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The Business of Lies
Making crime pay 

by bailey trela

“W
e can’t go on  to-
gether / With sus-
picious minds,” 
Elvis crooned in 

’68—though roughly 50 years later, if you 
feel so inclined, you can graft the title of Jo-
seph Finder’s new thriller Guilty Minds onto 
the lyrics without seriously neutering the 
themes of either work. Both guilty minds 
and suspicious minds hurt people—and 
even though the mechanics of a thriller are 
necessarily powered by outsize doses of sus-
picion, Finder second-guesses this force. 
He knows that minds trained in suspicion, 
trained to act on suspicion, will sometimes 
make dangerous mistakes. In his novels, the 
suspicious mind is ever on the precipice of 
becoming guilty.

Finder has been publishing thrillers for 
the past quarter-century, beginning with 
1991’s The Moscow Club, which took as its 
jumping-off point the dissolution of the 
Soviet Union. (He earned a master’s in re-
gional studies, focusing on the Soviet Union, 
in 1984.) The end of the Golden Age of es-
pionage serves as a tonal backdrop to Find-

er’s fictions; the post-Cold War matricula-
tion of intelligence agents into the private 
sector served as inspiration for his series 
character Nick Heller, who first appeared 
in 2009’s Vanished. Throughout his works, all 
the leftover postwar suspicion hovers like 
a vile force.

The plot of Guilty Minds, as you’d expect, 
is taut, rapid, and tensely recurving. Private 
spy Heller has been hired by D.C. socialite 
and political power player Gideon Parnell to 
debunk a salacious story about one of Par-
nell’s good friends. The online gossip rag 
Slander Sheet is threatening to release an ex-
posé linking the publicly milquetoast Chief 
Justice Jeremiah Claflin (one thinks of the 
blandish Everyman air of John Roberts ’76, 
J.D. ’79) to a series of liaisons with a District-
based escort pseudonymously named, à la 
Ian Fleming, Heidi L’Amour. Heller’s charge: 
disprove the tale, and resettle the status quo.

Crafting one of his thrillers involves ex-
tensive, detailed, and peripatetic research, 
including interviews with specialists of his 
chosen mise en scène; if it takes him, on average, 
a year to produce a manuscript, only three 

to four months are 
given over to the 
actual writing. In 
prepping for Guilty 
Minds, for instance, 
he spoke with call 
girls and private 
investigators and 
even visited the of-
fices of the gossip 
website Gawker, 
where he stud-
ied the company’s 
business model and 
spoke to employees 
about their fear of 
lawsuits. (“You can see,” he says, “how we 
haven’t fully negotiated privacy, or the re-
sponsibility of journalists.”)

Speaking with Finder, it becomes evident 
that he knows a lot, yet his conversation is 
pleasant in the way the conversation of a 
happily condescending professor is—he is 
pleased enough to engage with others on 
the level of their curiosity; it’s the hunger 
for knowledge, shared between speakers, 
that matters to him.

Though he’s primarily written stand-alone 
thrillers, Finder notes that working with the 
Heller series has yielded special technical ben-
efits. In a one-off literary treatment, “the cen-
tral character’s world has to be turned upside 
down—but you can’t have the character’s life 
be upended in every book.” In exchange for 

sacrificing that high drama, Finder 
reaps opportunities for increased 
topicality and societal commentary, 
which in turn augment intellectu-
al heft—what he calls his works’ 
“ballast.” (Guilty Minds, for instance, 
treats of the dilemma of privacy in 
the digital age.) Though he raised 
himself on the thin, snappy novels 
of Ian Fleming, he also paid his dues 
with the baroque doorstoppers of 
writers like Herman Wouk, James 
Michener, and Tom Clancy. “I ac-
tually loved those books,” he says. 
“There was a time when popu-
lar entertainment meant a thick 
book, but then books began to slim 
down—I suspect it had a lot to do 
with the shortening of the Ameri-
can attention span.”

P h o t o g r a p h  b y  S t u  R o s n e r

Joseph Finder at the Boston 
Athenaeum. The private investiga-
tor hero of his Nick Heller series is 
also based in the city.
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Technology, too, has whittled down the 
standard-issue thriller’s page-count, he 
points out: “I was on a panel once a long 
time ago and someone said, ‘You know, the 
one thing that’s gonna really screw up de-
tective novels is the cell phone’—because 
in the old days you could be out of touch, 
and you couldn’t find a payphone anywhere 
nearby, and that took up time. But I realized 
it’s actually going to transform the story-
lines. Technology is going to make things 
more difficult in some ways, and more in-
teresting in other ways.”

