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PROLOGUE



WHAT I KNOW, FROM EYEWITNESS ACCOUNTS OF THE FINAL TWENTY-four hours, is this: on the afternoon of July 15, 1945, Robert Oppenheimer drives to the steel shot tower that rises one hundred feet from the desert.


He steps out of the jeep. The wind is blowing harder now, as Oppenheimer walks to the tower. He climbs one rung at a time, the warm metal pressing his palms. When he reaches the top, he pulls himself up to the platform and stands in the shack the technicians built: a roof and three corrugated metal walls, one open side facing west.


There, he inspects the device. In its cradle, it stands as tall as his head: a ten-thousand-pound metal capsule, looped and plugged with detonators. The first nuclear bomb. The work of the last three years of his life.


It’s Oppenheimer who managed to persuade General Groves to run a full-scale test of the weapon. Groves would have delivered the bombs without testing, on the basis of the theoretical group’s calculations. A test, Groves felt, was a waste of millions of dollars of plutonium that had taken the army years to extract.


But Oppenheimer refused. He wouldn’t deliver the bombs until they’d run a full test, on the grounds that though the calculations were in all likelihood correct, without an actual experiment, our knowledge of the weapon wasn’t complete yet.


Groves finally consented. The test site was chosen, the shot tower erected, and the test bomb, which Oppenheimer now inspects, assembled and hoisted up to the platform.


HOW LONG DOES OPPENHEIMER REMAIN THERE, ONE HUNDRED FEET over the desert, standing beside the assembled device? I can’t find any record. I know, however, from photographs, that he’s wearing his porkpie hat.


It’s the same hat he’s worn since he lived in Berkeley, in the small house on Shasta Road, where he later will say he was happy. It’s made of brown felt, broad brimmed and battered by use. And if he stands, and faces out the open side of the shack, he looks away from the Oscura mountains toward the Jornada del Muerto basin.


That’s what he must see: a vast expanse of cracked, reddish earth spreading toward the mountains on the horizon. Dry shrubs, rocky outcrops, the blades of an occasional yucca, and scattered bones bleached by decades of sunlight.


The wind, according to every account, has only continued to quicken. Now the clouds have grown dark. They pour over the mountains like smoke, and as they cross the sky, they drag their shadows over the snakeweed.




 



TRINITY






TESTIMONIAL 1



SAM CASAL


San Francisco, 1943


I ONLY FOLLOWED HIM FOR TWO DAYS, IN JUNE OF 1943, SO I CAN’T SAY that I knew him. Not, at least, in any real sense.


But it’s true that I thought about him a lot. Even after he’d gone back to Los Alamos, when I was just tailing that girl. And even after the war had been won, and I’d left G-2 to start my own practice.


Even now, if I’m honest. Every once in a while, when I’m on my way home from the office, I still sometimes think about Opp and that girl having dinner.


On the train, swinging out over the bay, it can start to seem as if there must have been some clue I didn’t catch, when I was sitting there at the bar, watching them in the smudged mirror. An exchange between him and the girl. An expression I didn’t notice.


It’s possible for me to get so caught up in the details of that night that the real world—Joanne and the boys, their football games and the homework—can sometimes start to recede. It’s as if I’m on the same train, traveling over the same body of water, but it’s almost thirty years ago now, and I’m still with the counterintelligence office, tailing him for Communist contacts.


Then, once again, Opp is sitting a few seats ahead, shaking out the newspaper he bought at the station, and it’s my job to stay a few seats behind him.


I’ve missed my stop a few times. I’ve had to apologize when I got home, and explain to Joanne that I slept through the station. There she is, folding laundry, or cleaning up after dinner, and I’m running late because all these years later, Opp’s still shaking out that old paper.


It’s the definition of a cold case. A case I’m not even assigned to, and haven’t been for nearly three decades.


But even so, sometimes you can’t help reviewing the details. You examine the way she greeted him at the station. You look at the Mexican place where they chose to have dinner. You remember the song they got up to dance to, the run in her stocking, the way she led him into the restaurant.


I know it’s all useless. Once I looked long and hard at a girl’s face. She was my wife and she was sleeping beside me. In the darkness, I looked at her a long time, but another person is a mystery.


We lived together for nearly a year. In the mornings, I watched her pull on her socks. Her shoes were lined up on the floor of our closet. But I never did know her. I also never knew Opp, or Opp’s wife, much less that girl who danced with him at the Mexican restaurant.


It’s useless to go back now and try to understand what I couldn’t back then. For the most part I resist the temptation, and it only occurs to me in a few specific locations. When I’m on the train, for example. Or if I pass Montgomery Street. If I pause there and try to remember what it was like when Opp had gone back to Los Alamos, and I was just tailing the girl.


I stood in that yard across from her building. Every night, I waited there in the darkness, under that tree. Its leaves smelled bitter and dusty. I could never figure out why. I just waited there, looking up at the lights of that girl’s apartment.


