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Chapter 1



Sometimes, just to get my bearings, I think back on the sheer ordinariness of that morning in September. Betsy left before light to start her shift at the Jump Start Restaurant over on 70. I watched her moving through the bedroom, a familiar shadow in the familiar dark. She didn’t need to turn on any lights to know where she was and didn’t want to because she didn’t want to wake me. My eyes were open, as they always were whenever she stirred, but my head was heavy in the pillow and I was as still as a stone in a churchyard. She leaned over and kissed me so lightly that I wasn’t sure if I felt her lips or her breath, and she whispered to me, “Kurt, darling, don’t let Miriam sleep too late.” She stood up for a second, then leaned back down. “Love you, Baby,” she said, and she was gone.

The first dim glow of dawn crept into the room about an hour later, and I watched the windows take shape as shadows on the opposite wall. But still, I didn’t move. There was no work for me today, and I no longer had the energy or the will, or saw the purpose, of saying prayers. The idea passed through my mind, as ideas do in the early morning, that love had taken the place of faith. And if that was so, then so be it.

Miriam was in her room, too big for her baby bed now. Her Disney Pocahontas nightgown was all scrunched up around her, and her hair was damp. I like for us to sleep with the windows open and the night air moving through the screens. But last night was too hot for that, I thought. Too hot. And she was so peaceful in the dawn cool. She could sleep as long as she wanted. My baby here in my house in my old hometown in Kansas. Nobody and nothing was going to disturb her, not while Daddy was around.

The refrigerator door made a little noise when it opened. I drank the milk out of the carton, then poured myself some of the coffee that Betsy had brewed. The little countertop television was turned on without the sound. She’d just watched it for the time and the weather maps. She didn’t care what anybody on it had to say. And now I watched it, too, silently. Smiling faces. Everyone so happy in the morning. So happy. I put a couple of Eggos in the old toaster. The smell of them warming filled the kitchen.

The faces on the television weren’t smiling now. Katie Couric looked like something had gone really wrong with her day. And Matt, too. I’d never seen him so serious, unless it was when they were talking about colon cancer.

That’s how ordinary the morning seemed. With the sound turned off, just watching their lips move, I thought they were talking about cancer. Or anorexia. Or maybe the death of somebody who worked at the network. And then they showed the New York skyline, and the World Trade Center towers. One of them was burning. Smoke was pouring out of it in every direction, worse than one of those hotel fires in Vegas, billowing up the sides of the building in gray waves of soot. A shape passed through the corner of the frame, and the second tower exploded.

It must have been thirty minutes later, maybe an hour, when Miriam came into the kitchen. She was headed for the refrigerator. She looked at the TV and paid it no attention. She pulled the milk carton off the shelf. She looked at me. She waited for me to say no, and when I didn’t, she drank out of the carton, spilling a little on each side of her face. She put the milk back, clumsy and dainty at the same time, and she dragged her chair over to the counter, and climbed up to get a paper towel so she could wipe her face, then wipe up the floor, like Mommy taught her. In case I didn’t notice, she held up the paper towel for me to see before she put it in the trash under the sink.

I remember all that now, but it was as if I didn’t see Miriam when she was there in front of me. The first Trade Center tower had collapsed, and now the second one was coming down. Thousands would be dead. Maybe tens of thousands.

“Do you want to watch cartoons?” I said.

“Uh-hunh.”

I surfed through the channels, but every one of them was showing the collapse of the towers. Finally I reached the Cartoon Network. “There you go, Sugar. Top Cat. I’m going to go out to the garage for a few minutes.”

“Daddy?”

“What, Sugar?”

“Can I turn on the sound?”

“Loud as you want,” I said. “Loud as you want.”

 

The garage was my workshop. I had my bench and saws in there, and a lot of wood and veneer for the kitchens I install. Against one wall sat a big old lift-top freezer that looked like it might once have held Cokes and Yoo-Hoos in some out-of-the-way general store, which it had, but now there were metal straps on the top and the sides that were held together by a big padlock. If anybody asked, I told them that was so Miriam didn’t think about playing in there, and everybody understood that.

I found the key where I had left it, under the bottom tray in my toolbox, and slipped it into the lock. It didn’t budge. I turned it harder and felt the metal of the key start to give. Gentler now, I shook it in the lock, slid it a little out, a little in, the key quivering in my grip until the mechanism gave a click, and turned, and the lock sprung open. I felt a rush of satisfaction. “Still got a touch,” I said out loud, and a low moan followed my voice out of my lungs until I was breathless.
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Folks who go to the Jump Start for coffee in the morning feel kind of possessive about it, like only Westfielders would go there. It’s not a franchise, not part of a chain. It’s just part of our town. On days when I was working, I’d take Miriam over and drop her off about eight, just as the last customers were pulling out of the lot. But this morning, even at nine-thirty when we got there, the lot was full, and there was a crowd inside staring at the little television on the bracket above the counter.

“Oh, my Sugar! My Darling,” said Betsy. I had Miriam in my arms and my wife threw her arms around both of us, stretching to pull us toward her like a woman who thought she’d lost her family forever. Tears were pouring down her cheeks. “This is the most horrible thing I ever imagined.”

