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Monday Night 


Chapter One

SAN FRANCISCO

They ate a late dinner at Crete.

The androgynous Chinese wore a tuxedo without a tie, a clipped mustache, bobbed jet hair. The other man was good looking, with thick caramel hair neatly barbered, blue-gray eyes, and a strong jaw. He wore a chocolate sport coat, silk mocha trousers from Milan, and an attitude of placid self-assurance.

Sitting at a corner table not far from the white marble bar, they shared miso glazed sea bass and coconut mojitos. The place was crowded with hip Castro scenesters swimming in the deep pink light that bounced off the rose-tinted mirrors and plate glass windows. The crowd was cosmopolitan, too cool, très chic.

The Chinese did most of the talking, chatty, animated. The other man sat back casually, but watched his companion closely, as if he were amused by the candle power of the performance.

They left Crete at closing time.

Their hotel in the Castro was a seedy movie set in a side street. The window looked across to Le Mesonge, a club that throbbed with a baseline that you could feel all the way across the street.

They locked the door, and while the other man went to the window and looked out, the Chinese pulled the cover off the bed, then the top sheet, and threw them in the corner. When he turned around, the other man was right in front of him, taller by a foot. While the Chinese stood still, the other man began undressing him.

What followed was choreographed, though they hadn’t rehearsed the details. The broad contours had been dictated earlier by the other man, and the Chinese, surprised and intrigued by what he heard, had gamely agreed to go along. The proposed scenario was just another example of the other man’s extraordinary insight into the hidden nature of the Chinese. How far could he go intuiting the fantasies so seductive to the Chinese?

Too far.

He threw the tuxedo aside, and they stood at the foot of the bed. The other man carefully peeled off one side of the mustache of the naked Chinese, just the one side. She stood there, willfully unprotected, her stomach fluttering.

The sex was outré, right up to the edge of bizarre. It was intense and sublime, everything she had imagined it would be.

He went to sleep immediately after as if she had drugged his last drink. And it was then, while she lay awake on the sheet without cover, bare and straight as a corpse, that she began to be afraid.

In her mind she played back the sarabande they had danced, movement by movement. It was everything she had imagined, and that was what scared the hell out of her.

What he had just done to her was way beyond intuitive. It was unnerving, and it made her feel as if her physical brain was no longer the sole vessel of her imagination. Her sexual fantasies were just that: HER sexual fantasies, and yet this man had just recreated one of those scenarios with such precise accuracy that it could only be described as sinister.

It was not a frightening script in her own head, it was only now, coming to her from someone else’s imagination, that it horrified her. The chill she felt had nothing to do with the Castro nights, it was because of the mind next to her.

Even when the affair began, she knew it was a cliché. Still, she welcomed it. The sexual adventure, skirting the ragged margins of propriety, the emerging special connection, the tangy odor of peril, all had been a much needed rush in the extended story of her unraveling emotional life. But lately their uncommon collusion was increasingly troubling, moving toward weird. It was seriously freaking her out.

Tonight, was too much. She couldn’t do it anymore. She didn’t care how handsome he was; and she didn’t care how insanely good the sex was. Lying there, with pieces of her thoughts inside someone else’s head, she decided she had had enough. She was going to end the affair.

But how would that work, exactly? When he called the next time, she just wouldn’t answer. Could it really be that simple? Could it just end because she wanted it to end? Affairs did, she supposed. They both used assumed names. That had been the first thing they agreed on. Robert and Mei.

Did she really believe, then, that he knew nothing about her? She had played by the rules, but had he? They always met at a prearranged place and time. His idea. She never saw his car, didn’t know where he lived (once he had mentioned Marin County), only vaguely knew what he did for a living (he had mentioned real estate). This protocol grew out of the tentative beginnings of their relationship, and eventually developed into the rules of the affair. That’s the way it was.

But she couldn’t leave for the last time without knowing who he was. If he knew the inside of her head so damned well, why couldn’t she at least know his real identity?

