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  In flight over Massachusetts, August 14, 1958

  Anyone would say it was too nice a day for bad things to happen. Bright sun, blue sky, puffy clouds. Routine mission—if anything was ever routine piloting a B-52 on its way to a rendezvous over Russia.

  “Climbing to ten thousand feet,” Risstup answers the controller.

  “Roger, climbing to ten thousand,” he hears. Risstup liked to explain to friends it was more like driving an eighteen-wheeler than flying a plane. Over fifty yards long, three stories high and capable of lugging thirty-five tons of nukes through the skies, the B-52 was a beast. Risstup loved to regale his buddies with his flyboy stories, always finishing up with, “And you know what its nickname is?”

  A dramatic pause and then, “Buff—B-U-F-F—and that stands for big, ugly, fat . . .”

  Not missing a beat, his friends immediately chorused out the answer and Risstup reveled in the chortling and manly grabass that followed.

  Always amazed him that the damn thing got off the ground in the first place, up until the last feet of runway the huge wheel trucks lumbered on, weighing the plane down like ten-foot-tall wet boots, until finally in the last few seconds when there was precious little runway left the wings bulled the wheels into the air.

  Risstup sits silently next to the pilot as the Connecticut countryside floods by two miles below. Even though Horton’s a chatterbox, there wasn’t enough small talk on the planet to fill up twenty-two hours of flying time. A blueblood know-it-all born with a silver spoon in his mouth, Horton was an okay pilot but to hear him tell it, he should have won the Distinguished Flying Cross years ago. His kickoff topic was always a bunch of sports babble followed by his latest sexual exploits. Risstup had been showered by the same blather at least twenty times. Just as they’re passing over Long Island, Horton starts to air his gums.

  “So tell me, Major, whaddya think the Giants’ chances are?”

  “I’ve got my fingers crossed, sir. The way Conerly’s passing and Gifford and Webster have been running I’d say their chances look pretty damn good.”

  “They’ve led us down the primrose path before . . .”

  “Tell me about it.” Prudish by nature and desperately wanting to avoid the inevitable blow-by-blow about the last covey of dames Horton’s bedded, Risstup flicks on his radar to check the weather.

  “Wind from the east at twenty-four knots,” they’d heard from the briefer at the pre-flight, followed by the alarming, “Possible thunderstorms around coastal areas, some may be severe.”

  With a max ceiling of fifty thousand feet, Risstup’s confident they can cruise over practically anything. But since they fly the pants off these babies to keep the Russkis scared shitless that we’ll annihilate them, lurking in the back of pilots’ minds is the nightmare of structural fatigue.

  B-52s have been known to fall apart in mid-air, one weld out of thousands giving way, or a single rivet popping and a string of others following, huge gashes renting the skin and instantly making the plane unflyable. Pilots didn’t talk about it because the prospect was unpredictable, like cancer or a sudden stroke. But they thought about it. Particularly since they were carrying live nukes on board. So when it came to pushing the plane too far, it paid to be cautious.

  Even though he’s seen everything in his thirteen years in the Air Force, what he next sees on the screen gives Risstup the willies. Barreling along at six hundred mph, they’re heading into a squall line that’s building before his eyes. Seemingly up out of nowhere, the radar image oozes like green slime across the screen.

  Risstup shakes his head and grumbles.

  “What’s the matter?”

  Risstup runs his finger around the outlines of the storm, a noose that’s quickly tightening around them.

  Never at a loss for words, this time “Shit” is all Horton can come up with.

  Tilting his mike up, he tells the crew, “Boys, looks like piss-your-pants weather coming up, gonna be a wild ride for a while here. See you all on the other side.”

  Just then all hell breaks loose. Like someone flicked the lights off, the sky goes from gray to black and the B-52 starts to rock ‘n’ roll.

  “Let’s get this puppy up,” Horton shouts, hooking his arms on either side of the stick and straining to lever it back. But the damn plane is slamming into air pockets that fling it down so fast all Horton’s efforts are futile, the altimeter spins crazily, the pitching and yawing creating all kinds of ominous sounds Risstup’s never heard before, pieces of metal not liking each other, animal-like groaning punctuated with screaming shrieks as the fuselage comes close to its breaking point.

  It’s only three in the afternoon but it seems like midnight with lightning crackling around, bolts exploding like they’re in the very center of a Fourth of July fireworks display. Horton’s screaming, trying to raise Westover on the radio, but there’s no talking in this pandemonium. The plane’s taking a real shellacking, like a crazy roller coaster ride going up, up, up and then getting punched back down, both pilots ragdolled around. Horton walloped so hard there’s blood dripping down his chin, Risstup guesses from chomping on his tongue.

  No secret to either pilot that unless the storm lets up, this baby isn’t making it. The instruments pop and sizzle, fried by the lightning. They’re not even flying the plane anymore, the storm’s taken over. Only a matter of time, Risstup’s thinking, either we break through the weather or she comes apart at the seams.

  Standing orders are to jettison the nukes over deep water in case of an accident. But the instruments are useless, the radar screen black, no knowing where they are now. He screams for orders about the weapons. Of course Horton can’t hear.

  More crashing and cracking, then a tremendous roar, a lion two inches from your ear. Like the aircraft had taken a huge punch to the belly and the plane begins a slow lean into a right bank like the wing’s ripped off. Then a screaming sound, turning into a deafening whistle. Part of the fuselage is gone and that’s the ball game, Risstup thinks, jerking the lever to jettison, feeling the lurch as four tons of nuke departs the plane.

  Just before everything goes black.
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  New Brunswick, New Jersey, Monday afternoon, October 23, 2003

  He set a perfect trap for her. But he was the one who ended up falling into it. Which is what he intended all along.

  “I just want to talk, that’s all,” the coed with the spare tire and four hundred dollar shoes said to him.

  “I told you, I don’t have time.” He was almost double-timing across the quad and she was falling behind, he could hear her panting. This was the fifth time he’d stonewalled her in the past two weeks. Sooner or later she’d catch his drift.

  “C’mon, I’ll buy you coffee?” she pleaded over his shoulder. Except for a few hayseeds who’d go out with anyone, she’s having no luck finding a date for the sorority party. And she wanted desperately to prove she could bag a boy.

  “I don’t drink coffee.”

  “How about a smoothie, then?”

  “No, thank you, but no.”

  “I’ve seen you working out over at Werblin.”

  “What?” Her comment stopped him. He was sure he was off everyone’s radar but why was she bringing his workouts up?

  “Actually, maybe I would like a latte . . .” he said, turning toward her and amping up his brightest smile.

  His beaming face made her spine tingle. “There’s a Starbucks in the student center and I’m buying.”

  “My name’s Mehran,” he said, “Mehran Zarif.”

  “I know,” she said, “I know everything about you. Your nickname’s Denny, you’re from Iran, you study engineering, you’re a big swimmer and there’s one more thing,” she said, trying like hell to act coy so it didn’t come across as a bald come-on, which of course it was.

  “What’s that?’

  “You’re cute as hell.”