By then, I was so tired I started to see things. Like the belly of that plane that passed by so slowly it didn’t even seem to be moving. I was sure it wouldn’t stay up. I thought it would drop straight out of the sky. I imagined running headfirst into the wreckage.


What a strange time that was. I’m glad it’s behind us. Now there’s no reason to think of it much. Only if I drive past Montgomery Street, or if I venture back to that Mexican restaurant, and pull open that heavy door, and step into that particular darkness.


Then, sometimes, I can start to suspect once again that maybe the whole series of unsolvable cases started because Opp and that girl went to eat there. Or because they danced to that song. Or because they drove home to her third-story apartment.


That’s what it seemed like at the time: that because I couldn’t understand Opp, I couldn’t trust myself to understand anyone or anything else. Because for reasons I couldn’t comprehend in that moment, Opp wasn’t content to stay where he was supposed to, at that camp in the desert, sleeping in the house we gave him to share with his wife, waking up early to look after those weapons.


Because he set off on that reckless escape from the mesa, and fled back to the city, where he took that girl to the Mexican restaurant.


I couldn’t understand why he did it. Or why he thought he could do it. He had agents on him at all times. There was a childishness to the whole thing, as though he thought that if he couldn’t see us, we couldn’t see him and catch what he was doing.


I just didn’t get it. It contributed to my sense that we were sliding into a new kind of chaos. As if Opp himself—coming back to the city, spending the night with that girl—had knocked the whole world off its axis.


Now, of course, I can see there were other factors at work. Youth, for example. And stupidity. The fact that we were at war, and the general randomness of existence.


Some planes stay up, some planes go down. Some secrets come out right away, and some of them stay secret forever. I know that as well as I know the back of my own hand, but even now, all these years later, if I step into that restaurant I can start to feel dizzy.


It’s as if things might start falling to pieces again, now that the door’s been reopened. Then it’s as tempting as ever to line up all the facts as they happened.


FOR A MOMENT, FOR INSTANCE, WHEN OPP STEPPED OUT THE BACK door of the Radiation Lab, he stood still and stared out at the bay.


He didn’t move. He had the unfocused stare of a blind man, and for a moment I wondered if he needed glasses.


All day, he’d proceeded crisply through his appointments. I assumed he knew that we were behind him. He seemed to be checking off all his preapproved duties, acting in the exaggeratedly purposeful way a person would act if he knew he’d been followed.


From the airport, he headed straight for the Rad Lab, as he’d promised to do. The whole point of the trip, as he’d explained it to Security at Los Alamos, was to go back to Berkeley to interview potential assistants. He spoke only to the graduate students he’d listed. Everything went according to plan. The whole trip was running perfectly smoothly until that strange moment when he stepped out the back door and peered off into the distance, as if he’d been blinded.


Then, abruptly, he headed off toward the station. I followed behind him. He was walking fast, heading down University Avenue. That hadn’t been preapproved. I wondered if he thought that he’d lost us, simply by stepping out the back door of the Rad Lab.


It was a sunny afternoon. He was wearing that porkpie hat. One of his hands was stuffed in his pocket. The other hand was curled in a fist, and he refused to look over his shoulder.


Not once, the whole time, did he look back to see me.


That’s how I knew he was on his way to do something we would have refused. He wouldn’t look back. He stayed on the shady side of the street and shifted his weight side to side if he ever had to stop at a streetlight.


Even when he got to the station, he didn’t stop moving. He charged through the front doors and through the main hall as if he planned to sail straight on out again through the opposite exit.


He was still sailing when he glanced up at the departures list. Overhead, on the board, the slats clacked away briskly, like dominoes falling. Then, for the first time since he left the Rad Lab, he pulled up short. He must have realized his gate wasn’t open.


FOR A MINUTE, HE STAYED WHERE HE WAS, LOOKING UP AT THE BOARD. Even then, he refused to glance back.


In his position, another man would have been jumping out of his skin. He’d stepped out of the itinerary given to him by General Groves, carrying top secret nuclear information. He knew that we had evidence of espionage on the mesa. He knew that no matter how firmly General Groves was behind him, his former involvement with Communist groups meant he wasn’t above our suspicion.


Another man would’ve checked for tails every two minutes. But Opp didn’t look once. He must have known we were behind him. He just didn’t want to admit it.


With one hand still clenched in his pocket, he stood peering up at the board as if he couldn’t believe it. It took him a minute to accept the fact that his gate was really closed. Then he turned away and kept moving.


He headed for the café. He bought a newspaper and a small coffee. Then he left a tip on the counter and went to the window.


He drank standing up, without any apparent enjoyment. And he was still gazing blankly off into the distance, as if the scene in front of his eyes—the station, I mean, and the people coming and going, the shoe blacks and the women in heels and the GIs with their duffels—didn’t exist. As if that station had been replaced by some other station, or some other, different version of this one.


WHILE HE FINISHED HIS COFFEE, I FOUND A PAY PHONE THAT KEPT HIM in my sight line.


What is it, Pash said when I’d reached him in the office.


Opp’s flying the coop, I said.


