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Guantanamo Glossary





	Biscuit
	Behavioral Science Consultation Team. Doctors who offered interrogators advice on the background and psychological makeup of detainees. 




	Camp Delta
	Main U.S. prison facility at Guantanamo Bay, with four separate camps. Camps 1–3 are maximum security, with Camp 3 being the most stringent. Camp 4, the newest wing, is medium security, offering greater privileges and barracks-style cellblocks, a status that has earned it the nickname ‘the Haj.’ 




	Camp Echo
	A small CIA-run prison that is part of the Camp Delta complex. 




	Camp Iguana
	A former officer’s cottage on a seaside bluff that houses three juvenile detainees, located about a mile from Camp Delta. 




	Camp X-Ray
	The abandoned cage-like facility that housed the first several hundred detainees, who arrived at Guantanamo before Camp Delta was constructed. 




	DI
	The Directorate of Intelligence, Cuba’s equivalent of the CIA. 




	DIA
	The U.S. Defense Intelligence Agency. 




	DOD
	The U.S. Department of Defense. 




	The Fenceline
	The seventeen-mile boundary of the U.S. Navy Base at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba. 




	Ghost
	A detainee, usually housed at Camp Echo, who has not been officially registered and whose identity is presumably unknown to the International Committee of the Red Cross. 




	Gitmo,
	Nicknames and the military 




	the Rock, 
	acronym for the U.S. Navy Base




	GTMO
	at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba. 




	GWOT
	The Pentagon’s acronym for the Global War on Terrorism. 




	JAX
	The U.S. Navy Base and Naval Air Station at Jacksonville, Florida. 




	J-DOG
	The Joint Detention Operations Group, which provides the management and military police who run Camp Delta. 




	JIG
	The Joint Intelligence Group, which coordinates interrogation operations at Camp Delta. 




	JTF-GTMO
	Joint Task Force Guantanamo, the command structure for Camp Delta and all its security and interrogation operations. 




	MP
	Military Police. 




	MREs
	Meals Ready to Eat, the standard military food ration. 




	NCOIC
	Noncommissioned Officer in Charge, usually used to describe an MP shift commander inside Camp Delta. 




	NEX
	Naval Exchange store, equivalent to an Army PX. 




	OGA
	Other Government Agency, Gitmo shorthand for the Central Intelligence Agency. 




	OPSEC
	perational Security. 




	OSD
	Office of the Secretary of Defense. 




	RPG
	Rocket-propelled grenade, a handheld anti-armor weapon. 




	SIB
	‘Manipulative self-injurious behavior,’ a military term for some suicide attempts by Camp Delta detainees. 




	The Wire
	Slang for the razor-wire enclosure of Camp Delta; also the name of JTF-GTMO’s weekly newspaper.








Prologue



The American in camouflage came ashore overnight, and for hours he lay on the darkened beach as still as a spy, an infiltrator behind enemy lines.


A three-foot iguana spotted him first, nosing into soggy pockets at the water’s edge just as the eastern horizon was turning pink. The soldier didn’t budge.


Sunlight found him next, and as the tide receded the sand grew warm. Still he held his ground, even as a Cuban soldado named Vargas approached along the hillside above the dunes, boots crunching on a coral path.


For Vargas, still groggy at this hour, the morning patrol had been as uneventful as always. Downhill and to his left lay the glittering turquoise of the Caribbean, close enough that he could hear waves hissing upon the sand, although his view was blocked by an underbrush of scrub oak and spidery cactus. Uphill and to the right was his daily objective: a wooden watchtower on stilts, perched in the dawn like a heron waiting to strike. It was what passed for his office. Years ago, two soldiers would have been watching his approach – the overnight shift, awaiting relief. Now, budgets being trimmer, there was no staffing after dark, and the tower was empty and silent. It meant that Vargas’s partner, Rodriguez, hadn’t yet arrived with either the radio or the coffee. The radio, a gift from an aunt in Hialeah, was a massive silver box forever blaring with congas and brass. Much too loud for the breakfast hour, but Vargas endured it as long as the supply of caffeine held steady. Rodriguez always brought a full thermos of a brew that was thick, black and sweet, served by the thimbleful in sips to last out the morning.


Just beyond the tower was the sight that made this place remarkable, and that kept Vargas and his comrades in the Brigada de la Frontera employed. It was an American naval base, its eastern boundary marked by a long line of chain-link fencing. In some sections the fence was insanely high – three times the height of a basketball goal – and crowned by coils of razor wire. Its seventeen-mile perimeter enclosed the lower bowl of Guantanamo Bay.


Vargas had grown up in Havana, a world removed from this rustic outpost, and when he first arrived on the job a year ago he had been affronted by the presence of the Americans, taking it personally. Every day he heaved stones across the fence in anger, albeit while maintaining a careful distance, lest he step on a mine. Whenever he spotted a foot patrol of U.S. Marines beetling through the brush on the other side he got even angrier and shouted slogans of the Revolution, thinking that might taunt them into trying something foolish.


Rodriguez, six years his senior, never joined in. He only laughed, or told stories of the old days, when the Cubans used to train a spotlight on the nearest Marine barracks, morning, noon, and night, to disrupt the enemy’s sleep.


But as months passed the routine grew boring, and Vargas’s zeal cooled. He came to regard the intruders as part of the scenery, and now watched their doings as a naturalist might observe the mating habits of an exotic but invasive species. With binoculars you could peer into their small bayside village, with its stores and schools, its ball fields and drive-in movie theater, its golf course and fast-food joints.


The newest attraction was a sprawling prison they’d built during the past year – fencelines within the fenceline, concentric circles of captivity. The inmates wore orange jumpsuits, and through the binoculars they stood out like radioactive particles moving across the slide of a microscope. Now it was the Americans who kept the lights on at all hours, and in the winter months when Vargas’s patrol began before sunrise the prison’s forest of tall vapor lamps smudged the sky like a false dawn.


In recent months there had been more construction, as they built barracks for the troops guarding the prisoners. If Vargas hadn’t known what they were up to, it might have made him nervous seeing so many new arrivals. They now outnumbered his own garrison in Boquerón – a town that had been renamed Mártires de la Frontera, even though everyone still used the old name – by more than two to one. In the old days, Rodriguez told him, it would have been a provocation.


When Vargas thought about it long enough, his earlier resentment rekindled. Sure, the Yankee base had been there for more than a hundred years. But it was sheer effrontery the way the Americans still wore out their welcome more than four decades after the Revolution. For the Cubans, it was sort of like divorcing a flamboyant wife only to have her stern and forbidding mother refuse to leave the house, immovable from her perch at the end of the couch. Doing as she pleased even though you never chatted, and never exchanged pleasantries, even if sometimes you couldn’t help but recall how much you had once loved her daughter, especially when the two of you had gambled and danced in Havana like there was no tomorrow.


