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Everything is for Michael.

This book is especially dedicated to

Malgosha Gago
and
my many Polish friends who inspired me.


WARSAW, POLAND

1992

ASEAGULL FISHED THE GUNMETAL river.

Jay Porter paid his taxi driver and ducked under red-and-white incident tape to approach the sprawl of police cars. Their swirling blue lights bounced off the low gray sky. Basia Husarska got out of her own car—bright red and sporty—and tossed aside a cigarette. She looked like a bruise on the ice in her leather boots and black everything else. “Dzien dobre, Agent Porter,” she said.

Jay shook her hand. “Good morning, Pani Husarska.”

“Detective Kulski waits for you before moving the body.”

He followed her down the riverbank.

Two bridges spanned the Vistula’s sludgy water. Even at that early hour, their steel girders boomed thunderously from vehicles speeding overhead. It had snowed during the night, then rained, leaving an invisible crust. Głodedź. Was that the name for the thin ice that coated everything? The first word his tutor had taught him in a language short on vowels. With his feet crunching through it, Jay asked, “Is this głodedź?”

“Gołoledź,” the director replied, her tone correcting everything: his spelling, his accent, the presumption that he could speak a word of Polish. “We have gołoledź only in winter. Now it is spring.” Her voice, rough from smoking, made everything she said sound even more foreign.

Detective Kulski, standing next to a body on the riverbank, was finishing up with his police team. He switched to English at Jay’s approach. “Remind the hospital not to accidentally burn his clothes this time,” he instructed them. The detective took Jay’s hand, pumped once, and let go. “I’m glad you were in your room.”

“I am, too,” Jay answered, wishing he were still in a warm hotel bed instead of bending over a body on the icy riverbank. He studied the dead man’s face, not really seeing him but only the evidence of him: a slackened chin, blood smeared on the ears, lips blued by cold death. He hadn’t shaved for four or five days, maybe a week. “Is he the fourth courier?”

Couriers, mules, runners. Smugglers. Post-communist Poland, with its porous borders to the East and West, had quickly become a freeway for unlawful trafficking. A native-born mafia was suspected of three execution-style murders in as many months. Each victim had a cheek ghoulishly slashed before a bullet to the heart killed him. From the looks of it, the dead man on the riverbank was the fourth victim.

“Some things are different this time,” Kulski pointed out. “He was killed here, not someplace else and brought here.”

The detective was right. There was too much blood, and dead men don’t bleed. “That’s a big difference. What more?”

“He fell here.” The detective indicated where the victim had fallen facedown, his heart leaking into the snow. “The killer rolled him over to cut his face.”

“So he was dead first and not tortured this time,” Jay said.

He slipped on rubber gloves and squatted next to the body. The dead man’s lacerated cheek revealed an almost full set of gold teeth. Blood matted his woolly hair to the snow, and his eyes were open, staring dully at—what? His last conscious moment? Jay wanted to develop his retina, make a print, see what he last saw.

Director Husarska pulled a pack of cigarettes out of her coat pocket. That morning she had shed her usual full-length fur for a shiny wet-look jacket that could not possibly have kept her warm, but perhaps, like Jay, she had been summoned to the crime scene at an awkward moment and had worn whatever was handy. Tapping out a cigarette, she slipped it between her lips, red like her car, and another rare spot of bright color in that blurry morning. She snapped open her lighter; its blue flame danced atop the silver case. “He is Russian,” she said, so flatly that Jay halfway expected her to poke the body with her toe, as she might something washed up on the beach.

“What makes him Russian?” Jay asked.

The policewoman sucked on her cigarette so hard he could almost taste the tobacco. “Look at his teeth,” she replied, the wind snatching smoke from her mouth. “Only Russians use so much gold.”

The dead man’s overcoat had fallen open, revealing a thinner jacket soaked in blood. Jay touched its flap. “May I?” he asked Detective Kulski.

“Of course.”

Before he did, Jay paused for a last look at the undisturbed body.

Director Husarska remarked, “The labels are removed.”

“I thought the body had not been examined.”

“It is only my conjecture. Or would you use the word guess?”

“Guess,” he replied.

She smiled at the tease in his response.

Jay folded the man’s jacket back. Heavy with blood, it clung to the shirt. They all looked for a label, and saw the clean cut in the lining where one had been cut away. Jay touched the razor-straight edge of what remained. The other victims’ clothes had been cremated along with their bodies before Jay arrived, but the case files described how all the labels had been removed with a blade so sharp it never snagged a thread.

Remembering that Detective Kulski had described the other couriers’ hands as soft—“not callused like a worker’s hands”—Jay lifted the dead man’s right one by its wrist. Even in death it felt light, fragile: an old man’s hand. He looked to see if the victim had hair in his ears and he did. “He’s older than the others. Almost seventy,” Jay estimated.

“The Russians, they drink vodka, they look like this,” Basia told him. “In Russia, you can be twenty or one hundred, and you look like this.”

“You don’t like Russians, do you, Pani Husarska?”

“It is not disliking them, Agent Porter. It is knowing them.”

