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      July 1988


      

         Their second night in port at Bahrain someone on the admiral’s staff decided the crew of the Vincennes deserved at least a free pack of cigarettes each. The gesture went over well until the canteen ran out and then the dispensing

         machines, leaving fifty or so enlisted men and a few petty officers feeling cheated of the one recognition anyone had offered

         of what they had been through. A number of them, considerably drunk, had begun milling outside the commissary, suggesting

         it ought to be opened up to make good on the promise. Realizing he had a situation on his hands, the admiral’s staffer pulled

         Vrieger aside, handed him an envelope of petty cash, and told him there was a jeep and driver waiting for him at the gate.

      


      “That place on Al Budayyai should still be open. Get whatever you can. Get menthols if you have to. Just make it quick.”


      “Come on, Fanning,” Vrieger said. “We’re taking a ride.”


      “But I’ve got mine,” Doug replied, holding up his half-smoked pack of Carltons. Three or four beers had done their sedative

         work 

         and set him down here on this bench by the officers’ mess, where he sought only to rest.

      


      “It ain’t about you.”


      Hauling his gaze up from the linoleum floor, Doug saw the lantern face of his lieutenant commander bearing down on him. He

         wasn’t a handsome guy, with eyes too small for the broad circumference of his head and a big jowly mouth. The square metal-rimmed

         glasses added to the look of middle age though, at thirty-one, he was little more than a decade older than Doug. Vrieger was

         the only guy in the navy who knew more about him than the town he came from and the bases he’d trained at, and this counted

         for something.

      


      Lifting himself from the bench, he followed Vrieger out the rear door of the mess.


      Outside, the temperature had dropped into the eighties, but the air was still humid and laced with the scent of diesel fumes.

         A mile in the distance, across the desert plain, the white needle towers and minaret of the grand mosque rose up spotlit against

         the empty night sky. This forward base at Juffair, a small, island pit stop in the Gulf, consisted of a few acres of outbuildings

         strung along the port southeast of Manama. If the tour had gone according to plan, Doug would have returned to the States

         from here. But who knew what would happen now?

      


      He shuffled into the backseat of the jeep, not quite lying across it, not exactly upright either.


      “Where to?” the driver asked, as they rose onto the rutted two-laner that led into the capital.


      “Just head into town,” Vrieger told him.


      “That was some dogfight you guys were in, huh?”


      “This kid sounds likes he’s fifteen.” Doug called out: “Kid, you sound like you’re fifteen.”


      

         “No, sir. I’m eighteen.”

      


      “It wasn’t a dogfight,” Doug said. “No dogs, not much fight.”


      “Shut up,” Vrieger said, leaning into the driver’s face to ask if they were obeying some kind of speed limit. The jeep leapt

         forward. Slumping lower across the seat to escape the wind on his face, Doug closed his eyes.

      


      All morning he’d been on the phone with a staffer at the Naval Weapons Center back in Virginia going over the Vincennes’ tapes and then all afternoon with the investigators, the same questions again and again: When the plane first popped on

         Siporski’s screen, what did Lieutenant Commander Vrieger do? Asked for a tag. And it came back what? Mode III. So the first

         time you tagged the plane it came back civilian, is that right? Yes. On and on like that for hours, every answer rephrased

         into another question, as if they didn’t understand a word he said. Not even so much as a “must have been rough,” nothing,

         not even a handshake at the beginning. He’d told them the truth. To every question he’d told them the truth. They’d listened

         to the tapes. They knew what Doug had seen on his screen and what he’d failed to report. Yet they never asked him what information

         he’d communicated to Vrieger, as if they knew in advance the story they wanted to tell. Back home, apparently, the Joint Chiefs

         had already begun covering for what had happened.

      


      The engagement occurred in international waters. Untrue.

      


      The Vincennes was acting in protection of a flagged tanker. Untrue.

      


      As the kid steered to avoid the potholes, the jeep swung gently from side to side, while a song by Journey played on the radio.

         Doug had listened to the same song in the backseat of a friend’s car in the parking lot of a mall in Alden, Massachusetts,

         the week before he’d left home to join the navy. Hearing it now—that big, stadium rock anthem with the soaring guitar and

         hard, wounded voice of the singer, 

         angry at the love lost and the damage done—he pictured his mother alone in the apartment and for a moment he imagined what

         relief it would be if the jeep were to swing too far into the opposite lane, where it might meet a truck with no headlights,

         seeing in his mind’s eye the explosion that would consume them, a blast as instantaneous as a ship’s missile striking a plane.

      


      But this was weakness. He would not be weak.


      Three years had passed since he’d left Alden without saying a word to his mother about where he was going. And though in the

         last twenty-four hours, since the incident, he’d been tempted to call her, that would mean having to account for himself,

         when all he wanted to do was tell someone the story. Someone who hadn’t been there.

      


      Yesterday had been like any other morning. Coffee and cereal in the wardroom, and then a walk along the aft deck, before the

         temperature rose above a hundred degrees and the railings became too hot to touch. Looking out over the stern he’d seen the

         milky bellies of jellyfish flipped by the ship’s wake to face the sun, floating atop the surf along with the garbage tossed

         from the sides of tankers.