What do you mean he’s flying the coop? Pash said, after a moment.


He left the Rad Lab. We’re at the station. I think he’s heading into the city.


Jesus Christ, Pash said. Jesus Christ, the fucking Red bastard.


I could hear him breathing into the telephone.


Do you want me to stop him? I said.


Stop him? Pash said. What the fuck are you talking about? Why the fuck would you do that?


I didn’t answer. Pash made several odd snorting noises.


No, he said. No, no. Don’t intervene. Don’t fucking intervene. I have to phone Washington first.


He paused, snorted again, then caught his breath.


Just don’t fucking lose him, he said. Remember your fucking directives. I’ll have Frank meet you out front in the De Soto.


AFTER THAT, AT A KIOSK BY THE PAY PHONE, I BOUGHT SOME CASHEWS and a Chronicle. While I waited for change, I opened the paper, then snuck out my camera. Over the rim of the front page, I photographed Opp a few times.


Then I glanced down again at the headlines. FORTRESSES SMASH KIEL, BREMEN, they said. 26 LOST IN BIG DAYLIGHT BATTLE.


I put a cashew in my mouth, but it was too salty to swallow. Then I focused again on Opp’s face: dark eyebrows, high cheekbones, that beak of a nose.


Every so often, he brought his coffee up to his mouth.


The longer I focused, the less human his face seemed. His jaw was like a grasshopper’s jaw. Then after a while it wasn’t a jaw, just an inhuman apparatus.


At 5:07, he brought his watch up to his face. Then he moved out of the frame. I folded up my paper and followed.


ON THE TRAIN INTO THE CITY, HE TOOK A SEAT BY THE WINDOW LIKE ANY other man on his way in to work. I watched him over the paper, trying not to get caught up in the headlines. I must have, though, because I remember them still. There were a lot of headlines that day. COSTS HELD “NOT TOO HIGH FOR RESULTS,” was one of the ones I remember. And U.S. FLIERS DOWN 25 ZEROS OF 50 IN SOLOMONS BATTLE.


That kind of thing. All the headlines you get during wartime, mathematical calculations of loss.


I tried not to let them distract me. I focused on the side of Opp’s face, that strange apparatus. He was in possession, I thought to myself, of secrets that could potentially wipe out the planet.


That’s as much as I knew. He was working on a weapon that could potentially wipe out the planet.


And there he was, a quiet man in the seat by the window.


ONCE WE’D MOVED OUT OVER THE BAY, THE WATER MADE ITSELF known. It was so bright and vast, stretching off into the haze. Opp looked out the window. Then, when the train pulled into the tunnel through Yerba Buena, he got up and went to stand by the door. Once again, he faced out the window, but now, in the tunnel, there was nothing to see. Only a light passing, every so often, from an occasional dead man’s hole in the darkness.


I tried to imagine what he could be thinking. Maybe he was counting the holes. Maybe he was watching his own reflection, swimming on the glass in the window. From the side, he looked blind and determined, like a man getting ready to make a mistake, the inevitability of which he’s already accepted.


Or maybe that’s just what I saw. It’s possible I was reading him wrong. Like I’ve said, I slept badly that summer. Sometimes I was up all night on the job. Other nights I was at home, and I still had trouble sleeping. Once I’d turned out the lamp, there was always that conversation with Warren to go over again.


Then I’d picture the scene: me and my little brother, out on the back stoop, the moths knocking themselves out on the streetlight.


May had gone into the bedroom to sleep. You could smell the jasmine crawling over the opposite fence. Warren was standing, leaning on the stoop railing, and I’d taken a seat on the steps.


For a while, we stayed out there without having much to say to each other. It was a strange moment between us. Warren was shipping out the next morning. It was the end of our three days together, and now that we were alone we both felt compelled to imitate a brotherly closeness.


We sat there in silence. We were trying, I think, to come up with something to say. Something conclusive to allow us to imagine that in the course of three days, we’d gotten close. That I’d miss him, and that he would miss me. That we’d be in each other’s minds even after he’d shipped out in the morning.


But it wasn’t that easy. How do you miss a brother you never really knew in the first place? The last time I’d seen Warren was when he was a kid, when my mother packed up the car and asked which of us would come with her. He went, and I stayed. And then he showed up ten years later, the week before he shipped out to the Pacific, and it’s true that nothing went wrong.


He stayed with us in the new house. He met May. We played cards. We had a good time. We smoked cigarettes and listened to records.


But there was still something unnatural about it. And that last night, on the back porch, neither one of us knew how to take his leave in a way that would seem normal. We sat there in the darkness, with the jasmine vines in the alley, and the streetlight flickering, and the dog a few yards down occasionally yowling, and I couldn’t think of the right thing to say, so I was grateful when he started talking. But then I realized where he was going: Asking about where May grew up. Asking about where she went to high school.


I got a metal taste in my mouth. Then I stood up, stubbed out my cigarette, and headed back into the kitchen, and Warren left the next day. I drove him to the base.


