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Let me share with you a vision of the future which offers hope.


—Ronald Reagan


Never tell anyone your true feelings. Let them believe an illusion.


—Aldrich Ames, CIA officer and KGB spy
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VITALY


He’d only been in Rome for a week when he walked into the Hotel Ambasciatore, found a bank of pay phones across the broad lobby, and dialed a number he’d memorized for the American embassy. It was early fall but still quite hot for a Russian, and Vitaly Yurchenko had already sweated through his white dress shirt and navy jacket as he’d strolled back and forth in the Borghese Gardens and up and down the Via Veneto trying to work up the courage to betray the Motherland.


“Yes,” Vitaly said, cradling the phone close to his ear and scanning the lobby adorned in marble and gold. “Hello? I am Russian and wish to defect.”


“Can you speak up?” a man said. “We have a bad connection.”


“Do not be a stupid person,” he said. “I am Russian here now. In Rome. And I wish to defect.”


“Call back in ten minutes.”


“Ten minutes?” Vitaly crashed the phone back onto the cradle. “Fuck your mother.”


These foreign American agents didn’t know ass from hole in ground. Their incompetence would get him killed as he tried to orchestrate a very professional and quiet defection. Hello. Yes. I am Russian. Can I walk across the street and defect? So very simple. Can you call back, the man had said. Vitaly wasn’t surprised by incompetence everywhere. Should this not be like McDonald’s, where you talk in speaker and order the Big Mac and a piping-hot apple pie? Leave with a smile for such good service like the happy purple monster and his milkshake.


Vitaly moved on to the hotel bar and ordered a double vodka. He’d already had a bit of Chianti that afternoon, becoming very fond of a little café in a narrow alley near the Trevi Fountain. He’d had thoughts of returning one day with his love, Zoya, when it was safe. He patted a handkerchief to his brow. Lovely, lovely Zoya, with her cunning mind and reflexes of the mongoose. Soon they would be reunited as the rest of the world went up in flames.


The bartender set down his drink. Vitaly raised the glass to Zoya but winced after taking only one sip.


The vodka was American, horrid Smirnoff, and smelled of embalming fluid. Good vodka and real caviar would be what he’d miss most. Certainly not his overbearing wife, Jeannette, with her love of sable coats, diamond necklaces, and Doktorskaya sausages. They’d met while he’d been stationed at Sevastopol submarine base, before the shy and petite young woman had grown so large and opinionated. It was not enough that he’d finally escaped the Third Directorate into the First; she must know why was he still number two man and not number one. Why was their summer dacha so very small and bare? Why was their daughter not in the best schools, already being eyed for top positions in Moscow? And their car. Don’t get her started on the car. That stupid black Lada with the angry gear shifter. This car. It sounds like a wounded cat.


Vitaly smoothed down his brushy walrus mustache with his thumb and index finger. It will not be so long. Zoya, my love. I will free you from such a boring life in America. So very strong, like that wild woman Sheena from the comic books. We will live in New York City or perhaps San Francisco. We will walk arm in arm and look at all the latest fashions in the store windows. We will visit museums and drink good wine from California. We will make much love.


The bartender asked if he would like another vodka and Vitaly shook his head. He must be clearheaded walking into the nest of the eagle. The CIA might become his new master, but that didn’t mean he would trust them any more than he trusted the KGB. Since arriving in Rome, he’d wandered the ancient streets past buildings thousands of years old. Statues memorializing men long dead. Marcus Aurelius staring down with such judgment from atop the Capitoline Hill. Memento mori, as if just written for a middle-aged Russian spy.


Vitaly checked his old Majak watch (so Russian. Rarely keeping the proper time), paid the tab, and returned to the bank of pay phones. He inserted more lira and heard the buzz, buzz, buzz on the line until the same man answered. Again, Vitaly identified himself as a Russian defector.


This time, the man said hold on. He patched him through to another agent.


“Good evening, sir,” this man said. “Have you been followed?”


“Earlier, yes,” he said. “Two men. KGB. But now. No.”


“Are you sure?”


“I am professional,” Vitaly said. “Confident of my abilities.”


“Ten minutes,” the man said. “Walk around the palazzo and use the servants’ entrance. You do know how to find us?”


“Do I sound like idiot?”


Vitaly hung up—fuck your mother—and walked back through the Ambasciatore lobby, where a little man in a tuxedo hunched over the grand piano, singing a sad song in English about a total eclipse of the heart. Women in colorful silk dresses with voluminous hair studied him as he passed, taking inventory of his worn blazer, wrinkled gray pants, and sad government shoes. He pushed through the hotel doors and out into the humid Roman night.


The American embassy sat behind a tall iron gate in the old Margherita Palazzo, three stories of stucco and red tile among tall, stately palms. An obvious spoil of the big war. A Black man in a US Marine uniform stood at attention as Vitaly walked straight through the open gates toward what looked like a servants’ entrance. Vitaly wiped the back of his neck with his handkerchief as the Marine followed. All this walking. All this heat.


A rear metal door buzzed and another Marine held it open. The man waved a metal detecting wand over Vitaly’s body. Vitaly waited a beat, took a long breath, and stepped across the threshold. Somehow this reminded him of his childhood in Leningrad and his grandmother’s talk of inviting in bad spirits. Is that what he’d become, a bad spirit roaming the earth looking for refuge? Oh, dorogoy. A fierce pinch of the cheek and a smile on a face shrunken as an old apple.


Vitaly followed the efficient Marine into a sprawling entryway filled with marble statues of gods and conquerors. A life-size nude Venus greeted him with a foot placed high on a pedestal, one hand modestly covering a perfect breast, a robe dropped low around her wide hips.


“Giambalogna carved that,” said a young white American. He was dressed in a khaki suit and wore big, round tortoiseshell glasses. His hair longish around the ears, uncombed and free. “He was a Frenchman who changed his name. The Medicis thought he was the cat’s ass.”


“You are CIA?” Vitaly said.


“Just a friend.”


“Ha,” Vitaly said. “That is bullshit. CIA has no friends. Talking to me of a cat’s ass. Where is head of station? I wish to speak to him now. It is urgent.”


“It may have to wait until morning.”


“Morning?” Vitaly said. “Fuck your mother. I see him now or I go.”


“Or we can see her now.” The man spoke into a radio he’d held carefully against his leg and led the way.


