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The Last Day of the Year

A thorough analysis of an anonymous letter may greatly reduce the number of possible writers and may at once dismiss certain suspected writers. The use of a semicolon or the correct use of an apostrophe may eliminate a whole group of writers.
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The Digger’s in town.

The Digger looks like you, the Digger looks like me. He walks down the wintry streets the way anybody would, shoulders drawn together against the damp December air.

He’s not tall and not short, he’s not heavy and not thin. His fingers in dark gloves might be pudgy but they might not. His feet seem large but maybe that’s just the size of his shoes.

If you glanced at his eyes you wouldn’t notice the shape or the color but only that they don’t seem quite human, and if the Digger glanced at you while you were looking at him, his eyes might be the very last thing you ever saw.

He wears a long, black coat, or a dark blue one, and not a soul on the street notices him pass by though there are many witnesses here—the streets of Washington, D.C., are crowded because it’s morning rush hour.

The Digger’s in town and it’s New Year’s Eve.

Carrying a Fresh Fields shopping bag, the Digger dodges around couples and singles and families and keeps on walking. Ahead, he sees the Metro station. He was told to be there at exactly 9 A.M. and he will be. The Digger is never late.

The bag in his maybe-pudgy hand is heavy. It weighs eleven pounds though by the time the Digger returns to his motel room it will weigh considerably less.

A man bumps into him and smiles and says, “Sorry,” but the Digger doesn’t glance at him. The Digger never looks at anybody and doesn’t want anybody to look at him.

“Don’t let anybody . . .” Click. “. . . let anybody see your face. Look away. Remember?”

I remember.

Click.

Look at the lights, he thinks, look at the . . . click . . . at the New Year’s Eve decorations. Fat babies in banners, Old Man Time.

Funny decorations. Funny lights. Funny how nice they are.

This is Dupont Circle, home of money, home of art, home of the young and the chic. The Digger knows this but he knows it only because the man who tells him things told him about Dupont Circle.

He arrives at the mouth of the subway tunnel. The morning is overcast and, being winter, there is a dimness over the city.

The Digger thinks of his wife on days like this. Pamela didn’t like the dark and the cold so she . . . click . . . she . . . What did she do? That’s right. She planted red flowers and yellow flowers.

He looks at the subway and he thinks of a picture he saw once. He and Pamela were at a museum. They saw an old drawing on the wall.

And Pamela said, “Scary. Let’s go.”

It was a picture of the entrance to hell.

The Metro tunnel disappears sixty feet underground, passengers rising, passengers descending. It looks just like that drawing.

The entrance to hell.

Here are young women with hair cut short and briefcases. Here are young men with their sports bags and cell phones.

And here is the Digger with his shopping bag.

Maybe he’s fat, maybe he’s thin. Looking like you, looking like me. Nobody ever notices the Digger and that’s one of the reasons he’s so very good at what he does.

“You’re the best,” said the man who tells him things last year. You’re the . . . click, click . . . the best.

At 8:59 the Digger walks to the top of the down escalator, which is filled with people disappearing into the pit.

He reaches into the bag and curls his finger around the comfy grip of the gun, which may be an Uzi or a Mac-10 or an Intertech but definitely weighs eleven pounds and is loaded with a hundred-round clip of .22 long-rifle bullets.

The Digger’s hungry for soup but he ignores the sensation.

Because he’s the . . . click . . . the best.

He looks toward but not at the crowd, waiting their turn to step onto the down escalator, which will take them to hell. He doesn’t look at the couples or the men with telephones or women with hair from Supercuts, which is where Pamela went. He doesn’t look at the families. He clutches the shopping bag to his chest, the way anybody would if it were full of holiday treats. One hand on the grip of whatever kind of gun it is, his other hand curled—outside the bag—around what somebody might think is a loaf of Fresh Fields bread that would go very nicely with soup but is in fact a heavy sound suppressor, packed with mineral cotton and rubber baffles.

His watch beeps.

Nine A.M.

He pulls the trigger.

There is a hissing sound as the stream of bullets begins working its way down the passengers on the escalator and they pitch forward under the fire. The hush hush hush of the gun is suddenly obscured by the screams.

“Oh God look out Jesus Jesus what’s happening I’m hurt I’m falling.” And things like that.

Hush hush hush.

And all the terrible clangs of the misses—the bullets striking the metal and the tile. That sound is very loud. The sounds of the hits are much softer.

Everyone looks around, not knowing what’s going on.

The Digger looks around too. Everyone frowns. He frowns.

Nobody thinks that they are being shot. They believe that someone has fallen and started a chain reaction of people tumbling down the escalator. Clangs and snaps as phones and briefcases and sports bags fall from the hands of the victims.

The hundred rounds are gone in seconds.

No one notices the Digger as he looks around, like everyone else.

Frowning.

“Call an ambulance the police the police my God this girl needs help she needs help somebody he’s dead oh Jesus my Lord her leg look at her leg my baby my baby . . .”

The Digger lowers the shopping bag, which has one small hole in the bottom where the bullets left. The bag holds all the hot, brass shells.

“Shut it off shut off the escalator oh Jesus look somebody stop it stop the escalator they’re being crushed . . .”

Things like that.

The Digger looks. Because everybody’s looking.

But it’s hard to see into hell. Below is just a mass of bodies piling up, growing higher, writhing . . . Some are alive, some dead, some struggling to get out from underneath the crush that’s piling up at the base of the escalator.

The Digger is easing backward into the crowd. And then he’s gone.

He’s very good at disappearing. “When you leave you should act like a chameleon,” said the man who tells him things. “Do you know what that is?”

“A lizard.”

“Right.”

“That changes color. I saw it on TV.”

The Digger is moving along the sidewalks, filled with people. Running this way and that way. Funny.

Funny . . .

Nobody notices the Digger.

Who looks like you and looks like me and looks like the woodwork. Whose face is white as a morning sky. Or dark as the entrance to hell.

As he walks—slowly, slowly—he thinks about his motel. Where he’ll reload his gun and repack his silencer with bristly mineral cotton and sit in his comfy chair with a bottle of water and a bowl of soup beside him. He’ll sit and relax until this afternoon and then—if the man who tells him things doesn’t leave a message to tell him not to—he’ll put on his long black or blue coat once more and go outside.

And do this all over again.

It’s New Year’s Eve. And the Digger’s in town.

* * *

While ambulances were speeding to Dupont Circle and rescue workers were digging through the ghastly mine of bodies in the Metro station, Gilbert Havel walked toward City Hall, two miles away.

