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For all who have died at the hands of terrorist cowards. May those who have silenced you never be heard.




THE


ASSET




PROLOGUE


HARTSFIELD–JACKSON ATLANTA INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT


Day 63—The day before Thanksgiving


We’re all going to die.


This thought is the ice pick in his head, a cold metal truth penetrating, splitting his synapses, bleeding his sanity dry. He is languishing near the end of one of many TSA checkpoint lines pooling into a seething crush of humanity. It’s the busiest travel day of the year, at the busiest airport in the world, and families are assembled en masse, shuffling inches at a time with their screaming kids and overstuffed hand luggage so they can make it to Grandma’s house in time for turkey and pumpkin pie. Outside, a light rain under an iron-gray sky is hindering low-altitude visibility, and a red rash of delays begins to spread across the flight status screens.


He hasn’t slept in days, as evidenced by the steamer trunks under his bloodshot eyes. He fights off the shakes, palpitations, and brain fog of hypoglycemia, going on nearly twelve hours since his last meal. With his dirty, oversize raincoat and sweat-stained baseball cap, he’s fresh meat for the airport cops methodically patrolling the security clearance area with drug-sniffing German shepherds. He can’t afford to be singled out, searched, questioned, or detained. He looks at his watch.


Forty-five minutes.


His mind, despite his body’s withering fatigue, speed-shifts from scenario to scenario, hoping to collide with a viable solution . . . anything that will relieve him of what he’s there to do, what he must do. He sees his reflection in the obsidian eye of a video surveillance dome staring in wide-angle suspicion at the traveling hordes. He barely recognizes himself, a warped caricature on the verge of doing the unthinkable. He looks at his watch again. Its relentlessly ticking second hand juts like a middle finger, mocking him.


Forty minutes.


Move, you fucking coward, he bellows inwardly, hoping his command will echo down to what’s left of his guts and stir decisive action. Scanning his surroundings in a way he knows damn well looks like the scheming fidget of a novice criminal, he sees standing fifty heads behind him the one man he was praying he wouldn’t see—his crisply pressed Atlanta Police Department uniform a black monolith in the noise of vacation color.


“Fuck,” he says out loud, forgetting himself.


He draws immediate scowls from a gaggle of parents attempting to wrangle restless children. But their silent admonishments don’t arouse shame or guilt, only an acute awareness of the thousands of mothers, fathers, and kids living and breathing around him, lined up like lambs led to slaughter. With every smile, every peck on the cheek, every hand held, every baby comforted, and every anticipatory moment of holiday cheer, his heart beats faster in his chest and sweat soaks his clothes. He checks his six. The uniform is coming for him, working his way through the crowd with an eager hand on his holstered service weapon.


Time’s up.


He unbuttons his raincoat and moves, walking quickly toward the TSA checkpoint, head down, eyes in a predatory squint, hands stuffed menacingly in his pockets. Within seconds, he hears the first scream. It rises quickly to full-panic pitch and incites more, spreading like wildfire. Those who aren’t cowering in fear at the sight of him are pointing and shouting, trying to get the attention of the authorities. He breaks into a jog and throws off his overcoat, fully revealing the source of panic. A collective gasp sucks the air out of the room.


“He has a bomb!” a child shrieks, her tinny voice echoing.


He’s wearing a vest with what appears to be thirty sticks of dynamite, blasting caps, and detonation cord duct-taped to it. Armed response officers sweep into the area, ordering everyone to get down. He only has a few seconds to make it to his target, the TSA checkpoint, before he gets a bullet in the head. He lowers his shoulders and breaks into a full sprint through the blind, stampeding chaos of the crowd. The terminal is hemorrhaging humanity into the concourse while the metal detector and body scanner alarms burst into an earsplitting crescendo.


He looks back. The dark uniform pursuing him snakes through the stumbling masses and draws the inky blur of a semiautomatic pistol from its holster, taking aim with the measured stance of a marksman. He ducks and runs toward the gaping mouths of more guns. The gray sky parts, igniting the scene with the white fire of sunlight.
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BRITISH AIRWAYS FLIGHT 870


Day 1—Two months ago


Ladies and gentlemen, in preparation for landing . . .”


The flight attendant chirped apologetic Cockney while Kennedy snored in his British Airways business class flatbed seat, a coveted upgrade on the Heathrow–JFK leg of a fifteen-thousand-mile work odyssey that began five days ago in Los Angeles. As a two-hundred-plus-days-per-year business traveler, this was home, or, as Kennedy liked to call it, “the master bedroom.” In fact, he had grown so accustomed to it, he wasn’t able to sleep in a normal bed but drifted off like a baby in a metal and composite tube traveling six hundred miles per hour. While the smartly dressed crew tidied up the cabin, Kennedy was dreaming—another thing he could only do at thirty-three thousand feet.


