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The aeroplane has unveiled for us the true face of the earth.

—ANTOINE DE SAINT-EXUPÉRY
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A face caught on my shoe. A human face, with a seal brown mustache and a keyboard of strong yellow teeth, was snagged by the toe of my brogan. The eyes were open and the jaw was slack, a startled expression, which was understandable since the back of the head was missing and my shoe had sunk into gore behind an ear.

My hand found a tree trunk, made soft by moss, and I braced myself to scrape the face off my shoe, trying to be respectful of the dead, yet determined to loosen the face so I wouldn’t have to walk with it clinging to me like an errant piece of tape. The nausea would come later. It always did.

The face finally dropped off my shoe, and I started again for the cones of sterile white light, glimpsed through the trunks of Douglas fir and ponderosa pine. The spring melt was well underway, but the night’s ice crust had formed on the remaining snow, and my shoes cracked through it with each step. I hadn’t had time to dress for the mountains. Under the shelter of trees and on stone outcroppings, the snow was gone, and I could move quickly, but some drifts were up to my knees, and I had to high-step, the snow crawling up my pants. I breathed the chilled air in huge gulps.

The light ahead was broken by stabs of red and blue, quick strobe pulses that cut the night. A generator’s rumble reached me, made deeper by the long echo from steep slopes all around. Shouted orders were carried in the sough of the wind in the trees. I pushed through a bank of licorice ferns and stepped over a rotted log. These woods had been clear-cut long ago, and old, crumbling stumps marked my way. A canopy of boughs from newer trees blocked most of the moonlight, and cast the snow in dappled blue-black shadows. The cold air held the elemental scents of red cedar and Pacific yew, and of aviation fuel.

I climbed toward the light, sidestepping a rangy wild rhododendron. The wail of sirens came from down the hill, from the way I had come. My foot slipped on a skunk cabbage and I skidded downhill. I grabbed a juniper branch to steady myself, then moved up again, the snow to my calves. I had no gloves, and my fingers were aching from the cold.

I should have thought this through, realized the dangers of my destination, and found some mountain clothing and maybe snowshoes, but there had been no time. Dread had pushed away useful thoughts. I had rushed into the mountains unprepared for the snow and for everything else I knew I would find. My stomach was sour, and only some of my trembling was from the cold.

The Forest Service road off Interstate 5 had taken me several miles south of the highway, and then to a narrow logging road a mile or two farther. Snow had been compressed by snowmobiles and cross-country skis, and my four-wheel-drive Explorer had no trouble, but I had taken a wrong turn somewhere. I had seen the glow of the white lights, but couldn’t find the way there in my rig. So I had abandoned the Explorer and had taken off on foot, thinking the light only two or three hundred yards up the forested hill. And now I was tramping through snow, wet to my knees, sweat running down my back, realizing my estimate had been off by about a thousand yards. I plowed through the snow, but the pool of eerie white light seemed to recede ahead of me.

The cold was as sharp as flint. Frozen breath drifting over my shoulder, I passed a copse of lodgepole pine—the trunks are so straight that settlers could make cabins from them—and walked around a chokecherry, and in the darkness almost bumped into a man and woman sitting in chairs in a patch of blue wildrye that had poked through the snow. The couple was wearing matching ski sweaters, and she was gripping a purse on her lap. Their legs ended in bloody stumps at the knees, and the snow under their seats had wicked away their blood. Safety belts had kept them in their chairs.

A few more steps brought me to a lower leg lying across a box elder. The leg had been ripped from the body at the knee. A running shoe was on the foot. Hanging from the shoelace was a silver charm, a tiny pair of crossed skis. Maybe the leg belonged to the woman in the ski sweater, but maybe not. A shrill cry drifted with the wind from the south. A hair-raising yip, yip, yip. Probably a coyote. I prayed it was a coyote. I pushed ahead, toward the light.

I stepped on a piece of flat metal I hadn’t seen, and it slipped from under my foot like a sled. I caught myself, sinking to a knee. Struggling uphill, I skirted a poison hemlock and approached a propeller, rising out of the snow as if it had been growing there. I am one of the few people alive who can recognize a Hamilton Standard 14SF-11 four-blade propeller at twenty yards on a dark night on the side of a snowy mountain. The blades were bent only slightly rearward, perhaps indicating the engine was generating little or no power at impact, and that the propeller had been wind-milling.

I instinctively reached for the kit strapped to my waist, but found only my belt buckle. A year ago I buried my kit in a basement trunk and swore I would never put it back on.

Next came luggage, thrown among the trees and littering the slope. Suitcases had burst like popcorn kernels, spewing out their contents. Pants and a ski parka hung from hemlock boughs. Crystal perfume bottles were here and there, and a cloying cosmetics-counter odor mixed with the winter scents of the mountain. I almost tripped over a package of three JCPenney T-shirts, still in their store wrapping.

Several boughs lay on the snow, torn from pine trees by a turboprop engine. I tried to step around a half-dozen fractured skis and snowboards without disturbing their location, which would be mapped soon enough, along with everything else larger than a pin on this grisly field. I approached an engine, a Pratt & Whitney Canada. The cowling had been ripped away, and the machinery lay exposed. The engine had slid down the hill a few yards, pushing snow in front of it, exposing mountain heather and chickweed.

At a granite outcropping, I grabbed the rough trunk of a Scotch broom to pull myself up. A man was peeking over a rock ledge above, staring down at me. I climbed higher, and saw he was missing both arms. A laptop computer lay next to him, its CD-ROM slot open. Bicycle playing cards lay all around. I moved through hemlock trees toward the white light.

A new scent turned my head. Then I heard a low crackling. A brake of Alaska cedar hid a fire off to my left, I was sure of it. I pushed toward it, ducking boughs and crunching through the snow. I crawled uphill over English ivy, partly covered with snow and as slippery as an ice fall, wound through a labyrinth of cedar trunks, and came to part of the fuselage. Fire worked on the wall panels, and the six passengers still strapped to their chairs were burned to black and resembled beef jerky. This portion of the fuselage was fairly large, indicating the plane had not been flying at a high altitude or great speed when it came apart. Wind picked up black ash and my jaw involuntarily opened at the odor of charred flesh. I had smelled it before, many times. I bit my lower lip hard enough to taste blood, trying to keep my dinner in my stomach. I had never been able to adjust to the carnage, and it had cost me my career.

I stumbled away from the fire. Above me a woman hung upside down, her ankle caught in the fork of a tree, her skirt hiding her face, like Mussolini’s mistress. When I came to a patch of bare rock, my shoes scattered rivets, dozens of them, popped from the skin of the plane. Thousands more would be found. I slipped on clubmoss, and slid sideways into a snowdrift, almost bumping into landing gear. The Dunlop wheel was still attached, the tire still holding air. I used juniper boughs to pull myself from the deep snow. A few more steps uphill through the snow—my knees rising almost to my breastbone—brought me to the crest of the plateau, where the rescue operation lay before me.

There was likely no one to rescue, of course, but the Kittitas County sheriff and his deputies knew their first duty was to look for the living. Their cars—bubble tops throwing shafts of blue and red light—lined the logging road I had been unable to find. A dozen fire trucks had also arrived, different colors from different jurisdictions, some pulling into the field to make way for more vehicles. Two trailers with portable generators and klieg lights on telescoping poles were already in place. The kliegs produced the clinical white light I had seen from afar. Everything was in stark white and black, robbing the field of dimension, and making the scene even more nightmarish than it would be in daylight. The tortured ground looked like a garbage dump, and was covered with shreds of cloth, strips of insulation, wiring, torn sheets of aluminum, and flesh and viscera.

