of the world. And that was not to be. Being there was part of
getting used to it.

Panda headed south again, thinking he could
make the ceremony. He was still looking for the leaves to turn.
Imagine having to wait for what was given, and having it stretch
out far too long. That was absurd. When he finally saw a copse of
early maples that had arisen from a cold place in the earth, so
bright and brashly golden that it shocked the cornfields around it,
Panda slowed to a dangerous speed, basking in what he had
found.

The anomaly.

 


* * *

 


Panda discovered a representative crowd at
the grave in the newest part of the cemetery. That was more than he
had expected. Driving hard for the last part, wailing down the
four-lane asphalt on the cusp of the island, he thought he would
find a lonesome priest and a brace of riflemen in honor of the
Catholic and the Marine that Tom had once been. But there were no
uniforms. Six distracted civilians instead. He could not imagine
why they were distracted.

It might have been because the coffin was
being lowering into the ground by a hydraulic machine of some sort.
So it was over and Panda had missed the words. The four men with
ropes who had done the work in ages past had gone the way of
mechanization. Of course, it might have been due to the fact that
there were not four men gathered at graveside.

Panda recognized no one among the bereaved.
Who was the man with the beard? Who was the Garbo, veiled, crow
black, and silken? No telling without lifting that thing. Who was
the man in the short-brimmed hat and charcoal suit that fit better
than good? Who was the woman, as wide as a coffin, who stood
closest to the grave? And the younger woman standing beside her?
Relatives of a man who was said to have none? Friends of a man who
had lost them? Both seemed absorbed by the occasion and neither
seemed to belong.

Panda began to have some success in
identification when he added age to the subtractions in his memory.
He had not seen most of the people who might come to the funeral in
ten or twelve years. Some less, but still a long time.

Then his recollection began to engage when
the charcoal three-piece emerged from the past like a midnight
rerun. Panda had known him before he became someone, which he was
now. His name was Galliano, and he was of the media. He had been in
that horde in the old days, too, but had grown into his role like a
sea-raider with an uptown tailor. The last Panda heard, Galliano
was a prime-time hog-caller for one of the DC stations. That meant
only one station and one network for a friend of Tom’s. Even if
Rick had moved on to bigger things, he was still among the
Illuminati. There was only one Rolodex, after all.

Galliano must have come to say some serious
words over the body. He would have done that very well as long as
someone scripted them. He and the other mourners had begun to
shuffle in a dismal broken rhythm as they moved to the grave. They
were forming a line, as if someone had ordered them to the
task.

They were going to the dirt like that. Each
person took a small scoop from the shank-high pile. Why did they
take it in their hands as if they had never touched freshly turned
earth in their lives? Panda was uncomfortable with people who were
too good for dirt. He had always felt best when he dug in it and
squeezed it out for the roots and rocks and discarded everything
but thick loam for gardening. It was clear he loved being grounded,
someone had said. She must have said that before they burned her at
the stake for being New Age.

Panda liked the old fashioned part. His
ancestors must have been farmers back to the hills. They had
transmitted something to him in addition to the worry of brains. It
was primitive, yes, and he liked that it was not borrowed but in
the blood. He liked taking a generous handful of the surprisingly
dry clay and holding it for his turn at the grave.

But the noise rankled. When the woman in the
Gucci veil dropped her load onto the coffin, it bounced like
pebbles, and like mercury ran shivering. Panda, right behind her,
wanted to bolt until she passed quickly beyond and left him looking
into the hole.

That was tough. The step he took to the
rampart that was provided for the mourners brought him yawning into
the future that Tom no longer had. Yes, they had been young
together. And yes, there was clear space at the lip, and roots and
stones in an odd jade-like color. The topsoil and collar of grass
that had been bulled aside was like a fissure that opened from
below. The grave was far from nothing. It was too much.

He and Tom had talked about that one night.
Panda remembered the time and place as if it existed only in his
mind—the spooky rime on the windows of the old house on Devonshire
Avenue, the banging of the steam radiators and the salt on the rim
of the margaritas. But not the words. Nothing except the darkness
in them.

Panda passed on almost without knowing he had
moved, keeping his head down as was done in respect for the dead.
He did not look up until he was clear of the hole and recognized
the man in the suit, Galliano, who stood ahead. He had taken a
position that meant Panda would have to skirt him, veering around
the set of headstones in red marble that had been placed together,
man and wife, forever. Grimm, Mary, Grimm, Reginald.

“I have to say I didn’t expect it,”
said Galliano. “You here.”

Panda put his hand out. “It’s allowed,
eh?”

“It must be,” he said, taking Panda’s
hand as if it was in a glove. “No one, I guess, is in position to
choose his mourners.”

Panda dropped the hand. “You’re policing the
grave site? I thought you’d have better things to do.”

He shook his head from which not one hair
moved. Going to a funeral, he must have stopped at his barber.
Galliano was as tight as a TV graphic. Sharp edges, color that no
man should have in his late forties, not one blurred pixel. The hat
helped. Still, something was wrong, and it was like looking at a
badly hung ceiling. The imperfection was subtle, a matter of
angle.

“I have a lot of things to do,” he
said, “but nothing better. I suppose it’s a good thing you came. It
would have been better if you told him all was forgiven when it
meant something.”

“How do you know I didn’t?”

“I talked to him about a week ago,”
said Galliano, making it clear he had not initiated the
conversation, and making it shitty. “The amazing thing about Tom
was he never forgot the dust up. He said not a day went by when he
didn’t think about what happened.”

“What happened where?”

“The strike,” he said. “I know you
weren’t at the school for the major bitterness, but I think he felt
you were the spirit of it. The man who placed the lever. He
mentioned you like that. As if things would have been different. I
mean that things could have been different if—”

The burble-smooth voice trailed off as though
it had led into a shot of Baghdad burning. Or miners trapped in
shafts below the surface. He meant to leave Panda with some guilt.
He wanted an acknowledgment of the trend Tom’s life had taken but
presumably would not have taken but for the strike that gutted the
university. Panda had left for his long exile years before that
event. He had no part in it. He wished he had been there when he
felt mean, but never when he was sober.

“I’m going to tell you something,” said
Panda. “It’s as bad as it can be, but you should know. Tom named me
the executor of his estate. I won’t tell you to be nice on that
account. You have to use your judgment.”

“Fuck I do.”

He had blurted the words from deep surprise.
He stared harshly, following the words with his eyes. He was not
going to let this go easily.

“You should get everything off your
mind now, Rick. You might not have another chance.”

Galliano smiled with teeth that were as
aggressive as his suit. “So what are you telling me? You’re going
to die?”

“Like you,” said Panda. “And the date
could move up fast. Faster for those with their own tanning
bed.”

Galliano nodded as if he had been hit low.
Panda suddenly remembered that the witchy woman who spoke of being
grounded also said he was a counter-puncher. She was probably
right. Let them make the first move.

“He wasn’t in his right mind, Panda. He
was rambling and had trouble focusing. It was classic deracination,
probably. I knew it when we spoke, and I’ll be happy to sign a
statement that challenges your right to be an asshole with
everything he ever had.”

“Do you know what he had?”

“A lot,” he said. “More than you should
have a chance to fuck up. It grieves me that we’re in the same
business. You’re in the ass end of it, but that’s where you
belong.”

Galliano had tears in his eyes. Panda would
have said it was impossible, but that’s what they taught in liar’s
seminar. They watched old out-takes of Ronald Reagan to get it
right. President Reagan, thought Panda, though he still had trouble
with the marriage of entertainment and power.

“I’ll let you know if you’re on the
list for any good things, Rick. Meanwhile, let’s not fight. We
probably owe that to Tom.”

“I don’t owe him anything,” said
Galliano. “I kept in touch. I didn’t turn my back when turning it
meant everything.”

“It not that simple. You know
it.”

“Nothing’s that simple, Panda. Even the
basic things are complicated. I always wondered if your name was an
accident until I heard those little black and white bears are not
the cute things that wither in zoos. They can take your arm off if
they feel the urge.”

“I took his arm, then?”

“More,” he said. “You took what he
needed. A friend. Call it a best friend. Nobody ever took your
place.”

These two must have been closer than Panda
thought. Or Galliano must have wanted to be closer than Tom liked.
Another closet door ajar? There was no reason for him to be so ugly
unless there was more to it.

“You’re trying to tell me something,”
said Panda. “I’m sorry, but I don’t know what it is.”

He touched the brim of his hat as if he
belatedly remembered having it. “I’m telling you that you don’t
know what you stepped into. Tom Powys wasn’t a man who could be
left behind without a thought. He wasn’t an academic guru run amok,
like you. I’m sure the things he left behind will surprise the hell
out of you. In the end, you’ll want to run again.”

“My choice,” said Panda.
“Again.”

“I’d like to watch your face when these
things come up and bite you on the ass,” he said with a long smile.
“That’s my wish for the day. And this is a sorry day for
sure.”

“Amen.”

“Watch your words, too, Panda. The lies
will stick in your throat and choke you.”

 



CHAPTER 4

 


As Panda walked back toward his car, he put
his hand to his throat and as quickly pulled it away, embarrassed
by the unconscious gesture. Wandering movements would not do.
Galliano was right about lies, knowing them so well. Conspiracies
were always better than fact, and the Rolodex made up the greatest
conspiracy on earth. It had access to power is why.

Panda’s feelings changed when he saw the
veiled woman standing at the side of the graveyard lane near his
rental car. She was waiting. That meant she had watched him drive
up and spread dirt.

The woman unveiled as Panda drew near,
wanting him to know her as she had hidden from everyone else. The
tightening in Panda’s throat was real this time, as though the past
reached up to deny him breath.

A rose with small thorns, Dana’s place was
anywhere but among the dry bones. Her never-weary brown eyes were
what Panda thought of when he punched in search parameters for the
ideal woman. Elemental and quick, they made sure they were
understood before narrowing the field and adding a burst of
mystery. The white skin against the black headdress carried a
message of purity that had nothing to do with innocence. Dana never
valued knowing less than enough. It was one of the things about her
that did not conform. The others were veiled.

“Hello, James.”

Not Panda. Nothing chatty. Lovers could be
formal and touch intimacy better through that sort of distance.
Besides, it helped when you met in public and had to think of what
the others might think.