But these little flare-ups of Vargas’s temper always faded quickly. In fact, there was only one aspect of Guantanamo that he had yet to grow accustomed to, and that was the alarming presence of the iguanas. Big, green, and deceptively fast, they gave him the creeps, especially the way they brazenly approached to practically beg for handouts. Rodriguez only made it worse by feeding them, stooping low to offer bites of bread or banana. They ran toward him like pets, tongues flicking and tails swishing in an awkward gait. Vargas had watched Americans feed them, too – candy bars, potato chips, and other prepackaged junk. The lizards got so accustomed to freeloading that he couldn’t hold out a hand without worrying that one of them would take a quick nip, mistaking his finger for something from a vending machine. Rodriguez always said not to worry, that they were herbivores. Vargas had his doubts.


The sun was creeping higher now, and Vargas was nearing the end of his patrol. Soon he would turn uphill, angling toward the fenceline that led to his tower. But first he had to make a brief reconnaissance of the shoreline, from the point where the trail skirted the back side of the dunes. When the weather was pleasant he sometimes detoured onto the beach. If it was hot enough he might even take off his boots to wade briefly in the shallows, watching for flashing schools of baitfish that rode in on the breakers. Today felt like just such a day, especially since no music was yet issuing from the tower.


His boots sank in the sand as he climbed the dune. Then the strand came into view, and Vargas froze. There was a man down there, a soldier in camouflage. Vargas knew right away from the uniform that it was an American, and he instinctively dropped into a crouch with his gun at the ready, fingering the trigger as tall grass brushed his cheek. He chambered a round of ammunition and was alarmed by the loud noise. His grogginess was gone. He was as alert as if he had gulped three cups of Rodriguez’s coffee, and his palms sweated onto the gun’s stock.


Was the enemy coming ashore? Was this only the first of many? Or had others already arrived and gone into hiding? He glanced behind him, heart beating rapidly. Perhaps someone was about to rise up and slit his throat. But all was quiet, and as he looked back toward the beach he realized that the soldier wasn’t moving a muscle. He saw as well that the man’s uniform was soaked, darkened by the sea from head to toe.


Vargas rose slowly to his feet. Then a sudden movement nearly made him cry out in astonishment. It was an iguana, a huge one, raising its head next to the soldier’s waist. It had been poking around down there, probing the man’s pockets, and its reptilian eyes swiveled like turrets toward Vargas. He wasn’t sure what was more disturbing, the body or the way that the lizard had laid claim to it, but he was now certain he was viewing either a corpse or a drunk. Nothing else could explain letting that beast put its snout down your pockets.


He stepped toward the beach, and for a moment the iguana lingered, staring back. A ridge of toothlike scales stiffened along its arching spine, and it slowly opened its mouth to unfurl a long tongue in a yawning pink tunnel that, for all Vargas knew, led all the way back to the Age of Reptiles. In this pose it was the very portrait of B-grade menace from some horror matinee, and Vargas fought down a shudder.


Deciding that enough was enough, he shouted – an animal cry of rage and disgust. Then he raced down the dunes, a soldier on the attack, gun outstretched as his boots tossed sand in his wake.


The iguana fled in an instant, covering twenty yards before pausing to check its flanks. By then Vargas had reached the soldier and was no longer in pursuit. Now it was his turn to poke around the body.


Things didn’t look promising. Seaweed was plastered darkly to the soldier’s pale, bristly cheek, and his skin looked waterlogged, puffy, like sodden bread. Worst of all, the man’s eye sockets were empty, hollowed out by creatures far hungrier than the iguana.


Vargas turned away, doubling over, then retching violently. His empty stomach creased, and he coughed up a glistening string of mucus. Wiping a sleeve across his mouth, he collected himself for another glance, then gazed uphill toward the tower. Somehow it seemed wrong to leave the soldier behind, untended. The scavenging iguana would doubtless return, and soon enough seagulls and turkey vultures would join in.


But for now his duty was to reach the tower and call in his discovery. Rodriguez would scarcely believe it, much less their officers in Boquerón. This was news, a real sensation. It would create a stir with repercussions all the way to Havana.


Dead or alive, the enemy had come ashore at Guantanamo, and that was cause for alarm.




1



On the first day of his transition from captor to captive, Revere Falk stood barefoot on a starlit lawn at 4 a.m., still naively confident of his place among those who asked the questions and hoarded the secrets.


Falk was an old hand at concealment, trained from birth. The skill came in handy when you were an FBI interrogator. Who better to pry loose the artifacts of other lives than someone who knew all the hiding places? Better still, he spoke Arabic.


Not that he was putting his talents to much use at Guantanamo. And at the moment he was furious, having just returned from a botched session that summed up everything he hated about this place: too few detainees of real value, too many agencies tussling over the scraps, and too much heat – in every sense of the word.


Even at this hour, beads of sweat crawled across his scalp. By the time the sun was up it would be another day for the black flag, which the Army hoisted whenever the temperature rose beyond reason. An apt symbol, Falk thought, like some rectangular hole in the sky that you might fall into, never to reappear. A national banner for Camp Delta’s Republic of Nobody, populated by 640 prisoners from forty countries, none of whom had the slightest idea how long they would be here. Then there were the 2,400 other new arrivals in the prison security force, mostly Reservists and Guardsmen who would rather be elsewhere. Throw in Falk’s little sub culture – 120 or so interrogators, translators, and analysts from the military and half the branches of the federal government – and you had the makings of a massive psychological experiment on performing under stress at close quarters.


Falk was from Maine, a lobsterman’s son, and what he craved most right now was dew and coolness, moss and fern, the balm of fogbound spruce. Failing that, he would have preferred to be nuzzled against the perfumed neck of Pam Cobb, an Army captain who was anything but stern once she agreed to terms of mutual surrender.


He sighed and gazed skyward, a mariner counting stars, then pressed a beer bottle to his forehead. Already warm, even though he had grabbed it from the fridge only moments earlier, as soon as he reached the house. The air conditioner was broken, so he had stripped off socks and shoes and sought refuge on the lawn. But when he wiggled his toes the grass felt toasted, crunchy. Like walking on burned coconut.


If he thought it would do any good, he would pray for rain. Almost every afternoon big thunderheads boiled up along the green line of Castro’s mountains to the west, only to melt into the sunset without a drop. From up on this scorched hillside you couldn’t even hear the soothing whisper of the Caribbean. Yet the sea was out there, he knew, just beyond the blackness of the southern horizon. Falk sensed it as a submerged phosphorescence pooling beneath coral bluffs, aglow like a candle in a locked closet. Or maybe his mind was playing tricks on him, a garden-variety case of Guantanamo loco.



It wasn’t his first outbreak. Twelve years ago he had been posted here as a Marine, serving a three-year hitch. But he had almost forgotten how the perimeter of the base could seem to shrink by the hour, its noose of fencelines and humidity tightening by degrees. A Pentagon fact sheet for newcomers said that Gitmo – the military’s favorite slang for this outpost – covered forty-five square miles. Like a lot of what the brass said, it was misleading. Much of the acreage was water or swamp. Habitable territory was mostly confined to a flinty wedge of six square miles. The plot marked out for Camp Delta and the barracks of the security forces was smaller still, pushed against the sea on fewer than a hundred acres.