      


      On the passage out, across the Pacific, he’d written the last of his college applications as well as the letters to the banks

         and brokerages where he hoped to get a job while he studied, behind the counter or in the mail room if that’s all they had

         to offer him. Most of the guys he knew leaving the service were going for jobs with defense contractors—electrical engineering

         and the like—but he’d known all along he wanted more than that.

      


      Down in the gloom of the Combat Center his shift had started quietly, nothing on his or Siporski’s monitors but an Iranian

         P-3 doing surveillance down the coast and some commercial air flights out of Bandar Abbas, puddle jumping to Doha or Dubai.

      


      Since June, the Vincennes had been detailed to Operation Earnest 

         Will, escorting Kuwaiti tankers through the Strait of Hormuz. Kuwait was Saddam’s biggest ally in his war against Iran, and

         the U.S. Fifth Fleet had been tasked with protecting her ships from Iranian gunboats. America was officially neutral in the

         Iran-Iraq war, but everyone knew who the enemy was: the ayatollahs, the ones who’d taken the hostages back in ’79, who’d bombed

         the marine barracks in Beirut.

      


      Their gunboats weren’t regular navy, but Revolutionary Guard. Basically a bunch of loyalists in speedboats loaded up with

         mortars and small arms. A helicopter pilot told Doug he’d seen four guys prostrate on the deck of an idling Boston Whaler,

         their heads bowed west to Mecca, RPGs leaning up against the rails like fishing poles.

      


      As the duty officer in charge that morning, Vrieger took the call from the frigate Montgomery. Five or six gunboats had been spotted out of the tiny island of Abu Musa heading toward a German tanker.

      


      When Vrieger called the captain—a man eager for his admiral’s stripes and the combat he’d need to get them—he immediately

         ordered general quarters. Boots began stomping above and below, hatches slamming closed, the ladder steps rattling as men

         poured into the Combat Center to take their stations. Eighty thousand horsepower started churning so loudly it sounded as

         if the rear of the ship were detaching. They were doing thirty knots before the skipper got down from his cabin, the command

         net in Doug’s ear already starting to fill with chatter, the signal weakening as half the ship began listening in on the Sony

         Walkmans they’d figured out could be tuned to follow the action.

      


      And then as quickly as it had arisen, the incident seemed to dissolve. Ocean Lord, the helicopter the captain had ordered

         up to fly reconnaissance, said the boats appeared to be dispersing already, heading away from the tanker. When command in

         Bahrain heard this, they ordered the Vincennes back to course.

      


      “Is that it, Captain?” Ocean Lord’s pilot asked.


      

         “Negative,” he replied. “Follow the boats.”

      


      On his radar screen, Doug watched the helicopter start to track west, the boats it pursued too low in the water to register

         a consistent signal on the surface radar.

      


      Less than ten minutes later it began.


      “Taking fire!” the pilot shouted into his radio. “Evacuating.”


      This was all the excuse the captain needed to ignore his command’s orders. Soon enough he’d steered the ship to within eight

         thousand yards of the Iranian boats. There was still no air traffic on Doug’s screen except the same P-3 making its way along

         the coast.

      


      Upstairs, the bridge called twelve miles, meaning the ship had passed into Iranian territorial waters in violation of standing

         orders. Doug looked back over his shoulder at Vrieger, who shrugged. Vrieger disliked the captain but he wasn’t about to be

         insubordinate. The haze was too thick to get a good visual on the boats; all the bridge could make out were a few glints in

         the sun. The raiders appeared to be idling, imagining themselves safe.

      


      At seven thousand yards, the captain ordered the starboard five-inch mount to open fire. Doug heard the explosion of the gun

         but confined at his console he could only picture the blasts disappearing into the hot, sandy vapor. Once it started, it didn’t

         let up. Round after round, the concussions echoed back against the ship’s housing.

      


      That’s when Siporski first spotted the plane.


      “Unidentified out of Bandar Abbas,” he said, “bearing two-five-zero.”


      Vrieger stepped forward from his chair to look at his petty officer’s monitor. Doug could see it now on his screen as well.


      “Tag it,” Vrieger ordered.


      They had to assume a hostile aircraft until they got an ID. The 

         plane’s transponder sent back a Mode III signal, indicating a civilian flight. Vrieger opened his binder to the commercial

         air schedule and, squinting to read the print, ran his finger down the columns of the Gulf’s four different time zones, trying

         to match the numbers up, the arc lights flickering overhead with each discharge of the deck gun.

      


      “Why isn’t it on the fucking schedule?” he kept saying, his finger zipping across the tiny rows.

      


      Someone yelled that the starboard mount had jammed. The captain, pissed and wanting to engage the port gun, ordered the ship

         hard over and suddenly the whole room lurched sideways, papers, drinks, binders spilling off desks and sliding across the

         floor. Doug had to grab the side of his console to remain upright, the cruiser’s other gun beginning to fire before they’d

         even come fully about.

      


      “Shit,” Siporski said, as they leveled off again. “It’s gone Mode I, sir, bearing toward us two-five-zero.”


      Responding automatically to the signal, the ship’s Aegis system popped the symbol for an F-14 onto the big screen. Someone

         over the command net shouted, “Possible Astro.” The Iranians had scrambled F-14s out of Bandar Abbas a few times but it was

         rare for them to get this close. They were the best planes they had, sold to the shah back in the seventies.