They climbed a dramatic marble staircase up to a massive ballroom, the floor reminding Vitaly of a sprawling chessboard of black and white. A stout woman with a helmet of red hair leaned against a long dining table. She wore a black silk dress and long diamond earrings that sparkled in their decadence. Just one earring would pay for all of his retirement.


“So many defectors this summer,” the woman said. She checked her watch and then took in a deep, dramatic breath. “So little time.”


“You are head of station?”


“Sorry to disappoint, comrade,” she said. “We were fresh out of peckers this year. My name is Gibson. Like the cocktail. What’s yours?”


“First I would like drink,” Vitaly said, taking a seat at the head of the table. “Do you have the Jack Daniel’s?”


“Do we have the Jack Daniel’s?” This woman Gibson looked to the CIA man and nodded her approval. The man disappeared across the chessboard, his government shoes—much nicer than his own, fashioned of rich brown leather—clacking against the marble floor. The room was cool as a crypt. Vitaly removed his worn navy blazer, folded it carefully, and set it across the back of a chair. His back wet with perspiration.


“I apologize.” Gibson sat down, opened a black leather folder, and clicked open a pen. “The prime minister is hosting Sophia Loren at the Moderno. He’ll be late. She’ll be late. The goddamn Italians just can’t help themselves. It’s in their blood. Okay. So, what is your name, comrade?”


“Vitaly Surgeyavich Yurchenko.”


She scribbled down some notes. His name apparently meant nothing to her.


“And what is your position with the Soviet government?”


Yurchenko sat up taller in the hard chair. He smoothed down his thick mustache. “I am deputy director of First Directorate of KGB.”


Agent Gibson stopped writing, her mouth as wide open as a cattle gate. She looked across the table at Yurchenko. He nodded. Yes, lady. It is true. She looked over his shoulder at the CIA man, bustling back into the room with a tall whiskey dripping onto the floor, and told him that she’d be late for the prime minister. And goddamn Sophia Loren.


“Hold on,” she said, holding up the flat of her hand. “First I have to ask if you’re aware of any imminent threat or attack upon the United States.”


 “Imminent?” Vitaly said, shrugging. “No.”


“Are you aware of any American officials currently spying for the Soviet Union?”


“Ha.” Vitaly smiled. “So many.”


“What is it that we can do for you?” she asked. “Mr. Yurchenko.”


“No leaks to press,” Vitaly said. “And I wish to be brought to America, to Washington, immediately by military jet.”


The CIA man set down his whiskey. He’d added ice. Vitaly didn’t care for ice—ice reminded him of Moscow winters and gray skies—but complaining now would be considered rude. He picked up the overfilled glass and toasted them both.


“That might take a few phone calls,” the woman said, smiling. She had the feet of the crow along her pale blue eyes.


“No,” Vitaly said. “For this you will bounce a code off your satellite to Langley. There your message may only be read by six of your top people. I was once stationed in Washington. They have a large file on me and will confirm everything I have told you.”


Vitaly took a large sip of the American whiskey. So much more sweetness than the vodka. He drew in a deep breath and for the first time relaxed his shoulders. He’d made it inside the gates of the embassy. He was safe now and could breathe much easier, but still somehow felt as if a target had been painted on his back. The KGB had thousands of spies in America. Most likely, one would find him someday and place a bullet in his head.


“Why did you come here now?” this woman Gibson said. “Tonight?”


Vitaly shrugged. He looked up at the ornate glass ceiling and pointed his fingers at the heavens. “World annihilation is such a tedious business. Don’t you think?”


“That’s it?” The head of station folded her arms across her chest, smiling. “You have information that can save the world?”


“Has this not been the summer of spies?” Vitaly asked, refusing to comment. “That’s what I have read in the American newspapers. And the Time and the Newsweek. So many of my comrades dead. Your intelligence service is nothing but a sieve.”


“Win some,” she said. “Lose some.”


“In nearly two months, Reagan and Gorbachev will meet in Geneva.”


“Pardon my French,” the woman said. “But no shit, comrade.”


“Reagan is cocky,” Vitaly replied. “The lone gunfighter come to town to find the order. But his gun is empty. There are not bullets in it.”


“Yeah?” she said. “I know for a damn fact the Gipper is packing more heat than Milton Berle at a burlesque show.”


“I have already said too much,” Vitaly said. “Does any of it matter anymore? Only possible peace and détente to last for the ages. Or we both blow ourselves out of existence and set the world on fire. It’s quite simple.”


“Okay,” Agent Gibson said. “Go on, comrade. Tell me everything you know.”


“Everything?” Vitaly asked, rattling the glass. “First, more whiskey. No ice. And then the jet. Whoosh. We must leave as soon as possible.”
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PETER


His room was a total mess, bedspread on the floor, no sheets on the mattress. The walls covered in concert and movie posters—Conan the Barbarian, The Last Starfighter, Prince in Purple Rain—along with cut-out pictures from BMX Plus and the Sports Illustrated Swimsuit issue. Carol Alt. Paulina Porizkova is in the pink in Aruba. A small wooden bookshelf held a couple of old Guinness Book of World Records, novels by Forsyth and Ludlum, and an incomplete set of ragged paperbacks by a guy named Dennis Hotchner. Peter hadn’t read one in months, ever since his shrink said they weren’t good for a boy his age. Too much sex and violence. “Total trash,” his mother said.


Peter lay in bed flipping through a year-old copy of Front Page Detective. Some perv in a checkered shirt tying up a woman in a bikini with rope. The woman looked freaked out but the man smirked with pleasure. CAROLE’S LUST KILLER USED A WEIRD WEAPON! Probers Search for the Hooker Smothered in Cat Food! And a headline in red above the magazine’s name: KGB SPIES LIVING NEXT DOOR!


His mom knocked on his door and Peter quickly slid off the bed and tucked the magazine between the mattress and box spring. “Coming.”


“Gary’s here,” she said. “He wants to say hello before we leave.”


“Cool,” Peter said. “Awesome. I’ll be right there.”


“Peter?” she asked from the other side of the door. “Where are you going tonight?”


“Scott’s,” he said. “We’re going to the dollar movie.”


“Does Mrs. Adams know?”


“Of course she knows,” he said. “Jesus.”