At the corner of Fourth and D, beside a sleeping maple tree, Havel paused and opened the envelope he carried and read the note one last time.

Mayor Kennedy—

The end is night. The Digger is loose and their is no way to stop him. He will kill again—at four, 8 and Midnight if you don’t pay.

I am wanting $20 million dollars in cash, which you will put into a bag and leave it two miles south of Rt 66 on the West Side of the Beltway. In the middle of the Field. Pay to me the Money by 1200 hours. Only I am knowing how to stop The Digger. If you [image: [illegible]] apprehend me, he will keep killing. If you kill me, he will keep killing.

If you dont think I’m real, some of the Diggers bullets were painted black. Only I know that.

This was, Havel decided, about as perfect an idea as anybody could’ve come up with. Months of planning. Every possible response by the police and FBI anticipated. A chess game.

Buoyed by that thought, he replaced the note in the envelope, closed but didn’t seal it and continued along the street. Havel walked in a stooped lope, eyes down, a pose meant to diminish his six-two height. It was hard for him, though; he preferred to walk tall and stare people down.

The security at City Hall, One Judiciary Square, was ridiculous. No one noticed as he walked past the entrance to the nondescript stone building and paused at a newspaper vending machine. He slipped the envelope under the stand and turned slowly, walking toward E Street.

Warm for New Year’s Eve, Havel was thinking. The air smelled like fall—rotten leaves and humid wood smoke. The scent aroused a pang of undefined nostalgia for his childhood home. He stopped at a pay phone on the corner, dropped in some coins and dialed a number.

A voice answered, “City Hall. Security.”

Havel held a tape recorder next to the phone and pressed play. A computer-generated voice said, “Envelope in front of the building. Under the Post vending machine. Read it now. It’s about the Metro killings.” He hung up and crossed the street, dropping the tape recorder into a paper cup and throwing the cup into a wastebasket.

Havel stepped into a coffee shop and sat down in a window booth, where he had a good view of the vending machine and the side entrance to City Hall. He wanted to make sure the envelope was picked up—it was, before Havel even had his jacket off. He also wanted to see who’d be coming to advise the mayor. And whether reporters showed up.

The waitress stopped by his booth and he ordered coffee and, though it was still breakfast time, a steak sandwich, the most expensive thing on the menu. Why not? He was about to become a very wealthy man.
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“Daddy, tell me about the Boatman.”

Parker Kincaid paused. He set down the cast-iron skillet he was washing.

He’d learned never to be alarmed by anything the children asked—well, never to appear alarmed—and he smiled down at the boy as he dried his hands with paper towels.

“The Boatman?” he asked his nine-year-old son. “You bet. What do you want to know?”

The kitchen of Parker’s house in Fairfax, Virginia, was fragrant with the smells of a holiday meal in the works. Onion, sage, rosemary. The boy looked out the window. Said nothing.

“Go ahead,” Parker encouraged. “Tell me.”

Robby was blond and had his mother’s blue eyes. He wore a purple Izod shirt and tan pants, cinched at the waist with a Ralph Lauren belt. His floppy cowlick leaned to the starboard this morning.

“I mean,” the boy began, “I know he’s dead and everything . . .”

“That’s right,” Parker said. He added nothing more. (“Never tell the children more than they ask.” This was one of the rules from Parker Kincaid’s Handbook for the Single Parent—a guide that existed solely in his mind yet one he referred to every day.)

“It’s just that outside . . . sometimes it looks like him. I mean, I looked outside and it’s like I could see him.”

“What do we do when you feel like that?”

“I get my shield and my helmet,” the boy recited, “and if it’s dark I put the lights on.”

Parker remained standing. Usually, when he had serious conversations with his children, he subscribed to the eye-level approach. But when the subject of the Boatman arose a therapist had recommended that Parker stand—to make the boy feel safe in the presence of a strong, protective adult. And there was something about Parker Kincaid that induced a sense of security. Just forty, he was tall—a little over six feet—and was nearly in as good shape now as he’d been in college. Thanks not to aerobics or health clubs but to his two children—and their soccer scrimmages, basketball, Frisbee tourneys and the family’s regular Sunday morning runs (well, Parker’s run—he usually brought up the rear behind their bicycles as they looped around a local park).

“Let’s take a look. Okay? Where you think you saw him.”

“Okay.”

“You have your helmet and your shield?”

“Right here.” The boy patted his head and then held up his left arm like a knight’s.

“That’s a good one. I’ve got mine too.” Parker mimicked the boy’s gestures.

They walked to the back door.

“See, those bushes,” Robby said.

Parker looked out over his half acre in an old development twenty miles west of Washington, D.C. His property was mostly grass and flower beds. But at the back of the land was a tangle of forsythia and kudzu and ivy he’d been meaning to cut back for a year. Sure enough, if you squinted, some of the vegetation did resemble a human form.

“That looks spooky,” Parker conceded. “Sure does. But you know the Boatman was a long time ago.” He wasn’t going to minimize the boy’s fear by pointing out that he’d been scared only by some scruffy bushes. But he wanted to give Robby a sense of distance from the incident.

“I know. But . . .”

“How long ago was it?”

“Four years,” Robby answered.

“Isn’t that a long time?”

“Pretty long, I guess.”

“Show me.” He stretched his arms out. “This long?”

“Maybe.”

“I think it’s longer.” Parker stretched his arms out farther. “As long as that fish we caught at Braddock Lake?”

“That was this long,” the boy said, starting to smile and holding his own arms out.

“Naw, it was this long.” Parker gave an exaggerated frown.

“No, no, it was this long.” The boy danced from one foot to the next, hands up high.

“It was longer!” Parker joked. “Longer.”

Robby ran the length of the kitchen, lifting one arm. Then he ran back and lifted the other. “It was this long!”

“That’s how long a shark is,” Parker cried. “No, a whale, no, a giant squid. No, I know—a Tufted Mazurka!” A creature from If I Ran the Zoo. Robby and Stephie loved Dr. Seuss. Parker’s nickname for the children was the “Whos”—after the creatures in Horton Hears a Who, which was their absolute favorite story of all time, beating even Pooh.

Parker and Robby played a game of indoor tag for a few minutes then he caught the boy in his arms for a brief tickle fest.

“Know what?” Parker asked, gasping.

“What?”

“How ’bout tomorrow we cut down all those bushes.”

“Can I use the saw?” the boy asked quickly.

Oh, they’re ready for any opportunity, he thought, laughing to himself. “We’ll see,” Parker said.