“Dana. And I wondered why I
came.”

She smiled. A reflex, but it brought back
memories that tumbled. “You always say the right things, James.
That’s your talent. I used to take it for granted until you went
out of sight.”

“You should ask Rick about my talent,”
he said, nodding in the direction where the gray hat had vanished
into a pewter limousine. “We got in on. We almost punched it out
among the headstones.”

“He’s bitter,” she said. “What did you
expect?”

“A grown-up,” said Panda. “I mean, they
won. Tom won. Rick won big time. That should make them happy even
when they die.”

“They’re never happy,” she said with
stone in her eyes. “Put down one rebellion, another pokes its head
up.”

“That’s what happens when you want to
rule the world.”

She nodded. “Birthright.”

She did not say it was hers, too. Dana was
animal rich, her family richer than Tom’s. They had gone to the
same cotillion balls in grade school. Later, they had taken the
same drugs, the same sex, before lapsing into the mysteries of
birthright. But Panda had not heard from or about her in the last
several years. Not even the email mill picked up much. Married. Did
not attend class reunions. Someone said she liked to hunt with bow
and arrow these days when she was out for blood. That sounded
bizarre, but Panda knew better. Dana’s hands were sure.

“You’re looking good,” he said.
“Better, I think. How is that?”

“I pump some iron,” she said. “Do yoga,
too. Who wants to say they’ve done the worst with what they
have?”

“You couldn’t,” he said. “Any
kids?”

“No,” she said. “I was married for
eight years of trying. He’s not anyone you know. Not anyone I knew
in the end.”

“Are you living around
here?”

“The City most of the time,” she said,
as if there was only one, as was true for her people. “We always
had that brownstone, remember?”

It was around Gramercy Park, Panda recalled,
although he was damned if he could map out the street in his mind.
He supposed he knew everything about her except the things that
time had done. Those might be the important things if Dana had
looked more changed.

“Going back into the City?”

“Not yet,” she said. “I was planning to
go up to our house at the shore to check for damage. It always gets
beaten up off-season. The wind. The rain. Last year it was vandals.
They had a party. That means they stopped up the toilet and shit in
the sink. I spent some time wondering how people, even kids, can do
that on demand.”

“Revenge.”

“On the future,” she said.

“We should get out of this graveyard
before we turn to stone,” said Panda. “Can I give you a
lift?”

Tearing back the headdress and bearing her
short blonde hair, she smiled in her way, which was warm when it
was not a warning. “I was hoping you’d offer. The cab driver gave
me such a look when I asked him to wait that I let him go. I
thought I could hook up with someone here. No idea it would be
you.”

She could have said someone would always be
there for her twenty miles from nowhere and not been wrong. If it
had not been Panda, it might have been Galliano or one of the
others, but first she would have to take off that outfit. She was
doing it as she slid into the front seat of his car, removing the
gloves and even the sleeves and bundling them with the headdress
into her big purse as she shook out the rest. It did not take long
to turn mourning into a fashion statement.

Mourning. He wanted to ask her about that.
Ask, and let her run. Dana was a fine raconteur if you pressed the
right button on the console. Panda waited until he had the car on
the move up the long curving lane to the crest of the hill before
he eased into the questions.

“Not a big crowd,” he said. “Do you
know the other people who came?”

“Not the older woman and the younger,”
she said. “Do you think she could be a dark woman from the past?
Someone told me Tom got down with the Pope and annulled an early
marriage out of his life.”

“As far as I know, that’s a rumor,”
said Panda. “I saw a photograph of a strange woman on the dresser
in his bedroom, but it happened that she was his mother. The reason
she seemed strange is that she was, plenty.”

“I saw her once when I was younger,”
said Dana. “She carried her Elavil in a Victorian broach on her
breast.”

“That would be her,” said Panda. “What
about the other one who was there—the beard?”

“If it looks like a dean and waddles
like a dean, it’s probably a dean,” she said. “I’ve seen him
before, but don’t remember exactly what he does for his money. One
thing the administration did when they fired the teachers, they
hired in space-eaters. Lots of generals now.”

“That takes care of everyone but Dana.
Why did you show up? Is there something I don’t know about you and
Tom?”

“Drive, James,” she said,
laughing.

“Nothing, is that what you
mean?”

“I didn’t say anything for the record.
If I had to be honest, I could tell you there was something. It’s
actually incredible, but I don’t know how to talk about it. I mean,
to you. You’re so rational and all.”

“I am?”

“Some people are,” she said, but
without the merriness in her voice. “It’s nothing to be ashamed
of.”

“You’re making me feel that way,” he
said. “Left out is as good as ashamed.”

“I love your bullshit,” she said with a
wide smile of reminiscence. “Always did. I remember the first time
we met. You were the center of the party—the epicenter actually.
You were doing your Michael Dukakis imitation. It was amazing. You
didn’t look like the Greek Haircut, but you thought like him. That
prop you had—the tank helmet—was perfect. That was your
anti-Liberal crusading period, if you recall. Down with malaise and
up with progress through pollution. Everyone knew you were winging
it, making up the first thing that came into your mind, but you
kept going for ten minutes until we were all roaring.”

“You were all drunk,” he said. “I was,
too.”

“Maybe, but you were speaking the truth
of the moment,” she said. “It was the God’s truth because it was so
temporary. And that, by the way, is what the thing with Tom is all
about.”

“The truth or God?” asked Panda, who
was intrigued.

“The second is best,” she said. “The
weirdest.”

“You lost me there,” said Panda. “One
thing that doesn’t compute is Tom Powys and the Lord of Hosts. He
was a Catholic, for God’s sake. At least that’s what he called
himself when he answered survey questions.”

“I don’t know anything about hosts,”
she said, pulling on a face that was serious. “This has to do with
the Interface.”

“What interface?”

“Electronics,” she said.
“Communication. In the strangest sense, communication. I don’t know
what else to call it.”

“You can tell me about it, Dana. You
know I always listen.”

She let some time pass before she accepted
the offer. Panda said nothing as he made the turn from the narrow
country road onto the rubbery four-lane highway that had rarely
been improved in his lifetime. She might have been trying to
remember if he was as receptive as he claimed. Panda could be in a
little trouble there.

“I’d have my yoga class on the edge of
their seats with this one,” she said. “I should have tried it out
on them first, but it’s too much to put onto people I see twice a
week. Anyway, the basic thing is that I had Tom in my cell phone
directory. He called me about three months ago. He wanted to talk,
and eventually he began to talk about his illness. I was sorry he
picked me to lay it off on, but there isn’t much to be done when
someone calls you to announce his departure.”

“Maybe he called because you know the
same people.”

“Maybe,” she said without commitment.
“We don’t really, but, yeah, we have a share in the
one-half-of-one-percent. I’ve never been guilt-tripped by that, but
I try not to draw attention to it either. Tell me if I’m
wrong.”

“You’re not wrong.”

“Anyway, I listened to him politely.”
She lifted the arms she had bared onto the dashboard as if
steadying herself. “Hell, I listened attentively. He was saying the
doctors had more or less told him to go somewhere he liked and just
lie down and die. It wasn’t a good kind of lung cancer that he had.
The quick and deadly. I think it shocked him to have it. He’d given
up cigarettes six or eight years ago, and to be ambushed like that
was a blow. He felt betrayed. It was as if it couldn’t happen if
you were good. Reformed, that is.”

“He would have felt that way,” said
Panda. “As if he’d been stabbed in the back one last
time.”

“But he came to a new way of thinking
in the end,” she said, letting out her voice for a faster rhythm.
“If the physicians weren’t going to help, he decided to explore
other avenues. I gathered he went down several roads before he
found something he liked. He finally hooked up with a woman in the
City who specializes in creative imaging to counter
illness.”

“Voodoo.”

“That’s not nice,” she said. “He was
being taught to send his own armies of good cells against the
cancer cells. To do battle on a psychic plane. I followed him that
far, but the rest of the way I couldn’t go. I mean, I understand
something about alternative medicine. I know energy can be
channeled into healing. I’ve seen it work, and I actually know
someone who beat lung cancer, so to speak. He’s had it for five
years now and still walks and talks and plans to die in a car
crash. He decided he wanted to be with his family for as long as he
could, and he’s done amazingly well. But what I’m saying is that
Tom didn’t have the same mind-set. Probably, he couldn’t. He seemed
to treat his illness the way he went at everything. Take the
offensive. Go on the attack. He said it was a war. He might even
have thrown in a metaphor about Iraq. Or maybe Afghanistan. The
enemy was within and moving with stealth and had to be met on its
own terms. The more unconventional the better. He told me what he
was doing—how he visualized the cancer cells and put them down with
fire and sword, and I swear it sounded like big-stick talk straight
from the DC Green Zone. Kick ass. Take it to them with all you
have. No prisoners.”

“And that’s not right?”

“That’s not right at all as far as I
know,” she said. “It might have been what he was supposed to do in
a way. What he’d been told to do. But he put his own twist on it.
And it wasn’t right.”

“It was twisted.”

“That’s what I mean.”

“That’s what he was, Dana.”

She did not respond. Panda would have to be
careful about saying the right things. He understood it was not the
same as speaking the truth. Number Two was harsh and sometimes
cruel. Unsafe as well. He saw that the speedometer had crept up way
beyond the limit. He had passed everything on the road as if
driving in Athens or Istanbul. He was not immune. The ferocious
dying of Tom Powys had gotten to the Man of Steel.

He waited until the power glide eased back to
a lawful level and they began to approach the steep bridge before
prompting Dana. She had sunk back in her seat to a grim depth.

“I think I’m missing something,” he
said. “This story began with a cell phone. What happened to
it?”

“It’s still there,” she said in a voice
that seemed to trail itself. “I’ve been getting to the story.
Surrounding it.”

“Giving context.”

“If it has any,” she said. “The whole
point is I was in Tom’s directory, and he was in mine. I got
another call from him. Later.” Dana’s pause had some aftermath,
like a coin going down a jukebox. “When Tom called me, he was
dead.”

“Come again.”

“He had died,” she said, brightening
her voice artificially. “I told you this was hyper-odd. I told you
it was about the Interface.”