Two television vans had arrived, and technicians were aiming the cab-top satellite dishes. A reporter was getting ready for his broadcast, preening himself in front of a mirror held up by his soundman. One truck had KITTITAS COUNTY EMERGENCY SERVICES painted on its side panel. Police and firefighters roamed the site, many looking dazed.

A wing and more of the fuselage and other parts of the plane had fallen onto this small plateau. Bodies were flung across the place, some whole, some in pieces. This flat area looked as if it had been graded at one time, and had been a logging staging area, where line skidders, log loaders, donkey engines, and logging trucks went about their business. The hill began its steep climb again just west of the logging site.

The severed cockpit had also landed here. On its nose was Sacajawea, painted in blue. The cockpit’s interior was visible, like a cutaway drawing. Instruments glowed eerily green and red, still powered by the backup system. The copilot was in his seat but the pilot and his seat were missing. Firemen poured water from a pumper onto another chunk of the fuselage. Steam hissed away from the wreckage. Near the cockpit was a woman, leaning back against a fir trunk, sitting as if at a picnic, except that she was dead and naked, her clothing having been sucked off her. Cops were cordoning off the area with yellow tape.

A deputy carried a piece of the plane—one of the black boxes—toward his boss, the county sheriff. I caught up with him, stepping over a Fatbob snowboard and a backpack.

“Where’d you get that?” I asked.

The fellow had tears running down his face. He turned away quickly to wipe them, then demanded gruffly to compensate, “Who are you?” He was wearing a peaked cap and a plastic yellow vest with SHERIFF stamped on the back.

“I’m from the National Transportation Safety Board.” A small lie. “I need to know where you picked up the black box.”

Planes contain two such boxes, the cockpit voice recorder and the flight data recorder, each about the size of a fisherman’s tackle box. Black box is a misnomer, as this one—and almost all of them—was Day-Glo orange, FLIGHT DATA RECORDER DO NOT OPEN was printed on the box in English and Spanish.

“Back there.” He nodded toward the east. “Near some trees.”

I held up a hand like a traffic cop, a gesture he would appreciate. “Look, I want you to give me the box, then retrace your steps and try to discover where you found it. It’ll be important.”

“Sure.” He handed it over. “There was a man back there, lying near the box, in a ski sweater. He had a piece of metal stuck through him. A lot of blood. I can find the place again, and I’ll . . .” His voice broke and he walked away, back the way he had come, his shoulders hunched protectively.

I had seen this before. Cops and firemen, no matter how tough and street smart, just aren’t ready for their first big crash site. NTSB investigators calls these sites majors. I had seen quite a few majors, and I was never ready, either.

A deputy sheriff was piling up metal pieces of the fuselage, stacking them like cordwood. Carrying the black box, I rushed over, as quickly as the calf-deep snow allowed.

“Don’t do that,” I ordered. “Leave the pieces where they fell.”

“Shouldn’t we be cleaning up?” His voice was distant and vague. He inhaled a huge draught of air. “I mean, I should do something. I should help.” He cringed, as if I might tell him to collect body parts.

“Search for survivors.”

He moved his hand in a small way. “Nobody could live through this.”

“Search anyway. Let’s make sure nobody lucky enough to survive the crash freezes to death in these mountains.”

I left him there, and headed toward the sheriff, who was holding a cell phone to his ear and a map in his other hand. A deputy was standing at his shoulder and pointing a flashlight for him. The sheriff wiped his mouth and looked around. His face flashed blue and red from his car lights.

I crunched over the snow to the sheriff. “Has anybody been found who needs medical attention?”

He looked up. “No. Not likely, either.”

“Have you found any more pieces of the plane that are still burning?”

“We’ve put out as many fires as we’ve found.” He looked closely at my face, as if peering through a misted window. “And we’re still finding them.”

“Who have you notified?” I asked.

“Who the hell are you?”

“Joe Durant. Senior investigator for the NTSB.” My name was truthful. The rest was another small lie.

“You got any ID?” he demanded.

Cops at a wreckage site always feel better if they can see a badge, and that’s the only reason NTSB investigators carry them.

“It’s at home on my dresser, right next to my reading glasses.” Another lie. If you don’t turn in your badge your last day on the job, you don’t get your last paycheck. “You want some help or not?”

The sheriff hesitated, then allowed a trace of relief to cross his face. He introduced himself as Don Kingman, Kittitas County sheriff, elected just this year. “I received the call from the FAA. They said they were notifying the NTSB and the Red Cross and the FBI. I’ve called our county services. I’ll have some experienced people here soon, medical and rescue folks, and dogs.”

“Your deputies’ safety is paramount, and the firemen’s. Sometimes radioactive isotopes and other dangerous materials are in a cargo bay. Have you found anything like that?”

He shook his head.

“Or any gas containers or flammable solids or organic peroxides or corrosive materials? Or lab specimens? They could all be dangerous.”

“Nothing like that yet.”

More vehicles arrived. Another television station truck and a flatbed carrying a winch and generator.

I said, “Tell your men to treat this area as a crime scene.”

It was a phrase cops understood, and it galvanized the sheriff. He turned to his deputies and began issuing orders to leave the wreckage where it lay and to preserve any fleeting evidence, such as soot deposits, by photography or notation, and to leave as little indication of their passage as possible. And he ordered his deputies to try to detect the scent of explosives, which would blow away quickly. He was well aware of a psychological factor that would affect those early at the site, the irresistible urge to act, even when lives were not at stake. He had to slow them down, to preserve the evidence. After a halting start, the sheriff was proving himself.

Standing near a prowl car’s bumper, a deputy spoke into another cell phone, relaying the readout from a handheld global positioning system. We were three or four miles from Snoqualmie Pass, the east-west route through the Cascade Mountains, and were sixty or so miles east of Seattle. To the northwest I could see the reflection of the lights illuminating Snoqualmie Pass ski runs.

The deputy turned to the sheriff and asked, “What kind of plane was it?”

The sheriff looked at me.

“An Aero Transport France 94, a twin turboprop,” I said. “Emerald Airlines, en route from Hailey, Idaho, to Seattle. The plane was called Sacajawea.” Emerald Airlines named all its planes after northwest explorers and pioneers.

The Sheriff had an aggressive jaw, stuck out into the air. He rubbed it ruefully, then stepped closer, out of earshot of his subordinates. “You’re the investigator. What else do I do now?” His lips were thin and bloodless, and he pressed them together. He loathed having to ask for help.

“Secure the area against the curious, who’ll show up in an hour or two, so they don’t move things around. And against looters.” Over thirty people were charged with stealing from the Lockerbie site.

“What else?”

“Check everyone’s credentials. Don’t let any lawyers on the site, no matter what they say.”

He smiled sourly. “Do I look like a dunce?”

“And insurance representatives. Keep them away.”

Firemen were trying to hack their way to a point higher on the mountain where part of the fuselage had fallen. An orange glow could be seen through the trees and undergrowth above us. Left untended, a fire in an airplane section might burn for hours. Ash settled on the snow, speckling it.

Two ambulances arrived, but had to remain a hundred yards down the narrow logging road due to the congestion. A driver tried his siren for a moment, but the Red Cross truck in front of the ambulance had nowhere to go. The hollow pounding of a helicopter came from the west.

A man in a red parka approached us, holding up identification.

“I know who you are, Frank,” the sheriff said with acid sweetness. “You can put your ID away.”

I was introduced to the county hazardous materials coordinator. Frank Jessup had the clipped diction of an officious bank clerk. He said, “I’m ready to declare this place a biological hazard, Sheriff. Do you agree?”

The sheriff looked at me. Having the site declared a hazard would complicate the investigation, and it would be hard on the investigators’ bladders because they would rather hold their pee than perform all the scrubbing and clothes changing required to leave and return to the site. But here there was no choice.

When I nodded almost imperceptibly, the sheriff said, “Agreed.”

“I’ll start bringing in my equipment.” Jessup walked away.