“All right!” Robby danced out of the kitchen, memories of the Boatman lost under euphoria at the promise of power tools. He ran upstairs and Parker heard some gentle bickering between brother and sister about which Nintendo game to play. Stephanie, it seemed, won and the infectious Mario Bros. theme wafted through the house.

Parker’s eyes lingered on the brush in the backyard.

The Boatman . . . He shook his head.

The doorbell rang. He glanced into the living room but the children hadn’t heard it. He walked to the door and swung it open.

The attractive woman offered a broad smile. Her earrings dangled below her sharp-edged hair, which was bleached blonder than usual by the sun (Robby’s was her shade while Stephanie’s was closer to Parker’s brown). Her tan was scrupulous.

“Well, hello,” Parker said tentatively.

He glanced past her and was relieved to see that the engine of the beige Cadillac parked in the driveway was still running. Richard was behind the wheel, reading the Wall Street Journal.

“Hi, Parker. We just got in to Dulles.” She hugged him.

“You were . . . where were you?”

“St. Croix. It was wonderful. Oh, relax. God, your body language . . . I just stopped by a minute.”

“You look good, Joan.”

“I feel good. I feel really good. I can’t tell whether you look good, Parker. You look pale.”

“The kids’re upstairs—” He turned to call them.

“No, that’s all right—” Joan started to say.

“Robby, Stephie! Your mommy’s here.”

Thuds on the stairs. The Whos turned the corner fast and ran up to Joan. She was smiling but Parker could see that she was miffed he’d called them.

“Mommy, you’re all tan!” Stephie said, tossing her hair like a Spice Girl. Robby was a cherub; Stephanie had a long, serious face, which, Parker hoped, would start to look intimidatingly intellectual to boys by the time she turned twelve or thirteen.

“Where were you, Mommy?” Robby said, frowning.

“The Caribbean. Didn’t Daddy tell you?” A glance at Parker. Yes, he’d told them. Joan didn’t understand that what the children were upset about wasn’t miscommunication about her travel plans but the fact she hadn’t been in Virginia for Christmas.

“Did you have a nice holiday?” she asked.

“We got an air hockey and I beat Robby three games this morning.”

“But I got the puck in four times in a row!” he said. “Did you bring us something?”

Joan looked in the direction of the car. “Of course I did. But, you know, I left them in the suitcase. I just stopped by for a minute now to say hi and to talk to your father. I’ll bring your presents tomorrow when I come to visit.”

Stephie said, “Oh, and I got a soccer ball and the new Mario Bros. and the whole set of Wallace & Gromit—”

Robby stepped on his sister’s recitation. “And I got a Death Star and a Millennium Falcon. And tons of Micro Machines! And a Sammy Sosa bat. And we saw The Nutcracker.”

“Did you get my package?” Joan asked.

“Uh-huh,” Stephie said. “Thank you.” The girl was impeccably polite but a Barbie doll in a pageant dress no longer held any interest for her. Eight-year-olds now were not the eight-year-olds of Joan’s childhood.

“Daddy took back my shirt,” Robby said, “and got one the right size.”

“I told him to do that if it didn’t fit,” Joan said quickly. “I just wanted you to have something.”

“We didn’t get to talk to you on Christmas,” Stephie said.

“Oh,” Joan replied to her daughter, “it was so hard to call from where we were staying. It was like Gilligan’s Island. The phones were never working.” She tousled Robby’s hair. “And after all you weren’t home.”

She was blaming them. Joan had never learned that nothing was ever the children’s fault, not at this age. If you did something wrong it was your fault; if they did something wrong it was still your fault.

Oh, Joan . . . It was subtle lapses like this—the slight shifting of blame—that were as bad as slaps in the face. Still, he said nothing. (“Never let the children see their parents argue.”)

Joan stood. “Richard and I have to go now. We have to pick up Elmo and Saint at the kennel. The poor puppies have been in cages all week.”

Robby was animated once more. “We’re having a party tonight and we’re going to watch the fireworks on TV and play Star Wars Monopoly.”

“Oh, that’ll be fun,” Joan said. “Richard and I are going to Kennedy Center. For an opera. You like the opera, don’t you?”

Stephie gave one of the broad, cryptic shrugs she’d been using a lot lately in response to adults’ questions.

“That’s a play where people sing the story,” Parker said to the children.

“Maybe Richard and I’ll take you to the opera sometime. Would you like that?”

“I guess,” Robby said. Which was as good a commitment as a nine-year-old would ever make to high culture.

“Wait,” Stephie blurted. She turned and pounded up the stairs.

“Honey, I don’t have much time. We—”

The girl returned a moment later with her new soccer outfit, handed it to her mother.

“My,” said Joan, “that’s pretty.” Holding the clothes awkwardly, like a child who’s caught a fish and isn’t sure she wants it.

Parker Kincaid, thinking: First, the Boatman, now Joan . . . How the past was intruding today. Well, why not? After all, it was New Year’s Eve.

A time to look back . . .

Joan was obviously relieved when the children ran back to Stephie’s bedroom, buoyed by the promise of more presents. Then suddenly her smile was gone. Ironically, at this age—she was thirty-nine—she looked her best with a sullen expression on her face. She touched her front teeth with the tip of her finger to see if they were dotted with lipstick. A habit of hers he remembered from when they were married. “Parker, I didn’t have to do this . . .” She was reaching into her Coach purse.

Hell, she got me a Christmas present. And I didn’t get her one. He thought quickly: Did he have any extra gifts he’d bought but hadn’t yet given away? Something he could—

But then he saw her hand emerge from the purse with a wad of papers.

“I could’ve just let the process server take care of it on Monday.”

Process server?

“But I wanted to talk to you before you went off half-cocked.”

The top of the document read: “Motion to Modify Child Custody Order.”

He felt the blow deep in his stomach.

Apparently, Joan and Richard hadn’t come directly from the airport but had stopped at her lawyer’s first.

“Joan,” he said, despairing, “you’re not . . .”

“I want them, Parker, and I’m going to get them. Let’s not fight about it. We can work something out.”

“No,” he whispered. “No.” He felt the strength leach from his body as the panic swept through him.

“Four days with you, Fridays and weekends with me. Depending on what Richard and I have planned—we’ve been doing a lot of traveling lately. Look, it’ll give you more time to yourself. I’d think you’d look forward to—”

“Absolutely not.”

“They’re my children . . .” she began.

“Technically.” Parker had had sole custody for four years.

“Parker,” she said reasonably, “my life is stable. I’m doing fine. I’m working out again. I’m married.”