      


      Vrieger immediately challenged with a friend or foe.


      “Unidentified aircraft you are approaching a United States naval warship in international waters, request you change course

         immediately to two-seven-zero or you will be subject to defensive measures, over.”

      


      No reply.


      “Damn it,” Vrieger said, having to shout to be heard over the gunfire. “Thirty-two miles, Skipper. What do we do?”


      

         That’s when Siporski called out, “Descending!”

      


      Doug didn’t see this on his monitor. His screen showed the plane’s altitude rising into the commercial air corridor.


      “Descending!” Siporski repeated. “Two-five-zero, descending!”


      It was Doug’s duty to provide his commanding officer with all information relevant to the ship’s air defense. That was his

         duty. And yet he froze, unable to speak.

      


      A minute later, Vrieger ordered fire control to paint the plane. It had popped on the big screen only two minutes before.

         Standing orders were to fire at twenty miles. Under ten would be too late. Vrieger challenged the plane again but again got

         no reply.

      


      “Lieutenant Vrieger!” the captain shouted. “What the fuck is the status of that bogey?”


      Doug watched the plane rise steadily on his monitor.


      A year ago an Iraqi F-1 had mistaken the USS Stark for an Iranian ship and fired two missiles, killing three dozen American sailors and nearly sinking the frigate. Doug had

         not come here to die.

      


      “Did you hear me!?” the captain yelled. “What is that plane!?”


      Vrieger kept staring at Siporski’s screen, cursing to himself.


      “F-14,” Vrieger said at last. “Sir, it breaks as an F-14.”


      “FANNING.”

      


      He opened his eyes to see Vrieger reaching back from the front seat of the jeep to shake his leg. “Here,” he said, handing

         him the envelope of cash. “You’re the one who speaks the phrases. This guy looks closed up. You got to get in there quick

         before he leaves.”

      


      They were parked on a narrow street lined with darkened store-fronts, posters with once bright photographs of soda cans and

         soccer stars plastered over one another on the walls between shop doors. 

         Closed shutters were spaced in no particular pattern across the beige stucco walls of the apartments above, lights visible

         between the down-turned slats. A bulb still burned in one vendor’s room, a metal grate pulled down over the store window.

      


      Doug felt unsteady crossing the street. The acrid smell of rotting fruit filled his nostrils and he thought he might be sick

         as he reached the curb. Holding on to the grate, he reached through it with his other hand and tapped on the glass, pointing

         to the shelf of cigarettes.

      


      The man looked up from behind the counter where he stood over a ledger. More unshaven than bearded, wearing a striped shirt

         with the sleeves rolled up, he could have been anywhere from forty to sixty. His face was long and deeply creased. He adjusted

         his eyes to see who it was who had disturbed him and then shook his head and returned to his calculations.

      


      “I would like cigarettes,” Doug said in mauled Arabic, his voice raised, uttering one of the twenty sentences he’d learned

         from the phrase book. “I would like cigarettes.”

      


      This time, the man lifted his head slowly, and called out in English, “Kloz’d.”


      Grabbing the wad of greenbacks in his fist, Doug banged on the glass. The man put down his pen and walked from behind the

         counter to stand on the other side of the door.

      


      “Lots,” Doug said. “I need lots. Ten cartons.”


      Muttering something he couldn’t hear through the glass, the storekeeper unlocked the door and raised the grate high enough

         for Doug to dip his head under and enter.

      


      “Only because my customers did not buy what they should this week,” he said. Turning his back, he added, “Otherwise, I would

         not sell to your kind. Not today.”

      


      

         From behind a bead curtain, the scent of cooking meat drenched the stuffy air.

      


      More than ever, Doug desired to be gone from these wretched foreign places with all their filth and poverty, to be back in

         America, starting on his real life, the one he’d been planning for so long. But he found he couldn’t ignore the dark hair

         on the man’s neck and his small, rounded shoulders and his baggy cotton pants and the sandals strapped over the dusty brown

         skin of his feet.

      


      Reports on yesterday’s incident were still coming in, Vrieger had told him. At the base, command wasn’t letting the crew see

         or hear any news from the outside.

      


      It was Vrieger who had reached his hand up to the ceiling panel and turned the key, illuminating a button on Doug’s console

         he’d only ever seen lit in the dwindling hours of war games: permission to launch.

      


      “Marlboros,” he said, leaning his elbows on the counter, trying to put a stop to the spinning motion in his head. “Give me

         Marlboros. All of those cartons. I need all of them.”

      


      The shopkeeper stepped onto the second rung of his ladder and reached up to the shelf, where the red-and-white boxes were

         stacked. Down to his left, behind the counter, a television sat atop a milk crate, the sound turned off. A mustachioed announcer

         in a double-breasted suit spoke directly to the viewers. The screen then cut to an overview of the inside of an air hangar

         filled with rows of boxes, groups of people walking along the aisles between them; then came a cut closer in: a man in uniform

         opening a long black bag for the camera, which zoomed in to hold the shot of a young woman, twenty-five maybe, though on the

         grainy screen, her face bloated, who could tell? Her corpse grasped in stiffened arms a child of three or four, his body and

         

         little grayed head mashed to his mother’s chest. The dead arms gripping tightly the dead boy.