“It’s like Judgment Day,” I said.

“I hear you, Brother,” came a voice that I didn’t think I knew from among the television watchers.

“It’s like Judgment Day for some people,” I told Betsy, lowering my voice and passing our daughter over into her arms. “But not for us.” Betsy rubbed her eyes. “You mind if I get a couple of Cokes out of the back?” I said.

“You have no shame,” she said.

“I’m just thirsty.”

“Well I don’t want to know about it.”

“I’ll put them in here,” I said, holding up my battered old JanSport daypack.

The freezer in the Jump Start is a big one. You can’t exactly walk into it, but to get to some of the rear shelves you have to kind of squeeze in. The back corners of it, I’m sure, haven’t been seen by any employee, much less any health inspector, since Kansas was Indian Territory. I pulled what looked like a small, red fire extinguisher bottle with no nozzle out of my pack and pushed it to the very back of the very top shelf, then shoved a bag of ice in front of it.

“You get what you wanted?” Betsy asked me when I came back out.

“Is a six-pack too much to take?”

“Baby, nobody’s going to notice nothing like that missing today. And not for a long time to come.”

 

On the morning of September 12, at a little after two, when even the neighbor’s dog would usually be asleep, I heard the knock on the door that I’d been waiting for, heavy and insistent. Betsy shouted out in her dream, not sure if she’d heard the sound or imagined it.

“Don’t you worry,” I told her. “It’s somebody I was expecting. I just thought they’d show up at a more civilized hour.”

“Not some of your damn army buddies.”

“Sort of,” I said. “You get some sleep. I’ll try to keep the noise down.”

“You better not wake Miriam.”

“Shhhhh,” I said.

“Shhhh, yourself.”

There were two men at the door, both of them wearing loosened ties and white shirts that looked slept in.

“Kurt Kurtovic?” said the older of the two, holding up his FBI credential.

“What can I do for you gentlemen?”

“Did you know a David Bigler?”

“My brother-in-law.”

“He was killed in 1993.”

I looked at these two under the porch light, one with his hair cut high and tight like a retired drill sergeant, the other younger and Mormonish, a missionary for the law. The moths and gnats hovered in the glare just above their heads.

“That’s right—1993. God, that seems like—that is a long time ago. Got into some sort of trouble in Atlanta. I’ve asked Selma—you know, my sister, his wife—about it a million times, but she doesn’t tell me anything. Why don’t you ask Selma about it?”

“She said we should come talk to you.”

I laughed. “Did she give you guys any coffee? I’ll bet she didn’t. Come on in.”

The pot was already brewing. My Betsy must have started it, then gone back to the bedroom.

“You’re not surprised to see us,” said High-and-Tight.

“I’m glad to see you. After what happened this morning, I hope you pulled every card on every weird-ass case, every unsolved mystery—every X-file you’ve got. Dave fits all those categories as far as I can tell.”

“What do you remember about the way he died?” asked the Missionary.

“Hell, I don’t know. He and Duke Bolide, who used to work up at the cemetery, they got involved with some kind of crazy religious cult. I mean, even crazier than the ones we usually get around here. They went down to Atlanta. There was a shoot-up? Was that it? I don’t remember. But Dave wound up dead in that big CNN building, and some Arab guy got hung from the rafters there. Did they ever find Duke? We’d have heard if they did, I guess.”

The Feds didn’t say anything.

“Is that about the way you’ve got it?”

“It’s the ‘Arab guy’ we’d like to know more about,” said High-and-Tight.

“Can’t help you.”

“Can’t or won’t?”

“Can’t—and would like to. But I don’t even know the name of the Arab guy. Was he an Arab guy?”








Chapter 2



I don’t do my ten-mile run as much as I used to. But that morning after the agents left I thought there was nothing else I could do. I put on my old technical boots, laced them tight around my ankles, and set out for Crookleg Creek. In the first hint of dawn light, the trail was hard to see, and there were times when I had to run in the shallow edges of the water, half leaping from rock to rock. I bellied under fencing, vaulted posts. The sweat came fast, and with it the total concentration on breath, on the pain, on the path, on the nothingness that I was looking for until, three quarters of an hour later, the sun was a red dome on a horizon of tall green corn and the creek was just a trickle coming from a stand of cottonwoods in sight of the Route 70–Route 105 crossroad.

My lungs were burning like a furnace. I felt good. Real good. I entered the long shadow of the trees and followed the darkness in among them, tearing through thin branches of thorns that crossed the trail like tripwires. Near the center of the trees was a pile of rocks that hid the shallow source of the creek. Around them was a small clearing. A lot of trash was lying around, and it wasn’t the kind of stuff you wanted to look at too closely. Beer cans, KFC containers, used rubbers. The rocks were scratched and battered and painted with names of high school students and Satanic rock bands. Some of the names I’d heard of, many I hadn’t.

But it was the form of the rocks, not what was on them or around them, that interested me. I wondered if they’d been put here by men, and I believed they were, probably by Osage or Kaw. There was no way to be sure, because there was nothing written about this place in any of the books at the library, and everyone just called it “the Rocks” or “Jeffers’ Rocks,” because that was the family name of the people who used to own the land.