The whole way there, neither one of us spoke. At the gate, with those enormous ships flying their flags behind us, we both got out of the car. We stood there awkwardly for a moment: me and my brother, who I’d never known all that well in the first place.


My last memory of him was when he was a kid, his face a moon in the car window, jutting out from the jumble of suitcases and lamps and spare pillows our mother thought to throw in there. Now he was grown and getting ready to ship out to fly planes over Japan, and the point he wanted to make never got made. That conversation just hung in the air around the back stoop, gathering the importance of conversations that never got finished.


After that, I had trouble sleeping. At work, I tried to stay focused. I remembered the major directives. Be overaware of the details, Pash said to us during training. Heed atmospherics. Your gut feeling is usually right. But after Warren shipped out, I was in a strange state. Not unhappy, exactly, just wakeful. Alert to the task of finding evidence.


Because, of course, at that point I had a good life. Even though it was wartime, I was happier than I’d ever been. I was lucky to be in the counterintelligence game, stationed stateside, living in a new house with my new wife. I liked our life together. May was so funny. So good at cards. After dinner, we sat together, and while she was racking up wins, she’d make clever jokes. And sitting there across from her, I was so happy, so I had to find whatever evidence I could find that Warren was wrong about what he’d suggested.


Then, after May and I went to bed, I often lay awake. That’s when I realized how often she got up in the night. More nights than not, she woke at some point and threw off the covers.


Silently, she’d rise from the bed. Then, gently, she’d pull the sheet back over her absence. Then she’d cross the floor and move out of the bedroom.


Once she’d closed the door, I sometimes heard water running in the hall bathroom. Other times I realized she must have gone somewhere else.


Sometimes she stayed out a long time. I lay there in bed, wondering where she’d gone off to. Did she sit at that kitchen table? Did she read a magazine in the armchair? Maybe she ventured farther. Maybe she was on the back stoop. Or maybe she was walking down the back alley, past the fences covered with jasmine, past the Millers’ dog in its doghouse.


Later, when she came back into the bedroom, she was always so quiet. And where, I wondered, had she learned to slip so silently into a room? When had she practiced those noiseless footsteps?


At her touch, the latch of the door was a cat’s tongue. I had to wait for an angle of moonlight from the hall window to open over the floorboards to let me know that she hadn’t left me.


What a relief it was, that pale fan of light spreading over the floor. Then closing again. And May’s shadow, returning to join me.


WHICH IS ALL ONLY TO SAY THAT MY HEAD WASN’T ENTIRELY STRAIGHT when I followed Opp into the city. I tried to note what I could. When the train pulled into the station, for instance, he was the first person out. I tried to follow, but I got stuck behind an old woman, and for a moment, out on the platform, I was almost worried I’d lost him.


But then there was that porkpie hat, sailing ahead. And then I’d maneuvered myself to see his whole body. He was leaning forward, walking with one hand stuffed in his pocket.


Even now, I can see it so clearly. The way he walked with that jerky stride, like a big marionette. He moved in a way that was slightly unnatural, as if someone else had the strings and was awkwardly controlling the movements.


Even so, he moved pretty quick. I had to pick up my pace not to lose him.


“THE FUCK’S HE WAITING FOR?” FRANK SAID WHEN I’D CLIMBED INTO the De Soto. His crossword was folded up on the armrest.


Opp had come to a stop in front of the station. He was standing beside a fat man who kept mopping his face with a handkerchief. I took another photograph. I focused on the space between the big man and Opp. I was looking to see if they touched each other, even just slightly. A brushed sleeve, some kind of contact. Some kind of sign revealing that the fat man was Opp’s contact.


But then a few minutes later, without so much as exchanging a glance, the fat man picked up his suitcase and exited the frame. When I put the camera down, I watched him maneuver himself into the low passenger seat of a black sedan that had pulled up in front of the station.


Frank lit a cigarette and leaned back in his seat. “That fat man looked like a woman,” he said.


I didn’t answer.


“Unfortunately that’s what happens to fat men,” Frank said. “At some point they become women.”


Oppenheimer was still on the curb. He was peering across the street with that same blinded look. I kept the camera trained on his face. I wanted to note the precise moment when there was a shift in his expression, so it was Frank who first noticed the girl.


“Who’s the piece?” he said.


I put the camera down. Frank tilted his chin toward the opposite sidewalk. The girl had stopped in her tracks. The other pedestrians were streaming around her, and she was smiling at Opp. She’d lifted one hand to get his attention. Then she stepped off the curb.


For a moment, before she got ahold of herself, she broke into a run. She was still waving. Then she slowed herself back down to a walk, but anyway her hand was still up in the air. It seemed sort of exposed. Left out in the open.


I turned back to Opp. He’d clearly seen her. In the meantime, he’d started smiling.


Or that’s the best way I can describe it: he’d seen her, he’d started smiling. But the smile wasn’t entirely natural. It didn’t seem to give him any real pleasure. It looked like his vision had been restored too abruptly, and, seeing her, a smile cracked open his face.