Peter had been asking a lot of questions lately about his mom’s new boyfriend, to the point of his mom sitting him down last weekend, after a rare service at the Methodist church, and telling him that no one could take the place of his father. “Gary just wants to be your buddy.” Terrific.


His name was Gary Powers. A real “stud muffin,” according to Connie Bennett—Peter winced every time she said it—that she’d met one night at a singles bar off Powers Ferry. The place where they’d filmed that movie Six Pack, right across the street from the Holiday Inn. He was in his mid-thirties, maybe early forties. A real all-American kind of guy with curly Matt Houston–style hair but without the mustache. He liked ragged blue jeans and V-neck sweaters without undershirts, chest hair and gold medallion spilling out. Gary wore pointy-toe cowboy boots and liked to talk about pro football, saying he’d been drafted by the Dolphins out of college. (Always vague about where he went to school.) He also had a weird European accent sometimes, especially, Peter noticed, after his second Scotch. When he asked his mother about it, she’d just give a dismissive wave and talk about Gary’s dear dead grandmother from Germany, who’d raised him. Don’t say anything, Pete. He’s really self-conscious about it. Why? Peter asked. Because the poor woman is dead! The war was hard on her! She had to eat a rat.


“Peter!”


“Coming!” he said. “Shit, Mom.”


The thing was, Peter really—no, seriously—wanted to like Gary and accept this new man in their crazy, nomadic life. They’d lived in multiple cities and he’d gone to a dozen different schools. Of course, there had been lots of other men since moving to Atlanta. The vice principal/football coach at Sprayberry High, the married guy who sold used Rolls-Royces in Buckhead, more than a few real estate agents, and an older guy who owned a chain of restaurants where you ordered burgers and shakes from private booths with telephones. Connie Bennett liked the company of men. And just because she had a teenage son (all this Peter had overheard on a phone call to one of her coworkers), she didn’t have to become a goddamn nun.


Gary was nice enough to Peter. But who was he? Really? He talked about dabbling in commercial real estate. And that previous investments afforded him a life of leisure. What the hell did that even mean? Peter couldn’t even find the right Gary Powers in the Greater Atlanta White Pages. One was a Pentecostal preacher and the other had died five years ago. And then there was that time in July—the first time Gary had stayed overnight—and Peter snuck out to snoop through his 911 convertible parked in their driveway. Inside the glove compartment, he found a loaded .38 Special and two unmarked Maxell cassettes. The first one he played sounded like computer gibberish from War Games, beeps and boops that helped computers speak to each other, and the other tape was filled with this crazy bombastic marching music. Sung in Russian! This according to Fat Sam, who worked the back room at Ole Sarge’s military surplus. “Where the hell did you get this?” Sam had asked. “Holy shit, kid. This is the goddamn ‘Invincible and Legendary.’ The theme song of the fucking Soviet Army.”


“Peter!”


“Coming, Mom.”


Peter pulled on an old green Adidas T-shirt and his worn-out Nikes, reached under the mattress, and stuffed the rolled-up Front Page Detective into his back pocket. He’d already torn out a page from the Yellow Pages last week, his first lead on where he might find Dennis Hotchner. Dennis X. Hotchner, a former muckraker, current raconteur, and internationally bestselling writer of men’s fiction, lives in Atlanta. A little more work at the public library found Peter an old profile in Atlanta magazine with Hotchner explaining that the publishing business was a crock of shit and Hotchner was forced to write freelance articles and work at a used bookstore. Dennis X. Hotchner shelving books! Hard for Pete to imagine.


But Peter had been worried about his mom since June. Now it was October, and his mom was already talking about going on a vacation with Gary somewhere out west. Oh, you know how much Gary likes cowboys. That was the other thing Hotchner had written about: Russians fucking loved Westerns! Especially some movie called Mackenna’s Gold. This guy had KGB written all over him, hiding in plain sight in the Atlanta suburbs.


Peter walked down the hall of their basic but failing ranch house in the sad Woodland Hills subdivision, with its fake wooden paneling and corroded brass light fixtures, and into the living room and kitchen. Gary was holding court at their glass-topped gold kitchenette. He leaned back in the chair, wearing an eye-blinding white V-neck, a glass of his mom’s cheap red wine in his left hand. “Peter, Peter,” he said. “Pumpkin eater.”


Peter had heard him say that about a million times. And now it was starting to sound less dirty and more condescending, as if Peter was still a kid. Peter was fourteen. He was a freshman in high school and soon he’d be driving Connie’s stupid worn-out Mazda RX-7. He’d been over nursery rhymes for a long time.


“Big movie night?” Gary asked. He was swirling the wine around the glass, like he was in some expensive restaurant.


Peter shrugged.


“What are you boys seeing?” his mom asked. “Tell Gary. He just loves movies.”


“Invasion U.S.A.,” Peter said. “I guess.”


“I saw the trailer,” Gary said. “Chuck Norris takes on hundreds of scumbag terrorists. I think he kills five hundred guys. Sounds really cool, Pete. Have fun.”


Peter could smell Gary’s aftershave from six feet away. Brut. He could also smell the Scotch (his personal gallon of J&B kept in the cabinet over the refrigerator). The man’s eyes were unsteady and bloodshot. They must’ve hit happy hour at the country-western place where they two-stepped and listened to fucking Kenny Rogers. How his mother loved Kenny Rogers. If he had to hear “Islands in the Stream” or “The Gambler” one more time, he thought he might puke. She once dated a real estate agent who wore this totally gross cowboy hat ringed in bird feathers with a real bird’s head in the center. Bubba from Sandy Springs.


Gary, still seated, stuck out his right hand. Peter dutifully stepped forward and shook it, feeling his knuckles cracking under Gary’s weighted stare. He knows. The fucking commie knows I’m onto him. Peter didn’t often say fucking, but Fat Sam’s words came to him.


“I have something for you,” Gary said, the accent showing. “And all your buddies.”


Gary stood up and reached into his ridiculously tight jeans. He opened his hand and pawned off a stack of business cards all stamped with a logo for some place called the Muscle Factory. The logo featured a disembodied red arm curling a dumbbell. Even the arm was red!


“Gary’s opening up next month,” Connie said, beaming. “Right across from the Chuck E. Cheese.”


“Yeah,” Peter said. “Cool.”


“You and your friends stop by sometime after schools,” Gary said. “I can help you boys really bulk up.”