“You did.”

“And you’re going all logical on me,”
she said. “I know you. You’re ready to laugh.”

“No,” he said. “Nothing like that. As
far as Tom goes, never.”

“I wish I had a cigarette,” she said,
rolling her fingers. “I mean, fuck cancer. At this point, fuck
everything I know. This really happened. I was on the train to
Boston. Not the Speed Demon, the regular. And my cell phone rang. I
have the thing set to bomb off, so I can take the call or not. And
I saw the call was from Tom.”

“This was when—Friday?”

“The day he died,” she said. “I took
the call. I was surprised to hear from him, because I hadn’t since
he put me in the know about his program. His war with the evil from
within, let’s call it. I answered, saying, ‘Hey, Tom, how are you?’
At first, I didn’t get a reply. We were moving fast through the
countryside, and it must have been north of Foxboro. I figured
there was a glitch in the system like you get when you’re between
relays. I was about to say I’d call him back when I got to Boston,
when all of a sudden I heard a voice.”

“His voice.”

“I can’t say that.” She shook her head
hard. “I didn’t recognize the voice as his. Or anyone else’s. The
signal wasn’t good, and when he spoke it was in a murmur, like.
Strained, but not mechanical. It was like a man talking through a
speaker phone at a distance.”

She did not continue. “What did he say?”

“I don’t know. I just couldn’t tell. As
I said, it was garbled. The strange thing was, I didn’t ask him to
repeat it. I didn’t interrupt. It was as if I understood I was
being paged from a strange place. Some other place. I don’t
know how to put it—some different plane.”

“Of existence.”

“And not the normal one,” she said. “He
went on for about ten seconds, maybe more but not a lot more. And
then the voice stopped.”

“He hung up.”

“No,” she said. “The connection was
still live. It never went dead. After I heard the last word he
spoke, and after it seemed he wouldn’t say more, I tried to talk to
him. I got nothing back. So I hung up. I hung up. I don’t
know if he ever did. I’m thinking he’s still out there. You know.
Out there.”

“But dead.”

“That’s the part that has resonance,”
she said. “I checked this out later, after I heard he’d passed
away. In fact, I called the hospital. Tom was pronounced dead at
one forty-three. I took the call about two. It may even have been
later. I don’t know for sure because I didn’t look at the time
then. I didn’t think anything was necessarily out of order. I knew
Tom was sick, and I’m sure I heard something about him being in the
hospital, but I didn’t put it together until later—a day or two
later. Anyway, we got into Back Bay Station on time. Counting back
from our arrival, it still comes out the same. Two o’clock at a
minimum. I took a call from a dead man. We didn’t say much to each
other, but the link was there.”

“That’s why you call it the
Interface.”

“I don’t know what else to call it,”
she said. “If you can think of a better word, let me
know.”

She sank back again, timing out, but Panda
did not want to stop her recollection. His skepticism did not
matter. He was interested. What she said drew a dark line around
the means that Tom retired from the Rolodex. He paused as he was
being deleted. That was not out of character, either.

“Was he alone when he died?” asked
Panda. “I mean, were any of his friends or relatives
there?”

“No,” she said as if she was sure. “No
one. I asked about that, too. Unless one of the nurses has a truly
peculiar sense of humor, Tom made the call from the ether. On the
way out—way out—let’s say.”

“Did you check on his cell phone? Did
he have it at the hospital?”

“I asked,” she said. “They said his
effects were still there, and they didn’t have time to check. His
things would be released to the appropriate party. I don’t know who
that is, but it’s definitely not me.”

Panda knew who it was, but didn’t want to
bring the subject away from its focus yet. “You said you heard him
speak a last word. Was it something? What I mean is, something you
understood?”

“It was the only thing I understood,”
she said. “That came through clearly. It was one word and it came
without context. He said ‘attainder.’ I didn’t know what it meant
until I looked it up.”

“You can tell me. I know it’s a legal
term.”

“A serious legal term,” she said. “It
goes like this. When a person is convicted of a crime, usually the
crime of treason, his civil and political rights are taken away. He
doesn’t exist as a person any longer. That’s attainder
approximately. From what I gathered, it’s a term that comes from
English law. I don’t know if it has any special relevance in this
country.”

“I’ll take your word for that. The
law’s not my area. Tom’s, yes.”

“Leave it to a lawyer to leave the rest
of us out,” she said. “You don’t think he was talking about
something like Guantanamo, do you? All those men in legal limbo. No
rights. No nothing.”

“That’s a possibility,” said Panda.
“But most of those men have never been convicted of
anything.”

“Not that anyone can name.”

It seemed like the right line to pursue,
however. “Did he have something to do with that business down
there? Maybe as a consultant to the administration.”

“I couldn’t say. Tom never kept his
nose out of anything. He’d probably know some of the people who
were involved in it. The lawyers.”

They were now at the heart of the matter.
Politics, the thing that ruled Tom’s life, had crept in like fog
from the marshes. Politics and the law. The second was always bent
to serve the first. Bent and sometimes broken. We lived in an age
of bent, broken and trashed. For good reasons, of course. Panda had
done some trashing himself for what he thought were the best
reasons. They did not seem so good now. He had no idea where the
rationalizations would stop and did not think they could end with
this administration in power. Attainder. Was that where it stopped?
Was that the line that could never be crossed?

“You said you couldn’t tell who was
speaking. But when you heard the word attainder, did you think it
was Tom’s voice?”

“Yes,” she said quickly. “I did. But I
knew the call was coming from him, or it was supposed to be, so
some suggestion was working. If I heard the same voice in the
street, I might not be able to say it was his. This is all
nebulous. We’re at the dead center of nebulous.”

It seemed like that, and it seemed strange
that Tom’s life, which always revolved around the precision of the
law, should end in a rage of uncertainty. But the law was subject
to interpretation, alteration, and perversion. Panda was sure that
was why Tom had been drawn to it and loved it. The ambiguity made
the precision necessary, and woe to anyone who demanded better.

“I’m trying to think why he called you,
Dana. There must have been at least one other person in his cell
phone directory. A personal connection. I’m not sure about big
numbers, but let’s say there were.”

“I told you there was nothing much
between us,” she said.

“I don’t mean sex,” he said. “But he
called you to tell you he was popping images and waging cell wars.
He was talking about his illness. His diseased body. Why
you?”

Panda knew he had hit something by the length
of her pause. He waited as they approached the opposite shore
beyond the bridge. Today the descent was momentous, like paradise
in a jar. Burr, the school where he had taught and Tom
reconstructed in his image sat to the left, the buildings of gray
stone gorged with ivy, the lawns proceeding in a slow march down to
the water’s edge. Around lay prim forest, thick but shaped, as if
to say this was not life, not quite; that the Indians were there in
hiding; that all the savage things were in abeyance. Panda had
never seen the school as he saw it today. This was certainly what
he had brought with him from afar.

“All right,” she said like a brick.
“You’re going to find out anyway. I taught a class at Burr last
year.”

“What?”

She slammed her hand on the armrest, meeting
his anger with her own. “I knew you’d say that, and I knew just how
you’d say it. That’s why I didn’t mention it. Really, it wasn’t
anything. I wanted to put together a course on holistic health, so
I approached the school. They said fine. I wasn’t even on the staff
if you have to know. An adjunct professor, some fruit-ball
thing.”

Panda found his anger mounting so fast he
could not bring it down. He was so angry he could not do anything
but repeat what she had said.

“Fruit-ball. That’s right. I could tell
you you’ll fuck up your karma doing things like that. But nothing’s
really like that. What were you thinking? What in the hell were you
thinking?”

“It was just a night course,” she said.
“Three credits and no exam.”

“Does anyone talk to you
now?”

“You,” she said.

“Out of ignorance.”

“You mean you wouldn’t
have?”

“It would have given me pause, you can
believe that.”

He realized he had shouted. In a moving car
with the windows closed, that was bad manners. What she had done in
going to a place that every decent human being shunned was worse.
Panda wanted to work down his anger, but had no luck until she did
it for him.

“No one talks to me, if that makes you
happy,” she said, spitting anger back. “Not that it matters a lot.
The people who taught at the school scattered after the strike.
Sooner or later, they moved on. I think that’s good advice for the
whole planet. Hardly anyone’s left around these days. So I thought
what the hell. I wanted to do it. Yoga’s for everyone.”

“I don’t believe that, Dana. Yoga isn’t
for sub-humans. But I understand now how Tom made you his
confidant.”

“We didn’t see each other much,” she
said quickly. “A dozen times over the semester. He was happy, I
guess, to think not everyone hated him. So we had conversations. He
even mentioned you once.”

“Talk about cheap thrills.”

“It wasn’t cheap,” she said. “He was
sad. He wanted to know if I ever heard from you. I said no, but
some of my friends kept a line in the water. I told him you seemed
happy in your new life. As far as I can see, that’s a lie, but it
hurt him nevertheless. You’ll be glad to know that.”

“Ok,” he said, finding the cool he had
never really had in the place where he never put it. “You did what
you did. I’m sorry I lost my temper. Where in the hell do I make
the turn to the house?”

“I’m not going to tell you,” she said.
“We’ll drive around for the rest of our lives exploring our
rage.”

“Tell me.”

“The second left.”

They were three miles up the road from the
university when he made the turn and came onto the street that led
like a forgotten promenade to the shore. Panda would have said the
neighborhood was high rent, but no one rented heirlooms. Nowadays,
they were million dollar cottages. Make that multimillions.

Panda found it easier when he came to the
crabbed New England shoreline road with the bay running out to the
island. Now he remembered the way to the house with the weathered
gray shakes and balconies and balconettes and the porch that could
shelter an entire slum. What was its name?

Seacrist.

Christ on the water. The rich had no
imagination unless it was perverse. Panda knew what had driven him
and Dana apart. It was the worst thing imaginable, because it
concerned Tom and the university and a lapse of judgment that had
left him unable to fight back. Yet when Panda thought of how they
could have been absent those things, it all came back instead to
this cavernous place on the water. The long curving driveway, not
paved but graveled in the most primitive way, had always pissed him
off. There was no sneaking into it.

“Come in for a drink,” she said when he
sloshed to a stop on the gravel. “I’m sure the teenagers left
something for the mice.”