Ever since I was at Fort Benning, I’d been on the lookout for places like this, where a few men have come together to build with their own hands a house for their gods. There was a place like that on a back road at Benning, a rough one-room clapboard church with a sagging roof and flaking whitewash and torn plastic bags where the glass in the windows ought to be. There were two rough benches, and a table cobbled together from spare lumber, which would have been the altar, and behind that a cross that was nothing more, or less, than two boards nailed together on the wall. When I looked at it, I could see the hands of the men who’d made it, rough and cracked, with seams of raw pink in the black knuckles and torn calluses across the lightness of the palms as they gripped the splintering oak and drove home the nails.

There must be a time, I thought, when you’re building the house of God, and you feel His presence.

That was what I had looked for in the pureness of faith and surrender to the One God, but I’d been wrong. I’d deceived myself into thinking man could kill for the sake of his God—and secretly I’d believed I could share in the power of that God. It took me a long time to realize that killing like that is for the sake of killing, nothing more. It is the builders who find their way to Paradise, if there is a Paradise.

The men who put these stones around this spring at Jeffers’ Rocks, did they feel the presence of their gods? Did they leave their own spirits, and the spirits they summoned, somewhere hidden in these litter-filled crevices?

I couldn’t know. Maybe they weren’t Indians at all. Maybe they were just homesteaders piling the stones that broke their plows. But it seemed to me there was a shape, an order, a purpose to the way the rocks were laid that went beyond that. There was something here, and one day at the end of a long hard run, I thought I would see it. Or feel it.

How do you make a home for God? I asked myself.

I headed back toward our house.

How do you make a home for yourself? What is the spirit that makes it happen—that makes one place comfort your soul, and another not?

I fell into an easy stride, somewhere between pain and meditation.

Betsy was the spirit that made our home. She’s “just a little slip of a thing—a tadpole,” her stepdad, Deputy Sheriff Bud Nichols, used to say, “but she’s got more guts than a burglar.” That wasn’t quite right, I thought, but it was close. She sure wasn’t tall. I was more than a foot bigger than she was. When we first started going out, one night I lifted her off the ground to kiss her good night and she froze in my arms. “That make you feel good?” she asked me, and I never did it again.

How tough was Betsy? I guess that depended on who you were. She was protective about her body. She wasn’t easy to touch at first. And she was real protective about anybody else she loved because she didn’t have that much loving herself as a kid. She never knew her father at all, and her mother brought her up alone the first eight years of her life, until Deputy Nichols, as he used to say, made an honest woman of her.

The deputy wished Betsy was a boy, and he wished Betsy was his own, and she didn’t want to be either. She went kind of wild when she was fifteen, sixteen, I guess. A lot of boys, a lot of drinking, a lot of fuck-yous to the deputy. Then her mom died of breast cancer, and Betsy moved out of the house.

When I met her after my wars, in 1993, she was twenty-two and on her own and every bit a woman. She came up behind me in the Wal-Mart book section and the first thing she ever said to me was, “You gonna read one of those?” She was wearing shorts and flip-flops and a T-shirt that was a size too small, and the way she smiled I figured she was laughing at me inside.

“Why?” I asked.

“’Cause you been looking at the backs of those books so long, I wonder if you can read at all.”

Not a great introduction, but things got better after that. I asked her out, and we dated about three months, and broke up about five times, before I asked her to marry me.

“Why?” she asked when I popped the question.

“To make a life,” I said. And I guess it was the right answer, because that’s what we’d been doing, or trying to do, ever since.

“What God hath joined together, let no man put asunder.” I said the words out loud as I picked up the pace on that long run back to my wife and my baby and my home.








Chapter 3



The ringer on the phone in our bedroom didn’t work anymore. It clicked and buzzed like a wounded robot, and I barely heard it when I got out of the shower. I thought Betsy’s voice would be at the other end. It was her morning off, and she hadn’t been at the house when I got back from my run. She usually left a note to say where she and Miriam had gone. But this time she hadn’t.

“Salaam Aleikum.” A man’s voice.

“Aleikum salaam,” I said, feeling a chill of recognition. “Griffin?”

“Hah! You remembered after all these years.”

“I remembered.”

“You been worried I’d call.”

“Not until just now.”

“I’m over at the Super 8.”

“Yeah?”

“How about some breakfast?”

“Have we got something to talk about?”

“Just old times, that’s all. Kuwait, Bosnia, New York, Atlanta. You know what I’m talking about.”

“Let’s meet at the Chuckwagon, it’s down the road from the motel.”

“I sort of like the Jump Start. You never know who you’ll meet at the Jump Start.”

“You want to see me? Meet me at the Chuckwagon.”

I never liked Griffin, not since I first saw him during Ranger training at Dugway, praying secretly in the desert—the ritual prayers of a Muslim. He hated me before I hated him, and I always thought part of it was a race thing. My blond hair, my blue eyes: some African-Americans looked at me and saw someone perfect to hate. In the Georgia mountains during one of the Ranger exercises, Griffin turned the whole thing personal, and there were a couple of seconds when I thought he was going to kill me. Then, later, after I’d been with the mujahedin in Bosnia, I saw Griffin in New York on a Secret Service detail. I tried to call him from Atlanta when the moment came for the terror to begin—horror so vast that America might never recover. But Griffin didn’t answer, and I had stopped the plague myself.

