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For my mother, who never said no to a book










War is a racket. It always has been. It is possibly the oldest, easily the most profitable, surely the most vicious. It is the only one international in scope. It is the only one in which the profits are reckoned in dollars and the losses in lives.


—Major General Smedley D. Butler










ONE


Arman Bajalan woke in darkness, as was his habit. He turned toward the clock on his nightstand: 4:37 in digital red. Another eight minutes to sleep. Outside his window, a songbird warbled in the yellow glow of an alley streetlight. He swung his legs over the side of his single bed and rubbed his eyes awake instead of going back to sleep. A jet passing overhead from the naval air station washed the morning twilight in the noise of its engines. Arman looked up toward his ceiling’s popcorn surface as if to track the jet in its low flight over the city.


He stood beneath another streetlight a few minutes later, waiting for the number 3 bus to take him to work at the motel on Ocean View. He wore his custodial uniform, gray work pants and a matching top with a patch on the pocket where his name had been embroidered in white thread, cursive script. After reading his résumé and offering him the job, Mr. Peters, the motel owner, had added Dr. to the name patch. His coworkers called him Professor the first few months he worked at the motel, but that had died down once it was clear Arman would not be moved in one direction or the other by the ribbing. A heavy set of keys hung from a carabiner on his belt, and he shouldered a nylon gym bag with a towel and a pair of swimming trunks inside.


His usual bus never came. Arman waited in the emptiness of the city street and the last cool air of night receding from it. He checked his watch two times before another bus arrived at 5:14 and knelt toward the curb with a pneumatic hiss. Arman and the bus driver told each other good morning.


“The last bus never came,” said Arman.


“Engine trouble. Sorry about that,” the driver said. “Had to switch buses and the schedule got mixed up.”


The bus rose and rumbled off, and he put a pair of earbuds in and scrolled through his iPod until he found a Commodores song and pressed Play. The bus driver glanced at him in the mirror often enough that he pretended not to be when Arman caught him. Arman used to smile when he saw suspicious eyes looking back at him in the rearview, but he had given up on that some time ago. Still, he sometimes wondered who they saw when they looked at him. Once, not long after he’d arrived in America, he’d looked into the bathroom mirror in his apartment and tried to imagine that his gray-green eyes belonged to a stranger, but it didn’t work. He could not escape himself. And he knew that people mostly saw what they wanted to see anyway. He put “Sail On” on repeat until the driver let him off at Granby and Duffys across from Doug’s Hot Dogs just before 5:45 a.m., almost half an hour later than usual.


He walked through Ocean View Beach Park with his hands in his pockets and headed toward the bathroom to change into his swimsuit. Beyond the beach grass, the rising sun carved a red sliver across the horizon. The sky above was not yet light. Black becoming blue. Stars already absorbed by nautical twilight. Arman reached the public restroom and grabbed the door handle, but movement over his shoulder caught his attention. Two men approached from the beach, carrying themselves with a casual menace. Arman looked down and saw his hand tightened into a fist around the door handle, his knuckles whitened by the reflexive effort. They were near enough when they passed that he could hear their voices but could not make out what they said. They hadn’t seemed to notice his presence. He looked up and saw that the light above the bathroom door was out. He was in the deeper darkness of the small building’s shadow. His hand still gripped the door handle like he might fall off the earth if he let go of it. One of them said something gruffly, but Arman wasn’t sure if he’d heard it correctly. The other sidearmed something into the beach grass, but it was too dark to see what it was.


He watched them walk off toward Ocean View Avenue for a few more seconds, then closed his eyes. Something about them reminded Arman of his childhood. When Saddam’s men took his father from the camp at Topzawa during the Anfal, they had carried themselves the same way. He let go of the door handle and flexed his hand until the blood returned. He took a deep breath and counted to ten in his head. When he’d first come to America, a counselor from the resettlement agency had tried to explain why he sometimes felt like he was in two places and times at once. And why it was hard to know which place or time was real. The body remembers what the mind wants to forget, she’d said. He looked back through the park toward Ocean View Avenue, but the men were gone. He remembered then what his body had not forgotten. When he got to ten, Arman opened the bathroom door and went inside.


He left the bathroom a few minutes later and walked to the beach. When his bare feet hit the sand, he wiggled his toes in its remaining coolness. He laid his towel out over the sand and placed his gym bag on it. He entered the water as the sun broke free from the horizon line. He let the bracing waves splash against his legs as he waded in, then up to his waist, and finally up against his chest before he dove into a breaker and began to swim. The bus delay forced him to cut his swim short, but he pushed himself hard up and down an imaginary lane a hundred yards from shore for half an hour. He breathed hard as he reversed out of the water, riding a wave into shallower depths, and then walked down the beach to his towel.


It was warm enough now that the sun felt good against his back, and he toweled the salt water off himself and lingered for a minute. There were not many people out that early in the morning. Even those few seemed content to keep to themselves. An old man walked his dog above the boardwalk in the grassy expanse of the park. Here and there, a runner on the sand went by. Those who wanted to engage in pleasantries satisfied themselves with a wave and a “Good morning.” Had they known Arman’s history, they would have been surprised how easily a smile spread across his face when the moment called for one. Some caught themselves staring as he dried off in the morning sun, then turned away when they recognized the contradictions written across his body.