The sheriff commented, “Jessup is the biggest pain in the ass in the entire goddamn world.”

“You’ve never worked with me, that’s clear.” My banter was an attempt to keep my stomach under control. I was losing the fight.

The sheriff grinned narrowly. “The bodies make this a bio hazard? Blood-borne pathogens?”

I swallowed several times. My mouth under my tongue was tingling, and I was salivating heavily. I was all too familiar with these precursors. My shirt was stuck to my back with sweat that had begun to chill me. I said, “It’ll be slower up here in the mountains, with the cold, but even so the bodies will quickly become dangerous.”

Sheriff Kingman indicated me with his thumb and ordered a deputy, “Get this man some gloves and a better coat.”

The helicopter loomed overhead. I couldn’t make out its markings. The effect of its nose spotlight was lost in the kliegs. The copter slowly moved south, illuminating the logging road. Landing areas were scarce in the mountains.

My quick visual survey of the site indicated half or two-thirds of the plane had landed on this small plateau. The remainder would be strewn across the forest east of here, a wreckage trail that might be five miles long. Above me to the east, just at the upper cusp of the light thrown by the kliegs, several trees had been chopped off, their tops lying in the snow. The plane had clipped the trees on its way in.

Two men entered the site from between fire trucks. I had worked with them before. They were father and son, and almost identical in appearance, a generation apart. Charles Ray was the founder and chairman of Emerald Airlines. His son Wayne was the chief executive officer. They crossed the snow, Charles’s hand on his son’s arm, the son supporting the father. Charles was as bald as a peeled egg while his son had a full head of dark hair, carefully coiffed, even in his distress. Charles blinked rapidly, one hand delicately on his temple as if exploring it for a bruise. They gathered in the horrifying scene, their faces open and undefended, and slowly crossed the snow toward the sheriff. Their days ahead would be dreadful.

A deputy wearing a Kevlar vest handed me gloves and a parka with SHERIFF on the back, then drew Kingman away to confer. The sheriff’s brisk efficiency had been an antidote to my nausea, but when he stepped away the sickness returned. No single body organ should be able to hold a person hostage for years, but my weak stomach had done it. I desperately looked around for a discrete place, my gaze sweeping over the butchery, my bile rising.

And my grief returning. This time—on this wreckage site—there was the grief. At least, I think it was grief. Hard to tell, with the chaos of rubble and corpses all around, and my churning stomach. Perhaps bereavement should have immobilized me. But right now I needed to find an out-of-the-way place, and quickly.

I moved around a knot of tossed luggage and clothing, and found a suitable stump near some rock brake at the edge of the clearing. The loggers had left a length of skid cable here, still shiny and curled like a snake. I swallowed repeatedly, breathing huge quaffs of air. I put the black box on the stump. The klieg lights made my new sheriff’s coat glow a soft green. After a moment, my innards subsided a bit. Maybe I was getting tougher in middle age. After a few more long, even breaths, I took a step back toward the sheriff.

Then I saw a doll lying on the snow. A little girl’s doll, with pudgy hands, a gingham dress, a tiny red ribbon in curly hair, and an eternal, dimpled smile. I folded like a jackknife and vomited.

I heaved and heaved, gripping the edge of the rotting stump, bent over, spilling my dinner onto the snow, some of it on my shoes, none of this for the first time, goddamn it. Finally I was empty, and could lever myself upright. I wiped my mouth with the back of a glove.

The governor of the State of Washington had arrived. A gun muzzle at his temple wouldn’t make him miss a photo op. He must have been in the helicopter. The governor removed his cap to run his fingers through his sparse blond hair, readying himself for the television interviews. He was as silky as politicians come. And now running awkwardly in old-fashioned galoshes into the klieg light was Allen Chapman, head of the pilots’ union, who worked for Alaska Airlines and was based in Seattle. And then came a Red Cross official whose face I remembered but not her name. She and Chapman walked across the snow toward the governor. Also arriving was the Kittitas County coroner, who had no reason to be here. She’d see the bodies soon enough without a visit. She too had been unable to find the logging road, and had come in following my path, her pants damp to her thighs.

I lifted a handful of snow, made sure it was clean, then chewed on it to clear my mouth. A National Guard Hummer drove along the side of the road, bypassing police trucks. Another helicopter appeared, this from Seattle’s KOMO television station.

My legs wobbled as I stepped around a flight attendant’s cart, a few peanut packages still in an open tray.

“Joe,” someone called. “Joe Durant.”

I recognized the voice. Richard Dahlberg, NTSB regional director. He padded his way over the snow toward me. “I’m surprised to see you here, Joe.”

“I’m surprised to be here.”

Dahlberg probably wasn’t on this week’s Go Team, but his job would be to establish NTSB control of the site, handle the press, and provide the initial stakedown, to administer site security pending the team’s arrival.

He said, “I saw someone tossing a meal over by a tree stump and figured it must be you.”

I smiled weakly. “You’ve seen me puke more often than you’d care to, I’d imagine.”

Dahlberg chewed on his lip a moment, indecision on his face. He should have been stitched taut, full of disapproval at my presence, but as a friend for a decade he was going to give me the benefit of the doubt. Dahlberg’s face was seamed with harsh angles, and his eyes were always narrowed, as if he were looking into the sun. He had been a navy pilot, and still looked it. He was carrying his field kit, hadn’t yet strapped it on.

He said, not unkindly, “Last I heard, Joe, you don’t work for me anymore.”

“No. I don’t suppose I do.”

“You aren’t employed by the NTSB. Aren’t an investigator anymore.”

I rubbed my chin with a glove. “No, Dick. I’m not.”

“Why are you out here, then?”

“My wife.”

“Janie?”

“Yeah.” I drew in a sharp breath. “She was on this flight.”
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I live in Ballard, a Seattle neighborhood first populated by Scandinavian fishermen and boatbuilders. The place has been gentrified, but it’s still possible to buy a gelatinous, lye-soaked fish called lutefisk and potato dumplings called komle in delicatessens where the customers have Eric the Red accents. Ballard celebrates Norwegian independence day every May 17 with a lively parade down Market Street, which the king of Norway has attended. I parked the car in my driveway.

The hardest thing I would ever have to do was just ahead. I sat in the car a moment, the radio off. The house’s first-floor lights were still on, seen through rhododendron branches I’d let go too long. I pinched the bridge of my nose. Death and hell, I didn’t want to go into my house.

But I did, of course. I locked my car and activated the alarm. Descendants of the Vikings will sometimes steal a car. It’s their genetic inheritance, same type of thing their forefathers did to the Norman coast. I climbed the steps. My shoes were caked with mud and my pants were damp and crease-less. I had forgotten to return the sheriff’s jacket. Vomit had caught the edge of the fabric, but it blended in with the green just fine. Heather along the walkway still wore its winter pink bloom, lit poorly by the porch light. I pushed the key into the lock and opened the door.

“Sarah, it’s me,” I called out.

Hanging across our entryway, a banner generated by our computer read WELCOME, MOM, replete with cheery representations of balloons and hearts along the borders. Sarah’s first banner had said, WELCOME HOME, MOM, but she later thought it too forward, and had balled it up and thrown it into the wastebasket.

Rarely is a father happy to find his daughter watching television at two o’clock in the morning, but now I was vastly relieved. She would already know. I wouldn’t have to tell her. The idiot box had broken the news for me.

Sarah was sitting on the den floor, leaning against a couch in front of the television, puffy-eyed and breathing in little hiccups. She was cried out, at least for now. I lowered myself to the floor next to her. She didn’t look away from the screen.