To hear from him now—and here, in Westfield—was bad news. Almost the worst news.

When I pulled the truck away from the house, the emptiness of the yard shook me a little. Where was Betsy’s car? Where was she?

 

Griffin sat in a booth leafing through the newspaper. He looked at me, nodded, and waited for me to sit down. He folded the paper and looked again at the huge headline, holding it up for me to see: AMERICA UNDER ATTACK. “Good morning,” he said, leaning forward slightly across the table. “Glad you could make it.”

“What brings you here?”

Griffin looked into my eyes for a long time, waiting for me to fill the silence, but I just looked back. Last time I’d seen him he was part of Clinton’s detail. He’d been steroid-hard, pumped up, like he ate and slept on the weight bench. Now his face was rounder, his shoulders not so square. I figured he had a desk job. “I came just to see you,” he said.

“Ain’t I lucky.”

“Listen, Kurtovic, I know all about you.”

“Uh-hunh.” If he had, I wouldn’t have been in Westfield, I’d have been in Leavenworth. Or dead.

“I know about you and the muj.”

“Seems like a long time ago,” I said. “I’m a carpenter these days.”

“Yeah, I know that, too. Self-employed.”

I shrugged. “What do you want, Griffin?”

“Kind of like Uncle Sam,” he said. “I want you.”

“Not interested.”

He held up the paper so I could look at the picture of the Trade Center in flames. I nodded. “Nothing I can do about that,” I said.

His eyes narrowed. “Hell, you say.”

I smiled. “You ain’t working for the Secret Service anymore, are you?”

“Changed agencies.”

“I figured. And what you want—let me guess—what you want is for me to get in touch with some of my old buddies in the muj.”

“That’s about the size of it.”

“Because you think they did this.”

“We know they did this.”

“Do you?”

“Yes.”

“Bullshit. It’s only been twenty-four hours since the attack, and now you know for sure who did it? If you know that much that quick, you knew enough to have stopped it. You don’t know anything. You’ve got no idea and, you know what, me either. I got no idea what’s going on. But I can tell you one thing, I don’t have any old buddies in the muj. If I ever did, they’re dead. You still pray?” Griffin made a motion with his hand like we were playing cards and he was telling the dealer he’d pass.

“No?” I said. “Did you let your bosses know how you prayed? I’ll bet you didn’t. But I’ll bet you think you got great insights.”

“Here’s my insight. In 1992 you quit the Rangers. Seems you got religion, found Allah during the Gulf War or something. You went to Bosnia, where your father came from, and you joined the muj there. Then you came back to the States and landed a job Xeroxing stuff at the Council on Foreign Policy for a researcher named Chantal Richards, a middle-aged broad you were fucking. You were in contact with Rashid Yousufzai, who was at that time planning the first attack on the World Trade Center. His body was found in Atlanta, hung from the catwalk in the CNN center. Your brother-in-law’s body was found there the same day. Also on the same day, we have video of you at the Atlanta airport. How’s that for insight?”

“You guys don’t share much with the FBI, do you?”

“We can if we need to.”

“Y’all ready to order?” The waitress stood over us, and I had the weird sense she’d materialized out of nowhere.

“Just some more coffee,” said Griffin.

“Ham and eggs. The eggs over easy,” I said, “with hash browns.” And she went away.

Griffin nodded and smiled. “Ham?”

“I’m dereligioned,” I said. “I’ve got no use for preachers, no use for imams, and no use for holy warriors.”

“So you’re our man.”

“No,” I said. “I don’t work for the USG. Not now. Not ever again.”

“Don’t say no,” said Griffin. “Say you’ll think about it.”

“No,” I said.

“You will think about it,” he said. “You can’t help thinking about it.”

About that much he was absolutely right.








Chapter 4



Betsy’s old Saturn was in front of the house, and I looked in it as I walked past just to make sure everything was the way it should be. Betsy and Miriam must have gone to Wendy’s for a burger because there were some loose fries and a half-drunk shake in the back next to Miriam’s car seat. In the front, the passenger side was piled with papers and a big loose-leaf notebook for the night class on Web design that Betsy was taking at South Kansas College. In front of the driver’s seat the visor was turned down, and I figured Betsy had been looking at herself, and maybe brushing out her hair. She didn’t wear much makeup. The checklist showed everything normal. A little messy, but normal.

I leaned in the car and picked up some of the trash, put up the visor, and cradled Betsy’s books in my arm like I would have done if we’d been walking home from school together.

“Where’d you two go?” I shouted as I let the screen door slam behind me. But no one answered.

Fear ran under my skin like electricity. The kitchen was empty, and so was our little family room. I went down the hall. Miriam wasn’t in her room. I listened. Nothing. The door to our bedroom was opened. Sheets were jumbled in a pile on the unmade bed.

I don’t know what I saw at that moment. A kind of emptiness. As if the last five years had just disappeared and there was no history before this moment, and there wouldn’t be any history after. Blank past, blank future, blank present, and the whole of me as hollow and weightless as a ghost.