      


      “Eighteen miles,” someone—Doug still didn’t know who—had shouted into the waning strength of the command net, “possible commercial

         air.”

      


      The wake of an SM-2 missile looked like a miniature version of the space shuttle blasting off from Cape Canaveral, the launch

         fuel burning a hot white plume. But down in the battle chamber Doug had heard only its deafening roar and, seconds later,

         as the symbols on the big screen collided, the eruption of cheering.

      


      “So,” the shopkeeper said, placing the stack of boxes on the counter and indicating the television with a nod of his head,

         “you know these murderers, do you?”

      


      “My ship,” Doug said, standing up straight, whatever reprieve drunkenness had offered abruptly gone. “My ship.”


      It had taken a while for the initial reports to be confirmed. “Iranian Airbus. Passengers, two hundred and ninety, over.”


      The shopkeeper’s coal-black eyes widened, his upper lip quivering.


      “These Iranians, they are too much, but this—this, shame!” he said, pointing into Doug’s face. “You are butchers, you and your government are butchers.”

      


      Doug counted twenty-dollar bills from the wad in his fist, setting them down one by one on the counter.


      “I’ll need a bag,” he said.


      “I will not take your money!” the man shouted. “I will not take it!”


      Doug counted out another three bills, placing them on top of the rest. Rage welled in the shopkeeper’s eyes.


      

         Once he had gathered the cartons of cigarettes into his arms, Doug remained standing there at the counter for a moment. On

         the television, shawled women keened over a small wooden coffin.

      


      Twenty days of his tour left now. Twenty.


      “You should know, sir,” he said, “under the conditions, you should know, sir, that we would do it again.”


      Then he turned and walked out of the shop and across the darkened street, throwing the cigarettes into the backseat of the

         jeep.

      


      “What’s his problem?” the kid asked.


      “Just drive, would you?”


      As they sped along the road back to Juffair, Doug sat upright, the wind full in his face, figuring in his head how long it

         would take for the letters he’d mailed in Manila to make their way into the offices of the brokerages and the banks.

      


   

      Part
One


      [image: art]


   

      Chapter 1


      

         

         A plot of land. That’s what Doug told his lawyer. Buy me a plot of land, hire a contractor, and build me a casino of a house.

         If the neighbors have five bedrooms, give me six. A four-car garage, the kitchen of a prize-winning chef, high ceilings, marble

         bathrooms, everything wired to the teeth. Whatever the architecture magazines say. Make the envying types envious.

      


      “What do you want with a mansion?” Mikey asked. “You barely sleep in your own apartment. You’d get nothing but lost.”


      Finden, Doug told him. Build it in Finden.


      And so on a Sunday morning in January 2001, Mikey had picked Doug up at his place in Back Bay and they had driven west out

         of Boston in a light snow, the gray concrete of the overpasses along the Mass Pike blending with the gray sky above as they

         traveled the highway that Doug had traveled so often as a kid. It had been six years now since he’d moved back up to Massachusetts

         from New York. What had brought him was a job at Union Atlantic, a commercial bank whose 

         chairman and CEO, Jeffrey Holland, had entrusted Doug with the company’s expansion. In the years since, his salary and bonuses

         had accumulated in the various accounts and investments his financial adviser had established, but he’d spent practically

         nothing.

      


      “You’re pathetic,” Mikey had said to him once, when he’d come back to Doug’s apartment for a beer and seen the college furniture

         and books still in their boxes. “You need a life.”

      


      A solo practitioner, Mikey had gone to Suffolk Law at night, while he worked at a bail-bond office. He lived with his girlfriend

         in one of the new condos in South Boston, six stories up and two blocks east of the house he’d grown up in, his mother still

         cooking him dinner on Sunday nights. He liked to call himself a well-rounded lawyer, which in practice meant he did everything

         but drive his clients to work.

      


      A few miles short of the Alden town line, they turned off at the Finden exit onto a wooded road that opened out into the snow-covered

         meadows of a golf course, used at this time of year for cross-country skiing. They passed under an old, arched brick railway

         bridge and soon after reached the first stretch of houses.

      


      The town was much as Doug remembered it from the days when he’d driven his mother to work here: mostly woods, the homes widely

         spaced, with big yards and long driveways, the larger homes hidden from view by hedges and gates. When they reached the village

         center, he saw that the old stores had been replaced by newer clothing boutiques and specialty food shops, though their signage,

         by town ordinance, remained conservative and subdued. The benches on the sidewalks were neatly painted, as were the fire hydrants

         and the elaborate lampposts and the well-tended wooden planters.

      


      On the far side of this little town center, the houses became sparse again, one large colonial after the next, most of them

         white clapboard with black trim. They passed a white steepled church with a snow-covered 

         graveyard and a mile or so farther along turned onto a dirt track that led down a gentle incline. A few hundred yards into

         the woods, Mikey brought the car to a halt and cut the engine.

      


      “This is it,” he said. “Five acres. Up ahead you got a river. The other side’s all Audubon so they can’t touch you there.

         One other house up the hill to the right, and a couple more on the far side of that. Any other place, they’d put eight houses

         on a piece this size, but the locals ganged up and zoned it huge.”

      


      Stepping out of the car, they walked over the frozen ground farther down the track until they reached the bank of the river.