Falk stood a few miles north of the camp. By daylight from his vantage point, with a good pair of binoculars, you could pick out Cuban watchtowers in almost every direction. They crouched along a no-man’s-land of fences, minefields, wet tangles of mangrove, and scrubby hills of gnarled cactus. The fauna was straight out of a Charles Addams cartoon – vultures, boas, banana rats, scorpions, and giant iguanas. Magazines and newspapers for sale at the Naval Exchange were weeks old. Your cell phone was no good here, every landline was suspect, and e-mail traffic was monitored. Anyone who stayed for long learned to operate under the assumption that whatever you did could be seen or heard by their side or yours. Even on the free soil of a civilian’s billet such as Falk’s you never knew who might be eavesdropping, especially now that OPSEC – Operational Security – had become the mantra for Camp Delta’s cult of secrecy. It was all enough to make Falk wish that Gitmo still went by its old Marine nickname – the Rock. Like Alcatraz.


He took another swallow of warm beer, still trying to calm down. Then the phone rang in the kitchen. He ran to answer in hopes of not waking his roomie, special agent Cal Whitaker, only to be greeted by the voice of Mitch Tyndall. Tyndall worked for the OGA, or Other Government Agency, which even the lowliest buck private could tell you was Gitmo-speak for the CIA.


‘Hope I didn’t wake you,’ Tyndall said.


‘No way I’d be sleeping after that.’


‘That’s what I figured. I was hoping to mend fences.’


‘The ones you just tore down?’ Falk’s anger returned in a hurry.


‘Guilty as charged.’


Tyndall sounded sheepish, new ground for him, although for the most part he wasn’t a bad guy. A tall Midwesterner with a long fuse, he generally aimed to please as long as no sharing was required. Falk tended to get more out of him than others if only because they were part of the same five-member ‘tiger team,’ the organizational equivalent of a platoon in Gitmo’s intelligence operation. There were some twenty-five tiger teams in all, little study groups of interrogators and analysts that divvied their turf by language and home country of the detainees. Falk’s team was one of several that specialized in Saudis and Yemenis.


‘Look, I spaced out,’ Tyndall continued. ‘Just blundered in there like a bull in a china shop. I wasn’t thinking.’


Occupational hazard with you Agency guys, Falk thought but didn’t say. Unthinking arrogance came naturally, he supposed, when you were at the top of the food chain, rarely answerable to anyone, the Pentagon included. Teammates or not, there were plenty of places Tyndall could go that Falk couldn’t. The CIA sometimes used a different set of interrogation rooms, and recently the Agency had even built its own jail, Camp Echo. It was Gitmo’s prison within a prison, and its handful of high-priority inmates were identified by number instead of by name.


‘Yeah, well, there seems to be a lot of mindlessness going around,’ Falk said.


‘Agreed. So consider this a peace offering. Or an apology, at any rate. We might as well kiss and make up, considering where things are headed.’


‘The rumors, you mean? Spies in our midst? Arab linguists on a secret jihad?’


‘It’s not just rumor, not by a long shot.’


Coming from Tyndall, that was significant, so Falk tried to goad him into saying more.


‘Oh, I wouldn’t believe everything you hear, Mitch.’


Tyndall seemed on the verge of rising to the bait, then checked himself with a sigh.


‘Whatever. In any case. No hard feelings?’


‘None you couldn’t fix with a favor or two. And maybe a few beers at the Tiki Bar. It’s Adnan’s feelings you should be worried about. I’ll be lucky to get two words out of him after that little explosion. It’s all about trust, Mitch. Trust is everything with these guys.’ He should have quit there, but his memory flashed on a slide they always showed at the FBI Academy in Quantico, a screen full of big letters saying, ‘Interrogation is overcoming resistance through compassion.’ So he pushed onward, a sentence too far: ‘Maybe if you guys would stop stripping ’em naked with the room at forty degrees you’d figure that out.’


‘I wouldn’t believe everything you hear,’ Tyndall snapped.


‘Whatever. Just stay away from Adnan. He’s damaged goods as it is.’


‘No argument there. Tomorrow, then.’


‘Bright and early. And remember, you owe me.’


Falk stared at the phone after hanging up, wondering if anyone bothered to tune in at this hour. Whitaker was no longer snoring down the hall.


‘Sorry,’ Falk offered, just in case. ‘It was Tyndall. From the goddamn Agency.’


No reply, which was just as well. The fewer people who knew about their little dustup, the better. People who ran afoul of Mitch Tyndall soon found themselves being shunned. It wasn’t the man’s winning personality that turned everyone against you, it was the perception that he was privy to the big picture, while all you had was a few fuzzy snapshots. So if you were on the outs with Tyndall, there must be an important reason, even if no one but him knew what it was. Falk had long ago concluded that Tyndall wasn’t fully aware of his mysterious powers, and it probably would be unwise to clue him in.


The subject of their dispute this evening was a nineteen-year-old Yemeni, Adnan al-Hamdi, a pet project of Falk’s if only because he would talk to no one else. Adnan had been captured in Afghanistan nearly two years earlier, during a skirmish just west of Jalalabad. He and sixty other misfit jihadists from Pakistan, Chechnya, and the Gulf States had been rounded up by Tadjik fighters of the Northern Alliance in the wake of the Taliban’s mad-dash retreat to the south. They wound up rotting in a provincial prison for six weeks until discovered by the Americans. Adnan attracted special interest mostly on the word of a fellow traveler, an excitable old Pakistani who swore that Adnan was a ringleader. Adnan, in his usual monosyllabic way, said little to confirm or deny it, so into the net he fell, joining one of Guantanamo’s earliest batches of imports. He arrived blindfolded and jumpsuited in the belly of a roaring cargo plane, back when the detention facility had been a rudimentary collection of monkey cages known as Camp X-Ray.


By the time Falk came aboard more than a year later, Adnan had been deemed a lost cause by Gitmo’s resident shrinks, the Behavioral Science Consultation Team, known as Biscuit. He was a mute head case who regularly threw his own shit at the MPs, sometimes after mixing it with toothpaste or mashed potatoes.


So he was unloaded on Falk, whose linguistic specialty was the dialect of Adnan’s hometown of Sana, only because Falk had visited the place during the Bureau’s investigation of the bombing of the USS Cole, back in 2000.


Falk set about taming the young man with gossip and lies, tales embellished by bits of color recalled from Sana’s dusty narrow streets. Before long Adnan at least was listening instead of shouting back or clamping hands over his ears. Occasionally he even spoke, if only to correct details that Falk got wrong. Progress was slow, but Falk knew from experience that hardness at such an early age didn’t mean there were no remaining soft spots. Unlike most detainees, Adnan couldn’t even grow a full beard, and to Falk the scruff on his chin was almost poignant, like an undernourished bloom in an abandoned garden.


