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Prologue

Using hindsight to predict your future is like taking a suppository to change a tire. As late as last week, I was leading a nice unremarkable existence when the fruits of actions taken years ago by someone I’d never heard of pulled me into a sequence of events I couldn’t have imagined, let alone seen coming. I’m not complaining. But it’s still someone else’s story.

June 1968 - Four kilometers west of U.S. Army
Headquarters - 10th Special Forces Group -
1st Battalion - Bad Tölz, West Germany 

Facing the mirror in the locked bathroom of a quiet Esso station, Staff Sergeant Raymond Doubletree pulled a scraggly blond wig on over his own close-cropped black hair and adjusted oversized rose-tinted sunglasses to better cover his face. Wearing a torn Army jacket, loose-fitting drawstring pants, and huarache sandals, he gently slung a large rucksack covered with daisy decals, peace sign patches, and an upside-down American flag onto his back. After six years of service in the field on an A-Team, he could throw the one hundred pound-plus load around the way a beach-goer might toss a towel over wet shoulders. He then re-read the note for the last time.



Dear Ray,



We simply cannot go on together and you must never contact me again.

The love we shared in the past is now irretrievably gone.

Please believe me, that as hard as this is for both of us, it is for the best.



Please please get the help that you need that I can’t give you.



Take care always.



Beth

Doubletree kissed the note and folded it back into its envelope. He added another folded sheet of his own titled Last Will and Testament and re-sealed it with Beth’s letter. He scrawled RETURN TO SENDER across the front in thick black ink, walked out past the drowsy cashier, and dropped the envelope into a yellow mailbox just outside the front door.

He’d figured the note would be coming. He’d braced himself for it. But the pain had been as sharp in its own way as that from the copper-jacketed 7.62x39 mm rounds that had bounced around his lung and liver four years ago. He was alive today only because of the sacrifice of the Montagnards, who, after losing eight of their own in saving him, had since been abandoned despite American assurances of support. 

The young Green Beret had been quickly medevaced out of Vietnam and laid up for six months before reassignment to Western Europe, where he’d faced the Soviet bear in its own backyard. 

Team members of Green Light were all volunteers who had cleared the highest hurdles in the U.S. military. The sixty-six fully-qualified carriers served worldwide and were screened four times a year for any imaginable threat to mission success. 

As the Soviet Union and Warsaw Pact powers enjoyed a troubling conventional advantage over the United States and NATO, it became a hushed doctrine at the Pentagon that any overt aggression toward Western Europe would be met asymmetrically with tactically-deployed low-yield atomic explosives. Each Green Light detail was tasked with infiltrating enemy territory, locating a pre-designated target, and detonating a 1-kiloton weapon designed to cause crippling blast damage to key infrastructure and immobilizing radiation trauma to East Bloc forces. The SADM (Special Atomic Demolition Munition) or “backpack nuke”, resembled a beer drinker’s pony keg in size and shape, and was designed to be hauled to its target by a single combatant on foot, on skis, underwater, or by parachute. Carrying the bomb became known as “camping for keeps”. 

Raymond Doubletree served with uneventful distinction through two rotations in Green Light. Sometime after his 27th birthday he began to show subtle signs of what military physicians would later call Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. While there was no direct dishonor in this diagnosis, he was nonetheless medically discharged against his wishes following his last tour. 

Shortly thereafter, the scattered remains of Major Kirk Devine, M.D., the psychiatrist attached to the 1st Battalion, were discovered in a minefield on the western margin of the Fulda Gap. This was a curious end to a promising clinical practice and Army career now marred by the unlikely but also undisprovable suggestion of cooperation with the East German Stasi. Doubletree had, in addition, gone to great pains to jaggedly sever the tip of his own left ring finger, and leave it and its identifying print whorls stuck to a loop of razor wire near an empty, cylindrical green canvas cover that had been cleanly stripped of its contents. The Army CID investigation would conclude that either Devine and Doubletree had conspired to provide a SADM to the East Germans, or that one had tried unsuccessfully to stop the other’s treachery. Either way, officially, both were now victims of a tragic but all-too-common tank rollover, and there was nothing to confirm or deny about losing a nuke to the side that already had too many to count.