She sat up. Their clothes were in a pile at the foot of the bed, the physical debris of her psychic upheaval only a few hours before. She stood, went around and crouched by the clothes, and began separating them by the pale wash from the window.

She picked up his sport coat and found his wallet inside the breast pocket. When her fingers touched it, she stopped, listened. His breathing hadn’t changed. She took out the wallet and opened it, looked at his driver’s license in its clear plastic pocket. Too dark. She tilted it toward the window.

Phillip R. Krey. 2387 Leech, Mill Valley. She looked at his picture, repeated the name and address to herself several times as she went through the wallet. She slipped out the money, fanned through it, put it back. She checked the credit cards, all in the name of P.R. Krey. There was a piece of paper with phone numbers. She would never be able to remember them.

She closed the wallet and stuffed it back into his coat pocket.

“Are you leaving?”

She flinched, stood quickly to cover her surprise, holding her clothes.

“Have to,” she said, dumping her clothes on the foot of the bed. Grateful for the bad light, she nervously untangled her panties which had rolled up into a small wad.

“Want me to call you this week?”

“I’ll call you,” she said from the darkness. “My husband’s got a couple of business dinners this week. I’ll have obligations, but I don’t know the details yet. Don’t even know the dates.”

She pulled on her panties. Backwards? Inside out? She didn’t give a damn. No bra. She picked up the white shirt and slipped it on.

He was quiet. Was he dozing off?

“What’s the matter?” he asked.”

“What’s the matter?”

“You sound…tense.”

“How about wiped out?”

“Maybe,” he looked at the windows. “It’s quiet. No music.”

“It’s 3:40, for Christ’s sake,” she said, finishing the last button on the shirt. She grabbed the tuxedo trousers, pulled them on, buttoned the waist.

“You in a hurry?” he asked.

“Just need to get going,” she said, stooping and feeling around for her shoes.

“You okay with the way it went?”

Why the hell was he fishing? “Sure. Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Surprised?”

“Yeah, sure.”

“What surprised you?”

“Everything. I don’t think you missed anything, Robert. Like I said, I’m exhausted.”

She found the shoes, slipped them on. She didn’t want to talk to him about this. She just wanted away from him, that’s all. Raking her bobbed hair with her fingers, she started looking for her black silk clutch.

“What’re you looking for?”

“My purse.”

At the foot of the bed again, she grimaced and ran her hands over the filthy carpet and under his clothes. There it was.

“Got it,” she said. She had to go by him to get to the door, and she was petrified that he’d reach out and touch her, want her to react somehow.

He was leaning on one elbow on the bed now, watching her.

“Okay,” he said.

“I’ll call you,” she said, and she stepped out into the musty hallway, closing the door behind her.
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He got out of bed and went to the window. A minute later she came out of the front of the hotel and disappeared down the street, walking quickly.

Turning to the bed, he bent down and picked up his sport coat and pulled out his wallet. He dropped the coat on the bed and stepped to the window again.

He opened the wallet. Everything looked okay. Was his driver’s license crooked? No. Wait. He slowly pulled the money out of its slot: the bills were upside down.

Well, damn, sooner or later it had to happen. At the very least she might web-search the address. He would wait and see.

But now there was a new development. He’d expected her to be rattled by what had just happened, but he didn’t think her heightened anxiety would take a turn in this direction. He thought it might increase the edginess of the sex, but if he was right about what she was doing with his wallet, instead of edginess, he had created suspicion. Why, suddenly, did she want to know who he was?

Even though she didn’t realize it, as far as he was concerned this woman existed only within the parameters of a very small orbit he had created for her. He couldn’t let her outside those secret limits. He couldn’t afford that much instability. Especially not now. There was too much at stake.


Chapter Two

Marten Fane watched the entrance of the Stafford from his car across the street. It was a small boutique hotel on the cusp of Russian Hill and Pacific Heights. Built in the nineteen thirties, the art Deco affair had been bought by a couple of hip entrepreneurs who restored it and spared no expense to revive its retro décor. Now it was a popular insider scene.