The dream was what his former shrink called recurring and it was about his sister, Belle, whom he loved dearly but who had been dead for fourteen years. As always, she sat next to him on the last flight of her young life—American Airlines Flight 11, traveling from Boston to Los Angeles on September 11, 2001. Belle was sixteen and had gone to Boston to help their nana while their grandfather was in the ICU recovering from bypass surgery. Belle hated to fly, but that time she was especially nervous because it was to be her first time flying alone. Kennedy had accompanied her on the first leg of the trip, but had had to return to school before her.


Their father, Richard, an air force captain, had treated the situation in his usual hard-ass way, telling her to buck up and face her fears head-on. Their mother had passed from cancer shortly after Belle was born, so Richard decided he was going to raise them both in the school of hard knocks. For a highly analytical and somewhat emotionally unavailable child like Kennedy, this worked perfectly. But Belle was like their mother, Grace, the polar opposite. She had complex emotions from an early age and vexed her father with her inability to look at the world like he did, as a colorless grid ruled by mathematics.


The night before the flight, Belle spoke to Kennedy about it over the phone. The two of them were very close, relying on each other for advice and shoulders to cry on. Kennedy was nineteen at the time and every bit the protective big brother—feigning apathy but loving Belle more fiercely than himself.


“You’re going to be fine. Just put your headphones on and sleep and the next thing you know you’ll be home.”


“What if I’m not fine?”


“What do you mean?”


“You seem so certain I’ll be okay, but how do you know? How could you know?”


“I just know. There are literally tens of thousands of flights in the US alone every day. Statistically speaking, the chances of you dying in a plane crash are nil.”


“Yeah but, statistically speaking, if my plane does crash, the chances of me dying are one hundred percent.”


“Belle, riding in the back of Dad’s car while he drives you like a maniac to ballet class is exponentially more dangerous, but you’re not afraid to do that.”


“I am now! Jesus, you’re a big help. I’m more worried now than before I called.”


“You don’t need to worry at all, Belle. What good would it do anyway?”


“Oh, here we go with your patented We’re all doomed so screw it and have another beer philosophy.”


“I find it comforting.”


“Which is why you never get any dates.”


“Whatever. I get dates.”


“Yeah, in your granola.”


“Ha-ha. Pretty funny for someone supposedly experiencing mortal terror.”


“It’s how I cope.”


“Coping implies the existence of an actual problem.”


“I know this makes no sense to you, but this doesn’t feel right to me. Like that time my hair stood on end before lightning struck Mrs. Garcia’s oak tree.”


“That wasn’t a feeling, it was static electricity.”


“Stop trying to make me feel better by telling me I’m full of it!”


“You know what? I don’t have time for this right now. I have a tournament this weekend and an anthropology midterm I haven’t even thought about studying for. Call Dad and tell him to come get you.”


“Dad will tell me to buck up and get on the plane, just like you. You come.”


“There’s no way I can fly back to Boston right now. Absolutely no way.”


“You’d be back in less than twenty-four hours. Come on, it’ll be fun—”


“Belle, you’re living in a fantasy world. I’m living in the real world and I can’t just fly to Boston to fly you home because you’re nervous.”


“I’m not just nervous. I’m really scared! All you care about is your stupid golf and Stanford nerd friends! I’m your sister . . . I don’t want to go alone.”


Belle’s aggressive tone disappeared on her last line because she was fighting tears. Kennedy angrily interpreted this as an attempt to manipulate him.


“At least I’m not a little princess who thinks the world revolves around her! Call me when you decide to grow the fuck up.”


He hung up. Belle tried calling him back several times but he didn’t answer out of spite. That was the last time he ever spoke to her.


_________


In the dream, Belle was always the same age as when she died. Her strawberry hair and faint pixie dusting of freckles taunted him with their eternal innocence. Like when she was alive, she always had the mirthful expression of someone up to no good. As they sat next to each other on the flight Kennedy never took, Belle talked incessantly, blithely cruising through subjects both relevant and tangential, while he waited to get in his own edgewise word that would never see the light of day. But it didn’t matter. Her manic narratives endeared him.


“I wish you would shut up,” he joked.


“Then we would both have to listen to you, and that just wouldn’t do, Monsieur Ennui,” she politely chided, punching him in the arm.