“Wow,” Peter said, noting school with an s. “Gee, thanks, Gary.”


“Be safe,” his mom said. “Love you.”


Peter nodded and headed to the back kitchen door and the carport where he kept the white PK Ripper he’d built from parts mail-ordered from California. It had taken him two years to cobble together an exact replica of his favorite freestyler’s bike.


“Call if you need us,” his mom said.


But Peter knew that was all just another polite lie. Gary and his mother would be gone until the early hours or maybe she wouldn’t come home at all. If she did, she’d complain of a splitting headache she’d gotten from a busy week at the office. She’d still reek of booze and Gary’s cheap cologne, and then there were the bruises on her neck.


Peter really hated seeing the bruises. One way or another, Gary had to go.


• • •


Peter was on his bike, riding through Woodland Hills, zipping down past the subdivision’s nearly identical squat ranch houses, the same shingle roofs, fake window shutters, and black iron lampposts just now flickering to life. Tall transformers towered behind the homes like enormous Erector sets. Woodland Hills was one of the older neighborhoods in East Cobb County, with so many houses needing paint or new roofs, the asphalt broken and cracked. Peter swept a wide left into Twin Lakes, where Scott Adams lived. The broken concrete became smooth asphalt as he pedaled uphill past two, three, four houses and then up onto the dead grass and behind Scott’s house, jumping off his bike and carefully laying it down in the yard.


He ran up under the back patio and knocked on the basement window, where he spotted Scott’s neighbor Brenda Yee watching television. Brenda was his age but looked older, at least a foot taller and twenty pounds heavier than Peter. Her parents owned the Chinese restaurant—China Palace—in the strip mall near National Video, and Brenda usually hung out at the Adamses’ house until her mother picked her up to run the register.


The worn-out old basement door was unlocked, the brass knob loose and busted, as he walked inside and said hello to Brenda, Martha Quinn on MTV in some kind of crazy big-shouldered jacket introducing the weekend video countdown. Stay tuned for number one . . . You don’t want to miss it.


“What’s up, dipshit?” Brenda asked.


Peter didn’t answer. He wandered into the disheveled basement, which Scott’s parents had never entered as far as Peter knew. There were old Domino’s pizza boxes and half-empty plastic bottles of warm Pepsi. People magazines and board games that no one ever played. A cable box from Scientific Atlanta, the company where his mom worked, sat on top of the big, square TV.


“Scott’s in the bathroom,” she said, taking a drink from a can of Pepsi.


“Okay.”


“Probably whacking off.”


“Why do you have to be so gross, Brenda?”


“I’m gross?” she said. “Isn’t that all you boys do? Whack off?”


The sofa was a brownish-beige-ish mess, as rough as burlap, that somehow had withstood years of punishment. The horrors of Pepsi spills and cigarette burns (although no one admitted to smoking), pizza stains, and worst of all, being used as a trampoline launch pad. Not to mention the kinky shit that happened when Scott’s older sister, Liz, came down into the basement with her boyfriend to watch movies. Peter and Brenda spied on them once and witnessed what they believed was a hand job but later realized was just the stupid remote control up under a blanket. Liz changing channels during a network showing of Superman II. Kneel before Zod!


“Hey, Brenda,” Peter said. “Did you ever talk to Stacey?”


“Get over it, Pete,” she said. “She dumped your ass.”


“Because she believed a bunch of crap about me.”


“What?” she said. “Didn’t you make out with Laurie Saye? People saw you in the Monster Plantation at Six Flags giving her the tongue.”


“That’s bullshit,” he said. “That’s not what happened.”


“Maybe not,” Brenda said. “But Stacey’s telling everyone you’re a total pillow humper.”


Scott came bounding down the basement steps and jumped up and over the couch, landing right next to Brenda and knocking the Pepsi out of her hand. “What the hell, Scott?”


“Brenda said Stacey says I’m a pillow humper.”


“A total pillow humper,” Brenda said, standing up and wiping the Pepsi off her jeans. She had on a gray Mickey Mouse sweatshirt, now stained. “I saw her after school with Mitch Siegel. He was giving her a ride on that stupid moped.”


“No way,” Scott said. “Shit, man. I’m so sorry, Pete. A fucking moped. How embarrassing.”


Scott was still in his school clothes, a faded blue polo, jeans, and Docksiders. The shirt smeared with sauce from the crappy pizza they had for lunch. He was about the same height as Pete, only skinnier and with light brown, super-curly hair. They’d been friends since seventh grade and had gone on a lot of adventures together and rented thousands of movies. Scott and his mom had been working on a script they were going to send to Steven Spielberg someday. Indiana Jones meets E.T. Peter wasn’t sure if that meant Indiana Jones actually meets E.T. or if it was just a mash-up.


“Forget all that shit,” Peter said. “Who cares? Listen, man. I need a big favor. I need your sister to give me a ride somewhere.”


“She’s taking us to the movies,” Scott said. “On the way to wherever the hell she’s headed.”


“What about after the movies?”


“You can ask,” he said. “Where are we going?”


“Downtown.”


“Downtown?” Scott said. “Are you nuts? We can’t go downtown. We’ll get killed. Or worse.”


“The address is more midtown on Peachtree,” Peter said. “Listen, it’s not a big deal. It won’t take long and I promise to pay for her gas.”


“My mom would totally shit if we went downtown,” Scott said. “If we don’t die, she’d murder me. Remember when we went out to Cumberland Mall to get you those nunchucks? I couldn’t leave the house for two weeks. My mom made me read these stupid self-improvement books. Guy’s name was Zig Ziglar. It’s not how high you fall but how far you bounce.”


“You don’t have to come,” Peter said. “I just need to find someone and then I’ll come right back here. No one will even know I’m gone. My mom is out somewhere disco dancing with Gary. She doesn’t give a shit what I do.”


“Why don’t you ask Brenda?” Scott said. “She’s the one who sends out deliveries. Maybe one of her cousins can drop you off?”


“Downtown?” Brenda said, both boys surprised she’d even been listening. She’d acted like she’d been engrossed in a commercial for Lee Press On Nails. A fancy woman with big hair about to shit a brick because she broke a nail before an important dinner with her husband. “We don’t deliver to downtown. My dad’s the one who sends out the orders. Not me. And you know my dad.”


