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But now, God knows,
 Anything goes.

—Cole Porter 1934




You may be tempted to ignore these words. Do not. You were not chosen to receive this at random.

Do not discard this note. At some point in the near future, you will be desperate to reach me.

Do not share the contents of this message with anyone. I commit to you that the consequences of breaching my trust will be more severe than you wish to endure.

Blue will indicate that I am content. Orange will show my disappointment.

What do I want? I cannot answer that.

What do you have to offer? Give that question some thought.

When the time comes, we will reach an understanding. Despite all appearances, I am a reasonable man.








APRIL 19, SATURDAY MIDDAY 
NEW HAVEN

The building on the edge of campus could be mistaken for a mausoleum erected beyond the boundary of the cemetery across the street.

It’s not.

Some assume it is a mock courtroom for the nearby law school.

It’s not that either.

Although the structure’s Ionic columns suggest the imperial, like a treasury, or evoke the divine, like a temple, the word “tomb” is the tag attached by the community. The building puts out no mat and welcomes no stranger—the classic style was chosen not to invite attention, but rather to feel as familiar to passersby as the profile of the elm tree that shades the marble steps leading up from the street.

The scale is deceptive. The neighboring edifices are large and imposing, with Gothic flourishes or neoclassical grandeur. In comparison, the tomb feels more stout and diminutive than it actually is.

The building’s unadorned back is the only face that it reveals to the college. The sides are rectangular planes of marble blocks staggered in a brick pattern from ground to roof. There are no windows. In front, paired entry doors are recessed below a shallow gable at the top of eight stairs. That portal, trimmed in stone, framed by columns, overlooks the ancient plots of a graveyard that counts among its ghosts the remains of Eli Whitney and Noah Webster.

An iron fence, the posts smithed in the form of slithering serpents, separates the building from the public sidewalks on the adjacent streets.

The architecture is symbolic. The few decorative elements are symbolic. The site is symbolic. What happens inside the building is, at least occasionally, symbolic.

This fine spring day, though, the crowds gathering behind the hastily established police lines aren’t gawking because of any symbolism.

The curious are gathering because of the rumors of what is going down—that some students might be locked inside the mysterious building.

 

The spectators don’t know it yet, but the reality is they are there because the building is a damn fort.




A door opens and closes rapidly. When the young man emerges in front of the building his sudden appearance seems to have been part of an illusion.

His eyes blink as they adjust to the light. Across the street he sees a crowd contained behind red-and-white saw horse barricades stenciled with the initials of the campus police. At the periphery, on both sides, are television cameras. Nearest to him, cops, lots of cops. Many have just raised their guns.

The young man jerks his head, startled. “Don’t shoot! Don’t fucking shoot!” he says.

He lifts his arms high before he takes two cautious steps forward. He stops a few feet in front of the row of columns. It is the spot a politician might choose to make a speech.

His eyes close for a moment. When he opens them again, his irises—the same shade of green as the leaves budding out on the elm tree near the curb—are so brilliant they look backlit.

The brilliance is generated by the terror churning in his cells.

 

Two clusters of cops, one huddled group on each side of the building, begin to edge toward him in measured steps. The police are in full body armor and have raised weapons. Some carry shields.

“No! Don’t come forward!” he yells, matching their adrenaline drop for drop. “Don’t! Don’t! Do not come near me! I am a bomb.”

The cops slow at that caution.

The young man is dressed in worn jeans and an untucked striped dress shirt over a T-shirt. He is barefoot. His chin and cheeks are spotted with stubble. Other than the absence of shoes, his appearance is not unlike that of many of his peers on campus.

He lowers his arms before he lifts the front of his shirt. “See that! It’s a bomb. I’m a bomb. I . . . am . . . a bomb. Stay where you are.”

On his abdomen, below his navel, is a rectangular object the size of a thick paperback book. It is held in place with tape that wraps around his hips. On the tape are handwritten block letters that read, “BOMB.”

A few wires are visible at the top of the bulge.

The device appears about as threatening as a burlesque prop.

 

An officer barks an order. The approaching cops stop in their tracks. A few take a step or two back.

The young man releases his shirt, covering the apparatus at his waist. All eyes are on him. He waits until there is complete silence.

He opens his mouth to speak, but his throat is so dry he coughs. Finally, he manages to say, “I—He wants the . . . cell towers . . . turned back on.” The young man’s voice catches on the word “back.” He pauses, as though to think. “The news cameras stay in place. He says you have five minutes.” He lifts his wrist and looks at his watch. “Starting right now.”

Near the police barricades two men in suits begin conferring with a woman wearing khaki pants and a simple top. She has a badge clipped to the front of her trousers.

The younger of the two men is telling the woman that they know nothing about a cell tower shutdown.

In an even voice, the woman says, “Then how about somebody finds out?” She takes one step forward.

She has been preparing for this moment for hours. She is thinking,  Finally, let the show begin.

“Hi,” she says, addressing the hostage. “My name is Christine Carmody. I’m a negotiator with the New Haven Police. I know you’re scared.”

She waits for his eyes to find her. To pick her khaki and pink out of the sea of blue. She is eager for this young man to make her his personal oasis. “I just requested that an order be given to get those towers working.”

She is choosing her words carefully, beginning to communicate to the unseen subject that there is an active chain of command, that  things will proceed in a certain way, that everything that happens going forward will take time. Mostly, she wants anyone inside the tomb to begin to understand that she is but a conduit, that she doesn’t control the world of blue uniforms and blue steel he sees around her.

“Please . . . please tell . . . him? Is that right? . . . It’s a him? If he has a name, I’d love to know it, so I know what to call him . . . Five minutes? Please tell him that we can’t do it that quickly. Not quite that fast. It’s just not possible.”

She has no intention of cooperating with this first demand on the hostage taker’s timetable. Certainly not yessir, right away, sir. One of the initial goals of her business—her business is hostage negotiation—is to make contact with the hostage taker and begin to establish rapport. Talking through this hostage, or any hostage, isn’t what she has in mind. Her response to the first demand reflects her underlying strategy. She will use this preliminary request to begin to set the piers for the bridge that will lead to direct discussions with the still-unseen hostage taker.