Doubletree drew little attention during his journey by freighter across the Atlantic and then rail across the better part of the United States. He’d added a prop guitar to his look and was met only with disinterest at Customs and Immigration checkpoints and undisguised disdain from an older generation already so over last Summer of Love. 

He paid cash for a used 250cc Yamaha dirt bike off a lot in Gallup, New Mexico and throttled his way through tribal lands across the northeast corner of Arizona and finally into a desolate southern sliver of Utah. His single-wide mobile home was set under a humble grove of two limp tamarisk trees alongside a seasonal creek whose water ran year-round just a few feet below the summer-dry gravel bed. His grid was his own, with water from underground and propane for most everything else, and his cupboards were larded with enough canned and dried food to last for years. 

He’d had a good chuckle when passing the old Hopi village, imagining the sputtering of the tribal council and the Bureau of Indian Affairs if they ever found out what this wandering Navajo was carrying in his backpack. The smoke from all those peace pipes would be visible from space.

The morning after his homecoming he set out once again, this time on foot. He rucked the SADM up a narrow wash that all-but-disappeared into a shoulder-width slot canyon two ridges north of his trailer. After an hour of climbing and scrambling he’d gone less than one-half mile as the crow flies. He pushed his way through the branches of a short piñon tree that hid the opening to an old mineshaft and turned on his flashlight. 

He entered what amounted to a hole in the wall on hands and knees until rounding a bend that served to block most daylight from the entrance. There he could stand fully upright as he ventured further into the rock. After about 200 meters, the slant-shaft ended abruptly: this had been an exploratory tunnel dug in vain and deserted for decades.

While designed to be carried until shortly before detonation, an unattended SADM was shielded by its own casing to withstand any environmental damage it might sustain for up to three years. Doubletree would be leaving again in less than three months, or at the end of Vietnam’s rainy season, when he planned to present the weapon to the Montagnard tribesmen who had saved his life. Whether they traded it for greater American protection or employed it directly against the Viet Cong would be strictly their call. In the meantime, they were getting hammered merely for occupying a long-ignored stretch of the Central Highlands they’d called their own since the 8th century. They reminded Doubletree of the early Navajo. Both were stand-up people who’d taken it on the chin for too long.

Sergeant Doubletree opened the backpack, dialed in the combination to access the control panel, and reconfirmed that he’d disconnected the two leads from the weapon’s basic mechanical timer, which had been originally devised to foil electromagnetic countermeasures. He reset the lock, zipped the warhead cask back into its pack, leaned it up against the rough-hewn rock wall, and alighted from the one-way tunnel. 

The towering cumulonimbus clouds of an earlier-than-expected Utah monsoon were already roiling as Doubletree crossed the ridge atop the canyon. When the lightning bolt entered below his clavicle, the current found the three copper-clad bullet fragments remaining inside his torso, sparking the gaps like the discharge of a Tesla coil. He was dead before the thunder.

Three years later, after the desert had reduced Raymond Doubletree to his mineral constituents, another, even more elemental breakdown was underway beneath the earth’s surface. An endangered rodent, a subspecies of the Mexican vole, had finally gnawed its way through the rough canvas and ripstop nylon of the cylindrical backpack hidden deep in the mineshaft. Eventually the fiberglass housing protecting the firing mechanism also yielded to tooth and nail. An afternoon of nibbling at the red insulation around the fuse-set on the SADM exposed two twists of copper wire. The unclad ends made contact, completed a simple circuit, and initiated the device. Best mouse trap ever.