Brenda’s father was a hot-tempered man allegedly from Hong Kong who could swear in seven different languages (at least according to Brenda). Last spring, after Brenda got into a fight with Tommy Hicks on the school bus, Mr. Yee hopped on board with Brenda one morning and tried to interrogate Tommy and some of the other kids on the way to school. He was dressed in a serious dark suit and tie with a tan raincoat. He looked like a cop and spoke in broken English, wanting to know who’d messed with his darling Brenda. The true story was Brenda could’ve beaten Tommy’s ass any day of the week. It had taken three kids to hold her back.


“What’s the movie tonight?” Brenda asked.


“Invasion U.S.A.,” Peter said.


“That looks like something you dorks would watch,” she said. “One man taking on an army in a stupid shopping mall. I remember when you two idiots cried at the end of Red Dawn.”


“That’s complete bullshit, Brenda,” Scott said. “And you know it.”


“Oh, is it?” Brenda said, reaching for the remote and turning down MTV. “Wolverines! Wolverines! You stupid pillow humpers.”


• • •


Scott’s sister, Liz, dropped them at the Parkaire Mall—refusing to speak to them during the five-minute ride—for the dollar movie. For ninety restless minutes, they watched Chuck Norris kick people in the crotch and shoot down bad guys with an Uzi. During the movie, Peter couldn’t stop thinking about Gary and how Gary knew so much about Invasion U.S.A. It must’ve seemed like a training film to him, how to take over America in five easy steps... “Niko was easy,” Peter said, quoting Chuck Norris as the credits rolled. “Now it’s your turn. One night you’re going to close your eyes, and when they open, I’ll be there. It will be time to die.”


“Now we can destroy the Americans and crush their struggling nation,” Scott said in an equally terrible Russian accent.


They walked out of the run-down theater and into the chilly night, turning up the hill to the bright blinking sign of Sparkles roller-skating rink. It was pretty much understood that after the movie you’d meet up at Sparkles, play some video games, and talk to girls. Peter hadn’t rented a pair of skates in two years.


“So that was it?” Peter said. “Chuck Norris just shoots the Russian with that big rocket launcher and everything is over? Freeze frame and fuck it. Credits!”


“He killed pretty much everyone else,” Scott said. “He shot like twelve guys in the shopping mall.”


“I still don’t get it,” Peter said. “A bunch of terrorists jump off a boat in Miami and think they can take over the United States? What a bunch of crap. It doesn’t work that way. When the Russians come for us, we won’t even know it. They’re already living all around us.”


“You’re nuts.”


“Am I?”


“What’s going on, man?”


“Nothing.”


“Is this about your mom’s stupid boyfriend again?” Scott said. “You seriously think he’s KGB?”


Peter didn’t answer as they walked into the skating rink, “Kids in America” blaring from the speakers. The lights pulsing and flashing across the floor with the smell of weed floating out of the bathrooms. The DJ changed up the songs, announcing a couples’ skate to “Heaven,” and for a moment, Peter caught a glimpse of his ex, Stacey, holding hands with Mitch Siegel. The thought of her riding on the back of the moped, hands lashed around Mitch’s waist, made his face flush.


“Forget her,” Scott said. “You can’t compete with the moped, man. Mitch’s parents let him ride it everywhere. He got it for his bar mitzvah.”


Peter turned to see a couple of seniors he knew in the farthest booth by the snack bar. A boy in a leather jacket with spiky black hair and eye makeup had his arm around a girl with wild blond hair and dangly earrings. You could see her black bra under her fishnet top, dozens of jelly bracelets down her left arm. Chad Summers and his girlfriend, Tracy. Chad was a complete asshole but Tracy was cool. A good friend of Scott’s sister, Liz.


“Wait a second.”


“Don’t even think about it,” Scott said. “They’re a bunch of freaks.”


Freaks were okay by Peter, they just smoked a lot and did doobs in the high school bathroom. Most had tragic, fucked-up family lives. Lots of divorces and dead parents and maybe an arrest or two. Peter had heard Chad Summers had been arrested at Six Flags for getting into a fight at a Cheap Trick concert. He punched some guy who went to Wheeler right in the dick.


“How much money do you have left?”


“I don’t know,” Scott said, reaching into his pockets. “Ten bucks.”


“Let me borrow it.”


“No way,” he said. “I’m still hungry.”


“Come on,” Peter said. “I promise to pay you back.”


“If you go downtown, you’re on your own.”


“I know. I know.”


Scott walked off as Peter took a deep breath and scooted into the booth across from Chad and Tracy. Tracy smiled at him while Chad just leveled his eyes at Peter. The couples’ skate ended and the DJ started to play “The Power of Love.” The red lights flashing, disco ball spinning as dozens of kids sped around in circles. The strobe effect passed over Chad and Tracy’s faces.


“Are you lost, kid?” Chad asked.


“I need a ride.”


“I wouldn’t give a ride to a maggot like you if I had a gun to my head.”


“Good,” Peter said. “Because I don’t own a gun.”


“Don’t be a dick, Chad,” Tracy said.


Somewhere he’d heard that when Chad was twelve he’d pitched in the Little League World Series and everyone at school believed he was going to be the next Phil Niekro. But then his dad took off, Chad pulled something in his throwing arm, and he traded out the baseball uniform for black jeans, T-shirts, and crazy-ass fuzzy boots that looked like they’d been made out of yeti fur.


“Just to midtown,” Peter said. “To a bookstore.”


“A bookstore?” Chad said. “What a dork.”


“Come on, Chad,” Tracy said.


“I’ll give you twenty bucks.”


Chad looked to Tracy and Tracy kind of shrugged. Chad sunk down into the booth as if he was weighing a transport job to Alderaan. He scratched at his cheek and tilted his head. “And what else?”


“What do you mean, what else?” Peter said, tossing some crumpled bills onto the table. “It’s all I got.”


“When someone says it’s all they got, they’re usually holding something back.”


Peter stood up and pulled his pockets inside out, the stack of gym passes Gary had forced upon him scattering onto the candy- and gum-stained carpet. He stooped down and started picking them up. Chad held open his palm. Peter handed a few over.


“The Muscle Factory?” Chad asked. “What the fuck is that?”


“Real cool club that’s opening by Chuck E. Cheese,” Peter said. “You wouldn’t be interested.”