Perhaps Falk also recognized a fellow loner. At age thirty-three he, too, was nominally alone in the world. He had no wife, no kids, no dog, and no fiancée waiting back in Washington. The Bureau’s personnel file listed him as an orphan, a conclusion left over from a lie Falk had told a Marine Corps recruiter fifteen years ago in Bangor, half out of spite and half out of a runaway’s yearning for a complete break. The recruiting sergeant could have easily flushed out the truth with a little more digging. But with a monthly enlistment quota to meet and a bonus of a week’s leave hanging in the balance, he hadn’t been inclined to question his good fortune once Falk walked through the door.


Besides, it had almost been true. Falk’s mother left when he was ten. Shortly afterward his father began a love affair with the bottle. By now, for all Falk knew, the man really was dead, drowned by either alcohol or seawater.


His earliest memories of home weren’t all that bad – a white clapboard farmhouse along a buckled road on Deer Isle, birch trees out back with leaves that flashed like silver dollars. There were five Falks in those days – an older brother, an older sister, his parents, and him. To stay warm in winter they slept head to toe in bedrolls around an ancient woodstove, arranged like dominoes on a creaking pine floor. At bath time they hauled in an aluminum washtub and poured hot water straight from the kettle, his mom scrubbing his skin pink while his sister laughed and covered her mouth.


When spring arrived his dad rode daily into Stonington, where the lobster boat was moored. He awakened at four, revving the Ford pickup until it rumbled like a B-17 on takeoff, its muffler shot from the salt air. After age twelve Falk accompanied him on summer mornings, although he remembered little of those harsh working days on the water apart from the chill of the wind in early June and the bitter cold of the sea, and the way his hands and feet never quite recovered until late September. Or maybe he didn’t want to remember more, because by that time his father was drinking and his mother was gone.


Within a year they lost the house and moved to the woods, onto a stony lot of goldenrod and thistle where home was a sagging green trailer, the walls lined with flattened cereal boxes for insulation. In storms it heaved and moaned like a ship at sea. There were no more community sleeps. Everyone scattered to separate corners, and his brother and sister escaped as soon as they were old enough.


Falk sought refuge where he could find it – in the woods, on a cove, or at libraries, the tiny clapboard ones you came across in every community on the island. He took a particular liking to the one in the island’s namesake town of Deer Isle, not only because it was closest but because it was the realm of steely-eyed Miss Clarkson. She demanded silence – exactly what Falk needed – and brooked neither nonsense nor intrusion, especially not from drunken males who came raging up the steps in search of wayward sons. In recalling her now, Falk realized she was the kind of woman he would always be attracted to – one who could glean the most from minimal conversation, as if she had an extra language skill. It was a little bit like being a good interrogator.


On his eighteenth birthday, a month after graduating from high school, he hitchhiked to Bangor, where he moved into a flophouse just long enough to get a new driver’s license with a local address to show to the local recruiter. After basic training he arrived at Gitmo with the requisite shaved head and sunburned face. He had never been back to Maine, nor sent word of his whereabouts.


Falk owed plenty to the Corps – his balance, his patience, enough money from the GI Bill to put him through college. He made friends with a few good men who even now he would trust with his life. But having endured his harshest trials well before basic, Falk was resistant to the Corps’ deeper strains of indoctrination. Not even three years of Semper Fi convinced him to wear a tattoo or post a bumper sticker. He still retreated when necessary.


It was that independent outlook, as well as his progress with Adnan, that soon earned Falk a reputation as having just the right touch for detainees adrift in Camp Delta’s lower-to-middle reaches. This meant he almost never got a look at the few dozen detainees considered to be Gitmo’s prized possessions, the ‘worst of the worst.’


Instead he often held court with lonely and grizzled old men, or disturbed fellows in their early twenties – bricklayers, cabdrivers, cobblers, and farmers who had enlisted as foot soldiers of the jihad – subjects of dubious intelligence value whom the skeptics sometimes referred to as ‘dirt farmers.’


In the course of these sessions he discovered the taming power of food – sweets in particular – and lately he had turned that weapon on Adnan. Just last week a dripping wedge of baklava had elicited a lengthy discussion of explosives techniques, plus a better-than-average description of Adnan’s weapons trainer, which ended up matching that of another detainee who actually remembered a name. Somewhere out there, presumably, others were now acting on this tip.


‘Meat to the lions’ was how one Army psychologist on the Biscuit team described the technique of swapping food for information. In Adnan’s case it was more like cookies and milk after a long day at school, a treat to soothe the soul and get him busy on his homework. Falk had once even fetched a Happy Meal from the base McDonald’s.


‘You deserve a break today,’ he said, handing over the bright red box. The Madison Avenue joke whizzed over Adnan’s head, but the young man wolfed down the tiny burger in gratitude, mustard smearing the corner of sun-chapped lips as he chewed. The only awkward moment came at the end, when Falk had to reclaim the plastic toy. It was a tiny Buzz Lightyear – even Happy Meals were out of date at Gitmo – and Adnan wouldn’t let go until an MP stepped forward with a truncheon.


There was a brief sulk, a few muttered imprecations.


‘Sorry, Adnan. It’s contraband,’ Falk crooned in good-cop Arabic.


The plastic Buzz Lightyear now stood on the sill above Falk’s kitchen sink, his resolute partner in the search for Truth.


Others were predictably skeptical of Falk’s progress with Adnan.


‘Why bother?’ Tyndall had said a few weeks ago at lunch, speaking through a mouthful of Army fries. ‘He’s out of his freakin’ mind. The one time I had him we had to sedate him. Then he was like some nut talking in his sleep. Probably chewed too many qaat leaves as a boy. Fought one too many battles.’


‘Hell, Mitch, he’s nineteen.’


‘Exactly. Too far gone, but not old enough to really know what he’s seen – who trained him, or who made a difference in his network. Not worth the effort.’


‘Then let him go. Send him home if he’s so goddamn worthless.’


‘Fine with me. Not my call, though. Draft a telegram to the SOD and I’ll sign it.’


That would be the secretary of defense, who had the final word on all such decisions.


Falk was foolish enough to take the idea to heart, but in the course of his inquiries on Adnan’s behalf the brass learned of their rapport, which only doomed Adnan to further detention.


‘Work with him,’ a visiting desk jockey from the Defense Intelligence Agency said. ‘Make him a personal project. Everybody else, hands off, and we’ll see how it goes.’


Translation: He’ll go home only when he tells us what he knows, and it’s up to you to deliver the goods. Leaving Falk, as it were, the master of the young man’s fate. So earlier that week Falk had decided on a new course of action. He would rouse Adnan from his sleep in the wee hours – a technique the Pentagon liked to call ‘sleep adjustment’ – in hopes of tapping into a different stream of consciousness from the one Adnan offered by day.