Navajo and Hopi on reservation lands to the south and Mormon ranchers to the north would feel only a sharp but short jolt preceding a louder-than-usual thunderclap in a clear sky. The regional USGS seismograph recorded an uncommonly shallow earthquake measuring 5.3 on the Richter scale. Dismissed as a calibration error, the common cover story for the needle spike from a nearby slammed door, no one took more than a fleeting notice of the reading. The mineshaft contained what would have developed into a small mushroom cloud and the daylight absorbed the visible flash. The only eyewitnesses were a pair of raptors in flight whose retinas were singed to blindness.

It would take a year for the background radiation to bleed off. But life did re-emerge phoenix-like in the remote canyon. And though she didn’t yet know it, the lone beneficiary of the estate of Staff Sergeant Raymond Doubletree was now the richest person on earth.


Chapter 1

Present Day - San Francisco Peninsula, California, USA

3:55 am

The 2011 Town Car I drive, the last model-year true passenger coach Lincoln would make, crunches around the gravel oval in front of Mrs. E. J. DeLong’s stone-turreted estate. My boss thinks Mrs. DeLong must be a widow, but no information of any kind can be found about her or her family anywhere on the World Wide Web: not on its indexed surface with polite company - not in its dark underbelly where souls are sold. Somewhere between 60 and 70 years old, a few inches taller than five feet, pale-skinned, rail-thin, and with professionally colored and managed hair, she always accessorizes a different Chanel suit with the same red Hermès scarf. Around here, where fashion designers sell a lot more phone covers than actual clothes, her refinement is out of the ordinary. 

She opens the rear passenger door on her own like always and slides across so she’s right behind me. Like always I place her single piece of luggage in the trunk and shut the door she’s left ajar. Thirty-five minutes, give or take at this hour, to San Francisco International Airport (SFO), a trip we’ve been making together once a week for more than four years now. The pickup and return leg really makes it twice a week. We see a lot of each other. God knows why I got the nod.

“Morning.” 

A reply never comes. Tips are rarer still.

I haven’t a clue what this woman does, or whom she sees once she touches down in Salt Lake City. But it’s probably not Latter Day Saints-related as she always smells slightly of stale coffee. She’s a nervous flyer and it gets worse at the first distant sound of a jet engine. There’s no rustling of clothes, folding of tissue, sipping of water, or fiddling with anything electronic. It’s her breathing. It gets even quieter than when we started out. Sometimes I lean back slightly to make sure I’m not driving a hearse.

At the private jet terminal, I present her bag to her on the curb, handle scoped out to the hilt, and she smiles and nods without a word. (The smile showed up at about the one-year mark.) Then she slips past without a sound on mysteriously-muffled high heels. The effect creeps me out every Tuesday morning, and I wonder if all this time she’s been bringing her husband home to Utah in pieces.

On to arrivals and a pre-dawn pickup: Sanjay Singh, another regular, 180 degrees removed. A Silicon Valley venture guy, with a brown complexion, prematurely gray hair, and just a hint of an East Indian accent. He’s talking before he’s even within earshot. He talks as I open the door, through its closing, while I’m putting his bag in the trunk, as I resume driving. More often than not he’ll be on his cell, with only a tiny earpiece visible, speaking rapidly into an unseen microphone. Sometimes he’ll banter directly with me without beginning, middle, or end. It’s like walking in late to a documentary about fire ants narrated by a Punjabi racetrack announcer, and then leaving halfway through the next scene. You’re not sure who the players are, what’s happening, or even if you’re in the right theater. 

“…but there’s not going to be any ‘R’ in the ‘ROI’ because our user base isn’t bright enough to two-hand their own sippy cups let alone be left alone to configure their own IUD-hotspots. Sex and Wi-Fi - meet Death and Taxes. Call an audible on wearables, re-brand our foosball table a time machine, and license the technology to H-P. The all-in-one printer/copier/scanner/fax/team builder. Pivot solved. Namaste.”

“Mr. Singh, welcome back. Going home or to the office?”

“Hi Bill. The office please. How’s business?”

“No complaints. Thanks. Good trip?”

