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  To Cathy




  







  PROLOGUE




  The client sat in an eight-foot-square room staring at a large one-way mirror that offered a view into flat, smooth darkness. An audio track of a nervous laugh continually

  interrupted by a dry cough came through the speakers in the walls, but he couldn’t hear it because he had put in the earplugs that had been left out for him.




  He glanced at his watch. Eleven-twenty P.M. He’d been here three hours and was nursing a second scotch. The windowless room was old wood with a soft gray finish,

  and expensively appointed. The chair was an Arne Jacobsen, the rug an antique Persian. The chrome bar was stocked with expensive liquor, a pinot noir, and a Sancerre in a dewy bucket. Four conical,

  brushed-nickel pendants hung from the ceiling, and the etchings in the crystal scotch glasses caught their light and held it captive in brilliant, star-shaped designs. On the bar’s lower

  shelf, a DVD recorder’s face blinked with a tiny red eye.




  The client was the head of security for a major U.S. electronics manufacturer. He didn’t make the kind of money that allowed him familiarity with these luxuries, but the people he worked

  for did, and they were waiting for his call. It had taken a week of research and networking to arrange a meeting in a restaurant in Little Italy with an impeccably attired, exquisitely groomed mob

  boss named Carmine Delanotte, who questioned him over a bottle of Barolo and two double espressos before finally giving him the Internet code and Geiger’s name, though it was understood that

  the name wasn’t real. The code had gotten him into Geiger’s website, DoYouMrJones.com, and using Delanotte as a referral had moved things along quickly. Earlier tonight the client had

  snatched his target—Matthew Gant, one of his company’s R&D guys—from a garage and, following instructions, brought him to this bland, two-story building on Ludlow Street.




  When the client and Geiger had finally met, in this room, the first thing he’d noticed was that Geiger hardly ever blinked. The client prided himself on his cool, but Geiger had put him on

  edge. The silky, even tone of his voice and his physical stillness added to his affect. He had elliptic gray eyes in a sharp, angular face. His body looked lean and hard, perhaps because he was a

  runner or a practitioner of some form of martial arts. And he had a slight tilt to his posture, as if his skeleton accommodated gravity in a unique way.




  There was something truly strange about him—but then, what could you expect from someone in Geiger’s line of work? The client had heard all kinds of stories. Geiger was a head case

  who’d done hard time; Geiger was a rogue from the NSA; Geiger was a twisted scion who didn’t need the money and did it for the rush. The only common thread was that he had no equal.

  When they had shaken hands, the client had said:




  “They say you’re the best, and we hope it’s true. The specs we think Matthew stole are worth millions.”




  Geiger had stared back at him, expressionless.




  “I don’t deal in hope here,” he’d said, and left.




  For the first hour the room on the other side of the glass had been black. The only sounds were Matthew’s outbursts, full of bravado and indignation. Then Geiger’s hushed utterance

  reached the client through the speakers like a wraith come calling.




  “Stop talking, Matthew. You are not allowed to speak any longer.”




  It was the loudest whisper the client had ever heard. Then the lights came on, and through the one-way mirror the client saw Geiger leaning against a wall in a stark room, dressed in a black

  pullover and loose-fitting black slacks. The room was completely covered with white linoleum, and dozens of three-inch-wide recessed lights in the walls and ceiling made every surface glare. On the

  north and south walls, mounted a foot below the ceiling line, were several small video cameras. After a while the view started to play tricks with the client’s vision, the room’s angles

  gradually disappearing until Geiger seemed to be suspended in air, a sable silhouette frozen in a luminous alabaster tableau.




  In the center of the room, Matthew was seated in an antique barber’s chair—red leather, gleaming chrome, and porcelain. Metal-mesh belts were lashed around his waist, chest, ankles,

  and wrists, and when he moved bright stars of light ran across their latticework. His face was ashen, with splotches of a red flush on his cheeks. He was bare-chested and barefoot.




  For a half hour Geiger stared silently at Matthew, straightening up every ten minutes to walk once around the room. He had a slight limp, but he had somehow incorporated it into his body

  mechanics, so it didn’t look like an infirmity—it looked natural, for him. Matthew’s wary eyes followed him on every circuit.




  Geiger gave the barber’s chair a push, starting it spinning slowly around and around. Then he left and the lights went out again. An audio track began playing a series of vignettes, each

  lasting a few minutes. The client heard a traffic jam with honking horns and screeching tires . . . a woman humming off-key . . . the strumming of a single chord on an out-of-tune guitar . . . a

  phone repeatedly ringing, stopping, and ringing again . . . and finally the nervous laugh and cough. At the start Matthew had yelled, “Jesus fucking Christ!” but then he fell silent.

  Halfway through the track, the client had put the earplugs in.




  Now the lights came back on as Geiger walked into the room again. Hands behind his back, he stood beside Matthew, who eyed him with undisguised fury. The client took the earplugs out.




  “Matthew,” said Geiger, “close your eyes.”




  A scowl tightened on Matthew’s face, but he did as he was told.




  “Now. Imagine you’ve fallen down an empty well. It’s pitch-black down there. You can’t see a thing. The only sound is your breath. Your body hurts. Maybe you’ve

  broken an ankle, or a wrist.”




  Geiger stayed silent for several seconds, as if to make sure Matthew could hear himself breathing in the blackness of his prison.