Falk had arrived at Camp Delta’s front gate at 2:20 a.m. A bored and surly MP checked his ID against a list of scheduled visitors, then unlocked the gate to the first sally port. These transactions never involved an exchange of names. The interrogators signed in with numbers. The MPs, for their part, covered their names with strips of duct tape across their uniforms, lest their identities be passed along to a shadowy network back in the Middle East that might someday hunt down their families in Ypsilanti, Toledo, or Skokie.


Before opening the next gate, the MP relocked the one behind him, then repeated the process through two more portals. All of this chain-link jangling made it sound as if Falk were entering a suburban backyard and gave the place the feel of a kennel. It smelled like one, too, stinking of shit, sweat, and disinfectant. With showers strictly rationed, and no air-conditioning to counteract the Cuban heat, every cellblock stank like a locker room in need of hosing down.


By day the place could be unruly. Detainees didn’t always take their punishment meekly, especially when you were moving them around. There were scuffles and staredowns, hunger strikes and shouting matches. When anyone got too unruly the MPs called in their version of an air strike – an IRF, or Initial Reaction Force. It was a sort of combat conga line of five guards decked out in helmets, thick pads, and black leather gloves, fronted by pepper spray and a riot shield. Whenever they trooped into action, rhythmically stamping their boots, the prisoners answered with the rallying cry of ‘Allahu Akbar!’ – ‘God is great!’


Although you heard a lot about Delta’s status as a sort of Babel Tower with its nineteen languages, the majority tongues by far were Arabic and Pashto, and it was the Arabs who ruled the roost, sneering down upon the gaunt Pashtun tribesmen from the hills of Afghanistan and Pakistan. It was a viewpoint strangely in tune with that of the interrogators and analysts, who regarded most of the Pashtuns as dirt farmers.


A few of the Arabs had become jailhouse evangelists, and they could silence entire cellblocks with their sermons, calling down the wrath of God with fiery Quranic verse. It drove the MPs nuts, although Falk found the exhibitions oddly entertaining, maybe because it reminded him of listening to Sunday morning radio broadcasts as a boy, dire warnings of doom and damnation beaming through the static and whine of the AM dial.


But in the wee hours Camp Delta was quieter, calmer. It even smelled different. Sometimes you picked up a briny whiff of the sea. Falk figured it must be tantalizing for the inmates to be reminded that waves were breaking a mere hundred yards beyond the fence. Because if Gitmo was claustrophobic, Camp Delta was downright airless, a bell jar. A few hours inside the wire and his head was ready to explode.


In his first weeks here he had often visited Camp Delta after dark, mostly to check on his charges as they slept. Familiarize yourself with their nocturnal rhythms, he told himself, and maybe you’ll discover a hidden point of entry to their memories. So he had strolled past their cells, glancing through the mesh and listening to their breathing, to their coughs and snores, vainly trying to crack their codes of silence in the dead hours before the dawn prayer.


In the higher-security blocks that he liked to patrol, each prisoner was curled on a narrow bunk, arm thrown across his face against the constant lighting. A few were always awake, an open eye watching from the pillow. Falk never acknowledged that he noticed, but as soon as he passed from sight he cleared his throat. It was partly to let them know they weren’t dreaming, partly to plant the thought that – just maybe – he was always out there, lurking beyond the door.


Now and then he had come upon one of them writhing in some private passion, either masturbating or dreaming of a lover. Falk wondered what it must be like to emerge from that, journeying so far afield from this rocky edge of Cuba only to wake up back where you started, groggy from the heat, while some nineteen-year-old Reservist from Ohio shouted in English that it was time to get up. First for prayer, then for breakfast, and then over to interrogation, which was where Falk reentered their lives, the cellblock stalker now showered and shaved in the full light of day.


After signing up to see Adnan, Falk glanced over his notes while waiting at the interrogation booth. His place of business wasn’t much to look at – twelve feet by twelve feet, with a white linoleum floor, pale gray paneling, and fluorescent lighting, just like the other seven booths in the trailer. No windows, just a two-way mirror along one wall for whoever was watching from the observation room, which was usually nobody. There were no adornments, and no knickknacks, although lately the Army had taped up posters depicting a grieving Arab mom with a caption saying how much she wanted her son to come home. Those were displayed on the wall facing the detainee, with the implicit message being, ‘If you talk, maybe Mom will get her wish.’ Falk had already earned a reprimand for taking one down before his last session with Adnan. He did the same thing now, rolling it into a tube and placing it by the door.


The subject always sat in a steel folding chair behind a folding table with a wood grain Formica top, just like the ones you saw at church suppers and youth soccer sign-ups. The interrogator got a cushy office chair that rolled and swiveled, making him the room’s CEO. If not for the eyebolt in the floor – for attaching the detainee’s leg irons – the room would have looked like a place where you filled out loan applications or insurance forms.


None of this blandness had stopped Falk from cooking up a more dashing vision of the place the first time he laid eyes on it. Like virtually every other interrogator who arrived at Gitmo, he had come ashore certain that he would make a difference. He vowed that this booth would become The Room Where Secrets Came To Die, with him, of course, as the model executioner, lopping the heads off troves of vital information while armed only with patience and guile, cunning and wit.


One of his FBI instructors had compared it to cutting gemstones. You didn’t set out to ‘break’ a subject; that was mere brutality, an act of force that rendered everything the subject said as unreliable. Instead it was all about preparation – studying the angles, then searching for the point of cleavage where a firm but precise tap would turn the rough stone into a thing of beauty, revealing its secrets. You established rapport, built trust, and sprinkled your questions like crumbs upon the path to revelation.


His confidence in these methods was based more on pragmatism than altruism. His techniques were not just cleaner, they were better. But by the time Falk had arrived, most of the prisoners had been there for months, many for more than a year. The most precious gems had been set aside for others, and the remaining few of value had been subjected to the same questions so many times, and via so many different approaches – including some that were downright bizarre – that they had turned silent, uncooperative or, worse, said virtually anything they thought you’d want to hear.


Adnan arrived sleepy, hair tousled, which only added to his aura of boyishness.


‘Want me in or out, sir?’ the MP asked, in a tone that said he couldn’t care less.


The MPs weren’t always surly, even this late in the day, but they reserved a special scorn for those who spoke Arabic, as if it was a mild form of betrayal. If you spoke the language of the terrorists, then maybe you’d imbibed in other ways from their cups of poison.


‘Out. And, soldier, unlock his handcuffs, please.’


‘Your funeral,’ he said, complying sullenly. Falk wondered if he talked like that to interrogators in uniform. Doubtful.


‘So why did you get me up so early?’ Adnan began, more annoyed than angry.


‘I thought it might do us both some good. We’ve been in sort of a rut lately, don’t you think?’


Adnan shrugged, then yawned. Falk almost wished that he had brought along some food. A glass of milk for bedtime. Maybe this was a stupid idea.