“His wedding ring is missing,” Jay remarked, noticing the paler band on the man’s already pale fingers. Then he saw something else: a pronounced bump next to the man’s little finger. He turned the hand to look at it and pressed it. It felt like the writer’s bump he’d had through high school, before he switched to an electric typewriter in college. He showed it to Kulski. “What would cause a bump like that?”

The detective shrugged. “I don’t know.”

Jay couldn’t imagine a repetitive task that would create a callus in that spot. He lowered the man’s arm to the ground, stood, and pulled off his rubber gloves. “Ask the pathologist about it. Will Dr. Nagorski do the autopsy again?”

“I can ask for him,” Kulski said. “He is not always available.”

“It would be a good idea. In cases with multiple murders, often the same pathologist makes a connection we overlook.”

“I will guarantee that Dr. Nagorski is available.” Director Husarska tossed aside her cigarette. Its butt, stained with red lipstick, rolled down the riverbank.

“Good,” Jay said.

Across the river, a ray of sun, breaking through thinning clouds, reflected off the snow clinging to a church’s twin copper spires. “The other victims were all found on the other side of the river,” he said. “On the Praga side.”

“It’s nothing,” the policewoman replied, lighting another cigarette. “So the courier comes from a different direction this time.”

“But why?”

No one ventured a guess as they pondered the lifeless man on the ground. “Why does a man cut a face like that?” Basia finally asked.

“It’s a signature,” Jay said. “The killer wants us to know that it’s him.”

“But why does a man cut like that? What is inside him to do such a thing? We have no such experiences in Poland.”

“You are certain it’s a man?”

“Can a woman be so cruel?”

Jay thought about women he had seen in prison. Some he had put there. “You would be surprised,” he said. “Any witnesses?”

“Jeszcze nie,” Kulski said. Not yet. By the way the detective shook his head, he didn’t expect any to turn up.

“Polish people do not cooperate with the police. It is our tradition,” Director Husarska said, and shivered from the cold. “Have you seen enough?”

“I’d like to take some pictures.”

“Of course.”

Jay pulled a Polaroid camera from his daypack, snapped the photos, and as they popped out of the camera, slipped them into a pocket without waiting for them to develop. When he’d shot what he wanted—face, close-ups on slashed cheek and odd callus, and setting—he rose.

Detective Kulski signaled for the ambulance crew. Two men hoisted a stretcher and stumbled down the riverbank, obliterating whatever forensic value remained. They heaved the dead man onto the stretcher and everyone plowed back up the hill behind them. The detective limped with difficulty on the icy slope. When they reached a service road running the length of the embankment, his gaze traveled back to the river. As a fellow cop, Jay knew he was engraving the scene in his memory for all the times he would try to reconstruct what happened there.

The stretcher-bearers shoved the body into the back of an ambulance, sounded a siren, and drove away.

“So, we shall wait for a report on the radiation from Dr. Nagorski,” Basia said.

“I’d like to attend the autopsy,” Jay said.

“Please arrange that, Leszek.” Basia pressed a key fob that popped open the locks on her sporty car.

Jay was surprised by it. Electronic car locks were only beginning to appear in the States, and Poland, recently liberated from decades of stifling communism, had a long way to catch up. “Nice wheels,” he said.

Director Husarska glanced at her tires.

“I mean, nice car. ‘Nice wheels’ is an American expression.”

“I like nice things,” she said, and got into the car, started the engine, and gave it gas. Her tires spun on the slippery cobblestones.

Jay tapped on her window. She lowered it.

“You call this spring, Pani Director?”

“The Poles are romantics, Agent Porter. It is already April. It should be spring.” Her window glided back up.

Jay leaned on one fender, Kulski on the other, and her wheels gained enough traction to bolt up the ramp and disappear into traffic. Brushing off their hands, they walked to the detective’s car. Along the embankment stood a row of kiosks with chairs chained to naked umbrella poles embedded in cement blocks. Beyond them, a houseboat strained at its dock lines. “What is this place?” Jay asked.

“A park,” the detective told him. “It is very popular in the summer. Now, it is too cold except for young people.”

Jay detected a wry note in what the detective said and asked, “Is it another lovers’ lane?”

“We have the same name for it.”

“Who lives in the houseboat?”

“No one is home, so we are checking. Are you going to the embassy?”

“I’ll walk. It’s not far.”

“Another storm is coming.”

“I’ll run if it does.”

“I will telephone you about the radiation test.”

The men shook hands and the detective drove off.

A policeman was balling up the last of the incident tape as Jay turned into the strengthening wind. The plywood kiosks groaned under its assault. A sign nailed to the houseboat’s side offered daily river tours, but judging by the trash in its lines, it hadn’t moved for some time.

A light flickered in one of the deckhouse windows.

Had someone returned unnoticed?

The gangplank heaved as the boat rocked in the wind. Jay grabbed the ropes that served as rails and started up it. In a couple of steps, he slipped on the sheer ice, his feet going overboard before the ropes stopped his fall. He looked into the murky, unforgiving water swirling beneath him and pulled himself back on his feet.

When he looked up again, the light inside the houseboat went off.