The hotel’s entrance sat well back from the street behind a courtyard of boxwood hedges and old lime trees. A long forest-green awning led to the plate glass front door.

Vera List had been in the room a quarter of an hour now, and Fane had seen no sign of surveillance. He often used the Stafford for meetings like this because its location made it easy to spot watchers. That, and he liked the rooms.

As he got out of the car, he looked up through the drizzle to the fourth floor, half the height of the hotel. The light was on in the room. He crossed the street.

In the foyer he took off his raincoat and glanced into the registration lobby. A few people, but nothing caught his attention. To his left, the dusky Metro Bar looked inviting as always. He headed for the elevators.

He stepped out on the fourth floor and went to room 412. He knocked and waited for her to observe him through the security lens in the door. The latch snicked, and she opened the door, stepping back tentatively.

“I’m Marten Fane,” he said.

“Hello, I’m Vera.”

She was forty-four years old, with a fair complexion, and thick chestnut hair which she wore in a casual, shoulder-length style that framed an oval face. Her eyes were intelligent and intensely curious.

“Thank you for agreeing to meet me,” she said, as Fane entered the room. She pronounced her words precisely, but without pretense. She was anxious, but resolute, an act of will that made him feel good about her. She was determined to get this thing done, whatever it was.

“Sure. Shen’s an old friend,” he said, hanging his raincoat on the hook on the back of the door. “It was good to hear from him.”

He followed her to a sitting area next to a pair of windows that looked out the front of the hotel onto the street. He let her sit down, and then took the chair opposite her on the other side of an elliptical coffee table with a glass top, it’s base three art deco nudes.

Vera sat forward in her armchair, her back straight, her legs angled properly, ankles crossed. She wore a slim pearl gray knit dress with three-quarter sleeves that accented her long delicate fingers.

“Mr. Moretti said that you’d worked together in the police department,” she said.

“Right, in the intelligence section,” Fane said. “I was a detective in Homicide, and then I met Shen and he convinced me to move into intelligence. I served with him nearly a dozen years before he retired.”

“He spoke highly of you,” she said. Though she was uncomfortable, she was doing an admirable job of dampening the body language.

“I met him through his sister,” she said. “We were neighbors. When I decided I needed to…do something, he was the only one I could think of to go to. But when I explained that I had a problem involving two of my clients, that there were confidentiality issues, and I didn’t want the police involved, no private investigators, he stopped me. He said he didn’t want to hear any more, and gave me your name.”

“Okay,” Fane said, crossing one long leg over the other at the knee.

There was an awkward moment.

“He said that you…were known-among those who needed to know-as the man to go to if you’ve got a problem and you’ve run out of options. He also said,” she added, “that I could trust you. Absolutely trust you.”

Her last remark was a surprising act of magical thinking. She needed it to be true, so she looked right at him and said it, like making the sign of the cross.

Fane waited.

“You understand,” she went on, “that even discussing this with you takes me dangerously close to violating my confidentiality agreement with my clients. They have to know that they can say anything to me, and it will go no farther. Absolute trust is essential in psychoanalysis.”

“I understand,” Fane said.

“And I need to have that same kind of trust in you. I trust Mr. Moretti’s recommendation, but I didn’t tell him the things I’m going to tell you. He’s not the one I’m going to jump off the cliff with.”

Her choice of metaphors was interesting. Desperate was not a hyperbole for Vera List.

“Look,” she said, “I don’t even know what it is you do. Mr. Moretti said that I should talk to you, but he didn’t say why. I mean, the implication was that you could help me. But, frankly, he was cryptic about it.”

She stopped. Then she said, “Understand, I’m not seeking anything illegal here. You…you’re clear about that.” She tilted her head, eyebrows raised, expecting an answer.

He nodded. She relaxed a little.

“But, well, Mr. Moretti didn’t tell me much, either, as I said. I’ve got to have more to go on than that before I can do this.”