The girl walked toward him with her hand up, and he stayed where he was, one hand stuffed in his pocket, the other hand hanging free, that smile cracking his face like an eggshell.


When she reached him, she stood before him. They didn’t touch. But they obviously knew each other.


“There she is,” Frank said.


The girl was saying something we couldn’t hear. She was gesturing with her left hand. Opp looked down at her, and he was still smiling, but he kept his hand in his pocket. I thought I saw it twitch a few times, as though he wanted to pull it out into the open.


“You think she’s pretty?” Frank said.


I took a few pictures. Thick dark hair, pale skin, black dress with a looped bow at the collar. Tall, with a solid build, somewhat thick in the ankles. But her face was beautiful.


“She’s got a nice figure,” Frank said.


She was still standing in front of him. That smile was still wrecking Opp’s face. She was saying something and laughing, but after a while, her smile wavered. Then she wasn’t smiling. Then Opp tried to stop smiling, too, but it was as though his lip had gotten caught on a hook. It took him a second to get it back down.


And the whole time, she stayed where she was. She was looking up, squinting into the light. Or maybe frowning. Then with a small gesture, almost a shrug, she turned, and they walked off together, across the street and away down the sidewalk.


FRANK NOSED THE CAR FORWARD. “THAT’S REALLY A VERY FINE-figured girl,” he said. “Sailing off down the street like a ship.”


We followed them for a couple of blocks. Opp still hadn’t looked over his shoulder. He was refusing, one hand thrust in his pocket.


“Prow riding high,” Frank said. “Flags flying.”


The girl had a pocketbook slung over one shoulder. She kept her left hand pressed against it, maybe to keep it from bumping her hip. That silk bow at her neck was fluttering slightly.


“Are we supposed to think she’s his handler?” Frank said.


“I don’t know,” I said.


“Maybe she’s the bait. They send her in to get compromising photographs. By tomorrow they’re blackmailing him for nuclear secrets.”


I lifted the camera and focused on the space between Opp and the girl. They were walking close enough that sometimes her sleeve brushed against his. Then I let the camera drop.


“Or she’s just some woman he knows.”


“No way,” Frank said. He stubbed out his cigarette.


Opp and the girl had stopped walking in front of a green Plymouth coupe. She stepped off the curb, glancing back at him while she did.


On her way around the nose of the car, she stayed close to the body. It was a 1935 model, the one with big rounded tire hoods that always reminded me of the front paws of a lion.


“No way,” Frank said, repeating himself. “No chance in hell he came all this way, lied to a five-star general, and risked not only the entire national security apparatus but also his job just to meet up with some side piece.”


Opp was waiting by the passenger seat. His hat was pulled down over his forehead. He was looking down at the sidewalk. Then I remembered I’d seen his wife once, when I’d just taken the job.


It was one of my first assignments for Pash: watching a party Opp and his wife threw, the week before they left San Francisco. I had a list of CP members and their license plate numbers, and I checked them against the cars parked in front of their house. I found a fair number of matches. Bernard Peters, for one. And a few of Opp’s former graduate students. Then I just watched the guests, coming and going. When the party was finished, and everyone but Haakon Chevalier had gone home, Opp’s wife moved between rooms, picking up empty glasses.


I had her name on my list. Kitty Oppenheimer. She’d been a CP member once, though her membership was now defunct.


Through the windows, I could see her perfectly clearly. All the lights were still on in the house, and the shades hadn’t been drawn. She was a small woman, wearing a blue skirt and a sweater and bobby socks with her loafers. By the time she’d done a circle of the living room, she was carrying an armload of glasses.


For a while, she moved back and forth, between the kitchen and the living room. Opp and Chevalier had gone out to the back porch, and she was inside, cleaning up. Sometimes she stopped in the kitchen. Then she looked out at them through the window over the sink.


It’s a strange thing, watching people you’ve never met. You stand outside their house on the sidewalk, and after a while, you start to imagine you know them. A woman you’ve never spoken with in your life is suddenly a woman you’ve fallen in love with. Suddenly she’s a woman you’re waiting for on the sidewalk, hoping she’ll look out the window and see you.


That’s how I felt. Of course it didn’t make sense. I’d never even met Kitty in person. I had no idea what she was thinking when she collected those empty glasses, or when she carried them into the kitchen.


After that party, they left for the mesa and I never saw her again. But then I’d already spent a night watching her through her window, so I did sometimes wonder if she was adjusting. I wondered how she liked her new house. I found out somehow that they’d given her a place on Bathtub Row, where all the top scientists lived. That satisfied me, for a while. Then I found a few pictures. The houses on Bathtub Row looked pretty old, but not all that bad in the end. And I told myself even if the house wasn’t great, she would have a view of those pink mountains out back, and those weird horizontal piñons.


Then I started to wonder: Up there on the mesa, in that old, rickety house, did she sometimes move around the living room, picking up empty glasses?


Did she watch her husband and his friends outside the kitchen window?