To a civil servant in county government, who, according to the Washington Post, just missed getting indicted for accepting bribes last year. Richard was just a bug-picking bird on the rump of Inside-the-Beltway politics. He was also the man Joan’d been sleeping with for the last year of her marriage to Parker.

Concerned the children would hear, he whispered, “You’ve been a stranger to Robby and Stephie practically from the day they were born.” He slapped the papers and rage took him completely. “Are you thinking about them at all? About what this’ll do to them?”

“They need a mother.”

No, Parker thought, Joan needs another collectible. Several years ago it had been horses. Then championship weimaraners. Then antiques. Houses in fancy neighborhoods too: She and Richard moved from Oakton to Clifton to McLean to Alexandria. “Moving up in the world,” she’d said, though Parker knew she’d simply grown tired of each previous house and neighborhood when she failed to make friends in the new locale. He thought of what uprooting the children that frequently would do to them.

“Why?” he asked.

“I want a family.”

“Have children with Richard. You’re young.”

But she wouldn’t want that, Parker knew. As much as she’d loved being pregnant—she was never more beautiful—she had fallen apart at the work involved with infants. You can hardly have children when, emotionally, you’re one yourself.

“You’re completely unfit,” Parker said.

“My, you have learned how to take the gloves off, haven’t you? Well, maybe I was unfit. But that’s in the past.”

No, that’s in your nature.

“I’ll fight it, Joan,” he said matter-of-factly. “You know that.”

She snapped, “I’ll be by tomorrow at ten. And I’m bringing a social worker.”

“What?” He was dumbfounded.

“Just to talk to the kids.”

“Joan . . . On a holiday?” Parker couldn’t imagine that a social worker would agree to this but then he realized that Richard must have pulled some strings.

“If you’re as good a father as you think you are you won’t have any trouble with them talking to her.”

“I don’t have any trouble. I’m thinking of them. Just wait until next week. How do you think they’ll feel having some stranger cross-examining them on the holiday? It’s ridiculous. They want to see you.”

“Parker,” she said, exasperated, “she’s a professional. She’s not going to cross-examine them. Look, I have to run. The kennel’s closing soon because of the holiday. Those poor puppies . . . Oh, come on, Parker. It’s not the end of the world.”

But, yes, he thought, that’s exactly what it is.

He began to slam the door but halfway through the gesture he stopped, knowing that the sound would upset the Whos.

He closed the door with a firm click. Turned the dead bolt, put the chain on, as if trying to lock this cyclone of bad news out. Folding the papers without looking at them, he walked into the den and stuffed them into the desk, left a message for his lawyer. He paced for a few minutes then climbed the stairs and stuck his head in Robby’s room. The children were giggling and tossing Micro Machines at each other.

“No bombardiering on New Year’s Eve,” Parker said.

“So it’s okay to bombardier tomorrow?” Robby asked.

“Very funny, young man.”

“He started it!” Stephie sniped, then returned to her book. Little House on the Prairie.

“Who wants to help me in the study?” he called.

“I do,” Robby cried.

Together, father and son disappeared down the stairs into his basement office. A few minutes later Parker heard the electronic music again as Stephie exchanged literature for computer science and sent intrepid Mario on his quest once more.

* * *

Mayor Gerald Kennedy—a Democrat, yes, but not that strain of Kennedys—looked at the piece of white paper on his desk.

Mayor Kennedy—

The end is night. The Digger is loose and their is no way to stop him.

Attached to the sheet was an FBI memo, which was headed, “Annexed document is a copy. METSHOOT case, 12/31.”

METSHOOT, Kennedy thought. Metro shooting. The Bureau loved their labels, he recalled. Sitting hunched like a bear over the ornate desk in his Georgian office in the very un-Georgian Washington, D.C., City Hall, Kennedy read the note once more. Looked up at the two people seated across from him. A trim, attractive blond woman and a tall, lean gray-haired man. Balding Kennedy often thought of people in terms of their hair.

“You’re sure he’s the one behind the shooting?”

“What he said about the bullets,” the woman said, “them being painted? That checked out. We’re sure the note’s from the perp.”

Kennedy, a bulky man comfortable with his bulk, pushed the note around on his desk with his huge hands.

The door opened and a young black man in a double-breasted Italian suit and oval glasses walked inside. Kennedy gestured him to the desk.

“This is Wendell Jefferies,” the mayor said. “My chief aide-de-camp.”

The woman agent nodded. “Margaret Lukas.”

The other agent gave what seemed to Kennedy to be a shrug. “Cage.” They all shook hands.

“They’re FBI,” Kennedy added.

Jefferies’s nod said, Obviously.

Kennedy pushed the copy of the note toward the aide.

Jefferies adjusted his designer glasses and looked at the note. “Shit. He’s gonna do it again?”

“So it seems,” the woman agent said.

Kennedy studied the agents. Cage was from Ninth Street—FBI headquarters—and Lukas was the acting special agent in charge of the Washington, D.C., field office. Her boss was out of town so she was the person running the Metro shooting case. Cage was older and seemed well connected in the Bureau; Lukas was younger and appeared more cynical and energetic. Jerry Kennedy had been mayor of the District of Columbia for three years now and he had kept the city afloat not on experience and connections but on cynicism and energy. He was glad Lukas was the one in charge.

“Prick can’t even spell,” Jefferies muttered, lowering his sleek face to read the note again. His eyes were terrible, a malady shared by his siblings. A good portion of the young man’s salary went to his mother and her two other sons and two daughters in Southeast D.C. A good deed that Jefferies never mentioned—he kept it as quiet as the fact that his father had been killed on East Third Street while buying heroin.

For Kennedy, young Wendell Jefferies represented the best heart of the District of Columbia.

“Leads?” the aide asked.

Lukas said, “Nothing. We’ve got VICAP involved, District police, Behavioral down in Quantico, and Fairfax, Prince William and Montgomery County police. But we don’t have anything solid.”

“Jesus,” Jefferies said, checking his watch.

Kennedy looked at the brass clock on his desk. It was just after 10 A.M.

“Twelve hundred hours . . . noon,” he mused, wondering why the extortionist used twenty-four-hour European, or military, time. “We have two hours.”

Jefferies said, “You’ll have to make a statement, Jerry. Soon.”

“I know.” Kennedy stood.

Why did this have to happen now? Why here?

He glanced at Jefferies—the man was young but, Kennedy knew, had a promising political career ahead of him. He was savvy and very quick; Jefferies’s handsome face twisted into a sour expression and Kennedy understood that he was thinking exactly the same thing that the mayor was: Why now?