         Only four or five yards across and no more than a few feet deep, it flowed over a bed of leaves and mossy rock.

      


      “Amazing,” Doug said, “how quiet it is.”


      “The town’s asking for two point eight,” Mikey said. “My guy thinks we can get it for two and a half. That is if you’re still

         crazy enough to want it.”

      


      “This is good,” Doug said, peering across the water into the bare black winter trees. “This is just fine.”


      THE HOUSE TOOK a year to complete: three months to clear the land, bury the pipes, and dig a foundation, another seven for construction,

         and two more for interior work and landscaping. For the right sum, Mikey oversaw all of it.

      


      By the time it was done, the real estate market had progressed as Doug had foreseen. After the tech bust in 2000, the Federal

         Reserve had cut interest rates, making mortgages cheap, and thus opening the door for all that frightened capital to run for

         safety into houses. The attacks on 9/11 had only sped the trend. These new mortgages were being fed into the banks like cars

         into a chop shop, stripped for parts by 

         Union Atlantic and the other big players, and then securitized and sold on to the pension funds and the foreign central banks.

         Thus were the monthly payments of the young couples in California and Arizona and Florida transformed by the alchemy of finance

         into a haven for domestic liquidity and the Chinese surplus, a surplus earned by stocking the box stores at which those same

         couples shopped. With all that money floating around, the price of real estate could only rise. Before Doug ever opened the

         front door, the value of his new property had risen thirty percent.

      


      The first night he slept in Finden he remembered his dreams as he hadn’t in years. In one, his mother wandered back and forth

         along the far end of a high-school gymnasium, clad in a beige raincoat, her hands in her pockets, her head tilted toward the

         floor. They were late again for Mass. Doug called to her from beneath the scrub oak in their tiny backyard. Its bark peeled

         away, he saw veins pumping blood into branches suddenly animate and forlorn. A priest waited in an idling sedan. In the distance,

         he heard the sound of a ship’s cannon firing. Oblivious to all of this, focused only on the floorboards in front of her, his

         mother kept pacing. As the deck beneath him began to list, Doug rolled to his knees to break his fall.

      


      He woke on his stomach, sweating. The wall was an uncanny distance from the bed, the pale-yellow paint someone had chosen

         for it beginning to glow dimly in the early-morning light. He rolled onto his back and stared at the stilled ceiling fan,

         its rounded chrome fixture as spotless as the deck of the Vincennes on inspection day.

      


      Here he was, thirty-seven, lying in his mansion.


      Reaching for the remote at his side, he switched on the TV.


      … Israel denies Arafat request to leave West Bank compound, the CNN ticker began … Pakistan in discussions with U.S. to hand over chief suspect in murder of Wall Street Journal reporter … CT residents to pay

            $50 more per year for garbage collection after State Trash Authority loss of $200 million on deal with Enron …


      His BlackBerry began vibrating on the floor beside his keys; it was his trader in Hong Kong, Paul McTeague, calling.


      At Doug’s level of bank management, most people relied on underlings to handle recruiting, but that had never been his practice.

         He insisted on choosing his own people, right down to the traders. McTeague had been one of his. They’d met a few years ago

         on a flight to London. A Holy Cross grad, McTeague had grown up in Worcester and learned the business with a specialist on

         the floor of the NYSE. A rabid Bruins fan, his conversation didn’t extend much beyond hockey and derivatives. Twenty-eight

         and itching to make a killing. The human equivalent of a single-purpose vehicle. In short, perfect for the job. Usually Doug

         would have waited awhile before clueing in a new guy as to how he, in particular, ran the flow of information, i.e. avoiding

         intermediate supervisors. But he could tell right away that McTeague was his kind, and so he’d told him straight out: If you’ve

         got a problem and you’re getting hassled, just call.

      


      Two months ago, when the head of the back office at the Hong Kong desk had left, Doug had installed McTeague as the temporary

         replacement, thus putting him in charge of all paperwork and accounting, and expanding the dominion of an employee with direct

         loyalty to him. The more raw information Doug could get stovepiped up from the front lines without interference from all the

         middling professionals, the more direct power over outcomes he wielded.

      


      “You’re a genius,” McTeague said when Doug answered his phone. “The Nikkei’s up another two percent. Our economy’s still in

         the tank but Japanese stocks keep rising. It’s a thing of beauty.”

      


      A month and a half ago, in early February, he and McTeague had been at a conference in Osaka. After one of the sessions, they

         had gone 

         to Murphy’s, the bar where the Australians pretended to be Irish. They were about to call it a night when Doug saw a senior

         deputy in the Japanese Ministry of Finance stumble in with a Korean woman half his age. The man shook his head in resignation

         as his young companion made her way straight for the bar and ordered a bottle of scotch. Interested to see how things would

         play out, Doug ordered another round and he and McTeague settled in to watch. The argument in the corner grew steadily more

         heated. The woman was demanding something the man didn’t want to give, the Tokyo deputy apparently at wits’ end with his mistress.

         Eventually, after being harangued for half an hour, he stood up, threw cash on the table, and walked out of the bar.

      


      That’s when the idea had occurred to Doug: the young woman might know something.


      “Do me a favor,” he’d said to McTeague. “Comfort the girl.”