In Finder’s works, technology doesn’t 
needlessly complicate the plot. “What I 
didn’t like about Clancy and his thousand-
page books,” he says, “was that they were so 
drily technical….Reading them was like read-
ing an owner’s manual for a submarine—I 
don’t actually want to learn how to oper-
ate this thing; I’d like to ride in it.” Nor is 
technology, in his novels, the spectacle-in-
itself. “I’ve heard people describe my books as 
techno thrillers,” he adds, “and that terrifies 
me, because to me a technothriller is a thriller 
that’s completely taken up with the exposi-
tion of technology—and…I’m much more in-
terested in people. Technology is simply the 
texture of the world in which I set the book.”

For all the cell-phone tracking, password 
hacking, and digital hijinks that stipple 
Guilty Minds, the narrative remains driven by 
what Finder refers to as “gumption work”—
the classic private-eye footwork of stake-
outs, stalking, and visual clue-grubbing. If 
a complicated technological device springs 
up at any point, it always leads back to the 
characters, and the sometimes sordid inter-
connectedness of their lives.

Finder’s career itself began with an in-
stance of gumption, during his degree-work 
at Harvard’s Russian Research Center (now 
the Davis Center for Russian and Eurasian 
Studies). He paid his bills teaching exposi-
tory writing; he passed his afternoons haunt-

For all its digital hijinks, 
Guilty Minds remains 
driven by what Finder 
calls “gumption work”: 
stakeouts, stalking, and 
visual clue-grubbing.
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America’s Higher-Education Agenda
A focused briefing on degree-attainment, democracy, and economic opportunity

by clayton spencer

I
n a public discourse  defined increas-
ingly by “post-factual” and policy-anni-
hilating debate, Lesson Plan, by William 
G. Bowen and Michael S. McPherson, is 

a short, yet disarmingly rich and precise, 
primer on higher-education 
policy and its compelling rel-
evance for the future of our 
economy and democracy. Two 
of the most respected figures 
in higher-education policy, 
the authors have led parallel 
and intertwined careers as 
economists, college and uni-
versity presidents, foundation 
leaders, and scholars of high-
er education (Bowen as presi-
dent emeritus of Prince ton 
and of the Andrew W. Mel-
lon Foundation, McPherson 
as president emeritus of Ma-
calester College, and presi-
dent of the Spencer Founda-
tion). They are the authors of 
many of the most important 
empirical studies in higher 
education published during 
the past five decades, and 
those they did not write, they 
often sponsored, reviewed, 
participated in, or advised 
on. As a result, this latest col-
laboration—a slim, 140-page 
volume—combines the pre-
cision born of encyclopedic 
knowledge with the plain-
spoken prose of experts for 
whom policy analysis is sec-
ond nature.

With a didacticism ap-
propriate to a lesson plan, 

Bowen and McPherson begin by remind-
ing us of why we should care about getting 
higher-education policy right. Higher edu-
cation itself is a “means of investing in hu-
man capital,” even “human improvement.” 

It equips people to “lead more productive 
and rewarding lives.” And, they point out 
(citing Harvard economists Claudia Goldin 
and Lawrence Katz), in a knowledge-driv-
en economy characterized by the relent-

less advance of technology, it 
is our only hope for meeting 
the pressing national need for 
an increasingly educated and 
productive workforce.

These statements may seem 
self-evident—but Bowen and 
McPherson argue that they 
no longer actually guide our 
country’s approach to high-
er education. While our po-
litical discourse clings to the 
“conventional civic mytholo-
gy” (quoting MIT economist 
David Autor, M.P.P. ’94, Ph.D. 
’99) that higher education is 
the engine of economic op-
portunity and social mobil-
ity—the key to the American 
dream—the underlying real-
ity has shifted fundamental-
ly since the 1980s. In fact, the 
authors report, the United 
States now has both the low-
est mobility and the highest 
inequality among all wealthy 
democratic countries. We will 
not fix this problem if higher 
education continues on its 
current path. As things stand, 
higher education increasingly 
mirrors and reinforces, rather 
than counterbalances, the in-
equality in opportunity and 
income that characterize our 
society at large.

ing used bookstores in Harvard Square. “I 
wanted to be a writer,” he recalls, “but I 
had no idea how to do it.” One afternoon, 
browsing at Harvard Bookstore, he picked 
up a copy of Walt Whitman: A Life, by Justin 
Kaplan ’45, and discovered, upon reading 

the author’s note, that the Pulitzer Prize-
winning biographer lived in Cambridge. “So 
I went home and I looked in the phonebook 
and I found his number and I called him up, 
and I said, ‘You don’t know me, but I want 
to write, and I don’t know what to do,’ and 

he invited me over to his house on Francis 
Avenue, and he told me how it works. He 
helped me write my first proposal—and he 
introduced me to his agent.”

As in sleuthing, the old ways will always 
pay.
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