  “Stop,” he said, “I’m not going there, okay?” And Mehran put enough edge into his voice so she’d get the message.

  She blushed. She’d never been good at coming on to guys and now she’d been caught again. But he was so cute and his skin was to die for. Mocha colored, just like the latte she carried over to the table where he was sitting.

  “Thanks,” Mehran said as she set the coffee down in front of him and joined him at the table.

  “No problema,” Melanie said, trying to conjure up the smile she’d practiced a million times in front of a mirror. Despite the thousands her parents had spent on her face, it was still a mess from her bouts with adolescence.

  “Funny, but I’ve never seen you at Werblin.” He needed to poke around the edges just to make sure she wasn’t onto something.

  “I don’t go over there half enough, doctor says I need to do an hour a day but I can’t stand it.”

  “It’s the only way I can get through my studies.”

  “But isn’t your country mostly desert?”

  “Ever heard of the Persian Gulf or the Caspian Sea? Half of Iran is surrounded by water. I’ve been swimming since I was this high,” he said, holding his hand just below the table.

  “Ooops, my bad.”

  “So I swim to how do you say it, reduce the edge?” He knew what the expression was, just wanted to act like a language-impaired foreign student.

  “Take the edge off, I think you mean,” she corrected him, hiking up her skirt just a touch above her knee to show off her legs, which were nice. At least she had a few assets, nothing like her sorority sisters who were all size 6 blonde goddesses with perfect figures, deep tans and little turned-up noses their daddies bought for them.

  “Look, I’m sorry, but I really must go,” Mehran said, quickly standing, shooting a quick glance down at her exposed knee and frowning ever so slightly so she’d get the idea it wasn’t where he wanted to go. “Thank you so much for the coffee.”

  “Bye, Denny,” she said, almost wanting to pull her skirt back down but figuring, what the hell, I’ve blown it anyway. He’s probably Muslim and thinks I should be wearing one of those black towels over my head.

  As much as she tried to run into him on campus, she only caught him once or twice out of the corner of her eye and only one time was she even able to get the slightest wave out of him. So she gave up on Denny, the Iranian swimmer and engineering student, went to the sorority party by herself and kept herself gratified with Internet porn and her little pink machine with the amazing fingers.

  So she was shocked when she opened her email two weeks later and saw the message from Mehran Zarif with the attachment. And she almost fell off her chair when she opened the picture of the beautifully muscled young man standing poolside wearing a wide smile on his face and a Spandex swimsuit that left little to the imagination. So he’s huge or he’s hard, Melanie thought to herself. Either way I can’t wait to get my hands on him.
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  University of Virginia, Charlottesville, Virginia, the Monday before Thanksgiving

  Odd, Collyer thinks as he crosses the campus, how your heart can bring you back even though your head’s not in it. It was ten years since he’d been on Grounds but as he walks down the well-worn path, bits and pieces of memories from the past elbow their way into his brain. Bonfires blazing up and down the long, grassy courtyard as the ragtag pep band played the school’s fight song and the team carried him into the victory celebration on their shoulders.

  He pauses halfway across the Lawn, stopping to look up at the arching trees for a few moments, then lets his eyes wander along the portico toward the magnificent Rotunda at the far end.

  The celebration lasted well into the morning with some diehard fans blearily greeting the dawn. Collyer’s apartment was wall to wall with his frat buddies and teammates lying around on sleeping bags and blankets, great heaps of beer bottles accumulating in the corners, everyone determined to continue savoring the incredible victory. Howie finally had to curl up in a closet and pull the door shut to get some sleep.

  He was the most unlikely hero and his kick was a miraculous fluke. But having had only a handful of victories in the past ten years, to the students at the University of Virginia this win was as sweet as they come. And they all knew they had one member of the team, Howie Collyer, to thank for it.

  Virginia football fans quickly forgot the field goals Howie had missed that fall. As dependable and consistent as he was his first three seasons, in his senior year he choked, twice failing to bail the team out of a loss, and talk around campus was that the coach was seriously considering shifting a backup quarterback who had kicked in high school to replace him. So the pressure was on as Howie loped out onto the field that day, snapping his chinstrap, listening to the roar of the crowd and praying his right foot would come through for him.

  Howie didn’t disappoint.

  As the crowd went silent, the ball caromed off the inside of the left upright and milliseconds later, while thirty-seven thousand fans held their collective breath, some say a puff of wind, some the hand of God, but some force partial to the Virginia Cavaliers intervened to nudge the ball slightly east so it dropped like a stone into the end zone, winning the game for UVa, salvaging the team’s season with a win over a nationally ranked opponent and earning Howie an immediate and permanent place in UVa athletic lore.

  His amazing kick was memorialized with the nickname bestowed on him by a sportswriter for the local rag, The Boot, a handle that has stuck to Howie throughout the almost four decades since his graduation. Howie never took his achievement that seriously for he knew that if the pigskin had tumbled one inch the other way, he would have been no more than another face in a yellowing team picture on the walls of Mem Gym. And he realized his kick paled in comparison to the achievements of other Virginia football greats and would have been a minor footnote had it not been the one bright spot in an otherwise abysmal season.

  Howie’s ability to laugh at his good fortune and to put his achievement in perspective enabled everyone who met him to share in the extraordinary event and somehow over time added to the kick’s luster.

  “With Lady Luck smiling on you the way she was on me that day, anyone could have made that kick,” Howie was fond of saying. And since it was close to the truth, Howie greased the skids of a successful career with his feat, had more than a few free drinks slid his way and in his younger years found the kick to be an easy conversation starter with any young thing who happened to know a thing or two about UVa football.

  “You aren’t The Boot, are you?” a chick meeting Howie for the first time would exclaim, and Howie’s “aw shucks” manner, boyish mop of auburn hair, bright green eyes and ingratiating manner would soon have the tantalized woman falling all over him.

  The last thing Howard Collyer wants to do a couple days before Thanksgiving is lecture a bunch of students halfway out the door for the holiday about lost H-bombs. But Drummond’s an old friend and he’d committed months ago. Heading down the columned walkway, he sees a delightful-looking young lady standing at the end waiting as he approaches. Howie has to squint to make sure his vision isn’t playing tricks on him. Drummond told him he would have a student waiting to guide him through the maze of corridors to the classroom. With any luck, Howie’s hoping, this lovely thing is my escort.

  “Hi—Mr. Collyer?” Tall, blonde, and marvelously constructed, the Virginia coed wears a white button-down and the shortest kilt Howie has ever seen, leaving his imagination little to fill in. Not only is her skin perfect but the top two buttons of her blouse are undone. Howie wonders if she can tell he’s about to start drooling. Hand outstretched, gracious smile, she radiates the kind of fresh beauty matched with a blooming sexuality that makes older men curse their age. Howie nods as he shakes her hand, all the while struggling to maintain eye contact.

  “Hi, I’m Bridget, Bridget Heard. Welcome to the University of Virginia. We are honored to have you lecturing to us, Mr. Collyer,” she says as she half turns and scoots sideways, leading Howie through a doorway and down a corridor. Her legs are tanned and perfect, the hem of her mini-kilt swishes and swings tantalizingly, and Howie brings himself to say the only words he can think of at this point in time.