He was long and athletic. Years spent carving through the morning waves had made him lean and muscular. He had broad shoulders browned by the sun, but when he raised his arms to towel-dry his black hair, Arman revealed the topography of scars stretching from his armpit to his thigh on the right side of his body. Ragged divots pocked the otherwise smooth skin. A line like a river carving out its banks wove its way from his hip to just above his knee. This much was clear even from the glance of a stranger running past: a long time ago, something had meant to carve this man up into pieces, and roughly, but failed. To Arman, the scars themselves were hardly worth remembering. He knew what they were. Marks in a ledger. A record of his loss. Every day the same since then. A morning swim, a day spent collecting all that others so easily discard, and a return at night alone to a small apartment in a city that would never be his own. His life was a ritual with no purpose he could recall.


All this passed in much the same way it had for the past few years. When it was warm, he swam. When it was cold, he walked the stretch of beach between the park and the fishing pier. He found solace in predictability, in the rote mechanics of wave and tide. But all that ended when he saw the man laid out where the dunes met the level sands of the shore.


Arman had put his towel over his neck and picked his bag up to go back to the public restroom to change when he saw him: The heels of a pair of oxfords half buried in the sand. The fabric of the man’s suit pants flapping in the come-and‑go breeze. His hands folded across his chest as if he were impatiently waiting for someone or shivering against a cold you wouldn’t find on a summer morning in Norfolk.


Arman looked at the figure laid out against the bare beginnings of the dunes. He stood there for a few moments, absentmindedly running the towel over his black hair, then glanced back up toward the bathroom in the park. His watch read ten minutes to seven. His shift started at eight. Perhaps his boss would understand his choice if he was late. Maybe he could say, Mr. Peters, don’t you think we owe something to each other? Probably his boss would not be persuaded by that.


He walked up to the slope of sand beneath the white chain that bounded the limits of the public beach. He knelt beside the man and put his hand on his shoulder, withdrawing it immediately upon seeing the man’s face. The mouth was slightly open, in neither a smile nor a grimace. Simply that of a machine seized at a random moment of its operation.


Arman sat back in the sand next to the body. He crossed his arms over his knees and hung his head. He looked up and watched a plover dart from hole to hole in the wet sand, hunting for hermit crabs. Gulls stacked and circled in the air above the nearby pier. He stood up and unfolded his towel and, as delicately as he could, laid it over the dead man’s upper body. He hoped to flag down someone with a cell phone, but it seemed the beach had more or less cleared of the sunrise crowd. He knew a pay phone was near the park pavilion, so he reached into his gym bag and fished in his pants pockets for change. He turned the quarters over in his hands like prayer beads and looked out toward the gray waves. Far in the distance, the outline of a carrier backlit by the rising sun cleared Willoughby Spit and silently left the continent behind.










TWO


Detective Catherine Wheel had her eyes closed, listening. Behind her, a dead man’s turbo diesel idled. Farther back, the sounds of gantry cranes and boxes moving ship to shore intertwined into a soft white noise. Closer still, a voice recounted another passage to the afterlife. “Seven forty-five a.m., we responded to a ten-forty-seven. Pretty vague. Fucking Narcan, I don’t know. Goddamn it, hit the motherfucker again. Dispatch said it’s a guy passed out in a coal roller. Compression, compression. We arrived. Subject was unresponsive. Vehicle doors were locked. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten. My partner made the call to enter the vehicle through the window. Subject was cold, had no pulse, no respirations. We pulled the guy out, administered Narcan. Performed CPR. Breathe, you fat fuck. Breathe, goddamn it. Okay, I’m putting the AED on him.” Pause. “Nothing. Still no vital signs. Subject declared deceased at seven fifty-six a.m.”


Only the sound of machinery remained. The human voices faded into the buzz and hum of the port. She opened her eyes. The Lafayette River was a path of glass and light before her. White yachts and the spinnakers of Flying Scots freed from their slips at the country club across the water. They skated toward her on the wind, colorful and effortless, heading to the deeper water of the bay.


“Who was he, Officer? Maersk? CSX? Some rando just decided to park his truck in the middle of one of the largest ports in the world to shoot dope all night?”


“I don’t know, ma’am. Customs said they were bringing someone down. Supposed to be a log. In and out.”


Detective Wheel pulled on a pair of surgical gloves, reached through the broken window into the truck, and cut the engine. She opened the door and then the storage container between the two front seats and pulled out a lanyard with an ID card on the end of it. She called the headquarters of the facility operator, read the name off the ID badge, and asked if they had an employee by that name. “Yeah,” the guy said. “Tell that son of a bitch he’s late, and he’s fucking fired.”


“You want to send somebody down by the substation?”


“What for?”


“I’m the police, and I said so.”


“Why, what did he do?”


“He died.”


“Goddamn it. Now I have to find someone to cover his shift. South end of the terminal?”


“Yeah. By Tanner Point, that’s right.”


“All right. Sure, Detective. Whatever you need.”


Detective Wheel made another call and turned toward the two patrol officers who had first responded to the scene. “Medical examiner is on the way. Just sit tight. Rest of your day is paperwork. The commonwealth won’t believe he’s dead until we all write about it.”


She admired the disappointment on their faces. As if any one of us are fit to contend with death. “You did everything right, Officers.”


Her phone rang again. She looked at the number on the screen and flipped it open. “Hey, Lieutenant Billings.”


“How’s your morning going?”


She looked back at the body laid out on the port’s concrete decking. “Could be worse.”


“I think it’s gonna be one of those days, Cat.”


“I thought you might say that.”


“Swimmer called in a ten-thirty-nine at Ocean View Beach a little while ago.”