“Maybe later,” he said, knowing he had
never said that before. “I’ll be around for a while, and I need
some time to adjust to this.”

“To my sins.”

“Just one.”

“But it’s big.”

“Mortal, Tom would say. I just hope he
isn’t saying any more to you, Dana. I want to make sure that from
now on he talks only to me.”

“What does that mean?”

“Tom made me the executor of his
estate.”

She laughed. The sound was loud until she
cracked open the door and let the outside in. “That’s a pretty good
story,” she said. “Hell, it’s better than mine.”

 



CHAPTER 5

 


Panda had calmed down by the time he got the
car back to speed on the highway. He asked himself what he
expected. Tom’s life had been an ongoing adversarial proceeding
where even friends and lovers were expected to contend for the
things that were usually given. To be invited to dinner was to
prepare for battle. A faculty meeting was no less than a jungle
encounter. Anything from a chance meeting to a phone call could
mount to a blood feud. All this from a man who was a physical
coward.

Tom had proved it was possible to bully
without muscle. Panda was sure he had more of a part in coaxing
Dana to teach a pet course than she let on. The wretched crave
company, and except for his political contacts Tom had been
isolated. Having a good-looking woman as an adjunct professor of
Holistic Health was a coup for him. He might have been fucking her
on the side, too. Tom had not been known to poach on his students,
but a colleague was a Reservation Indian. No wonder she took up the
bow and arrow.

Panda was certain Dana had told the God’s
truth about one thing—the phone call. It was not surprising that
Tom refused to leave the worldly plane without a last cryptic word.
He had done that in legal terms, too. To Panda.

Attainder. The complete stripping of rights
from a human being. A traitor. That was interesting, but
disappointing. It would have been more cryptic if the subject was
not so much in the news.

Although a hundred explanations might be
given to account for the phone call, including a practical joke,
Panda did not ask if it was possible for the dead to communicate
with the living. He had seen stranger things in cultures older than
this. The most common of uncommon phenomenon were those people who
did not want to leave the cosmos in good order. Stubborn and
mischievous, they could haunt dreams and make things howl in the
night and stop up toilets as if shit were their true medium of
expression. But a cell phone?

Let’s say they were adapting.

 


* * *

 


He parked off the street in Providence in a
lot under the highway overpasses. The neighborhood would be hell at
night, Crack City, but daylight scrubbed the human trash away,
leaving only the plastic wrappers that marked their passage. Do you
believe darkness is an invitation to demons? Here you did.

Lionel Markovich had planted his workshop
across the street in an old warehouse he had painted black. Puts
these pipe-heads off, he told Panda. They don’t like looking into a
mirror.

Mark needed space for his business—cheap
space—and the machines that he used. He had been a professor at
Burr, History, American. On the side as a hobby in his garage he
had done woodworking. When the faculty was dismissed from the
university, all but the scabs, he gravitated to a job he liked as
well. Better in some ways, he said. Cabinetmaking was more
precise.

He had done well, too, building the business
and making a name with his designs until he had money enough for a
divorce and half a dozen employees. One of the latter in a ponytail
with a belt sander in his hand answered the door at Panda’s
repeated knock. Without indicating that visitors were welcome or
rare, he led the way into a workshop drenched in a sweet smell and
accompanied by tremendous noise.

Mark stood at a table saw feeding a long pale
board through the blade. He wore plastic earmuffs for the noise and
a wooden guide to keep his hands attached to his body. He did not
look up at Panda until the board had been severed to width. Then he
shut the machine down and removed his gear.

“Mister Bear.”

“Mark.”

They shook hands, and after Mark shook off
most of the dust, he clasped Panda hard by the shoulders and then
went to a full colleague hug. Mark was the bearish man Panda was
not, a full six-two, two-forty with a few more pounds he had put on
lately. His ruddy face just barely peaked out from within a bearish
black beard. Black and gray, it seemed. And that seemed right for
the years.

“You’re looking good for a professional
liar,” he said. “What do they feed you out there?”

“Lion’s Milk.”

“Bring some with you?”

“Enough for a while. Ninety proof. I’ll
leave it out on the counter as soon as you give me your
key.”

Mark reached into his pocket for a set of
keys in a Ferrari ring and passed it to Panda. “Since the divorce,
I live on the East Side. They don’t like the way I look in my work
boots, but you’ll fit right in. A suit for Christ’s sake. You
didn’t even wear one when you were at Burr.”

“I don’t think I went to any funerals
at Burr.”

Mark stopped, but not long, to process the
implication. “You went to that asshole’s funeral. You did
that.”

“I thought I should under the
circumstances.”

Mark knew about the circumstances from the
call Panda had made two nights ago. It had been as short as Panda
could make it and manage to blackmail a place to bivouac. He could
have gone to the finest hotel in town and charged the champagne
breakfasts to Tom’s estate, but isolation was not his aim. Panda
knew he would be navigating shoals and have need for an occasional
pilot.

“I like this place, Mark. Bleak, on the
verge of a hellhole, but somehow it seems pleasant.”

“You’re talking about the wood,” said
Mark, leaning against the workbench behind him. “The cherry. I like
cherry because it’s a hardwood, and it works well. But the smell is
the bonus. Walnut’s nice too, but nothing’s like cherry when you
open it up. It’s like it lives again.”

Panda did not want to open that idea for
discussion. Not yet. “I thought cherry was dark wood.”

“It will be,” he said, rubbing his
hands as he warmed to the subject he loved. “Now it’s pale, and
it’ll take on some color when I give it a neutral stain, but the
real darkening takes place once cherry sits down where it’s going
to live. It darkens with time. With the years. Put it in the sun,
it darkens faster. It almost takes a tan. Like I said, it’s
practically alive.”

“Then it’s got a leg up on Tom. It’s
all over there but the counting.”

“I hope you brought your abacus and
your pistol. That’s a fascist counting house you’re talking
about.”

“I’m going to leave bean counting to
the bean counters. Tom’s lawyers are my next stop.”

Mark sat up on the workbench as if preparing
a speech. “I’m not sure about those people,” he said, shaking his
head. “After we talked, I looked up Garofolo & Edgeware in the
yellow pages. They’re out on Main Street about where the sewage
goes to be processed. So I asked my accountant if he knew anything.
Parking tickets, he said. You ask them to fix more than that,
they’ll have a problem.”

“That doesn’t quite figure,” said
Panda. “We should be talking about a lot of money in Tom’s
estate.”

Mark picked up a bare block of wood as if it
had potential. “It could be one of his students who went out into
the world to spread the gospel and failed. Say Garofolo, maybe
Edgeware, too. I can’t imagine they’d be good for much after he got
done with them. As far as we know, human cloning doesn’t work too
well.”

Mark knew all about cloning by the Powys
method. It involved cell by cell replacement with the anesthesia of
your choice. It had almost happened to Panda until he pulled back
and struck back.

“I’m surprised any graduate of that
place could get a real shingle these days,” he said. “How does the
school keep its accreditation?”

“That’s a mystery,” said Mark. “The
regional board put them on the carpet twice that I know of, but
each time they managed to walk through the raindrops. I’m thinking
someone got to them on appeal.”

“How?”

“The usual way.”

“Politics.”

“Tom’s Rangers always had connections,
and they have a lot more now,” said Mark. “You like to think an
academic board is free of that kind of influence, but you’d be
wrong. Pressure can be applied to anyone. It depends on the
altitude where it originates. Go high enough and anything can be
done.”

“They can go that high?”

“I don’t think there’s a ceiling any
more,” he said, brushing his arms and watching cherry dust flake
by. “One of the predators on the university board went from fucking
up the finances at Burr to fucking up the same in Washington. He’s
also large in the movement to bring Christian values into our
lives. Back into our lives. By force, if that’s what it
takes. He spends a lot of time promoting that bunch they call The
Long March. You know, it’s like Mao was Mother Teresa.”

“And they’re influential.”

“You wouldn’t believe it,” said Mark.
“They think up rationales for everything from the basic immorality
of canine abortion to the futility of nation-building in countries
where we already destroyed the infrastructure. They shook their
heads and the earth was covered with green dogs and whole cities
were looted. It’s unbelievable, but yeah, it has a reality of its
own. They make the reality, so who can argue?”

Panda had stopped a while ago. The man who
had taken his job at VOA was a political appointment and near
lunatic who kept saying he wanted to move the office to Kuwait
City. That was to be done for reasons of security, it was said, but
Panda heard the man simply wanted to be closer to the source. The
Source. They all read the same doomsday novels and worshiped the
same apocalypse. They expected it to happen in the place where it
had been meant to happen since time immemorial. This was the end
result of the concerted intellect of the most powerful nation in
the world.

“I like to say my prayers out loud
before I go to bed,” said Panda. “I hope I don’t keep you
up.”

“If I get into that Lion’s Milk, we’ll
pray together.”

 



CHAPTER 6

 


The offices of Garofolo & Edgeware were
not hard to find, nor were they as near the sewage plant as Mark
said. Housed in a new brick-shaped, brick-built building, the firm
shared the space with a psychiatric partnership and an accounting
firm. Panda might not have to leave the premises to conclude his
business.

Alicia Pine, the woman who had summoned him,
was the junior member of the firm with an office in a windowless
corner and the manner of a woman who ran the place on the sly. In
her late thirties, she had hair piled like an expensive wig, a warm
practiced smile, and bright gold nail polish. Her greeting was
flirtatious, deliberately so, before she settled down to business
and drew the mask.

“Should I assume you haven’t done this
before?” she asked.

“That’s correct. Guidance will be
welcome.”

That made her happy. She moved into enhanced
professional mode, taking a blue folder from the breadboard at her
desk and holding it like bread. “This office was tasked by Mister
Powys with furthering his will. As per his instructions, the
document is stored securely at First Federal in Newport.”

“I don’t understand,” said Panda. “Why
Newport?”

“We weren’t privy to that decision. We
have an adequate safe on the premises, but Mister Powys instructed
us to carry out his wishes in this way.” She handed the folder to
Panda. “Inside, you’ll find the keys to Mister Powys’ house on
Devonshire Avenue. You’ll probably want to stop by there to check
his mail and look around. Some bills will certainly have come in.
You’ll have to pay those. And any claims of one sort or the other
that might arise.”