Sergeant Christine Carmody’s African-American father died during the fall of Saigon in 1975. She grew up on Long Island with her Puerto Rican mother. Her life has not been easy; it’s been about always being tough enough to take it and about trying to be smart enough not to have to fight about it. She’s been talking her way out of tight spots since the day she stepped off her first school bus.

Consonant with her desire to be invisibly obstreperous with the unseen hostage taker, at least at first, her voice is as close to level as she can make it. She makes sure that any lilt in her tone exudes respect and the promise of cooperation and conciliation. She is also trying to make certain that whoever is inside begins to understand that the current situation has real limitations.

Carmody is cognizant of the purported bomb. For the moment, she is thinking about it the way she thinks about God. She is slightly more of a skeptic than a believer.

She says, “Don’t get me wrong, I’m not aware of anything that will keep us from working something out about the phones. It must be some kind of technical problem. But we’re on that. Nothing makes  me think that will turn out to be a big concern. He—you said, ‘He,’ right?—can . . . call me. We can talk directly. He and I. That’s probably the best way to get all this worked out. He and I can begin to solve this problem.”

A uniformed officer hands her a scribbled sign. She holds it up so that it is facing the young man. “As soon as we solve the cell tower thing, this is the number that will get through directly to me. Me, personally.” She holds her mobile phone aloft so the young man can see it. “Like I said, it shouldn’t be an issue. His? . . . It’s a he? I have that right?”

The young man does not react to her words. He does not reply to her questions.

“Okay. Like I said, his request is . . . something to discuss. Absolutely. I’m ready to talk about it, explain what’s going on at my end, what we can do to solve this. How about a radio that will work until the cell phones are up again? We’ll give you one of ours—for him to use to talk to me in the meantime. We will work this out. Absolutely.”

She emphasizes “will.”

The young man doesn’t acknowledge her. He doesn’t move.

She waits. The frittering away of seconds doesn’t concern her. Time is on her side.

The young man closes his eyes. A good ten seconds pass before he opens them.

“Okay, first things first,” she says. Her confidence has grown a tiny measure because her initial entreaties haven’t been shot down. She leads with the most basic of offers. “Would he like to come out? We’re ready to end this right now, before things go any further.”

The hostage doesn’t reply.

Always worth a shot, Carmody thinks. “Okay. Is anyone hurt inside? Let’s start there. Does anyone need medical attention? I am ready and eager to provide help to anyone who might need it.”

The young man raises his head, looks at her. “He . . . ,” his voice breaks, “is . . .” Fresh tears make his eyes glisten. He looks down, then back at her one more time. “. . . not here . . .” The young man swallows, then he purses his lips and blows.

A little whew.

“He is not here”? What?

Carmody notes that red bands encircle the young man’s wrists. The kid has been shackled. Shit.

The young man grimaces, squeezing his eyes together in concentration, or consternation. “. . . to negotiate . . . about . . . anything.” He chokes back a sob. “Anything. Please.”

He is not here to negotiate about anything. Anything.

Carmody glances to her left. In a low voice she says something to the two men five feet behind her. The ones in suits. The men turn their backs, step away, and lift their mobile phones. Behind them, a dozen or more officers maintain their positions. Their weapons remain raised. Aimed.

Carmody checks her own cell. No bars.

“You mean the phones? Well, it turns out that some things just aren’t possible,” she says. “Not instantly, anyway. Everything takes time. Right? We’ll get it done.” Despite her self-discipline, she knows that her voice has changed, betraying her fresh, creeping awareness that the circumstances confronting her are different than she anticipated. Minutes earlier she wasn’t even convinced that she indeed had a hostage situation. Now? Her pulse is popping on her neck.

She knows that without contact with the subject—the hostage taker—she will be at a significant disadvantage going forward in this negotiation. She needs direct communication. She needs an opportunity to build a relationship.

She needs to feel his anger. To measure his fear. To establish rapport.

She needs the freedom to barter. Phones for hostages. Smokes for hostages. Pizza for hostages. Hope for hostages. Almost anything, for hostages.

She needs the Hostage Negotiator Bazaar to be open for business.

She needs the chance to relieve the short-term pressure of time, to begin to string this event out. She needs minutes to become inconsequential. Hours to accumulate. If it proves necessary, she needs for days to pile up to induce fatigue.

Once, after Christine explained her job as a hostage negotiator to her daughter, the thirteen-year-old concluded that “basically time is your bff, Mom.”

Christine thought, Damn straight.

Whether the hostage taker knows it or not, time is his mortal enemy.

As time passes, people get hungry. People get tired. As day becomes night, the reality of the predicament they’ve created takes on a truer focus.

As time’s horizon recedes, the hostage taker’s adrenaline seeps below the low-tide line.

His initial inflated sense of control begins to lose some of its buoyancy.

In most hostage situations what she just heard from the young man on the steps—he is not here to negotiate anything—would present an obstacle to be cleared by the erosion that accompanies persistent negotiation.

But this situation—only minutes old—already feels different to Christine. She senses control slipping away before she ever even gets a grip on it.

She prides herself on her ability to forecast the end game before the opening has been completed. She is finding it difficult to inhale.

This isn’t going to end well, she says to herself.

The young man’s voice interrupts her musing. He says, “I will . . . die. I . . . will . . . die . . .”

The tip of Sergeant Christine Carmody’s tongue wets her upper lip. She is preparing to comfort him, to disagree, to reach out and yank back some control. You will do no such thing is what she is thinking.

But before she is able to speak the young man glances at his watch. “In three . . . minutes,” he says.




The two men in suits have walked away.

One is the New Haven Police Department lieutenant responsible for managing the crisis. The other is a second sergeant on the hostage negotiation team. Behind their backs, colleagues call them “The Sun” and “The Moon.” When the sergeant is blocking access to the lieutenant—which happens more often than not—the troops in blue refer to it as an “eclipse.”