Then the sheets moved.

“Well?” said Betsy. “You got something better to do?”

“Oh, Baby,” I said, shaking my head to drive out the images that had just been there. I threw off my shirt and unbuttoned my jeans. “But where’s Miriam?”

“Left her over at her Aunt Lea’s. Thought we could use a little break to cheer us up.” She looked me up and down. “I can see you’re ready to cheer me up. Come here, darlin’, put your arms around me like a circle round the sun.”

She smelled like life, my Betsy. I held her close to me and breathed her in. We kissed so that our lips just touched, just barely, and passion moved between us like a spirit, through our mouths, through our eyes. Her breasts were small and round and as I ran my tongue over them in the mid-day brightness of the room she stopped me for a second. “Don’t, baby, don’t look at the stretch marks,” she said. And all I could do was laugh. “Everything looks better than perfect to me,” I said. There was no use telling her how much I loved every inch of her body, inside and out, including those tiny lines on the side of the breasts that had held the milk for my daughter. And those wonderful pink nipples, so hard against my fingertips and my tongue. Her stomach, just slightly rounded, and soft, and warm as the earth on a summer day. The light brown hair between her legs, glistening now, rich with the human-animal smells of love, her vagina tasting of salt and iron, like blood, like the world of the living. “Get your face back up here and do your duty,” she said, and as I slid inside her, feeling her body slowly giving way to mine, there was no world but this one of the here, and of the now.

The Kansas sun coming through the little skylight in our roof made a shining square around us on the bed, forcing us to close our eyes as we lay in each other’s arms. And in that enormous moment of peace I realized that I had never in my life been so happy, or so afraid.

“Let’s talk,” said Betsy.

“Let me listen to you breathe,” I said. “Let’s just let ourselves be.”

It has seemed strange to me, always, that women want to talk about every single thing in life, while men just want to know that those things are there: love, family, home. Talking about them doesn’t make them happen. They’re worlds within worlds that you create by being together, by building together. And it’s all so fragile, I thought, as I lay there with Betsy in our room in our house in the square light of the sun. You build and you share and you love and you dream—and you fight and you cry—and you build some more. And still people will come out of nowhere to take it all down, tear it all apart.

Griffin. He and I talked for ten minutes, maybe, and he threatened me ten times. He threatened me with the law, he threatened me through my family, he threatened me through my pride.

“Easy, Baby,” said Betsy, running her finger along my jaw. “What’s all this? You’re so tense.”

“What happened yesterday,” I said. “It’s left a kind of hole in me.”

“Everybody feels like that, Darlin’. Everybody.”

I kissed her. “Yeah.” But I could not tell her what was closing in on us. I could not explain how much I knew about the terror, how much I had been a part of it.

 

I, Kurt Kurtovic, thirty-four years old, born in Kansas, have seen war and death and more than once have caught sight of the eternal hereafter. I have been a soldier of the American government, and of God Almighty. Righteousness followed me many days of my life, and there was a time when I believed that I, with the help of the Lord, could change the face of America and the world.

Killing was something I did well. I was trained as a U.S. Army Ranger, specialized in demolition. I first saw action in Panama, then the Gulf War. After that I embraced Islam, the unremembered religion of my immigrant father, and I went to Bosnia to find my family’s roots and my self. But I found nothing except a new place to practice my skills at slaughter. Sickened to death by death, I wanted to find a way to stop the killing once and for all, and I let myself be persuaded that only by making the United States feel the pain of the rest of the world could there finally be peace and justice for all.

I have held in my hand a terror to end all terrors. And yet, I could not do the thing that I had prayed to do, could not bring myself to unleash a plague that would decimate the nation’s children. And I had killed the man who would.

No one had known, I thought. No one had seen. I came home to the quiet unawareness of a Main Street where someone was always flying the American flag. Westfield, Kansas. I had left because I thought I had no roots here. When I came back I discovered this place was as close to me as the eye in my face. It was the lens through which I saw the world. And I had fallen in love with Betsy, who was a little girl I never had noticed when I left for the wars, and was a wonderful woman when I returned. We had built our life. We had conceived a future.

How do you protect such a thing, when you know firsthand the horrors that lie in wait?

“Betsy,” I said, “I think I’m going back on active duty.”

She was silent for a while.

I rolled over to look at her face and into her eyes. “I won’t be gone long. A few weeks maybe. At most a few months. And we’ll be getting a regular paycheck. That won’t be so bad.”

“Oh, God, Kurt.” She turned her face away. “Oh, God. Don’t—don’t.” She was quiet for a long time and I felt her body harden in my arms. “Just come back to me,” she said. “Just come back to us.”

“God himself couldn’t keep me from doing that,” I said.

 

“It’s too early for a story, Daddy.”

“You mean it’s too early for you to go to sleep.”

“Yes.”

“How about a story now and sleep later?”

“Yes!”

“Once there was a mean old man—how mean was he?”

“Very, very mean.”

“Very, very, very mean. And meaner than that.”

“Ohhh, very mean.”