  “The pain puts on a light show behind your eyes. You can taste blood in your mouth. You reach out and feel around you. The walls are cold and damp, and smooth. Not a crack or a niche to

  get a hold of. Can you see yourself down in the bottom of that well, Matthew?”




  The client felt a chill at the back of his neck. He could see Matthew down there.




  “You try to stay calm. You start yelling for help. You tell yourself, Someone will hear me. But after a while you realize you’re probably going to die down there. And as soon

  as that thought kicks in, something inside you does start to die. Not of the flesh, but the spirit. Do you know what I mean, Matthew?”




  “I keep telling you, man—I don’t know what you want!”




  “Matthew, I said you are not allowed to speak. Just nod or shake your head. Do you remember me telling you that?”




  Matthew stared at the unblinking gaze and nodded. Geiger’s hands came out from behind his back with a wireless microphone and headphones. He fitted the headphones snugly on Matthew’s

  head.




  “Sennheiser 650s,” he said. “I like them better than AKGs. It’s a more textured experience. Close your eyes, Matthew.”




  Matthew did, his breath catching in a ragged sigh, eyeballs nervously shifting beneath the lids.




  Geiger raised the microphone and began strolling around the room while speaking softly. He reminded the client of one of those self-help gurus on public television—only with an audience of

  one.




  “Can you hear me clearly?” Geiger asked.




  Matthew nodded.




  “All right. Now, back in the well, Matthew. Are you there?”




  Matthew swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down. He nodded again.




  “Good.” The word sounded to the client like a soft prayer. “It’s important that you believe you’re down in the well, Matthew, because this isn’t a mind game.

  You are down there, and I’m your only way out. I’m the rope that can be tossed down to you and the hands that can pull you up.” He gently put a hand on Matthew’s shoulder;

  Matthew stiffened. “And the only thing that gets the rope tossed down is truth.”




  The client leaned closer to the glass.




  “It’s a beautiful thing—truth. Man’s only perfect creation. And I know it when I hear it. It’s not that I’m particularly intuitive or perceptive, but

  I’ve heard so many lies that I can tell when the truth comes out.”




  Geiger leaned down to Matthew’s face, and the client could see Matthew’s jaw joints flex with anxiety.




  “Toscanini said he could tell if one string on one violin in a whole orchestra was out of tune. He didn’t have perfect pitch, but he’d listened to so many millions of notes

  that he could instantly tell what was true and what wasn’t.” Geiger took a breath. “So, Matthew—don’t lie to me.”




  Matthew’s nostrils flared like a colt’s sensing smoke. Geiger leaned closer, until only the microphone was between his lips and Matthew’s.




  “Did you hear what I said? Don’t lie to me!”




  The aural assault through the headphones made Matthew’s head recoil with such force the client thought his neck might break. His eyes snapped open, his mouth stretched into a cavernous

  circle, and his howling lasted a good five seconds before it shifted down into a sucking moan.




  Geiger turned his head to one side, and the client heard the click of cervical vertebrae. Then Geiger turned it to the other side. Another click. The client tried to read

  Geiger’s face, but he couldn’t discern any particular emotion in it.




  “Matthew,” Geiger said, “I need you to keep your eyes shut, stop moaning, and pay attention. Nod if you can do that.”




  Matthew’s groan caught in his throat. His head rose and fell in a meager, marionettic response, and his eyes closed.




  “Now, there are numerous applications of pain for specific scenarios—primarily physical, psychic, and emotional pain. In those categories are many subcategories. In the physical

  realm, there is audio . . .”




  He rapped the microphone with his knuckles and Matthew’s head jerked, eyes springing open again.




  “Eyes closed!”




  Matthew howled, and Geiger gently put a fingertip on each of Matthew’s quivering eyelids and closed them. Then he placed a thumb on a spot two inches left of Matthew’s sternum.




  “There is pressure . . .”




  His thumb stiffened, and with almost no sign of effort he pushed inward and Matthew bellowed hoarsely, his face twisting in a toothy grimace. The client watched, amazed. He poked around

  curiously at his own ribs.




  “There is blunt force . . .”




  Geiger raised his arm, elbow bent at a ninety-degree angle. His forearm swung like a spring-action lever and smashed flush into Matthew’s chest, driving all breath out of him, leaving him

  gasping, desperate to suck air into his lungs.




  “And there is penetration, slicing of flesh . . .”




  Geiger paused.




  “But that’s too medieval for me,” he continued. “However . . .”




  His hand went behind his ear and slid something out. It was shiny and silver, four inches long, immeasurably thin.




  “Open your eyes.”




  Matthew’s lids rolled back. His brown eyes were laced with red thread.




  “Do you know what this is?”




  Matthew squinted at the thing between Geiger’s thumb and forefinger, and shook his head. The client found himself nodding. He’d once had a slipped disc, and he’d tried

  everything for some relief. He knew what it was.




  “This is an acupuncture needle. Its primary function is to block impulses that the brain identifies as pain from traveling up and down neural paths. But it can also create pain.” The

  needle glinted in his fingertips like the minuscule sword of a toy hero. “There are ironies in my business that you can’t help but notice.”




  The remark was spoken without a trace of humor or menace, and the lack of both made the hair on the back of the client’s neck stir. Geiger’s free hand grasped Matthew by the hair. A

  short yelp slipped from Matthew—not a response to pain but an involuntary bark of recognition of what was to come—and Geiger deftly inserted the needle between vertebrae in

  Matthew’s neck. Matthew didn’t flinch, and his gaze never left Geiger’s implacable face.