“AustinBostonAustin. All bumpy flights. Or maybe early Parkinson’s. I dunno. This founder kid wants me to join his theme camp on some dry lake bed over Labor Day. I am way-way too dial-up for that deal. The last Burning Man I attended was my grampy on the banks of the Ganges. Not that he’s really dead, mind you. Just stored to the cloud. At least he’s in a better place. Unlike all our secure customer data which is now on some thumb drive in Nigeria.” 

As the sun came up Singh got out and I pulled away from the curb in front of the two-story office building housing Varanasi Ventures, one of Silicon Valley’s marquee firms. This was the high-octane end of Sand Hill Road, the “billion-dollar exit” off Interstate 280, where tech ambition and risk capital bat lashes and flash feathers. Once in a while the two fall headlong for each other and make out famously. More often, these infatuations lead to unhappy returns. But the fact that overall yields to limited partners have been fairly disappointing over the last decade or so has done little to dampen the ardor of the institutional investors and wealthy individuals who park their dreams with the sages of Sand Hill. It’s sort of like Powerball for smart people. And there’s nothing like a plumped up IPO to raise your IQ.


Chapter 2

Had an hour to kill before my next airport arrival, a first-time customer, one Glenn Fletcher coming in from JFK. I headed up to the cell phone lot at SFO, reclined the Lincoln’s driver seat, and caught a few winks. My phone’s alarm alerted me when the plane landed and I tapped out a text to the new client off the info on the email reservation and waited for his reply. We agreed on a curbside pickup, I gave him my plate number, and he and his carry-on were in the back seat in less than fifteen minutes. His destination was the Four Seasons Hotel in Palo Alto.

Glenn Fletcher was one of those people who doesn’t look anything like their names might suggest. No Celt or WASP here, it seemed to me. He was compactly-built, with olive skin, bushy brows and moustache, and incongruously high Slavic-esque cheekbones. Somehow his face didn’t quite add up. It was as if several sketch artist depictions of different features had been overlaid with little thought to the whole. The parts just didn’t go together somehow, and it was a little unsettling. 

“Your plane made good time. Tailwinds from your last storm back East?”

“Probably, yeah. Some parts of Long Island are still without power. It’s gettin’ old.”

“I bet.”

“How long you been drivin’ for a living?”

“Four years and change.”

“Whatcha do before?”

“Different stuff. Unremarkable mostly. Went to grad school, but nobody’s hiring anthropologists at the moment.”

“Oh the Humanities. Must be frustrating.”

“Yeah. You know. You do what you have to. And everybody gave me fair warning about the job prospects.”

“You still looking?”

“Got a few CV’s around. Might luck out and get another post-doc, but those’re usually hand-to-mouth.”

“Coeds and office hours. What’s not to like?”

“Ramen noodles don’t agree with me anymore at my age.”

Fletcher chuckled and continued.

“Are you married? Kids?”

“Both prospects a little too expensive at the moment. Someday.”

I dropped him off under the hotel’s glass awning adjacent to Highway 101, or “Bayshore” as we natives still like to call it to mark our territory and confuse the carpetbaggers, a group loosely defined as anyone who showed up after electrons replaced apricots as the area’s principal commodity. The geographical fact is that there’s really no such place as The Silicon Valley. It’s less a location than a notion whose technological fruit happens to ripen disproportionately within a space roughly circumscribed by the greater Santa Clara Valley, once one of the most productive patches of farmland on the planet. As annoying as it may be to some of us who sprang from this soil, today around here, apps grow on trees and apples come from Chile. And nostalgia just takes up too much RAM. Even if my faithful steed will too soon fade into memory.

The Lincoln Town Car, cousin to the venerable Ford Crown “Vic” - once the go-to vehicle of most law enforcement agencies and taxicab fleets throughout the U.S. - is the AK-47 of livery. The ubiquitous Russian assault rifle also lacks fine lines, fit, and finish but is rumored to be able to shoot rusty roofing nails through its bulky barrel in a pinch. The same sort of durability goes for the ultra-reliable Town Car. Carefully maintained, the engine and transmission will last more than half a million miles while delivering better than twenty miles per gallon using regular gas in a car that weighs almost 5000 pounds, has an enormous trunk, and can carry four adult passengers plus a driver in comfort. Yet Lincoln seems to have shut down the assembly line for good. Somewhere six feet under, Henry Ford took himself for a spin.