  Clearing his throat to keep his voice from breaking, he asks, “So what year are you, Bridget?”

  Bridget whirls around, flashing Howie a radiant smile. Again Howie fights to keep his gaze from dropping to the gaping placket of her blouse that’s inviting his eyes in. Song lyrics run through his mind, something about what makes a grown man cry.

  “I’m a third year, a junior,” Bridget says in a Deep South drawl that comes out as june-yeah. “I’m so excited to hear what you have to say because I don’t have the slightest idea of what I want to do when I graduate. But I’ve been thinking of government so like I said, I’m really interested in seeing your presentation. And if it’s as good as I think it will be, it might just help me make up my mind, which would be a big help to me at this point in time.” As cute as she is, she’s cursed with the undergrad yap disease, prattling on incessantly about whatever. Fortunately, Bridget stops at a doorway, stands aside for Howie and motions him inside.

  Peeking over her shoulder at the hall full of students, Howie’s kicking himself for accepting Drummond’s invitation. Lecturing to civic groups and garden clubs was cutting butter compared to a roomful of distracted twentysomethings. In addition, Thanksgiving break is right around the corner and if they are anything like Howie was back then, he knows the students are already smelling the barn.

  Drummond saunters up, looking tweedy as ever, an invisible fog of pipe tobacco hovering around him, “Boot, good to see you,” he says in a low voice, wanting to acknowledge their personal relationship while keeping his students from overhearing a tenured professor stoop to using a nickname originating from a crass sporting event.

  “Class, I’d like to introduce Howard Collyer.” A few of the students nod, many look like they’ve just tumbled out of bed, their eyes at half mast even though it’s almost eleven in the morning. Some wear earbuds, their skinny white cords snaking down their chests like strands of spaghetti. All are splayed helter-skelter in their seats, arms and legs scattered every which way, as if it’s an imposition to sit up straight. Howie knows he’s going to have to work hard to earn his honorarium—two seats in the president’s box for the Florida State game.

  “Give me a few minutes to set up, Henry.” Howie leans down and begins to unpack his audio-visual materials.

  “Can I be of any help, Mr. Collyer?” Bridget offers.

  “Sure,” Howie says, handing her his laptop, “usually goes together pretty easy.”

  “I’ll see if I can set the stage for you, Howie,” Drummond says. “How long before you’ll be ready?”

  “Two, two and a half minutes if we’re lucky,” Howie says as he opens his case and slides out the projector.

  Drummond turns to the class. “While Mr. Collyer is setting up, let me roughly sketch the frame for the picture that he will draw for us.”

  He winds up and goes into a brief overview of the Cold War as Howie and Bridget fuss with the tangle of cables, an octopus of rubber and jangling metal connectors. Fortunately, Bridget is a technological wizard, keeps her lip zipped and makes short work of it, connecting Howie’s laptop and helping him set up the projector on a nearby table so that in no time his Windows desktop flashes up on the screen.

  “You’re good to go, Mr. Collyer,” Bridget says, giving him another radiant smile. Howie has to fight the temptation to say, “Call me Howie,” instead he limits himself to a quick, “Thanks very much, Bridget,” as he takes his place. He clips through the few setup slides to get to his starting point.

  “So without further ado, I’d like to introduce you to Mr. Howard Collyer, a veteran Pentagon weapons specialist and our guest lecturer for Poli Sci 123.”

  “Thank you for having me, Professor Drummond. And thanks to my friend Bridget here who helped me get all my equipment together.” Howie has saved a special smile for her.

  Howie pauses to straighten up and furrow his brows, drops his voice a register, leans forward and delivers a shot across the bow of his sleepy audience.

  “I’m going to take you back to a dark time in this nation’s history and show you things that are shocking and horrifying. But I hope you will put your revulsion and anguish to work. Because since our generation has turned its back on the problem, your generation has to step up. For your own sake. And for the good of the entire world.”

  Howard Collyer taps the keyboard, flashing the first slide on the screen above his head. In the eighteen months since he was forced out of the Pentagon, he has culled the slides intended for a military audience, only keeping those that play for civilians. The garden club ladies always gasp out loud at the destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Most of the students are still snoozing though Howie sees some stirring here and there, a few sitting up, starting to pay attention.

  The facial disfigurations of the men and women wandering helplessly through the smoking ruins of the Japanese city widen their eyes. Horrible scarring, lacerated and mutilated bodies, charred limbs and always somewhere in the picture the haunting face of a dazed child. Howie moves rapidly through the Army Medical Corps close-ups as he recites the statistics of the destruction. Forty-five thousand Japanese men, women, and children incinerated in the first few seconds. Thousands more so permanently affected by the radiation that their lives were no longer worth living.

  In the twenty lectures he has given since he left the Pentagon, Howie has seen the power of his presentation. He’s watched the garden clubbers’ eyes tear up and the Rotarians quietly shake their heads. This audience is still half asleep but he begins to see students nudging each other, pointing at the slides projected over their heads. Born forty years after the cataclysmic events, though they might have read about Hiroshima and Nagasaki in history books, never has the raw truth of the devastation and the shocking human toll been so graphically presented to them.

  Howie pauses to let his message sink in. Bridget is sitting in the first row, off to the side of the lectern. Her hand is clasped over her mouth and her eyes are reddening. She looks like she’s ready to pop someone in the nose.

  He continues paging through his presentation, through the slides of Little Boy, the clumsy-looking, brutish black bomb that wreaked the devastation on Hiroshima, and the photos of the early generation of nukes, some sleek and skinny, others bulbous, ungainly green and brown barrels resting on steel and wood gantries, looking more like medieval siege cannons than weapons capable of obliterating an entire city, vaporizing millions and irradiating hundreds of thousands more. Howie talks about the absurdly suicidal Cold War policy of Mutually Assured Destruction— its acronym, MAD, accurately characterizing a policy of each side having enough nuclear weapons to wipe the other off the face of the earth.

  Indignation spreads across the faces in his audience. Even the students who were half in dreamland when he started are now wide awake, a number of them busily jotting down notes. Howie brings up a list of the atomic bombs produced in the United States alone. Over seventy thousand nuclear weapons during the past fifty years, many with hundreds of times the force of the Hiroshima bomb.

  Now Howie gets to the good part.

  After showing slides of B-52 bombers, their crews shoehorned into cramped cockpits and wearing skin-tight high altitude pressure suits covered with tubes and endless rows of lacing making them look like early Russian cosmonauts, he launches into the animated portion of his lecture.

  “Imagine how these B-52 crew members felt flying toward targets in Russia, their planes loaded with nuclear weapons, each one capable of causing infinitely more death and destruction than the bombs we dropped on Japan.”

  His audience is sitting forward. In a couple more minutes, he’ll have steam pouring out of their ears.

