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For Roswell and Emily




“Whereas crime has traditionally occurred in environments of manual human activities, some crime is now perpetrated inside computers in the specialized environment of rooms with raised flooring, lowered ceilings, large grey boxes, flashing lights, moving tapes, and the hum of air-conditioning motors. . . . A new jargon has developed, identifying automated methods such as data diddling, Trojan horses, logic bombs, salami techniques, superzapping, piggybacking, scavenging, data leakage, and asynchronous attacks. . . . Utility programs such as Superzap are powerful and dangerous tools in the wrong hands. They should be kept secure from unauthorized use.”

 

Computer Crime,
 a Criminal Justice Resource Manual,
 U.S. Department of Justice




Prologue

IT WAS HARD work, which he hadn’t expected. The thief removed each leaf from the blue-print book, squatted and centered it between tape markers on the rug. When it was in place, he stood up, squinted through the camera’s viewfinder, and tripped the shutter. Then he did it again, ninety-four times, a long half hour of deep knee bends.

As he worked, he talked to himself: “Ooo, that’s got it, Danny . . . Awright, motherfucker . . . Let’s move this sucker a leetle bit this way. . . .”

When he finished, he was sweating. He turned off the photo-flood and lit a cigarette.

The thief was tall and sandy haired, with a long English face, beaked nose, and china-blue eyes. His ruffled-front shirt was buttoned and cuffed with onyx studs. He wore tuxedo trousers, a black cummerbund, and patent leather shoes. A tuxedo jacket was folded over the back of a visitor’s chair.

The thief was working in his own office. The desk was real oak, the carpet real wool. The two regulation plants, a palm and something else, were plastic, but exceptionally authentic.

At the back of the office, an old-fashioned drafting table stood beneath a window. He didn’t use it; it was a harmless affectation allowed an upper-middle manager. A swing-arm lamp was mounted on the drafting table, though, and that had been useful. The thief replaced the lamp’s 100-watt incandescent bulb with a floodlight and maneuvered the lamp out over the carpet. The light on the blue prints was flat and even. The pictures would be perfect.

After a dozen drags on his cigarette, the thief snubbed it out and began rebinding the blueprints. As he clipped the pages in place, he paused occasionally to listen. Except for the odd plonks and plunks, the building was quiet. When he finished with the blueprints, he set them aside and turned to a second book.

This book was also loose-leaf, but smaller, the size of a telephone directory. Its 706 pages were covered with computer code. He could photograph four pages at a time. The pages would be out of order on the film, but that made no difference as long as he got them all. It took him two hours and fifteen minutes to make the copies.

“Jesus Christ,” he muttered as he picked up the last two pages. His knees cracked when he stood,  and his lower back ached. He lit another cigarette, stretched, and looked idly around the office.

He had spent a thousand days in it, but never breached its built-in anonymity. Memos, business cards, and procedure statements were thumb-tacked to a bulletin board beside the desk. A photo of himself, riding backward on a bicycle at a company picnic, was pinned in the lower corner. A cartoon from The New Yorker was mounted next to it. A gold-framed photo of Margo, with Tammy and Ben on her lap, sat on his desk, next to an onyx ashtray from Cancun. There was little else that was personal.

When he finished a second cigarette, the thief picked up the code book and the unwieldy blue-print binder and stepped into the darkened hallway. The executive suite was empty. The annual directors’ dinner began in an hour. All the hustlers and hotshots would be there early.

“All the hustlers, Danny,” he muttered through his teeth. He would be late and would miss the cocktails. But he wasn’t so important that his tardiness would be noticed, he thought with a touch of bitterness.

Down two floors was the security library. The thief carried the books down the fire stairs and through another dark hallway and opened the library door with a key from a steel ring. Inside, he went to a separate room in the back, opened the fire door with another key, and put the books  back on the shelves from which he’d gotten them three hours earlier.

As he shut and locked the library door, he was seized by a graveyard chill. Footsteps? No. There was no one there. He pulled the key out of the lock and hurried—scurrying, he thought, like a rat—back to his office, suddenly afraid of the dark. Afraid that somebody would step out of a doorway and say, “We know what you’re doing. . . .”

Inside the office, his heart pounding, the thief put the original bulb back into the drafting lamp, dropped the floodlight into a brown paper sack, and crushed it under his heel. He would dump the sack in a trash basket on the way out.