“Yep. And the mean old man lived on a big old mountain. And you know what they called him?”

“The Old Man of the Mountain!”

“You’ve heard this story before.”

“Go on, Daddy.”

“And everybody around that mountain for miles and miles—thousands of miles—was scared of the Old Man. They knew he could turn boys and girls into birds.”

“Big birds.”

“Scary birds. With big claws. Who would swoop out of the sky and—”

“Don’t tickle, Daddy. Don’t!”

“And sometimes the birds would carry little children away and hide them in a cave deep in the mountain.”

“Bad birds.”

“Very bad. And sometimes the birds would poke holes in the clouds with their beaks, and make it rain when little kids wanted to go out to play. And sometimes they made big clouds of smoke that burned everybody’s eyes. And sometimes they just pooped on everybody’s head.”

“Daddy!”

“Really! And then one day the birds made a big mistake. They picked up a princess who was, oh, just about your age, and they carried her away to the mountain and dropped her in the cave. And you know what her name was?”

“Miriam!”

“Yes it was. And Miriam was a very beautiful princess. She wore shoes just like yours, but made of jewels that sparkled like starlight. She wore a dress made of silk as blue as the sky.

And in her long blonde hair, which was almost as pretty as yours, she wore two golden barrettes as shiny as the sun. Princess Miriam took one look around that cave and she said, ‘Hey, I’m not staying in this dump!’ So she waited until she saw a ray of light coming down. It wasn’t much. Just a thin, weak little light. But when she caught it with her golden barrette, it got stronger, and it started to light up the whole cave so that all the kids could see each other, and, even more important, they saw the ladder that was hidden all this time in the dark. One by one, with Princess Miriam leading the way, they all climbed out and…I’ll tell you more next time.”

“No! Now!”

“The Old Man used to eat his breakfast every morning at a big old table on top of the big old palace on top of the big old mountain so he could look out and see all the lands and all the people that were afraid of him. The little boys and girls he’d turned into birds were in cages and on perches all around and they made an awful lot of noise. So he didn’t hear Miriam and the kids from the cave when they came tiptoeing, and sidestepping, and elbow-sliding through the hallways of his palace. They ran up behind him and pushed him so hard that the old chair, and the old table, and the Old Man fell off the mountain, down and down and down into a deep dark hole that sucked him in—pop!

“As soon as he was gone, the birds turned back into little boys and girls. The cave in the mountain suddenly became a sunlit garden. And everybody agreed that Miriam should be the queen of all the lands, and all the peoples, for a thousand miles around, for ever and ever. And so, Miriam, who was very happy, invited her daddy to come and drink milk with her every morning, sometimes out of the carton, and they lived happily every after.”

 

Betsy stood in front of the bookshelf that took up one wall of our family room. She ran her fingers over the spines, many of them cracked and broken, touching them delicately, like she could learn something from their texture or their temperature. “You’ve been waiting a long time for this,” she said.

A chill seeped into my gut. She could not know how right she was, how long I had waited for this time, and how afraid of it I was. She knew I’d been a Ranger. She knew I’d experimented with different religions and she knew I was “in a special counterterrorist task force.” I’d told her all that when we were dating, and I wasn’t even sure she believed me then. The stepdaughter of the deputy sheriff in Westfield was used to lawmen bullshitting her. But I didn’t think I’d told her anything else. Not the whole truth, anyway.

“Look at all these books,” she said. “There’s hundreds of them.” They were mostly histories and mostly in historical order, starting with my mother’s Bible and my father’s Qur’an. Karen Armstrong’s Holy War. Amin Maalouf’s The Crusades Through Arab Eyes. Bernard Lewis’s little book The Assassins, which was the real story, I thought, of the Ismailis and the Old Man of the Mountain who led them nine hundred years ago. I was fascinated by the way violence and faith came together, and by all that they destroyed. And the books had helped me understand that world I touched and turned away from. They taught me about the difference between faith and fanaticism, between salvation and destruction.

“These books took you away from me,” she said. “When you were reading them you were far, far away.”

“They saved me,” I said.

“Saved you from what?”

But that I could not tell her.

 

I looked out the window of the executive jet at splashes of light five miles beneath us. Small towns set among big farms. The heart of America in darkness.

“Do you think there’s any chance it’s over?” said Griffin.

“No,” I said, “it’s not over, and it didn’t just begin. You know that. I know that. The killers know it. The only people who didn’t know this war was on were the people down there. And they still don’t know what to make of it. They’ve spent their whole life in the eye of a hurricane. Death and destruction everywhere around them, but all they saw was blue skies.”

“Didn’t know you were such a bleeding heart,” said Griffin.

“Now everybody bleeds,” I said and looked away from America and into the face of this man from the Agency. “So, you tell me, Griffin. We’ve got a whole wide world of people who hate the U.S.A. And whatever it was that kept them off us, whatever that magic shield was, it’s gone. How do you make it safe down there again?”

“You take out the bad guys,” he said.

“Which ones?”