“Sounds like a gym,” Tracy said.


“It’s not a gym,” Peter said. “More of a club. I know the owner. He’s from Europe or something. It’s going to be really cool. A place for real men and hot women in tights and stuff.”


Tracy stared at Chad’s face in the flashing strobes, kids on skates whizzing by and sometimes crashing into the wall. No one spoke for a while, Chad looking away until all of a sudden, he turned back and said, “What the hell is this about, Petey?”


Peter shrugged and took a long breath. “You ever know something so true and real and still no one believes you?”


Chad shuffled through the passes and glanced over at Tracy. He shrugged back. “All the fucking time,” he said. “This place sucks anyway. I hate roller-skating. I hate this music. If I hear goddamn Huey Lewis or Michael Jackson one more time, I’m going to shoot myself.”
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DAN


Armed with a dozen red roses in the passenger seat of his Chrysler LeBaron, Daniel J. Rafferty headed straight to M Street in Georgetown and Joanna’s 1819 Club. Miss Trinity Velvet was working a happy hour shift for a bunch of DC lobbyists, horny tourists, and government hacks, and he couldn’t dare be late. He’d been coming to the club since the night of a coworker’s bachelor party last year, where in the VIP room he’d been taken by Trinity’s immense knowledge of theology—her father had been a snake-handling Baptist minister who’d forced her to read the Bible front to back. Twice!—and understanding of geopolitical events.


Trinity, actually just plain old Wanda Tarpley of Wheeling, West Virginia, said she’d come to Washington with hopes of work in government service but ended up doing a phone sex job through her roommate. It had been the most tedious damn thing she’d ever done, having to describe complicated details of love acts for special clients. Whips, chains, even a donkey or two. But Dan saw so much promise in her and knew if he could expose her to a larger world, the finer things like smooth jazz and fondue, or maybe introduce her to the right people, she could really make something of herself. After all, there’d been a reason why God had sent him to Joanna’s 1819 Club and it sure as hell wasn’t about godless Bob Davis getting married for the third time.


Joanna’s was nearly hidden in a narrow three-story building sandwiched between two brownstone storefronts. You’d barely notice the place with the discreet brass signage outside, like Universal Exports fronting for MI6 in a Bond film. Dan found a spot by the main stage. A rainbow of neon ran along the far wall and up and around the stage, Trinity swinging up and around the brass pole to “All She Wants to Do Is Dance.” She really liked that song, explaining to Dan one night in his foggy-windowed car out on M Street that Don Henley was very political, motivated to write that song as an affront to the Reagan administration’s policies in Central America. Or maybe, Dan grumbled, he was just some long-haired hippie with an axe to grind.


Things went like that with her. She liked to kid him about being old. She thought his thick gold glasses, neatly trimmed mustache, and Members Only jacket were square. But he thought she was just terrific. Maybe the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen outside the pages of Penthouse or Playboy. Another Candy Loving if she got the breaks.


Dan’s glasses fogged up watching Trinity descend the gold pole in an expert twirl and he took them off to clean with a cocktail napkin. When he slid the glasses back on, Trinity was on all fours and staring right at him. “Well, hello there. Ain’t you a sight for sore eyes.”


Dan reached into his jacket pocket, extracted a twenty, and slid it across the stage. Several other young ladies in varying stages of undress danced under the neon glow and scattering light. In a large booth by the bar, two women in bikinis entertained a half dozen Japanese men, nodding along but not seeming to understand a word.


None could compare to his one and only Miss Trinity Velvet, with her short Lady Di hair and cute little pug nose.


She wore only pink bikini bottoms and the half-karat diamond studs he’d bought for her at the Pavilion. As Trinity bent down to pick up the twenty with her teeth, Dan whispered into her ear. “We’re on,” he said. “Meet me at the Roy Rogers at eight. And, oh, wear the black wig this time.”


• • •


Dan ate two Double R Bar Burgers with his Diet Coke before Wanda showed up. She had on a khaki trench coat, the long black wig, and enormous dark sunglasses. The sunglasses were a bit much, but he knew she was just getting into the spirit of the mission. Wanda never asked him a lot about these missions around DC, what they were for or why they were doing it. She was mainly happy with the money, always delivered in cash in a neat white envelope. The amount varied based on the length of the mission and the danger factor. There had been trips outside the Beltway, to New York and Chicago. Once he’d even arranged for Wanda to fly all the way to Vienna for a very special assignment. They’d strolled the Ringstrasse, learned how to waltz, and took on a dangerous operation at the Volksoper.


“Are you gonna eat all them fries?” she asked, taking a seat across from him.


“You must be hungry,” he said. “I’m so sorry. Let me get you something.”


“Naw,” she said. “My nerves are jumbled up plenty. I’d just throw it all up. What are we doing tonight, daddy?”


“Please don’t call me that.”


She reached under the table and placed a hand on his knee. “I’ll call you whatever you’d like.”


“Just my name will suffice.”


“Well, it’s no fun to say Winfield Legate,” she said. “Winfield. If that’s not the most stuck-up sort of name I ever heard in my life.”


To Wanda, Dan Rafferty had always been Winfield Legate, International Man of Mystery, with a specially made State Department ID to confirm her suspicions.


Wanda loved to tease him. She knew it absolutely tortured him. But Dan did his dead-level best to keep their interactions professional and chaste. They’d never consummated their relationship by any legal terms. He didn’t count the time in Chicago at the Drake Hotel when he’d allowed her to take him in her mouth. Dan hadn’t finished and told himself he hadn’t enjoyed it. Humming “The Battle Hymn of the Republic” while staring at the blinking red light atop the Sears Tower.


“You’ll have to drive your own car,” he said. “If you’re stopped or caught, you know I don’t exist.”


“Yes, sir.”


“I’ll be there watching,” he said. “It’s the same as before. The park in Fairfax County.”


“That little ole bridge?”


“Yes,” he said. “Look under that little ole bridge.”


“Ooh wee,” she said. “I get goose bumps just thinking about it. Winfield, you are so much dang fun.”


“Don’t take this lightly, my dear,” Dan said. “These so-called games are how you learn the art of tradecraft.”


“Will you carry a gun?”


“Of course.” Dan smiled, reached into his Members Only jacket, and slid across the envelope with cash. “You must believe and prepare for any situation. So when the time comes, you’ll be ready.”