PART ONE

FIVE DAYS EARLIER


CHAPTER ONE

THE SEISMIC FALL OF THE Berlin Wall opened more than one route to the West. Smugglers sprang from communism’s ashes to form cross-border alliances that built a drug trail running from the opiatic hills of Asia to the ports of Europe. Not all routes led through Poland, but a disproportionate number did. In Warsaw, a series of grisly murders, initially attributed to a worrisome though ignorable war between rival mafias, suddenly became an international concern when an autopsy of the third body revealed traces of radiation on the victim’s hands. In the illicit global economy, nuclear smuggling had become the fashionable high-stakes game. At FBI headquarters, it had always been assumed to be a question of when, not if, the world’s illicit routes would turn atomic.

Apparently Poland’s had.

The new Solidarity government had asked for help on the case and Jay had volunteered. His grandmother had worked on the Manhattan Project, his father was a physicist at the atomic labs in Los Alamos, and though Jay didn’t follow in the family’s scientific tradition, he was interested in any case involving anything nuclear. To learn some basic Polish, he hired a tutor, a graduate student as eager to make love to him as he was to her, which by their second session made for an interesting vocabulary lesson. When his clearance finally came through, the third victim had been dead over a month and his command of Polish physiology was outstanding. He pieced together his first complex sentence, telling his tutor that he would miss her and insisting on a final exam.

Now, after only a couple of hours in Warsaw, he barely had time for a quick shower—but no change of clothes because his suitcase was missing—before his first meeting with the Polish police. He passed through the hotel’s breakfast buffet, downing two passable espressos and a bowl of granola, before jumping into a taxi. After badly mispronouncing his destination, he showed the address to the driver.

“Why don’t you say you go to police?” the man asked.

“I thought I had.”

Minutes later, the driver pulled up to a crossbar blocking a circular driveway. Behind it loomed a building, foreboding in its drabness. Jay paid the fare, flashed his passport at a guard, and started up the building’s sweeping steps, pausing to work out the Polish for National Police Headquarters on a red-and-white plaque. At the top, he pushed his way through a heavy wooden doorway into a cavernous lobby, as brutally austere as he had always imagined official Eastern Europe to be. Nothing softened the hard marble walls or muffled the sounds ricocheting between them.

From inside a glass booth, a security guard demanded his ID.

Jay slipped his passport to her through a tray. “I have an appointment with Director Basia Husarska.”

The guard examined his photo, checked it against his face, and dialed a number on her telephone. Jay heard his accented name in the woman’s stream of words. She hung up, returned his passport, and pointed to the foot of a grand staircase. “You wait there.”

Jay crossed the room to wait in front of a kiosk beside the stairs. Its window displayed everything from disposable razors to baby bottles to panties. When he heard the clickity-clack of high heels, he glanced up at a slender woman with purple hair coming down the stairs. “You are Mr. Porter?”

“That’s me.”

“I am Pani Husarska’s secretary. Please, you follow me.”

He did, and asked, “Do you have a name?”

“Of course. Everybody has a name.”

“I meant, what is your name?”

“Oh!” The young woman laughed at her mistake.

A man in street clothes, coming down the stairs with a pronounced limp, said, “Do widzenia, Hanna.”

“Goodbye, Detective.”

“So your name is Hanna,” Jay said.

“Yes!” she replied, and laughed again.

After another flight of stairs, they entered a long corridor lined with heavily padded doors. All of them were closed, and everything—walls, doors, ceiling—was the same dingy yellow. Hanna brought them to an office with the nameplate Basia Husarska, Director BPZ.

“BPZ?” Jay already knew what it stood for, but wanted to hear it pronounced correctly.

“Biuro Przestępstwa Zorganizowanego,” Hanna told him. Bureau of Organized Crime.

They entered the office; she crossed to a second door and knocked on it. From the other side, they heard an annoyed “Tak?”

Hanna opened the door as Director Husarska, on the telephone in a high-backed leather chair, swiveled around to face them. On the wall behind her was a long red banner emblazoned with Poland’s resurrected crowned eagle stitched in gold. With the telephone receiver pressed to her ear, she puckered her lips as if tasting something sour. “He is here just now,” she said in English and hung up.

“This is Mr. Porter,” Hanna said.

“James Porter. FBI.” He flashed his badge.

“Yes, I know.” Basia, a smile fixed to her face, stood to shake his hand. He had seen her photograph, but nothing had conveyed her exotic beauty, her feline movements, her eyes the green of a leopard’s and equally calculating.

“You’re not expecting me, are you?” Jay guessed.

“Only now your embassy calls to inform me.”

“I was told I had an appointment. My apologies. I can return later.”

“No, of course not, you are here. Please sit. Hanna, two coffees. Unless you prefer tea?”

“Definitely coffee.”

Hanna slipped out, closing the door behind her.

“It is a pity, Agent Porter, that just now—”

Her office door swung open.

“—you missed Detective Kulski.”

“He didn’t miss me,” said the detective. He was the man with a pronounced limp descending the stairs. “Are you Mr. Porter from the FBI?”

“Agent James Porter.”

“Detective Leszek Kulski.” They shook hands.