Kennedy glanced at a memo about the special reviewing stand at the New Year’s Eve fireworks tonight on the Mall. He and Claire, his wife, would be sitting with Representative Paul Lanier and the other key congressional zookeepers of the District.

Or they would have been if this hadn’t happened.

Why now?

Why my city?

He asked them, “What’re you doing to catch him?”

It was Lukas who answered and she answered immediately. “We’re checking CIs—confidential informants—and Bureau handlers who’ve got any contact with domestic or foreign terrorist cells. So far, nothing. And my assessment is this isn’t a terrorist profile. It smells like a by-the-book profit crime. Then I’ve got agents comparing past extortion schemes to try to find a pattern. We’re looking at any other threats the District or District employees have received in the past two years. No parallels so far.”

“The mayor’s gotten some threats, you know,” Jefferies said. “About the Moss situation.”

“What’s that?” Cage asked.

Lukas answered, “The Board of Education whistle-blower. The guy I’ve been baby-sitting.”

“Oh, him.” Cage shrugged.

To Jefferies, Agent Lukas said, “I know about the threats. I’ve looked into them. But I don’t think there’s a connection. They were just your routine anonymous threats from pay phones. No money was involved and there were no other demands.”

Your routine anonymous threats, Kennedy thought cynically.

Except that they don’t sound so routine if your wife picks up the phone at 3:00 in the morning and hears, “Don’t push the Moss investigation. Or you’ll be as fucking dead as he’s gonna be.”

Lukas continued. “In terms of standard investigation I’ve got agents running license plates from every car parked around City Hall this morning. We’re also running the tags from cars around Dupont Circle. We’re checking out the drop area by the Beltway and all the hotels, apartments, trailers and houses around it.”

“You don’t sound optimistic,” Kennedy grumbled.

“I’m not optimistic. There’re no witnesses. No reliable ones anyway. A case like this, we need witnesses.”

Kennedy examined the note once again. It seemed odd that a madman, a killer, should have such nice handwriting. To Lukas he said, “So. I guess the question is—should I pay?”

Now Lukas looked at Cage. He answered, “We feel that unless you pay the ransom or an informer comes forward with solid information about the Digger’s whereabouts we won’t be able to stop him by four p.m. We just don’t have enough leads.” She added, “I’m not recommending you pay. This’s just our assessment of what’ll happen if you don’t.”

“Twenty million,” he mused.

Without a knock the office door opened and a tall man of about sixty, wearing a gray suit, stepped inside.

Oh, great, Kennedy thought. More cooks in the kitchen.

U.S. Representative Paul Lanier shook the mayor’s hand and then introduced himself to the FBI agents. He ignored Wendell Jefferies.

“Paul,” Kennedy told Lukas, “is head of the District Governance Committee.”

Though the District of Columbia had some autonomy Congress had recently taken over the power of the purse and doled out money to the city like a parent giving a reckless child an allowance. Especially since the recent Board of Education scandal Lanier had been to Kennedy what an auditor is to a set of accounting books.

Lanier missed the disparaging tone in Kennedy’s voice—though Lukas seemed not to—and the congressman asked, “Can you give me a heads-up on the situation?”

Lukas ran through her assessment once more. Lanier remained standing, all three buttons of his Brooks Brothers suit snugly secured.

“Why here?” Lanier asked. “Why Washington?”

Kennedy laughed to himself. The prick’s even stolen my rhetorical questions.

Lukas answered, “We don’t know.”

Kennedy continued, “You really think he’d do it again?”

“Yes.”

The congressman asked, “Jerry, you’re not seriously thinking of paying.”

“I’m considering all options.”

Lanier was looking dubious. “Well, aren’t you concerned with what it’ll look like?”

“No, I don’t care how it looks,” Kennedy snapped.

But the congressman continued in his politician’s perfect baritone. “It’s going to send the wrong message. Kowtowing to terrorists.”

Kennedy glanced at Lukas, who said, “It is something to think about. The floodgates theory. You give in to one extortionist there’ll be others.”

“But nobody knows about this, do they?” Kennedy nodded to the note.

“Sure, they do,” Cage said. “And more’ll know pretty soon. You can’t keep something like this under wraps for long. Notes like this have wings. You bet they do.”

“Wings,” Kennedy repeated, disliking the expression intensely and all the happier that Lukas was running the show. He asked her, “What can you do to find him if we do pay?”

Lukas again responded. “Our tech people’ll rig the drop bag—with a transmitter. Twenty million will weigh a couple hundred pounds,” she explained. “It’s not something you can just hide under the seat of a car. We’ll try to track the perp to his hideout. If we’re lucky, get both him and the shooter—this Digger.”

“‘Lucky,’” Kennedy said skeptically. She was a pretty woman, he thought, though the mayor—who’d been married to his wife for thirty-seven years and had never once considered cheating on her—knew that beauty is mostly expression of eye and mouth and posture, not God-given structure. And Margaret Lukas’s face hadn’t once softened since she’d walked into his office. No smile, no sympathy. Her voice was flinty now as she said, “We can’t give you percentages.”

“No. Of course you can’t.”

“Twenty million,” mused Lanier, the controller of the purse strings.

Kennedy rose, pushed his chair back and stepped to a window. Looked out on the brown lawn and trees speckled with dead leaves. The winter in Northern Virginia had been eerily warm for the past several weeks. Tonight, the forecasters were predicting, would be the first big snow of the year but at the moment the air was warm and humid and the scent of decomposing vegetation wafted into the room. It was unsettling. Across the street was a park, in the middle of which was a big, dark, modern statue; it reminded Kennedy of a liver.

He glanced at Wendell Jefferies, who took the cue and joined him. The aide wore aftershave; he must have had twenty different scents. The mayor whispered, “So, Wendy, the pressure’s on, huh?”

The aide, never known for his restraint, responded, “You got the ball, boss. Drop it and you and me both, we’re gone. And more than that too.”

And more than that too . . .

And Kennedy had thought things couldn’t get any worse after the Board of Education scandal.

“And so far,” Kennedy said, “no leads. Nothing.”

So far twenty-three people dead.

So far all they knew was that this psychopath was going to try to kill more people at 4 o’clock and more after that and more after that.

Outside the window the eerily warm air stirred. Five lacy brown leaves twisted to the ground.

He turned back to his desk. Looked at the brass clock. The time was 10:25.

Lanier said, “I say we don’t pay. I mean, it seems to me that when he finds out the FBI’s involved he might just balk and head for the hills.”