“We’re talking about electric bills,
etcetera.”

“It could be considerably more,” she
said. “Mister Powys had interests in many directions. You’ll be
responsible for compiling an inventory of his assets as well as the
liabilities that may come due. His brokerage accounts are extensive
and may need professional attention. His real estate is valuable.
In addition, there’s his personal property, insurance policies,
and, of course, taxes. The last may be a real chore.”

Did Panda say messy? Settling Tom’s estate
seemed like a full time job. “Then this is my hobby for a
while.”

“I’m not trying to intimidate you,
Mister Pandolf, but an estate of this size is certain to demand
legal advice for the best resolution. We’d be glad to offer our
services, of course.”

“You mean, for dealing with these
matters.”

She nodded, but did not say more. Panda
understood he was being told he could shift off much of the burden
if he chose. To Garofolo & Edgeware and the accountants next
door no doubt. His decision. Whose money?

“I take it you’ll charge handsomely for
your services?”

“Handsome is as handsome does,” she
said cryptically. “One thing you should not worry about is who will
remit. Our fees will be deducted from the estate.”

“Assuming there’s enough left to
cover.”

“I don’t think you’ll have to worry on
that account.” She smiled less than handsomely, and Panda wished
she had done better. “Mister Powys’ estate is considerable. All the
work we perform on your behalf will be documented. Our fees are
reasonably standard and set on an hourly basis. Of course, you’re
welcome to go elsewhere. We’re not the only attorneys in town, but
we do have some knowledge of Mister Powys’ affairs. I think you’ll
find that useful.”

“Let’s say I do for now.”

“Fine,” she said with hesitation
nagging her words. “But we’ll require you to sign a statement for a
retainer.”

“How about Thursday for that? I’d like
to check the mail and look around first. The will should be
interesting reading.”

“At your own pace,” she said. “I took
the liberty of having copies of the death certificate made up.
You’ll need them for various purposes. I also made a list of key
phone numbers and addresses you might need. Brokerages, banks,
etcetera. If you like, I can have his mail forwarded here so you
won’t be bothered going to the house all the time.”

“Thank you, but I’ll take care of
that.”

She seemed satisfied as she got to her feet.
Alicia Pine was a smaller woman than he had thought. The desk gave
her a presence beyond her size. When she bent to pick up a box on
the floor beside the filing cabinet, Panda saw that the desk had
managed to conceal her girth, too.

“Here’s a box that was sent on to us
from the hospital,” she said. “In it are Mister Powys’ personal
items, the things he had when he was admitted. I checked the
contents briefly. Nothing of importance, I’d say. But you should
have them if you’re to have control of all Mister Powys’
estate.”

“Don’t worry,” said Panda. “I know my
limits. You can be sure I’ll get back to you on the
retainer.”

“You’re welcome to use one of our
offices for your work,” she said cheerfully. “They’re fully
equipped.”

“That’s very kind of you,” he said.
“But I’m staying with a friend who has a desk.”

“And if you could leave us your
number—”

“Ms. Pine, when I get a cell phone that
works in this country, you’ll be my first call.”

 


* * *

 


That was Panda’s first lie, of which there
would surely be more. A lie was not a lie if it was given to liars,
however. Panda knew that from many years of disseminating
propaganda.

The first thing he did after leaving the
office was check the box that had come from the hospital. Alicia
was right about nothing important there. It was less than nothing
in one respect. The box did not even hold the cell phone Tom had
used to call from the dead.

A puzzle. The hospital room where Tom had
been treated probably had a telephone, so he could have used that
one. Panda felt satisfied with his reasoning until he remembered
what had made the puzzle. An evil spirit could easily sneak through
your satellite dish. Or anywhere it pleased. The medium was not the
message.

To avoid problems like these, Panda decided
it would be a good idea to hand off most of the work to a legal
firm, even if it meant Garofolo & Edgeware. After picking up a
pay-as-you-go cell phone at a store on Main, he stashed the receipt
in the blue folder and headed for the house.

Through brilliant sunlight that hid the
sudden afternoon cold, Panda drove to Tom’s place in the next town
down the bay. Set down halfway between Providence and Burr, it was
a sumptuous Victorian near the business district of a bedroom
community for executives who liked a short commute to the city. A
short commute and quick resale, thought Panda, getting used to the
psychology of an executor.

As he pulled to the curb and the old house
drifted by like a memory, Panda felt moved by the accumulation of
the past as it resided in a pile of boards. Less than seven gables,
38 Devonshire Avenue still held a touch of the witch in the
peak-capped windows and the steeply raked roof. The porch that ran
most of the way around the front was the most welcoming feature.
How many times had they sat out in soft weather, drinking the night
down?

Tom had bought the house when he moved from
the family manse in Connecticut. Paid cash for a large expensive
place, because mortgages were for bankers. Used it as his
headquarters during the first year when he was the entire staff of
the law school and most of its search committee. Used it as a bed,
breakfast and wet bar for the candidates he brought in to be
interviewed and to be awed. It might be hard to impress academics
with wealth in principle, but they could not help noting that the
man who was responsible for their future owned furniture worth more
than them.

No one had really known in the beginning that
Tom was constructing an ideology as well as a law school. His first
two hires were thought to be sound choices until the anti-abortion
stickers appeared on their bumpers in the middle of the night. The
next pair, called The Sandals of Christ—Right and Not Left—was
brought in from a Catholic university that required its graduate
faculty to be scourged from time to time. The fifth and last man in
was just a nice personable guy named Ellington, who was never
without a bow tie or a welcome word, until one night at a party he
began to tell you what it was all about and where he had put it,
and you knew, just knew, it would have more to do with Francis
Bacon than the Rosicrucians.

The strange and terrible thing was that Panda
received these men—and they were all men, as the feminists pointed
out—like brothers. He picked up Ellington at the airport on the
other side of the state and drove him to Devonshire in the middle
of the night, where he fixed him an egg sandwich as Tom slept
aloft. He had dinner at the country club with Tom and The Sandals
of Christ, hardly noticing he was bored past the point of exhaling.
These men were, after all, attorneys as well as teachers. You had
to assume a deadly concatenation.

Panda made all sorts of excuses for the
second-rate in those days. The truth was that politics were
second-rate. Power was not. The times demanded a response that set
aside anarchy and diminished its impulse, which was liberalism. The
first step was to create organization that would last. What went on
at Devonshire lay the groundwork. It was not the only place where
those things were happening, and not the source, but it was one of
the centers where the Perpetuation was prepared. Anyone who thought
it was not carefully prepared had no respect for the reach of
money.

So when Panda stepped onto the porch that let
out a groan at the same spot past the baluster, he felt that
long-past time lodged in the place like sex, like food, like all
the things money could buy. He put the key in the lock of the
massive door, a new lock that had been changed recently. He opened
the door onto the grand foyer with the longleaf pine staircase to
the right and stepped into the pile of mail that had come through
the slot for days. Weeks?

He gathered the mail in both hands and passed
through the first living room into the second, which had always
served as the dining room. This was the place where so many ideas
were engendered over fine food that in the days of consolidation
knew the hand of a chef named Guillermo. Tom had dragooned him from
the best restaurant in a city that had many fine Italian ones.
Guillermo probably made enough in compliments to return to his
village in the lake country, where he threatened to go every time
Tom made dumb or frivolous demands. In the end, even those
stopped.

Ah, but that veal and pesto. The rabbit and
polenta. Everyone who came to dinner left with memories that kept
them up half the night. They had much to think about, and when the
White House went again their way, to celebrate. Who knew it was the
beginning of a dynasty, and who cared if oil money provided the
charge? To think that older money was scorned was to know nothing
about politics. Or jet aircraft. One day, and this was the day, the
two would be combined in a man of eastern credentials, western
manners, towering incompetence, and the very same name.

But who could see the future then?

Tom, of course, saw it clearly. His
confidence in the trend of events was his most contagious
quality.

You think these fuckers know a wetback from
Shirley MacLaine? So we teach Spanish as a first language in the
schools and render an entire generation useless for work. Let me
tell you how it’s going to be when we finally corner the market on
common sense—

Everything was part of the overarching plan,
including the composition of the law school. It would graduate men
and the occasional woman who would go into the world to mark the
transition in their persons and opinions. Eventually—and eventually
was the measure of time that money knew best—these graduates would
gain influence. Panda knew of three federal judges who had gone
from Burr into private practice, and eventually onto the bench. No
one wondered how they would rule in any case that came before them.
The mystery had gone out of the process, and it had been projected
in the starkest terms in this room.

The working definition of stark was this: one
of the Sandals of Christ—and Panda knew which one—had gone from the
faculty at Burr to an undistinguished term in Federal District
Court, then to the Federal Court of Appeals, from which he was
elevated to the Supreme Court, where he now sat like a carrion
bird.

So Panda first sorted the political
solicitations in the mail as he sat at the dining room table of
rosewood with maple inlay. This would be the biggest pile.
Everything from the NRC to the Log Cabin Republicans asked for
contributions. They all had reasons and the reasons were all the
same.

Panda scanned each solicitation, including
the one that named Tom a Republican Pioneer—a member of the
contributory elite—before dropping it on the floor. These folks
would get exactly nothing unless the exact amounts were stipulated
in the will.

The second pile—the bills—seemed easier.
Panda opened each one to make sure the amount would not create a
significant dent in Tom’s funds. Most were utilities bills for
unimpressive amounts, though he found one exception.

Ackerman InfoSource, Inc. The bill was so
large—more than seventeen thousand dollars—that Panda took a closer
look at the charges. Enumerated on two full pages, the bill was for
approximately three weeks’ work. Some of it was fieldwork with man
hours cited and the places where the expenses were incurred noted.
Most of the places were in the DC area, if Panda understood
geography. There was only one Rehoboth Beach he knew of.

Interesting. Why had Tom consulted an
expensive data source that apparently operated out of the office
part of the time? The invoice was mostly for work that had been
performed two months ago. The payment was overdue.

Panda went to the portable phone in the
kitchen to call the number that was said to connect to Ackerman
InfoSource. The phone still functioned, which meant it would have
to be disconnected by the executor in time. Though it was late in
the day, Panda reached a minor functionary before she left
Ackerman’s office.