I had no idea. All I knew about Los Alamos, besides those pictures I saw, was that it had once been a boys’ school. We’d gotten the owners to sell, then surrounded the campus with a barbed wire fence and built a few checkpoints. Some of the old school buildings were repurposed as dorms for the GIs and the WACs. They made the main building a lodge where the scientists could eat dinner and dance on Saturday nights. Then they built laboratories and a PX and a school for the scientists’ kids.


So that’s where Kitty was, in her house on Bathtub Row, surrounded by the barbed wire fence, when Opp came back to San Francisco. And that’s what I was thinking about when I watched Opp looking down at the sidewalk. And maybe that’s what he was thinking about, too, with his hat drawn down over his forehead, waiting on the passenger side for that girl to unlock the green Plymouth.


IT WAS GETTING DARK BY THAT POINT, BUT PEOPLE HADN’T TURNED ON their headlights just yet. Before, while we were still on the train, heading out over the water, the sun had been gaudy. Now both sides of the street were in shadow.


When the girl got to the driver’s-side door, she fumbled around in her purse. Walking beside him, she’d seemed at once graceful and sturdy, but now, with her head down, rooting around in her pocketbook, she’d become clumsy. Her neck was exposed. She glanced up every so often, looking for Opp on the sidewalk.


Then I noticed there was a run in the ankle of one of her stockings. It was only small, but it was there, nevertheless. When she finally got ahold of the keys, she let herself in, then reached over and pulled up the lock. Opp folded himself into the seat, then closed his door, and we had a good view through the rear windshield.


They sat for a moment together, finally alone but not touching. He still wouldn’t look over his shoulder.


Then she reached out and touched the brim of his hat. Then she took it off. She held it gently in her lap, and looked down at it for a moment, and only then did he lean forward and kiss her.


I DON’T LIKE IT EITHER. I DON’T LIKE IT NOW, AND I DIDN’T LIKE IT BACK then: peering through the back windshield at the other side of a lie.


Some secrets aren’t meant to come out. Some, when they do, are only misleading. Sometimes an uncovered secret is worse than having no information to start with. It’s the portion of the iceberg that shows over the surface, which isn’t helpful at all, at least not for measuring the shape and mass of the iceberg.


Sometimes it only serves to point out how much you don’t know about the whole object. I didn’t know, for example, when I watched Opp and that girl through the back windshield, why Opp waited until she touched him first before he leaned forward to kiss her.


Or what she was thinking, when she put his hat in her lap. Or what she was thinking when she sat there for a moment, looking down at the hat, and he hadn’t yet kissed her.


And given those holes in the information I did have—that Opp had veered off from his preapproved plan; that he’d lied about where he was going; that he’d ended up with a girl who wasn’t his wife; that he’d gotten into her car; that he’d finally leaned forward and kissed her—given those holes, what did I know about that situation?


Some uncovered secrets only point out the need to uncover more secrets, especially when it comes to a man with a position like Opp’s. He ran off from the mesa, after all, having been granted the highest level of security clearance. And we were at war. Pearl Harbor had been attacked. Most of us believed that San Francisco or Los Angeles would be the next target.


Now the danger’s receded, so it seems prying, watching Opp and that girl through the lens of a camera. When you’re not living with an imminent threat, it’s easier to think that people should be permitted their secrets. But when Opp came back, we were on guard. We’d set aside our reservations.


That month, for example, was the same month a white mob rioted for three days in the black neighborhoods of Beaumont. But I only know that because when I came home from following Opp, I sat down for a drink at the table and saw that May had left the newspaper open. She had it turned to an article about Beaumont, buried somewhere deep in the back pages.


There was a water ring from her glass, just above the photograph. The caption mentioned that five black people were killed. Whole blocks were burned to the ground, and nobody was prosecuted.


Then, for a moment, I wondered why May wanted to read about Beaumont. I’d never even heard of the place before I found that ring on the paper.


Do you see what I’m saying? We were at war. Stories like that one got buried. That same month, in Los Angeles, a mob of servicemen on leave headed to a Hispanic neighborhood and started attacking residents. Five days later, thousands of civilians were involved in the fighting, but you didn’t read about that in the papers.


In San Francisco, when we followed Opp, everywhere you turned you saw banners: Japs Move Along, or Japs Don’t Let the Sun Set on You Here. There were foreclosure notices on every Japanese storefront, whole streets of houses abruptly abandoned, whole neighborhoods suddenly vacant except for a few Polish families wandering around like survivors.


But no one really paid much attention. We were focused on other threats. Violence on an international scale. Opp, for instance, ran off from the mesa in possession of secrets about a weapon that could evaporate a whole city. So you understand why we believed we had to collect whatever information we could.


Even if the information wasn’t complete.


Or even if it was of a personal nature. Even if it involved looking in the back window of that girl’s Plymouth coupe, and taking a photograph when he kissed her.


ONCE THE GIRL PULLED AWAY, SHE HUNCHED OVER THE WHEEL AND fumbled with the ignition. Frank waited for the Plymouth to edge out into traffic, then let a few cars get between us.