Overall authority for the hostage situation is Lieutenant Haden Moody’s. Sergeant Christine Carmody is the primary negotiator for the current incident. Her responsibility is direct communication with the hostage taker. The lieutenant will tell her what he thinks she should know. He will withhold information that he doesn’t want her to consider while she does her job. He will also withhold any intelligence that he fears she might inadvertently communicate while she is in contact with the hostage taker.

If her experience is any guide, Carmody expects that The Sun will do his communicating through The Moon. The Moon is Jack Lobatini. He is the secondary negotiator on the team. During this incident he will act as Carmody’s backup. Her scribe. A third negotiator is functioning as an intel officer, gathering information.

Carmody has been negotiating in pressure situations for the department for seven years. She knows the way things work.

Where Moody and Lobatini are concerned, things don’t always work well. She knows that Lobatini sometimes proves to be more interested in keeping Moody happy than he is in assisting his colleague on the front line.

 

“What is your name?” Carmody calls out to the young man standing in front of the tomb.

He doesn’t reply. She is disappointed but not surprised. She is  quickly learning the rules of her unseen subject, the man inside the tomb. Apparently one of those rules is that the young man doesn’t say anything he hasn’t been told to say.

She isn’t enamored of the rule. One of her short-term goals in the negotiation will be to change it to her advantage.

“How many . . . people . . . are inside? Students?” she asks. Seven or eight kids are unaccounted for, most with active ATLs. There may be more kids inside than that. On a weekend at a college it’s not easy to do a head count. Yale PD is worried that fifteen or sixteen students might be inside the tomb. Caterers? Custodial staff? No one is sure.

Carmody has received estimates from Yale College officials that range all the way from seven or eight hostages to thirty-two.

Thirty-two? God. Carmody doesn’t want there to be thirty-two.

The young man is breathing through his mouth. His chest is rising in quick quakes. She no longer really expects him to answer her question aloud, but she is hoping for some extended fingers or a rapid series of eye blinks. Some indication of a number. Give me something,  she’s begging silently. A clue.

Nothing.

“Earlier you said, ‘He.’ Is it only one man in there?”

The young man blinks twice.

Does that mean there are two? She doesn’t know.

She waits for the kid to double-blink again, or communicate some other way. Carmody needs confirmation. She doesn’t get it.

“What does he want? The man . . . inside? Is there something we can provide?”

The hostage looks down.

The hostage is at least six-three. His hair is already receding on his temples. His ears are too small for his head. But he is a handsome kid. In other circumstances his confidence and presence would probably command a room.

She reminds herself that she doesn’t have to be worried about the kid’s smarts. To be a student at this college he has already demonstrated that he possesses a few million neurons above the mean.

She watches him rotate his red wrist so the watch face is toward her. He taps it with his finger.

“Two minutes,” he says. After the second word his lips continue moving. He extends a finger on each hand for a fleeting second.

She wonders if he is praying.

“We’re working on it,” she says. “The cell tower thing. We are. As I speak. Everything we can do. We’re on it.” Her words aren’t tactical. They’re maternal. Her heart is ripping apart at the boy’s clear anguish. She’s wondering who the hell had the bright idea to kill the cell towers in the first place. That sure helped her with the whole building-rapport thing. “Apparently, getting them working is not just throwing a switch. Things have to be rebooted. It will all be okay.”

Christine has no idea if anything has to be rebooted, or how long it will take somebody to solve the problem and make the local cell towers active again. She is hoping it will not take long.

She risks another quick glance at her mobile. No bars.

A uniformed officer steps into place right behind her. His name is Joseph Blankenship. Everyone on the force calls him Joey Blanks. She knows Joey well. He was a five-year vet when she was a rook. He begins to speak to Christine in his distinctive bass tone. Joey is one of those guys who, when he sings, people stop to listen. And when Joey talks, Joey still sings a little. He can’t help it. Even when he whispers, the low notes rumble and his words find melody.

She shakes her head at what she’s hearing, disagreeing. Joey Blanks talks some more. Finally, she glances at him and nods reluctantly. “Yes, okay,” she says. “Okay, go. Thanks, Joey.”

Before she turns back to face the young man in front of the tomb, he again begins to speak.

In a tone full of wonder at his own predicament, the young man says, “I will die in one minute.”

Christine is struggling to lock on to his elusive eyes. She feels like she’s grasping at air the way she did as a girl in Wantagh when she would try to corral fireflies in her cupped hands. She says, “No, no. You won’t. We’ll get it done. You’ll be—It will be—”

Her words are almost swallowed by the growing commotion behind her, as the assembled cops belatedly mobilize. They start to hurry the crowds away from the perimeter. Retreating spectators scramble as they begin to digest the potential danger. They run down the sidewalks. A few scream. A woman trips and falls.

Other people run past the fallen woman, over her.

The younger of the two men wearing suits—The Moon—taps Carmody on the shoulder. He says, “We think we have an ID. The kid is Jonathan Simmons. A student. You should take cover, Christine. Just in case, you know, it’s a real bomb.”

Carmody considers the information even as she ignores the suggestion. She consciously plants her feet. “Jonathan,” she says to the student. “Can I call you that? Any second. Any second, the cell towers will come back up. Tell him that. The man inside. Tell him that it’s all happening. That we’re doing what he asked. What he wants. We’re showing good faith, Jonathan. Good faith. Give him a signal. Whatever you need to do. Do it now. The phones will be working any second. Hold on. Stay with me. I’m not leaving. Keep your eyes on me. Right here.”

She keeps her focus on Jonathan Simmons as she allows Joey Blanks to steer her to cover behind the nearest vehicle—a campus police patrol car parked at the curb. Joey is wiry but no one in the department can beat him at arm wrestling. When Joey puts his big hand on someone’s back, people tend to step forward whether they were thinking about stepping forward or not.

The crowds are being pushed even farther away, beyond the street corners. All of the nearby cops have scrambled to shelter. Some are close to Carmody, kneeling behind official vehicles or crouching behind cars parked along the street. Some are in the shadows of buildings. Other officers have taken defensive positions behind the brownstone section of the cemetery wall.