Agent Lukas offered, “Bet he had an idea the Bureau’d be involved before he started this.”

Kennedy picked up on her sarcasm. Lanier, again, remained oblivious.

The congressman continued, speaking to her, “I didn’t think you were in favor of paying.”

“I’m not.”

“But you also think he’ll keep shooting if we don’t pay.”

“Yes,” she answered.

“Well . . .” Lanier lifted his hands. “Isn’t that inconsistent? You don’t think we should pay . . . but he’s going to keep killing.”

“That’s right.”

“That doesn’t give us much guidance.”

Lukas said, “He’s a man who’s prepared to kill as many people as he needs to, just to make money. You can’t negotiate with somebody like that.”

“Will paying make your job harder?” Kennedy asked. “Harder to catch him?”

“No,” she said. A moment later: “So,” she asked, “are you going to pay or not?”

The desk lamp shone on the note. To Kennedy it seemed that the piece of paper glowed like white fire.

“No, we’re not paying,” Lanier said. “We’re taking a hard line. We’re standing tough on terrorism. We’re—”

“I’m paying,” said Kennedy.

“You sure?” Lukas asked him, not seeming to care one way or the other.

“I’m sure. Do your best to catch them. But the city’s going to pay.”

“Hold on,” the congressman said, “not so fast.”

“It’s not fast at all,” Kennedy snapped. “I’ve been considering it since I got this goddamn thing.” He gestured at the fiery note.

“Jerry,” Lanier began, laughing sourly, “you don’t have the right to make that decision.”

“Actually he does,” said Wendell Jefferies, who could append the letters J.D. and LL.M. after his name.

“Congress has jurisdiction,” Lanier said petulantly.

Cage said to Lanier, “No, it doesn’t. It’s exclusively the District’s call. I asked the attorney general on my way over here.”

“But we’ve got control of the money,” Lanier snapped. “And I’m not going to authorize it.”

Kennedy glanced at Wendy Jefferies, who thought for a moment. “Twenty million? We can draw on our line of credit for discretionary spending.” He laughed. “But it’ll have to come out of the Board of Education reserve. They’re the only account that’s majorly liquid.”

“That’s the only place?”

“That’s it. It’s debt or nickels and dimes everywhere else.”

Kennedy shook his head. How goddamn ironic—the money to save the city was available only because someone had cut corners and landed the administration in the middle of a huge scandal.

“Jerry, this is ridiculous,” Lanier said. “Even if they get these men somebody else could try the same thing next month. Never deal with terrorists. That’s the rule in Washington. Don’t you read Department of State advisories?”

“No, I don’t,” Kennedy said. “Nobody sends ’em to me. Wendy, get started on that money. And Agent Lukas . . . go catch this son of a bitch.”

* * *

The sandwich was okay.

Not great.

Gilbert Havel decided that after he got the money he was going to the Jockey Club and having a real steak. A filet mignon. And a bottle of champagne.

He finished his coffee and kept his eye on the entrance to City Hall.

The chief of police of the District had come and gone quickly. A dozen reporters and camera crews had been turned away from the front door, directed toward an entrance on the side of the building. They hadn’t looked happy. Then a couple of what were clearly FBI agents had disappeared into City Hall some time ago, a man and a woman, and hadn’t emerged. It was definitely a Bureau operation. Well, he’d known it would be.

So far no surprises.

Havel looked at his watch. Time to go to the safe house, call the helicopter charterer. There was a lot to get ready for. The plans for picking up the $20 million were elaborate—and the plans for getting away afterward were even more so.

Havel paid his check—with old, crumpled singles—and pulled his coat and cap on again. He left the coffee shop, turned off the sidewalk and walked quickly through an alley, eyes down. The Judiciary Square Metro stop was right beneath City Hall but he knew it would be watched by police or agents so he headed for Pennsylvania Avenue, where he’d get a bus down to Southeast D.C.

White man in a black man’s ’hood.

Life sure is funny sometimes.

Gilbert Havel emerged from the alley and turned onto a side street that would take him to Pennsylvania. The light changed to green. Havel stepped into the intersection. Suddenly, a flash of dark motion from his left. He turned his head. Thinking: Shit, he doesn’t see me! He doesn’t see me he doesn’t—

“Hey!” Havel cried.

The driver of the large delivery truck had been looking at an invoice and had sped through the red light. He glanced up, horrified. With a huge squeal of brakes the truck slammed directly into Havel. The driver screaming, “Christ, no! Christ . . .”

The truck caught Havel between its front fender and a parked car, crushing him. The driver leapt out and stared in shock. “You weren’t looking! It wasn’t my fault!” Then he looked around and saw that the light had been against him. “Oh, Jesus.” He saw two people running toward him from the corner. He debated for a moment. But panic took over and he leapt into his truck. He gunned the engine and backed away then sped down the street, skidding around the corner.

The passersby, two men in their thirties, ran up to Havel. One bent down to check for a pulse. The other just stood over him, staring at the huge pool of blood.

“That truck,” the standing one whispered, “he just took off! He just left!” Then he asked his friend, “Is he dead?”

“Oh, yeah,” the other man said. “Oh, yeah, he’s dead.”
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Where?

Margaret Lukas lay on her lean belly on a rise overlooking the Beltway.

Traffic sped past, an endless stream.

She looked at her watch again. And thought: Where are you?

Her belly hurt, her back hurt, her elbows hurt.

There’d been no way to get a mobile command post near the ransom drop zone—even a disguised MCP—and not be seen by the extortionist if he was anywhere near. So here she was, in jeans, jacket and cap turned backward, like a sniper or gangsta, lying on the rock-hard ground. Where they’d been for an hour.

“Sounds like water,” Cage said.

“What?”

“The traffic.”

He lay on his belly too, next to her, their thighs nearly touching—the way lovers might lie on a beach watching the sunset. They studied the field a hundred yards away. They were overlooking the money drop near Gallows Road—yes, “Gallows,” an irony so rich that not one of the agents had bothered to comment on it.

“You know how that happens?” Cage continued. “Something gets under your skin and you try not to think about it. But you can’t help it. I mean, it sounds like water.”

It didn’t sound like water to Lukas. It sounded like cars and trucks.

Where was the unsub? There’s 20 million bucks there for the taking and he’s not taking it.