“Unfortunately,” Frank said, “I’m starting to think she might love him.”


“Why unfortunately,” I said.


“It always ends badly for the piece if she loves him.”


We followed her up Fremont Street toward Market. When we’d pulled up at a red light, Frank checked his mirrors. Then he leaned back in the seat. He cradled his head in his hands.


“By page sixty-three,” he said, “she’s looking lovely, draped over a desk, wearing a hole in her head instead of a hat.”


That’s the kind of story Frank liked to make out of a case. It got on Pash’s nerves. Pash was a dramatic person himself, but when other people took narrative license, it rubbed him the wrong way. He liked to insist we were in the business of uncovering facts. He got livid whenever Frank started talking like a gumshoe in a pulp. At first, he’d try to pretend he couldn’t hear what Frank was saying, but his face picked up that angry, rabbity look. His eyes started to bulge, and his mouth worked under his moustache. Eventually he’d start to issue directives.


“We’re not here to tell stories,” he’d say. Or: “We’re here to notice the events as they happen.”


But Frank couldn’t be stopped. We were still waiting at the red light, and he was still leaning back in his seat.


“Or maybe,” he said, “she’s not draped over the desk. Maybe she works for the Reds, but after she lures the scientist in, she has regrets about the whole ploy. As it turns out, she really loves him. She loves him despite the fact that he’s married. So later, after she helps the Reds procure their dirty photographs, she tries to get the photographs back. She goes to great lengths. She seduces her handler, even though he’s a scumbag. The scumbag lets her think he’s keeping the photographs in his desk. But after she’s already seduced him, she goes through his desk and realizes they’re gone. He’s already sent the prints back to Moscow.”


“He’s a Russian?” I said, keeping my eyes on the light.


“No,” Frank said. “He’s one of these American Reds the Russkis keep in their pocket. So now cut to the morning, and she’s in her car, and she’s slept with this scumbag handler. Let’s say he’s not just a scumbag. He’s also obese. He has greasy hair and bad teeth. And now the scientist’s already back on the mesa, where he lives with his wife. Let’s make the wife pretty. With two sweet little kids. So then the piece is in front of her handler’s house, alone in her car, and she’s in love with the scientist even though she betrayed him. And now it’s too late. And she’s sitting alone. And it’s very depressing. So instead of driving back to her apartment she drives to some lonely cliff over the ocean.”


“The light turned,” I said.


Frank pulled into traffic, weaving between a few cars because the girl had gotten too far ahead. “So she drives to some lonely cliff,” he said, shifting into second gear, “and she parks there. And she shoots herself in the mouth with a pistol.”


We were both quiet for a minute. Frank had gotten up close to the Plymouth.


“Why doesn’t she just drive off the cliff?” I said.


“Why would she drive off the cliff?” Frank said. He sounded annoyed with the question.


“Why would she go to a cliff if she doesn’t want to drive off it?”


“Because there’s nothing to see if the piece drives off a cliff,” Frank said. “There’s no body left to discover.”


The girl turned onto Market, and Frank held back for a minute, then turned behind her.


“No way,” he said, once we were heading down Market. “Can’t happen like that. It’s not a good ending.”


“It’s not always a good ending,” I said.


“People won’t be satisfied,” Frank said.


But then he was quiet for a few moments, as if considering the possibility. Then he shook his head again. “Plus why would she drive off a cliff? You don’t drive off a cliff unless you don’t want to be found.”


“Maybe she doesn’t want to be found.”


“She’s here, isn’t she?”


“Driving away.”


The girl was driving faster now, as if she’d found her rhythm. Frank had to pass a few cars to keep up.


“Anyway,” Frank said, once he was behind her again, “it doesn’t matter. She can’t drive off the cliff because the body has to be found. It’s an unsatisfying ending, if the body’s never discovered.”


At the next stoplight, he looked at me. His face was bloody because of her taillights. With two fingers and a thumb, he made the shape of a pistol. Then he swallowed the tip.


“She shoots herself,” he said. “Brains all over the seats.”


ON BROADWAY, THEY HEADED WEST. JUST BEFORE CHINATOWN, THE girl pulled over and parked. Frank found a spot at the far end of the block. We watched them in the side mirrors.


She didn’t wait for Opp to open her door. And once she’d stepped out onto the street, she brushed out the skirt of her dress with two brusque, practical gestures. Then she lifted one ankle and checked the sole of her shoe. Maybe she noticed the run in her stocking. Then she looked over her shoulder at Opp. He’d gotten out of the car and stepped off the sidewalk.


Crossing the street, they didn’t hold hands, but they walked so close together it wasn’t easy to see where her sleeve stopped and his arm began. By then, it was dark, and her dress was dark, too, so her pale face floated above it like some detached apparition. Where had she come from? He’d been at Los Alamos since the winter. He hadn’t told us anything about a girl he wanted to see in San Francisco. She was off the radar completely.


But now, suddenly, he’d flown back and summoned her out of the ether.