Chapter 3

Glenn Fletcher had requested a return ride to SFO shortly before noon. These types of touch-and-go business trips have become more and more common. If the scarcity of one’s time is a metric of relative importance, then less must mean more. Leisure is for amateurs. Someone could be gaining on you.

Driving to the airport at this hour was a relative breeze traffic-wise. And passengers frequently reflect the more relaxed road conditions. Some prefer to ruminate quietly, others might strike up a conversation, most hop right on the phone or internet. Hardly anyone anymore reads a physical newspaper. They’re getting as rare as direct eye contact. Fletcher brought an unopened Wall Street Journal into the car and looked right at me. His candor seemed a little practiced, but I like to give everybody the benefit of the doubt.

“Hey, Doc.”

Not even my own mother on the very occasion of my earning a PhD had addressed me like that. There was something about this guy.

“Hello again.”

“How long to SFO?”

“Right now the GPS is saying twenty-four minutes. But they don’t make one just yet that can predict what might happen once we’re underway.”

“What’s your gut?”

“Around that. Barring a wreck or unannounced road construction.”

“Fair enough. You’re a local, right?”

“Yeah. Right nearby. How ‘bout you?”

“Pittsburgh, PA. Originally, anyway.”

“My second favorite team, after the Giants.”

“How’d you get to be a Pirates fan from way out here?”

I thought I’d check his bona fides.

“Roberto Clemente. Saddest day of my childhood was when they found him in the wreckage of that plane.”

Fletcher paused ever-so-slightly.

“Yeah. That was a real low point in the Burg. Let me tell ya.”

He waited a moment before continuing.

“You must have some interesting stories to tell after your time behind the wheel. Trying not to overhear other people’s conversations when they’re on the phone and whatnot.”

“Some people talk like you’re not even there. Most everybody’s like that after you’ve driven ‘em a few times.”

“Any good dirt? Juicy stuff?”

“The clients we drive are pretty much all business.”

“Then you’re in on some big deals as they go down, I bet.”

“I’ve heard a few here and there.”

“Don’t be modest.”

“You know. Sure. If I’d had the money or the inclination I could’ve made a buck or two.”

“But isn’t that inside information? Wouldn’t that be illegal?”

“Like I said, ‘If I’d had the inclination’…”

“..or money. You said that too.”

“I’ve never acted or traded on anything. Look, if a driver wants to keep his job, you can count on his discretion. But there’s no legal expectation of confidence, like attorney-client privilege. And nobody yet has asked me to sign a NDA.”

“So you’ve considered it enough to maybe run it by a lawyer.”

“I only know enough to know when I should take the Fifth. Like right about now.”

Fletcher chuckled.

The rest of the trip went quietly and I pulled up to the curb outside American Airlines departures. Glenn Fletcher started to get out of the car.

“Well, nice meeting ya, Doc.”

“Safe travels.”

“And you’ve still got my credit card information?”

“Yessir. We’ll email you your receipt.”

“And the gratuity’s included?”

“Yup. Thank you.”

I noticed his unopened newspaper on the center armrest.

“Don’t forget your paper.”

“Keep it. Who knows? You might find it interesting. Oh..”

He held the door open and smiled without warmth.

“..and you know as well as I do that Clemente’s body was never found. And I’m pretty sure that was all well before your time.”

He closed the door firmly and we both also knew he’d just eaten my lunch without chewing. I picked up the newspaper to throw it into the curbside recycling bin and noticed the thin rubber band holding a sealed white envelope under the fold. Inside was $5000 in one hundred dollar bills. The block lettering on the Post-it note covering Ben Franklin’s face on top of the stack read: THANKS FOR LISTENING.