“Come on, Lieutenant. I don’t do drownings. I’m just coming off a junk call. Tell dispatch to call the Coast Guard.”


“I know, I know. We all got shit to do. Just go have a sniff. You never know. Maybe this will be the case that saves the world.”


“Ten dollars says it won’t.”


Detective Wheel turned her cruiser down Terminal Boulevard and pulled out her phone. She shadowed a double-decker freight train moving from the terminal on the CSX line until she joined the highway and waited for her partner to pick up.


“Adams.”


Beside the road, an indistinguishable blur of vaguely institutional buildings slipped past, 1970s apartments and ranches housing young sailors and young wives the same as they always had. Decommissioned Quonset huts with paint stripped off by a half century of sea air. The green trees along the highway left to their wildness. A view from no place.


“Lamar, it’s Cat. Meet me in the lot at Ocean View Beach Park.”


“What is it, ma’am?”


“I don’t know yet. Swimmer found a body.”


“Roger that. I’m moving out now.”


“Lamar?”


“Ma’am?”


“You can speak normal-people English now.”


He laughed. “Sorry. Old habits and all.”


“If you’re really sorry, you’ll bring me a cup of coffee.”


She pulled into the lot with her badge in her hand and her arm hanging out the open window of her cruiser. A few uniforms and paramedics milled around the lot and lingered at the rear of an ambulance. She saw a man sitting uneasily in the back of a unit with the door open. That was quick, she thought. She parked, got out, and checked her watch: 9:00. The medical examiner would want to get the body off the beach soon. She saw Lamar pull in, and she waved him to an open spot next to hers.


He handed her a cup of coffee, and they walked between the wind-bent pines and followed the boardwalk to the sand. A sheet covered the body. A line of police tape staked in the sand ringed the scene. A small blue portable canopy shielded the forensic team and the body from whatever weather might come. What activity there had been in the immediate aftermath of the authorities’ arrival had died down. Beyond the tape, a lifeguard on a four-wheeler sat with his arms crossed and talked casually with someone from the ME’s office.


She and Lamar walked up and saw the medical examiner. He was sitting in the sand waiting and got up when he saw the suits coming. “Hey, Cat.”


“Hey, Doc. This is my partner, Lamar Adams.”


“Pat Martin. New?” asked Dr. Martin.


“Yeah. Off the beat a month or so.”


“Good to meet you, Detective.” They shook hands. “I’m surprised they sent you down here, Cat.”


“You think it’s natural causes?”


“I don’t know. It’s a little weird.” He pulled the sheet off the man and squatted down in the sand. He held a pen in his hand, presumably so he could point with it if he needed to, but just spun it in his fingers casually while he talked. “I mean, the guy’s in incredible shape. I’m guessing around forty years of age. Probably ten percent body fat.” The doc put his pen in his shirt pocket and hiked up the dead man’s suit pants. “Look at the calves on this guy. He had to be a triathlete or something like it. People in this kind of physical shape rarely die without there being a pretty obvious cause.”


“What about hypertrophic cardiomyopathy?” Lamar asked. Detective Wheel looked at her partner and made a mental note: The kid is sharp.


“Possible. But death from that occurs almost exclusively during intense physical activity. He’s wearing a suit. Sand around the body wasn’t overly disturbed when we arrived. No sweat evident even if he had been working out in the middle of the night in a suit.”


“What are you thinking?” Catherine asked.


“I’m definitely gonna need a closer look. Can I have him when you’re finished?”


“Sure, shouldn’t be too long.”


Detectives Wheel and Adams took their places on either side of the body. They pulled on surgical gloves and began to examine the dead man, first looking at the outside of his clothes, then going into each pocket carefully and deliberately. A tech took Polaroid photographs as they went, documenting each item of evidence collected no matter how trivial it might appear.


Detective Wheel found a uniformed officer and said, “Give me a zone search from the beach one hundred yards beyond the parking area. Make it inclusive of the parking area itself, all structures within the park out to the street. Any vehicles other than ones owned by the City of Norfolk arrive or leave since the first officer was on scene?”


“No, ma’am,” the uniform replied.


“All right. Well, don’t miss anything. Anyone besides Mother Nature killed this guy, we’re gonna find out who.”


They pulled a matchbook from a DC cigar lounge out of his pants pocket. He wore a silver dive watch on his left wrist. Detective Adams looked at the face: Adina Oceaneer. He wasn’t familiar with the brand. It was well-made but not showy. He found a Greyhound bus ticket in his left inside jacket pocket. He looked it over front and back. “Detective Wheel.”


“No wallet. No ID. No money,” she said.


“Got a bus ticket. Round trip, DC to Norfolk and back, under the name Thomas Brown.”


“Thomas Brown? Can’t be more than, what, ten thousand Tom Browns walking around, can there? Please tell me something good, Detective Adams.”


“Return trip is tomorrow at seven forty-five in the a.m.”


“Shit. I was hoping to sleep in. When’d he get to Norfolk?”


“Don’t know. Doesn’t have the inbound arrival info. Just the originating city.”


Cat retrieved a key from the smaller pocket on the inside of his jacket. “What do you think this opens?”


“Too small for a house key. Locker, maybe?”


“Locker at a bus station, perhaps?” she said.


“Least we might find out who the guy is. Get his next of kin notified.”


“That’d be a positive outcome, Detective. Don’t let me forget to get a picture of the label on his suit.”