  “The fact is, the human being is a remarkably vulnerable construct. This needle is lighter than a sparrow’s feather, Matthew. A child’s tear balanced on its end could bend

  it.”




  Geiger wiggled the needle slightly, triggering a riff of shrill screams. Then he removed it and the yowling stopped. Tears streamed down Matthew’s cheeks, his breath racing in and out of

  him in short, tight huffs.




  “There’s also manipulation of joints, application of intense heat and cold, forced ingestion of liquids. The fact is, Matthew, I could work on you for days without repeating a

  process.”




  Geiger removed the headphones from Matthew’s head and put them and the microphone on the floor. “As for psychic pain, I think your sensitivity to physical stimuli makes that area

  unnecessary to explore. As for emotional pain—according to your file, you are single, unattached, an only child with no living parents, so I see no benefit in going there. You may not believe

  it, Matthew, but you’re a very lucky fellow.”




  The client wanted Geiger to pound on Matthew so he’d confess and bring this to an end. Then the client could make his phone calls and go home. But he’d sensed when he’d met

  Geiger that it wouldn’t be like that.




  “I’m not going to ask you yet, Matthew, because I can tell you’re not ready to tell the truth, and I don’t want to make you lie.”




  “Ask whatever you goddamn want. I—I can’t tell you what I don’t fucking know.”




  “That is true,” Geiger said. “Irrelevant, but true.”




  A thought made the client’s stomach tighten. Could Matthew be telling the truth? Was it possible that someone else stole the R&D specs? Everything had pointed to Matthew, but . . .




  “The well, Matthew,” said Geiger. “You’re down in the well, so close your eyes.”




  Geiger’s hands moved to his sides, fingers constantly flicking the air. Watching, the client wondered if there was a pattern; it almost seemed as if Geiger were playing air piano.




  “All right. You’ve been down there awhile, and the mind is affected when the body can’t move for long periods. Darkness and claustrophobia affect perception, sense of time,

  sense of self. They create an environment where emotional borders get fuzzy. Pain takes a backseat to fear. Hope dwindles, despair becomes a companion. Once that happens, you start to see who you

  really are—the depths and limits of your strength.”




  Geiger knelt in front of Matthew. “And then you’re changed, Matthew, rearranged right down to the molecular level. It’s the ultimate wake-up call.”




  Geiger closed his eyes and massaged them with a thumb and middle finger. They were measured, precise movements.




  “We’ll take a short break now. You stay in the well.” He took a black silk blindfold from a pocket and tied it around Matthew’s face. “One other thing, Matthew.

  I’ve learned that once certain kinds of pain are experienced, the anticipation of further pain is almost as powerful as the sensation itself. I think in time you’ll agree with

  me.”




  Geiger walked out of view and the lights went out again. A few seconds passed, and then the door to the viewing room opened and Geiger came in. Without looking at the client, he went to the bar,

  poured himself a glass of water, and started drinking.




  “I’m a little worried,” said the client. “Do I have the right guy?”




  Geiger nodded.




  “You’re sure?”




  Geiger nodded again.




  “How do you know?”




  “I explained that to Matthew.” He put the empty glass down. “You were listening, weren’t you?”




  “Yeah—Toscanini. But why hasn’t he confessed yet?”




  “He’s not at the release point yet. He’ll be there soon.”




  “The release point?”




  Geiger nodded once more, but looked as if he didn’t want to have to do it again. “Matthew is still more terrified of what might happen if he confesses than what will happen if he

  doesn’t. For the moment, the reality of torture is preferable to the possibility of death. But that will change.”




  The client wondered what Geiger looked like when he smiled—if he ever smiled.




  “We’re not going to have him killed,” the client said. “We just need to know who he sold the data to.”




  Geiger stared at him with those unblinking eyes. “But he doesn’t know that.”




  Geiger walked out. The client sighed and looked back to the mirror and the black abyss. The speakers delivered Geiger’s gentle voice to him on quivering wings of angels.




  “Matthew, are you in the well? You can answer me.”




  Matthew’s voice sounded like sandpaper on rough wood. “Yes. I am.”




  “Good.”




  Then Matthew started to scream. The sound was so loud that it came through the speakers ragged with distortion. The angels scattered. The client turned and reached for the earplugs.
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  At four A.M., standing on the stoop outside his back door, Geiger watched a spider weave its web.




  It was raining. The sky, ash-gray and cloudy, was gathered at the horizon like an old quilt. A drop of water clung to one strand of a new web that stretched from the porch overhang to the wooden

  railing four feet below. The breeze plucked the strand like a guitar string; the raindrop trembled but held fast. Then the spider came down, plump belly swaying, and began weaving a new strand.




  Earlier, Geiger had been typing up his notes on the session with Matthew. As Sgt. Pepper came to him through the six-foot Hyperions, he felt the superb bass response, right down to the

  click of McCartney’s pick on his guitar strings. The cat, as usual, was lying on the desk, stretched out beside the right end of his keyboard, a front paw rising and tapping at Geiger’s

  hand whenever he went more than a few minutes without being scratched. The near rumble of his purr was loudest when Geiger scratched the scar above his missing left eye. Geiger didn’t know

  the circumstance of the injury; the animal had looked this way when he showed up on the back stoop three years ago. Nor did he know the cat’s name or where he was from—which is to say,

  the two were somewhat alike.