  Howie keystrokes the introduction to Operation Chrome Dome. His video shows a swarm of B-52s taking off from bases all over the country, their flight patterns crisscrossing the country. Soon the map of the United States is streaked with yellow lines showing as many as a hundred and fifty B-52s flying round the clock—thousands of missions being flown every week—each lurking around close to the Russian border with at least one nuke in its bomb bay, some two, many three and four. The pilots waiting for the orders to set course for Kiev, Moscow, or Vladivostok.

  “But fortunately the call never comes,” Howie continues. “So the bombers turn around, refuel over Spain and fly back over the pond.”

  Bridget’s hand shoots up in the air. “Were all these bombs armed?” she asks, her voice anxious and concerned.

  “Good question—and the answer is yes. They had to be because at that time they were our only defense against a Russian attack. Having planes in the air at all times with primed nukes guaranteed we would be able to immediately strike back if Russia launched missiles. Early on, the bombs had crude fuses that would explode on impact. So think of these B-52s as loaded guns, cocked and ready to fire.”

  “So they were flying armed nuclear weapons over the United States?”

  Howie smiles. She couldn’t have given him a more perfect setup.

  “These airborne alert missions went on for a good ten years, Bridget. From 1958 to ’68. And that’s not the worst of it.”

  The girl is half out of her seat she’s so angry. Howie sees the opportunity and skips forward, keystroking the command to run the video. Soon the sky is swarming with the gigantic bombers, all armed and streaming toward Russia, zooming out over the audience with their eight Pratt and Whitney jet engines roaring, the students sitting spellbound as the thundering racket echoes around the hall.

  “B-52s took off from these bases around the country,” Howie says, dialing down the volume as green dots flash on the screen showing the scores of Air Force bases where B-52s were assigned. “All of this activity was highly classified. The Air Force called the flights training missions and never admitted that armed nuclear weapons were carried on the planes.”

  A second student in the back of the lecture hall picks up on the direction Howie’s going and wildly waves his hand, blurting out his question before Howie can acknowledge him.

  “If there were that many planes in the air at all times as you show, weren’t there accidents? Couldn’t one or two of these planes have gone down somewhere with nukes on board?”

  “I’m glad you asked.” Howie clicks a key. Four red flares suddenly flower on the green southern coast of Spain. “On January 17, 1966, a B-52 collided with a tanker aircraft while refueling and both planes plummeted to the ground near Palomares, Spain, with four nuclear weapons aboard.”

  “We nuked an ally?” the student in the back pipes up.

  “Yes, two of the bombs exploded,” Howie answers. “Not completely, but the TNT in the other two detonated on impact and scattered radioactivity all over the Spanish landscape, which they are still retrieving today.” Howie keystrokes again. “And then two years later, another B-52 crash-landed on the polar ice near our Air Force base in Greenland and the explosions melted through the icecap releasing radioactive materials into the ocean.”

  Another student has become involved, a thin girl with glasses and a pageboy sitting in the front row near Bridget. “How come no one knows about these incidents? Why hasn’t more been made of it?”

  “I’ll get to that. But there’s more. A bomber with a nuke aboard crashed in North Africa.” Howie’s video zooms into the Moroccan base to show the burning aircraft. “One of our planes disappeared somewhere over the Mediterranean with two bombs aboard. We dropped two off the coast of British Columbia and had a scary accident in England where a plane went off the runway and crashed into a storage building housing three nukes and came within a hair’s breadth of detonating them.”

  The students are chattering to each other, connecting the dots, recognizing the nerve-wracking implications. The student sitting next to Bridget sneers, “British Columbia is close enough. I certainly hope they didn’t drop any in this country.”

  Howie winds up, his tone of voice restrained but ominous. “I wish they hadn’t.”

  “You’re not going to tell us there are nuclear weapons lying around the United States?” Bridget is perched on the edge of her chair.

  “Unfortunately, yes. A bomber came apart in mid-air and we dropped a couple of nukes on a farm in North Carolina. Here’s another jettisoned into the swamps off the coast of Georgia after a mid-air crash, two more discharged into the Atlantic somewhere off New Jersey after another aircraft mishap.”

  His audience cannot believe what they are seeing. Eyes wide and mouths dropped open, the students stare mesmerized at the screen. Howie touches a key and looks over his shoulder at the simulation of a bomb plunging into rural farmland. “This nuke came too close for comfort—at least for a farm family in North Carolina. Accidentally dropped from a B-47, the TNT in the nuke blew a crater seventy feet wide and thirty feet deep, destroying the house and injuring six family members.”

  “How come all this was never made public?” Bridget asks, on her feet with her hands planted on her hips. “Why didn’t someone tell us about this?”

  “As I said, the Air Force claims these were training missions with no armed nukes aboard. And you have to remember there was no Internet back then, no CNN—only three networks with the news tightly controlled by the Pentagon. And we were at the height of the Cold War. People were building fallout shelters in their backyards, the Russian nuclear menace was on everyone’s mind.”

  Not bothering to raise his hand, the student in the back row jumps up. “They have certainly recovered all these bombs?” he asks.

  “Unfortunately—no.”

  “Bombs are still out there?”

  “Yes.”

  “How many?”

  “Eleven—at last count.”

  Howie brings up a slide. “Here are the eleven unrecovered nuclear weapons reputable sources believe are scattered around the United States. Could be one as close to you guys as the Chesapeake.”

  Howie hears gasps from his audience. “If you think I’m kidding, go on the Net and search for yourself, check out my website—sleepingdogs.us.”

  The room is dead quiet.

  “This is where I need your help. No one in Washington will pay attention to this problem. It happened on someone else’s watch almost a half century ago. Many of the generals and admirals in the Pentagon were in diapers when these accidents happened. That’s why I call my website sleeping dogs. That’s the Pentagon’s approach, let sleeping dogs lie. I tried for ten years to get them to pay attention to the threat. And didn’t do my career any favors as a result.”

  “Your job was affected by blowing the whistle on these lost nukes?”

  “Let’s just say they got tired of listening to Howie Collyer and they made me an offer I couldn’t refuse. The Pentagon’s version of forced retirement.”

  A young man sitting in the middle of the audience who looks out of place in his pressed white shirt and thin black tie, his hair cropped short, raises his hand, stands and introduces himself, “Mr. Collyer, I’m Martin McFarlane.”

  “Yes, Martin.” Howie had noticed the student scowling and shaking his head, right off the bat Howie chalked him up as a wiseass troublemaker.

  “With all due respect, I’d like to point out that these weapons are fifty years old. Maybe they are duds, or buried so far down in the mud they don’t pose a threat. I can’t believe our government would allow a potential calamity such as you describe to imperil us like that.”

  “You know, Martin, I had the same reaction. Our government, as you put it, wouldn’t put the nation in danger like that. Plus I was working at the Pentagon, I knew a lot of these people, they were my friends. I liked and trusted them. But the more I dug into it, the more I ran into denial and double talk. And over time, I began to get the feeling that no one, particularly at higher levels, wanted to deal with the subject. That’s when I decided that they were taking a let sleeping dogs lie approach.