Lamar opened the body’s jacket again. He looked up at Detective Wheel and showed her. “No labels.”


Catherine opened the other side of the jacket. She leaned in close. There were holes in the silk lining where the labels had once been stitched in, but the tags had been carefully removed. “This ain’t junk, Lamar. We’ve got a real case now.”


They stood up and peeled off their gloves and ducked under the tape. They walked back to the parking lot, found a bench, and sat down. “Run it back to me,” Cat said. She pulled a pack of Marlboro Reds out of her jacket pocket, lit one, took a drag, then let the ash grow long while Lamar talked.


“Deceased is an unidentified male approximately forty years of age, excellent physical condition other than being dead. No obvious injuries or signs of trauma. Items in possession of the deceased are one matchbook, one round-trip bus ticket, return ticket unused, and one small key. Clothing of the deceased has had all labels and other identifying characteristics removed. That cover it?”


“John Doe,” Catherine began, “dies of unknown causes under suspicious circumstances on Ocean View Beach sometime between midnight and . . . what’d the wit say?”


“Haven’t talked to the wit or first on scene.”


“Okay, so sometime between midnight and six a.m., our guy dies on the beach, all alone, wearing a gray suit without labels, a white dress shirt without labels.”


“Detective Wheel,” Lamar said, “could’ve just been another overdose. No shortage of those these days.”


A jet from Naval Station Norfolk flew by. Lamar’s eyes shot skyward. Cat took note of that too.


Arman watched the pair of plainclothes officers approach from the beach. He had a read on the younger man right away, recognizing a certain self-consciousness of posture meant to communicate the opposite. The shoulders thrust back, chest out, spine straight as a flagpole. The Oakleys would have been a dead giveaway besides, but it was clear to Arman that the man walking toward him had been in the military. He had been around enough of them back in Mosul to spot them the way countrymen recognize each other when traveling abroad.


The woman was older, maybe forty-five. She didn’t wear makeup, and her hair was a wave of curls, red going gray. He watched her take the short walk to the parking lot from the beach. Saw that her eyes swept the terrain before her with the patient arc of a lighthouse beacon. In her left hand, a cigarette burned, and she absentmindedly flicked its ashes without taking a drag off it. They paused about ten meters from the car where he sat and spoke to the officer who’d arrived after Arman made the 911 call. He caught only snatches of the conversation due to the whipping gusts; he heard “A little nervous” and “You like him,” but the rest blew out to sea with the wind.


The officers introduced themselves as they approached. “Are you comfortable, Mr. Bajalan?” Detective Wheel asked.


“I’m okay. Can I call my boss? I’m late for work. I don’t want him to worry.”


“We’ll get them notified, let them know you’re helping us out,” Detective Adams said.


“We just want you to tell us what you told Officer Johnson over there,” Detective Wheel said, pointing to the first officer on scene.


“Didn’t he tell you what I said?”


“He did, but it’s best if we get it from you too. Don’t want to play telephone with something serious like this, do we?” said Detective Adams.


“No. I guess not.”


“Are you nervous, Mr. Bajalan?” asked Detective Wheel.


“I’m not used to finding dead bodies.”


Arman noticed Detective Adams had moved to the back of the police car, where he leaned against the rear quarter panel. Detective Wheel put one arm on the vehicle’s roof and the other on the top of the open door, blocking him in the car.


“You’re out here every morning?” she asked.


“Yes.”


“You ever see this guy before?”


“No.”


“Did anyone else see him?”


“I don’t know. A few people went by. Dog walkers. Runners.”


“No one thought anything of it?”


“I don’t know what they thought.”


“What did you think?”


“When?”


“When you saw him.”


“I thought it was strange that a man was lying on the beach in a suit.”


“You went swimming before you called it in.”


“I hadn’t seen him. It was just getting light when I got here. He was behind me. I saw him when I came out of the water.”


“And you tried to help him?”


“I called the police.”


“Did you try to help him? Did you touch him? Perform CPR?”


“No.”


“Why not?”


“He was dead.”


“How did you know he was dead?”


“How did I know? It was obvious.”


“You said you weren’t used to finding dead bodies, but you knew this man was dead and didn’t need your help?”


“I’m not used to finding dead bodies. But I’ve seen enough of them to know.”


Detective Wheel looked up at her partner, resting her chin on her arm and raising her eyebrows as if to say, Anything to add? She leaned back, stood up, and shifted so that Arman sat unimpeded. Detective Adams took up the questioning. “So you’re out here every morning, Mr. Bajalan.”


“Yes, almost always.”


“Same time?”


“Except today. Number three bus was late.”


“What time did you get here?”


“Quarter to six.”


“And you’re normally here at what time?”


“Five fifteen.”


“You didn’t see anybody else except for runners and dog walkers?”


“Two men passed me near the bathroom. I was going in to change, and they were leaving the beach.”


“These two guys, they part of the regular crowd? Runners, dog walkers, and you?”


“No.”


“Because you know the regular crowd.”


“I know some faces. To say hello.”


“Do they know you?”


“To say hello, maybe.”


“But not more.”


“Do people know each other like that?”


“Like what?”


“More.”


Detective Adams paused. The answer was not one that he’d expected. “So these guys see you? Did you see what they were up to?”


“No.”


“They say anything?”


“Yes.”


“What did they say?”


“I’m not sure.”


“But you think you know.”


“Yes.”


“What do you think they said?”


“It was only one of them.”


“What do you think he said?”