But he had already noticed at least one promising sign. In their many conversations Falk had noted that Adnan displayed some fairly simple tics and tendencies, habits that at times made him an open book.


Whenever the young man looked upward and to his right, he was almost always lying, as if that was where he looked for inspiration while searching his brain for a cover story. Glancing up and to the left meant he was stalling, waiting for the subject to change. When he stared down at the table he was usually lost in thought, having drifted to some other part of his life. At those moments you could rely on his every word. It was when Adnan was at his best. During those interludes Falk could almost pretend that neither of them heard the leg irons sliding on the floor when he moved in his chair. They were just shooting the breeze in a bar, perhaps, or at least that was the preferred location for Falk’s imagination. He wondered where Adnan would have placed them. Maybe in a market stall off the souk, sipping a cool yogurt on a warm day, with the mud-wall architecture of Sana all around, casting him in shadow. A strong Arab coffee at hand with its dark sludge and its bite of cardamom. They would be seated before a backgammon board, or a folded copy of the daily paper, while the lottery sellers and tea vendors shouted their prices as they passed.


Relaxed moments like those had led to the few times Adnan had offered genuine revelations. And as those moments progressed Adnan tended to gaze up from his reverie straight into Falk’s eyes.


Yet, for whatever reason, Adnan had clung to the one piece of information Falk wanted most: the name of his sponsor from Sana’s local al-Qaeda cell. Not the propagandist or imam who had sold him on the idea of jihad in Afghanistan, but his sugar daddy and bankroller. Because somewhere higher up in Falk’s chain of command, either in Langley or Foggy Bottom or at the Pentagon, the high priests had concluded that Adnan’s paymaster was someone important, a face card without a face in their well-thumbed deck. So they wanted the name, of course, and the sooner the better. Which meant that Adnan, despite the scoffing among Falk’s peers, was still a regular customer, even if lately all they seemed to discuss was home, or growing up, or the special way that his mother cooked lamb for the holidays.


This morning, Falk saw to his pleasure, Adnan was already adrift, looking neither right nor left, but totally relaxed. Now if Falk could just get the young man to take the next step and look him in the eye. For a while he tried small talk, gradually working his way around to the question that always stumped them. It was shortly before 3:10 a.m. when Falk made his play.


‘So who was your sponsor, Adnan?’ he asked coolly during a pause. ‘Who was Mister Moneybags with the air tickets and the big talk? The man with the plan?’


Adnan, caught off guard, briefly looked up from the table, eyes expressing mild betrayal. Then he shrugged, looking down again. At least it was better than his usual reaction, which was to look upward to his right and say, ‘I don’t remember.’


On previous occasions Falk had tried coaxing him further with treats, but treats had only made him babble more about home. Perhaps Falk had become a pushover. Even when dealing with a sensitive case like Adnan, putting a little steel in your voice never hurt from time to time.


‘Maybe we should ask your sisters, then. What do you think, Adnan? Shall we send someone to Sana to say hello? They’d probably know, wouldn’t they?’


Adnan looked up at Falk, glaring. It wasn’t as if Falk would actually go that route – security goons of the home government bashing down a door, grabbing the first young women they found. But Adnan didn’t know that, and now he was glancing at the two-way mirror as if someone else might be the source of this new approach.


‘No one back there tonight, Adnan. Just you and me and the bedbugs. But the time for snacks and laughs is over. You know me and I know you, and you know what I need to help get you safely out of here. So level with me. ’Cause you know what? I won’t be here forever, and the moment you get a new boss then they really will start thinking about asking your family a few questions. And you know as well as I do that the Yemeni Interior Ministry won’t be handing out any baklava. So what do you say, Adnan? Who’s the man?’


Adnan stared back angrily, yet he also seemed on the verge of some other emotion. It was an expression unlike any Falk had yet seen. Adnan looked down at the table for a few seconds, as if marshaling his thoughts, and when he looked up he was calmer.


‘All right, then. I will tell you.’ He paused, looking directly at Falk, who didn’t dare reach for pen or notebook. ‘It is Hussein. His name is Hussein.’


‘Hussein?’


‘Yes.’


‘And what else? Hussein what? His full name, Adnan.’


‘That is all you need.’


‘Which narrows it down to a few thousand Husseins.’


Christ, he’d been had.


‘Not Hus-sein. Hus-SAY.’


Hussay? Now what the hell kind of name was that? Some Yemeni variant? If so, it was none Falk had ever come across, although he had already learned repeatedly how little he really knew about the country’s various cultural tics. Perhaps the name was unusual enough that it would really help, so he’d better make sure he had it cold.


‘Hu-say? Is that it? Or Hu-sie? Say it again, slower.’


‘Hussay!’ Adnan shouted it, slapping a hand on the table. Then he scowled and shook his head, annoyed and upset. His leg irons clanked. ‘I have given you a great gift, and you are too stupid to see it,’ he said, his voice rising on every word. ‘A great gift! Because my secrets, they are just like yours!’


‘Like mine?’ It made no sense, yet it was oddly disconcerting.


‘Do you not see it? Are you so stupid?’


Falk had never seen the like of it. Adnan was fairly spluttering with rage, a liveliness he had always hoped for but never expected.


It was at this point that Mitch Tyndall had waltzed through the door, smelling of a shower, a shave, and the humidity of the night, brisk as a game show host as he smiled and pointed to his watch, tapping the face of an oversized Rolex.


‘Sorry to interrupt, buddy, but I left a notebook in here earlier. And I’ve got a big fish coming in from solitary in about five minutes. So if you don’t mind . . .’


Obviously he hadn’t been watching from next door, much less monitoring their conversation with an interpreter. He’d simply barged in, assuming as everyone always did that any conversation with Adnan was expendable.


Falk would have leaped to his feet cursing had he not been so desperate to salvage the moment. As it was, he clung tightly to his seat with both hands. But one glance at Adnan told him the cause was lost. The young man was staring at him, dumbfounded, with a crestfallen look of betrayal. Hadn’t Falk just told him that only the two of them were here? That no one else would know? So Adnan had presented his ‘great gift,’ no matter how cryptic, only to be greeted by this smiling lout in a suit.


Falk snapped.


‘Goddamn it, Mitch! Just five minutes, okay? Five fucking minutes and I’m out of your hair.’


Tyndall backpedaled, the smile fading but not gone. No one was ever supposed to lose face in front of the detainees. This type of dressing-down was strictly verboten.


‘Easy, fella.’ He glanced again at his watch. ‘It’s right there in the back. I’ll just pick it up and go. I’m outta here.’


Falk didn’t answer, didn’t even nod. And when the door shut he looked imploringly back at Adnan, trying to convey outrage and apology in a single expression.


‘I didn’t know,’ he said. ‘I really didn’t know. And I’m sure he didn’t hear a word, or he never would have interrupted. He’s an asshole in a hurry, that’s all. A walking joke.’