Chapter 4

I parked the Town Car in the hourly lot and hoofed it into the terminal. The TSA line was long and slow and smelled of ripe socks and resignation. Fletcher, not likely to be stuck with the great unwashed, had no doubt already been ushered through to the gate, leveraging one of the several leapfrog amenities available to the elite business traveler. No self-respecting captain of commerce risks scuffed Cole Haans and plantar warts if he can afford not to.

I reached Fletcher on his cellphone. He agreed to meet me on my side of the security gate and appeared less than five minutes after we’d hung up. He was rolling his carry-on behind him. I didn’t wait to hand him back the money.

“It’s all there. All 5K.”

“Then you counted it.”

“Look, I’m not at all clear with what you were going for with that, but I’m not your guy.”

He placed the opened envelope in the inside breast pocket of his coat without so much as a glance at its contents.

“I’m sorry. That was clumsy of me. Can I buy you a cup of coffee?”

“You’ll miss your flight and I’ll be late for my next passenger.”

“Next time then.”

As I watched him retreat in the direction of his plane, my belly of smug virtue turned sour at the thought of how far five thousand dollars might have gone in my strapped financial state. I hadn’t even asked him what the money was for exactly. I just figured that whatever strings were attached included me eavesdropping on some of my higher-profile clients for his benefit. But was I indignant because he’d insulted my integrity or because he’d low-balled the opening offer?

While rooting around in my conscience on my way back to short-term parking, I bumped right into another limo driver getting out of my vehicle. It was a she, which was obvious when she turned around and stood up to her full five feet, eight inches. A firm, forty-something brunette knockout with bright green eyes and an unlined caramel complexion, she could cause a four-car pileup in a three-piece suit.

“Is this one yours? I am so sorry. It was open..”

It’s funny how quickly the likelihood of that occurrence became greater under her gaze.

I saw a similar Town Car nearby.

“Maybe that one’s yours?”

“Yeah. Yeah. That looks more like it. Thanks.”

She pressed the electronic fob on her key. Her car’s doors thumped open.

“Throw a stick and hit a dozen black Lincolns in this lot. Are you new to this?”

“First day on my own.”

For my benefit she tapped the laminated name badge clipped to her shirt pocket.

“Good outfit”, I said.

She looked down skeptically at her work uniform.

“I meant your company there. Victory Coach. Good reputation. But the suit suits you too.”

She blushed and readjusted her name badge, and in the process snapped off a press-on painted fingernail which flew past my nose. Lifting up the badge had given me a glimpse of the outline of her left nipple which showed prominently through her dress shirt. She quickly and modestly straightened her name plate and necktie.

“Lara Fratelli…I’m Bill Feeney.”

She looked puzzled.

“It’s on your name tag.”

We shook hands and she rolled her eyes at herself.

“Again, I’m really sorry.”

“Hang in there. It gets easier. See you around?”

Gleaming white teeth appeared in a megawatt smile. The small cleft in her chin was joined by two button-shaped dimples in the middle of her cheeks.

She definitely finished well.

“I’d know your car anywhere…”


Chapter 5

Driven to a pleasant distraction by the eminently attractive and seemingly absent-minded Lara Fratelli left me motoring right past my freeway exit. I had to loop back to gain access to Moffett Federal Airfield, a former Naval Air Station and home to the locally-iconic Hangar One, a colossal structure which once housed dirigibles flown briefly in the 1930’s.

After passing through security I headed out onto the tarmac to await the arrival of a Boeing 767, commonly configured to carry more than 200 airline passengers. I parked next to an unoccupied Tesla S, its faint green halo almost visible over the hood. It seemed to have arrived by its own free will and I really didn’t know whether it had driven itself or some unseen minion had just left it and scurried away. The big plane rolled up, two landing agents in Parsec polo shirts wheeled a staircase into position by the forward exit door, and out stepped a total of two people. My guy, the CEO, climbed into the back of the Lincoln as the agents put his golf bag in the trunk. Meanwhile the founder slid into the rear passenger seat of the electric sedan, which pulled away in silence. Hear no evil.