“Where the hell is he?” muttered another voice. It belonged to a somber man of about thirty, with a military hairstyle and bearing. Leonard Hardy was with the District of Columbia police and was part of the team because, even though the Bureau was handling the operation, it would look bad not to have a District cop on board. Lukas would normally have protested having non-Bureau personnel on her team but she knew Hardy casually from his assignments at the Bureau’s field office near City Hall and didn’t mind his presence—as long as he kept doing what he’d done so far: sitting quietly by himself and not bothering the grown-ups.

“Why’s he late?” Hardy mused again, apparently not expecting an answer. His immaculate hands, with perfectly trimmed nails, continued to jot notes for his report to the District chief of police and the mayor.

“Anything?” She turned her head, calling in a whisper to Tobe Geller, a curly-haired young agent also decked out in jeans and one of the same navy-blue, reversible windbreakers that Lukas wore.

Geller, in his thirties too, had the intensely cheerful face of a boy who finds complete contentment in any product filled with microchips. He scanned one of three portable video monitors in front of him. Then he typed on a laptop computer and read the screen. “Zip,” he responded. If there was any living thing larger than a raccoon for a hundred yards around the ransom bags Geller’s surveillance equipment would detect it.

When the mayor had given the go-ahead to pay the extortion money, the cash had made a detour en route to the drop. Lukas and Geller had had Kennedy’s aide shepherd the money to an address on Ninth Street in the District—a small, unmarked garage that was up the street from FBI headquarters.

There, Geller had repacked the ransom into two huge Burgess Security Systems KL-19 knapsacks, the canvas of which looked like regular cloth but was in fact impregnated with strands of oxidized copper—a high-efficiency antenna. The transmitter circuitry was in the nylon handles, and batteries were mounted in the plastic buttons on the bottom. The bag transmitted a Global Positioning System beacon cleaner than CBS’s main broadcast signal and couldn’t be shielded except by several inches of metal.

Geller had also rewrapped forty bundles of hundred-dollar bills with wrappers of his own design—there were ultrathin transmitting wafers laminated inside them. Even if the perp transferred the cash from the canvas bag or it was split among accomplices Geller could still track down the money—up to a range of sixty miles.

The bag had been placed in the field just where the note had instructed. All the agents had backed off. And the waiting began.

Lukas knew her basic criminal behavior. Extortionists and kidnappers often get cold feet just before a ransom pickup. But anyone willing to murder twenty-three people wasn’t going to balk now. She couldn’t understand why the perp hadn’t even approached the drop.

She was sweating; the weather was oddly warm for the last day of the year and the air was sickly sweet. Like fall. Margaret Lukas hated autumn. She’d rather have been lying in the snow than waiting in this purgatory of a season.

“Where are you?” she muttered. “Where?” She rocked slightly, feeling the pain of pressure on her hipbones. She was muscular but thin, with very little padding to protect her from the ground. She compulsively scanned the field once more though Geller’s complex sensors would have picked up the unsub long before her blue-gray eyes could spot him.

“Hmm.” C. P. Ardell, a heavy-set agent Lukas worked with sometimes, squeezed his earphone and listened. Nodded his bald, pale head. He glanced at Lukas. “That was Charlie position. Nobody’s gone off the road in the woods.”

Lukas grunted. So maybe she was wrong. She’d thought the unsub would come at the money from the west—through a row of trees a half mile away from the expressway. She believed that he’d be driving a Hummer or a Range Rover. Would snag one of the bags—sacrificing the other for the sake of expediency—and disappear back into the woods.

“Bravo position?” she asked.

“I’ll check,” said C. P., who worked undercover often because of his unfortunate resemblance to a Manassas drug cooker or a Hell’s Angel charter member. He seemed to be the most patient of all the agents on the stakeout; he hadn’t moved his 250-pound frame an inch since they’d been here. He made the call to the southernmost surveillance post.

“Nothing. Kids on a four-wheeler is all. Nobody older than twelve.”

“Our people didn’t chase ’em away, did they?” Lukas asked. “The kids?”

“Nup.”

“Good. Make sure they don’t.”

More time passed. Hardy jotted notes. Geller typed on his keyboard. Cage fidgeted and C. P. did not.

“Your wife mad?” Lukas asked Cage. “You working the holiday?”

Cage shrugged. It was his favorite gesture. He had a whole vocabulary of shrugs. Cage was a senior agent at FBI headquarters and though his assignments took him all over the country he was usually primary on cases involving the District; he and Lukas worked together often. Along with Lukas’s boss too, the special agent in charge of the Washington, D.C., field office. This week, though, SAC Ron Cohen happened to be in a Brazilian rainforest on his first vacation in six years and Lukas had stepped up to the case. Largely because of Cage’s recommendation.

She felt bad for Cage and Geller and C. P., working a holiday. They had dates for tonight or wives. As for Len Hardy she was happy he was here; he had some pretty good reasons to keep himself busy on holidays and this was one of the reasons that she had welcomed him to the METSHOOT team.

Lukas herself had a comfortable home in Georgetown, a place filled with antique furniture, needlepoints and embroideries and quilts of her own design, an erratic wine collection, nearly five hundred books, more than a thousand CDs and her mixed-breed Labrador, Jean Luc. It was a very nice place to spend a holiday evening though in the three years she’d lived there Lukas had never once done so. Until her pager had signaled her ascension to the METSHOOT command she had planned to spend the night baby-sitting that Board of Education whistle-blower, Gary Moss, the one who’d broken the school construction kickback scandal. Moss had worn a wire and had picked up all sorts of good incriminating conversations. But his cover had been blown and the other day his house had been firebombed, his daughters nearly killed. Moss had sent his family to stay with relatives in North Carolina and he was spending the weekend in federal protection. Lukas had been in charge of his protection as well as handling the investigation into the firebombing. But then the Digger arrived and Moss was, at the moment, nothing more than a bored tenant in the very expensive apartment complex referred to among law enforcers as “Ninth Street”—FBI headquarters.

She now scanned the field again. No sign of the extortionist.

“He might be staking us out,” a tactical agent crouched behind a tree said. “You want a perimeter sweep?”

“No.”

“It’s standard procedure,” he persisted. “We could use five, six handoff cars. He’d never spot us.”

“Too risky,” she said.

“Uhm, you sure?”

“I’m sure.”

Abrupt responses like this had earned Lukas a reputation in the Bureau for being arrogant. But she believed that arrogance is not necessarily a bad thing. It instills confidence in those who work for you. It also gets you noticed by your bosses.

Her eyes flickered as a voice crackled in her earphone, speaking her name.

“Go ahead,” she said into the stalk mike, recognizing the voice of the deputy director of the Bureau.

“We’ve got a problem,” he said.