Jonathan Simmons is standing alone at the top of the steps of the building that looks like a Greek temple.

He gazes at his watch once more.

His shoulders drop. He raises his eyes. He blinks rapidly. He mouths, Mom, I love you.

[image: 007]

The explosion is loud enough and forceful enough, it seems, to stop the world.

 

A segment of Jonathan Simmons’s left hand that includes his entire thumb plops onto the hood of the cruiser in front of Carmody. A six-inch smear of blood shaped like the Nike swoosh tracks the carnage’s final path across the sheet metal.

Christine doesn’t see or hear the fragment hit the car.

Joey Blanks puts his lips next to her ears. He’s holding his cell phone in his hand. “The phones are working. The towers are back up. I have bars,” he says.

She can’t hear him. She hadn’t thought to plug her ears as the clock ticked down. She hadn’t allowed herself to believe that the device on the kid’s waist was a bomb. Or that the man in the building would really set it off.

The concussion from the blast is reverberating in her brain. The meaning of the explosion isn’t even beginning to settle in her consciousness.

Her eyes are darting left and right in desperation.

She is trying to locate a piece of Jonathan Simmons that is large enough to rescue.








APRIL 17, THE PREVIOUS THURSDAY AFTERNOON

Sam Purdy

I thought the plane had landed in the wrong country.

Miami’s airport was my first experience with international air travel, and I didn’t even have to leave the good old U.S. of A. to do it.

After a ground hold at LAX for fog and an extra hour in the air dodging spring storms that were carpet-bombing most of Texas and Oklahoma with tornados and hail, the plane arrived way late in Miami. I stepped off the Jetway into a concourse brimming with an effervescent energy that almost buckled my damn knees. At first I felt assaulted by the sounds and the smells and the colors and the people and the languages, but by the time I’d meandered past a couple of dozen gates full of travelers flying to or arriving from exotic destinations and finally began to find my bearings on the sidewalk in front of the terminal, the place was beginning to infuse me with something that I had to admit was making me kind of happy.

It was possible that the next four days would be all right. Okay at least, maybe not a disaster.

I had a message waiting on my cell phone. A woman with a gorgeous island voice had apparently been tracking my flight.

I returned the call. She let me know, with a swell of apology in her tone, that if I wanted to make the first party—I didn’t, but I was expected to, and this trip was all about meeting expectations—I didn’t have time to check into the hotel. I had to go straight to the marina. Did I mind taking a cab?

I mentally counted the twenties in my wallet, and hoped the marina was nearby.

I said, “No problem.”

I’m not exactly a marina kind of guy. In my life I’ve tended to get into boats from a rickety dock near a buddy’s crappy summer cabin on the shore of some Lake Noname in Minnesota. Or from a boat ramp. I’d done boat ramps a few times. The boats I’ve been in were never anything special. Outboards mostly. They held maybe two or three guys—two if the other guy was as big as me—our tackle, and a couple of coolers. One cooler was for our catch, the other was for our beer.

I went waterskiing once in high school. On the Mississippi, of all places. The water was cold. I never quite made it up on the skis.

That’s the complete and true history of me and boats.

Oh, I took a ferry once, too. But I didn’t get out of my car and spent most of the time sleeping in the backseat. So I don’t think that counts.

No marinas. I promise.

The taxi driver was from El Salvador. I gave him the name of the marina. He said, “Sí.” Traffic was god-awful the whole way, but he displayed no impatience. He pulled into the marina, stopping the car near a building. He looked at me in the mirror. He said, “Dónde? Aquí?”

I knew both words. He would probably be disappointed to learn that he and I had just covered about thirty percent of my usable Spanish comprehension, excluding nouns related to food and drink, of course.

I said, “Why not?”

He laughed, exposing a set of sad yellow teeth. He said, “Por qué no?”

I laughed with him. I gave him a thirty percent tip and threw in an extra ten bucks that I figured would soon be making a Western Union journey to El Salvador. I watched him drive away.

Almost immediately, I regretted my largesse. I was unemployed and basically broke. I should have maybe given him an extra five instead,  I thought.

I looked around the marina. There were like a million boats.

Only one had a live band playing thumping Latin music on its spacious stern.

I pulled up the handle of my borrowed carry-on suitcase and began walking toward that one.

It was only April. But it was already hot in Florida.

 

A tent was set up on the dock beside the boat. A crisp white tent. Two attractive people, both with some Latin blood, sat in the shade at a table with a crisp white tablecloth. The young woman who greeted me was wearing a white skirt and a soft watermelon blouse. The flawless triangle of skin exposed on her chest was the color of a perfectly baked dessert.

“Mr. Purdy?” she said. Her voice was unaccented.

“That’d be me,” I said.

We shook hands. She then offered me a choice of a chilled towel or a warm one for my face.

I wondered if this was the first question of a weekend-long etiquette test that I was doomed to fail.

I chose chilled.

The other person who’d been sitting at the table delivered the tightly rolled towel on a silver tray. He looked like a guy who was moonlighting from his night job as a headwaiter. A cool headwaiter—the guy who’d end up owning his own trendy club before he was thirty.

The icy cloth felt great on my travel-grimed face. I didn’t, of course, know what to do with the thing when I was done cleaning myself. It seemed rude to give it back, but I could hardly stuff it in my pocket. The young man held out the tray.

Fold it? Plop it? I plopped it. Another failure? I was certain I’d get my grade later, when I was least expecting it.

The young woman said, “We are delighted you could make it in time, Mr. Purdy. Everyone is on board now. I am so sorry about your long flight. The spring weather? It’s always so unpredictable, especially in the South. May I take that bag for you? Please? Perhaps you would like to visit a cabin to freshen up a little? Change for the welcoming event? We have a lovely evening planned.”

The “welcoming event”?

She took the bag from me and rolled it to a stop under the canopy. I  suspected that someone else was charged with actually taking custody of it.