Dick Dahlberg had pushed the television crews far away from the wreckage, and nothing was on the screen but trees backlit by the distant klieg lights, and several deputy sheriffs who were keeping the TV crews right where they were. A reporter was speaking into the camera, frequently glancing at his notes and then off screen, hoping the anchor in Seattle would relieve him of the burden of ad-libbing. An Emerald Air turboprop flying from Sun Valley to Seattle had gone down. The reporter had almost nothing else to say. Dahlberg would have seen to that.

I put my arm around Sarah but she flinched as if I had burned her. She angrily moved away, sliding along the rug to the other end of the couch and wiping her cheeks with her sleeve. Her voice carried unconcealed wrath. “Mom is dead, isn’t she?”

“She was on the plane, Sarah. I’m so sorry. For you and for me.” I scooted sideways and this time she let me hold her. She began crying again, bucking in my arms, her face turned away.

“Your mom loved you, Sarah.”

She shook her head so violently that her gold-brown hair whipped across my neck and cheek. Her words were ragged. “No, she didn’t. She never did.”

My eyes were damp. And I was angry, once again. Goddamn my wife. Maybe I deserved it, but not my little girl.

“She didn’t leave you, Sarah,” I said in a low voice, as measured as I could make it. I didn’t want to break down in front of her.

“We’ve already talked all about this.” She pulled a pillow off the couch to dab at her face. “I know everything you’re going to say. You’ve said it a hundred times before. And it’s all a lie.”

She tried to move away, but I gently held her, and she finally slumped into me, sobbing.

“Your mom didn’t leave you, Sarah. She left me.”

“As if that makes any difference. She left.”

I held her. The television switched to a shot of Wayne Ray, Emerald Air’s CEO. His name appeared at the bottom of the screen, next to the station’s logo. Wayne was trying to say something without saying anything. Camera lights lit his face like a tropical sun, and his pupils were pinpricks. He knew better than to try to shade his eyes from the glare, which would make him look like a gangster being arrested. Ray looked ghastly.

A Replogle globe and an old upright Clarendon piano and the TV crowded our den. Janie had known I liked maps, and so had given me the globe as an anniversary present years ago. It had been manufactured during that brief time after Vietnam had been reunited but before the Soviet Union had been disbanded. On the walls were framed old maps of cities I had visited. Most places I go, I seek out old map shops.

Sarah quieted to a soft burbling. She was my only child. I had been promising her for three years that she could get her driver’s license on her sixteenth birthday, and not one day later. She had circled the date in huge red circles on our kitchen’s Norman Rockwell calendar, lest I forget, as if there were any chance of that. She didn’t know that I had purchased a nine-year-old Volvo for her. Silver, an automatic, with a hundred and ten thousand miles, but built like a tank, and no rust. It was parked in my brother’s garage over in Bellevue. I was going to tie a big red ribbon around it. I have tried over the years not to indulge my only child but this—her sixteenth birthday—was too much, and I hadn’t been able to resist.

Sarah resembles her mother, and as I liked to say—at least before her mother did to me what she did—that I didn’t marry a beautiful woman to have my daughter look like me. Sarah’s eyes are the blue color of smoke. Her teeth are flashy white and perfect, for which I transferred to an orthodontist most of my income for two years. She doesn’t like her nose, because it has a little bump on the bridge, the tiniest thing on the planet, I swear. When she’s grumpy she likes to argue about this bump. She says it makes her look like a boxer, and I’ll reply that there have been some cute boxers over the years, like Leon Spinks. Or she’ll say it’s the size of a potato, and I’ll say it’s smaller than most molecules. Then she’ll say it looks like a horse chestnut, and I’ll counter that it’s smaller than a neutrino. I think she is angling for plastic surgery, but she doesn’t need it, and in any event I’ve scarcely recovered from the orthodontist. She has her mother’s mouth, and it is inviting and saucy and voluptuous, terms that shouldn’t be used describing a fifteen-year-old, but they fit nevertheless. At 5’10”, Sarah is only a few inches shorter than me. She railed against her height until the captain of the Ballard High basketball team started squiring her around. Now she stands straight and tall, and still only comes up to his breastbone. Sarah is a point guard on the varsity girls’ team, and Sarah and her boyfriend are cute together, except that he is dumber than a mushroom.

“You thought Mom was a tramp,” she said, almost under her breath.

I sighed heavily. “Sarah, that thought never occurred to me. Not once, not ever.”

Well, I was spending the entire night lying, it was turning out. That thought—that Janie had been a tramp—in fact, unfortunately, and with some regret, had entered my mind. More than once.

“I don’t think she was a tramp,” she said around another gush of sobs. “I loved her.”

“I did, too.” Sort of.

“I think she was on her way back to us.”

“Me, too.”

“We could’ve talked her into staying.” Sarah didn’t have any Kleenex, so she sniffed hugely. “I don’t think she would have ever gone back to Idaho.”

“Me neither.”

How to confess my great humiliation? A year ago Janie and her sister Eva traveled to Sun Valley for their annual four days of skiing, the tenth or eleventh anniversary of this event, their big yearly get-together. Eva would fly into Hailey from San Francisco the same time as Janie. They’d rent a car, and drive the ten miles north to Ketchum and Sun Valley. I don’t ski. Journeying to the mountains in the middle of winter to put bed slats on your feet has never made sense to me. Janie and Eva would ski the hell out of Mount Baldie and close down the Pioneer Saloon a few times, and then Janie would return to Seattle.

But a year ago I went out to SeaTac airport to collect her after her ski holiday, and she wasn’t on the plane. When I telephoned the condo she and Eva had rented, Janie calmly announced she wasn’t coming back, that she was going to live in Sun Valley and ski. It took her about as long to tell me as it does for me to tell you. She didn’t offer an explanation.

Not one goddamn reason why she would desert her husband and daughter. She just did.

There is, of course, more to it than that, but it has been up to me to figure it out, largely by examining my own character, something I normally don’t find profitable or enjoyable. My conclusion was that there was something wrong with me. There must have been. No other explanation exists. But try as I might—and Lord knows, I’m not perfect—I couldn’t figure out what. I had been summarily terminated as a husband, without even the courtesy of a drumhead court-martial.

One defect in my personality is suggested by my surprise. I’m blind. I didn’t see it coming. Something had been appallingly wrong with our marriage, and I had missed it.

Over the phone I had begged Eva—who had returned from the skiing trip to her plumbing-contractor husband in San Francisco—for some clue as to why Janie would leave me, and Eva stammered around awhile, said she didn’t really know, and then volunteered that maybe it was because I was boring. “Hell, Joe,” she said, “you’re an engineer, and they are all boring.” Not like goddamn plumbing contractors. And I wanted to protest that there had been more to my life than being an engineer, but I just put down the phone.

“She was coming home to stay, don’t you think, Daddy?” Sarah seldom called me Daddy anymore.

“Maybe so, Sarah.” Or maybe to retrieve the rest of her things, like her exercise treadmill and her tennis rackets.

“Were you going to talk with Mom?”

“I was going to say we loved her, and wanted her home with us, that we wanted her here with us very much.”

Silent sobs now, a gentle bucking in my arms. On my way to pick up Janie at SeaTac, I had heard an initial report on my car radio. With my cell phone I had called a friend, a senior supervisor at SeaTac Operations, who said that Emerald Air 37, coming in from Hailey, had disappeared from radar screens. He told me the location, as best they could surmise at the time. I had also called Sarah, saying vaguely that I was going to be later than I had thought, and then had headed up Interstate 90 toward Snoqualmie Pass, calling SeaTac Operations twice more for updates on the location as it became known with more precision.

Sarah snuffled. I brushed tears from her cheeks. The television showed Dick Dahlberg, fifteen microphones and cassette recorders shoved at his face, who was saying that a Go Team had been launched from Washington accompanied by a member of the NTSB, and that until their arrival the site had been closed to preserve evidence, and that no press access would be granted until the Go Team was on-site. Dahlberg was stalling the press, straight from the manual.