“Welcome. I asked the security guard who you were. You didn’t look Polish, so I was curious. I didn’t know you were coming today.”

“Apparently only Agent Porter knew that he was coming today,” Basia said. “Please sit, Detective.”

Hanna, carrying a tray, backed her way through the door.

“Detective Kulski will need a coffee, too,” Basia said.

“I already prepared three cups.” The young secretary slid the tray onto the desk and left again.

The three chunky espresso cups formed a triangle, and in its middle was a bowl heaped with sugar cubes. Basia dropped three into her cup and Kulski took two.

“You look at me curiously, Agent Porter,” Basia said.

“I look at everything curiously.”

“It is your nature?”

“It’s my job.”

“The FBI must be a very curious job. Sometime I will ask you questions about it.” Basia picked up her pack of cigarettes, tapped it until a couple popped up, and offered them to Jay.

He had to restrain himself from taking one.

Apparently it showed because Basia asked, “You are trying to quit, like all Americans?”

Jay plucked one from her pack. “I swear it’s my last one.”

“Of course it is.”

She reached across her desk and flicked her lighter, and he leaned forward to catch his cigarette in the flame. He enjoyed the first rush of the tobacco and exhaled slowly. “It seems that everybody speaks English here,” he said.

“We are capitalists now.” Basia smiled wanly.

Exhausted from a night in economy class, Jay needed caffeine and sipped his coffee. No one had warned him about Polish coffee—made by boiling grounds without filtering them—and his teeth were suddenly covered with grit.

Director Husarska watched him running his tongue over them, and smiled sincerely for the first time. “You are not the first foreigner to be surprised by our national coffee. You must first wait and then drink it slowly.” She took a sip. “So, Minister Brzeski tells me that you are coming to help.”

Brzeski, her de facto boss, was head of the ministry responsible for law enforcement and security, who had requested the FBI’s help when the case shifted from an investigation of serial murders to nuclear smuggling. “So how do you think I can help?”

“You must ask the minister.” Basia tapped off an ash. “So, Leszek, show Agent Porter what you have.”

The detective opened his briefcase and stacked three files on the desk. Each was clearly marked 1, 2, and 3. “It’s lucky that I have these with me. Pani Husarska asked to see what I had prepared for you. There is a file for each victim.” The detective flipped through one folder to reveal documents meticulously organized and labeled: Investigation, Pathology, Photos.

“You’ve been busy,” Jay said.

Basia told him, “Leszek is very thorough.”

“I tried to translate the reports, but I am not very successful with the technical words. What do you know about the case?”

Jay summarized what he knew. Three murders with traces of radiation on the third victim’s hands. Worry that they might all have been nuclear smugglers. Witnesses, evidence, motive, victims’ IDs: they had none of the above.

Kulski found a map and pointed to three red dots straggling the east bank of the Vistula River. “The first victim was here, the second here, and here, the third.”

“I want to see each site. And still no clue to their identities?”

“They are Russians,” Basia answered.

“Have the Russians reported any missing persons?”

“Many people are missing in Russia, Agent Porter. Many people want to be missing.”

“What’s your theory, Detective, on the radiation? Why did you even look for it?”

“Dr. Nagorski, who made the examination, was director of the committee to investigate the Chernobyl problem in Poland. By chance he examined the third victim.”

“By chance?”

“We have more than one pathologist in Warsaw,” Basia answered.

“Dr. Nagorski always tests for radiation to continue his study,” Kulski elaborated.

“Did you go back and test the first two for radiation? It’s been unclear to me if you have, or if not, why not?”

Basia stubbed out her cigarette. “The bodies have been eliminated.”

“Eliminated?”

“Cremated. It is normal after thirty days.”

“Even in murder cases?”

“In all cases. We have photographs and a report, and we have no space to keep every extra body. The third victim is also eliminated,” Basia added.

“Even when you knew about the radiation on his hands? Why?”

“There was a mistake with the paperwork. It is a normal confusion with bureaucracy.”

“I thought no more communists, no more bureaucracy?”

Basia smiled sincerely for a second time, and said, “We are the same people.”

“So, these are copies for me?” Jay asked, looking at the files.

“Yes,” answered the detective.

“Great. Thank you.” Jay slipped them into his briefcase. “I’m sure I’ll have questions. And how do you want me to operate? If the FBI can help, that’s what I’m here to do.”

Basia said, “Leszek is handling the investigation.”

“Can we meet tomorrow?”

“Of course,” Kulski replied.

They all stood and shook hands. “You can contact me at the Marriott.”

Turning to leave, he noticed the poster hanging alongside Basia’s door: a whitewashed village in a field of lavender running downhill to an azure sea. “It’s beautiful. Where is it?”

“Hvar,” Basia told him.

“Yugoslavia?”

“It is my dream to live there.”

“Everyone dreams to live in such a place.”

“I will, Agent Porter. I will live in such a place. I am certain of it.”

“Then you’ll be one of the lucky ones,” he said, and walked out.