Arman was unsure how to respond. After all, certain suspicions were nearly impossible to shake. These were police. And for the first twenty-five years of his life, Arman would have told the police anything to get away from them. Any lie, any elaboration, was justified if it meant avoiding the Mukhabarat. But the Americans were supposed to be different. When he was a boy, he remembered his father saying the Americans would save them from Chemical Ali. But they didn’t come until Arman’s father had been dead more than two years. And what did they do when they finally came? They left Saddam in power. The Baathists were not punished. The Americans always came too late or left too soon. Too late for Halabja. Too late for so many others.


As a grown man, he’d spent almost two years working with the Americans in Mosul, once again choosing to believe in them. And some were worth believing in. Although they were ignorant of his people, Arman forgave them for it. Their enthusiasm to help often left little room for curiosity or introspection. But they were not all that way. And he had sometimes wondered: What if even the good ones were only responding to circumstances? What if, when it mattered, they abandoned principles as quickly as everyone else? He took a deep breath now, choosing to believe that the truth was worth his trust, whatever this particular man before him might think or do.


“ ‘Fucking hajji,’ ” Arman said.


“What?” asked Detective Wheel.


Detective Adams held up his hand discreetly so his partner would let him follow that thread. “Mr. Bajalan, are you sure that’s what they said?” he asked.


“No. I’m not sure. But I think that’s what one of them said. They weren’t very close.”


“But you’ve been called that before.”


“Yes.”


“By men like that?”


“Yes. And men like you, Detective Adams.”


“You mean soldiers.”


“Who else knows what that means over here?”


Detective Wheel saw her partner cross his arms over his chest and hang his head. “What is it, Lamar?” she asked. “What the hell are y’all talking about?”


“I’ll tell you later.” To Arman, he said, “Mr. Bajalan, we’re gonna need you to stay in the area. We’ll likely have more questions for you.”


“Detective,” Arman said, “where would I go?”










THREE


Sally Ewell had faith. And with the state her life was in, she needed it. She had faith that her ten-year-old Geo Metro would start. Sally had bought it with four years’ worth of 10 percent tips on twenty-dollar tabs while waiting tables in college. And because it had the manufacturing quality of a Little Tikes car with a cheap two-stroke engine stuffed in it, Sally sometimes suspected that faith was as necessary to its continued operation as gas and regular oil changes.


She had faith that if she chewed a half a tin of Altoids on her way to work, they would mask the fact that she could hardly remember the difference between hungover and still drunk and that her breath itself might still be somewhere north of forty proof by the time she got to her desk. Sally had faith that there were still a couple cans of Milwaukee’s Best under the passenger seat. Because if she didn’t drink at least two in the parking lot before she walked into the building, her hands would start shaking before she could scrounge two more on her lunch break to get her through the afternoon. And she had faith that no one in her life, not her parents, coworkers, or on‑and-off boyfriends, knew that things had gotten that bad. But they had gotten that bad, and Sally guessed they did know, and faith is a handy thing to have when you need to believe in something that probably isn’t true.


So, while Sally had a certain kind of faith in abundance, she had very little faith in her fellow man, despite Sally’s parents teaching her as a child that that was the best place to have it. She didn’t believe that anymore because her fellow man had killed her brother in a desert six thousand miles away. Today would have been his birthday, and Sally didn’t think faith belonged anywhere near the fact that her little brother would never have another birthday again.


She stopped the Geo at a red light and looked down the block at the building that housed the Virginian-Pilot, where she’d been a junior reporter, primarily working the metro desk, since graduating from UVA a few years ago. She flipped the lever of the Geo’s AC to max and turned the knob on the fan to match it, but it only blew the hot air harder. She adjusted her bra’s underwire to keep the sweat at bay, but even at eight in the morning, the July sun on the pavement of a downtown Norfolk, Virginia, street meant she didn’t stand a chance. She popped another Altoid from the tin, reached under the passenger seat, and felt around until she found a can; she pulled it from the depths and cracked it open as the light turned green. There was a time when a hot beer at eight a.m. would have repulsed her, but that time was long past. In fact, as the beer sizzled down her throat in desperate gulps, Sally was sure her faith had been rewarded.


She was drenched in sweat when she entered the building, and the AC only seemed to make it worse. Sally had already acquired the alcoholic’s studious avoidance of mirrors, but she caught her reflection in the elevator doors while waiting to take one to her floor. She followed the strands of long brown hair plastered across her forehead and temples. Sally looked into her own eyes but then turned away from them, reminded again of the difference between the woman she was and the woman she had intended to be. She shivered as the bell dinged and the doors slid open, whether at the chill or her reflection, she could not have said. It was an involuntary tremor, as if her body meant to shake off her crawling skin the way one might shake the folds and wrinkles from the sheets of a messy bed.


When she opened the door to the open-plan office, she kept her eyes locked on the institutional carpet to avoid looking in her editor’s direction. She made her way through the maze of cubicles and heard him call her name.


“Sally,” he said. She caught a glimpse of him reflected in a pane of glass, leaning in the open doorway of his office with his arms folded across his chest. She pretended not to hear him. She dropped her bag at her desk and turned around, still not risking a direct look in his direction. “Sally,” he said again.


“Oh. Hey, Matt. I didn’t hear you,” she answered.


He waved her toward him, turned around, and sat at his desk.


“Fuck,” she muttered to herself. She looked over at a colleague a few desks away from hers. He held out a stick of gum. “That bad, huh?” she said. He shrugged and tossed it her way. She took the gum and shoved it in her mouth. Okay, she thought as she began to walk to her boss’s office. Story. Get your story together.