“InfoSource.”

“Good afternoon. This call concerns Tom
Powys’ account.”

“Mister Powys, yes. To whom am I
speaking?”

She apparently knew it was not the voice of
the dead. And she had no need to reference her records. Interesting
again.

“My name is James Pandolf. I’d like to
know the reason why these bills from your firm were sent to Mister
Powys’ home.”

“That’s normal procedure,” she said.
“Mister Powys’ bills are always sent to his Devonshire
address.”

“What does the latest invoice
concern?”

“We bill for work performed,” she said.
“We’ve never had a problem in the past with Mister Powys’ account.
I’m sure of that.”

So Tom was a steady client of Ackerman and
had been for a while. “What work did you do this time?”

“A background check,” she
said.

“And the rest? I notice a lot of
charges for work out of the office. How does that come
about?”

She put some air into the connection. “As you
might have guessed, we performed real-time surveillance for the
rest.”

Surveillance? In real time? Panda was
learning. Ackerman InfoSource was a detective agency without the
obvious name. What did they call photographs in flagrante these
days? Stop-time?

“I’d like to know exactly what
work was done for Mister Powys.”

She went into stop-time real-time. By the
length of the pause, Panda thought she might be consulting her
superior. Or her meter. “Sir,” she said when she returned. “I’m
afraid our records are confidential. Mister Powys certainly knew
the work he contracted with us. If you don’t, I’m afraid you never
will.”

“I understand confidentiality,” said
Panda, “and the need for it. But I’m the executor of Mister Powys’
estate. I’m afraid I’ll have to have a complete breakdown of
your work if I’m to pay for your work.”

“Why is that, sir?”

“You should understand that when a
prominent man dies, any number of bills may be presented to his
estate. Real—or imagined. I’d be remiss if I didn’t inquire and
have complete satisfaction on my inquiry.”

“Just a moment, please.”

Panda waited. He took another look at the
invoice and saw that the multiple addresses put Ackerman InfoSource
in Tampa, Florida, and Bethesda, Maryland. The last seemed most
relevant. When a voice finally came on the line, it was male and
bold, but not unpolished.

“Arnold Ackerman here. Mister Pandolf,
is it?”

“Yes. I’m the executor of Tom Powys’
estate.”

“Then Tom’s no longer with
us.”

“Not as far as I’m concerned,” said
Panda. “I’m calling because I have to be satisfied that all his
bills are legitimate before I agree to pay them.”

“I can assure you they are,” he said.
“We did a job for Mister Powys about three months ago that involved
significant man hours.”

“What was the job?”

“I’d rather not get into to
that.”

“Get into it, please,” said Panda. “Or
we’re looking at a process that may come to a more dismal point in
a much longer period of time.”

“I’ve never had this happen before,” he
said as if bemused. “I mean having a client leave the process
permanently.”

“It’s inconvenient, I understand. Tom
never did much that required complete documentation, but I’m
working in a different capacity. This bill can be settled promptly
if you tell me what you did for him. With full detail. I’ll fax you
a copy of his death certificate if that’s what it takes to resolve
this. If not, Mister Ackerman, you’re going to the bottom of the
pile.”

“It sounds like that’s a damned deep
place.”

“And getting deeper as we
speak.”

Ackerman did not look long into that
imaginary pile before he spoke. “Mister Powys asked us to check the
records on a member of the House. You know, everything from his
salad days in East Orange up to and including the mortgage on his
vacation home on Marco Island.”

“I don’t have your report on that,”
said Panda with a smile in his voice. “I’d like to know what you
found that interested Tom. It must have been very interesting to
justify the expense.”

“We got crumbs, and not nearly enough
of those,” said Ackerman. “You could have made a case for the
representative knocking up a girl in high school, but you’d have to
get past the fact that she married another guy pretty quick and had
the kid with him. They’re divorced now, and we made a move on the
ex, but he did not react well to the advance. It seems he’s
convinced the kid is his even if the wife isn’t any more. Put a
chunk of money on him, you might get a different story. It would
have to be a big chunk, though. He’s a city councilman now and of
the wrong party. Tom didn’t think a push was worth the effort, and
frankly I felt the exposure would be too much for us.”

Too much was what it seemed. Both the
representative and the councilman were of the other party. Though
it was in the minority in Congress, noise could be made about an
incursion into a prominent man’s private affairs, and louder if the
elections turned the way they seemed headed. This politician must
have had something Tom wanted badly to convince him to make a
concerted run at the target.

“So you ran dry on the background
check. Is that what put you into real-time
surveillance?”

“I’d be delighted to say it was a case
of superior salesmanship, but if you know anything about Tom, you
know that wasn’t necessary. When he wanted something, he wanted it
right now.”

“What did you find in the
end?”

“More than a crumb,” he said with a
laugh like a swallow. “This dude isn’t much for his power suite
with the view of the Canary Islands from Rehoboth Beach. He checks
in, he takes a nap, he has dinner in the Roosevelt Room—FDR by the
way—then he treats himself to a stroll along the boardwalk at
nightfall. When he comes to place where the right of way peters
out, he heads for the interior. It’s only a block before he’s
picked up by an Audi convertible.”

“With someone driving?”

“And another in the back seat,” he
said, immensely pleased. “I was shocked to find they both wore
pants. I mean, as a persuasion. You have to say Tom had an
instinct. It never steered him wrong.”

“Not the other times
either?”

“I said never.”

Never was not once. Never was as many times
as Tom needed information on the people he pursued. Panda found it
difficult to believe Tom had pursued them for his own information.
If not, what had he pursued them for?

“The previous assignments you did for
Tom should make interesting reading.”

“Interesting, for sure,” said Ackerman,
shutting his voice down hard. “Available, no. We have a deal,
Mister Pandolf, and let’s say it’s between gentlemen. I don’t want
to find out my assumption is wrong.”

“Let’s say you’ll receive a check in
the mail when you supply me with the name of the man under
investigation.”

“I can’t do that.”

“Then my pen doesn’t work.”

It sounded as if Arnold Ackerman’s did. He
seemed to be shoving it into the receiver of his telephone. And
working it around. “Why’s everybody such a hard-ass these days?” he
asked angrily. “I mean every fucking body.”

“It’s the times.”

“That’s an excuse,” he said. “An excuse
for all the shit that goes down and I have to get next to. I think
our mother’s milk is bad from the tit. You have to go back that far
to explain it.”

Ackerman had a point, but had anyone been
breast-fed in this generation? Unless it had been a fad, no.

“The name?”

“Carpenter Breckenridge.”

“Thank you.”

 



CHAPTER 7

 


Panda did not know Carpenter Breckenridge,
though the name was distantly familiar. A New Englander, he
thought, and Ackerman confirmed as he phased out their connection.
Representative from Connecticut. The district where Tom had lived.
That was enough for now. Panda could get more background from his
connections. It might take digging, especially if he looked for
relevance.

What had Tom been doing? The same as always.
Leveraging assets. Panda still remembered the first asset Tom had
leveraged—a professor in the combined Economics/Political Science
Department who had a place and some say in the search process for
Tom’s law school faculty. The man was an impediment with a bent for
obstruction at times. That meant he had gotten in Tom’s way.

The professor, a married man, had for some
time been having an affair with one of the part-time faculty (like
Dana) who was also married. Panda knew about it. He had come across
the lovers one evening locked like lug nuts on the staircase
landing in the department. It was like Panda to be embarrassed at
having interrupted them, and like him at that time to have told Tom
about it.

He never forgot the light in those snake-gray
eyes when he spoke of it, which was at the end of a boozy picnic at
the beach. Right in the hallway? Yeah, said Panda, who laughed.
They were so heedless in pursuing their passion that laughter
seemed the only mature response. Because they were mature only in
years. For the rest they were in love. Imagine. It took no
imagination, really. It took something crass to deny what Panda had
seen and put it on the table for discussion.

What did it take to manipulate the affair?
Panda found out in detail as one of his most instructive lessons
from the master. The first step was a whispering campaign that put
the campus on alert for the lovers. It worked like an evil spell.
There would be no more trysts on landings or in parking lots in
cars with frosted windows. There were a lot of sidelong looks at
every public function, including the bag lunches where passion
tried to hide in things like curriculum changes while they all sat
at plastic tables.

The escalation took place inexorably. The
part-timer’s husband, an assistant in the mayor’s office, showed up
at a scholarship fund-raiser where he had no reason, but every
excuse, to be. Needing a chaperon, he found Tom, who never left his
side except to pitch a speech for the new law school. When Tom left
the man alone, it was Panda who stood in for the team. He did
everything but stare at the professor across the room, as Tom had
done without mercy.

Came the letters. Panda did not know the
contents at first, and he never knew if one or a series had been
delivered. One day, when he was at the house on Devonshire, Tom
took a call and stepped onto the porch to rant. Panda, sitting at
the same table where he now sat, looked casually at the letter that
had been left behind, open to the world and the next thing to
gooey.

It was such a damned crude thing. So
merciless and crude. Panda had read it through before he turned
away. “She was moaning like an animal with his fingers up her
snatch.” That was one line he never forgot in several lines he
meant to forget. He remembered he walked into the kitchen as if
looking for something to eat. Microwave snatch? Hair pie? It wasn’t
until later that he realized Tom had left the letter on the table
for his friend to find.

He asked Tom the next day about what he
planned to do with the letter. Panda thought he could have a word
about it until Tom reared back and laughed. He said he’d slipped it
into the interoffice mail. Hand delivered. She’s got a copy, he’s
got a copy. It’ll work.

Looking back, Panda thought what he had
witnessed was his first brush with the everyday use of terrorism.
Tom had an instinct for the button that activated the emotion that
touched the heart with fear. Subtlety had no part in it. Dirty
tricks have no point unless they grab you by the balls.

Listen friend, here’s the rest of the dream
you have from time to time where you find yourself walking naked in
front of every human being you ever knew on the main street of your
hometown.

It’s just a dream until I make it your
reality.