“Fair enough,” Fane said. She had a good point. The people who had come to him during the last few years were already familiar with his world. They had lived on the edges of it themselves, in that unstable region where a penumbra of uncertainty enveloped everything.

But Vera List, despite her own profession, was from the everyday world, where ambiguity was generally unwelcome, and was mostly a matter of theoretical argument. At least, that had been the case until now.
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“Four years ago,” Fane said, “I was embroiled in a controversy in the intelligence section. I’d been there about a dozen years. At that time intelligence was in the Special Investigations Division. A police department’s intelligence division is where all the secrets are kept. It’s a Byzantine place. The years disappear, but the secrets never do. They don’t even have half lives.

“I was eventually forced out of the police department. A few months later I got a call from a prominent trial lawyer who asked if I’d visit with one of his clients. The man had a problem, had to make a choice between two options with equally grim consequences. I helped him find another way.

“It was a favor. I didn’t think much about it. Then, four months later, I got another call. The first man I helped had recommended me to someone else. It was the beginning of an accidental profession. There’s no job description for what I do. I have no curriculum vitae. I don’t give references.”

Vera List was staring hard at him, wringing meaning from every syllable. Even the spaces between his words were speaking to her.

“Finding a solution to your problem isn’t a matter of if, but of how,” he said. “As for trusting me: in the intelligence business, the gold standard is the assurance of someone you already know you can trust. And sometimes it’s all you’ve got when you have to make that decision to jump.

“If you want to talk with Moretti again before you go any farther, that’s perfectly fine with me. And if I don’t see you again, that’s fine with me, too.”

Vera List lifted her chin, nodded, and took a slow, deep breath.

He guessed her heart was on the verge of fibrillating.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m not as composed as I’d like to be.”

Fane understood. Usually she was the one waiting to hear the unsettling story. It was disconcerting to have the roles reversed.

“The situation,” she began, “is…disturbing. Both clients are women. Very different personalities. They come from different backgrounds, have different concerns, different issues. They don’t know each other. Never even seen each other. My clients arrive and leave by different doors so they never encounter each other.

“I’ve been seeing Elise nearly two years. Lore has been coming to me for about six months. They’re both married.” She paused. “And they’re both having affairs.

“Elise has been involved in her affair for about five months. I don’t know the man’s name, but once the affair began it became the central theme of our conversations for several months.

“From the beginning it was an intense relationship. This man seduced her in every sense of the word. She tells me that he can practically read her mind, that he knows her innermost thoughts, intuits her urges, desires, fears. All of this insight is naturally very bewitching. She’s mesmerized by him.”

Vera’s hands lay in her lap, the ends of her fingers gently laced. No wedding ring, which surprised Fane. Her posture was proper, but natural, unself-conscious.

“On occasion,” she went on, “I’ve sensed that Elise finds something…eerie about it. But not so eerie that she wants to break it off. That’s typical of her. She’s beautiful and needy. Compassionate. Has a tendency to be self-destructive, but at the same time she’s a survivor.

“The other woman, Lore, began her affair shortly after she started seeing me. Again, I don’t know the man’s name. When she first mentioned the affair, it seemed incidental. Unlike Elise, it wasn’t something Lore wanted to talk about.

“But after several months a strange pattern began to emerge. Lore began talking about her lover, and when she did, she sounded very much like Elise. He was incredibly insightful. He could practically read her mind. He knew her like the back of his hand, knew what she wanted, what she feared, even knew what she fantasized about.”

Vera stopped and swallowed once, then again.

Fane stood and went into the bathroom. He got a glass of water and brought it back to her.

“Thank you,” she said, and immediately took a sip. She cleared her throat as he returned to his chair.

“At first I was fascinated by the similarities in the two affairs,” she resumed, “but I expected Lore’s situation eventually to diverge into its own story. But that didn’t happen. In fact, the similarities became more pronounced. There were details about his sexual behavior that were identical to those Elise described. I was astonished.”

Another drink.