  And let me ask you a question. If they don’t think the bombs are a threat and are better off left alone, why did they spend six months and millions of dollars trying to find the one off Georgia before giving up?”

  Howie reaches into his bag for the DVD that’s his killshot, the piece of film that inevitably silences those who want to think the government couldn’t possibly allow nuclear weapons to lie around on American soil. He slips the DVD into his laptop as McFarlane protests, “Still, sir, I cannot help but think you are exaggerating the threat.”

  “Okay, but let me run this video of a United States Senate committee meeting on August 3, 1992, and then tell me if I’m exaggerating,” Howie says. It’s one thing for him to talk about the missing nukes, it’s another to have a US senator discussing the problem on film.

  “This is Senator J. Bennett Johnston from Louisiana speaking.” Howie rolls the grainy color tape of the sixty-year-old Democratic Senator, thin hair graying on the sides, his long face with its pointy chin dipping down to speak into a microphone in a Senate hearing room: “We have been very, very lucky in this country,” Senator Johnston says.

  The video shows Johnston holding up a report. “I have here a description of thirty-two different nuclear weapons accidents—thirty-two. It makes absolutely fascinating and hair-raising reading to realize how close to absolute disaster we came. There was an accident in Palomares, Spain, where you had the weapon that hit the ground, there was a detonation of the high explosive, it spread plutonium over a very large area. Luckily, it was a rural area. But it spread plutonium over a large area. In Thule, Greenland, the same thing happened. In Alaska, the same thing happened. Perhaps the most hair-raising of all was the accident in North Carolina where a B-52 broke up in flight. Two nuclear weapons were released. One the parachute deployed and was recovered, and the other, the nuclear weapon went down and hit the ground. When the Air Force experts rushed to the North Carolina farm to examine the weapon after the accident, they found that only a single switch prevented the 24 megaton bomb from detonating and spreading fire and destruction over a large area.”

  “This is public testimony from the United States Senate,” Howie continues. “The report goes on to substantiate eleven bombs are still out there. How many more are a switch away from detonating and setting off a nuclear holocaust right here in the United States? Read the report yourself. I have a handout with websites you can go to. And the more you dig into this, the worse it gets. A few of these lost nukes from the early years have primitive fuses. Who knows what could set them off? A fishing boat’s trawling net? A hurricane? Or maybe a terrorist finds the one in the Chesapeake, detonates it and obliterates our capital and half of Maryland and Virginia in the process?”

  McFarlane raises his chin and snorts. “Excuse me, Mr. Collyer, but all this is pure conjecture and, I believe, a good deal of fabrication on your part.”

  “Is it, Martin? Or is that what the Pentagon would like you to believe?”

  “But these weapons are fifty years old. How could they possibly pose a threat?”

  “Fifty years old, yes, but packed with radioactive plutonium, tritium, uranium, beryllium and four hundred pounds of TNT—are they harmless? Something we shouldn’t worry about? That is a bet, Martin, that this country cannot afford to take.”

  McFarlane puffs himself up into a haughty posture and snorts, “In this post-9/11 world, where we are threatened from every side we have to believe in our government—not in half-baked conspiracy theories.”

  A chorus of hisses and boos rises from his classmates.

  “Martin,” Howie continues, “if you want to talk about conspiracies, I can give you evidence that there is a secret operation at the Pentagon to suppress information about these unrecovered nukes.”

  “That’s just pure rubbish, Mr. Collyer,” McFarlane retorts as jeering and catcalls echo around the room.

  “You’re certainly welcome to your point of view, Martin. But it’s obvious a number of your classmates do not share it.”

  Drummond stands up to intervene. “I think we’ve had a fair and full discussion and I don’t see the point in debating this further. Please sit down, Mr. McFarlane. Thank you, Howard, that was a provocative and fascinating lecture that I’m sure will have all of us thinking for some time about the threats you have outlined for us.”

  Howie gets a hearty round of appreciative applause from the students, except for McFarlane, who grumpily collapses into his seat. The rest of the students flock around Howie as he starts to pack up, eagerly taking his handouts and complimenting him on his lecture.

  Howie smiles and shakes hands, basking in the flattery.

  “Thank you, Mr. Collyer,” one student who Howie noticed was sound asleep when he began his lecture gushes, “I’m going to write my congressman and tell him we have to do something about these nukes.”

  “Great job, Mr. Collyer, thank you for coming.”

  “I’m glad you’re blowing the whistle on the Pentagon, they deserve it.”

  Howie nods and smiles for fifteen minutes, keeping up a running banter with the fired-up students.

  “Thank you, thank you, thank you very much.”

  “Glad you enjoyed it.”

  Though he revels in the attention, Howie knows that like the Rotarians and the garden club ladies, once the students return to their routines his cause will take a backseat in their minds. In a few days, the energized and engaged students will be busy stuffing their mouths with mom’s turkey. Maybe they will bring up Howie’s talk at the dinner table, maybe not. But Howie is accustomed to being dismissed and ignored, as he likes to joke, “I’m much too bullheaded to take it personally.”

  “Thanks, Boot,” Drummond says as he helps Howie load his gear into the backseat of his car. “I think you woke a few of my students up.”

  “I hope so. Maybe someday one of them will be inclined to do something about it. Take care, Henry. Thanks for having me.”

  “I’ll send you those FSU tickets. Should be a good game.”

  “You bet. Look forward to seeing you there.”

  Drummond and Collyer shake hands and BS a bit before Collyer says goodbye, heading around to the driver’s side while the professor waves at his old friend and turns back down the path toward the Corner.

  Just as Howie leans down to climb in, he hears someone calling his name. Looking back over the top of his car toward the Rotunda, he sees Bridget running down the hill toward him, waving frantically.

  “Mr. Collyer, Mr. Collyer!”

  Howie smiles. He finds himself wondering whether she is going to ask for an internship. Maybe she wants to volunteer to work with him? He can imagine introducing Bridget to his wife. The eye roll his wife Sylvie would give him would be world-class. Maybe she wants to have lunch with him and discuss the issue? Howie’s imagination is running away with him.

  “Mr. Collyer,” Bridget pants, half out of breath, her face flushed and her chest heaving. Howie can’t wait to hear what she has in mind. She pauses a moment to catch her breath.

  “I’m glad I caught you.”

  Howie smiles thinking of the hours they could spend together in his office over the garage. Obviously computer savvy, Bridget could help him update his website, chase down the hundreds of leads sitting in his To Do box. The possibilities were endless—and heady.

  She rummages around in the pocket of her skirt. Pulling out a short computer cable, she dangles it out to Howie. “You forgot this, Mr. Collyer,” she says.

  “Oh, yeah, thanks,” Collyer says, staring at the foot-long length of cable, hoping he’s hiding his disappointment.

  “Good talk you gave, sorry about that guy McFarlane. He’s always like that.”

  “No problem. Appreciate your help, Bridget.”