“Maybe Mom is alive. Do you think there’s a chance?”

“No, sweetie.”

“But you don’t know for sure.”

“I’ve seen a lot of these, Sarah. There’s not much chance. No chance, really.”

After a long moment, she asked, “Are you glad she’s dead?”

It was a cattle prod of a question, and it came not from my daughter, but from her vast pool of pain and anger and confusion. I gently turned her shoulders so she had to look at me. “Sarah, I love you more than life itself. Almost sixteen years ago your mother gave you to me. For that alone, I will always love her.”

She started up again, huge wails. I hugged her, hard this time, pressing her into me, trying to help her.

Then my eyes got leaky. I blinked the moisture away but they filled up again, and my breath came in long, serrated sighs. I didn’t know whether I was weeping for Janie or for Sarah or for me. My daughter and I held each other and cried, our tears mixing together on our cheeks.
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I returned to the site the following afternoon. Before leaving my car I spread Vicks VapoRub on my upper lip, more out of habit than necessity. Perhaps the bodies hadn’t yet begun to putrefy in the cold. It is little known among the public that victims aren’t taken away from a crash site until after much of the evidence has been gathered, so the corpses lie around awhile, maybe as long as three days. Then it might take ten days to remove all the remains. I walked toward the first barricade, wondering how I’d bluff my way in. First I’d have to push through a mob.

A National Park Service gravel lot—usually used by weekend rock climbers and hikers—was one of the holding areas for the press and public. Hundreds of people and dozens of vehicles filled the area. Mourners were gathered in knots, and a pitiful keening came from all corners of the lot. They huddled together, leaning against each other, bracing themselves, and casting fearful glances north, where the main wreckage site lay. They were dressed in dark coats and pants, even dark scarves and hats. The only white among the mourners were the handkerchiefs, and there were many of those, all crumpled and damp.

At the west end of the gravel lot under a camouflage green and brown National Guard tent, a team of social workers and clergy had established a triage site. A generator hummed next to the tent. Quiet conversations, with gentle hands on shaking shoulders, were occurring around a table that held a metal coffee urn and plastic cups. Red Cross workers were carrying doughnuts and sandwiches from their truck into the tent. Other volunteers were setting up a telephone bank, ten phones in portable booths to be used by relatives, linked to Airtouch Cellular by antennas on the Red Cross vehicle. Television vans lined one side of the site like circus trucks, all with satellite dishes aimed south, their technicians sitting in the truck cabs, chatting away and eating lunch, their jobs done. A technician had been called away for some reason and had left his lunch on the hood of his truck, and black-and-white birds called Clark’s nutcrackers were tearing at the Baggies and wax paper to get to the sandwich and cookies.

Reporters and cameramen and soundmen had found suitable backdrops for their airtime. The press was here in vast numbers. The news organizations lucky enough to have arrived first—Seattle television stations—clogged this site. Others filled a second parking lot with vans and trucks and trailers half a mile down the road.

Don Kingman was standing near a sheriff’s car behind the barricades. His deputies were manning the barriers, shaking their heads sympathetically when heartsick relatives of the dead asked them questions. The deputies knew as little as the onlookers. Kingman walked over when he saw me. He was wearing a badge allowing him to enter the site.

I said, “You’ve been demoted to perimeter patrol, looks like.”

“And you’ve been demoted off the site, looks like.” He smiled. “Telling me you were with the NTSB. Shame on you.”

“Well, it was only a little fib.”

“An outright fabrication told to police authorities,” he said.

“Stalin was worse, everything considered.”

“I’m sorry about your wife. Dahlberg told me. Jesus, that’s tough.”

“Can you let me back onto the site? I want to talk to the IIC.”

Most others would have given me a long-winded explanation about civilians and crime scenes because sheriffs are, after all, bureaucrats, but Kingman quickly said, “Sure,” and pushed aside an orange-and-white barricade. The crowd abruptly turned their moist gazes to me, instantly suspecting I wasn’t a civilian, and that I might have something to tell them, but Kingman escorted me away at a quick pace, perhaps glad to get away from the grieving relatives.

“You look beat,” I said. “Up all night?”

“I don’t normally pull all-nighters, except Ellensburg High School prom nights.” Ellensburg is the Kittitas County seat. “Dahlberg told me a few things about you.”

“Great.”

“Says you were a legend at the NTSB.”

“We’re all legends. Anybody who can work a crash site automatically becomes a legend. It’s a nice benefit of the job.”

“Dahlberg said you were so good, you could stick your nose into the air like a wolf, take a few big sniffs, and pretty much determine why a plane went down.”

“Being a legend, you get the best seats in restaurants, never near the kitchen or the door to the toilet.”

The sheriff wouldn’t be deterred. “He says that in your career, you and your teams never failed, not once, to find the probable cause for a crash.”

“Yeah, well . . .” Only four majors in NTSB history have not been assigned a probable cause.

The wreckage site was a quarter mile up the road. We walked in ruts where tires had crushed snow to slush then mixed it with mud. I was wearing rubber Sorel boots and a parka.

The sheriff asked, “You been listening to the news reports?”

“Some.”

“Reporters are having a surge of creativity, each trying to invent the name that will stick in the national consciousness.”

“Yeah?”

“NBC is calling him the Cascade Bomber. CNN weighs in with the Sky Bomber, and ABC is trying out the Ski-to-Sky Bomber.”

“That’s not bad.”

We walked through a tunnel of pine and spruce, and came to the wreckage site. Decontamination trailers were already in place. We were each handed a plastic bag containing a white protective suit, rubberized booties, and a mask. I knew to use one of the nearby Porta-Potties before putting on the suit. Don Kingman pinned his site badge to the outside of the suit. Wearing white, with snow all around, we looked like First Mountain Division troopers.

The hazardous materials coordinator Frank Jessup had that morning trained several volunteers—they looked like high school students—who taped over the seams between our suits and the gloves and boots. Another volunteer stood by with a laptop computer on a card table set up on the snow, ready to note any worker’s exposure to potential biohazards. We would undergo a bleach-and-water shower on leaving the area. Guards surrounding the site made sure that workers entering and leaving passed through this decontamination facility.

At another edge of the site, tucked in against a precipitous granite rise of the mountain behind, was the NTSB’s command trailer. A dish was already on top. Next to the trailer was a generator hut. Nearby were three refrigerator trucks that read SNOHOMISH POULTRY PROCESSORS, rented by the NTSB to transport the bodies to a morgue. The company’s name would be covered over before the trucks left. Next to one of the trucks was a box of red body bags, still flat and empty, some large for intact corpses, some smaller for the partial remains. Only one fire truck remained, but other vehicles had been brought in, including three cherry pickers, a backhoe, and an industrial vacuum truck, to pump out snowmelt from impact craters. A guard at the site entrance—a National Guardsman with an M16 over his shoulder—glanced at Kingman’s badge and didn’t object when the sheriff escorted me through the police line.

The field of corpses and wreckage had been made almost cheerful by a forest of red flags, each at the end of a three-foot-long numbered stake planted near remains. As we skirted the site, looking for the investigator-in-charge, a search-team member called out from down the hill that he needed a photographer. After the body was photographed from several angles, it would be put into one of the red plastic bags, and then left where it had been found. Also dotting the ground were yellow flags marking off the area into grids. The locations of bodies and airplane parts would be entered into computers using a CAD-like program.

A team of searchers—maybe fifty people, all deputized by the county coroner that morning, and all in white bio suits—was spread evenly in a line across the site, moving slowly, often bending over, looking like rice planters. The air smelled of the forest. This was the brief time after the odor of fuel had dissipated but before the onset of rot. The smell of human body decay—once experienced, never forgotten—would be the single most vivid memory for most of these volunteers.