She hated dramatics. “What?” she asked, not caring a bit about the abrasion in her voice.

The dep director said, “There was a hit-and-run near City Hall a little while ago. White male. He was killed. No ID on him. Nothing at all, just an apartment key—no address—and some money. The cop who responded’d heard about the extortion thing and, since it was near City Hall, thought there might be a connection.”

She understood immediately. “They compared prints?” she asked. “His and the ones on the extortion note?”

“That’s right. The dead guy’s the one who wrote the note, the shooter’s partner.”

Lukas remembered part of the note. It went something like:

If you kill me, he will keep killing.

Nothing can stop the Digger . . .

“You’ve got to find the shooter, Margaret,” the deputy director said. There was a pause as, apparently, he looked at his watch. “You’ve got to find him in three hours.”

* * *

Is it real? Parker Kincaid wondered.

Bending over the rectangle of paper, peering through his heavy, ten-power hand glass. Joan had been gone for several hours but the effect of her visit—the dismay—still lingered, trying though he was to lose himself in his work.

The letter he examined—on yellowing paper—was encased in a thin, strong poly sleeve but when he eased it closer to him he did so very carefully. The way you’d touch a baby’s red, fat face. He adjusted the light and swooped in on the loop of the lowercase letter y.

Is it real?

It appeared to be real. But in his profession Parker Kincaid never put great stock in appearances.

He wanted badly to touch the document, to feel the rag paper, made with so little acid that it could last as long as steel. He wanted to feel the faint ridge of the iron-gallide ink, which, to his sensitive fingers, would seem as raised as braille. But he didn’t dare take the paper from the sleeve; even the slightest oil from his hands would start to erode the thin letter. Which would be a disaster since it was worth perhaps $50,000.

If it was real.

Upstairs, Stephie was navigating Mario through his surreal universe. Robby was at Parker’s feet, accompanied by Han Solo and Chewbacca. The basement study was a cozy place, paneled in teak, carpeted in forest-green pile. On the walls were framed documents—the less valuable items in Parker’s collection. Letters from Woodrow Wilson, FDR, Bobby Kennedy, the Old West artist Charles Russell. Many others. On one wall was a rogues’ gallery—forgeries Parker had come across in his work.

Parker’s favorite wall, though, was the one opposite the stool he sat on. This wall contained his children’s drawings and poems, going back over the past eight years. From scrawls and illegible block letters to samples of their cursive writing. He often paused in his work and looked at them. Doing so had given him the idea about writing a book on how handwriting mirrors children’s development.

He now sat on the comfortable stool at an immaculate white examination table. The room was silent. Normally he’d have the radio on, listening to jazz or classical music. But there’d been a terrible shooting in the District and all the stations were having special reports on the slaughter. Parker didn’t want Robby to hear the stories, especially after the boy’s flashback to the Boatman.

He hunched over the letter, eagerly, the way a jeweler appraises a beautiful yellow stone, ready to declare it false if that’s how he saw it but secretly hoping that it will turn out to be rare topaz.

“What’s that?” Robby asked, standing and looking at the letter.

“It’s what came in the truck yesterday,” Parker said, squinting as he checked out an uppercase K, which can be written a number of different ways and therefore is very useful in handwriting analysis.

“Oh, the armored car. That was neat.”

It was neat. But it didn’t answer the boy’s question. Parker continued. “You know Thomas Jefferson?”

“Third president. Oh, and he lived in Virginia. Like us.”

“Good. This’s a letter that somebody thinks he wrote. They want me to check it and make sure.”

One of the more difficult conversations he’d had with Robby and Stephie was explaining what he did for a living. Not the technical part of being a questioned document examiner. But that people would forge letters and documents and try to claim they were real.

“What’s it say?” the boy asked.

Parker didn’t answer right away. Oh, answers were important to him. He was, after all, a puzzle master—his lifelong hobby was riddles and word games and brain-teasers. He believed in answers and he tried never to defer responding to his children’s questions. When a mother or father said, “Later,” it was usually for their convenience, hoping the child would forget the question. But the content of this letter made him hedge. After a moment he said, “It’s a letter Jefferson wrote to his oldest daughter.” This much was true. But Parker didn’t go on and tell the boy that the subject of the letter was Mary—his second daughter—who had died of complications from childbirth, as had Jefferson’s wife some years before. He read:

Back here in Washington I live under a sorrowful pall, haunted as I am by visions of Polly on horseback and running along the porch in good-natured defiance of my prescriptions to her to exercise more caution. . . .

Parker, certified document examiner, struggled to ignore the sadness he felt reading those words. Concentrate, he told himself, though the terrible image of a father being deprived of one of his children kept intruding.

A sorrowful pall . . .

Concentrate.

He observed that the girl’s nickname in the letter was what Jefferson would have used—born “Mary,” the girl was called “Polly” by her family—and that the punctuation-sparse style was typically Jeffersonian. These attested to authenticity. So did some of the events that the letter referred to; they had in fact occurred in Jefferson’s life and had done so around the time the letter had purportedly been written.

Yes, textually at least, the letter seemed real.

But that was only half the game. Document examiners are not only linguists and historians, they are scientists too. Parker still had to perform the physical examination of the letter.

As he was about to slip it under one of his Bausch & Lomb compound microscopes the doorbell rang again.

Oh, no . . . Parker closed his eyes. It was Joan. He knew it. She’d picked up her dogs and returned to complicate his life further. Maybe she had the social worker with her now. A surprise commando raid . . .

“I’ll get it,” Robby said.

“No,” Parker said quickly. Too quickly. The boy was unnerved by his abrupt reaction.

Father smiled at son. “I’ll go.” And slid off the stool, climbed the stairs.

He was mad now. He was determined that the Whos would have a fun New Year’s Eve, despite their mother. He flung the door open.

Well . . .

“Hello, Parker.”

It took him a second to remember the name of the tall, gray-haired man. He hadn’t seen the agent for years. Then he recalled. “Cage.”

He didn’t recognize the woman standing beside him.
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“How you doin’, Parker? Never expected to see me in a month of blue Mondays, did you? Wait, I’m mixing up my expressions. But you get the picture.”

The agent had changed very little. A bit grayer. A little more gaunt. He seemed taller. Parker remembered that Cage was exactly fifteen years older than he. They shared June as a birth month. Gemini. Yin-yang.

From the corner of his eye Parker saw Robby appear in the hallway with his coconspirator, Stephie. Word of visitors spreads fast in a household of children. They edged closer to the door, gazing out at Cage and the woman.
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