“I really couldn’t avoid the conclusion that Elise and Lore were seeing the same man,” she said. “I mean, it was conceivable that two women, strangers to each other, could be having an affair with the same man. But it strained my tolerance for coincidence to believe that they could also be consulting the same psychoanalyst. I became terrified.”

“You’re absolutely sure they don’t know each other,” Fane asked.

“Absolutely? No.”

“Do you suspect they might?”

“No, I really don’t. I’ve racked my brain about how this could be happening. Is this man getting into my case files? I really can’t think of any other explanation.

“I decided to do something that, in retrospect, was foolish. I seeded my notes from the next two sessions with Elise and Lore with false information, the kind of thing I was sure he’d eventually mention to them if he was indeed reading their files. Of course, if he did mention it, there was no guarantee they’d pass it on to me.”

She paused for emphasis.

“Within a few weeks each woman told me about a strange conversation she’d had with her lover. He’d wanted to talk about something that sounded completely off the wall to them. They thought it was weird.”

“The information you’d planted.”

“Yes.”

“There’s no mistaking this.”

“No. This man’s getting into my case files, using my notes to crawl inside their minds.”


Chapter Three

Fane watched her as she held the glass in her lap. He realized that the body language that he earlier had interpreted as her own peculiar preference for precision was more than that. It was barely restrained panic.

“You said that neither woman has told you the man’s name. Have you asked?”

“No, at the beginning it wasn’t important. Both of them were deliberately avoiding using a name, so I respected that. It became the norm for our conversations when they touched on the affairs.”

“Do you have any sense of how he might be using this information?” he asked. “Or is planning to use it?”

“Well, he’s obviously using it to manipulate them,” she said. “There’s the sex, naturally, and maybe it’s only that, and nothing else. But…I don’t know, something tells me that it doesn’t stop with the sex.”

“Did you change your security?”

“I was afraid to. I felt like I’d already pushed my luck by feeding him the false information. When Elise and Lore were confused by his references to that false information, he might’ve been puzzled, but that’s all. But if he suddenly encountered a new security situation on top of that…I was afraid he’d realize I was on to him.”

“Good, that was the right decision. How long have you been sure about this?”

“Just a few days. Three days.”

Fane looked at the windows. The rain, illuminated from below by the streetlamps, fell like dying sparks. When he brought his eyes back to her, she was staring at him.

“You don’t want to go to the police,” he said, “because of the potential of public disclosure.”

“Exactly. There are things in my files that can destroy these people’s lives. It’s just unthinkable for me to deliberately create a situation in which those files could become a matter of public record in a trial.”

She checked her posture.

“Listen, Mr. Fane,” she said. “I’m not sure exactly what I’m asking for here, but it seems to me there ought to be a way to stop this man without letting my clients know their files have been compromised, a way to resolve this so that no one ever knows that it ever happened.”

The tension emanating from her was almost kinetic.

“I live with secrets, too,” she continued. “The way you do. I hear them every day. A dozen lives unfold every day, year after year in a certain way because I keep those secrets. If I revealed the things that are told to me in confidence, those dozen lives would unfold differently. Maybe tragically.”

She fixed her dark eyes on him.

“What this man is doing is another secret that I intend to keep,” she said, “but I need help with this one.”

Vera List wasn’t asking for advice about whether or not she was doing the right thing. It seemed to Fane that in spite of her obvious fear, she had already decided she didn’t have any other choice.

“I know you realize that what you want to do here is serious,” Fane said, “but there are some things you need to consider before you go any farther.”

She waited.

“First of all, something like this never works the way you imagine it,” he said. “No matter how cleverly you approach it, no matter how well you plan it, there’s always a nasty surprise. And if that surprise unravels in the wrong way, it’ll destroy you.

“You should also know that going this route exposes you to some very complicated legal challenges.”

Vera raised her chin a little.

“I’m not a lawyer,” Fane said, “but it seems to me that by continuing to allow this man access to your case files, you’re knowingly allowing a breach of client records. If he commits a crime as a result of these illegal entries, you’re at risk to charges of aiding and abetting.