  Geiger always wrote notes the same night of a session, while actions and reactions were fresh in his mind. He found that even a few hours of sleep could smudge the edges of memory. The next day,

  his partner, Harry, would e-mail a transcript he had made from the video of the session, and Geiger would go through it and insert comments at relevant spots.




  He worked while sitting in an ergonomic desk chair, built specially for him. But he still had to get up every fifteen minutes and walk or his left leg would go pins and needles down to his toes.

  Over the years he’d seen three specialists about the problem—one doctor had called it “deadfoot”—but they all said the same thing: the only recourse was reconstructive

  surgery. Geiger told them that no one was going to use any kind of blade on him, for any reason. Having just examined him, they understood his feelings on the subject.




  Geiger had stepped out back to lose the numbness and have a cigarette. He didn’t smoke inside. He found that the smell of stale smoke in a room affected his focus. Months ago, when he was

  new on the couch, Dr. Corley had traced that back to his father and his endless Camels. To date, that was the only picture of his father Corley had been able to pull out of Geiger—in a dream,

  Geiger had seen his father’s stony face staring down at him, a cigarette clamped between full lips, smoke curling out of his nostrils. Geiger had remembered thinking, This is what God looks

  like. Only taller.




  He felt the cat, which had just come out the open door, rub against his ankles. He picked the animal up and draped the furry body over his shoulder. Other than the perch on the desk, this was

  the cat’s favorite spot.




  Geiger lit a Lucky Strike and watched the spider. Full of purpose, it performed its singular task with innumerable perfect strokes. Imagine a carpenter who could spit out nails made in his gut

  and use his hands as hammers. Imagine a musician whose instrument was his own body. Geiger wondered, Is there any other being so diligent and artistic at creating a killing apparatus—besides

  man?




  Geiger was an apostle, a slave to the specific. He was constantly breaking down, distilling, and defining parts of the whole, because in IR—information

  retrieval—the details were crucial. His goal was to refine the process to an art, which was why every single thing that happened from the moment Geiger walked into the room had its own degree

  of significance and required recognition. Each facial expression; each spoken word and silence; each tic, glance, and movement. Give him fifteen minutes in the room with a Jones and nine out of ten

  times he would know what the reaction to a particular action would be before the Jones made it: fear, defiance, desperation, bravado, denial. There were patterns, cycles, behavioral refrains. You

  just had to pay very close attention to see them all. He’d learned that by listening to music; he’d come to understand how every note plays a part in the whole, how each sound affects

  and complements the rest. He could hum every note in a thousand pieces of music. They were all in his head. In music, as in IR, everything mattered.




  Still, even with the countless elements that could come into play, Geiger’s view of his work was relatively simple. The client and the Jones almost always presented him with one of three

  basic scenarios.




  No. 1: Theft. The Jones had stolen something from the client and the client wanted it back.




  No. 2: Betrayal. The Jones had committed an act of disloyalty or treachery and the client wanted to learn the identity of any accomplices and the extent of potential repercussions.




  No. 3: Need. The Jones possessed information or knowledge the client wanted.




  Human beings are all different, but only in so many ways. Geiger’s transcripts proved it time and again. Since he had started this work, he had filled twenty-six black four-inch binders,

  which now sat lined up on his desk. He could cross-reference the data in the notebooks by profession, age, religion, net worth, and—most important—allegation. The binders were an

  encyclopedia of information on response and reaction to intimidation, threat, fear, and pain. But there was no data within the pages about death. Geiger had never had a Jones die in a

  session—not once in eleven years. As Carmine would say, Geiger was batting a thousand.




  Geiger’s clients came from the private sector, the corporate world, organized crime, government. Four years ago, he’d even done a stint at a black site for some agency spooks. They

  believed their methods were cutting-edge, but Geiger had immediately seen that they were way behind the times; they were men pulling wings off flies while they talked of saving the world. In IR,

  there was no substitute for expertise. Patriotism, religion, a steely belief in what was right and wrong—these were all things to be set aside. In the end, there were lies and there was the

  truth, and the space between the two could be so thin that there was no room for the clutter of rectitude and conviction. The spooks at the black site had stood in the shadows observing him as he

  worked; to Geiger, they’d looked like cavemen watching him light a fire with a Zippo.




  He was a student of the craft, and a historian. Just as the black binders contained the sum of his own work, he was a living text of the trade—its origins, rationales, methodologies, and

  evolution. He knew that man had been using torture without apology since at least 1252, when Pope Innocent the Fourth authorized its use to deal with heretics. Since that official sanction,

  immeasurable time and effort had gone into creating and perfecting methods for inflicting pain in the pursuit of what a person or group considered indispensable information or truth. The practice

  had no cultural, geographic, or ethnic bias. History proved that if you had rudimentary tools—hammer, saw, rasp—and basic materials—wood, iron, rope, fire—you needed little

  more. Add even the simplest understanding of physics and construction and you were in business.




  Geiger had begun his education by studying the instincts and foundational choices of the pioneers. Certain methods and techniques were especially effective, including:




  Sharpened objects. The Judas Chair proved so successful during the Inquisition that most European countries began customizing their own versions. Culla di Giuda,

  Judaswiege—by any name, it was a pyramid-shaped seat upon which the Jones, raised by ropes, was perched.