In the ten paces it took her to cover the ground between her desk and the office door, Sally concocted an elaborate story that neatly explained the circumstances of her early drinking and her late arrival and proved she was blameless for both. When she crossed the threshold into his office and opened her mouth to begin, Matt Jacobson, her editor, held his hand up to stop her. “Sit down,” he said.


Sally grabbed the chair, sat down in it, and again began an explanation. “Seriously, Matt. I know I fucked up, but—” She looked down and watched as Matt slid a manila envelope across the surface of his desk toward her. “What is it?” she asked.


“I don’t know,” he said. “It’s addressed to you.”


“I’m not fired?”


“What? No. I just wanted to give you this. Mail-room guy brought it here by mistake.”


“I just thought . . .” She trailed off. She turned the envelope over in her hands. Her name and the newspaper’s name had been written in block letters with a black marker. She glanced up at Matt.


“You don’t have to open it here,” he said. “If it’s personal or whatever.”


“No. Right,” Sally said. She looked at him as if she’d forgotten why they were there, then slid her finger underneath the flap of the envelope and opened it. She reached inside and took out a small zip-lock bag. The bag held a single thumb drive and a white sheet of expensive stationery. In the same marker used on the outside of the envelope, someone had written Re: Lacedaemon. Air gap only. Do not connect to a networked computer. Union Station, Saturday, July 12, 1315. Under Themis.


She slid the paper across Matt’s desk and absentmindedly turned the thumb drive over between her fingers. “Any ideas?” she asked.


He looked up at her, and his glasses slid down the bridge of his nose. “Lacedaemon is Sparta, I think. Themis is something Greek too.”


“Yeah, I know. But I don’t think I’m being invited to a classics convention at the train station. You want to try it?”


“Try what?” he asked.


“The thumb drive.”


He scoffed. “Sally, I’m not frying my computer. And I’m damn sure not frying the paper’s network.”


Sally stared at the institutional weave of the carpet in Matt’s office, twirling the thumb drive in her fingers like a gambler rolling a coin across her knuckles.


“Sally,” he said.


His voice brought her out of her thoughts. “Yeah.”


“You’re not going to fry the network either, right?”


She feigned offense. “How could you ask me that? I’ll take it to the nerds and let them do it.”


“I don’t think they like to be called nerds, Sal.”


“Are you gonna let me go to the hearing now?”


“The Decision Tree thing?”


“Yeah.”


Matt Jacobson drummed his fingers on his desk while making up his mind. He felt sorry for his young reporter. She was smart. But she didn’t know she couldn’t hide the pain she was in. That was the problem with intelligent people, he thought. They were never smart enough to know when they needed help.


Sally had enough documents going back and forth between Decision Tree International and the various local governments of the Tidewater region to know that something interesting was happening. There were variance applications. Highest-and-best-use appeals. Requests for exemptions from Wildlife Resources and EPA regulations. Sales of large tracts of land surrounding Decision Tree’s current facilities. They were expanding. Business was good. And she didn’t think there was anything good about that. Convincing Matt that her efforts were worth the trouble was another story.


As far as he was concerned, what she thought of the war and any particular private military contractor’s growing influence on it didn’t matter a damn bit. She couldn’t prove they were doing anything wrong. She couldn’t even give him a plausible theory that didn’t depend entirely on her having a feeling they were doing something wrong. But he had to admit she’d worked hard. She probably knew as much about the current operations of Decision Tree as most of the company’s employees. She definitely knew a hell of a lot more than the idiots in Congress investigating the role of PMCs in Iraq and Afghanistan. In Matt’s opinion, National Geographic was the publication best suited to cover Congress, as it had the most experience watching peacocks with their feathers out. He wasn’t going to say that to her, though. He didn’t put much stock in opinions, even his own, but the manila envelope with the cryptic invitation for a meet intrigued him, so he said, “Go there. See what happens. But this paper doesn’t print feelings. We don’t print hunches, okay?”


Sally couldn’t hide her smile. It happened so rarely now that it surprised her when it came. “You’re the best, boss,” she said. She took the thumb drive and started to head to the IT department.


Before she’d made it out of the room, Matt picked up the envelope and held it out to her. “I’m glad your secret admirer wants to meet at the train station tomorrow, Sal.”


She grabbed the envelope from him and tucked it under her arm. “Why’s that?” she asked.


He turned to his computer and went back to whatever he’d been working on before he called her in. “I’m hoping it will inspire you to start taking public transportation. Because there’s no fucking way you should be behind the wheel of a car anytime soon. Now get your shit together and get to work.”


A few hours later, appropriately chastened by both her editor and her hangover, Sally Ewell watched the elected officials and witnesses settle into their appointed places in a hearing room of the Rayburn House Office Building. A few other journalists around her seemed to be there only because the spectacle was cheaper than a movie. She wondered how many believed that the government had any actual function beyond entertainment anymore.


The man next to her leaned over and whispered, “New?”


Sally nodded without otherwise acknowledging him, hoping he was a good enough reporter to pick up on her colossal lack of interest in talking to him.


He wasn’t. He handed Sally a card and said, “Call me if you need someone to show you around town.” His name was printed above the name of a well-known political blog. Gossip. Hot lists. Who’s up and who’s down.


“Thanks,” she said, tucking the card into the depths of her open notebook and returning her attention to the dais.