  “Keep it up—your lectures I mean. I think you’re really onto something with this lost bombs thing. I think you should stay with it until somebody listens—at least that’s my opinion,” Bridget says, flashing a self-conscious smile and shrugging her shoulders. She turns and gives him a girlish back and forth wave as she bounces up the path toward the Lawn. “Bye, Mr. Collyer, thanks for visiting us.”

  Howie allows himself one last look before he gets into his car and heads home.
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  Veterans Administration Hospital, Pittsburgh, Wednesday

  “So how we doing today, Major?” she asks, bending over the shriveled form.

  For three and a half months, though assigned to another ward, Sharon Thorsen often took a shortcut through 3. He first caught her eye by raising his hand each morning as she walked down the row of beds, giving her a feeble wave and a faint smile. Soon she found herself making it a part of her routine, first waving back, then occasionally pausing to chat with the former Air Force major, and not long afterward visiting with him on a daily basis.

  Looking into his eyes it was obvious not many lights were on, yet since her initial visit her nurse’s instinct told her someone was home. Brought in off the street a couple years ago, he used to rant and rave about all kinds of stuff before they crammed him full of meds. Senile dementia was the diagnosis and everyone dismissed him as a crazy old loon. Now tucked away in a chemical Never Never Land, he came across to Sharon not as demented but as disoriented, frail, lonely and craving company.

  Her curiosity about his past had taken her down to the records room in the sub-basement. Sharon always thought the lack of files on him was odd, but she chalked it up to sloppy record keeping, not the first time the massive VA bureaucracy had misplaced something. All that remains in his folder is his last name, not even his first name, plus barebones information—the date he was admitted, rank and serial number, date of birth and a series of yearly diagnoses confirming his dementia and prescriptions for sedatives to control his anxiety.

  Random comments he’d made convinced her he shouldn’t be written off as a vegetable. Plus, the more time she spent with him, she realized how much he reminded her of her father. His eyes particularly, the same steely gray cast her dad’s had. As well as a mannerism, a rolling wave of his hand as if he was physically trying to continue a thought. Just like her dad.

  It had been almost seven years since the phone call in the middle of the night and it had occurred to her that spending time with the major was like being with her father. Pop psychology probably, but after chatting him up she always came out of the ward with a big smile on her face.

  So when Sharon had the time, she would make a point of sitting down next to him and chitchatting about the local high school football team, her bowling score or the weather forecast for western Pennsylvania, all the while peppering him with questions, hoping another phrase or word would pop out of his mouth.

  She’d asked him if he’d ever played any sports and when he said, “Football,” she practically fell off the bed. He said the word cautiously, almost a question. But who cared? At least one light was on.

  “In college or in high school?” she quizzed him. She was a football brat, her dad had been a coach so she understood the ins and outs of every position, even the fight songs of every major team by heart. As her dad had told her countless times, “If you aren’t going to play football, you’re going to know every darn thing about it.”

  “I bet you were a scatback, Major Risstup, one of those speedy little guys who runs circles around everyone. Or a wideout, I can see you running patterns, turning, your eyes guiding the ball into your hands, then tucking it under your arm, turning on the afterburners and going all the way.”

  Every morning she’d return to the subject, poking and prodding his memory, coming at him from every possible angle. She brought a football in, borrowed a helmet from her dad’s former equipment room, but it wasn’t until the day she thought to ask him about his school mascot that Sharon rang the bell for a second time.

  “So was it an eagle, bulldog, gamecock? How about Spartans, wolverines, maybe tigers?” Sharon asked him. It was a Tuesday, almost three weeks ago. She remembered it well. Without hesitation, the major looked her straight in the eye and answered clearly and distinctly, “Bears.”

  “Way to go, Major, way to go,” she said, leaning down to give him a quick peck on the cheek. “Golden Bears—like at Cal? Or did you play for the real Bears—the pros, the Chicago Bears?”

  No answer. His face was a blank slate.

  “C’mon, Major Risstup!”

  Still nothing.

  Then she had a crazy idea. She knew she had the worst voice, even her mother begged her to mouth hymns in church. Leaning down so her lips were five inches from his ear, she hummed “Big C,” the California fight song, watching carefully for a reaction. She couldn’t believe it when he shook his head, slowly but distinctly, he was telling her no.

  Next she tried the tune the Chicago Bears had made famous. Again he moved his head back and forth. She was about to give up when she had one more thought.

  The Bruins, the UCLA Bruins. She searched her memory for the words. They came to her after a couple seconds, “Sons of Westwood.” She knew there was no point in trying to stay on key, she always sounded like an out-of-tune kazoo, but she made up for it with gusto, Da, da, da, dum, dah—da, da, da, dee da!

  Risstup nodded, the tiniest smile sneaking across his face. Was he a Bruin? Had he grown up in California? Now she had a whole new angle to work. The old man in Ward 3 had made her day.

  Ever since that moment, Sharon’s convinced that Risstup is intent on telling her something crucial. His eyebrows slant down and his forehead bunches up as if he’s struggling to find the words. Often he wedges an arm under his body and raises himself up, lifting a finger as if to get her attention. But that’s as far as it goes.

  Two days ago, she talked the supervising nurse in the ward into backing down Risstup’s dose, making the case it wasn’t good for his heart. Not tipping her hand, she was hoping that bringing him out of his drugged state might help him reveal what was on his mind.

  Since spending Thanksgiving at a girlfriend’s house has become an annual ritual, Sharon made a special point of stopping in the day before to visit. She stands by the major’s bed, a wide smile spread across her face, trying to get him enthused about the upcoming holiday. “So, Major Risstup, I bet you can’t wait to have some of that delicious turkey they’re cooking up downstairs. Can’t you just smell it? Stuffing, mashed potatoes, cranberry jelly—it’ll be a feast, won’t it?” she says, taking his bony hand in hers.

  Sharon pauses, looking down at him for a response. When she sees a slight grin, she says, “Oh, I know you are just licking your chops, Major. But you’re going to have to wait one more day for Thanksgiving.”

  She neatens up the collar of his gown so he looks more comfortable, “Me, I’m going over to one of my girlfriend’s houses for dinner. We’re a bunch of old maids but we mix up a batch of mimosas, fire up a big bird, and have a good old time. We even get a little rowdy, sometimes put on some records.” She leans down and confides to him, “And promise you won’t tell? Sometimes we dance. It’s silly, I know, but we do have a good time.”

  She looks into his eyes as she always does, hoping that she’ll detect a glimmer of response. From the increasing softness in his expression and the slight widening of his mouth, she keeps up a steady patter sensing she might be getting through. “My girlfriend lives in the country. It’s real quiet out there except for the dang roosters. The stupid things wake you up at an ungodly hour. You ought to hear them. They make a horrible racket.”

  She stops suddenly. He has that same look on his face.

  Though she’s noted in her last two visits that he seems to be slightly more lucid, his eyes clearer and his vision more focused, Sharon Thorsen is not prepared for what happens next.

  Risstup suddenly fumbles for her hand, his fingers searching around in the bedclothes. Finding it, he grips tightly and turns his head to look up at her, a look close to panic in his eyes. She watches in amazement as the eighty-some-year-old man’s lips part and he says, slowly and haltingly, his head straining up off the pillow, “You have to help me . . .”