      And a good job of it McTeague had done. At some point after they’d had sex, the deputy’s mistress told him that the Ministry

         of Finance had a plan. They were about to launch another price-stability operation. The Japanese government would buy up a

         boatload of domestic stocks, sending the Nikkei index higher and thus shoring up the balance sheets of their country’s troubled

         banks. It was a classic command-economy move, using public money to interfere with the market’s valuations. In the process,

         the Japanese government would hand a major loss to the foreign, largely U.S. speculators who had been shorting the value of

         their stock market for months.

      


      The operation, of course, was secret.


      And thus it was that in mid-February, Atlantic Securities, the investment banking firm that Union Atlantic had purchased and

         renamed two years earlier as part of its expansion, had become the one American firm to go from bearish to bullish on the

         prospects for the Japanese 

         economy. Under Doug’s supervision, McTeague had placed large bets on the Nikkei going higher, using Atlantic Securities’ own

         money. The resulting trading profits had been substantial and were still flowing in. It would be awhile yet before the Ministry

         of Finance’s plan would become public and there was a lot of money to be made in the meantime.

      


      “So,” McTeague asked, eager as ever, “how much cash do I get to play with tomorrow?”


      “We’ll see,” Doug replied. “Call me after New York opens.”


      THE CHILLED MARBLE of the bathroom floor felt particularly solid against the balls of his feet. Two huge sinks in the shape of serving bowls,

         one for the master and one for his wife, were set beneath mirrored cabinets along the far wall. Beyond were two shower stalls

         with shiny steel heads that jetted water from the walls and ceiling. Opposite these stood a patio-size cross between a Jacuzzi

         pool and a bathtub, the whole thing decked in slate.

      


      Walking to the window, Doug looked out across the front of the house. Mikey had done a good job: a stately, circular driveway,

         an enormous freestanding garage mocked up like a barn, and, surrounding it all, pleasing expanses of lawn. Through a row of

         bare maples that had been left up the hill to mark the property line, he could see a dilapidated barn and beside it an ancient

         house with weathered shingles, a listing brick chimney, and a slight dip in the long rear slant of its roof. It was one of

         those old New England saltboxes that historical preservation societies kept tabs on, although not too closely by the looks

         of it. Whoever owned it didn’t seem to be occupying the place. Weeds had risen in the rutted gravel drive. On the one hand,

         it was the farthest thing from a Mickey D’s and a strip mall you could get, just the sort of 

         nostalgia for which people loved towns like this, casting the dead starlight of American landed gentry, dotted with graveyards

         full of weathered headstones and the occasional field of decorative sheep. Allowed to decay too far, however, it could cause

         a decline in the value of Doug’s property. If some absentee WASP who’d retreated to his compound in Maine thought he could

         just let a house rot like this, it would have to be sorted out. He’d put Mikey on it, he thought, as he slipped out of his

         boxers and stepped into the shower.

      


      Downstairs, he passed through the mansion’s empty rooms and, finding the touch-screen keypad by the front door inscrutable,

         pushed an Off button and saw the screen announce: Fanning Disarmed.

      


      Mikey was good. He was very good.


      As he came down the front steps, the late-winter sun was just beginning to strike the side of his garage. Glancing over the

         roof of his car, he saw a woman in a blue ski jacket coming out the back door of the old house up the hill, which was apparently

         inhabited after all. Tall and rather thin, she had longish gray hair and a stiff, upright posture. With her were two large

         dogs, a Doberman and some sort of mastiff. It looked as if the animals were too strong for her, that she might be pulled down

         by them, but a yank of her arm brought them under control and they led her in orderly fashion along the stone path to the

         overgrown driveway. At first Doug thought she hadn’t noticed him at such a distance. But then, as he was about to get in his

         car, she glanced in his direction, and Doug waved.

      


      She made no response, as if surveying an empty landscape.


      Rude or half blind, he couldn’t tell. Driving slowly, he turned onto Winthrop Street and, lowering the passenger-side window,

         rolled up beside her.

      


      “Good morning. My name’s Doug Fanning. The new place here—it’s mine.”


      

         For a moment, it seemed she hadn’t heard a word he said and was perhaps deaf to boot. But then, abruptly, as if the car had

         only now appeared, she came to a halt. Bringing the dogs to heel, she leaned down to look into the car. The deeply lined skin

         of her face had the same weathered gray hue as the side of her house. Without a word, as if he weren’t even there, she sniffed

         at the air of the car’s interior; the Lexus he’d leased for the new commute was still pine fresh.

      


      “Trees,” she said. “Before you came. All of it. Trees.”


      And with that she stood upright again and kept walking.


   

      Chapter 2


      

         For months now Charlotte Graves had tried to avoid looking at the new place. And yet how could anyone’s eyes not snare on

         the enormity of it? It had been designed to draw attention.

      


      As she and the dogs came down the drive the following morning, it came into view once again: a hulking, white mass of a building,

         three full stories in the middle, with wings on either side and someone’s idea of an orangery or sunroom protruding from the

         far end. A cupola the size of a small bandstand stood atop the pile, betwixt two fat, brick chimneys. A columned portico framed

         the enormous front door. Either side of this, along the front of the house, were yew shrubs set in beds of newly delivered

         wood chips. It looked, more than anything else, like a recently opened country club, and indeed the landscaping of the yard,

         with its empty flower beds cut from the imported turf like oval incisions on a piece of bright-green construction paper and

         its perfectly crosscut lawn running to the river’s edge without so much as a transitional weed, reminded one of the manicure

         of a golf course. In line at 

         the drugstore, Charlotte had overheard a real estate agent describing it as a Greek Revival château.