The film cassettes he tucked under his cummerbund, like so many bullets in a cartridge belt. The camera, on a short strap, went over his shoulder, under and slightly behind his armpit. With the tuxedo jacket covering it, the camera would be invisible. Satisfied, he turned out the light, picked up his alligator briefcase, and rode the elevator down eight floors to the lobby.

The guard at the front desk was watching an Orioles—White Sox game on a grainy black-and-white television. He turned his head at the sound of the elevator.

“How are we doing?” the thief said as he crossed the marble floor.

“Down three to two, but we’re coming up in  the eighth.” The guard pushed the sign-out register across the desk. “You going to the big party?”

“Yes.” The thief glanced at his watch. Right on time. The guard checked his briefcase, deferentially opening the half dozen file folders inside. They contained routine personnel papers. Nothing technical.

“S’okay, and have a good time,” the guard said. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t.”

“I’ll be careful,” said the thief, with a quick, pleasant smile. His teeth were white against his dark face. Sharp dresser, the guard thought as the thief went down the steps and out the door, though his tux was a little too full in the shoulder.

The guard looked at his watch and sighed. Five hours to go. He opened the drawer that held his lunchbox where a package of Hostess cupcakes waited. He knew if he ate them now, he’d regret it at lunch time. He opened the box and took out the cellophane-covered cupcakes and stared at them. Chocolate frosting with pink squiggles. God, it was a lonely job.




Chapter 1

SHE WAS TALL and lanky and wore an expensive white summer suit with a complementary cream-colored shoulder bag and jet-black wraparound fuck-you sunglasses. Her ash-blond hair just touched her shoulders.

She would fit in nicely with the Concorde crowd. On the river, she was wildly out of place. Her business heels dug into the side of the levee as she came down. The summer suit, light as it was, clung to her thighs like wet paint. At the base of the levee she brushed through a screen of head-high willows, took a few steps out on the sand, kicked off her shoes, and scooped them up with one hand. She walked like an athlete, like a long-distance runner.

I was working on a sandbar below the St. Paul Municipal Airport, where the Mississippi curls away from the Twin Cities. It’s a rough river off the bar, deep and muddy brown. It smells of dead  carp, rotting wood, and diesel fuel. A half mile upstream, the St. Paul skyline soars over the river, the buildings more impressive for the hundred-foot bluffs beneath them.

A gravel road ran behind the levee, so it was possible to get in by car, as the blonde had. I’d come by water. The boat was tied off on a driftwood stump, and the easel sat out on the sand, facing the bluff across the river.

I work in watercolor and sometimes pastel. A newspaper critic once wrote that “Mr. Kidd paints in a colorful representational style borne of the Second Generation of New York School Abstract Expressionism.” One of the basic rules of life is that artists don’t question favorable newspaper reviews. But I brood about that borne when I’ve had too much beer or gotten stuck on a tough painting. Did he mean born? Or did he really mean borne?

I had to give up on the day’s painting. This bluff was a monster. The rock was mostly a golden yellow, crossed halfway down by a band of pink. Weedy little saplings sprouted from crevices on the rock face, and the mix of green leaves and pink rock set up uncontrollable vibrations. Then too, I’d made a couple of bad moves. I said “shit” and stopped. The painting was gone.

“Mr. Kidd?”

The only other person who ever came to the bar was a snuff-chewing catfisherman with a plastic  drywall bucket for a seat, a half-pound of spoiled chicken livers for bait, and a face like an English walnut. He’d sit and spit and never say a word.

“Yeah.” She’d looked good coming down the levee. Up close, she looked even better.

“I’m Ann Smith.” She took off her sunglasses with one hand and stuck out the other. I shook it. Her hand was cool and soft, a business hand with short squared nails, no polish, no rings. We have an abundance of good-looking blondes in Minnesota. Even so, she was a head-turner. Green eyes with gold flecks. Square chin. A few freckles on her too-tidy nose. Surgery? Maybe. The most delicate scent floated about her, a mix of iris and vanilla. “A woman at your apartment building said you were working down here. I hope you don’t mind the interruption. It’s important.”

“I was finishing up.” I took an X-acto knife from the tackle box and cut a triangle from the center of the painting.

She frowned, took another step forward, and cocked her head to look at the painting. “Why’d you do that? Ruin the picture?”

“It was already ruined. If you leave bad paintings laying around, they wind up on walls.” I tossed the knife back in the tackle box. “What can I do for you?”

“A job,” she answered promptly, her eyes still on the wrecked painting.

“Ah. A job.”

She put the sunglasses back on, hiding her eyes. “A computer job.”