  Sharon immediately ducks her head down close to his mouth and whispers into his ear, “I beg your pardon, major, help you with what?”

  “You have to help me . . .”

  “Yes, Major.”

  “Bomb . . .”

  “Come again?”

  “The bomb. Help me find it.”

  Sharon looks at him quizzically, “A bomb? What bomb, Major?” Her first reaction is to smile and shake her head, since what she’s hearing makes no sense. But Risstup seems so disconcerted she has to take him seriously.

  “I don’t understand. Where is this bomb?”

  “Lost, I lost it, lost it from my plane.”

  “When? How?”

  He shakes his head, frowns, grimaces, memory is on the blink. He looks pained, his features contorting as if he is desperately trying to dredge up the information but is getting only a busy signal. His hand slips out of hers and his head sinks back on the pillow.

  “That’s okay, Major,” she says, patting him on the arm. “Don’t you worry yourself about it, we’ll try again sometime. You just relax now.” Sharon stands beside his bed looking down at him. What is this lost bomb business? She’s wondering as she finds her eyes wandering over to the security camera overlooking the ward. It slowly pans across the room, its convex lens reflecting the ward in bug-eye miniature. As she stares at it, Sharon swears the camera stops. She can hear the electronic buzz of the lens zooming in on her. She has an urge to reach up and fix her hair.

  Am I losing it? She looks away from the camera. Then looks back. It has resumed its slow tracking back and forth across the rows of beds.

  I’ve got to get a grip. She promptly clears her mind of the thought that someone may be watching, deciding her imagination is playing tricks on her.

  After a couple minutes, the major’s eyelids slowly drift together and Thorsen backs away from his bed, saying softly, “I’ll come see you first thing Friday morning, Major Risstup. Now you have a wonderful Thanksgiving, you hear?” Resisting the impulse to look back over her shoulder at the camera, she quickly flings open the swinging doors into the hallway, glancing at her watch and deciding, I’m going to punch out an hour early, I have some work to do.

  First thing Sharon does when she gets home is to change out of her uniform, throw on jeans and a T-shirt and slip into comfy shoes. Postponing dinner, she pulls out her chair and sits down at her computer. Clicking on the space bar, she waits impatiently for the lame old thing to awaken.

  After she left Risstup in his ward, she stopped and wrote down the words he had whispered to her. You have to help me find the bomb. And, I lost it from my plane. While at work, she’d kept turning to the page where she had jotted down what he had said, reading and rereading her notes, trying to understand what he was straining to tell her.

  Clicking through to the search engine, she types in the words lost bombs and taps the search button.

  When Google asks, Do you mean lost H-bombs? She clicks yes and watches wide-eyed as the information pours down the page. Halfway through the list is a website called https://sleepingdogs.us.

  In forty-five minutes, reading everything on the site and checking through its listed links, Sharon now knows more than she needs.

  Sorting through what she’s learned, she goes to the refrigerator and peers inside. What she sees tells her it’s sandwich night. Getting out the fixings, she tracks back over the new information. Eleven nuclear weapons lost during the ten years from ’58 to ’68. Dropped all over the country from British Columbia to North Carolina. Sharon rapidly does the arithmetic. Risstup would have been in his thirties during the time H-bomb armed B-52s were flying missions.

  Standing at the counter, she pauses with the knife plunged halfway into the mayonnaise.

  “Damn, it’s possible,” she says out loud. “He could have been a pilot on one of those things.”

  Then her good sense prevails. I’m getting buggy. It’s not possible, totally farfetched. The website and the other sites suggest a conspiracy on the part of the Pentagon to cover up the lost nukes. Then the image of the security camera focusing on her pops into her mind. Could someone have been watching me?

  She pulls herself together. I’m normally so sensible and practical, what the hell’s going on with me?

  Then she thinks of the major lying helplessly in his bed in Ward 3 and decides—If anything happened to him I’d feel guilty for the rest of my life.

  Without giving it another thought, she reaches for the telephone and briskly dials a number.

  “Hello, Sharon, what’s up?” her host for Thanksgiving dinner answers.

  “Hey, listen, I’ve got to go into work to check on something. So I’ll be a little late, okay?” She listens to Lucy prattle on about dinner getting cold, then cuts her off. “I’ll be there, okay? Gotta run. Bye.” She sets the phone back in its cradle slowly. In the back of her mind is a growing concern about the wizened old man in Ward 3. Does he really have some secret he’s kept hidden all these years? And could someone want to keep him from revealing it? Jesus, how spooky is that?

  Sharon prints out the contents of the sleepingdogs website. In the upper corner of the first page is a photograph of the webmaster with his address and phone number, a good-looking fifty-something guy who lives down in Charlottesville. She checks the clock at the top of the screen. It’s too late to call, deciding to wait until she checks on Risstup in the morning.

  After all, in a couple hours it will be Thanksgiving. Her pragmatic nature kicks in. And it’s silly to get all worked up about something that could turn out to be nothing at all.
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  New Brunswick, New Jersey, the day before Thanksgiving

  When he sees the curly-haired, dark-skinned student swim his first lap, the coach thinks he’s died and gone to heaven.

  A couple hours after practice ended in the Werblin Rec Center, the team now high-tailing it for home and turkey day, Johanson is sitting up in the stands finishing up practice notes with no reason to notice the well-muscled young man lowering himself into the pool. But the combination of his unique stroke and kick immediately catches his eye.

  It was the most unorthodox style he had ever seen, to say the least, as if the tail of a porpoise had been grafted onto a windmill, his legs double-dolphining in perfect unison to propel his body forward at an incredible speed while his arms churned through the water, accelerating to a pace that Johanson can’t believe until he takes out his stopwatch. While his stroke is half crawl, half butterfly and would have been illegal in competition, his times easily rival NCAA records for either event. Adapting his stroke would affect his time but even so Johanson expects the swimmer could have a huge impact on the program.

  After finishing his workout, the coach saunters up as the swimmer’s toweling off at the end of the pool. He’s with a chubby girl wearing a Rutgers sweatshirt over her suit.

  As Johanson approaches he says, “Excuse me, but can I ask you where you learned to swim like that?”

  “Been swimming since I was a kid.”

  “Where? If you don’t mind me asking.”

  “Why are you so interested, if you don’t mind me asking?” the swimmer says.

  “Your stroke, I’ve never seen anything like it. Are you a student here?”

  “And you are?” his voice giving the coach the cold shoulder.

  Flashing a smile, Johanson extends his hand. “Miles Johanson, assistant coach of the Rutgers swimming team.”

  “Yeah, hi,” the kid says, not impressed.

  “And you are?” the coach says, turning to his friend.

  “Melanie,” she’s taking the frosty approach too, not even taking Johanson’s hand.

  “I’d like to talk to you about trying out for the team,” he said, ambling along the pool deck with them. “I think you could start swimming competitively for us in a very short time.”

  “Thanks, but that does not have interest for me.”

  “Would you just sit down and meet with our head coach?”