I leaned back and closed my eyes, trying to remember the touch, the smell, the taste of Betsy, and the deep honey color of her eyes before she began to cry.
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Chapter 5



People don’t look into their own backyards very much, not even people like Abu Seif, who should have been looking over his shoulder all the time. It was early night and I stood outside the plate-glass door behind his two-story house on the outskirts of London. Muddy plastic toys and soggy cardboard boxes littered the little plot of scruffy grass. He didn’t notice them. Didn’t notice me. I might as well have been invisible. He never looked up.

Abu Seif had gained a lot of weight since I knew him in Bosnia. He was one of the preachers who came and went, pushing us to fight and die. I never saw him lift a weapon, or even his own bag. But, Lord, how his language moved us. We were fighting against Evil itself, he said. We were spreading the word and the will of the Lord.

And whatever it was we actually believed about the Paradise he promised, or the Almighty Allah he said we served, there was no doubt at all about the Evil that we faced there in the dark cold core of the Balkans. Every village we saw after the Chetniks were driven out was overwhelmed by cruelty. Muslim girls were raped and dismembered, Muslim grandfathers mutilated, Muslim children burned alive where they hid, cowering, too scared to cry and too young to know how to pray. We had seen this for ourselves again and again. We told Abu Seif, and he took the message of righteous fury to every new group of recruits, playing on their anger until they—we—were ready to do whatever it took to stop the slaughter. And so we learned, ourselves, to slaughter. We waded through the blood and learned to love the fire.

Then Abu Seif came to England. To this suburb called Ealing, with its gray rows of half-repaired houses, where I had been tracking him, watching him, looking over his shoulder now for two days and three nights in streets that smelled like curry and cigarettes, mildew and vinyl.

Abu Seif had claimed political asylum in England. He couldn’t go back to Algeria, where he was born, he said. So he collected welfare checks. He married two women, both of them teenagers. He fathered four children in three years. He kept on preaching the duty of holy war—Good Lord, he could make it sound glorious!—inspiring the sons of Pakistani grocers and Sudanese cabdrivers, inflaming the restless younger brothers of Palestinian bankers and Yemeni doctors. He told so many tales of bravery, some of them were stories that he’d heard, some of them he made up, and all of them he claimed to have seen with his own eyes. Videotapes of his sermons were everywhere in Europe. There were French kids who’d embraced the cause, some Italians and Spaniards, and even pink-cheeked Englishmen. When Abu Seif thought the recruits were ripe for blood and fire, he helped send them to Peshawar and on to Afghanistan, Chechnya, the Philippines, while he stayed here, safe in Ealing.

Abu Seif sat in front of his computer. He was wearing a short white robe like the friends of Muhammad were supposed to have worn. His legs were spread wide to let his belly push out. His beard was long enough now to rest on his gut. He moved his balls around with his left hand but couldn’t seem to get them in the place he wanted them.

On the desk near the computer screen were a microphone and headphones, a jumble of Arabic newspapers, a glass full of tea, a couple of Bic pens, a few envelopes, and a letter opener that looked like a dagger. The steel blade was about four inches and engraved with red and green curlicues and crisscrosses. It had a hilt like a tiny Crusader sword. Now Abu Seif put on a pair of earphones and spoke into a microphone. “Bismallah al-Rahman al-Rahim.” I watched the words take shape on his lips. “In the name of God, most Gracious, most Merciful.” So began his sermon about hate. Every Saturday night he preached jihad online. This night, as I looked on from the gloom of his little backyard, I could see dozens of names in the chat room auditorium on his screen. He talked and talked. More names popped up. Others disappeared. As he mumbled into the microphone, Abu Seif looked like a trained bear in a glass cage, a beast in a circus who was perfectly harmless, until you were inside the cage with him.

I knocked on the sliding door. Abu Seif turned faster than you’d think a man that fat could move. He looked at my hands and saw they were empty. Now, as he switched off his mike, he studied my face. His eyes recognized me, but he didn’t know from where. I knocked again, and he slid the door open about six inches.

“Salaam aleikum,” I said. “They’re watching out front.”

“Aleikum salaam. They are watching all places.” He had not lost his heavy North African accent. His voice sounded like gravel under water. “Why do you care?”

“I met you in Cazin,” I said. “I’m the American.”

The memory surfaced behind his eyes. “And now you are in my yard? No. I do not know you,” he said.

I braced my hand and forearm in the door and shoved it wide open. Abu Seif stepped away, but kept his balance, ready to come back at me. I held up my hands, open and empty. “You know me, brother, and if you don’t help me, I don’t know where I’m going to go.”

“This is not right,” he said. “There is no reason for you to be here.”

“Listen. I was in the middle of America when the thing happened. Some people know I was a mujahid, and they came after me. I got out through Canada and came here. But I don’t know where to go now.”

“How did you get into England?”

“It’s easy if you look like me.”

“But you came with your own passport.”

“Yes.”

“So they know you are here.”

“They’ll figure that out,” I said. “That’s why you’ve got to help me. I need a new passport. I need to know where to go.”

Abu Seif looked me up and down. “I will search you,” he said. I raised my hands again. He patted down my legs and felt under my arms. I couldn’t read his expression. “Would you like some tea?” he said. “Have a seat. I will get some.” He stepped out of the room and closed the door behind him. I heard him shouting in Arabic, and a woman’s voice answering. Then there was silence for a minute or two. I picked up the letter opener from the desk and studied the designs. The blade was surprisingly sharp against the sworled surface of my thumb. The scabbard, which I hadn’t noticed before, was half-hidden by a newspaper. “Granada,” it said in flowery letters. A souvenir.