“That would be terrific,” I said. “Much appreciated.”

I didn’t really know about changing. Into what? Or freshening up. I certainly wouldn’t admit it if I was back home in Boulder, but I considered freshening up to be a girl thing. The honest truth was that my well-worn Fruit of the Looms had started riding up the crack of my butt shortly after the seat-belt sign went on over the Gulf of Mexico. A private moment to coax them back into position a little farther south of my continental cleft would be a welcome thing indeed.

I would also be more than appreciative of a chance to pee.

The young woman took me by the elbow and led me toward the boat. “Welcome aboard,” she said as we climbed the gangway. “Please allow me to escort you to a guest cabin where you can, you know . . . as you wish. I will let the captain know we are ready to sail. Everyone, as you can see, is gathering on the stern.”

If I had been paying better attention, I would have realized at that point that her repeated offers to steer me to a cabin were due not only to her graciousness but also to her assumption that I must certainly be planning to switch out my travel attire for something that would be more appropriate to attend the “welcoming event.”

Oh well. What I lacked in sartorial sophistication I would have to make up for in charm. Story of my life.

I prepared myself for some novelty. This would be my first boat with a captain. Or a cabin, for that matter. Or a method of relieving myself on board that didn’t involve fighting to keep my balance and worrying about the direction of the wind.

At the top of the gangway, the young lady handed me a name tag that read, “Samuel Purdy,” in calligraphy that appeared to have been scrolled by a pirate. Or his secretary.

My name’s not Samuel. It’s Sam. Just Sam. My parents were simple people who didn’t want to burden their offspring with extraneous syllables. I kept that news to myself.

At the top of the gangway a waiter, well, waited with a tray balanced on his manicured fingertips. On the tray rested a frosty, solitary  glass of champagne. The champagne bubbled vigorously. He said, “Sir?”

I made good eye contact with him and said, “Got a beer maybe?” He nodded, briefly closed his eyes, and said, “Cerveza, sí,” before he added, “Sir,” one more time.

I said, “I’ll find you in a few minutes. How’s that?”

He smiled a smile that wasn’t quite a waiter’s smile.

No matter how the party went—hell, no matter how the whole weekend went—I knew I’d get along with the help.

Unless they made me for a cop.

In recent years, I’d found that rarely ended up being a good thing with the Spanish-speaking help.

 

The boat was more like a ship, and everyone else at the party apparently had a much better idea about how friggin’ hot it was in Miami in April than I did. In terms of style, I was underdressed. My wardrobe not only lacked any benediction to fashion, but it also lacked color. In terms of weight of fabrics, I was overdressed. My crotch and my pits were already moist enough to qualify for federal wetlands protection.

We had begun motoring on a waterway. North. The sun was setting on my left. The city looked nice. Better than nice. Stunning. Miami was like five times bigger than I’d expected.

I found some shade as far as I could get from the three-piece band—I liked the music, it screamed Miami like a good polka announced the upper Midwest. But the beat was too frantic for my mood, and the bass was vibrating the bench on which I was sitting in a manner my bowels found not altogether pleasant. I finished my beer in two long pulls and began contemplating socially acceptable exit strategies.

I recognized that the fact we were on a boat limited my options.

I knew one person at this party—that would be my girlfriend Carmen’s daughter. From the moment she and I met, Dulce had made clear that she not only was wary of me but also distrusted my motives regarding her mother. The last time I had seen Dulce, Carmen and I both feared that the young lady was edging close to reaching two  conclusions: first, that I was a jerk, and second, that I was people’s exhibit five or six in proving the case that her mother had congenitally bad taste in men.

Still, I was looking forward to seeing Dulce’s pretty face, congratu lating her on her engagement, and continuing my campaign to rehabilitate my image.

In the shorter term, I was intent on locating the genteel waiter whom I planned to beg to bring me más cerveza. Or cerveza más.

I could never remember which was correct.

So far in life, that confusion had not interfered with me getting my next beer.

 

A woman spoke to me from behind. I hadn’t heard her approach or sit down.

“Feeling a little out of place?” she said.

“You, too?” I asked, as I turned toward her. She was sitting so close to me I couldn’t make out her features without my Kmart reading glasses, which were tucked away in the bag that had been hijacked by the bearer of chilled towels in the tent on the dock.

The woman had a pleasant voice. Her eyes were blue. The panoply of greens in the dress she was wearing made me think of parrots and jungles.

“No, I’m . . . great. I was being . . . empathetic,” she said.

“I’ll have to try that strategy with the next person I talk to. Empathy sounds like a potentially winning plan. Yeah,” I said, “I am from out of town.” I pointed to my name tag. “Samuel Purdy.”

She extended her hand. I didn’t think she was wearing a name tag, but I would have had to indulge a glance at her chest to confirm my suspicion. Decorum told me to resist that urge.

“Ann Summers Calderón,” she said. “Carmen never told me you were a Samuel. I tend to remember such things. I’m good with names. An acquired skill.”

Busted, I thought, acknowledging to myself that I could probably have picked a better audience on whom to polish my wiseass routine.

I, too, am good with names. For me, it’s a cop skill. I recognized  her name, of course, though the fact that she had used all three of them during her introduction felt like the equivalent of slipping me a cheat sheet so I couldn’t possibly fail to identify her. On my scorecard that earned her a point for generosity.

“This is your party,” I said. “It’s . . . a fine . . . fine affair.”

She did an affectionate little eye roll. “This is my son Andrew’s do, actually. He can be . . . such a girl. I love him dearly, but . . .” She sighed. “This does make his father happy, too. His family is all here from Argentina. And, you must admit, it’s a gorgeous night for a sail,” she said. “So we’re blessed. We are blessed.”

“A little warm, maybe,” I added.

Ann Summers Calderón sighed another tiny sigh, which I read to be an editorial assessment of my glass-is-half-empty attitude about the weather.

“I was so disappointed to hear about Carmen,” she said. “We’ve only met a couple of times, but I think she is just the nicest person. I was looking forward to getting to know her better this weekend. Now I guess I will—”

“Have to settle for me?” I said.