“Maybe I have something important to say.”


“About which of your noble yet hideously dull pursuits? Golf, er . . . Sorry, I need a second to yawn.”


She played like she was yawning out of extreme boredom, eyeballing him for a reaction. Belle’s truth serum. A teaspoon of sugar and you’re stretched out on the cross.


“I don’t have to take this kind of abuse. I’m going to sleep.”


“Fine, you big lug. I have better things to do anyway, like the in-flight magazine crossword puzzle.”


He could see she was getting nervous, so he gently patted her arm while she fidgeted with the folds of her skirt.


“Brother?”


“What now?” he asked with phony annoyance.


She didn’t answer. Her face looked ghostly pale, as if the blood and wit had drained from it. Her slender fingers were perched tightly on his forearm, like a bird in a gale. He always tried to wake himself up at that point in the dream but never succeeded.


“What is it?” he asked.


Tears welled in her eyes.


“I don’t want to go alone,” she said.


Before Kennedy could be a good big brother and say something to reassure her, he was violently interrupted by the bone-crushing force of impact with the World Trade Center’s North Tower. Belle disappeared in a blinding flash as the airplane’s fuselage disintegrated into white-hot cinders. Bodies—gasping, burning, convulsing, and clinging to nothing—were blown and scattered through a maelstrom of glass and concrete, bloody dandelion florets seeding the mouth of blackness. After the last of the aircraft debris exploded out the building’s exit wound, Kennedy always ended up sitting on the edge of the building’s smoking maw, looking down on a rain of fire.


“Sir?” a voice called, cutting through the dream.


Kennedy awoke with a start. Teary-eyed and disoriented, he was staring into the face of a young female flight attendant with a cruelly similar swath of freckles.


“So sorry to disturb you but we’re preparing the cabin for arrival.”


_________


Before landing, Kennedy went to the lavatory to do what he always did after having the Belle dream. The crying wasn’t the most difficult part. The most difficult part was stopping. The hollow of anguish he felt for Belle had not changed in all the years she was gone. Even in that moment, crammed in an airport lav fourteen years later, he could vividly picture everyone in his college dorm watching Belle’s plane hit the World Trade Center. He had just gotten up, and after breakfast he was going to call her to apologize. Instead, he watched her die, and all that was left was a profound sense of helplessness and the one emotion that would drive everything he did in his life from that point on: regret.
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Terminal 7 at JFK always smelled of cheap, overboiled coffee and stale cologne. As Kennedy took a brisk walk along the concourse—his version of going to the gym—he stretched his legs and contemplated Manhattan. It was the fourth week of September and the city would be singing the crisp overture of autumn. Of course, he was never going to see or experience any of it during his brief visit. Like on most of his business trips, the only sights he’d be taking in were those of Duty Free, Wok & Roll, Dunkin’ Donuts, and all the other apostrophic, postapocalyptic airport landmarks he vagabonded past countless times a year.


People often made envious remarks about his business travel, not realizing that the homogenous scenery endemic to virtually every airport in the United States made one susceptible to what Kennedy half jokingly called “Terminal Illness”—a chronic frequent-traveler disease brought on by extreme isolation, fatigue-induced delirium, fast-food malnutrition, excessive consumption of bottom-shelf booze, and diminished social equilibrium. He likened it to extended space travel, but with inferior cuisine.


Kennedy lived in the rarefied atmosphere of the consultant—a hired gun on the payroll of power opening its deep pockets to address deeper fears. The client he was visiting that day was his biggest, the US government, or his rich Uncle Sam, as he often joked. Kennedy was an aviation security specialist, and the TSA paid him to train their officers with his own trademark curriculum at airports around the country. Just like contracting Blackwater and G4S mercenaries to fight his wars, Uncle Sam found it was a lot easier, and cheaper, to outsource airport security—especially since before September 11 it had been nothing more than an FAA afterthought.


In college, Kennedy had studied to be an architect. But after his sister’s death, he withdrew from the things that had defined him—the golf team and his academic pursuits—and nearly flunked out of school. He thought constantly about hurting himself back then but never followed through. It would have been completely selfish compared to what Belle had suffered. All he could think about was doing something, anything, to help prevent something like 9/11 from happening again. Rationally, he knew that would never bring her back. But in his heart he felt if he made a difference somehow, she would forgive him for what he’d done and there might be a slight chance he could forgive himself.