“If you believe this man is planning to use the information in your case files for criminal purposes, and you don’t report it to legal authorities, you’re vulnerable to charges of withholding knowledge of criminal intent.”

“But if it’s only a suspicion–.”

“And if you believe that these women are in danger and don’t warn them, don’t report what’s happening to the proper authorities, you’re vulnerable to charges of criminal negligence, or worse, collusion.”

She said nothing. This was not at all what she thought she would hear from him. She closed her eyes.

Fane noted the slight change in the rise and fall of her chest, the subtle alteration of her brow. How many other women, during the old hotel’s long history, had sat by these same windows on other rainy nights, wrestling with the bewildering circumstances of their stories?

She opened her eyes. “You’ve used the word ‘vulnerable’ several times. None of these consequences are necessarily foregone conclusions, are they?”

“No.”

She regarded him with a sudden calm interest.

“Something tells me that you’re a very private person.”

He didn’t say anything.

“You’d understand, then,” she said, as if his silence confirmed her assumption, “what it would mean to have your mind spilled into the public arena, your secret self suddenly the object of the world’s amusement.”

She stood and went to the windows. Leaning a shoulder against the window frame, she crossed her arms and looked into the wet night. The pearl knit dress created an elegant line from her canted hip to mid calf.

“If I go to the police,” she said, turning to him, “this man will be caught; there will be a public trial. They’ll subpoena my files. My clients’ are too rich, too pretty, too high on their pedestals not to be pulled down. So, there will be leaks, their identities revealed. Bits and pieces of their lives will dribble out, the worst bits and pieces. The dribble will become a flood, another media freak show like the many with which we’re already too familiar. Two more lives will be eviscerated for the public’s entertainment de jour.”

“You seem awfully sure of this,” Fane said.

“It’s our cultural zeitgeist,” she said. “Watching people self-destruct, watching lives go down the drain, is our national pastime. We’re dirty secret junkies.”

It was an unsentimental observation, and Fane suspected the remark reflected harsh experience. But he couldn’t disagree with her. Anonymity-privacy-was the last refuge of sanity in an increasingly hyper-connected, tell-all, digitally-exposed, gossip-hungry world. It was as rare as modesty and, once lost, as irretrievable as innocence.

“And Elise and Lore may not be the only victims. The only reason I discovered that this man is reading their files is because of the way he’s using the information. It came back to me like a boomerang. But what if he’s getting into the files of my other clients as well? If he’s using their information differently, how would I know?”

“Do you think he’s doing that?”

“This kind of man,” she said, “wouldn’t be able to keep his hands off the others.”

Vera List saw nothing but disaster here, and at the moment Fane couldn’t really disagree with her.

“You said that you thought his motive for getting into your clients’ files was to be able to manipulate them, probably for sex. But you had a feeling that it didn’t stop at that. What did you mean?”

“It’s the way Elise and Lore talk about him,” she said. “He sounds more complicated than a voyeur or sexual predator. I…I just have a sense that what’s happening to these women isn’t…it’s just not that simple. There’s more to it than that.”

“How is he more complicated?”

The question made her uneasy. “I’m…I’m sorry, but if I go into that I’ll be going into their relationships. I’ll be taking it…to another level.”

“I need to know who we’re talking about,” Fane said.

Vera nodded, knowing it would eventually get to this.

“Elise,” she said, “is Elise Currin.”

“Mrs. Jeffrey Safra Currin?”

“Yes.”

Fane suddenly understood Vera’s anxiety. He could immediately think of a dozen reasons why it was justified.

“And the other woman?”

“Lore Cha. Her husband is Richard Cha, a Silicon Valley entrepreneur. Something to do with innovative software. Lots of patents, lots of money. Ambition.”

“Neither of them know what you’ve discovered?”

“Absolutely not, and I want to keep it that way. You’re the only one who knows, besides me.”