Carmen Reynosa is not only my girlfriend, but also the soon-to-be mother of my baby. Like me, Carmen is a police detective. Unlike me, Carmen isn’t on suspension from the job for professional misconduct.

Unlike her, I’m not on obstetrician-ordered bed rest. Although if I could have traded places with her—I get to spend the long weekend in bed with magazines, a decent satellite package, a remote, and someone to deliver me food; she comes to Miami for her daughter’s seventy-two-hour engagement extravaganza with her wealthy future in-laws—I would have gladly done it.

“Andrew is your . . . ?” I asked.

She looked at me sideways. She figured I knew who Andrew was. And she was right. She’d caught me falling into the bad habit I have of conversing like a detective, which means asking questions even if I know the answer. I’ve learned the hard way that in most social situations people aren’t thrilled to be asked questions solely so that the  asker—me—can make a determination about the veracity of their replies.

“My son,” she said. “The soon-to-be betrothed.” She tilted an almost-empty champagne flute at a tall man twenty feet away with perfect teeth and the kind of body I’m accustomed to seeing only in the young and sexually ravenous, and in my firefighting colleagues in Boulder. The low sun reflected off the man’s sunglasses. “That is my husband. Ronaldo Angel Calderón.”

I loved the way she said “Angel.” ON-hell.

When Carmen pulled me off the far end of the bench to substitute for her on this trip, she had seen fit to caution me that Dulce’s future in-laws had some serious family money. Something about fasteners. I was thinking at the time that she meant screws and nails, but the details of the genesis of their fortune had not exactly piqued my curiosity. Now that I had seen the yacht and begun to guess how serious the money was, I was a little more curious about the hardware. We were talking a lot of screws and nails. Veritable shitloads.

I said, “So this is home? Miami?”

I had just about run through my small-talk repertoire. When that happened, I risked tripping from conversation to interrogation. It’s not a welcome transition at most parties. On yachts in Miami, or otherwise.

“Ronnie’s home, yes, most of the time.” She leaned away from me far enough that I could see her face clearly for the first time. “I spend most of the year in Chapel Hill. Ronnie and I do best when we don’t reside simultaneously in the same city. We’ve made a brief exception in order to cohost Andrew’s little boum this weekend.”

I didn’t know what a “boom” was. I let it go. “I’m divorced, too,” I said, going with the empathy thing. “I know what that’s like.”

“Oh, Ronnie and I are not divorced, Sam. We still love each other—Ronnie is a sweet, sweet man with a generous heart as well as . . . some character . . . flaws no woman should have to tolerate. He and his family are way too Catholic for us to ever divorce. And . . . he and I are an incredible dance pair and we are—flat-out—the best cave-diving couple in Florida. We can’t just toss all that away, can we? We  have come to an . . . arrangement about our marriage that works for us.” She winked at me. “We know when to be together and we know when to be apart. The custody issues have all been worked out.”

“Us, too. Me and Sherry. We have a son. Simon. He’s with his mom this weekend, but he’s with me most of the time. During school, anyway. Sherry’s gone back to college.”

Ann touched me on the arm. Her fingertips were cool from the champagne glass. “Our kids are both grown. I’m talking about the money. The Calderón money. We have joint custody of it.” She waited for me to figure out a response. When I failed, she said, “Come on, now. You can’t be planning to spend the whole weekend sitting by yourself drinking warm beer.”

I was tempted to reveal that I had spent more than a few weekends in my adult life doing just that. And that I was much more comfortable with it than she might imagine. But I could tell she wanted none of it.

“I’ll introduce you to some people. Oh‚ good, good. There’s the rest of your golf foursome tomorrow. You’ll love Franklin. Though I hear he cheats. Keep an eye on him in the rough.”

Rough? Carmen didn’t say anything to me about golf. I definitely would have remembered that.

I allowed Ann Summers Calderón to pull me to my feet. I meet a lot of people, from many walks of life, but I was having trouble finding a compartment in which to place Ms. Summers Calderón. She was unlike anyone I’d ever come across.

She stopped and stood maybe ten inches from me. Ann had no trouble with close. She said, “Are you trustworthy, Sam Purdy? Carmen is trustworthy, I could tell right away the first time I met her in California.”

My hostess seemed to want an answer. “Your instincts are good about Carmen. She is a rock,” I replied. “Me? I have my faults, but I do consider myself a trustworthy man.” I thought that what Ann was asking was whether I was at any risk of embarrassing her by fooling around with her female friends or, god forbid, relatives while my pregnant girlfriend’s feet were propped up on pillows three thousand miles away.

“I thought so. Good,” she said. I watched her facial expressions reveal mild concern, then resignation, and then return rapidly to perfect-hostess pleasant-tude. I didn’t know what the progression meant. She said, “My original plan was to run this by Carmen but . . .” She waggled her head from side to side.

Indecision, I guessed.

She said, “Read this, please. Then find me later on. Tell me what you think. It’s the most perplexing thing.” She raised herself on her toes and leaned in so that her lips were inches from my ear. “This is just between us.” She lifted the lapel on my sport coat and slipped something into the inside pocket.

Carmen had picked out the jacket for me at Macy’s, on sale. It had been advertised as a “three-season” fabric. Later that night, when we talked, I planned to let her know that none of the three seasons was springtime in Miami.

Then she and I would talk about golf.

Yes, we would.




One of the golf partners Ann introduced me to was a guy named Rick Lovett‚ who was a hardware buyer for Lowe’s. I assumed that Rick’s ticket to the soiree was that he purchased a lot of Mr. Calderón’s fasteners for his employer. It became clear to me after a couple of minutes of chitchat that Rick was almost as out of his element on the sunset cruise as I was.

The segregation of crowds at bashes like the welcoming event occurs naturally. The young couple’s contemporaries—fashion-forward, ostentatious, fit, tan, and handsome all—mingled together on the deck above the band at the stern. They didn’t mind the late day sun. Guests the age of the couple’s parents clustered together in the shade on the deck we were sharing with the musicians.