“A computer job. I’ll tell you, Miss . . .”

“Smith.”

“I charge outrageous prices. And I hate consulting work. I can recommend a reliable freelancer—”

“We’re not looking for bugs,” she said flatly. She opened her purse and took out an envelope. “I have a retainer here.”

I tried again. “Look, I’ve had a good run of paintings—”

She interrupted again. “Last year you made seventeen thousand dollars on paintings,” she said. Her dark glasses gave her a hostile power.

“That will barely pay your mortgage. You might make twenty thousand this year. You spend a month fishing in the Northwest Territories. You spend another month on Biscayne Bay, out of Miami. You go to New Orleans to paint. You’d like to buy a permanent place down there. Your karate costs a thousand. You have to eat. So you’ll have to take computer work. And we don’t care about your outrageous fees. We can afford them.”

My easel is a homemade contraption, designed to disassemble and fit in the boat. It’s held together by a bunch of butterfly-sized wingnuts. As she was talking, I dropped to one knee and  reached in to loosen one of the nuts and to hide my face while I thought about what she said.

She looked too rich to be a cop. And she was too direct to be political. Political people ooze butter even when the knives are out. That left two possibilities. She might be private. Or she might be federal, working for an agency I didn’t want to know about.

Whichever it was, she’d seen my tax return. That’s the only place she’d find the amount of seventeen thousand dollars, because it was phony. I made a lot less than that, on the painting anyway, but declared seventeen. It accounted for income that couldn’t be hidden and that I couldn’t afford to explain.

So she had some clout. The business about a place in New Orleans was harder to figure. It suggested surveillance, though I hadn’t felt a thing.

“You want more?” she asked, showing off. “Your friends say you’re odd. That’s the word they use: odd. You have a bachelor’s degree in electrical engineering. You have a master of fine arts in painting. You should have a Ph.D. in software design, but you skipped your orals to go fishing in Costa Rica.”

“They were biting,” I said lamely, trying to slow the recitation.

“That’s bullshit,” she said crisply.

“Yeah. But it’s the simplest explanation that fits all the facts.”

“Occam’s razor.”

“A good guy, Occam,” I said.

“Your friends say you stay up all night and sleep until noon. You paint and do computer programs and know a lot of politicians who come to your apartment with sacks full of money. Sometimes shoeboxes.”

“Only rarely. Shoeboxes, I mean.”

She rolled on like a Vandal. “Your friends say you have a wonderful nerd act. You dress up like an engineer with a white shirt and string tie, and put a calculator on your belt and nine ballpoint pens in a white plastic pocket shield. That’s how you went to the Beaux Arts ball last year with Bette what’s-her-name. But you don’t quite make it as a nerd. You worked with the Strategic Operations Group out of Saigon during the Vietnam War. And I have a fuzzy television monitor photo of a man who looks quite a bit like you—couldn’t prove it, but it’s close—going over the three-strand wire at Belkap MicroTech. He’s not dressed like a nerd at all. He’s dressed in an Army urban camouflage suit that’s supposed to be sort of secret. He left a little blood behind on the wire, type A-positive, which happens to be your type. You want more?”

“No.” The wingnut came loose in my hand. I looked at it and wondered who had designed such an elegant, useful thing. It might be something to draw. “It’s all pretty much of a fantasy anyway.”

She took another step closer, until she loomed over me. “I don’t think so. We have excellent sources of information. You were recommended by Jack Clark at Clark Foods. He gave you high marks for solving his problem, whatever it was.”

If she’d talked to Jack, there was one more thing she’d know, but hadn’t asked about. It was coming.

“There’s one more thing,” she said.

“I thought there might be.”

“A couple of people said you do the tarot. That makes us a little nervous.”

“It shouldn’t. You don’t know how I use it.”

“The job we have is critical. We don’t want it done based on the stars, or whatever.”

“I’m probably less superstitious than you are,” I said. I stood up and it was too close for comfort; she backed off. “I use the tarot my own way. You wouldn’t understand it, and I’m not inclined to explain. If you don’t like it, you can hike back over the levee.” I pulled the easel apart and laid the uprights in the boat.

“We just don’t want it to get in the way,” she said.

“Is that a royal We? Or do We have an employer?”

“You’ll get a name when you agree to work with us. That’s what this is for.” She unfolded the envelope, and showed me the money. She was a big woman, her eyes level with my chin, and the  sun and the light breeze turned her blond hair into a halo. Behind her, on the water, a tow pushed a string of rust-colored barges upstream. A bare-chested deckhand in grimy jeans sat on the lead barge and watched us. “We will give you five thousand dollars to ride in to Chicago with me this afternoon. I’ve got a plane waiting at the airport. We’ll buy you a return ticket.”