We arrived at Arun Agrawal’s Atherton digs, a walled-in acre of lawn surrounding stacks of concrete and glass cubes accented with hardwood siding. It was a masterpiece of manly architecture with an almost aggressive embargo against anything remotely feminine or welcoming. This suited the widely-feared and newly-divorced titan, whose front door lacked a bell or knocker and probably required all visitors to loudly clang their testicles to announce themselves. The estate did, however, have a front gate keypad and I punched in the access code from the driver’s seat. Agrawal always acted surprised either that I’d remembered it or that he’d shown the lapse in judgment in giving it to me in the first place. Ours was a shaky trust built on mutual suspicion. I would clearly have been cast as “help” in the old country and he had made the mistake of needing my help with a particularly heavy bag after one overseas trip. Before he could shoo me back out to the blacktop I’d gotten a chilling glimpse of his nightstand reading: The Architecture of Albert Speer (picture book) and We Don’t All Use Fenugreek - The Spice That Almost Cost Me The National Spelling Bee (his autobiography in well-eared paperback). Today, as then, he nodded at me warily as I drove away.

I tanked up the Town Car at El Guanaco, an independent gas station with low prices and Mexican hot chocolate. There by the pumps I tried a quick background search of Mr. Glenn Fletcher via smartphone. He’d implied that he was a native of Pittsburgh, I inferred that he might today live on Long Island, and from all appearances he’d been flying in and out of New York’s JFK. When everything came up blank, I looked at the billing address on the credit card he’d provided: 7750 K Street NW, Washington, D.C. I was only slightly familiar with the layout of D.C. and even less so of its inner workings, but more than once I’d watched the Sunday morning TV pundits lambaste loathsome lobbyists for “pimping the Potomac” from their offices along K Street. Sure enough, number 7750 housed Crenshaw & Turner, a lobbying firm registered with both Houses of the U.S. Congress.


Chapter 6

My next four passenger pickups, all short point-to-point transfers, yielded the following disparate information: approximately 30% of all published peer-reviewed findings in the health sciences contain intentionally false or fabricated results (from the CEO of a biotech company), 90% of all the digital information in human history has been collected in the past two years (senior computer scientist at a big data company), the largest installed customer base of a multi-player online gaming platform which encourages participants to purchase virtual clothing for their avatars is women age 18-35 living in sartorially-repressed Arab states (board member of said gaming company and Stanford University lecturer), and the retail sales of chewing gum have dropped by more than 25% due to widespread smartphone distraction at checkout counters where most impulse purchases are made (marketing director of major consumer products company). The fifth passenger, who spoke little English and what I think was Mandarin into his phone, had limited his interests to $400 bottles of California pinot noir from a biodynamic winery on Skyline Boulevard in the Santa Cruz Mountains and officially licensed San Jose Sharks memorabilia from their home ice at the SAP Center. He wanted to drive through In-and-Out and eat his Double-Double in the car before I dropped him off at the Chinese Consul General’s residence in San Francisco.

All five clients were fairly chatty either with me or with someone on the phone, or some combination of both. Come to think of it, they all must’ve been burning up the 4G as each asked for the location of the 12 volt DC receptacle and three for a connecting cord.

(We do our best to please, and have most Parsec and Cameo-compatible chargers and cables available right in the cabin.)

I think I kept it cordial, but all afternoon I was preoccupied with another question: what did a major Washington lobbying firm want with my clients? Were they all targets of opportunity or was Fletcher (if that was his real name) only interested in a specific someone? My hunch was that anything even potentially lucrative would be coveted regardless of the source. Eavesdropping for insider info seemed a natural fit for a Wall Street black op. But didn’t political buttonholers and influence peddlers serve a different kind of constituency?