The man slid closer to Sally. She instinctively turned away from him ever so slightly.


“So, who are you with?” he asked.


“Virginian-Pilot.”


The scoff that followed was a reflex, the physical manifestation of the kind of dismissive attitude that thinks arrogance is itself sufficient grounds for superiority. Sally knew the type. How could she not? Men or women, Black or white. People who came from money always judged those who didn’t. They couldn’t help themselves. They took credit and placed blame. They pitied and shamed and wore out their arms patting themselves on the back for both.


It had been true for her father, who’d spent the better part of his life on a dead rise rocking in the wake of rich folks’ yachts. When the yacht owners built their stilted houses on the banks of the Rappahannock, they’d hang five-thousand-dollar oil paintings of oystermen in skipjacks above their hearths. Then they’d raise holy hell when they saw a real waterman working tongs outside their windows. Ruins the view. Negative impact on property values. The usual estimation of what work is by the kind of people who’d never done it.


It was true when she went to UVA on a track scholarship. They’d wondered what she was doing there, this skinny girl from Gwynn’s Island who said y’all without irony and didn’t know which fork to use. After a while, Sally developed a kind of pity for them. She was faster than them and stronger. There were days on her father’s boat so cold and wet that Sally couldn’t feel her hands as they pulled eight hundred pounds of oysters from the bay’s brown brack. What of the world could they refuse to give her that she could not arrive at under her own power? What could they possibly have that she might want?


“Oh,” he said. “Is that like a small-town paper or . . .”


Sally ignored him. “I think they’re about to start,” she said.


“What’d they send you up here for?”


Sally nodded toward the man sitting alone at the witness table. “Decision Tree is part of my beat. I’m doing my job. I’m reporting.” It was true enough. She reached instinctively into her bag for the thumb drive that had mysteriously arrived for her at the paper’s office. The short note that accompanied it. Re: Lacedaemon. Air gap only. Do not connect to a networked computer. Union Station, Saturday, July 12, 1315. Under Themis.


The likelihood that it was bullshit was exceedingly high. But when she’d asked the paper’s IT department what an air gap was before leaving the office, their response piqued her interest. “An air gap?” one guy said. “What, are you worried about the NSA or something?” She’d been tempted, but Matt was right. Rather than risk infecting the Pilot’s computer system with the thumb drive, she figured she ought to go in person to Union Station and see if anyone showed. The hearing was an important enough story to cover anyway, better than most of her assignments since she’d been hired. July 12. Tomorrow afternoon.


But now, she watched as Trevor Graves, the founder and chief executive officer of Decision Tree International, sat at one of a long line of tables arranged before the gathered committee members. He was calm, but a slight expression of contempt was visible on his face, a face that could otherwise be mistaken for that of a youth pastor. He was clean-cut, closely shaven, and modestly but impeccably dressed in a Brooks Brothers suit. The assembled members of Congress sat across the well from him at their raised positions, a hum of activity in stark contrast to Graves’s motionless patience. Bottles of water were opened. Aides leaned in and whispered to their representatives. Papers shuffled and changed hands. The chairman’s gavel banged the desk.


The chair of the House Oversight Committee began his opening statement. “Throughout the entirety of my career as a member of Congress, special interests have been trying to convince this body that the tasks and duties once ably performed by members of the armed services would be more efficiently performed by the employees of private companies. Their unshakable philosophy is that corporations can and do perform those tasks at a lower cost to taxpayers than our government is able to. Personally, I remain unconvinced that prioritizing cost above all else is a wise position to take when our young men and women are on the battlefield. Nevertheless, one of the many consequences of our military involvement in Iraq and Afghanistan is that we now have data with which we can evaluate this philosophy as implemented downrange. Mr. Graves, no company exemplifies this philosophy more than yours, and given your prior service in our nation’s armed forces, you seem to be uniquely qualified to address this committee’s concerns. I’d like to start by asking you the total value of Decision Tree International’s government contracts.”


Sally tried to get it all in her notebook in shorthand but she had a small recording device tucked underneath it just in case. She glanced over and saw the guy next to her working one of those new iPhones, both thumbs hammering away at whatever the screen held.


“We have a contract currently under review for approval, so I wouldn’t be able to give you an exact figure,” Graves answered.


“Is it more or less than a billion dollars?” the chairman asked.


“Prior to pending approval?”


“Yes.”


“More.”


“And what was the total value of your contracts before our country’s military presence in Iraq?”


“The figure was much smaller,” said Graves.


“Does two hundred and sixty-four thousand dollars sound accurate to you?”


Graves paused and covered the mic. He leaned back so a man in the first row of the audience could whisper something in his ear. He sat back upright and took his hand from the mic. “It does.”


“And should the currently pending contract be approved, what will be the total value of Decision Tree International’s government contracts?”


Graves leaned back again slowly and deliberately. Sally noted the delaying tactic. “The pending contract is under continuing negotiations.”


“Would it be accurate to state that the pending contract with the Departments of Defense and State has a value greater than two billion dollars?”


“As I said, sir, negotiations are ongoing.”


The chairman made a gesture of his own, folding his arms and looking away from the witness. He wanted the cameras in the well to capture his indignation from his good side. Sally thought the exchange was about as worthy of her suspension of disbelief as a children’s puppet show. They knew what characters they were playing and played them well enough. Their whole lives had been spent practicing for the roles. But she found it hard to believe it was anything more than that anymore. “Let’s move on to the services we are paying you to perform. Is Decision Tree International authorized to engage in offensive operations?” the chairman asked finally.