I watched the door as I heard Abu Seif’s heavy footsteps. I couldn’t be sure if he’d be bringing reinforcements, or carrying a weapon. But all he had in his hand was a tray with two glasses of hot tea and a bowl of sugar.

Abu Seif sucked the steaming drink into his mouth. “Why do you think I can help you?” He wiped his mustache and beard with his sleeve.

“I’m hoping,” I said.

His expression seemed to consider my hope. He looked me up and down again. Then he glanced at his watch, which looked like a Rolex. The steel band was embedded in the fat of his arm. “I must get back to my audience,” he said. “The interval is over. And—there is nothing I can do for you.”

“Just a contact,” I said, trying to control a kind of anger I hadn’t felt in a long time. This fat, phony son of a bitch held the keys to what I needed, and he was going to sit on them.

“You may finish your tea,” he said, and put the earphones on again. “Bismallah al-Rahman al-Rahim.” On the screen in front of him, nickname after nickname appeared: Zamzam, slaveofallah, SAD412, ameer_20, friendlyboy, alf_laylah, tiger-eye, amaze_15. Abu Seif took his finger off the Control button on the keyboard, turning off his microphone for a second. “I am not going to help you,” he said, and turned back to the screen.

“Brother, I understand,” I said. “I am sorry, but I understand. Can you give me a number to call a taxi? I will have it meet me down the road.”

“A taxi?” Abu Seif was turned completely away from me and toward the screen. He shook his head like he couldn’t believe I would ask for a taxi. I looked at the roll of flesh bulging behind his neck. He pulled up his address program on the screen and typed in the password.

I rammed the point of the letter opener into the back of his neck, driving it home like a tenpenny nail, straight and true above the third vertebrae, then widened the hole with a quick move back and forth. The cartilage popped, and with it the nerve. Abu Seif rolled off the chair, twitching just a little, then he lay still. More tea spilled across the floor than blood.

He was the first man I’d killed in almost nine years, and I was glad it was clean. I sat down at the microphone and watched the text messages roll. “Can’t hear you,” wrote alf_laylah. “Something wrong with mic,” wrote slaveofallah.

“Moment…” I typed. “Someone else speak?”

SAD412 came on the earphones, and began to talk about takfir—the “anathema” heaped on hypocritical Muslims.

I opened my Yahoo home page, and started uploading Abu Seif’s address files into my online briefcase. Then one by one I clicked on the nicknames in the chat room to get their user profiles. Tiger-eye wore the hijab, the veil, and was looking for a husband. Slaveofallah was a student in Minnesota. SAD412—“not available.” Friendlyboy did not list a name, but there was an address, in Spain, in Granada. In itself that was strange. And there was the coincidence of the letter opener. I clicked the Start button on the Windows program and launched the “Find” function for files containing text “Granada.”

I pulled the phones off one ear. I could hear Abu Seif’s children running upstairs, and one of his wives in the kitchen. But I was sure they wouldn’t bother us. They’d be trained not to see, or be seen by, strange men in the house, and Abu Seif must have told them I was here when he went out to get the tea.

In a box on the screen, a little magnifying-glass icon circled clockwise over a little page icon. Circling. Circling. I heard SAD412 proclaiming all Arab rulers kafir, or unbelievers. Circling. Circling. A message appeared on the screen: “There are no items to show in this view.”

I typed in “Grenada.” The magnifying glass circled. Nothing.

Someone was knocking at the door. I took off the headphone to hear better. Sounded like a small hand knocking. A child’s. And she wasn’t giving up. “Baba?” I could hear her voice. “Baba?” I didn’t see a lock on the door. If it opened, there would be a baby standing there, looking at her dead father, and at me. In a kind of panic I pulled the earphone jack out of the socket. The room was filled with SAD412’s voice denouncing the hypocrite rulers of Arabia. The little girl quit knocking. Hearing men talking, she went away.

The files in My Documents were mostly in Arabic. I uploaded everything after August 1 into my Yahoo page so it would be stored online for me to access anytime from anywhere.

Abu Seif’s skin was white now beneath his beard. His black eyes were still open and clouded like wax paper. “Welcome to Paradise,” I said, and pulled the letter opener out of the back of his neck. I wiped the blood off on his robe, put the blade under the leg of the desk and jerked up so it snapped. It made an okay screwdriver. I lifted the cover off the computer’s tower to expose its innards.

 

“Jump Start Restaurant, best burgers in Kansas, what can we do for you?” Behind Betsy’s voice I could hear the clatter of dishes. Lunch would be over now, and she’d be ending her shift soon.

“Hey, Sugar,” I said, careful not to use her name and hoping she’d remember not to use mine.

“Why how you doin’, Sunshine?”

I laughed. That’s my girl, I thought. We were more than lovers, she told me one time, more than husband and wife. “We’re accomplices,” she said. I never forgot that because it was just so right.
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