On my way up to Aquatic Park for an evening swim, my boss texted to tell me that Glenn Fletcher’s credit card had been declined, his phone had likely been a prepaid disposable, and Crenshaw & Turner had never heard of him.


Chapter 7

The South Side Rowing Club has been around for well over a century and wears its age like a battered square schooner run aground on the beach just north of Fisherman’s Wharf. It encourages rowing and swimming on and in San Francisco Bay and handball and horseplay in and around the clubhouse. Members are by-and-large warm, gregarious, and slightly nuts. It’s a place that honors its colorful history but doesn’t stand on formality. Bores and the bored need not apply.

After a brief, bracing dip in the bay, I tried warming up in the club sauna. In a far corner sat a wee, wrinkled Irish guy looking like a piece of wet brisket in a bath towel. In deep black ink were the letters “DNR” tattooed across his chest. On his left shoulder were four red Rising Suns covered with black X’s, confirmed kills from his days as a Marine raider in WWII. Finbar, a lifelong Leatherneck believed to be more than 100 years old, was a fixture in the club hotbox.

A tall man on wooden crutches pulled open the door and entered. Carl Frost, in his early fifties, was a former special agent of the FBI, and one of the club’s fastest open water swimmers, holding records for both the Alcatraz and Golden Gate crossings. He continued to improve his times despite missing the better part of his right leg. A few years previous he’d been a liaison to the Russian FSB in Vladivostok on a six-month assignment. Out jogging, he had plunged into a utility access point in the street. The black market for cast iron was so robust at the time in Russia’s Pacific Far East that manhole covers were routinely stolen for scrap value. His fall had been gruesome; his leg had been trapped in the metal rungs of the ladder below street level, and after rescue, repatriation, and months of excruciating pain, he’d elected amputation. He was a never-look-back kind of guy, refused a desk job with the Bureau, cut his expenses, and retired to a life of swimming in San Francisco Bay and volunteering for the American Red Cross. Like everybody else in the club, he looked out for Finbar. He handed the old mascot a small paper cup of cold water and spoke to him in a loud voice.

“Fin…how’s life?”

“Nasty, brutish, and no end in sight.”

“And how did it go at the DMV?”

“They told me next time wear a bigger towel.”

“They didn’t renew your license, did they?”

Silence. I chimed in.

“Fin…did you make an appointment to see the eye doctor?”

“I don’t trust doctors.”

“Me neither. But I can take you if you change your mind,” offered Carl.

“I can see fine. The thing in the galley was a one-time flub. That’s all.”

“Hey, peeing in the Mister Coffee could’ve happened to anyone.”

“…switching to tea’s probably healthier anyway.”

Fin seemed satisfied.

“Are we havin’ fish sticks again?”

“Suppose so. It’s Wednesday. Want us to save you a place?”

“Thanks.”

♦♦♦

Later, over dinner in the club mess at a picnic table with Finbar, I told Carl about my run-in with “Glenn Fletcher”. After listening without interruption, he weighed in.

“Strictly speaking, it doesn’t sound like any laws were broken. Even stiffing you on the fare could be construed innocently. He’d just claim that the consulting fee you declined was also intended to cover the cost of the ride. That said, the guy’s trouble.”

“A shady figure”, croaked a slightly perkier Finbar.

“Do you suspect he was casting a wide net or is there someone you drive who might be of particular interest?,” Carl inquired, as he adjusted the fit of the prosthesis under his pants leg.

“I’m thinking more opportunist on a fishing expedition. Many of our passengers fit a target profile: successful, well-connected, and quite a few of ‘em a lot less guarded than they ought to be. Somehow he got ahold of our client list…which wouldn’t be all that tough. Most of our business is referred from one admin to another.”

“Any other drivers you know been similarly solicited?”

“Of the several I’ve asked so far, none.”

Fin patiently blew the heat off his chowder.

“Did you work any insider trading cases when you were with the Bureau?”, I asked the former G-Man. He nodded.

“Early on in my career
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