◆  ◆  ◆

OUTSIDE POLICE HEADQUARTERS, JAY CONSULTED his map and decided the embassy was walking distance. He followed hectic Puławska Street under trees that poked knobby branches into the steely sky. It was neither raining nor drizzling, yet the sidewalk was wet as if water had seeped from the ground and formed inky puddles.

At the embassy, a Marine guard checked Jay’s ID and smiled when he handed back his FBI badge. “Always like to see you guys around,” he said, buzzing him through a security door. A receptionist steered him in the direction of the ambassador’s office. On his way, he sniffed out an alcove that housed a coffeemaker. He looked for anything resembling a ceramic mug, and ended up filling a Styrofoam cup with coffee from the charred pot. He took a cautious sip and poured it out.

He found the ambassador’s office. Outside it, Millie, the ambassador’s secretary, scratched her head of thinning white hair while staring at a blank screen. “I will never figure out these confounded computers!” she complained.

“It helps to turn it on,” Jay said, and reached over to press the button on the systems drive. Instantly her screen lit up.

“Oh, thank you! I know these new things aren’t that complicated, but sometimes I can’t remember what to do first.”

“I’m James Porter. FBI. The ambassador is expecting me.”

“Oh dear, is Carl in trouble?”

“No, not at all. But I am in a little bit of trouble myself. The airlines lost my suitcase. By any chance, did someone call? I gave them the embassy’s telephone number as a backup to the hotel’s.”

“I don’t think so,” Millie said, fingering various slips of paper on her desk, “but I don’t always remember to write things down.”

The ambassador swung open his office door. “Millie, when that FBI fellow shows up—Oh, it looks like maybe he has. Are you Porter?”

“I am.”

“Good. Come on in. I just received a phone call from Basia Husarska.”

“Here’s my boarding pass.” Jay slipped it to Millie. “If you could check on my suitcase, I would appreciate it. Thanks.”

“Millie, let Kurt Crawford know that we’re meeting now,” the ambassador said.

With a clap on his back, the ambassador propelled Jay into the room and strode back to his wide mahogany desk flanked by American and Polish flags. Behind him a picture window roiled with clouds the color of pencil lead. Carl Lerner had to become an ambassador: he had the looks—tall, amiably handsome and lantern-jawed, with cowboy boots and a pale rose handkerchief sprouting from the pocket of his charcoal suit. He had an affecting Texas drawl, too, and said, “I’m afraid, Porter, that Millie forgot to set up your appointment with the Organized Crime unit. We had it on our calendar, but she never put it on theirs, which is why you may have found the police a bit surprised to see you.”

“They were.”

“It didn’t go well?”

“An awkward start, but salvageable.”

“Well, I do apologize. Millie has worked for State since Waterloo, and unfortunately has a better memory for Napoleon than this morning’s schedule. Also unfortunately, I am tasked with drop-kicking her butt into retirement, and it might take that.”

There was a knock on the door. “Come in,” the ambassador said.

A tall black man entered. He had crew-cut hair, and his face was peppered with shiny scars. His snug shirt revealed his muscular build. A tiny ruby pierced his ear.

“Good, you’re here. Introduce yourselves,” the ambassador said.

“James Porter. FBI.”

“Kurt Crawford. Acting Regional Security Officer.” They shook hands.

“Please sit.” The ambassador waved them into leather seats that exhaled under their weight. “How much of a briefing did they give you in DC?” he asked Jay.

“I read the cable traffic, which was short on detail. Clearly Eastern Europe is a whole new game. I have a lot of questions.”

“Do you want to start with your questions, or shall I have Kurt give you some background?”

Jay answered by asking Kurt, “What’s your involvement in the case? I thought RSOs usually handled kidnappings and evacuations.”

“Kurt works on jobs that don’t fit into anyone else’s job description,” the ambassador said.

“That’s clear,” Jay said, instantly concluding that Kurt worked for the CIA. Wary of having his case hijacked, he added, “I didn’t know Langley investigated murder cases.”

“Ah, hell!” growled the ambassador. “Is there nothing confidential any more? You might as well go ahead, Kurt, and get into it.”

“The murders are all yours,” Kurt told Jay. “We’re just glad for the extra eyes and ears. In case you’ve missed it, there’s a war in the former Yugoslavia that’s spreading. The Serbs are making expansionist moves, not to mention setting up concentration camps for Muslims. Last year the UN slapped an arms embargo on Yugoslavia, but that hasn’t stopped the Serbs from acquiring weapons, and Made in Poland is stamped on most of them.”

Jay asked, “What does this have to do with my case?”

“Right now, we don’t know who the bad guys are. Who’s buying, who’s selling, and how the weapons are moving south. We’re hoping you’ll learn something useful from where you’ve landed in their system.”

“I’ve landed in Organized Crime, not border patrol.”

“Mafias control almost all the trucking in the country. We suspect that’s how the weapons are being delivered. They’re easy to conceal inside trucks, and it’s a big enough operation that someone inside Husarska’s unit has to know who is moving what to where.”

“Do you suspect Husarska herself?”

“Let’s not jump to conclusions,” the ambassador interjected. “We don’t know enough to suspect anyone.”