“Convincer money,” I said.

She shrugged. “Free money, Mr. Kidd. All cash, no record, no taxes.”

“I declare all my income, Miss . . .”

“Smith.”

“Right.” If her name was Smith, I’d eat my brushes. “How much for the main job?”

“You’ll have to talk to my employer about that. If you take it, you won’t have to worry about financing a place in New Orleans. You’ll be able to buy it outright.”

She was cool, superior, and slightly snotty. A male friend, if she had time for one, would have a hard body, a great tan, a gold chain, a two-seater Mercedes-Benz, and no sense of humor. A commoner had little chance of peeling off her shorts. Should it happen, she’d do it purely for the experience, like shopping at Kmart or sniffing glue.

She knew what I was thinking, of course. And she knew she was reaching me, with her information, money, and long athletic legs. All management  tools, properly deployed, well under control. It was mildly irritating.

Letting it percolate for a moment, I looked down at the battered, grass-green fiberglass hull of my boat, the brilliant white D’Arches paper, the black handles of the watercolor brushes. It was all I really wanted to do; I didn’t want to fool with some rich guy’s computers. But a bigger boat would be nice, and money would buy more time to paint. And New Orleans is a pleasurable place.

“It sounds illegal,” I said after a while.

“I don’t know what you did for Jack Clark,” she said, “but I got the impression that the police wouldn’t be happy about it. When I talked to him, he was grinning like the cat that ate the canary.”

“I could call Jack and ask who your boss is,” I said.

“He wouldn’t tell you,” she said promptly.

“Five thousand?” I’d been rubbing my hands with an old T-shirt, now a paint cloth. She handed me the envelope, absolutely sure of herself.

“In twenties and fifties,” she said. “See you at the airport in an hour?”

“Make it an hour and a half,” I said, giving up. I tucked the money into my hip pocket. “I’ve got to pull the boat out of the water, and make arrangements for the cat . . . take a shower.”

She looked at her watch and nodded. She  started to walk away, then changed her mind and turned back to the ruined painting.

“I went to an opening a few weeks ago,” she said. “Oil paintings, though, not watercolors. They had holes cut in the middle of them. Like that one. My friend and I spoke to the artist. He said the holes represented his contempt for the conventional form that has trapped painting for so long. He said the American Indian, for instance, often painted on irregularly shaped war shields. . . .”

It was the kind of talk that gives me headaches.

“Miss, ah, Smith?” I said when she slowed for a breath.

“Yes?”

“If we have to fly to Chicago together, if I take this job, do me a favor?”

“Yes?”

“Don’t talk to me about art, okay?”

Her face froze up. Offended, she looked down at her watch and said, “An hour and a half. Please be prompt.”

She started stiffly across the sandbar toward the willows, but loosened up after a few feet, and even gave it a little extra effort, knowing I’d watch. Which I did. At the base of the levee she stopped to put on her shoes, glanced back, and nimbly climbed the bank.

I keep a pair of 8 x 50 binoculars in the boat, so I can get a closer look at landscape structures.  When she disappeared over the levee, I got the glasses and jogged after her. A car door slammed as I scrambled up the levee and put the glasses on her car’s license plate. It was a Minnesota tag, probably a rental. Back at the boat, I wrote the number on the cash envelope with a nice vibrant black made of alizarin crimson and hooker’s green.

Then I went off to call Robert Duchamps, pronounced Doosham, and usually called Bobby.




Chapter 2

THE CAT, A tiger-striped tom, had moved in a few months after I bought the apartment. He was waiting now on the back of the living room couch, gazing out the window toward the river. He was doing the same thing one day when a pigeon, one of the big blue and white numbers, smacked headlong into the glass. He came off the couch like a bullet and hid under the kitchen sink for the rest of the day. He hasn’t trusted a pigeon since.

“I’m going out of town,” I told him. “I’ll leave the flap open. Emily will feed you.” He looked at me, yawned, and turned back to the window.

Emily Anderson lives in the apartment below mine. She’s seventy years old and a damn good painter. Most Wednesday nights we hire a model and drink beer and draw and argue. I walked down the stairs and knocked on her door. When she answered, I told her about the trip. She agreed to take care of the cat.

“Though you ought to pay me for taking care of the smelly thing.”

