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      NAME ME. GAZE INTO MY EYES, STUDY MY SMILE AND MY DIMPLES  and tell me who you see. I look like an Emma. I look like an Amy.

         I look like a Katherine. I look like a Kathryn. I look like your best friend’s sister, your sister’s best friend. Introduce

         me. Yell for me. Let me run away and call me back. Run your fingers through my hair and whisper my name.

      


      Call me whatever you want; it’s just a name, after all.


      When I was born, my parents assembled a string of vowels and consonants so magical, so rhythmic and haunting, that the human

         form had yet to be married to such beauty.

      


      When I was six, it was taken away.


      And because of my ineptitude and innocent inability to keep a secret, they took it away again when I was eight.


      And at nine. At eleven. Twice at thirteen.


      Not to worry: the Federal Government was quick to replace the old with the new, to clean up the mess and move us along to

         the next bland, underpopulated town, to another dot on the map that serves as nothing more than a break from the interstate,

         a pit stop on the way to some greater place; you know them, but forget them. There has to be a Middletown in almost every

         state, and I’ve already lived in or near three of them.

      


      But as temporary as it was, each instance was home, the place where Mom and Dad would be waiting at the end of the day, where the bills got paid, the lawn got mowed, and the

         mail was delivered. And it had to be. This was the consistent, perverted promise of the Federal Witness Protection Program.

      


      Today is Tuesday, which means I’m sitting at the head of a classroom facing a semi-arc of high school juniors, all with their

         heads bowed, taking a geometry pop quiz. They are not the brightest bunch, having to take geometry as juniors and all, but

         they are sweet and genuine and seem to have more character than the Advanced Placement Calculus juniors I teach in the following

         period—especially since most kids do not elect to take math as a junior. I spend as much time teaching them proofs as I do

         the works of Euclid or Gauss or Pythagoras because it is the proofs that will serve them well in life; they’re learning logic. Though I may be less effective than I hope; sadly, today is Tuesday and they are taking that pop quiz—the same day of the

         week, every week, that I give a pop quiz—and there are always a few who are surprised.

      


      Life will be cruel to them.


      But above all, I try to teach one central lesson in every class—and if they get this I will make sure they pass: Each and

         every equation brings an absolute certain conclusion. Well, that and don’t divide by zero. You see, certainty brings security. Security brings trust. Trust brings love.

      


      Pascal was quite the romantic, eh? And who knows what Edmund Landau was really thinking when he popularized Big O Notation, but I like to pretend.

      


      These kids, America’s future at its most average, are getting something from me that they’re not getting from the loud, furry-nostriled

         political science teacher whose classroom backs to mine—that is, an understanding of life.

      


      Under my wing, you’ll learn that every problem has at least one solution, that logic may follow more than one path as long

         as it reaches the correct destination, that it’s always best to break an equation down into its simplest parts before solving

         it. And then and only then will you reach a conclusion and find the warmth of certainty, a certainty you will need when you’re

         grabbed from your bed in the middle of the night for the third time and whisked off to another town in another state, having

         left behind friends you will neither see nor communicate with ever again, where you will sit and listen to your parents cry

         themselves to sleep and keep secrets from you that you will only occasionally be privy to when their prayers turn into a discernible

         loud whisper, and you will need that certainty when your father looks at you at the breakfast table and tries to ask you to

         pass the Cheerios but pauses for three seconds—three seconds—to search for your name from the many pedestrian identities that have come and gone from your life, though not so long ago

         assigned to you by a federal employee.

      


      So yes, Furry Nostrils can keep his histories of battles and conflicts gone by; we’re fighting the real war right here in

         Geometry.

      


      I reach behind my neck and grab my auburn hair and try to twist it into a ponytail, but it’s a teacher’s-salary haircut in

         the growing-out phase and the best I can do is leave myself looking like a svelte samurai. I put my arms above my head and

         stretch, and as I glance across the room I see one of my students, a boy named Benjamin, staring at my chest—likely a struggle

         at any distance, really, but his gaze is steady and undeterred. He, at sixteen, is only ten years my junior, but his interest

         in my body is just as much perverse as it is illegal. I drop my arms and sink in my chair and notice his gaze remains unchanged

         and it occurs to me he’s not looking at me, he’s looking through me. Suddenly he snaps his fingers and smiles, bows his head, and begins fervently writing on his quiz sheet.

      


      I, you see, did not follow the path of logic and my punishment was arriving at the wrong conclusion. I, indeed, failed.


      I glance at the clock and sigh. “Time’s up,” I say.


      A few kids groan but the majority get up from their seats and deliver the quizzes to my desk, each giving me a saddened smile

         as though they were aware of my embarrassment. And with each passing student, I covet something, and not the tangible things

         I might logically want—less mousy hair, a wider smile, green eyes instead of hazel, a 4 on my dresses instead of an 8, less clock and more hourglass—but the things I see in them:

      


      A stable home, friendships, a heritage, a history, a legacy.