Several Go Team members were near the severed cockpit, wearing white bio suites and blue dozer caps with NTSB on them. I knew all of them, recognized them even in their masks, by the way they gestured and walked. Also on-site were FBI and ATF agents, and I recognized the special-agent-in-charge of the Seattle FBI office, Cal Guthrie, and the FBI’s executive assistant director, Frederick Yamashita, who investigates terrorism against United States citizens and property. The head of the FAA’s Aviation Explosives Security Unit was speaking with three engineers from Air Transport France, who had flown in from Paris overnight, and with the pilots’ union representative. I had worked with them all before.

Two NTSB investigators from the structures group were taking photographs and talking into microphones pinned to their bio suits. Dick Dahlberg pointed at a gauge in front of the copilot, who still hung there in his seat. Only a superficial examination of the plane’s parts would be made in the field. Eventually about fifty NTSB investigators would be on-site. I spotted the investigator-in-charge, as he was dispensing that morning’s plan to a dozen people surrounding him. I crossed the field to him, trying not to look at the bodies littering the snow, all the torn tissue and broken bones and staring faces, but once again my old friend nausea began its rise.

The IIC saw me coming and greeted me with a tentative grin. His name was Richard Shrader, who was based in Washington, D.C., and who had probably taken an FAA Gulfstream out to SeaTac that morning along with a member of the NTSB, though I hadn’t seen the board member yet. Sheriff Kingman found a state patrol captain to talk to.

Shrader left the group of investigators and stepped toward me. The snow was shiny from that day’s melt. “God, I’m sorry, Joe.”

I nodded. Rich Shrader was incapable of saying anything he didn’t mean, which made him instantly likable. I’d worked with him on and off for a decade. He probably didn’t know anything about my troubles with Janie. Rather, her troubles with me. Shrader’s black eyebrows were visible just above his spectacles. His eyes had only lately begun to collect a few wrinkles.

He would excuse my failure to trade pleasantries. “I’d like to be assigned to the job, Rich.”

His latex-gloved hand pulled at his earlobe. “Dick told me you were here last night, and I figured you’d be back today.”

“Can you take me on?”

“Joe, you know I can’t hire you out in the goddamn field. There are procedures to go through. And I don’t hire people anyway. That’s done by the human resources division.”

“Well, think of something.” I was calling on our friendship.

My offer to join his team could not be dismissed out of hand. Two years ago I had been IIC on an ATF 94—a turboprop identical to Sacajawea— that had gone down on a flight from Green Bay to Minneapolis. The Central Airlines ATF 94 was on a repositioning red-eye flight, and the plane was mostly empty. Five people had died. We had assigned probable cause to ground crew error: the plane’s wings had not been deiced sufficiently close to take off. So I was an expert on ATF 94s. Shrader looked around the site, to the mangled metal and bodies.

“Think out loud,” I insisted.

“The best I can do is check with Washington. I’ll strongly recommend that you be employed in some capacity for this investigation.”

“Where’ll you let me in?”

He sucked on a tooth. “I’ve already filled my group spots, including your specialty, the structures group.”

A major investigation was conducted by specialist groups, including the power plant group, the human factors group, the systems group (hydraulics, flight controls, landing gear, and the like), the maintenance records group, the flight recorder group, the weather group, the air traffic services group, and others, each with an NTSB investigator chairing the group, and often including non-NTSB scientists and engineers. Because each group submits findings, the group method prevents early pet theories and predispositions from being weighed too heavily.

“None of the group chairs would take it lightly were I to dump them for you,” Shrader continued.

“Sure.”

“And you are sort of a pain in the ass to work with anyway.”

“I’ve been told that before.”

“But credibility is the NTSB’s main weapon, and if I turn aside your offer to help, I may be criticized for not doing all I can to find probable cause.” He paused, again surveying the site with broad sweeps of his eyes. “The FBI.”

“Yes?”

“They’ve already concluded an explosion brought down Emerald 37 last night.” He snapped a glove cuff several times. “They’re going to try to take over the investigation right away, and not let it run its full course with us.”

“Well, that’s standard procedure for them.”

“I want you to deal with the FBI.”

“Ah, hell.”

“That’s my offer,” Shrader said. “I’ll talk to Washington today, and with their okay, I’ll get you a badge letting you onto the site and everywhere else the investigation takes us, but you will have to liaison with the FBI.”

I smiled my thanks at him, then remembered he couldn’t see it because of the mask. “This was easier than I’d feared, Rich.”

“No, it wasn’t. I wasn’t going to turn down your offer, and you knew it. The NTSB doesn’t turn aside expertise. If I’m going to have to deal with a bunch of damned Frenchmen from ATF who want to tell me my job, I might as well deal with you, too.” He stepped closer. “A surgeon doesn’t operate on his own family members. Are you going to be able to work on the incident that killed your wife?”

“Have you found her body?”

“We aren’t at that stage yet, not officially, not of IDing the bodies. But all the NTSB people here know Janie was on the flight, and some of them knew her, and would have told me if her body had been found. It hasn’t.”

I touched the corner of my eye. Shrader may have thought I was wiping away a tear, because he stepped closer and put a hand on my elbow by way of comforting me. Actually, I had been chasing away a fly. Even in the high-mountain conditions, the site was already flyblown. Flies begin laying eggs in a corpse’s mouth within two minutes of death. Forensic scientists often use the development of the fly eggs in the mouth as a rough indicator of the time of death.

Shrader said in a quiet voice, “You quit our outfit because you couldn’t take it. Those’re the words you used. Couldn’t take it. How is it going to be different this time, especially when your wife was onboard?”

“I’ll make it different.” Not yet, I wasn’t. I was breathing in small bursts, trying to settle my stomach. “How do you handle the carnage, Rich?”

“You know well enough all the ways we do it. They just don’t work for you.”

“I know, but how do you do it? You, personally. How do you keep yourself from getting sick?”

“I look, but I don’t see.” He started toward the command trailer and I followed, walking around a fur coat. “I examine the tiny details, all the little engineering problems presented by each piece of evidence, and I try not to see anything human. I wear blinders, and they keep my vision tightly focused. That’s how I do it. Others, like Dick Dahlberg, don’t have to go through any mental gymnastics. The slaughter just doesn’t bother him. Ask him, and he’ll counter with, ‘Do you get sick when you enter a butcher shop?’ ”

We walked around a body wearing athletic sweats and big Nike shoes, lying facedown and spread eagle, like a free-falling parachutist, except that his head was turned sideways and something, maybe a raven or a rat, had eaten the eyeballs, leaving the sockets hollow. We skirted three empty aircraft seats facing each other as if at a tea party, then reached the command trailer.

Shrader took a long breath. “I know Janie was on that plane, and I know you are busting to get to work, but don’t do anything until you hear from me, until I get clearance from Washington.”

I nodded.

Shrader climbed the steps and said just before entering the trailer, “Two years ago, on that Central Air ATF 94, you were the IIC. This year, on Sacajawea, I’m the IIC.”

“I won’t forget the chain of command.”
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My gig that night was at the Longliner, and I didn’t see any reason to miss it, not while Rich Shrader was trying to get me hired on and I couldn’t return to the site until then. Maybe grief should have prevented me from appearing at the tavern, but I simply didn’t feel it, not that pure, immobilizing sadness my daughter was suffering. My sorrow was mixed with rekindled humiliation and anger, leaving me with some nameless alloyed emotion. Whatever it was, the blues seemed the perfect antidote.

I backed through the Longliner’s door, trying not to bang my amplifiers on the frame. One of these days maybe the band will be able to afford a roadie, but until then I lug my own amps. The drummer was already there, setting up his kit on the stage, which was so small that I was always banging his hi-hat with my elbows, not that the drummer would notice because he always flailed away in a mad trance.