“Jesus Christ, you drink enough of my beer to float a battleship,” I said.

“Yeah, and make sure there’s a six-pack in the fridge,” she said as she shut her door. We get along famously.

I live in a sprawling apartment in the northeast corner of a converted red-brick warehouse, four floors up. The painting studio is on the north side, under a lot of glass. There’s also a study, a small living room that looks east toward the rail-yards and river, a tiny kitchen with a dining bar, and one bedroom.

Most of my time is spent in the studio or the study, which is dominated by three walls of books and a bunch of personal computers. There’s an IBM-AT that’s been collecting dust lately, one of the IBM PS/2s, a Mac II, and my favorite, a full-bore Amiga 2000. A Lee Data dumb terminal is stuffed under a book table next to an early vintage Mac. A few old-timers from Commodore, Radio Shack, and Apple sit in boxes in a corner with power cords wrapped around their disk drives. I work on the big machines when I need money, but prefer the small ones. Power to the people.

I turned on the Amiga, loaded a communications program, and typed in Bobby Duchamps’s phone number in East St. Louis.

Bobby lives in the phone wires. We met one night in the late seventies, by accident, deep inside  the General Motors design computers. We had a nice chat, and he gave me a number in Chicago. The number didn’t exist as an independent phone line, but it triggered an intercept. Bobby was a phone phreak before he started hacking.

Bobby specializes in databases. He’s deep into Arpanet and Milnet and BNeT and a half dozen other international and intercontinental data networks. He knows the credit company computers like the back of his hand. If you need something from a phone-wired database, chances are he can get it.

Other than that, I didn’t know much about him. I was down in New Orleans once and hadn’t hooked up my portable, and he called me on a voice line. He sounded like one of those soft-spoken Delta blacks, in his teens or twenties. He had a speech impediment, and hinted that he had a physical problem. Cerebral palsy, something like that.

Since then I’ve called him at half a dozen different numbers in the biggest metro areas east of the Mississippi. I don’t know whether he actually moved or somehow changed area codes. You can get him personally, twenty-four hours a day, if you know how.

The East St. Louis number rang without an answer. I counted the rings to eight, and pressed the “a” key before the ninth ring. It rang twice more, and then the carrier tone came up. If I hadn’t  pressed an “a” between eight and nine, it’d have rung forever.

After another moment, a ? came up on my screen, and I typed in a pseudonym. After another moment, a WHAT? appeared.

I typed, need info 45 minutes max on driver rental car (unknown agency but probably from St. Paul Muni) XDB-471 white Ford.

It sat there on the screen for a moment before he came back with $ 50, his price for the information.

I typed OK and he came back with LEAVE ON RECEIVE. I typed OK again and a second later the modem signaled a disconnect. I switched the modem to auto-answer and hung up.

Bobby doesn’t take cash. His patrons sign up with SciNet, a science-oriented data-processing service, and give Bobby their account numbers and passwords. He uses their time, up to an agreed amount. He never cheats. I have no idea what he’s using SciNet’s mainframes for. It might be a money-laundering shuck of some kind.

While Bobby looked for data on the blonde, I showered and brushed my teeth.

As I was brushing, I stared at myself in the mirror, something that I seem to do more and more often as the years go by. Searching for signs of immortality, finding signs of erosion; the lines on either side of my nose get deeper and my hair is shot through with gray, which I like to pretend is premature.

I thought about growing a mustache again, but the last time I tried, the experiment ended in embarrassment. A woman friend was teasing me about the new growth, saying I reminded her of someone. But who? I modestly mentioned a few movie stars, and she started laughing. Things were moving right along until halfway through the evening, when her forehead wrinkled and she pointed her index finger at the brush above my mouth. “I got it. Mark Twain!”

Mark Twain was a wonderful guy, but in the picture everybody remembers, he was thirty years older than I am. Twenty, anyway. I lost the mustache.

When I finished brushing, I changed into a clean pair of jeans, a blue oxford-cloth shirt, and a fading linen sport coat. Then I went out to the kitchen, opened a can of chicken feast for the cat, and unlocked the flap so he could come and go. I was stuffing underwear and a couple of clean shirts into an overnight bag when Bobby called back. The computer answered, and data began running down the screen.