      


      This was what had replaced the woods that Charlotte’s grandfather had given to the town for preservation. This steroidal offense.


      Over the last year, as it was being built, she had often reminded herself that the house was merely the furthest and most

         galling advance of the much larger intrusion, the one that had begun decades ago, first at a distance, a sighting here or

         there, a fancy stroller in the library stacks, a concern for caloric totals voiced over the meat counter. More recently had

         come the giant cars, the ones that looked as if they should have gun turrets mounted on their roofs, manned by the children

         glaring from the backseat. For years the news had made so much of bombings in the Middle East, and of course in dear old New

         York now as well, and of the birds of prey we released in retaliation but they never mentioned the eyes of the wealthy young

         and the violence simmering numbly there. She had seen it at school, the way her students had grown pointed, turned into swords

         wielded by their masters. As soon as she began speaking of such things openly the principal had gone to the retirement board

         and they had got rid of her. Nearly forty years of teaching history to the children of this town and they had hustled her

         out for speaking the truth.

      


      With the Bennetts on one side of her and the woods on the other, Charlotte had always thought she would be safe from the worst

         of the intrusion. Her house, the old family place, was a redoubt of sorts. After all this time living in it, its memories

         were for her neither a comfort nor a haunting. They were simply the traces of beings with whom she shared the place. Time

         by herself had done that to Charlotte, slowly worn away the hard barrier of the self that had clenched against loneliness

         for so many years at the beginning but in the end lacked a source of power. Unfed by the barriers of others, social fear tended

         to wither. 

         The membrane between herself and the world had begun to breathe. And while this gentle dissipation had put to rest the anxiety

         she’d endured in the earlier years, when still wed to the story of marriage, it had increasingly opened her to a more profound,

         if not exactly personal, terror. Say, for instance, not the thought but the unsought intuition of every soul at stake on the

         planet hour to hour. A thing not to be borne for more than a minute without destroying the integrity of her individual mind.

         So you let in just a few fates at a time, hoping the blinders would hold. With the dogs, she could just about manage. How

         comforting it turned out even their ornery presence could be when the dumb quantity of humanity pressed its case.

      


      Before the mansion had been erected, there had been the chain-saws and backhoes, trees dragged like corpses to the road. Then

         the engines of the diggers, the cement mixers, the nail guns. She had stayed indoors, unable to watch. They removed so much

         earth, the angle of the land itself had changed. The maples they left along the top of the hill, from where she could now

         see all the way down to the river, did a poor job of hiding the new site even with the leaves out, and as fall had come round

         again the naked wood frame of the unfinished house had shown clearly through the bare branches.

      


      As a teacher all these years, seeing for herself the small-mindedness of those who ran the town of Finden, Charlotte should

         have known it would come, that the town would betray the trust her grandfather had placed in it. Her father might have done

         something about it. A man with a bedrock faith in the law, he had prosecuted malfeasance to the last. Episcopalian by birth,

         Presbyterian by temperament, Quaker in abstention, secular to the bone. He would have found a way to stop these cretins. But

         not her younger brother, Henry. No. After a few brief discussions with the lawyer, Cott Jr., Henry had suggested 

         that if Charlotte found it too much to bear, perhaps the time had come to sell the house and move somewhere, as he put it,

         more practical.

      


      Thus it had been left to her to wage the battle. Naïvely, she had begun with an attempt to persuade, writing letters to the

         selectmen and the newspaper. When that produced nothing but a few polite replies, she’d begun gathering signatures outside

         the supermarket, informing people of the town’s plans. Just a few years earlier, most people would have at least stopped and

         said hello. She had been their teacher, after all, or their children’s teacher, or both. But now they looked upon her with

         pity.

      


      Budgets were budgets, the town said. They regretted deeply the necessity of putting a parcel of land up for auction. But the

         referendum for school funding had failed at the polls and they had to look to their assets. Never mind the breach of faith.

         Never mind the lobotomized, negligent short-termism of it all, as if a one-time windfall could ever fund an annual expenditure.

         What had government become these days but the poorly advertised fire sale of the public interest?

      


      But, oh, how they would rue the day now! Because at last Charlotte had done what she should have years ago: she had fired

         Cott Jr., the incompetent, collaborationist son of the old family lawyer who’d done little more than play at resisting the

         town’s grab, and she’d gone herself into the records down at the town hall. And there she’d discovered the mendacity of these

         idiots. Cott Jr. had said she had no legal recourse. But he was wrong. She’d filed her own suit now. She didn’t need an attorney

         to stand up before a judge. She would crush these scoundrels all on her own. And though it was late in the day, the trees

         already felled, that monstrosity already erected, still how sweet the victory would be when eventually she evicted that little

         charmer and razed his house to the ground.

      


      

         Just thinking of it slackened the muscles of her shoulders and chest, as if for these many months she’d been wearing a shirt

         of chain mail, the bands of which were only now beginning to warm and expand, allowing her to breathe.