Rick was an in-betweener. I pegged him as mid-thirties. I could tell his id was urging him to hang with the cool, attractive kids and hope some girl got really, really drunk and he got really, really lucky. But his long-term life goals for a swelling wallet anchored him to the likes of me. He asked me twice what I did for a living. I was evasive both times. He asked me twice if I knew if the yacht we were on belonged to the Calderóns or was a charter. I told him twice that I didn’t know.

Rick let it slip that his handicap was thirteen. My ignorance of all things golf other than the existence on the planet of Tiger Woods meant that I didn’t know whether his thirteen was something he was proud of or something he was apologizing for. Rick asked me about my game.

I told him that I held my own with a putter.

I didn’t tell him that I knew that only because my son and I liked to play miniature golf. Simon liked the golf. I liked being with my kid as dusk fell in the shadows of the Rockies.

I could have also explained to Rick that I was almost always around par, but I was brought up not to boast so I kept that fact to myself.

He nodded knowingly at my comment about putting. “My short game saves my ass, that’s for sure.”

I said, “Amen to that.”

I was having serious doubts that I could keep up my act for a long weekend.

 

After doing about as much meaningless chatter with strangers as I’m genetically capable of enduring in one stint, I wandered around inside the ship—I’d discovered that the thing had its own fleet of lifeboats, so I was done calling it a boat—until I found an empty room that had a big flat screen TV and some cushy sofas. More to the point, the place was air-conditioned to a temperature that would keep my beer from boiling. I guessed that the room was called a “salon.” If I had a big yacht, I’d call this space the family room or the den. I figured that the Calderóns of the world would prefer “salon.” I fished around with the remote until I found a Stanley Cup play-off game on the satellite receiver.

I slipped off my Macy’s jacket and settled in. The piece of paper Ann had stuck in my coat pocket was a note. The sheet had been folded into quarter size. The note was printed on standard office paper. It looked like generic Helvetica to me. Something close to twelve point.

She had described it as “perplexing.” I didn’t disagree.

The note was vaguely threatening. Maybe more like ominous.

I was tempted to do exactly what the note warned not to do—discount the thing. Write it off as a provocation, or a prank.

I wondered if Ann Summers Calderón had been smart enough to photocopy the original or if she had received the exact copy I was holding in my hands.

I assumed she’d been careless with it because civilians usually are. Suspension or not, I treated it like I was a detective—I was cautious as I held it.

I read the half page again.

“Are you Canadian, Sam?” Ann said from the open door to the salon.

The woman moved with the stealth of a Boulder mountain lion.

“Minnesota,” I said. I allowed the “oh” sound to fill some extra space as I spoke the word. The exaggerated accent gave me unmistakable Iron Range cred. It also helped explain my obvious affection for hockey.

“What do you think of the missive?” she asked.

I looked directly at her for about ten seconds before I replied. She revealed nothing during the interlude.

“If you’re taking this seriously, I think you’re displaying some cojones by showing it to me.”

She grinned, just a little, at my description of her behavior. I noted the lack of offense. “Should I take it seriously?” she asked.

“Do you?”

“It concerns me. Obviously.”

“Who else has seen it?”

“No one.”

“Your husband?”

She shook her head. “Ronnie’s most definitely someone. Don’t underestimate him because he’s handsome and gracious and Latin. If he read that note, he’d be itching for a fight. He’d get his people on it. Make noise. In life’s arena, Ronnie is usually either the matador or the bull. Neither seemed helpful here. It didn’t feel prudent to me to have him dashing his red cape or going wild attempting to gore someone. By nature, I’m lighter on my feet. If it becomes necessary, I will tell Ronnie about this, but in my own way.”

She closed the door behind her before she kicked off her heels with an unaffected grace. I wondered if she’d once been a dancer.

She took the chair across from me. Ann Summers Calderón sat with her knees well over a foot apart, allowing her parrot green dress to drape modestly between her spread legs. My ex-wife had insisted that it was nothing more than typical male misjudgment on my part, but I always considered that particular posture in a woman to be a sign of confidence.

Sherry’s alternate interpretation had more to do with the offending woman’s bad breeding.

“Why is that? Why wouldn’t that be prudent?” I asked. I could  guess the answer, but my guessing the answer wouldn’t tell me anything about the confident woman across from me.

“It was in my purse, Sam. Sitting on top, in plain sight. I found it when I was in North Carolina, not here. At work. Three days ago. The note wasn’t left for Ronnie. It was left for me.”

“What do you make of that?”

“That it isn’t about money.”

“Leaving it there, in your purse? Someone found you, got close to you,” I said, stating the obvious.

“Yes,” she said. “They did.”

My comment hadn’t upset her balance. Ann had some steel reinforcement in her. Emotional rebar. I said, “If it’s not about money, what is it about?”

“I don’t know. Some threat . . . to me. Mine.”

“What threat?”

She shrugged.

Not good enough. “Guess,” I said.

She was way ahead of me, of course. “If it’s not money, it’s family,” she replied. “That’s where we’re vulnerable. All of us.”

She was right. “Anything like this ever happened before?”

“No.”

“No blackmail? Extortion?”

“No.”

I believed her.

“I thought I spotted a couple of guys on board who might be . . . muscle.”

“More than a couple. Ronnie employs security, of course, as a precaution. Here, for us, and for his family in Buenos Aires.”

“You guys have secrets? You and your husband?” I asked.

“Of course we have secrets. Don’t you?”

I thought about it. I had one doozy. The rest? Merely embarrassing or borderline humiliating. I said, “Fewer and fewer as I get older, but yeah, sure. What’s your thing, Ann? What do you do?”

“I’m a proud, proud mother, Sam. A good daughter. A middling wife. Professionally, I’m a geophysicist, doing mostly research, but  I love to teach. Top of my field? No, but I don’t embarrass myself, either. I take my work seriously. I am teaching one class this semester in North Carolina. I have grad students.”

I allowed my eyebrows to float. “Geophysics? Translation?”