He explored the military at the suggestion of his father, but the idea of killing people indiscriminately in conflicts that serviced political ideologies or protected corporate revenue streams only made him feel worse. The intelligence community was a natural choice for someone with his IQ and work ethic, so he applied to the CIA, thinking a career in the clandestine service might be a way to stop terrorists before they started. But news started coming out about how interagency bickering between the CIA and FBI may have paved the way for the 9/11 terrorists to pull off the worst attack on American soil in history, and Kennedy burned the thick pile of application documents that had taken him weeks to complete.


One of his friends at school, the son of a senator, landed a job with the newly formed Transportation Security Administration, an organization that piqued Kennedy’s interest. To him, the front lines in the war on terror were at the nation’s airports, and TSA would put him in the trenches. Lockheed Martin recruited and trained the majority of new agents for the TSA at the time and Kennedy used his friend’s connections to get an unpaid internship after graduation. His father was furious that he would shoot so low when he was armed with a degree from one of the most prestigious universities in the country. Kennedy didn’t care. He had no interest in working anywhere else and was committed to doing whatever it took to get on staff. He spent all the money he had saved since he was a kid, supporting himself during his internship and even completing an elite aviation security training course in Israel. When he came back from Tel Aviv, he had earned a foot in the door.


By twenty-five, Kennedy was one of Lockheed’s top trainers, a specialist in Behavior Detection, something the Israelis had practiced for years but that was a relatively new field in the United States. In addition to training officers, he also became well versed in screening equipment and learned how to write grants for federal research facilities like Lawrence Livermore to develop new tech. At twenty-seven, he was in such high demand it no longer made sense for him to be a Lockheed employee. He hated corporate culture anyway and it seemed like the more he got promoted, the more they wanted to take him away from his boots on the ground and make him a high-paid desk jockey standing around eating birthday cake on Friday afternoons with the rest of the drones.


A few weeks before his thirtieth birthday, he became an independent consultant and inked a specialized skills contractor agreement directly with TSA and the Department of Homeland Security. Back then, it was extremely rare for individuals to have direct contracts with DHS and TSA, and this status expanded Kennedy’s reputation in the airport security industry worldwide, winning him contracts with foreign governments.


As they did every year on Kennedy’s birthday, he and his father had dinner in Los Angeles at Morton’s. Richard was beaming with pride, a very rare condition indeed, but Kennedy thought he looked tired and underweight, a stark contrast to his usual robust self. When he asked Richard about it, his father said he’d had the flu and was on the mend. Six weeks later, Richard was found dead in his home. Unbeknownst to his family and friends, he’d been battling lung cancer for over a year. He had tried to hide that, like he used to try to hide his pack-a-day Marlboro Red habit from Belle and Kennedy. At least with the cigarettes, they could smell the evidence. With this, there was only the stink of death. His own father had not had the decency to allow him to say good-bye, something he was also denied with Belle.


Kennedy had already been struggling to assimilate himself into some semblance of a normal life. Richard’s death killed that for good. Work became the false idol he worshipped nearly every waking moment. It was the only thing that made him feel safe from the constant betrayals of people and the outside world. He stopped calling friends and broke off a six-month relationship with a young woman he’d met and fallen for at Lockheed. It was impossible for him to imagine connecting with anyone beyond the superficialities of the job. For Kennedy, it all came down to a choice. He could allow his pain to swallow him up into the same dark mire he’d been in with Belle—and run the risk of suffocating to death—or harden his heart and channel his rage into his work. He never looked back. Now, at age thirty-three, he was making a very high six-figure salary, consulting with every major airport in the United States and many in Europe and Asia, and living in the hermetically sealed, disposable world of the frequent flier.


_________


“Good morning,” he said to Lizzy, the young Starbucks barista who knew him by name and his order by heart.


Despite the line of caffeine junkies snaking all the way around the kiosk, she waved him over to the pickup counter to get the latte that was already waiting for him.


“Damn, you look tired,” she said.


“You forgot old.”


“Shut up”—she laughed—“or I’ll call out your embarrassing order in front of all these people.”


“You wouldn’t dare.”


“Double tall coconut half caff cinnamon dolce latte, extra whip!”


Teenage girls pointed and laughed.


“Thanks, Lizzy, you’re a mensch,” he said, handing her a twenty.


“Anytime,” she said. “But when are you going to really show your gratitude and take me out on the town?”


“When I’m not old enough to be your . . . cool uncle,” Kennedy said.


“Eleven years is not that far apart.”


“Maybe not in Utah.”


She laughed again, and Kennedy was eager to change the subject.


“Seen any of my sworn enemies?”