  Encasement and pressure. The Iron Maiden, an upright sarcophagus, was fitted with interior spikes and apertures for the insertion of various sharp or pronged objects during an

  interrogation. It was also, to a degree, the ancestor of the sensory deprivation process. The buskin, Spanish Boot, and Malay Foot Press all used shrinkage and manipulation to break feet; the

  thumbscrew was limited to single digits, but an interrogator who carried one in his pocket could turn any place into a torture chamber.




  Manacling and stretching. The rack was a technological advance, with its employment of rollers, gears, and handles, allowing one the ability to quickly increase or reduce physical pain by

  minute degrees.




  Waterboarding was another brainchild of the Inquisition’s interrogators. They understood that whereas submerging a Jones in water might prove effective over time, waterboarding triggered

  the gag reflex almost instantaneously, heightening the fear of death.




  Intense heat had always been a staple of the torturer’s trade—consider the phrase “putting one’s feet to the fire”—as had the ripping and flaying of flesh.

  Also useful was a wide array of tools, from the simple—such as pliers for denailing—to the complex—such as the Pear, a hinged and often exquisitely etched steel tool inserted into

  the vagina or anus and slowly expanded by means of a screw handle. The catalog of tools was extensive: the Wheel, the Cat’s Paw, the Head Crusher, the Crocodile Tube, the Picquet, the

  Strappado. All these and more had been invented before the Industrial Revolution, and Geiger had come to understand that the practice of torture was not an aberration. In the cause of expedience

  and the quest for information, man has always been willing to trump his laws and betray his beliefs to legitimize the torture of those who do not share them.




  After much study and consideration, Geiger had devised a standard operating procedure. He worked only by referral. If a company or individual was in need of his services, they were directed to

  his website and given the password. Harry, his partner, would immediately review the request; if he didn’t see any red flags, he asked the potential client to send some preliminary

  information about the Jones. Then Harry started digging, and within a couple of days he put together a detailed profile. Harry was prickly, but there was no one better at what he did. He could find

  out things about a Jones that the spouse or best friend didn’t know, the government didn’t know, even the Jones didn’t know. Once Geiger read the dossier, he would tell Harry

  whether the job was a go.




  Geiger had three rules. He didn’t work with children, though Harry had never received such a request. He didn’t work with people who’d had coronary events in the past. And he

  didn’t work with people over seventy-two—Geiger had reviewed studies showing that the risk of heart attack and stroke rose to unacceptable levels after that age.




  But there was one gray area: the asap. Geiger’s corollary to “Everything matters” was “A Jones is not the perfect sum of his or her parts.” So if a client wanted an

  asap—a rush job—Geiger would often decline. There was so much to take in: body language, verbal response, vocal tone, facial expressions, a constant stream of information that shaped

  his choices and decisions—and a miscalculation or an incorrect conclusion, no matter how minor, could blow up a session or even tear a hole in his private universe. Which is why Geiger

  preferred to work inside out and follow a game plan based on Harry’s research. Some pros, like Dalton, worked from the outside in and used a more single-minded, head-on application of

  brutality. But with this approach, the client couldn’t always be sure what shape the Jones would be in when the session was over—although in some cases, that wasn’t an issue.




  Geiger, like everyone in the IR business, had heard a number of stories about Dalton. The most famous one dated from Desert Storm, when Kuwaiti cops caught one of Saddam’s henchmen

  sneaking across the border. They worked on the Iraqi for a week and got nothing, so they brought Dalton over and gave him carte blanche. That kind of session was called a “norell,”

  short for “no release likely,” meaning that it would probably be unwise to allow the world to see the Jones again after the interrogation was completed. The first time Dalton asked a

  question, the Iraqi smiled and Dalton sliced off a lip with a rotary knife. Then he went to work with a pneumatic nail gun—and the Jones gave Dalton what he wanted. The story may have been

  apocryphal, but it made Dalton’s career. In IR it didn’t hurt to have that reputation—that you were capable of anything—because most clients saw the Jones as the enemy and,

  in truth, wanted more than recompense or enlightenment. They wanted their pound of flesh.




  The way Geiger saw it, politics, business, and religion were the three remaining fingers of a battle-scarred fist. Truth, meanwhile, was a weapon that even a damaged fist could still grasp and

  wield. It was a remarkably versatile commodity; it could be traded, or help serve an end, or produce a profit. But it was an unstable element with a short half-life, so it had to be used quickly,

  before it blew up in the client’s face. Early on, Geiger had learned that truth was no longer sacred—it was simply the hottest thing on the market, and anyone in IR who believed that

  they acted within the parameters of some righteous code was at the very least deluded.




  The cat jumped from Geiger’s shoulder to the porch railing and went on his nightly way. Without fail, he would be back around five A.M.; the creature’s clock

  was a nearly perfect thing.




  The spider had finished its night’s work. A large, striped moth was already caught dead center in the web, struggling furiously, not knowing that the more it tried to free itself, the

  tighter its shackles grew. Moving without haste, the spider came down from the web’s upper right-hand corner. It demonstrated no sense of urgency, as if the ends were secondary to the means,

  the meal simply a by-product of the art that had snared it.




  Geiger lit another Lucky, and as the spider reached its prize Geiger put his lighter’s flame to an anchoring strand. The web, moth, and spider all went up in a puff of fire.