Margaret Ellise Kahn, dob 2/18/52, 80023 Indian, Evanston, Ill., eyes green, height 5’9, weight 135, no corrective lenses, registered owner silver-gray Porsche 911. Speeding tickets September 120 in 55 zone paid $150 fine; charged 112 in 55 November dismissed; charged 114 in 55 April dismissed; employed Anshiser Holding Corp. Chicago-Los Angeles personal sec Rudolph S.  Anshiser; reported income $297,000 last year’s fed return; credit ratings AAA all services; bank balances $15,000 checking, $268,000 CDs and passbook; accounts with Merrill Lynch amounts unknown; Cook county court shows divorce Margaret Ellise Kahn Harcourt from John Miller Harcourt prof. U. Chicago economics, 2-24-80, shows no Cook County marriage license; Margaret Ellise Kahn grad U. Chicago economics BA 1974 MA 75 Ph.D. 78. Personal sec. Anshiser 1980-present . . . can print full divorce proceeding, full credit reports?



I typed back, No.

Much more around, if need more; lots of files & leads.

 

No thanx, may call back. Going Chicago, will take portable. Plenty credit SciNet, talk to you later.

 

Later.



The screen flashed disconnect. I sent the data to the printer, ripped off the sheet that burped out, stuck it in my coat pocket, and shut the system down.

The first part of Bobby’s information came from a driver’s license record. He’s into the car rental agencies’ data banks, and he got the license and credit card numbers there. Once he had those, he was on his way. Credit records, government  records, Social Security—they’re all open books, if you have the right opener.

He’d given me something to think about. Anshiser was serious money: a billion or two. if The Wall Street Journal knows what it’s talking about.

I subscribe to twenty-five or thirty magazines and newsletters that touch on my work, everything from Artnews and Byte to PC World and Vector Reports. Any issues of particular interest get tossed in a closet. If I wasn’t mistaken, Business Week, sometime in the past year, had done a profile of Anshiser and his businesses. I opened the closet and started sorting through the accumulation of paper. I found it six months down.

Anshiser, according to Business Week, directly controlled Anshiser Holding Corporation, which in turn owned a dozen major companies. On the industrial side was Anshiser Aviation, where he got his start during World War II, building up a company bought by his father during the Depression. There was also an avionics company, a small aluminum specialties mill, and a string of scrap yards. The holdings on the service side, where Anshiser had been most active in the past twenty years, were even more impressive. They included a hotel chain, two franchise restaurant chains, one of the nation’s biggest garbage-hauling firms, and Kelmark Vending, a building and distributor of candy- and cigarette-machines, coin-op pool tables, and similar equipment.

Anshiser was known for his willingness to take risks and to delegate authority. If he gave you a company to run, and you ran it well, he made you rich and kept his hands off. Executives who failed to measure up were ruthlessly weeded out.

He was also a force in Republican politics, particularly in the upper Midwest. And that, I thought, was where he got my name. Most of my political money is Republican. That has nothing to do with personal preferences. The Republicans simply have more cash. As far as I’m concerned, the two parties are about as different as Curly and Moe.

Before leaving the apartment, I stepped into the studio and sat down at the drawing table. I keep a tarot at hand, wrapped in silk in a wooden box from Poland. The deck is a common one, a popular variation of the Ryder design. I did five quick spreads, and the Fool showed up in critical positions in three of them. The Fool represents a major change that occurs as a natural and inexorable part of life, without your volition, because of the way you live. I wrapped the cards in the silk cloth, put them back in the box, and slipped the box into my overnight bag. Something to consider.

 

THE MUNICIPAL AIRPORT from my apartment is across the Robert Street Bridge, down onto the flats along the river. Kahn was waiting for me in the terminal, smiled perfunctorily when she saw me coming with the bag and the portable, and headed out the door.

“We’re right out here,” she said over her shoulder.

It was a red-and-white Anshiser-built business jet with a charter logo. I hate traveling on small jets. You feel like you’re in a mailing tube. The pilot and copilot were already in the cockpit.

“I’m surprised it’s a charter,” I said. “I’d have thought you’d fly it yourself, Margaret. Like you fly the Porsche.”

She turned her head and looked at me. Her eyes unfocused a bit, and before we got to the waiting plane, she said, “The rental car. You got the license number.”

“Very good,” I said. The data said she was smart. The data were right.

“You’ve got a friend at the rental booth. The redhead?” she asked as we stopped at the steps to the plane.

“No. Database. The redhead wouldn’t know about the Porsche.” I gave her my best smile.

Her forehead wrinkled. “So you know who my employer is?”

“Rudolph Anshiser.”

“Hmph,” she said, and led the way to the jet. At the top of the stairs she turned and said, “It’s not Margaret. It’s Maggie.”




End of sample
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