  “I’m sorry, I am very loaded down with studies.”

  “We have a number of dean’s list students on the team. They all get their work done.”

  The student’s voice took on a hard edge. “Thank you, I appreciate your interest. But not something I want to do, you understand?”

  “Would you consider talking to the head coach—just talking?” Johanson was almost jogging alongside him now.

  “I think I’ve been clear, now, really, we need to go.”

  Johanson stands watching the two walk down the deck wondering if he had come on too strong. Or was the kid shy? Maybe he has immigration problems? Or just insecure about his English? And what’s with the girlfriend, he’s a finely tuned machine and she’s a load.

  The coach is not giving up easily. He checks around, finds out his name, talks to his advisor, fellow students. The faculty advisor informs him that Mehran Zarif is a brainy Iranian studying engineering who goes by the nickname Denny and keeps a low profile on campus. Every time Johanson runs into him at the Rec Center, he tries to talk Denny into trying out. But he’s never able to get more than two sentences out before he says thank you, always says thank you, smiles, shakes his head and walks away.

  Johanson tries having the head coach engage him. No luck. Zarif is polite but has no interest in meeting and stops returning the coach’s calls. It soon becomes abundantly clear that the last thing on Denny Zarif’s mind is swimming for Rutgers.

  Though he gives up trying to talk to him, over the following weeks, the coach can’t help remarking on Zarif’s activities at the aquatic center. Three days a week and once on weekends, Zarif comes in either at midday during free swim or after varsity practice. Sometimes the girlfriend’s with him, sometimes not. When she is, she always seems more interested in playing video games than jumping in and getting some exercise.

  The coach’s curiosity is piqued by his workout. Starting with an inflated exercise ball, the kid does an incredible series of exercises, a hundred pushups with his feet on the ball, followed by bridges, calf raises, back flies and ab extensions. Then with dumbbells, he went through a series of step-ups on the stands, then wall squats—two exercises having little to do with the muscles used in swimming events. Again, multiple series of each, fifty reps apiece.

  When he slips into the pool, he’s a machine. Swimming a couple thousand meters a day, many under water. He’s ripping along, arms churning, when all of a sudden his head ducks under and his body goes arrow-straight as his powerful double-dolphin kick takes over. His lung capacity is astounding; swimming two hundred meters under the surface in four fifty-meter laps easy as pie. He pops up at the wall, takes a breath and plunges for another two hundred.

  When Zarif slides a twenty-pound weight into the diving pool and jumps in to retrieve it, Johansen finally figures out what he’s training for and why he has no interest in swimming for Rutgers.

  When Zarif wasn’t around, the coach tried it. No piece of cake. Busted his lungs bringing it up from the bottom. So why in the world would he bring a barbell plate up fifty times in a row?

  It can only be recovering sunken treasure. And all the exercises he’s doing make sense for getting in and out of boats, off swim platforms, all that stuff.

  Obviously the kid’s in training for one of those treasure-hunting expeditions, Johanson’s thinking, a company secures the rights to dive a wreck and recover the loot and has to keep it secret until their mission is completed so competitors won’t discover the location and raid it in the middle of the night.

  That explains why he’s acting so standoffish. Must have connections with an international diving outfit and with big money involved, gold coins, bullion, gems—you keep your mouth shut.

  One thing for sure about these foreign students is they can act so strange.
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  Charlottesville, late Thanksgiving afternoon

  “Did I tell you I had a little chat with Drummond when I was at the university?”

  “How’s my favorite professor doing?” Sylvie asks her husband as she chops a row of carrots on her cutting board. Though Sylvie makes elaborate preparations for Thanksgiving, with their kids and grandchildren joining them, it always turns out to be much more of a production than she anticipates.

  “Seems fine, hasn’t changed a bit.”

  “And they liked your presentation? Wait—take out the trash before you answer,” Sylvie says, shoving the bulging can toward him with her knee. “The kids will be here in a half an hour and I’m already behind. And besides, you completely ducked the question I asked you a half hour ago. I asked—didn’t think you’d talked enough about your lost bombs at our picnic in September?”

  Howie stops at the door and turns to her. “Donald’s always seemed fascinated with my project,” he says, knowing he is sounding defensive.

  “You know your children think the world of you, but lost nuclear weapons aren’t a subject for the dinner table.”

  Sylvie Collyer wonders if she isn’t being too hard on Howie until she sees he’s already wrestling the garbage can out the door. Though his colleagues at the Pentagon often laughed behind his back about his preoccupation, Sylvie has always taken it seriously. To her, there are enough unanswered questions about lost nukes to warrant concern. And the reluctance of the Pentagon brass to deal with the subject creates at least suspicion of a cover-up.

  No question Howie’s obsession with unrecovered nuclear weapons cut short his career, though no one at the Pentagon would ever own up to it. Once a Pentagon favorite in constant demand for his graphic magic, he soon became a pariah. Too strident, self-righteous and unwilling to listen to reason, his former colleagues sealed him off, avoiding his nods and glances in the hallways.

  The handwriting was on the wall—the Pentagon had had it up to here with Howie Collyer. Someone planted classified documents in his desk drawer and reported the infraction. Three times and he was effectively framed and labeled as a security risk. Early retirement was the only option.

  Though his pension was measly, Sylvie got lucky with a local dotcom venture, making a bundle before it went belly up. The tiny farm they had bought outside of Charlottesville made for a perfect retirement retreat. With their nest egg, his pension and their Social Security, they have plenty of money to live comfortably, do some traveling and write a few checks to the kids. And they are still young enough to enjoy life around Charlottesville, football games, concerts, lectures and some scrappy doubles games. Howie is playing golf again in a regular foursome and his game is showing signs of the brilliance he’d displayed on the links when he was younger and had a seven handicap.

  Sylvie wants him to move on and put all the Pentagon stuff behind him, lost bombs included. Let bygones be bygones is one of her favorite sayings.

  “Raccoons are at it again,” Howie says as he comes back in with the empty can.

  “You live in the country, you put up with critters,” Sylvie says. “Now you go tidy up your office so Grace will have someplace to put her things.”

  Howie’s christened the space over the garage his “War Room” and every square inch, every nook and cranny is chockablock with maps, charts, photographs and newspaper articles. Each of the eleven lost nukes has its own separate section with a title card above it: “The Jersey Bombs,” “St. Lawrence River Bomb,” “New Mexico Bomb.” Each card notes the date the weapons were lost, the aircraft that carried it, the type of device and the location where the aircraft crashed or the bomb was jettisoned.

  Howie stops at the door when Sylvie calls to him, “Before you leave, I need some advice. I’m thinking of making either turnips or rutabagas— which one?” Sylvie stands behind the counter holding up a beige vegetable in one hand, a round brown wax-coated one in the other.

  “That’s like asking whether I prefer lethal injection or a firing squad.”

  “Not funny . . .”

  “Okay, I’ll take lethal injection,” Howie says, pointing at the rutabaga. “Just make sure you add a ton of butter. I can stomach anything as long as it has enough butter in it.”
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