  Geiger decided not to think about his action just now, and headed back inside. He would talk about it with Corley tomorrow.
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  Dr. Martin Corley stood at the railing of his eighteenth-floor terrace, drew on his between-sessions Marlboro Light, and frowned. Since he’d switched from the regular

  brand, this ritual had become the latest in a series of unsatisfying acts of self-denial intended to ward off incursions of mortality. It hadn’t been the milestone of sixty that had whetted

  his focus and pushed him away from old habits but the aftermath of his divorce. The long marriage and its countless traditions, however threadbare and static, had provided a numbing continuity, a

  sameness that masked the passing of time. Since Sara had left, it was his aloneness that informed him, daily, of his age and the potential for further deterioration. First came the shift to one

  percent milk instead of cream in his coffee. Next came Diet Coke instead of the real thing, trading flavor for the chemical aftertaste. Then Amstel Light, which required an act of self-delusion for

  him to believe he was drinking beer. Now this joyless sucking of thin smoke, waiting for the hop in his pulse that no longer came. Without the attendant pleasure, smoking was unmasked for what it

  was—an addiction perpetuated by a mind grown too indolent to explore itself with the diligence it brought to the terrain of others.




  Looking down to West Eighty-eighth Street, Corley saw Geiger come around the corner and approach the side door to his building. Geiger had called for an appointment eight months ago, after

  finding Corley’s name listed on a psychiatric website. At their first session, he revealed the reason for his presence: two months earlier he’d had a dream of epic intricacy and drama,

  followed by a massive migraine. Since then, Corley had learned, the dream had been playing every two or three weeks in slightly different versions on his mind’s stage, and in each case an

  excruciating migraine had provided the second act. In all their sessions, Geiger had been precise and devoid of guile, a provider of emotionless reportage. Corley found his new patient to be an

  intriguing contradiction, the equivalent of an intelligent stone.




  At the end of the first session, when Geiger had decided to continue the process, he’d voiced two requirements. First, he would talk only about the dream. He would not speak about his

  past, or his life outside the walls of Corley’s office. Second, he must be given a key to the building’s service entrance so that he wouldn’t have to walk through the lobby.




  Corley had sat back in his chair, scratching his white-streaked beard, and asked why.




  “Because I know what works best for me,” Geiger had answered.




  It was the first of countless times that Corley had been struck by a tone Geiger often summoned. Though equable and uninflected, it was anchored in a certainty that made further discussion seem

  unnecessary, even pointless. Geiger’s first rule, limiting all discussion to the events of a dream world, meant severely constricting the usual therapeutic borders, and his request for a key

  was far beyond the accepted rules—no patient had ever asked for one. But Corley had agreed to both. Geiger’s dream, proof of some radical turmoil the man was clearly incognizant of, had

  been gasoline poured on the pale embers of Corley’s passion. He had wanted Geiger to come back.




  From his terrace, Corley watched Geiger unlock the service entrance and go inside. After dropping his cigarette in a flower-less clay pot, Corley walked back into his office.




  Corley stared at the notepad on his lap. He’d started taking notes during sessions only recently. In the past, he’d jot down a few notes in between patients and

  flesh them out at night. Then he began to notice a slight, nocturnal stutter in his memory, a minor lag in recalling details. He’d given ginkgo biloba a try, but stopped because he kept

  forgetting to take it.




  “So,” he said, “the web was finished, a moth was snared, and you put a flame to everything. What do you think that was about?”




  Geiger lay on the couch staring at the bookshelves on the wall. He knew the literary skyline by heart—every title, author, color, and font. In the center of the lower shelf was a framed

  photograph of a large, rambling house set on a rolling lawn amid majestic trees. Its strong lines and angled roof appealed to him. He’d asked Corley about the house in the past and received

  curt responses. All Geiger knew was that it was a hundred years old and located in Cold Spring, New York, about an hour away.




  “What do I think that was about?” said Geiger. “I’m not sure. What do you think it was about?”




  “Well,” said Corley, “it could’ve been about control. Power.”




  Geiger’s fingertips tapped the couch in shifting combinations of sequence, speed, and rhythm. For Corley, the sound had become part of the sessions, a soft percussive accompaniment to

  spoken words. For the first four months of therapy, Geiger had called for an appointment only after a dream-migraine event, and that was the only subject discussed. But gradually the irregular

  sessions evolved into a weekly visit, sometimes twice a week, and lately Geiger seemed less strict about his first rule. Sometimes, as he’d done today, he would even chronicle a real-life

  event.




  “Maybe it was about completion,” Geiger said.




  “Interesting.”




  “Is it?”




  “I think so,” Corley replied. “You might have said ‘destruction,’ which could be considered the opposite of completion.”




  “Good point, Martin.”




  Before Geiger, no patient had ever addressed Corley by his first name, in thirty years of sessions. The first time, it had sent ripples skipping across the calm surface between them, leaving the

  psychiatrist unsettled and shifting in his chair. It had stirred something in him, the unforced familiarity in the gesture so contradictory to Geiger’s basic inscrutability. Corley had never

  said anything about it, and ultimately he’d embraced it as part of their unusual dynamic.




  “Everything’s a process,” Geiger said. “Beginning, middle, end. That’s what works best for me. You know that. Completion.”




  Geiger’s gaze drifted to the ceiling. Years ago there had been water damage. His eye was always drawn to the subtle change in texture caused by the repair. He knew, step by step, exactly

  how they’d gone about the work, because he’d done the same kind of job hundreds of times himself.