Tom had another prong of the campaign ready
to fire. Panda did not know exactly how it would be done, but he
understood from conversations that it concerned the two-year-old
child—a girl—who the part-timer had had with her husband. It would
be said that the child was not the product of the marriage but of
the affair with the professor, a stud who had verifiable bullets in
the three children of his own. Although no one who knew the lovers
could believe it, or believe they had known each other long enough
for a spawn, the facts did not matter. The rumor was all that folks
would credit as they passed the story around.

It was important, after all, that the rumors
never came to be more. A threat was not a threat if it exposed the
target and left him with nothing to lose. He must understand he
still had a great deal to lose if he crossed Tom Powys.

The look on the face of the economics
professor—call him Bob—when they met the next day in the lounge was
the wretched soul of capitulation. He had shaved off his handsome
beard, exposing pale skin that had not seen the sun in years,
making him look plucked and scrawny. He did not know who had sent
the letters, as certainly as he knew who must have sent them.
Call-Him-Bob understood that Panda was among the inner circle of
less than two who collaborated with the man who threatened to bring
his love into the open and down. He asked just one thing.

“What does he want?”

Panda did not ask what was being asked. He
felt his face redden. Finally, he said: “A free hand.”

“Fucker’s got two of them, doesn’t he?
Two sets.”

Panda said nothing.

“That prick used to be with the CIA,
know that? In the end you’ll get just as dirty as he
is.”

 


* * *

 


Years later, at a hotel bar in Cairo, Panda
asked a man to find out what he could about Tom’s link to the
Company. This man, sandy blond but as bald as paper, was in the
business, and a lot longer than Tom had been, if he had been.

Call-Him-Jake did not ask why Panda wanted
the information. His job description covered casual work on the
side for friends who might one day become friendlier. USIS, where
Panda worked at the time, was as much a part of the State
Department as of VOA, and proof that he was on the right and active
side. Not that it made much difference to Call-Him-Jake. He was a
collector. Of information, people, old ivory.

Two weeks later, when he got back to Panda
with his report, Call-Him-Jake was curiously, suspiciously
circumspect. He mused with his drink in his hand, then put the fat
glass to his forehead as if calling up a trance.

“Karnak says the information you seek
is database averse.”

“What does that mean?”

“Cannot be accessed.”

“But that’s not the same as saying it
doesn’t exist.”

“I couldn’t have put it better
myself.”

“Try.”

Call-Him-Jake pulled his drink down, stuck
his finger in it and sucked the finger. “Let’s say there are people
who hang out on a consistent basis at the bar on the seventh story
of a tall building in New York City, because they used to hang out
at a club by the same name when they were in college. They’re not
original people, by the way. They’re following tradition, drinking
themselves into a strange lucidity because their fathers did the
same at the same school. One of those fathers is the president—of
what you can take your pick—another is head of the world’s largest
intelligence bureau, conveniently located in suburban Virginia, and
what’s left of the graduating class, well, they invented
privatization so they wouldn’t have to work at anything but
investment banking.”

“I know the type,” said Panda. “Tom
Powys wasn’t one of those except when he needed
something.”

“Yeah, sure, it’s like breast feeding,”
said Call-Him-Jake, dunking the thumb in the drink with the earnest
concentration of a man who could not afford the luxury of a true
bender. “So if one of these fellows enlists in the cause and has
CIA tattooed on his left buttock, nobody says anything when he
wants to take a lifetime leave of absence to pursue goals that are
related to his interests, which are money, politics and power. He
doesn’t have access to the Agency any more, and he isn’t on the
payroll, but he can ask what he likes and find the answers without
having to re-up. He might be asked a favor in return so he thinks
he’s being made use of. Really, this is an honor. Some people just
call it keeping in touch.”

“Is that what you call it?”

“I call it duty,” he said without
allowing himself a smile. “Only the spoilsport calls it bush
league.”

 


* * *

 


The most satisfying thing was that Panda felt
it was possible to discover every obscure vector in Tom’s past by
being the executor of his estate. Who was in a better position to
know the things a man had done in his life? He wondered if that was
part of Tom’s plan. He had one. It might not be clear at the first
rubbing of the gravestone, but it would exist. Clues might turn up
anywhere.

But the rest of the mail was dull. Tom
apparently did not receive much personal correspondence. In that he
was typical of his generation. It was the one that made our toys.
And made them so they could be intercepted.

His phone calls would be more interesting, so
Panda dipped into last month’s bill. Many of the long distance
calls had been placed nearly two months ago, which meant another
bill would be delivered. This one ran to just over a hundred
dollars. A talker, yes. A bullshitter of bullshitters, and one of
the best.

Panda did not recognize any of the
destinations that Tom had called, but his memory was not great for
random numbers. He noticed that Ackerman InfoSource appeared twice.
A lot of calls had gone to the DC area, almost twenty. New York
came in at half as many, local long distance the same, Connecticut
several times, plus a couple to area codes that Panda did not
recognize.

He put the bill in his pocket so he could
look the numbers up later in a reverse phone directory on the
Internet. He knew Mark had a computer, because he always answered
Panda’s email promptly. And then came the thought: Tom would have
one, too. It would be in the den. Of iniquity.

The place was like an event. You saw work
areas with the same momentum in movies about tycoons, or wealthy
writers, but never imagined they existed for practical use.
Bookcases ran floor to ceiling in wood so rich that it had not
quite lost its aroma with age. The desk that had been made to Tom’s
specifications was big, deep, and grandiose, with a receiver at the
side and a slanted face above to hold his amateurish creations in
pencil or oil. The computer, a black-bound laptop, rested in a
power position, the only living extension of its master.

Panda sat in the plush leather chair that
moved in a surprising number of ways. He cranked up the laptop,
hoping the phone bill lied. Yes, it did. He saw a cable that snaked
from the television embedded in a cabinet. Plugging it into the
back of the computer was all his generation could manage, but that
happened. The computer, one of the cheapest models on the market,
flickered alive with a welcome that was false but savory. Panda was
sure that if this was a brain, it could be picked.

Tell me about your mail, Tom. Tell me
everything that happened in your electronic world. You should have
known you’d have to.

Panda tried to tell himself not to enjoy
himself too much as he ran the numbers through the Internet
directory. The site wanted money to let him have a look at the land
evidence, the criminal records and the etceteras, but he saw no
need for that yet. Names were good enough, and there was a separate
directory for unlisted numbers. If Panda did not recognize the
names, someone would.

He knew none of them, and sometimes the site
did not either, but he made a list of the ones that returned
information. Several times he sat back in the chair with surprise.
Dana’s number in New York had been called three times. Not much of
a lie, but a lie. These were in addition to the posthumous
call.

The second correlation was almost expected.
Carpenter Breckenridge’s number. The two calls had gone not to his
office in Washington but to his home in Connecticut at an unlisted
number. They were of some length. Had Tom put the wood to the
representative at home, where he almost certainly had a wife and
family? Nasty, but not off pattern. Ackerman had said nothing about
dirty pictures, but the implication was as good as a fact. One of
the calls had been placed at eleven o’clock in the evening and ran
fifteen minutes. Midnight oil was nothing compared to K2Y
jelly.

Next came a couple of revelations, and Panda
was surprised the first came up at all. Unlisted. Nan Gerbich was a
recognizable name in government—on the National Security Council,
past-tense. She had retired from that job, but was said to be still
close to the center of power. It was even said they listened to
her. Not a native New Englander, she had gone from a White House
staff position with the Father to a better one with the Son. File
that one.

The last score was a shock because it struck
close. Too damned close. Mary Noonan had once had an affair with
the executor. He would have recalled it with absolute pleasure if
what had gone on had not been mostly responsible for his divorce.
Even so, the memories of what had passed between them rose up
before the computer screen and obliterated it. He tried to recall
what two good talkers talked about for those eight or nine months,
but all that came back to him were memories of sex. Taken, given,
ripped from the sheets.

There had been a lot of sheets in a lot of
places that had nothing in common but their strangeness and
sometimes the funk. The sex had been so randomized and intense that
they expected it to continue at the same heat when Panda’s wife
filed for divorce, and he moved out of the house. It had not. It
had died when confined to a safe place. What was missing in the
aftermath was the sense that they were cheating and not only for
their pleasure. For their lives. For everything in their lives they
had not found.

Their affair wound down, expiring like all
things that have a time stated in their margins. Coupons. Rebates.
Sport fucking. It had not been a sport for them, but the way it
dimmed out made it want to be called that.

Everything afterward changed for Panda.
Having no one to lie to was a relief and an excuse for a long
party. He had always taken himself seriously until then, but found
it hard after the divorce. He lost moral weight along with the
eight-year-old son he rarely saw. His wife moved to Oregon the
minute she was ex. That made the weekend visits expensive and
poisoned. The nicest thing his son said to him was that he had a
nice car—now. He knew the cars were rented and he knew everything
about forced upgrades, but he would never admit to being cheated.
Almost all of his friend’s parents were divorced, he said. It’s
nothing. Almost true. His name was William (after her father), and
no one called him Panda.

How many times had his son answered his mail?
Deduct from that the number of times he answered his father’s email
and the sum was woeful. Panda had no choice but to blame his
ex-wife and her continental relocation. One year Panda was late
with William’s Christmas present from a backlog on Amazon.com on a
popular digital camera. He heard back, but it was from her in a
tone he would not forget.

So Panda did not have much left from the
married life except her hostility and William’s lack of
communication and the indecent memories of a mistress. Mary was
still fused in his mind with a longing for the rule of passion.
What had she been doing talking to Tom during six calls that only
once lasted less than twenty minutes? Five minutes would have been
a sacrilege. Panda felt as if he had been violated. He was sure
something had been.

He should have known that digging into Tom’s
life would become a boomerang. Was that what the bastard had been
counting on? But how had he known about Mary? Mutual friends,
mutual enemies. How did he get to her? The area code said
Connecticut, but they had met in DC. God, DC.

Her husband had been a lawyer in the Justice
Department who liked to fuck as much as Panda did, but found the
time infrequently. Mary had a medium level job at Commerce in those
days, more PR than grunt work. They had met on a five-K run in the
suburbs. Panda still had the tee shirt. The Falls Church
Five. It could have been a protest group if the times were
different, but the only war was the Soviet Union’s venture into
madness in Afghanistan. After leaving Burr, Panda had done his
first stint in Pakistan, subverting the Russians with the
near-truth one last time. It worked so well, beaming the good news
and musical signals to Osama bin Laden and his friends, that Panda
was brought back to Washington to learn what he had done wrong. He
spent three years in that wretched city, and Mary had come near the
end.