Currin was a bona fide member of those few thousand individuals around the world who had accrued such influence through wealth or talent or ruthlessness that their lives touched millions, even billions, of other lives by their decisions and their actions. He sat on the boards of half a dozen global corporations, and owned half a dozen others. His friends were the kind of people who made broad assumptions about their privilege. They bought Washington connections, and their private planes were familiar with the tarmac in London, Dubai, Hong Kong, Paris, and Mumbai.

Blackmail immediately jumped to mind. But like Vera, Fane had a nagging feeling that possibility was too obvious.

“You have three things working in your favor,” he said, “and without them I’m not sure your problem could be approached in the way you want. First, you were smart not to alert this guy that you’re on to him. He’s been getting by with this for a while now, probably feeling pretty comfortable about it. That’s good.

“Second, you haven’t told Elise and Lore what’s happening. That gives us a little flexibility, more options.

“Third, you can keep a secret.

“I’m interested in helping you,” he went on, “But you need to understand that what you’re wanting to do here will set in motion a process that operates outside the system. Whenever you go outside the system, there’s always a price to pay. It’s easy to underestimate the cost.”

“I’m not afraid of having to make hard choices,” she said, “or of living with the consequences.”

“It’s more than that,” he said. “You’re going into this without knowing what currency you’ll be using to pay the price. A clear conscience? Self-respect? Loss of faith…in yourself, in others?”

“That’s grim currency,” she said defensively. “There’s a rule that says it always has to be that way?”

“I don’t want you to have any illusions about it.”

She studied him a moment, then came back to her armchair and sat down again.

“I don’t give a damn about Jeffrey Currin, or Richard Cha. But I have an obligation to their wives. If I allow the things they told me in confidence to become public, I’ll be abdicating my responsibility. It’ll be devastating for them.

“And,” she added, “I’m sure it’s obvious to you, but I’ll make a point of it just to be fair: it would ruin me as well. I’m not going to let that happen. I’ll find another way. And I’ll pay the price.”


Chapter Four

Fane sat in his car and watched Vera List leave the Stafford, the collar of her raincoat turned up against the drizzle as she walked to her BMW parked at the end of the block. No one followed her as she drove away.

He made three calls from his encrypted Blackberry to three other encrypted numbers.

The first call went to Roma Solís, a long-legged Colombian woman Fane met in Bogotá a decade earlier shortly after he had joined the SID. He had gone to Colombia to follow an investigation, and Detective Felipe Solís was his contact in Bogotá. Solís’ daughter, Roma, educated at the University of Chicago and determined to follow in her father’s footsteps, was a young detective in the Polícia Nacionál.

Fane became friends with the Solís family, and traveled to Bogotá nearly every year to visit. In 2009 Felipe’s secret investigation of a conspiracy to assassinate a hard-driving federal prosecutor resulted in two car bombings, and a plane crash. The first bomb killed Felipe and his wife, and the second killed Roma’s sister and her family.

Roma was on a last minute assignment in Santa Marta, and missed her night flight to Cartagena. It went down in the jungle. A few days later she returned to Bogotá under heavy guard. She buried her family, sold their property, and within ten days she was living in Mexico City.

When Fane was forced out of the SID, it was a year before he decided to start his own business. The first call he made was to Roma. Her years in Colombia’s Department of Administrative Security, the country’s reckless and much abused equivalent of the FBI, was like earning a graduate degree in conspiracy and deception. Three weeks later she landed at SFO.

That had been nearly two years ago, and now

The second call Fane made went to Jon Bücher, a countersurveillance specialist who ran a shop out of a cluttered converted storefront in Potrero Hill. Fane had met Bücher in the frantic year after 9/11 when some SID officers were enlisted to help the FBI update watch lists that suddenly needed immediate attention. Bücher was one of the contractors they hired to cover the tech specialist shortage.

He had been calm and creative, two characteristics that Fane valued highly. Whenever Fane needed a countermeasure specialist, Bücher was the man he called.

“Jon, this is Marten. I’ve got a last minute job for you. Tomorrow, mid-morning. If you can handle it, I’d appreciate it.”