“No, sir, offensive operations are outside the scope of our contracts.”


“Has Decision Tree or its employees engaged in offensive operations?”


“No.”


The chairman looked up from his prewritten questions with curiosity. An aide handed him several papers stapled together and turned to a specific page. The chairman adjusted his reading glasses, read the short passage, then handed the papers back to his aide. He removed his glasses and rubbed at the bridge of his nose. “No?” he asked.


Graves calmly reached for a glass of water and took a sip. He didn’t respond.


“But your employees have been involved in numerous engagements?”


“The situation is fluid, and we are authorized to defend ourselves,” Graves said.


“Do your employees find themselves in engagements more or less frequently than the average soldier on the line?”


“There is no line.”


Sally switched from shorthand and wrote the phrase out in her notebook. There is no line. She underlined it three times.


“But you understand the question?” the chairman asked.


Graves leaned back and listened to the man behind him again, then said, “Our duties are often more conspicuous than those of our military counterparts. We are responsible for the protection of high-value and high-visibility individuals within the Coalition reconstruction effort.”


“Have any Decision Tree employees shot and killed innocent civilians?” the chairman asked.


“No,” Graves answered.


“Have any Decision Tree employees been accused of shooting and killing innocent civilians?”


“It’s easy to accuse.”


“Nevertheless, Mr. Graves, if you’d answer the question.”


Graves began speaking through gritted teeth, but by the third or fourth word of his answer, he’d gotten himself under control again. Sally wasn’t sure anyone else noticed, but she had. “Our guys are stuck on defense in a war zone, Congressman,” he said. “They act like any other soldiers would.”


The chairman smiled condescendingly. “You were formerly a member of the armed forces, Mr. Graves, weren’t you?”


“I was.”


“As was I.”


“I know. I saw one of your campaign ads during the primary. You made it hard to miss.”


The chairman took a moment to stare at the witness. He didn’t think Trevor Graves would be intimidated by the look, but it was necessary for his performance. “Can you tell me what happens to a soldier accused of shooting and killing an innocent civilian?” he asked.


“They’d be subject to prosecution under the Uniform Code of Military Justice.”


“And they have been.”


Again, Graves did not respond.


“Are employees of Decision Tree International subject to prosecution under the Uniform Code of Military Justice?”


The man in the first row leaned toward Graves, who leaned back to meet him. A moment later, Graves sat upright and answered, “No.”


“No. No, they are not,” said the chairman. “Because your employees are not held to the same standards as are members of the armed forces, isn’t that true?”


“They are private citizens.”


“Has Decision Tree International or its employees been sued in any U.S. court by the relatives of Iraqi civilians killed as a result of their conduct?”


“Those cases have been dismissed.”


“On what grounds?” asked the chairman.


“I’m not a lawyer, Congressman.”


“Were those cases dismissed because Decision Tree is included under the Department of Defense’s Total Force? And the courts found that you, your company, and your employees are therefore not subject to personal or corporate liability?”


“Again, Congressman, I’m not a lawyer. I can only tell you that those cases have been dismissed.”


“That’s a miraculously well-threaded needle, wouldn’t you say, Mr. Graves?”


Silence.


“Just a couple more questions, Mr. Graves, as I can see the ranking member pointing to his watch.”


Scattered nervous laughter worked through the committee members and into the audience. The show’s almost over, Sally thought.


“Mr. Graves, earlier in your testimony, you mentioned that your employees act like any other soldiers.”


“I did, and they do.”


“What are the terms of their employment?”


“Excuse me, Mr. Chairman,” said Graves. “I’m afraid I don’t understand the question.”


The chairman leaned back in his leather chair. “What I’d like to know, Mr. Graves, is whether or not employees of Decision Tree International swear an oath to the Constitution of the United States, as you and I both did when we were inducted into the armed forces.”


Graves was visibly annoyed by the question. Sally wasn’t the only one to notice this time. He smirked and checked the clock on the wall above the members of the committee sitting across from him.


The ranking member spoke up from his seat next to the chairman. “The gentleman’s time is expiring.”


“I’ll take that as a no,” the chairman said. “I just have one more very brief line of questioning, Mr. Graves. Was Decision Tree International incorporated in the United States of America, and does your company pay U.S. taxes?”


Graves and the chairman stared each other down for a few moments. The dismissive smirk on Graves’s face was bolder now.


“I’m sorry, Mr. Chairman, your time has expired,” said the ranking member. “Mr. Graves, we thank you for your testimony today. You are free to go.”


Graves stood up without saying anything. His demeanor had already shifted into naked contempt. He glared at the committee members. He appeared to be about to speak, but then he visibly collected himself and calmly turned and headed up the aisle to the exit. Sally waited for him to pass her row as he left the committee room and followed him out.










FOUR


Arman looked over his shoulder before he ducked under the police tape and began the short walk down Ocean View to the Sea Breeze Motel. The sunlight slanted over the beach, washed unbroken over the silent police lights, and fell hot on the concrete street and sidewalk. A breeze off the dark gray water gave a little relief, but Arman’s collar was ringed in sweat when he crossed the wide beachfront road to the motel grounds.


Arman swung open the glass door, and a bell dinged, and Mr. Peters looked up from his seat behind the check‑in desk. He put down the Western he’d been reading, raised his hands, shrugged in frustration, and said, “Arman,” as if his name might hold both a question and an answer.
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