The owner was doing his own bartending, and he lifted his rag at me as I sidestepped through the tables, trying not to splash his patrons’ beer. By word or deed, the owner never let us forget he was doing us a favor letting us play here. He never paid us, but he allowed us to pass the hat, and fifty dollars at the end of the night meant the fish were running. The Longliner Tavern is in Ballard, where hundreds of purse seiners, longliners, crabbers, and factory trawlers crowd the piers. Many of the vessels are over fifty years old, with lovely vertical prows and curved wheel-houses. Their crews come to the Longliner to drink beer, and plenty of it, and not to listen to a blues band, and there’ve been times when I’ve had to wrestle with some fisherman who switched on the big-screen TV during one of our sets. Between sets, I don’t mind. Some fishermen were at the back of the bar playing pool and pinball. Others were carrying pitchers between the bar and their tables. Two customers sat at the bar in front of the pull-tab jar, and a pile of discarded tabs lay on the floor around their stools.

I said hello to the drummer. His name is Johnny Moore, I think. One time he said it was Johnny Maloney. He’s a white guy, but he wears Rastafarian dreadlocks, blond velvet ropes of hair. He always peels off his shirt after a song or two, to reveal a tattoo along his collarbone that reads LIVE FREE OR DYE, but I never supposed they could spell in prison. With his shirt off, drumming crazily, he flings perspiration like a sprinkler, and my back will be sodden with his sweat by the end of the first set, so I’ll sit between sets getting chilled. When he’s drumming, his eyes resemble Rasputin’s, piercing and insane. When he’s idle, they glaze over as if coated with paint. The guy lives to bang on his hides, and he insists on two solos a night. A drum solo is like a sneeze. You can feel it coming, but there’s nothing you can do about it.

On the stage our bass player, Will Worthington, was running up and down his chords. Worthington works for a megabank downtown, making his living tossing pensioners out of their homes for failing to pay their mortgages. He plays a fretless Fender bass, and he can lay down a groove. Worthington is African American, and once each performance he will shout into the microphone, “Lord, I’m playing the blues with a bunch of white guys. What did I do, Lord? What did I do to deserve this?”

The lead guitarist, Mike Dunham, is a lawyer having a midlife crisis, and who as a teenager learned the guitar by memorizing everything Herman’s Hermits ever recorded. He’ll occasionally sneak in a lick from “Mrs. Brown You’ve Got a Lovely Daughter,” which is the only thing the fishermen ever applaud.

I’m the frontman and harmonica player. Many people hear harmonica and think “Oh! Susannah.” But my band plays up-tempo Chicago electric blues, in the style of Buddy Guy, Muddy Waters, and Freddy King, though I don’t say their hallowed names and ours in the same breath. Our band’s name is the Longliners, after the tavern that gives us most of our gigs. A longliner is a commercial fishing boat that trolls for fish with lines—many hooks on each line—rather than using nets. I carried a stool from the bar to the stage, and laid on it my old metal flute case in which I carry my harmonicas. I plugged my bullet microphone into my amp, and my singing mike into another amp, did a couple of sound checks, and I was ready to get down with the blues.

But the college basketball game on the tavern’s big screen hadn’t ended, so we couldn’t go on yet. The owner had purchased a satellite system, and was determined to get his money’s worth from it. I lowered myself into a chair next to the stage, and a waitress brought me a Coke, circling a bit to keep away from the drummer. Worthington and Dunham also sat at the table. Worthington had ordered a hamburger, and it arrived, the lower bun damp from the pickle next to it.

I had asked Sarah to join me tonight. The bartender wouldn’t card her, I knew, and she could have sat in a corner and had a burger while we played. But she wanted to stay home, and when I volunteered to stay home with her, she replied that I didn’t need to. She was still angry with me, even after I had exhausted all my parental stratagems, the transparency of which children realize long before adults do. She was so anxious to get rid of me that she lugged both my amps out to the Explorer. She wanted to be alone, and she meant it, so I drove down to the Longliner, and we didn’t have to cancel our performance.

I timed my last sip of Coke for the end of the basketball game, but then the damned thing went into overtime. I was about to protest to the bartender—a useless bumping of my gums, as I well knew—when a woman approached our table wearing a business suit and clutching her purse like a fullback. She walked right up to us, instinctively knowing we weren’t the fishing-crew patrons.

“Are you Joe Durant?” she asked loudly over the noise of the TV and the guffawing and slurping of the patrons and the cracks of billiard balls and the whistles and clangs of the pinball machines.

“I am if you’re a drummer looking for a job.”

Worthington and Dunham chuckled dutifully, but she only stared at me. “I’m looking for Joe Durant. I was told he was in a tavern playing a harmonica, which I could scarcely credit.”

I rose to push back a captain’s chair for her. “Who are you?”

“Special Agent Linda Dillon.” She lowered herself into the chair.

Worthington said, “I knew Moore crossed state lines at some point.”

“He’s up there.” Dunham pointed to the stage. “Don’t get near his mouth when you cuff him.”

“Why would an FBI agent be looking for me,” I asked.

“You haven’t talked with the investigator-in-charge?”

“Rich Shrader and I spoke last when I was at the site, earlier today.”

“His office in Washington has given him permission to take you on,” she said. “Your position is as liaison to the FBI. I’m the FBI’s liaison with the NTSB.”

“All my liaising is going to be one way, me to the FBI. I don’t need any liaising from the FBI to me.”

She wiped the table with her hand before placing her purse on it. The purse landed solidly. It contained her handgun. “My agent-in-charge told me if I didn’t like being the liaison, I could do something else for a living,” she said, shaking her head at the waitress who had come by for her order. “And now I’m in a rundown bar with a guy who plays a harmonica, instead of out at the crash site.”

I spread my arms and lied, “This place isn’t so bad.” Distract her from the harmonica. People don’t understand the harmonica. Blues players call them harps.

She reached across the table for Will Worthington’s paper napkin, wadded it up, and threw it onto the floor in a corner. “That napkin will still be there two months from now. Want to bet?”

Her blond hair was cropped fairly short, and maybe highlighted with a rinse; I couldn’t tell in the garish light from the neon beer signs on the windows. Her eyes were straight and blue and untamed. Her lips were full and peaked, but were pressed together in a pedagogic, disapproving line. She was in her thirties, maybe late thirties, with a few tiny wrinkles at the corners of her eyes. She wore no jewelry, except for a wedding ring. She was too slender, rather wiry. Her blouse was buttoned to the neck.

“How does a navy fighter jock end up blowing a harmonica?” she asked.

“You were in the navy?” Worthington asked me around a French fry. “Do you have to learn to swim to join the navy?”

“I was a second-seater, running the electronics on a Prowler, most of the time out of Hawaii, then Whidbey Island.” I pointed north, as if she could see Whidbey Island, twenty miles north of Seattle. Almost all NTSB investigators have flying backgrounds. “I couldn’t get into the pilot’s seat with any regularity so I left the navy.”

“Liaising involves confiding.” When she reached for a French fry from Worthington’s plate, he began eating them at a faster pace. “You confide in me, I’ll confide in you. Where’d you pick up the know-how to join the NTSB?”

“I received an M.S. in aerodynamics engineering while in the navy. From the University of Washington. Then I joined the NTSB.” I paused. “Now, you confide in me.”

“These French fries are soggy.”

When she volunteered nothing more, I said, “That’s not really a checkout counter tabloid confession.”

“That’s all you’ll get from me.” A trace of acid was in her smile. “And you’ve been working at Boeing since you left the NTSB?”

I nodded. I’m a stress analysis engineer. I analyze airframe structure to support design and repair activities on 757s, specializing in fatigue, damage tolerance, and finite element analysis methods. Boeing hired me after I left the NTSB. It’s an important job at a company I’m proud to work for. I’m bored beyond tears.