      A future.


      One of the worst parts of being in the Federal Witness Protection Program—or WITSEC, for the sake of verbosity—is that you

         will never be any of those things you dreamed about as a child, unless your dream was of cold anonymity. You will never be

         a famous ballet dancer or an all-star shortstop. You will never be an Oscar-winning actor or a world-class journalist. You

         will never be a congressman, a judge, a CEO, a rock star.

      


      You will never be.

      


      Your job as a pawn in the WITSEC game is to be quiet and deal with it. You’ll make a great mail carrier, data-entry specialist,

         cosmetologist. And yes, you’ll make an excellent teacher. Don’t worry about not having a degree or the proper credentials

         and certifications—because you’ve got them now. Just be quiet, keep to yourself, and stay under the radar and the government will give you the best thing they have to offer:

         You get to live.

      


      The price is an existence of tedium. You have just become irreparably average. You are not special. You are not unique.


      You are not a prime number.


      And as these kids walk past my desk, each with varying amounts of hope and potential, I can’t help thinking that I am experiencing

         the slowest death known to mankind.

      


      • • •


      The geometricians shuffle out and the future MIT grads take their places on the warm wooden chairs. I assign them a problem

         on implicit differentiation that should take about fifteen minutes to solve, an attempt to buy myself some time to grade the

         geometry pop quizzes.

      


      Okay, maybe grade is the wrong word.

      


      Tim, for example, always manages to answer questions correctly when called upon, but actually shakes when a test is put before

         him, and he sweats right through however many layers of clothing he happens to be wearing that day. His quiz is a mess of

         scribbled-out mistakes. He gets a B.

      


      Sharon, this wispy Jewish girl, comes to school three out of five days a week, and only after the bruises have started to

         heal. Even though she finished merely half of the questions, she gets an A.

      


      Then we have Derek, a guy dumb enough to not understand the importance of birth control, yet smart enough to unconditionally

         love his girl while she drops out of school to have their baby—all while his best friends are out enjoying underage drinking

         and girlfriend swapping. A+, Derek.

      


      About half of the class gets my subjective grading and the rest take it on their chins like typical juniors.


      Sure, I’m credentialed by the state as a teacher, but I don’t work like one. My interest—okay, obsession—with math is genuine, and has been since the first time I was ripped away from the life I loved. I buried myself in numbers

         and word problems where an answer was certain (or at least in the back of the book) and I knew I’d found something I could

         count on. But grading? My curriculum? The PTA? Who cares. The interest for that all sits in the part of my career that I spent

         no time earning: a bachelor’s degree and the teaching certification that goes along with it.

      


      One of my prior contacts at WITSEC suggested I not pursue a college degree for real, that I might have to abandon that persona at some point and start fresh, and who’s to say I’d even stay in one place long enough to get a degree anyway.

         It’s much easier to be handed one, with a snappy grade point average and all the bells and whistles. Just as it is easy to

         be handed an address, a credit history, a name.

      


      I’m Sandra Clarke, by the way.


      For now.


      As Tuesday ends, I find my way to the Columbia Mall, located on Columbia Pike in Columbia, Maryland, a mere five minutes from

         my home. Columbia is one of the earliest master-planned communities, developed by some guy named Rouse, intended to be the

         suburban mecca that even Eisenhower himself could never have imagined. And of all the places I’ve been relocated to, this one breaks the scale of insipidity. It is a swirl of predictable shopping and cookie-cutter houses and architecturally

         vapid office buildings and family restaurants that specialize in salad bars and baby back ribs.

      


      I hate it here.


      But this place, this mall, has one thing in it I love, a thing present in every mall in every Middleton and Middletown and

         Middleburg and Centreville across this great land: a Hallmark store. At least once a week I visit this special place and slowly

         walk the aisles, for it is here that I get to witness the true essence of family, of love:

      


      The man who clumsily pokes through the cards for a half hour until he finds the one that will touch his wife’s heart, the

         one he knows will lift her spirit because he knows her, the one that brings a sigh of relief.

      


      The daughter who sifts through the cards until she finds the one for her mother that makes her suppress a giggle, because

         mothers and daughters understand each other’s idiosyncrasies—and frailties—and can laugh at each other that way.

      


      The adolescent boy who sneaks into the card store, after telling his father he’d be hanging at GameStop, in order to find

         a card for his first girlfriend, because telling her how he feels is not only embarrassing, but elusive.