“What have you got?”

“I’m guessing that Roma’s going to recommend a sweep and a remote camera installation. Is that possible on this short notice?”

“You bet. You need a tech van?”

“Probably. Roma will be in touch about the details. I just wanted to see if you were available.”

“No problem,” Bücher said.

The third call went to Bobby Noble whose company, Virtual Marketing Research, had nothing to do with market research.

“Bobby, this’s Marten. In about fifteen minutes I’m going to be at the Shell station at California and Steiner. Have you got time to meet me there?”

“Sure can. See you there.”

Fane started his car and turned back toward Larkin street.

Noble had an interesting history. Stocky and well built, he wore his thick straight hair well barbered and combed straight back in a vaguely retro style. He grew up in Panama City during the years when Manuel Noriega was in his sweet spot with the CIA. His father was a U.S. political consultant for Panamanian politicians cozy with the Agency. Bobby got a firsthand look at how the CIA operated in those years, and he didn’t like what he saw.

He moved to the U.S., got a Master’s degree from Stanford, and developed a highly specialized software program designed for opposition research specialists working for political candidates.

Like Bücher, Noble lived his life in several shades of gray: he ran a business in plain sight, but most of his work was in the shadows as a secret contractor for the intelligence community. He kept a wary and jaundiced eye on the people he worked for.

[image: image]

Noble was already pumping gas into his wife’s car when he saw Fane’s Mercedes pull off the street. He watched it glide into the fluorescent glow of the station and roll to a stop on the opposite side of the pump he was using.

The driver’s door swung open, and Fane got out of the car still wearing his double-breasted suit coat, his tie still snug around the collar of his custom made shirt. Habitually well dressed, his lean, six-foot, four-inch frame always cut a nice figure. He walked around and opened the gas tank door.

“Bobby,” Fane said.

“How you doing, Marten?”

“Good.” Fane swiped his credit card, jammed the nozzle of the hose into his gas tank, and the pump started clicking away. He turned up the collar on his suit coat as Noble put his pump on auto, and the two of them stepped to the front of Fane’s car.

“I’ve got a couple of names for you,” Fane said.

That was the way he did business. He wasn’t adverse to chatting, but the business came first, staccato, right out there in front, laying down the game.

“Shoot,” Noble said.

“Richard Cha.”

“C-h-a?” Noble never wrote these things down. He got them into his head by checking the spelling.

“Right. And Jeffrey Safra Currin.”

Noble hissed. “I can spell that one. What’s Cha’s business?”

“Silicon Valley,” Fane said. “Software patents, I think.”

“Well, that really narrows it down,” Noble grinned, propping one foot on the bumper of Fane’s car. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“Here’s a quick outline of the situation,” Fane said, and he related a scenario held together with oblique allusions and third party references designed to tell as much and as little as possible. The depth and detail would come later, but Fane always treated the beginning of a new assignment with a good deal of circumspection in case the story didn’t develop as he anticipated.

The rain had slowed to a heavy mist, and fog was drifting in across the Presidio from the Pacific. Noble smiled to himself as he flicked up the collar of the windbreaker and listened to Fane’s account, his shoulders hunched against the damp air.

Fane liked convoluted stories. Everything was a labyrinth to him, everything was ulterior. His mind worked like a ferret’s, quick, curious, and wary, which wasn’t all that unusual for someone in the intelligence business. He had a genuine instinct for discerning the mind behind the scheme. He was hired to unriddle.

Fane had once remarked wryly, and only half jokingly, that Ockam’s razor was all very well as a model tool for examining scientific hypotheses. But when it came to human nature, paradox was the only model that consistently made sense.

“Holy shit, man,” Noble frowned when Fane had finally finished. “What the hell have you stepped into?”

“Yeah. This is interesting.”

Noble jangled the change in his pocket, and watched Fane. He was leaning against the wet car fender, his weight on one leg, his feet crossed at the ankle. With his arms folded across his chest, his stern attention was turned toward the fuzzy
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