Panda wanted to redial that number with the
phone on the desk with the visible working parts. Would she talk to
him? What could he ask coming on like a bozo speaking on behalf of
the estate of a man he hated and she might have come to hate? It
would be better to have some information on what she was doing now,
so he went to the secure government directory with his
password.

And got nothing. Almost nothing. When he hit
the return after punching in her name all that appeared was the
word “alter.”

Alter? Change? Change what?

Panda called a man he knew in deep
government, not Call-Him-Jake, who had died in the saddle, but
another who worked for a collateral agency. Lowell had ridden a
desk for the home team, pretending to be a foreign service officer
when they met in DC at the west end of the Mall, and he still
answered from a desk at six-thirty on this evening.

“I don’t know who makes this
otherworldly stuff up,” he said. “It’s supposed to be something
coy, like alter-ego. It means you can only get to her if you know
her alias.”

“She’s one of yours?”

“Not necessarily. In fact, probably
not. They’re putting everyone behind the curtain these days. She
could be the head mailperson at the White House Press Office. If
you want the truth, I like the obfuscation. It makes it harder for
the bad guys—you might know them as the press—to follow their
whims.”

“I don’t think she’s in the mail room
at the Press Office. The last I know, she was with Commerce. But
that was a while ago.”

“You want me to check whereabouts and
clearance?”

“Put the charges on my American
Express,” said Panda. “I get double miles this month.”

“We don’t take American Express,” he
said. “But I’ll see what I can do. I hope you’re not in a hurry.
This could involve some ten finger legerdemain. Maybe I’ll have
something for you tomorrow or the day after.”

“This is nothing sinister,” said Panda.
“An old friend.”

“And a woman, yeah.”

Panda gave him the new cell phone number he
had written on Tom’s blotter. He would probably never memorize it
unless he was at this job longer than he imagined. But that was
possible.

Panda went out to the garage to get some air
and check the layout of a place he had seldom entered. The keys
that had come from the hospital fit the roll-up door and the car on
first try. He found nothing much in either but the tools and spare
parts everyone accumulates for reasons that seem vital but never
become clear. The Mercedes sedan should work better than Panda’s
rental car even after sitting for days, but it would be better not
to confuse his insurance coverage.

Returning to the house and the phone, he
called Mark to say he would meet him for dinner at seven-thirty in
town. Before leaving Devonshire, Panda checked the computer again.
Tom’s email program fed from Burr’s website, but without a password
he had no way in. Panda tried several combinations, beginning with
the name of Tom’s mother and ending with the Labrador Retriever he
used to keep.

No luck, even after adding birth dates and
eventful years. Tomorrow, Panda would call the school’s computer
department and ask for the password. They should come across for
the executor of the estate.

Still looking around the machine, Panda found
a directory marked Correspondence. He scanned the files, noting
that most were Tom’s letters to his conservative causes. One stood
for the rest. In it, Tom listed the demands that must be met if
1776 wanted his donation. It was clear this was one in a series of
letters that went back and forth with demands from the donor and
resistance by the cause. Clearly, Tom wanted to run the
organization without having to put up with the day-to-day. That was
typical. The master had always refused to spread himself thin. His
money was his power, and every fraction would be granted in
preapproved increments.

But two correspondence files did not open.
They asked for passwords. Those should be interesting. Panda hoped
that when he got the email password, he would be able to open the
guarded correspondence. The same password might work. Tom was
clever, massively so, but had no imagination. He had been stymied
for the better part of a week trying to think of a name for his
chocolate Lab until Panda one afternoon pointed to the glass in
Tom’s hand and said: “Call him Whiskey.”

Tom’s mouth had fallen open. “The perfect
echo for his color. You’re a genius, Panda Bear.”

 



CHAPTER 8

 


Panda met Mark for dinner at an Italian
restaurant on Federal Hill where the menu, if not the food, was
reminiscent of Guillermo’s. They had started coming to the place
after Tom declared war on the pale excuse for a union that the
faculty had formed at Burr. Parma was a different establishment
now, as confected as the newest of New England. The decor had
changed from Mustache Kitsch to aqueous lighting with furniture
that seemed fractal-generated. It didn’t matter, but Panda might
have missed the old Dago Red and Gold.

Mark had brought a woman with him. She was so
young that Panda thought she might be a student, though not many
students knew how to dress like that. Phoenix had wrapped herself
in a long swatch of blue and silver cloth that ran in and out of
her body like the memory of flesh. Cool and full of supple
movement, she had clean limbs, fashionably lean, with no drawn down
in sensuality that comes from too much time on the machines. Her
eyes were her best feature, dark blue, remarkably so, like the
waters Panda loved best. Like the Aegean.

They had done their visual checks before
Panda heard her story. Phoenix taught at RISD, where Mark also put
in time relaying the fundamentals of wood design to people who knew
mostly plastic. He and Phoenix were friends and colleagues. She was
an instructor in fabrics, though she insisted, when Panda asked,
that the details were boring. That may have been true, but when
Mark left for the men’s room, Phoenix moved closer to approach the
things she really wanted to know.

“Mark says you work for, you know, the
enemy.”

“That’s what we call them,
too.”

“Really?” She raised her eyebrows to a
point where they no longer accented her eyes. “I imagine the people
who put out propaganda would have to believe in it. I mean, most of
it. Otherwise, they’d have to call it lies.”

“That’s what we call it.”

“You’re toying with me,
Panda.”

“That’s not my job.” Knowing he
would be sorry he said that, and knowing his audience, Panda
slipped into his version of fine tuning. “I always like a
challenge. It takes some imagination to present information as if
it’s descending from the Mount when it’s coming from your ass. Most
people don’t pay much attention because they have alternatives
these days.”

“You mean Al-Jazeera?”

“Like that.”

“What do you think of them?”

“I think they fill a need,” said Panda.
“People want to see things from their point of view. It isn’t easy
to say any of those points are wrong. When they come to us, they
often come for the music.”

“They don’t have their own?”

“They do,” he said. “They prefer
ours.”

“The cutting edge,” she
said.

“It’s the truth, and it doesn’t matter
if it’s old or new,” he said. “It’s the only thing we really have
going for us. There’s energy in the music—and the films and the
other arts. We’ve always had that. We had that before we had the
technology to bring the rest of it to them.”

“The rest,” she said, curling back her
blonde hair from her eyes with her finger. “You mean the
satellite-guided bombs, the cluster bombs. Etcetera.”

“Etcetera.”

She reached across the table, skirting the
antipasto until she found Panda’s hand. He did not understand if
that was meant to be an intimate gesture, though he had trouble
imagining it otherwise. Her fingers were long, nearly Rodin length.
They were as warm as wine. The Valpolicella.

“I don’t want to come on like this,”
she said. “I mean, with major blame. A lot of people talked
themselves into a shot at Armageddon after 9/11. My brother joined
in the Marines right after. He’s looking at his second tour in Iraq
now.”

“I enlisted a long time ago,” said
Panda. “No excuses. I liked the work for quite a while. I felt I
was doing something that mattered.”

She pulled her hand back. The warmth became
heat as it moved from her hands into her voice. “You’re using a lot
of past tense, Panda. Mark does that, too. But he won’t do a thing
to fight back.”

“The people told us what they want in
the last election, Phoenix.”

“You mean they like dumb shits and they
love incompetence.”

“They’re confused,” said Panda. “Their
leaders are not supposed to lie to them except about corruption.
When they get enough of the fast shuffle, they’ll look around for
someone who can spell without a spell-checker.”

“Not so easy to find these
days.”

“Sure it is,” he said. “It’s not so
easy to find in politicians. Sometimes, you get lucky and a Truman
lands in your lap. Sometimes, you have to shake hands with your
nightmares.”

Panda knew too late that he had fed her a
line by the quick way she struck. “That’s what you’re doing, I
hear. Mark told me you’re the executor of that fascist bastard’s
will. That rich fascist bastard. If it was me, I’d turn it all over
to the victims of New Orleans.”

Panda was thinking that faculty like
Phoenix—and students—were the reasons he had gone over to Tom in
the beginning. Outrage was embedded in their genes and arrogance in
their gestures. The anger was honest but never less than rabid.
Their agendas were more than they admitted, even to themselves.

“She does this to me all the time,”
said Mark as he came back to the table from behind Panda’s
shoulder. “It reminds me of the old days. Plenty of gnocchi, plenty
of guilt.”

“You like to make yourself sound
ancient,” she said, turning to him and turning down the heat. “I
don’t understand why you do, but some people know better. Janice,
for instance.”

“God, that makes me feel
virile.”

“No one feels like that unless they
are,” she said. “Janice and I have an unspeakable attraction to
older men that comes from disliking our mothers. At least mine
does. Mom told me, don’t worry, they all stop when they hit fifty.
That wasn’t the only thing she lied about.”

“Some men stop,” said Mark as he turned
to Panda. “I just never met any. That cockroach you’re fronting for
was still going at it. I’ll bet even when he was gassed with chemo
he went home and whipped it down. Afterward, he’d go to a monastery
on retreat to wash away his sins.”

“That’s hard to believe,” said Panda.
“The closest Tom ever got to a retreat was when he sided with the
union in the vote.”

“Pretended to side,” said Mark with a
rasp in his voice that brought it all back. “That was one thing no
one could believe even when it happened. Marla Sternhagan in
Economics actually fainted.”

Mark turned to Phoenix with an open hand.
“You wouldn’t understand it unless you knew him,” he said, closing
his hand into a fist. “We were putting it all on the line. Our
lives, that is. You don’t strike if you’re a professor, and you
never do if you’re tenured. We weren’t doing it for money, not
really, and we weren’t doing it for power except we wanted a say in
the way the school was going. We did it—and I hate to use the word
because it sounds so fucking dumb these days—for principle.”

“You can say it.” Phoenix took Mark’s
hand in a way that made Panda feel it. He felt jealousy curling
low.
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