“You mean like that massive toolshed from Homeland Security?”


“That’s Mr. Massive Toolshed to you, young lady.”


“Haven’t seen him. And my boss isn’t here either, so you can kiss me now.”


“Maybe I should go to Peet’s,” he said, blowing her a kiss as he walked away.


“I better not catch you cheating on me!” she yelled across the concourse.


_________


As he walked to the TSA office, dreading another training session full of recently unemployed 7-Eleven clerks, his mood took a nosedive. In the past few months, he had begun to hate his job, something he had never dreamed possible. His career had always given him purpose where he had none, and it was one of the few things in his life he genuinely felt proud of. That was back when he thought he could make a difference. But that buoyant illusion sank like a stone when he saw the recent TSA “progress” reports all over the national news saying the agency was failing on an epic scale.


As much as he wanted to nail himself to the cross, he knew the situation was completely beyond his control. Equipment suppliers who skipped testing and oversight because they had half The Hill in their back pockets, bureaucratic interference, and an overworked, underpaid officer workforce that was never given enough time to train and mentor in real-world situations—these were enough to destroy the TSA long before Kennedy arrived on the scene. Put simply, Washington and its parasitic fauna sucked the life out of a program that, in the beginning, had great promise and was formed for all the right reasons.


The end result for Kennedy was a monkey on his back telling him that his life’s work was a complete waste of time and taxpayer money. His passion for traveler safety had increased over the years, but his sense of purpose was beginning to ebb. The only thing that kept him going was knowing they were still out there, plotting their elaborate schemes to burn the good old US of A to the ground and stomp on the ashes. When he focused on that, and thought of all the time, money, and manpower terrorists were spending to get the upper hand, it didn’t matter how fucked up DHS and TSA were. All the cynicism, laziness, and pointless internal bickering weren’t going to change the fact that passengers still needed to be kept safe.


As he often did when he was facing a crisis in his life, Kennedy turned to Noah Kruz, a “life mastery coach” who had published a dozen best-selling books and spoke all over the world on the art of creating a life that reflected a person’s true self versus one that reflected the demands of others. Kruz believed that the egos of people around us had the power to influence and control everything we did, from romance, to career, to health. Once a person was able to filter all of that out and identify what it was that they wanted in these areas, getting it was a far simpler and more rewarding process.


Kennedy could relate. His father had lorded over his life for so long, it took estrangement and, ultimately, death for him to get clarification about his own dreams.


Kennedy had a Noah Kruz app on his phone and referred to it regularly for inspiration. That day, he selected PICK ME UPS and the app pushed him a quote:




There is no escape. Life has you in its clutches and you can either struggle in vain to free yourself, inviting the world’s predatory forces to tear you to pieces, or you can allow yourself to be swallowed whole and join them in the hunt.





On that note, it was time to get to work.


As he walked in to train a crop of TSA agents, he was carrying a new sense of purpose in the form of a Homeland Security threat memo sent to all TSA chiefs three days prior. “Global intelligence sources” were warning of a “large-scale, coordinated attack on an indeterminate number of US airports.” Kennedy had seen a lot of threat-level-orange bullshit issued by Homeland, usually when they needed free Fox News PR to get their bloated budget rubber-stamped before the holidays, but this was different. It wasn’t just Homeland. Global intelligence sources was what made the hair on the back of his neck stand on end.




3


When Kennedy got the memo, he’d been in London so he hit up his college buddy Wes Bowman from the CIA to pick his brain. Wes came from a wealthy Boston family, which had pretty much disowned him when he refused to be a paper doll exec in their restaurant food service empire. Working at the CIA, and having to live on a middle-class wage, had put some city miles on him. Even though they were the same age, Wes looked more like Kennedy’s much older brother with his retreating hairline and box-cut Men’s Wearhouse suit.


He was an IT geek servicing global field offices—not a master spy by any stretch of the imagination—but his security clearance made him privy to agency workings. Kennedy had taken him out to one of the best steak houses in town, hoping to butter him up for information. After polishing off a couple of bone-in rib eyes and nearly three bottles of French burgundy, Kennedy awkwardly brought up the memo.


“You didn’t have to wine and dine me, dude,” Wes said. “I could have told you over the phone that Langley and all the cousins are in a tizzy about this so-called threat.”


“True, but I already know that.”


“What you don’t know are the specifics of the threat, which you think I might have. And now you’re greasing my wheels with prime-cut marbling to get what you want. Does that about sum things up?” Wes said, taking a large draught of wine.