Adnan didn’t see the humor, of course. And some of Falk’s hasty vernacular probably hadn’t translated into Arabic as smoothly as he would have liked. What, indeed, would the concept of a ‘walking joke’ mean to a Yemeni?


Adnan wouldn’t say another word, and when the MP returned to escort him back he placed his arms around himself in an unwitting imitation of a straitjacket, refusing to meet Falk’s glance as he glared toward the open door.


Fabulous, Falk thought. Just great. Nothing like wasting weeks of work. He was sure that was what had just transpired. Adnan’s ‘great gift’ now lay in ruins upon the table, still a mystery beyond the single name of ‘Hussay.’


He left the booth before Tyndall returned, not wanting to risk a confrontation if he saw the man’s face again. His footsteps crunched angrily across the gravel, emotions sizzling as he waited for the MP to unlock each and every gate. And now, back at the house, having just hung up the phone on Tyndall’s ‘peace offering,’ he grabbed a second beer and strode back onto the lawn, still trying to cool the heat of his anger.


But what was this now, coming toward him in the dark? Headlights were approaching from the direction of the camp. It was a Humvee, judging from the wide spacing of the lights, rolling past the golf course, then pausing before turning up his street, Iguana Terrace. It moved slowly, deliberately. A business call for sure.


The beams crossed him in a blinding flash as the vehicle swerved into the small driveway. Falk considered his appearance – khakis and black polo, hair damp from perspiration. A soldier stepped from the driver’s seat and headed for the front door. Somehow he hadn’t spotted Falk on the lawn, and now he was knocking briskly, big knuckles rattling the screen.


‘Out here, soldier.’


A gasp of surprise, the soldier turning quickly. Falk wondered if he was reaching for a sidearm, but couldn’t tell in the darkness.


‘Mr. Falk, sir?’


‘That’s me. At ease, soldier. And you don’t have to call me sir.’


‘Yes, sir.’ Flat accent. Yet another Midwesterner.


Falk strolled closer, feet tingling on the grass. He pulled open the creaking screen and motioned the man to follow him indoors, where the air was thick enough to choke on. When Falk flipped on the ceiling fan it was like stirring a kettle of warm soup. He turned toward the door, but the soldier was still out on the porch.


‘Well, come on in.’


‘Actually, sir, I’m here to pick you up.’


‘Trouble inside the wire?’


The soldier hesitated.


‘Well?’ Falk asked. Then a thought occurred to him that made him panic. ‘It’s not Adnan, is it?’


‘The Pakistani Adnan or the Saudi Adnan?’


‘The Yemeni Adnan. He didn’t try to . . . ?’


‘No, sir. Not this time.’


Suicide was the subject they were skirting. There had been five attempts inside the wire in the last two weeks, none successful, and more than thirty since the prisoners had first arrived. And those were just the official numbers, a total that had dropped dramatically once the Pentagon started classifying many of them as ‘SIBs,’ or ‘manipulative self-injurious behavior.’ By now more than a fifth of the detainees were on Prozac or other antidepressants.


Adnan had never tried suicide, and he had refused all pills. But after what had happened in the past hour nothing would have surprised Falk.


‘So everything’s fine, then. Nobody to hose down or sedate?’


‘Yes, sir. The problem’s on our side.’


Falk was thankful he hadn’t yet turned on a light, because for a fleeting moment he almost wobbled, as a tremor out of his past shot through him from head to toe. It reminded him of the way the surface of the water jolts and wavers when a stingray suddenly beats its wings to flee across the shallows. Would a second MP now emerge from the Humvee to arrest him?


‘Our side?’


‘There’s a Sergeant Earl Ludwig missing. No one’s seen him since dinner.’


Falk sighed, half in relief and half in weariness.


‘Go on.’


‘The men in his outfit thought he must have switched to another shift. When they found out he hadn’t, they got worried. About an hour ago somebody found his stuff on Windmill Beach.’


‘His stuff?’


‘His wallet and his hat.’


‘No uniform?’


‘No, sir. And no boots.’


‘They tell the MPs?’


‘Yes, sir. But they figured . . .’


‘That I could help. Being from the Bureau.’


‘Yes, sir. Given all of the, well, sensitivity down here, sir.’


A tactful way of saying paranoia. This one had a future.


‘Sure. I understand.’ Falk’s pulse began to calm. ‘Where to, then?’


‘The beach, sir. They’ve left his things where they found ’em. Treating it like a crime scene, just in case.’


‘Good thinking.’ Especially for the Army. Or so the Marine in him thought.


But it was the idea of this Sergeant Ludwig that piqued his interest. Going missing at Guantanamo was a major accomplishment, practically unprecedented. He didn’t know whether to applaud or worry. He did know that if the sergeant didn’t turn up soon it would create a major stir, which would be worth watching, if only for the novelty value.


Life on the Rock was about to get interesting.
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They followed the beach road until reaching the switchback maze of barricades at the checkpoint for Camp Delta, where they flashed IDs to a bored MP while another watched them down the sights of a .50-caliber machine gun. As usual, the prison was lit up like the Super Bowl. From this distance the glare of the vapor lamps made it seem as if a pale orange steam was rising from the fences and guard towers. The long white rooftops and ventilator hoods of the cellblocks made the place look more like a chicken farm than a penitentiary.


The Humvee rolled by the front gate, then turned the corner toward Camp America, motoring slowly past the bunkhouses, trailers, and sea huts where more than two thousand troops were sleeping. Windmill Beach was nearly a mile farther along. The pavement ended in a thicket of cactus and bramble at the base of a small coral bluff, and the beach itself was a broad crescent of sand about a hundred yards across. Next to it was a grassy picnic area with tables and a small open-air pavilion with a sheltered concrete slab. Before Camp Delta was built the beach had been secluded and rarely used. Falk remembered a few passionate liaisons here from his Marine days. He’d shared one with an ensign’s wife, playing out the beach scene from the movie From Here to Eternity, enjoying himself so much in the entwining tide that he had never considered how stupid it was to be screwing the spouse of a Navy officer.


Now the spot was a convenient getaway, the site of frequent cookouts and parties for blowing off steam. There was no moon out tonight, but the beach was alive with flashlights. Four MPs searched the sands in the manner of kids hunting ghost crabs on summer vacation.


At the sound of Falk’s arrival the beams went still. The MPs probably thought he was an officer. He noticed with amusement that all four were working with their backs to the water. The night sea often had that effect – all that limitless blackness, slurping and crashing unseen, as if threatening to beckon you deeper into the unknown if you stared for too long. Or maybe they were spooked by the possibility that Sergeant Ludwig’s body was out there, bobbing toward them on the tide.


Falk wasn’t at all unsettled, mostly because he’d grown up around the ocean. The coastline of his memories was a cozy place with coves, islands, and green treelines, of stony reefs where gulls and cormorants clamored. To him the night sea was as comfortable as a familiar room in a darkened home. He knew he could always find his way to the door without stumbling.