“What we do know,” Kurt said, “is that the weapons are coming from PENZIK. It’s a state-owned factory that’s been scrambling to survive ever since the Soviet Union crashed and burned. The Soviets used to be its biggest buyer.”

“That sounds like something the new government could easily stop, if PENZIK is state-owned,” Jay said.

“It’s not as easy as that,” the ambassador said. “Shutting it down would throw a lot of people out of work, and they don’t want to abandon the equipment. The plan is to privatize the factory and retool it to make something useful, like refrigerators and car parts. Until then, they have to keep it operating, and for the moment they still have buyers for their arms.”

“Embargoed buyers,” Kurt pointed out. “It took the radiation on your third man’s hands to convince them that they need to do something. The implications have everybody scared.”

“The radiation wasn’t a plant, was it?”

Kurt broke into a big grin. “Naw. Langley’s good but not that good. What’s the Bureau’s take on the radiation?”

“We thought this stuff would start showing up. Too many underpaid Russian generals have keys to too many nuclear pantries. I have my assistant tracking down recent DOE inventory reports on uranium stocks in the former Soviet republics. It’s a long shot, but we might see something that ties into the couriers. Basically, she’ll be looking for missing fuel. If enough is unaccounted for, then we know we have a problem.”

Ambassador Lerner tilted back in his chair. “Are you suggesting someone is trying to put together an atomic bomb?”

“Or more than one of them. You can blow up Manhattan with a soda can filled with plutonium, if you can deliver it.” The fact was astonishing, and the men’s expressions turned appropriately incredulous, which was why Jay always liked to tell it. “In reality, plutonium is literally too hot to handle and hard to deliver. In cases like this, we usually assume we’re dealing with HEU-235. That’s high-grade highly enriched uranium. With U-235, it takes about fifteen kilos to make a small bomb. That’s only the fuel. The delivery mechanism is extra weight.”

“Delivery mechanism?” the ambassador asked. “Do you mean the warhead?”

“I mean some way to set off the bomb where you want it to go off.”

The ambassador’s intercom buzzed. “Yes, Millie?”

“Please let Mr. Potter know that the airlines found his suitcase. He can pick it up at the airport.”

“Can they deliver it to my hotel?” Jay asked into the speaker.

“You have to clear it personally through customs,” the ambassador explained, and instructed Millie to have a car ready for him. “Now where were we?”

“You asked about a warhead,” Jay reminded him, “and that’s not something a courier can carry. Most smuggled uranium is headed for countries like Libya or Iran that have no way—yet—to deliver a bomb. What’s more worrisome are low-tech terrorists who might use it in a dirty bomb.”

“What’s your next step?” the ambassador asked.

“I’ll look over the files and forensics and get more background from Kulski. Basically, I’m investigating their investigation and looking for gaps until there’s more to work with. How involved do you want to be?”

“It’s your investigation. All I expect is that you two gentlemen share relevant information. I don’t expect the usual competition between Langley and the Bureau to apply here.”

Kurt grinned. “It’s no competition.”

The ambassador ignored him, and asked, “What do you need from us, Porter?”

“An office, a desk, an outside line, and someone who will take messages.” A blast of hail ricocheted off the window. “And a window,” he remembered to include. He hated rooms without windows.

“For now, use Millie for your messages. We’ll sort out an office for you by tomorrow.”

Their business over, the three men stood and shook hands.

“Do you lift?” Kurt asked.

“The embassy has a gym?”

“In the basement.”

“Let’s work out sometime,” Jay said.

On his way out, he saw Millie hang up the telephone. “Oh, Mr. Potter, the driver is waiting out front for you.”

“My name is Porter,” he reminded her.

“Oh, I wish I could remember the simple things!”

“Try clue-minders, Millie. Me? I’m the man with the lost baggage. So think baggage and porter. Mr. Porter.”

“Clue-minders? What a clever idea. Now don’t forget your passport.”

He patted his coat pocket. “Got it.”

“And your boarding pass.”

“That too.”

“You wouldn’t believe what some people forget. Oh my, I could tell you stories!”

“Another time, I’d like to hear them.”

He had started down the hall when she called after him, “Button up, Mr. Potter! It’s cold outside!”

◆  ◆  ◆

LILKA PUCKERED HER CHERRY-RED LIPS in the bathroom mirror. Carefully, she outlined them with black eyeliner, occasionally dabbing her pencil into Vaseline to imitate the glossy look of models she’d seen in fashion magazines. When she finished, she gave her thick hennaed curls a last toss. Her eyes were turquoise, her skin as smooth and unblemished as a porcelain doll, yet Lilka did not think herself beautiful. Even on those rare occasions when mood and light coalesced sufficiently to allow her a glimpse of her true beauty, she didn’t trust herself a moment later. Men admired her, but she didn’t trust them either, certainly not the paunchy businessmen in the airport’s executive lounge where she worked, serving drinks to first-class passengers who always found excuses to touch her.

Jacek barged in. “I gotta piss. I can’t wait.”

“Lift the seat, Jacek!”

“Fuck off.”

“And please refill the bucket.”

“Who says I’m gonna flush?”

Lilka left the bathroom.