• • •


Okay. So Dan was married. And he might have four children. Three boys and a girl. Ages six to sixteen. The middle boy—Blake—just going through confirmation class at St. Catherine’s. But did that make him a creep? Absolutely not. He felt working with women like Wanda was all part of God’s grand plan. The little acorn that he could plant, water, and watch grow into a giant oak. A wonderful little Pygmalion thing about the adventure. Even if he didn’t know a damn thing about George Bernard Shaw. He’d seen My Fair Lady in the original Broadway run after he and Delores had just gotten married. But thought the movie with Audrey Hepburn was a crock. She didn’t even do her own singing.


Maybe that’s what drew him to Wanda. She was completely authentic, holding the world in wide-eyed wonder like some kind of Elly May Clampett, and swearing like George S. Patton. All God’s creatures eat and fuck. Just what are you, Winfield?


Somedays he just wasn’t sure.


Father. Husband. Family man. Computer nerd. Villain. Hero. Wasn’t it all pretty much the same these days? The one word that he hated most of all was liar. Dan was many things, but he wasn’t a liar. He just chose to get at the truth from a unique perspective.


He drove past the White House, the Lincoln Memorial, over the Potomac.


In Arlington, Dan stopped off the interstate and changed cars at a Safeway parking lot. He opened the trunk of a Chevy Citation and donned an old army jacket and a Redskins Super Bowl cap. He was no longer Dan Rafferty. Or Winfield Legate. But plain ole Joe Pappas from Silver Springs. As he drove, it started to rain and he turned on the windshield wipers and radio.


“We Are the World” blasted from the tinny speakers. Jesus H. Christ.


That song continued to torture him. As if a bunch of morons from MTV could stop what was going on in Africa or the rest of the damn planet. Sometimes he wished he didn’t know so much about global politics and international relations. It was a lot of water to carry.


• • •


Dan parked where he always did, a little gravel lot across the street from the entrance to Foxstone Park. He killed the lights and waited, already getting that little adrenaline thrill after leaving the go signal (a diagonal line of medical tape) on a nearby stop sign, letting Wanda know they were on. Even more thrilling was knowing that Delores and his kids were less than a mile away, settled in for the night watching Dallas while he played spy games with Miss Velvet. Who the hell cared who J. R. Ewing was fucking over tonight?


Dan got out of the Citation, the asphalt slick with rain. He waited for a few cars to pass, headlights blinding him, before he jogged across the street and entered by the old wooden sign to the park. He and Delores used to take the kids there when they were younger. When he’d gotten on a jogging kick some years ago, two years after he gave up handball, he used to run the trails and imagine he was back in Vietnam and in the fighting shape of a much younger man. The first heart attack put a stop to all of that, along with the Scotch and the pack of Benson & Hedges a day, but he had slimmed down, losing the belly and a lot of the stress. All thanks to his little spitfire muse.


The rain and wind picked up a bit as he followed the asphalt trail marked with wooden pilings every five or so yards. The mission he’d given Wanda was to make it into the park without her or her car (a nifty red Mercedes coupe he’d bought her for Christmas) being seen and to make it to the drop site to retrieve the special package.


Dan had laid out the package two nights ago while walking Delores’s poodle, Miss Sadie, a stack of four Newsweek magazines and two TV Guides in a plain brown wrapper. But Wanda didn’t know if the package was real or imaginary, which all lent an edge of danger to their little training. He’d told her long ago that he worked for the US government but couldn’t share any details. Wanda thought he was CIA, because when he couldn’t shake free of his family responsibilities, he made up stories about being in London or Paris, Helsinki once or twice. That’s how he’d gotten the idea for the Big Op in Vienna. He’d had to go to Vienna anyway—that was a long and boring story about a computer conference—and so he’d bought her a round-trip ticket to Austria and a room at a hotel next to his.


It had been nothing but fun and games, cloak-and-dagger, for a blissful forty-eight hours.


Tonight, he had a mild sense of panic that somewhere there were other people in the park watching their maneuvers. No, he hadn’t heard or seen anything, just that sixth sense of something amiss, someone else wandering about in the dark and the rain and possibly watching him from the shadows. He’d had feelings like this, that tingle, ever since Vietnam. And besides once being shot through the left buttocks and receiving a Purple Heart, the instinct had served him well.


Dan unbuttoned the old army jacket and felt for the .357, snug in the holster. He stepped out of the intermittent lights spaced along the path. He listened for footsteps and voices but could only hear the patter of rain. The worst part was that fucking “We Are the World” anthem, which still rang in his ears. That nutso Cyndi Lauper, who influenced his daughter, Mary, to take his clippers and shave the right side of her head, warbling and wailing.


The footbridge over the Foxstone River wasn’t far and Dan kept walking, listening, and watching. He wanted to beat Wanda there, or where was the fun? Tonight, he planned to catch her removing the package, arrest her, and go straight to the Ramada Inn in Arlington for a heated interrogation. Why are you here? What were you doing? Do you work for an unfriendly foreign government? Who told you to pick up this package?


Winfield Legate! Winfield!


But she wouldn’t break. She’d hold fast. That woman was made out of tough West Virginia hardwood. Maybe she’d make it to government work after all, if she could do something about her education, arrest record, and the questionable moral and ethical choices she’d made for most of her adult life.


Soon he spotted not Trinity Velvet but virginal Wanda Tarpley emerging from the woods. A lovely vision of Little Red Riding Hood coming to mind, moving wobbly legged and ginger-footed out into the open in that black wig and trench coat. She glanced behind her and then stared in his direction, Dan in full shadow, silently admonishing her for being exposed and under a lamp. Did the tradecraft he taught mean nothing to her! The rain slanted sideways through the warm yellow light.


Wanda soon left the path and moved into the darkness, where she’d go down the slick hill and under the bridge, feeling up and around the rusted girders until she came across the special package. She’d do about anything to prove she was a woman worth more than just brass poles and satin G-strings.


It seemed she was down that hill an eternity, maybe five minutes, when she reappeared crawling up on all fours and holding the package in her teeth. Her teeth! What a woman. She got to her feet, adjusted her black wig, and placed the package under her arm, smartly walking in the opposite direction. If Dan hustled, he could get to her before she got to her Mercedes coupe and bluff his way through the next bit. He was a new man, a local policeman maybe, who’d take her by gunpoint, in her own vehicle, back to Arlington. After the interrogation and all the fun, she could drop him back at the park and he’d only be five minutes from Delores and the kids.