The wind had picked up, and the peaks of pearling waves flared iridescently. Despite what the MP who had fetched him had said, it looked as if the scene had been disturbed pretty thoroughly. Hardly a surprise, since someone must have checked the wallet for identification. But he was disappointed to see boot prints covering nearly every square foot of sand.


An MP helpfully turned his beam on Ludwig’s belongings, a forlorn little pile with a wallet, a camouflage cap, and a set of keys. Now what were the keys for, unless the man still carried his set from home? Falk doubted a mere sergeant would have access to his own car. Gitmo’s small rental motor pool had long since been gobbled up by top officers and civilians like him. Everyone else made do in shared vans, or by shuttling around the island in a fleet of old school buses, Camp Delta’s version of mass transit. A few soldiers bought decrepit ‘Gitmo specials’ – used cars passed down from one hitch to the next – but that rarely happened with Reservists.


Ludwig’s uniform was indeed missing. Unless the man had walked here in swimming trunks, he had either gone for a dip in boots and cammies or had hiked off into the nearby hills after inexplicably removing his hat and wallet. Both seemed unlikely, but if Falk had to pick one possibility it would be the latter.


‘We had to move his stuff, sir,’ the nearest MP said. ‘The tide was coming in.’


That meant any path of Ludwig’s boot prints marching toward the sea was gone by now, and there was virtually no way to distinguish his other bootprints from everyone else’s. For all the talk of Camp Delta being home to the world’s most dangerous criminals, it was woefully ill-equipped for the processing of an actual crime scene. The Shore Patrol on the naval base was more likely to have the right equipment than anyone here. The biggest push among their officers for better equipment seemed to involve creature comforts for the restless natives – big-screen TVs for watching sports via satellite dish, Internet kiosks, a big new deck for Club Survivor, which was Camp America’s beachfront version of the Tiki Bar. Dozens of new sea huts were still being built, and the outpost was starting to resemble one of those boomtowns that accompany gold rushes and military occupations. Just last week the Morale, Welfare, and Recreation folks had flown in a rock band from the States. Earlier Jimmy Buffett had landed in the bay in his seaplane. A stand-up comic was due over the weekend. There were golf tournaments, boat rentals, softball leagues, scuba lessons. The fun never stopped.


‘Who saw him last?’ Falk asked.


‘Private Calhoun. He’s up in the barracks.’


‘And your name, soldier?’


The MP glanced down at his uniform, realizing with embarrassment that he hadn’t removed the duct tape from an earlier shift inside the wire. He tore it off.


‘Belkin, sir. Corporal Belkin.’


‘Well, corporal, I’ll need to speak to this Calhoun as soon as possible.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Do you know him?’


‘Calhoun?’


‘Ludwig.’


‘Yes, sir. From my unit. Mobilized out of Pontiac, Michigan.’


‘Know him well?’


Belkin shrugged. ‘Well enough, I guess.’


‘Does he drink?’


‘He’ll have a beer or two. Not much else.’


‘Does he like to swim?’


‘I’ve seen him in the pool before. Never down here. But I don’t come here much.’


‘Anyone alert the foot patrols? In case he took to the hills?’ Marines still walked the base perimeter at all hours, and in the winding paths around Camp Delta there were often Army patrols, four soldiers in single file decked out in grease paint and forty pounds of gear. Falk knew the routine all too well.


‘Yes, sir. They’ve all been questioned. Not a sign.’


Falk nodded, then looked Belkin in the eye, trying to read his face in the darkness.


‘What about suicide? You think he’s the type?’


‘No way, sir.’


‘Why not? They try it.’ Falk nodded toward the blob of light above Camp Delta. ‘Why not us?’


‘Then where’s the note?’ A hint of sass. Maybe Ludwig was a closer friend than Belkin had admitted.


‘Not his style, huh?’


‘No, sir. Wife and kids. Good job.’


‘Doing what?’


‘Bank manager. He’d been promoted just before deployment.’


So he was probably the careful type, good at following orders. But Falk wasn’t ready to concede the point just because he might piss off a buddy.


‘The note could have blown away. Maybe the bank’s in trouble. You check his wallet?’


‘Just for ID.’ The tone was surly now. Belkin was definitely peeved. ‘Figured you’d want to do the rest.’


Falk stooped to pick it up. It was a folding wallet of dark brown leather, already so damp from the sea air that you had to pry the sides apart. There wasn’t much inside. A few charge cards. A limp twenty. A couple of receipts from the Naval Exchange, a Michigan driver’s license, and a wrinkled old deposit slip, probably from his own bank. No snapshots of the wife or kids, meaning there were probably some posted by his bunk.


Falk’s inspection was interrupted by the arrival of another Humvee. He gently placed the wallet back on the sand, turning in time to see the headlights go out. In the dimness you could just make out a small banner with two stars. The brass was here.


Striding toward them was Major General Ellsworth Trabert – ‘E.T.,’ as he was sometimes called, although never to his face, mostly for his penchant of seeming to materialize from out of nowhere, as he had just done. He was spit-shined and freshly ironed, as if he always rose at this hour.


Trabert had been in command of Joint Task Force Guantanamo for six months now, presiding over all operations from an administrative building on the far side of the base known as the Pink Palace, for the color of its stucco. He was an old paratrooper from Alabama, and never tired of mentioning both, a wiry man who put his faith in the Airborne, the Bible, and Crimson Tide football. Slow to bestow the level of trust on subordinates that made the chain of command function smoothest, he was nonetheless a nuts-and-bolts perfectionist and insisted on doing everything by the book.


The problem was that no one had yet written the book on how to run a place like Camp Delta, and the general was having to make it up as he went along. So far, Falk’s employers at the Bureau weren’t exactly thrilled with the results.


Falk heard rumblings from other agents months before his own arrival – vivid accounts of shouting matches at the Pink Palace, Trabert going red in the face as he leaned across the desk to mete out deadlines and tactical suggestions to civilian interrogators.


‘If your methods are so goddamn superior,’ one Bureau memo had quoted him as saying, ‘then you bring me some results by the end of the week. If you’ve still got nothing, then we’ll do it my way.’


His way had consisted largely of throwing legions of hastily trained but highly motivated military interrogators into the fray, with a minimum of preparation and an excess of dramatic props – strobe lights and loud stereos, hoods and short chains, snarling dogs and miniskirts. As if they’d all been watching the same bad movies where subjects spilled their guts at the first sign of either long-term discomfort or a hot babe with cleavage. It was the sort of stupid business Falk had alluded to in his earlier snit with Tyndall: Turn up the air conditioner, strip the detainee naked, then leave the room for a few hours while he squirms uncomfortably, bent double because he’s shackled to the eyebolt by a two-foot chain. Strobe them for an hour or two while playing heavy metal at top volume, or maybe the theme song from Barney. Then return and demand answers at the top of your lungs while an interpreter dutifully translates every obscenity.
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