Jacek finished relieving himself and, grabbing his crotch, shouted through the open door. “You want some of this?”

She dropped her keys into her purse. “Go to hell.”

He lunged at her and grabbed her arm. “Go to hell yourself!”

“Let go!”

He forced her hand to his crotch. “Tell me this isn’t as good as your first-class tricks and I know you’ll be lying. We were always good.”

She squirmed. “Jacek, please, stop—”

He fell back on the couch and yanked off his muddy boots. “Fucking first-class whore.”

Lilka rubbed her wrist. “Where’s Aleks?”

“I don’t know.”

“Wasn’t he with you last night?”

“I’m not his babysitter.” Jacek flung a boot against the wall. “I’m sleeping in your room today.”

“No, Jacek, please.”

“No, Jacek, please,” he mimicked her. “I drive a fucking truck all night. I have a fucking right to a fucking bed.”

“We have an agreement.”

“Call the police.”

“You’re impossible.” Grabbing her overcoat, she slipped into the hallway before his second boot could hit her.

It hit the door instead.

“Kurva!” he called after her. Whore!

Lilka fought back tears, not wanting to smudge her makeup. She headed for the stairwell—its door was missing—and smelled her neighbor’s warm bread before she saw her. Agnieszka emerged a moment later, out of breath from climbing six flights. Two bread loaves protruded from a bag slung over her shoulder. To Lilka, they smelled like mornings, when families woke up, sipped coffee with toast, and talked of the day ahead. Her father had always gone out to buy the bread for breakfast. Agnieszka’s yeasty loaves reminded Lilka of the happy family she didn’t have herself. No one went out for bread; no one sipped coffee with toast. No one cared what she would do that day or any day. That unhappy realization brought on the tears she had struggled to hold back.

“What happened?” Agnieszka asked. She tried to look at the side of Lilka’s face. “Did he hit you again?”

“He didn’t hit me.”

“Not this time.”

“He was just being his usual mean self.”

“They shoot mean dogs, don’t they?”

Lilka dabbed her eyes. “He’s not worth the bullet.”

They both laughed, knowing their black humor was a cover-up for what they were really feeling. “Come in and have a coffee,” her friend urged. “It might be your last chance to see Wojtek in his Mickey Mouse pajamas before he puts them away for summer.”

Agnieszka had a repaired palate, and whatever she said had the comforting sound of shushing a baby to sleep. Her “Mickey Mouth pajamath” cheered Lilka, and she kissed her cheek. “I’d love to, but I can’t be late for work.”

She started down the stairs. The smell of fresh bread had already been overcome by the more familiar stench of old piss, to which no doubt her husband—ex-husband, she reminded herself—had contributed. They had been divorced over three years, in itself something close to a miracle in Catholic Poland. At least the secular communists had recognized that the sanctity of marriage could be sacrificed on the altar of wife abuse. Still, Lilka had been forced to remain in the same apartment with Jacek: the communists had a waiting list for housing longer than the Church’s list of sinners.

She felt dirty by the time she reached the ground floor and pushed the bar on the door to let herself outside. A thin layer of virgin snow covered everything. She brushed it off her windshield, using the snow to wash Jacek off her hands. She pulled on her mittens and got into her old and dented Lada.

Lilka prayed the car would start. It had been acting up lately, and had stalled out the day before. She pulled out the choke, turned the key, and tapped the gas pedal.

As soon as the engine turned over, it sputtered and died.

She tried again and it died again.

The third time, it turned over, coughed, and stayed running. She let the engine warm up before backing out of her space. The sun shone through a break in the clouds, reflecting brightly off the new snow. She slipped on sunglasses and turned into the street.

◆  ◆  ◆

SNOWPLOWS HAD PILED MUDDY SLUDGE on the median dividing the road to the airport. Cars passed at hell-bent speeds, spraying the windshield with snowmelt and salt, which the wipers only managed to smear. Jay leaned over the front seat to peer into the muddy twilight.

The international terminal came into view. No doubt it had been a showpiece when it first opened, the communists wanting to prove that they were equal to the West with such a modern building: all glass in alternating clear and red-tinted horizontal bands, and a control tower shaped like a praying mantis perched over it. Over the decades, it had clearly suffered from neglect: where paint was needed, none had been applied, and broken windows had been replaced indiscriminately, making a hodgepodge of the linear design. Floodlights, blurred by a dusting of snow in the early twilight, added a touch of prison-yard ambiance.

The driver pulled to the curb.

Jay asked, “Where will you wait?”

The man pointed vaguely ahead. “There. How long?”

“Hopefully not long.”

He entered the terminal through cracked glass doors repaired with packing tape. Birds nesting in the overhead rafters had splattered the floor with chalky droppings. Everything was the color of grit. Poles, it seemed, didn’t so much argue as grumble, and there was a fair amount of that going on in the long lines. His airline’s bright blue logo hung over an empty counter where a note had been taped: Mr. Porter please come to The Lounge.

“The Lounge,” he muttered, and looked around. He headed in the direction of the gates and a minute later was ringing the bell on the lounge’s door.

Lilka answered it. “You are Mr. James Porter?”

“Yes.”