“Think of it more as a bribe,” Kennedy said. “I really want to get a jump on this for my TSA chiefs if I can.”


“I don’t blame you. They don’t jump very high, do they?”


“No, and after their F-minus report card, they’re poking one another’s eyes out pointing fingers.”


“Shocker. Can’t imagine this is doing much for your business.”


“Let’s just say I need to maintain a high level of relevance these days.”


“I wish I could help you, man, but that information is north of my clearance. I can tell you what I’ve heard round the watercooler as long as you promise to take it with a grain of salt.”


“Anything will help.”


“We’ve been butting heads with the bureau for weeks about this. We don’t think they’re doing enough. And we definitely don’t think Homeland is doing enough.”


“Which makes this much more than speculation,” Kennedy said.


“This is intelligence. Everything is speculation, even when it’s happening right in front of you. What is it about this one that’s got your panties in a bunch?”


“Gut feeling, I guess. And global intelligence sources.”


“Sounds like they’re trying to differentiate it.”


“TSA gets too many warnings and no one’s paying attention. I doubt that little bit of language is going to help,” Kennedy said.


“Can I see the memo?” Wes asked.


“That would be a violation of my employer’s NDA,” Kennedy said. “Unless you came by it accidentally. Like if it fell out of my jacket.”


Wes looked at the floor under the table and saw the memo.


“Promise me you’ll never try to be a spy.” Wes laughed.


“Ha-ha. Going to take a leak.”


Kennedy went to the restroom and waited long enough for Wes to read the memo. He felt a little silly doing it this way, but he couldn’t risk ruffling feathers at Homeland for breaking his NDA. They were already questioning his role and asking for more detailed accounting of his work with TSA. When he got back to the table, the look on Wes’s face told him perhaps he had not been cautious enough.


“How about a cigar?” Wes asked.


“I could murder one,” Kennedy said.


He paid and they went for a walk. Wes took a long drag on his cigar, looked around to confirm they weren’t being observed, and handed the memo back to Kennedy.


“What’s up, Wes? You look a little spooked. No pun intended.”


“Based on what I’ve heard, this memo grossly underplays the potential threat.”


“Shit,” Kennedy hissed. “In what way?”


“Let’s just say at this point I should probably see if I can dig up some actual facts for you.”


“You’d do that?”


“Yeah. You’re the only person who’s going to take this seriously and you might be the only person who can get them to take it seriously.”


They stopped by the river. The sluggish, murky green water looked like the back of a snake.


“Do me a favor?” Wes said.


“What’s that?”


“Don’t be a hero. You got lucky with that JFK thing years ago. Could have gone the other way and scrubbed all those people you were trying to save.”


“What’s your point?”


“I get why you’re doing this,” Wes said. “And I’m willing to stick my neck out a little to help you. But remember there’s a reason even we separate the spooks from the cleaners. You get in over your head and you call in the cavalry. Dead is for martyrs and movie stars.”
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The TSA training center was a dank, fluorescent cinder-block hole that could easily pass for a CIA torture cave. Kennedy surveyed his pupils—newly recruited Transportation Security Officers, or TSOs, to staff the checkpoints at JFK and LaGuardia. All he could think was that if the country could see the people sitting in front of him, being hired to protect them, they would never set foot on another airplane. Many of them wouldn’t cut it as crossing guards, let alone critical gatekeepers to the world’s airways, expected to observe hundreds, sometimes thousands, of travelers in a ten-hour shift and spot the ones that just might manage to fly another commercial jet into the Pentagon. Glenn, their fearless leader, inspired even less confidence as he sat on a stool at the back of the room and dunked a stale cruller in a cup of swamp-water coffee. With his swinish build and beady eyes, Glenn looked like a freshly shaven migrant from Middle-earth. Kennedy hated Glenn. The feeling was mutual. So he dispensed with pleasantries and got right to the PowerPoint.


“Good morning. Who’s ready for a pop quiz?”


A collective groan passed through the room. Kennedy pulled a .45 caliber handgun from his pocket and pointed it at them. They all gasped, screamed, and hit the ground for cover. Kennedy laid the gun down on the table in front of him.


“That, ladies and gentlemen, is a successful act of terror in a nutshell. It happens quickly and unexpectedly, and it induces panic and chaos. By the time you realize what’s happening, you’ve got a bullet in your head. Which is why in this business, an ounce of prevention is worth far more than a pound of reaction.”


He allowed them to settle back into their seats and observed. Those still dwelling on the outrage they felt from the gun stunt were not going to make the cut. His Israeli instructors had taught him that emotional control is the most important characteristic of a good security screener. You had to keep your head.