He’d be home in time for the nightly news, maybe Carson, and he could put his feet up and talk about the hell of the day he’d just had at the office.


Dan kept his head down, a jogger appearing out of nowhere and nearly giving him another heart attack, until the footpath branched off to the right and narrowed Wanda’s lead, Wanda not looking back once, following the trail in the dark and the rain until she was nearly gone. Just then, Dan saw a man emerge from the shadows and grab Wanda by the upper arms and start to shake her. The manila envelope tumbled to the asphalt as Dan’s walk became a jog—God, he was still winded. He got within maybe ten yards when he pulled the .357, aimed it at the man, and said, “Let her go, punk, or I’ll shoot your nuts off.”


The man did indeed look like a punk. In his mid-twenties, with shaggy hair, narrow eyes, and a pinched nose. When he turned, his denim jacket opened to show a bright red COKE IS IT! T-shirt. “This ain’t none of your business, old man.”


Old man? Dan didn’t answer the ridiculous insult. He leveled the gun and circled him and Wanda, waiting for the man to make a stupid move. Dan wouldn’t hesitate. Oh, what a mess this would be. How would he explain it all to dutiful Delores, his boss, and the kids? Daddy’s little stripper friend needed help, kids.


The man shoved Wanda onto the ground and ran fast down the trail into the darkness. Dan got onto his knees, the rain streaking down Wanda’s face and making a goddamn mess of her mascara. He picked up the package and lifted her to her feet, Wanda exposing a bare leg from the trench coat, her knee skinned and bleeding.


“Oh, shit, daddy,” she said. “I’m so sorry.”


Soon they were safe in her Mercedes, circling around the park back to where he’d left the Citation. He kept an emergency kit in the trunk and tended to her knee, Wanda crying and apologizing for making a complete mess of the mission. “I’m so damn sorry, Winfield,” she said. “Shit, shit, shit.”


“You got mugged,” he said. “People get mugged, for Christ’s sake.”


Dan reached for more gauze to wipe away the mess under her eyes and across her cheeks. Everything was going to be okay. The windshield wipers were slapping back and forth. He took a deep breath and told her maybe it was best they didn’t play these little games anymore.


“That man wasn’t just some mugger,” she said. “That’s Larry, my ex, and he told me the next time he saw me that he’d kill me.”


“Oh.”


“Can I ask you something?” she said.


Dan nodded. “Anything.”


“Just who on God’s green earth are you?” she said, leaning into him and laying her head on his shoulder. The rain tapped across the Citation’s windshield. “The truth this time. ’Cause if you really work for the government, you can help me. Right? Please tell me that you’re the real deal. I sure could use a true friend right now. I’m in one hell of a fucking pickle.”
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HOTCH


Dennis X. Hotchner had once been a famous writer. Maybe not internationally famous, as his press release read (although three of his books had been published in Japan and two in France), but at least regionally famous. (Two profiles in the Atlanta Journal-Constitution and one in Creative Loafing, the last in 1979 when Ben Jones was briefly attached to shoot an ABC Movie of the Week.) The movie would’ve been crap anyway, not befitting of an author who reinvigorated the American detective genre after it had been taken over by goofy conspiracy thrillers and stupid humorless spy novels. The Parallax View? What a crock of shit. He’d been the very first to bring together a white hero and a Black heavy (unlicensed PI Bud Everett and his head-busting partner, Brutus) two years before Robert B. Parker got all the credit.


Hotch sat at the long bar of George’s, near the corner of Virginia and Highland, where the owner, George Najour, set down another gin martini with three olives. George was a short, stocky Syrian guy who’d played and managed baseball in the minor leagues before getting shipped out to the Philippines during the war. He’d been running the bar for about twenty-five years and liked to tell jokes between orders. “You heard the one about the screwdriver who walked in the bar?”


“No,” Hotch said. “But I have the feeling I’m about to.”


“The bartender says, ‘Hey, we’ve got a drink named after you,’” George said, tossing the bar towel over his shoulder. “The screwdriver looks up and smiles. ‘You’ve got a drink called Phillip?’”


George laughed. Hotch went back to his martini.


He’d been drinking at George’s since the dawn of time; more so since Janet (wife number three) had left him last year. Lately, he’d been taking his yellow legal pads with him, finding some special magic in that back booth at George’s to write a new kind of adventure novel. He’d quit writing about Bud Everett six years ago when his contract with Popular Library ran out. The last phone call he’d had with his agent, Maury Brillstein—of Brillstein and Associates—was about tracking down royalties from Japan with Maury asking about the World War II novel he’d been writing for “five goddamn years.” You know what I could sell, Hotch? A contemporary spy caper. Something with sexy Russian broads, killer snipers, and amnesia. Fucking Bob Ludlum is killing it out there. Have you read the goddamn Matarese Circle yet? So exciting I nearly soiled myself. That old hard-boiled Mickey Spillane stuff is dead.


“How’s the book coming?” George asked, moving on from screwdrivers.


“Like my goddamn prostate,” he said. “Fits and starts. Something’s choking my creativity.”


“Maybe it’s all these new people,” George said. “The damn yuppies are trying to take over the neighborhood. They don’t wear socks with their loafers. Who the fuck does that?”


The bar was getting more crowded, mostly regulars. Postal workers, cops, local politicians, and a few working girls nursing strong cocktails before hitting Peachtree Plaza and the downtown Marriott. A couple young guys sauntered in wearing white linen suits with T-shirts and huarache sandals. Miami Vice shit. Hotch couldn’t pull off a white suit in a million years. He was short, fat, and balding, with a bad eye after nearly having it shot out at Yongdong. He wore an old black leather trench coat over a wide-lapeled black shirt, the right pocket weighted down with a pack of Pall Malls and a hefty silver Zippo.


With his good eye, Hotch glanced up at the television and watched a grown man in a black Trans Am talking to his fucking car. The sound was off but there was something going on with a homicidal trucker and a fancy-looking guy on a private jet. The guy in the car hit a big red button on his dash and the Trans Am flew over the 18-wheeler. Maybe Maury was right. The hard-boiled hero was dead. No untarnished man to walk down the mean streets.
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