      


      Heading up the road past the Bennetts’, she came to the low wooden fence that ran along the edge of the golf course. Wilkie

         and Sam nosed toward the gap that led onto the fairway. Seeing no one on the tee and the green clear, she followed them through

         onto the rough grass. The sky had brightened to a pale blue.

      


      How insane it had all been. How perverted. This business with the house all of a piece with what had gone on at the school,

         where they had run her out for describing the world as it was and most everyone had simply gone along with it, so enamored

         of authority they couldn’t imagine disagreeing. For years she’d assigned a photo-essay on lynchings in her unit on the Jazz

         Age. Then one day the department head told her she would have to stop because the objections from parents had grown vociferous.

         She had continued nonetheless, distributing the materials at her own expense with a new cover page explaining the topic’s

         contemporary relevance, including quotes from the novels of Tim LaHaye, along with a line from one of the parents’ letters,

         complaining that the assigned reading was too negative.

      


      “Yes. So was Dachau,” she’d said to the woman on parents’ night.


      These people who behaved nowadays as if the world were a menace sent to sicken or debilitate their children. What meagerness

         of spirit. To treat your own offspring as so inherently weak. They pumped their addled sons full of Ritalin and Adderall and

         their sullen daughters with whatever the psychopharmacologist recommended, but the unimpeachable facts of history were considered

         bacteria. She had done nothing more than describe such people to themselves. For that, she had been deemed unfit. Her only

         contact with students now 

         was the occasional child one of her former colleagues sent to her for tutoring.

      


      Held back by the dogs sniffing at something on the fairway, Charlotte paused, looking down the slope of the first hole to

         the stream and the footbridge that led across it.

      


      Her father had played this course in the summers. Each Memorial Day weekend he would drive them up here, along the post road

         through Connecticut and Rhode Island and across to Massachusetts. Her mother in the front seat, her eyes covered in dark sunglasses,

         her lacquered Nantucket creel on the floor by her feet, hands folded on her lap as she gazed out the window in controlled

         displeasure at one aspect or another of the arrangements—luggage or dinner plans or how soon on Tuesday their father would

         have to get a ride to Boston to catch the train back. Until August he would come only on weekends, spending the weeks alone

         at the house in Rye and commuting into the city. Most of the other families they knew went to Long Island or the Cape, but

         despite their mother’s annual disgruntlement they came here, to this town where their father’s family had always lived, to

         the house he’d grown up in and inherited.

      


      What could Charlotte have known then of how she’d return here by herself? Nothing. At the time, the adventure seemed ever

         new. Rushing with Henry into the house ahead of their parents to claim their rooms, rolling on the cotton-tufted bedspreads,

         the air tinged with naphthalene and the richer scent of pitch from all the wood: the dark ceiling beams, the slanted floors,

         the narrow steep steps back and front. After a day or two, when her mother had aired the place out, the smell of mothballs

         faded, but the tar-like taste remained all summer, as fixed in the house as the old latch doors and twelve-pane windows. The

         red Jeep in the barn had a sticker for the lake, and they’d drive there with an ice chest full of lunch, stacks of towels,

         and an umbrella 

         her mother read under while they swam. Later, running to the back of the field at dusk to pick asparagus among the tall grass;

         or across the road to Aunt Eleanor’s house for sugar or cooking oil, the screen door on the back steps slapping behind her;

         watching the slow, dying flail of the greeny-black claws of lobsters held between her father’s thumb and forefinger just before

         he dropped them into the boiler; the ridged metal shell-snappers set out with little forks to get at the thin meat in the

         legs; mosquitoes bouncing against the porch bulb after dinner when her father smoked a cigarette and looked back into the

         house at them like a man in a darkened theater watching the scene of a play. He’d wink at her and Henry on his way out the

         door with their mother to some party nearby, as if to say, lucky you, staying here, free to play at what you like, you always

         have more fun than me—and Charlotte could never tell if he meant it. Waking to the sound of the river, starlings in the crab

         apple tree by her window, eating cereal with Henry in his pajamas, the weightless late-morning hours before they went to the

         lake, idling in the backyard, on the mown grass, mountains of white cloud floating in the vast blueness of the summer sky.

      


      A shield. That’s what the memories were, the ones that had risen in her with such force of late. A barricade thrown up against

         the depredations of the present.

      


      Down on the second tee, a golfer arranged himself. Wilkie and Sam took no notice, their snouts still pressed to the ground.

         Of Charlotte’s drifts into reminiscence, the two of them did not approve. She found this hard, given all the love she had

         shown them over the years. She understood they missed the woods and the chance to run untethered by the river as they used

         to; they resented being leashed on every walk now.

      


      When she’d first moved to Finden, it had been to rest, the summer 

         after Eric died, for what she thought would be only a few months before returning to New York. There had been no living thing

         in the house with her, no pets or plants, the garden untended. It had stayed that way all through August because why settle

         in where you weren’t going to stay? Then her landlord in New York, not wanting any trouble after what had happened, had asked

         that she not renew the lease. Part of her wasn’t sure she could face going back in any case. That fall, she took a temporary

         job teaching history at Finden High while she figured out what to do. At some point, a colleague had come by with a cutting

         of a jade plant and they had gone together to a nursery to buy geraniums and bulbs.
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