“Prevention begins with knowing your enemy. I’m going to show you pictures of actual weapons that TSOs—people just like you—found at airports around the country. Then we’ll look at traveler surveillance photos. See if you can guess which weapon belonged to which person.”


Kennedy switched off the lights and fired up his laptop projector. The first image he displayed was a photo of the .45 he had just pulled on them.


“You’re familiar with this item. When it was confiscated, it had a full fourteen-round magazine and one in the chamber. Anyone know where it was found?”


“Iraq?” someone joked.


“Right here at JFK,” he said. “Last week. If you read your confiscation logs, you would have known that. Perhaps Glenn will make that a job requirement.”


“It’s posted every morning at seven. Right by the doughnuts.” Glenn grunted.


“Outstanding. Then at least I know you’re reading them.”


Kennedy projected a new image on the screen with the same .45 and three surveillance photos of travelers—a young black man, a Caucasian man in his fifties dressed like a Hells Angel, and a middle-aged Hispanic man with a neck tattoo. Murmurs among the mostly black recruits vibrated through the ranks, followed by playful banter between them and a few Hispanic recruits.


“Anyone care to guess who this weapon belonged to?” Kennedy asked.


No takers. Most had the Please don’t pick me look on their faces.


Kennedy pointed to a young woman immersed in her phone screen.


“How about you, Facebook?”


Roars of laughter. The young woman looked up defiantly.


“Take your pick,” she spat. “I’d pull every one of them out of line.”


The laughter quickly turned to grumbles of contempt. Kennedy displayed his next slide—a sixty-year-old grandfatherly man with thick glasses and a sweater-vest.


“And you’d be wrong every time,” Kennedy said.


“Ah hell no,” one of the young black men blurted out.


“How many times have you been stopped by the police without probable cause?” Kennedy asked him.


“I stopped counting,” the young man said cynically.


“Profiling. Many of you have experienced it because of your race. The majority of cases that involve police using excessive force are with minorities—”


“And the cops doing it are usually from the same minority groups,” a young black woman chimed in.


“Good point. So there’s prejudicial thinking that goes with it. And let’s not forget gender bias,” Kennedy said to Facebook girl. “Why do people profile?”


The room was silent, but he could see many were itching to answer.


“Come on. I know you have an opinion on this.”


“Racist motherfuckers,” one of the Hispanic men said boldly.


“That’s only part of the problem. What else?”


“It’s easier to just blame it on a brother than to do any actual work to find the guy that did it,” another young black man said.


“Especially when you think all brothers look the same!” his friend added.


“Exactly,” Kennedy agreed. “People are lazy and always take the easy way out.”


Kennedy switched the screen to a collage with pictures of Ted Bundy, Dennis Rader, Charles Whitman, and Timothy McVeigh—candid shots from their earlier lives, not mug shots or police blotter photos. They looked very normal.


“Does anyone know who these people are?”


Crickets. Kennedy placed a red laser pointer dot on the forehead of each person as he spoke about him.


“Two of the worst serial killers in US history, one of the most lethal school shooters in history, and one of the worst domestic terrorists our country has ever seen.”


“They look like perfectly good white people,” someone joked.


“That’s the point. The smartest criminals don’t broadcast their intentions. The only people who make bomb threats are the ones who do not have a bomb. No one knows a shooter’s plan until he’s already opened fire. A real terrorist has one goal and that is to kill as many people as possible with one act. This is why they strike when we are at our most vulnerable, when they know our guard will be down.”


Kennedy clicked through more slides of confiscated weapons, matching them to pictures of their owners. Not one person looked the least bit threatening.


“Credit card knives, hairbrush ice picks, stun gun canes, live smoke grenades, incendiary and corrosive chemicals, and an endless parade of loaded firearms and ammunition—all very bad things that get a lot worse at thirty-three thousand feet. You cannot afford to allow even one of these items to ever make it onto an airplane. Does anyone here know what the September eleventh hijackers used?”


“Box cutters,” Facebook girl answered.


Kennedy displayed a picture of the North Tower of the World Trade Center, the one his sister died in, taken just before impact.