She was relentless. “An agent-friend of mine told me you vomit at crash sites.”

Canisius won the basketball game, and the bartender flicked off the TV with his remote.

“We’re on.” I rose from the chair, followed by my bass and guitar players.

We positioned ourselves on stage. Moore tapped his snare rim three times and we cut into Willie Dixon’s “I’m Ready.” Two-bar harp intro, then my singing. I have a pretty fair blues voice for someone who has never smoked cigarettes.

“I’m ready, ready as anybody can be.” A powerful, throaty first line. Even a pinball player looked.

The waitress carried a platter containing three sloshing pitchers to a table of fishermen, all wearing plaid Eddie Bauer knockoff shirts. They laughed at some joke.

“I’m ready for you, I hope you’re ready for me.”

We were tight. We played a forty-five-minute set, and I blew out a reed on my C-key Marine Band and had to reach for another. We only had one heckler, some fisherman wearing a T-shirt with a photo of Pol Pot on it, who yelled, “You know what’s the difference between your band and the Titanic? The Titanic had a band.”

After several numbers I forgot the FBI agent was in the room. The blues are meant to soothe the heart, and I played the blues for my daughter even though she wasn’t there, and then for my wife, though she hadn’t been there, and now would never be. We actually received a smattering of applause along the way. We ended the set with Sonny Boy Williamson’s “Don’t Start Me Talkin’.”

As she rose from the table, Linda Dillon smiled at me. Or maybe at the drummer. I couldn’t see much because of the ceiling spotlight on my face. I was unaccountably pleased she had waited until the end of the first set to leave the tavern. I might puke at a crash site, but I can sure play the harmonica.
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On my NTSB identification card was a ten-year-old photograph of me, as there were no rules as to how often we had to get a new photo. Some of my friends at the bureau have photos that show them in Beatles haircuts, wide polyester lapels, and ties with knots as big as a fist, from back when disco was turning our minds to mush. My photograph is more recent, but not by much.

Some resemblance remains between my old photo and the current me. My forehead is higher now but I still have most of my hair, and it’s dark, almost black. The hair on my chest started turning gray last year, lightening so quickly that when I’m shaving in the morning it’ll catch my eye like a flag and startle me. This gray is spreading in a pernicious, concentric ring but hasn’t yet reached my head.

My eyes are gray in some light and blue in others. I broke my nose during navy parachute training, and the navy more readily breaks a nose than fixes the resultant bump. At least my reading glasses don’t slide down my nose, so the knob there has proven of modest use. The reading glasses are new last year, after I tired of playing the trombone with reading material. My wife, Janie, always said my best feature was my feet and too bad they were hidden by shoes most of the time. She also allowed that the small notch on my chin, and my ears—tight against my head and without fleshy, dangling lobes—were above average, if not cute. Janie never called anything cute, and certainly not me. I’m tall enough—just over six feet—so that no navy cockpit was comfortable.

So I’m a decade older now than when my NTSB photo was taken, and that decade has done peculiar things to my body. I’m sagging here and there. The skin under my eyes, my chin, my belly, my enthusiasm. “You’re not a disaster zone yet, Dad,” Sarah has said graciously. “Not like some of my friends’ fathers.” Little solace there.

I’ve tried to tighten things up, watch what I put in my mouth. Now I only eat red meat once a day but, given this sacrifice, it has to be real red meat, like bacon or pepperoni. Once a week I’ll eat something green, such as pesto on a pizza or an olive from a martini. I take vitamin supplements, though in all likelihood they are a scam and do nothing but make my urine expensive.

I watch my weight. That is, I’ve watched it increase. I simply cannot endure those curious measures—such as spinning your feet on a $2,000 stationary bicycle while wearing shrink-wrap tights and staring at a digital pulse monitor—that my fellow baby boomers swear by. My basement resembles the Star Chamber, with a stationary bike, Nautilus machines, free weights, a treadmill, and a step machine. I never touched them. For an hour, Janie would rush from one machine to another as if a drill instructor were barking at her—lifting, twirling, bending, running, grunting—then she would come upstairs and sweat and glow near me while I was trying to eat my nachos, fully loaded, with double sour cream, extra cheese, and grande jalapeños, all in all enough BTUs to fuel a Nimitz-class carrier for a week.

We are not going to live forever, a fact of some consequence that has escaped many of my friends. The few days I could tack on to the end of my life by eating oat bran like a goat or hopping up and down to those bubbly exercise videos or running through my neighborhood like a fugitive, I’ll forego. At the end of my time on this earth, I’ll probably be in a wheelchair, living off intravenous fluids, with a blanket over my lap, my eyes yellow, spit at the corners of my mouth, and I don’t see any point working now to prolong that then.

So I am falling apart, but it’s a gratifyingly slow process, and the knacker’s cart won’t come for me for quite a few years. The mirror doesn’t wail in agony when I stand in front of it. I’m still presentable. At my age, that’s enough.

•  •  •

“Okay, run it.” I leaned toward the screen.

Kent Brausitch pointed. “The splat comes in up here, but Seattle Center hasn’t handed it over to me.”

A splat is a blip on the radar screen that isn’t yet accompanied by a data box, usually because it is outside the controller’s airspace. Two dozen other targets on the screen were accompanied by data boxes, just below the blips. The first line of the data block is the plane’s call sign. The second line is a time share, alternately showing destination and type of airplane and the ground speed. The small letter to the left of the data block shows which controller is working the plane. Kent Brausitch’s letter that day was E, so the blips in the upper right of the screen had little E’s next to them. He was working approach control, and had been bringing planes into SeaTac in the northwest quadrant that day.

Brausitch said, “Emerald 37 was seen on radar at Boise, at Salt Lake Center, and Mountain Home Air Force Base.” His hand was on a mouse on the ledge between him and the screen. He could move an indicator to light up and identify any target. “But right now,” he repeated with some emphasis, “Seattle Center still has it. ARTS hasn’t recognized it.” ARTS was the acronym for the radar system.

We were in the TRACON room at Seattle-Tacoma International Airport. TRACON is located just below air traffic control, in the same tower. While air traffic control has huge windows on all sides, TRACON is so dark that when I entered the room I had to wait a moment for my eyes to adjust. A dozen controllers sat in front of radar screens on two sides of the room. TRACON hands off a plane to the controller upstairs when the plane is about three miles from landing. With its amber screens, red and blue indicator lights, and low, purposeful chatter, the place resembled an aircraft carrier’s weapons room. Brausitch had a professor’s gray goatee and was wearing a golf shirt. He had on his headset, though he wasn’t on duty at the time. Standing at my shoulder was Brausitch’s supervisor, who had already seen the tape several times.

Next to me was Linda Dillon, who had been waiting for me downstairs in the operations office when I arrived that morning at six. I made the mistake—well, it was sort of a mistake—of calling her my assistant, and she reminded me that she was packing. She leaned close to the screen. She smelled of lilacs. The NTSB regional director, Dick Dahlberg, stood near her. Rich Shrader had put him on the structures group. Two other NTSB investigators watched the screen, one from the human factors group and another from the air traffic services group.










OEBPS/images/9781501131943a.jpg
AMINA]





OEBPS/images/9781501131943.jpg
TERMINAL
EVENT

A NOVEL

JAMES
THAYER

SSSSSSSSSSSSSS





OEBPS/xhtml/contents.html

    Contents


    Thanks


Epigraph


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18


Chapter 19


Chapter 20


Chapter 21


Chapter 22


Chapter 23


Chapter 24


Chapter 25


Chapter 26


Chapter 27


Chapter 28


Chapter 29


Chapter 30


Chapter 31


Chapter 32


Chapter 33


Chapter 34


Chapter 35


    The Stettin Secret Excerpt