  “Why do you think we’re talking about the spider?” said Corley.




  Geiger bent his right knee and pulled the leg slowly up to his chest. Corley waited for the familiar, soft pop in the sacral joint.




  “The spider had finished its web,” Geiger said. “So why did I torch it? I’m not sure. Because it’s in my territory?”




  “And only you decide when something’s finished in your domain?”




  “King of all I see?” A soft sound slipped out of him. It could have been a sigh. “That’s a line from something, isn’t it?”




  “Richard the Third?” said Corley. “Yertle the Turtle?”




  “What?”




  “The children’s book.”




  Corley waited, scraping fingertips down one bearded cheek and then the other. But Geiger’s silence was like the sound of a door slamming shut.




  “Do you remember any children’s books?” Corley asked. “Or songs? Does anything come to mind? Maybe toys, or—”




  “No. Nothing comes to mind.”




  Over time, Corley had come to think of Geiger as a lost and beleaguered boy who had somehow remained undaunted. Because Geiger’s dreams were virtually the sole context in which Corley

  could work, he knew almost nothing about the man and could only guess at what lay beyond the borders of their sessions. Even so, Geiger’s story about the spider and conversations like this

  one convinced him that the child in Geiger was buried beneath so much traumatic rubble that it was more ghost than real. Sometimes Corley felt like a medium at a séance trying to contact the

  dead.




  Corley glanced at his watch. It was the last gift his wife had given him. Engraved on the back was Where does the time go? Love, Sara.




  “We’re almost out of time,” he said, “so let me put something out there for you to think about—about the spider.” He straightened the pad on his knee and

  wrote, Empathic? “Maybe setting fire to the web wasn’t about completion or dominion.” He noticed the dance of Geiger’s fingers becoming more intense. “Maybe you

  didn’t want the spider to kill the moth.”




  Geiger’s fingers came to rest, and he sat up. Corley watched the overdeveloped trapezius muscles shift beneath his shirt. Geiger’s shirts were always long-sleeved, brushed black

  cotton, and closed at the neck.




  Geiger stood up and swiveled his head left and right. Corley heard dual clicks.




  “Food for thought,” Geiger said. Then: “Tell me something, Martin.”




  Corley had expected the request. It had become part of the process, part of Geiger’s exit ritual. It was usually Tell me something . . . and a question would follow, or By the

  way . . . and a seemingly insignificant bit of news would be proffered. Corley knew that these last exchanges helped Geiger manufacture a closing to a process that was, by its nature,

  open-ended, and so gave him, depending on the tenor of the session, a parting sense of control.




  “Do you go up to your house often?” Geiger asked.




  “No,” Corley said.




  “Why not?”




  Corley put his pad down on the desk. “We have to stop now.”




  For Geiger, the morning walk to and from Corley’s office was always a sensory feast. Central Park West was a kaleidoscopic vista: taxis feinting in traffic like

  yellow-skinned middle-weights; sluggish, ungainly buses chugging and wheezing; dogs and their walkers sniffing and eyeing each other; joggers stretching voluptuous hamstrings at red lights as they

  waited to enter the park; olive-skinned men trudging through the gutters, pulling their hot dog and souvlaki carts behind them like broken penitents. It was all pure stimuli for Geiger, an assault

  of colors, shapes, sounds, movement. Not the subtlest hue or tone or gesture went unnoticed or unheard, but no secondary, more sophisticated responses occurred. He took everything in and yet held

  nothing. He was both a vacuum and a bottomless pit.




  He had lived in New York for fifteen years, and his arrival in the city marked the beginning of the only life he could remember. On September 6, 1996, Geiger was born an almost full-grown man of

  indeterminate age when a Greyhound driver shook him by the shoulder as he slept in a seat in the last row of a bus that had just pulled into New York’s Port Authority Terminal, on

  Forty-second Street and Eighth Avenue. The boy/man guessed that he was in his late teens, but otherwise he was as much a stranger to himself as the people he passed on the sidewalks of the city. He

  was a scarred, aching body with an unencumbered mind, a human machine without a memory card. He ran solely on instinct.




  The next day, while walking the streets of Harlem, he stopped to watch a member of a renovation crew sawing a new window frame for a run-down brownstone. A moment later, he walked through the

  doorless entry and asked for a job. It was a pure, thoughtless act, and when the crew chief asked if he knew carpentry he said Yes and didn’t know why.




  He had worked “reno” for four years—never staying with one company for long, taking nonunion late shifts, mainly in Harlem and Brooklyn and SoHo, secretly sleeping in the

  basements of the buildings where he worked, saving his money. All the companies paid off-the-books cash—no ID numbers, no FICA, no paper trails. At first he’d used the name Gray, then

  Black. One day, passing a Barnes & Noble bookstore, he spotted a book about the artwork of H. R. Giger. The byzantine images appealed to him, as did the name with its twin g’s. For

  visual symmetry, he added an e and so became Geiger.




  One night, after finishing a shift in a brownstone in Williamsburg, he’d been sleeping in a crawl space in the building’s basement. Awakened at three A.M. by

  footsteps coming down the stairs, he lay there watching flashlight beams dance between two-by-fours, listening to two men discuss their task as they went about it—installing wiring behind

  fresh drywall for a bug that would attempt to record incriminating conversations regarding a certain Carmine Delanotte.