I watched her closely. I noted that while her lips were soft, her gait was a bit mannish. They headed toward a door with no sign overhead. He reached it first. Then he opened it for her, and she went in before him.


“Your turn, bub,” Frank said. He was already unfolding the crossword.


WHEN THE DOOR SWUNG SHUT BEHIND ME, IT SEEMED AS IF THE STREET outside had never really existed. The air was full of smoke. The lamps at the tables were dim. The waiters seemed to disappear every time they moved away from a table.


At the far end of the room, I saw Opp and the girl in a booth. I took a seat at the bar so I could watch them in the mirror. Then the bartender gave me a menu, and I saw the place was called the Xochimilco Café. They served Mexican food and cheap-looking cocktails. When I looked back up at the mirror to check on Opp and the girl, I realized it was almost opaque. It was as if the glass had been buttered. Opp and the girl were no more than shadows, flickering faintly at the back of the mirror. Every so often, I had to glance over my shoulder to reassure myself they were still sitting there at the table. Once I’d caught a glimpse—his hat, back on his head; the big silk bow at her neck—I turned back to the menu.


Looking down at the cocktails, I remembered the directives Pash gave us. You note every detail, he liked to say, striding up and down between the rows of desks where he had us sit during training. If he orders a martini, does he order a twist? Does he order it dirty? Often, during training, Pash got up close in our faces. There were sometimes white beads of spit on his moustache. What color are his socks? What material are they made from? It’s all important. For all you know the length of his fingernails is important. For all you know the size of his fucking ear holes is very fucking important. You don’t know. All you know is you watch him. You do what he does. He drinks a martini, you want a martini. He crosses the street, you cross the street, too. You’re a mirror image when there isn’t a mirror. You disappear if you’re doing your job right.


Outlining directives, he could work himself into a fever. With those beads of spit on his moustache, and that angry, rabbity face, he could seem ridiculous. Frank and the other agents imitated him when he was out of the office. But I had a soft spot for him and his stories. His father was a Russian Orthodox priest. They’d moved back from California to Moscow when Pash was a kid, just in time for the Bolsheviks to start burning cathedrals.


When he was sober, he drank beers and talked about coaching football. But if he got drunk, he’d switch to vodka. Then, if you let him, he could spend hours describing his father’s church: the lapis lazuli in the mosaics, the gold-leaf enamel, the dim light that filtered through the stained glass.


As a kid, he’d loved the way his father moved down the aisle, his chasuble belted with rope at the waist, a heavy cross on his chest, a trail of burning myrrh in his wake.


When the Bolsheviks took power and started rounding up priests, Pash joined the White Army. His claim to fame was serving under General Wrangel. The general, he told us, stood over six foot six inches tall. In a single tank, under heavy shell fire, he and a few soldiers single-handedly captured the fortified city of Tsaritsyn. It was a heroic time, he liked to remind us. But after the evacuation from the Crimea, when they’d washed up in Constantinople, there was too much waiting around. They were all in between, uncertain about where to go next. They spent their nights in opium dens. Even Wrangel fell into malaise. He lived on his yacht, moored in the harbor, and didn’t think about moving until the Reds tried to sink it.


After that, Pash moved to Germany for a year. Then he got married. He found his way to Pasadena. Wrangel was murdered by a servant in Brussels. Pash and his wife had a kid. He got a degree in physical education, and they changed their name from Pashkovsky.


Sometimes a man’s life goes to pieces. Then, if he has it in him, he pulls a life together again, though it’s usually not in the same shape that it once was.


In Pasadena, Pash trained for the reserves on the weekends. When he got called up the day after Pearl Harbor, they put him in charge of the San Francisco intelligence office. He ran it in remembrance of Wrangel, and also his defrocked father.


He stormed around with those beads of spit on his moustache, all action, no contemplation, until sometimes, in the late afternoon, when he’d called me into his office, he’d forget what he’d wanted to say.


He’d stare off out the window, over the bridge, past the blue whale humps of the peninsula, with his chin resting on his fingertips, pointed in the shape of a steeple. Sometimes I sat there in his office and could almost hear choral music rising off in the distance. As if the sun were made of gold leaf. As if the blue bay were lapis lazuli.


IN THE XOCHIMILCO CAFÉ, I TRIED TO FOLLOW PASH’S DIRECTIVES. I sipped my martini. I wondered why Opp had brought the girl there. Or why she’d brought him there, on the one night he was back in the city.


The martini was cheap, and the place was run-down. Both Opp and the girl seemed somewhat out of place, like they were trying to fit in somewhere they couldn’t.


For a while, I listened to the sounds of glasses clinking together when the waiters cleared off the tables. On the small dance floor, a few couples were dancing. Onstage, a Mexican girl was singing in front of the piano. It was dark on the stage, and you could barely distinguish her features. Her hair was drawn back from her face. She kept her eyes closed while she sang. And when the song finished, she opened them slowly, as if waking from a deep sleep.

OEBPS/images/bktitle.png
TRINITY

LOUISA HALL





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