“Please, you come inside.”

He followed Lilka into an empty lounge filled with upholstered chairs patterned with tropical birds. Next to each was a lamp in the shape of a flamingo. Jungle wallpaper surrounded them. “Boy, this is different,” he remarked.

“Do you like it?”

“Like it? It’s great. I’m sorry, I have to do this.” Suddenly he beat his chest and bellowed like Tarzan.

Lilka laughed. “You are not the first man to make that joke, but you make it the best.”

“Good, because I can’t believe I just did that.”

“I am sorry, Mr. Porter, about your suitcase.”

“Do you have it?”

“Now there is a strike.”

“A strike?”

“For suitcases.”

“Ah, the baggage handlers,” he said, guessing what she meant.

“It will finish in one hour.”

“And there’s no one else here? It’s just you and me and the birds for an hour?”

“Until the next flight. Also in one hour.”

“I’ll take a drink.” Jay gave a look at the bottles on the shelf behind the bar. “Do you have Black Label?”

“You are lucky, the plane from London is very late.”

“Lucky?”

“We are allotted only one bottle a day.”

“And the British drink it?”

“It is their last chance not to drink Polish vodka. Please, you sit?”

He slid onto a stool and watched her pour a hefty shot.

“Do you want ice or water?”

“Straight. I only ice Johnnie Red.”

“You are an expert on scotch?”

“Only in airport lounges. I can’t afford Black Label at home. Can I buy you a drink?”

“I am not permitted to drink when working.”

“Not even a glass of wino biały?”

“Pan movi po polsku?” she asked, surprised at his Polish.

“Only tak and nie, and white wine. You sure no?”

“Yes, I am sure.”

“Well, cheers.” Jay raised his glass to her before taking a sip. He was warming to the situation. No longer just a beleaguered traveler in search of lost baggage in a gray and dreary city. Things were looking up. “You know my name but I don’t know yours,” he said.

“I am Lilka.”

“And I’m Jay, not Mr. Porter.”

“Ja-ay,” she said, testing it, making it sound new. “You are first time, Ja-ay, in Warsaw?”

“Yeah, first time, and I know nothing about Warsaw. What’s fun to do?”

She sipped her wine. “Do you like old things?”

“Old things?”

“Maybe castles?”

He wanted to be agreeable, but castles? Looking at her, he wasn’t thinking about old things or castles. “Are there any good restaurants?”

“Oh yes! Now we have restaurants from French and Italian. You will like them.”

“What’s your favorite one?”

“There are so many,” she said, and he knew she had been to none of them. “Do you go to Disneyland?”

“Only once.”

“Tolek wants to go. Always he talks about Disneyland.”

“Tolek?” Jay checked her hands: no ring. “Is Tolek your husband?”

“He is the husband of my sister, Alina. He has dreams for America.”

“Don’t we all?”

The lounge’s buzzer interrupted them.

“Please excuse me one moment,” Lilka said and disappeared into the entry. He heard her speaking to a man before reappearing to tell him, “Your driver has your suitcase.”

The embassy driver stepped into the lounge, grinning and displaying the lost suitcase. “All finished,” he said.

“All finished?” Jay didn’t want it to be finished. He wanted to stay in the lounge with Lilka. “How did you finish it?”

The man flashed his embassy ID. “No problem with this.”

“Five minutes, okay?”

“No problem.”

When the driver stepped out, Jay asked Lilka, “Maybe we can go to a restaurant?”

“Go to a restaurant?”

“Yes. You and me. A date.”

Her thoughts played across her face. She measured him with the same eyes that had assessed countless offers and come-ons. He wanted to think he was different, but he knew he wasn’t, he was exactly what he was: a lonely guy talking her up because she was beautiful.

“Okay,” she said.

“Okay?” He had passed her test! “That’s great! What time do you get off work?”

“Midnight.”

Six more hours. He would never make it. A tsunami of weariness already threatened to sweep over him. “I’ll call you tomorrow, okay?”

“Yes, tomorrow is better. I will not be so late. You will telephone me here?”

He grabbed a napkin off the bar. “What’s your number?” As he wrote it down, the ink bled into the soft tissue. “I’ll call tomorrow,” he promised and went out to join his driver.

◆  ◆  ◆

THE STREETCAR CLAMORED TO A stop and the doors wheezed open. Alina stepped down, jostling cumbersome bags that rubbed against her legs. The wind tugged at her neck scarf. She pinned it with her chin as she crossed the tracks, remembering too late to look for an approaching tram—had there been one. Even in that weather, cars tooted their way down busy Aleje Jerozolimskie at reckless speeds. Pedestrians, shielding their faces from blowing snow, hurried along the sidewalk. Alina followed where they had tamped it down and soon turned into her neighborhood.

A long park ran between rows of dreary Soviet-style apartments. The fat, wet snowflakes landing on the leafless branches reminded Alina of the linden blossoms of summer. The park had been abandoned by all but a boy throwing sticks across a frozen pond for his dog to chase. Each time, the puppy skidded on the ice on its big clumsy paws and the boy hooted with amusement. Alina laughed with him and was still smiling when she reached her building.
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