“Correct. Something anyone can buy at the local hardware store and, more important, something that will raise no suspicions when purchased. Only an idiot or a mental patient is going to try to get a firearm on an airplane. Finding those will be the easiest part of your job. But someone with truly bad intentions and half a brain will show up with something they think you will overlook—not a box cutter, because now we have in-flight security in place to deal with cockpit attacks. If we learned anything from 9/11 it was that weapons by themselves are not the end-all for a successful terror attack. Our scanning equipment is sophisticated enough to identify weapons of any significance. You have to think beyond technology and get into the head of someone who is trying to outsmart you, getting creative, doing hours and hours of research, devising something they are certain you will not notice. But, in the end, the key is the attacker himself. Even if you can’t see his weapon, you have to be able to see his intent.”


Kennedy showed them a photo of Richard Reid and the shoe that he packed with explosives and took on American Airlines Flight 63 in December 2001.


“I thank this asshole every day I have to take my shoes off at the checkpoint. The only reason he didn’t bring that plane down was because he knew nothing about explosives. He had enough C4 in his shoe to do the job, but by the time they took off, his foot sweat had soaked it through and then he tried to light the det cord with a match.”


Everyone laughed.


“You know what’s even funnier? The security checkpoint officers in Paris who screened him the first time he tried to fly refused to let him on the plane. They accurately analyzed his behavior, which was textbook amateur terrorist—fidgety, noncommunicative, unwilling to make eye contact, et cetera. So, he just came back the next day and the new screening crew let him on the plane. Did he change overnight? No. He just got lucky with screeners who didn’t give a shit and didn’t read the fucking logs from the day before. His photo was in those logs.”


Murmurs of disgust. Kennedy could feel them orienting to him, like a magnet pulling iron filings out of the sand. He was making them give a shit.


“Whatever you think you know about how to identify a threat, forget it now. The truth is that you know nothing.”


“Sir, all due respect,” a quiet, white doughboy in the back said sheepishly. “We’ve been studying the manual for weeks. We’re not clueless.”


“Have you ever been trained by me before?” Kennedy asked.


“No, but—”


“Then you are clueless.”


More laughter from the room. Doughboy looked for Glenn to back him up, but Glenn was staring at his phone screen, mentally checked out.


“What makes you so special?” Doughboy asked.


“I’m not special. The people who trained me are.”


“Who trained you? God?” he said, laughing, but no one joined him.


“The Israelis. They’re surrounded by enemies and have been at war since their country came into existence in 1948. Yet, not one plane has ever been successfully hijacked from Ben Gurion Airport, and the only attacks that ever disrupted air traffic came from outside the airport when groups like Hamas fired rockets from Palestinian territories or Japanese Red Army gunmen receiving weapons from Palestinian soldiers opened fire on passengers outside security checkpoints. Those were military offensives that airport security could not control. One plane was hijacked in Vienna in 1972 and forced to land there. Anyone know what happened?”


“I think you know by now we don’t,” a recruit said glumly.


“Israeli commandos stormed the plane, killed two terrorists, captured the other two, and one passenger was killed. One passenger. In the entire history of the airport! Two thousand, nine hundred and ninety-six people died on 9/11 and thousands more as a result of the wars triggered by that attack. We are, statistically, the worst in the world when it comes to aviation security. The Israelis are the best. And I’m pretty sure God himself must have trained them.”


“What do they have that we don’t?” Facebook girl asked. “I can’t even pick out Israel on a map.”


“It’s not about what they have. Screening tech in developed nations is all pretty much the same. It’s about what they don’t have: trust. They trust no one. In the US, we’re sheltered. We want to trust people—little old ladies, unassuming bookworms with glasses, the next-door-neighbor dad who rocks a great sweater-vest, moms with cute babies, and the list goes on. Profiling works both ways. There are people we’ve been trained to trust, just like those we’ve been trained to treat with suspicion.”


Kennedy played a video showing people’s faces—a wide variety of ages, ethnicities, socioeconomic groups, and everything in between—cycling through in the same position in the middle of the screen. As the video sped up, they appeared to morph into one another, creating the illusion they were all the same.


“Over fifty million travelers go through Kennedy Airport every year. That’s roughly one hundred and forty thousand a day. But it only takes one to pull off an attack that could be as devastating to our country as 9/11. Anyone know the recent nationwide failure rate of TSA agents?”


“We don’t need to go into that right now,” Glenn started.


“It was in the New York Times, Glenn. And on CNN. Talking about it is the first step to fixing it.”


“Ninety-five percent,” one of the quieter recruits said in back, silencing the room.


“At least one of you reads the news. Ninety-five percent of fake weapons, explosives, and contraband that undercover DHS Red Team agents attempted to smuggle through TSA checkpoints at airports around the country—including this one—made it through,” Kennedy pointed out.


“Holy shit,” another recruit said.
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