  “I heard Delanotte owns a dozen of these,” one of the men said.




  “My brother-in-law’s in real estate,” said the other. “Says everything around here will be worth a fortune once they push the spics and the blacks out. Buy low, fix

  ’em up, sell high.”




  “This wire’s a waste of time, you know? Delanotte’s too smart.”




  “Maybe. But I heard they’re close to turning one of his lieutenants around.”




  “Yeah, well. They try and turn a lot of ’em, but most don’t talk. They throw everything they’ve got at these guys—mindfucks, blackmail, even the occasional

  beatdown. The fucking guys don’t talk.”




  “Must be one very strange job.”




  “What?”




  “Trying to make guys talk. Cracking hard cases. You can’t just beat the shit out of ’em, right? You got to be smoother than that, you know?”




  “There are guys who know how to do it, though. Interrogators, specialists—they know how to make people open up.”




  As the two men—FBI techs, presumably—continued talking, Geiger lay in the darkness and felt the birth of something. It was a weightless, free-floating thing, but it was potent enough

  to muster his instincts toward a direction and a course of action. He’d felt this bloom and pull once before; standing outside the dilapidated Harlem brownstone, an urge had risen up in him

  as if from a molecular level. He felt it this time, too, a kind of genetic calling, a sense as powerful and thoughtless as an avalanche destroying everything in its path.
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  Harry Boddicker stared up at the brightly lit, tensile webs of the Brooklyn Bridge, and then at a helicopter as it glided over the East River, humming in the indigo summer sky

  like a giant firefly.




  He glanced back at the dark blue van parked beneath the FDR Drive. The Jones was in the back, gagged, tied, and taped up inside a metal trunk. He was one of Carmine’s bagmen. Fifteen

  minutes ago, when three of Carmine’s men had made the delivery, they had informed Harry that when they’d picked up the guy—they’d snatched him while he was screwing his

  girlfriend in her apartment—they’d had to put the hammer down hard. They’d given him two black eyes and maybe a broken nose and a couple of busted ribs.




  Now Harry had to call Geiger. The last time they’d gotten a damaged Jones—a business manager from Providence—Geiger had gone on about necessary states, compromised origins, and

  diminished potential, his satin voice never rising or falling, and then called the job off. Because Carmine would be getting his usual discount, this gig was worth only twelve grand, but the

  thought of losing his share, three thousand dollars, went straight from Harry’s brain to his stomach and pumped a bitter bubble of gas up his esophagus. They hadn’t had a job in five

  days. He popped two more Pepcid Completes. Whatever they’d added to the chalky mix to make the old stuff “new and improved” didn’t seem to matter to his gut. It still roiled

  and grumbled as always.




  He walked a little farther away from the van and jabbed at his cell phone. Geiger would pick up after the third ring. Not one or two, not four. Always three.




  “What is it, Harry?” Geiger answered.




  “About tonight. There’s an issue. Damaged goods.”




  “Details, Harry.”




  Harry sighed. “One eye’s swollen shut. Nose might be broken. Ribs.”




  After a brief pause, Geiger said, “Change of location, Harry. Take him to the Bronx instead.”




  “Right,” Harry said, his eyes closing with relief. Geiger was willing to take the job.




  “And use propofol instead of Brevital. Two cc’s.”




  “Right. Propofol. Two cc’s.”




  When Harry called, Geiger was in his backyard doing one-armed push-ups: fifty with the left arm, fifty with the right, then forty, then thirty, the breeze drying the sweat on

  his naked body. The yard was a twenty-by-fifteen-foot green oasis in the midst of a dense urban sprawl of geometric concrete, brick, and asphalt. The patch of grass, backed by an oak bench and a

  modest Norway maple, was surrounded on three sides by a tall wooden fence that Geiger had built with over one hundred ten-foot vertical slats. The fence’s longest side, opposite the back of

  the house, ran east-west, and Geiger had cut the top of each slat to a specific length and then shaved or carved each board so that when viewed from the back stoop the entire span was a perfect,

  to-scale replica of the jagged skyline of the buildings looming directly behind it.




  Earlier, Geiger had studied the Jones’s file and built a scenario in his head. John “Jackie Cats” Massimo—one of Carmine’s men and a hard case by any

  measure—was forty-two, heavyset but muscular, and comfortable with physical violence. In his younger days he’d been knifed in the chest and had taken a shotgun blast in the thigh. And

  he was a cat lover: he had six of them. But now Massimo was already in physical pain and might have impaired vision, so Geiger would have to rework everything—the session room, tactics,

  methodology. He didn’t even think of canceling the job, however, because he wouldn’t do that to Carmine.




  Carmine had given Geiger his first job in IR, eleven years ago. The day after Geiger overheard the conversation between the FBI techs, he had gone to an Internet café and found a photo of

  Carmine Vincent Delanotte, reputed mob boss, as well as the address of his restaurant, La Bella Ristorante, in Little Italy. Geiger read several articles about Carmine and learned that he was

  something of a visionary. In the early 1980s, he had started buying run-down brownstones throughout the boroughs for practically nothing. Apparently he had grasped all the possibilities—the

  houses provided him with a legitimate front, laundering venues, and kickback contracts—and fifteen years later a flood of cash had started coming his way. One of the articles quoted a source

  at the FBI who claimed that lately Carmine had been making more money in real estate than in loan-sharking and gambling combined.
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