“Earth science. Think geology and physics. The intersection.”

I was hoping that she didn’t feel compelled to give me a longer explanation. “If the note isn’t about money, you got anything the sender might want? Monet? Van Gogh? Honus Wagner baseball card? Kick-ass comic book collection?”

She smiled. “Ronnie’s tastes run more toward de Kooning and Rothko.” She shrugged, shook her head. “We have nothing the man who wrote the note couldn’t buy from someone else if he had enough of our money.” For a moment, the wrinkles around her eyes took on definition and she appeared to be her true age, not ten years younger. The image was fleeting.

“Business secrets?”

“Us? Only of interest to a competitor. If this were about business, they would approach Ronnie, not me. Screws are screws, Sam. We’re where we are today because Ronnie had vision. Years ago he was the first manufacturer to recognize the advantages of producing product in Asia, one of the first to see the coming dominance of nail guns. His head start has given him significant strategic advantages in this hemisphere. Our competitors are still playing catch-up.” She paused. Her eyes descended to the note I held. “I don’t have any choices yet, do I? I just wait for the next shoe to drop? Am I right?”

“That’s the way I read it. The only option you have is to give this to the cops,” I said.

“Didn’t I just do that?”

“It may turn out to be fortunate for you, but no, you didn’t. I’m on suspension from the Boulder Police Department. Long story. I’ll tell it if you want to hear it.” I waited for an indication she wanted me to tell the story. Nothing. If she was curious about my abundant free time, I figured she had already learned the broad outlines of my transgressions—they involved a woman, a sexual indiscretion, and a subsequent serious sin of omission—from my significant other. “Officially, I’m not a cop at this moment. If you decide to show this to Carmen—who despite her current horizontal posture is a cop—she may feel a need to show it to someone else. Kick it upstairs. Her bosses. Then they might kick it upstairs to their bosses. And so on. Pretty soon, the fact that it’s no longer a secret isn’t a secret. If you know what I mean.” I poked at the page. “Here in the middle of the note, it says pretty clearly that wouldn’t be a good thing. Showing it around.”

“Even to you,” Ann said. “That’s why the are-you-trustworthy part is so important to me.”

“Showing it to me was risky, Ann. You don’t know me well. Is that evidence of those cojones I referred to earlier?”

I allowed her a moment to comment. She demurred.

I moved my index finger close to the note. “Any thoughts about the blue/orange thing. What that means? Have any personal significance to you?”

She said, “Nothing, Sam.” Then she asked, “What would a real cop do with this? If I walked into my local police department and showed it to someone.”

I could tell she wasn’t being demeaning to me with the “real cop” comment. I felt no inclination to be defensive back with her. I said, “Probably nothing. The note is too vague. Being ominous isn’t a crime. They would tell you to get back to them if something developed.”

“That’s what I thought, too. The person who wrote this gave the words and the tone a lot of consideration. He draws lines. Doesn’t cross them. That part worries me almost as much as the content.”

Smart. “You have no way to contact him?” I asked.

“There was a Post-it on the letter. It had an Internet address on it. A website. In Africa. Dot-n-a. Namibia.”

“Namibia? I assume you went to that website.”

“Under construction,” she said. “I’ve been praying this might be nothing more than some kind of Internet scam.”

“Christ,” I said. I caught myself. I added, “Sorry.”

“It’s okay. Watch it around Ronnie, though. He doesn’t approve of taking the Lord’s name in vain.”

I’m a Christian man, but one who believes the Lord is pretty thick-skinned. I don’t see Him starting the next ice age because His feelings are hurt. “I will try to respect that. Tell me about your family, Ann,” I said.

The crowd in Detroit erupted before she could respond.

I looked at the screen and said, “Damn.” The Red Wings had scored a shorthanded goal. I hate the damn Red Wings. I flicked off the TV before I was forced to watch someone dressed in red toss an octopus over the glass onto the ice.

“Sorry,” I said again.

“Ronnie and I have been married for twenty-four years. We have two children. This is Andrew’s weekend first, Ronnie’s second. Andrew is head over heels for Dulce, who I think is as sweet as her name. But you know all that. After they graduate from Santa Cruz, they’re going to live in San Francisco while they—hopefully—grow up a little bit and learn a little something about the world. Andrew will be working for Wells Fargo. Dulce is in Teach For America—she’ll be at a school in Oakland. Wedding won’t be until summer next year at the earliest. Longer if Andrew’s mother has anything to say about it.”

“Off the record?” I said. “You have an ally in Carmen on the waiting-for-the-wedding part.”

Ann smiled. “I guessed that. She and I had a long lunch together in California. But it’s nice to have it confirmed. Jane? My daughter is a year younger than my son. Twice as mature. She’s in school in Connecticut. She’s smarter and tougher than her brother. You’ll meet her tomorrow.” Ann smiled a momma’s smile. “My Jane.”

“She golfs? Hurrying home for the tournament?”

Ann laughed. “No. She has a . . . thing she does on Thursday nights and Sunday nights at school that she can’t miss. She promised her brother she’d get down here in between to help him celebrate. She’ll fly in midday tomorrow, be here for the dinner with the families. She’ll head north again on Sunday.”

“I look forward to meeting her.”

“She’s terrific.” Ann did a little dance move with her upper body, unable to contain her motherly pride. Then she stood, retrieved her  shoes, and slipped them back on her feet, balancing easily on one leg at a time. She straightened her dress. “I need to get back to my other guests,” she said.

“I understand. Is this a copy?” I said, raising the note.

“The original is in a Mylar sleeve, in my jewelry safe at home. It has a few of my fingerprints on it, but after I recognized what it was, I was pretty careful with it. I’m a scientist, Sam.”

“Good.”

She opened the door. Before she left, she turned back to me. “Do you think the last line is true, Sam? That he’s a reasonable man?”

I reread the last line. “Probably thinks he is. My experience is that when people say things like that, though, they’re usually anticipating being unreasonable.”

“Yes,” she said. “That’s what I thought, too.”
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