      


      It is here I get to witness life, albeit the lives of others. I walk through the store and watch people select intimate items

         for their lovers, their friends, their family, and for the briefest of moments I get to pretend I am there for someone special

         too. I get to pretend that my parents are still alive and I am looking for the perfect anniversary card. I get to pretend

         that my mother did not miscarry my little brother from immense stress but instead brought a beautiful boy into this world

         who picked on me as a child but protected me as a teen, and I would search for an hour for the perfect card to explain my

         love for him. I get to pretend that my best friend is getting over another breakup from a guy who didn’t deserve her in the

         first place and—bam—here’s a card that brings it all to light.

      


      This is my nameless family.


      Tonight I stand close to a guy in his late thirties who looks like George Clooney—actually, like a regular guy who happens

         to possess all of George Clooney’s flaws: exaggerated chin, droopy eyes, absent upper lip. But there is something about him,

         something real. He is here for a distinct reason, and because of that he has been selected.

      


      I follow George around the store, a few steps behind, watching him fumble through the racks. After reading what had to have

         been a thirtieth card, he hangs his head and wipes the corner of his eye. I step a little closer. He muffles a whimper and

         I slowly reach out and gently—with the lightest touch I can muster—brush his shoulder, and as my fingers connect with the

         fabric of his coat, I inhale deeply.

      


      He swallows and turns my way.


      “Are you okay?” I ask.


      He nods and looks back down, but something in my touch, or the interaction with another caring human, brings his tears to

         a pour and he wipes vigorously, as though it is sand, not water, filling his eyes. I wait and finally he returns the card

         to its holder, glances at me, and slowly lumbers from the store as he dries his eyes and nose with his sleeve.

      


      I watch him leave, then find the card he just put back. It is a card asking for forgiveness, for one more chance.


      I quickly reach into the back of the stack and grab the freshest card and rush to the front of the store and make a purchase—in

         cash, as usual.

      


      As I exit the shop, I find George sitting on a bench five stores away, staring blindly into a babyGap. I don’t bother to sit

         down—because, really, there is no point in getting to know George for real—and I hand him the bag with the card inside.

      


      “She’s waiting,” I say, “to give you another chance. She just wants you to ask.” I back up a few paces because I feel the

         need to ask George to get a drink, where it may turn into three, upon which I will carelessly spill the many beans of my lives

         and in the morning, with hangover in tow, the feds will have me on my way to another town, another job, another mall with

         another Hallmark store.

      


      “Don’t waste one more minute of your life,” I say as I move in reverse. Then I smile and add, “And don’t screw it up this

         time.”

      


      I drive home, through the suburban traffic that piles up on Columbia Pike with people who live in Baltimore but work in D.C.,

         or the opposite. And today is Tuesday, which means it’s the night I pay bills, after which I grade the remaining pop quizzes,

         the ones I always give on Tuesday, where there is at least one correct answer if you follow the path of logic. And I will

         eat one-third of a pizza from Carmine’s, because it is Tuesday and they know to have it ready for me as they learned so many

         months ago. And then I will shower and watch one hour of television and then I will repeat my name to myself over and over

         until I lull myself to sleep. Because today is Tuesday.
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      I’M GETTING THAT FEELING AGAIN—A SORT OF WANDERLUST  fueled by the assumption that the grass has got to be greener somewhere.

         Anywhere. I’ve seen a lot of grass, mind you, having moved with the frequency of an army brat and having acquired all of the

         inevitable angst and rebellion. It is one thing to deal with the lousy decisions in your life and suffer from the relative

         regret and misery, to play the hand you’ve been dealt; it is quite another to be dealt hand after hand, with some federal

         employee leering over your shoulder, whispering, “Fold.”

      


      Anyway, I’m getting that feeling again.


      Randall Farquar, whose name I intentionally mispronounce toward the more phonetic, will not be happy when I call, but it’s

         his job to talk to me, to protect me, to keep me safe and secure and toasty warm at night.

      


      These are your tax dollars hard at work.


      It is Farquar’s job to pick up my pieces, no matter how many or how small, and glue them back together into a slightly different

         shape, feel, and sound. He takes what was once a Terry and converts her into a Shelly, carefully wipes clean the slates of

         bills, addresses, employers, credit histories, licenses, even my Social Security number—everything that makes me me. Or at least the government’s version of me. For now I am whole.

      


      I am complete.


      I am a complete fabrication.


      But it’s only a matter of time. I may be whole now, but I’ve been living off Columbia Pike in Columbia, Maryland, for eighteen

         months and in some way I can imagine that little Farquar is waiting for his phone to ring, and he pinches his brow in anticipation,

         wondering how much longer I can remain whole.

      


      Well, get ready; in approximately seven hours, Sandra Clarke is going to shatter.


      I have no children, yet I can tell you without fail that the best baby monitor on the market today (and the most popular)

         is the Sony 27 Channel BabyCall Nursery Monitor, with The First Years Clear and Near 2.4 GHz Monitor a close second. I’ve

         got most of them—Fisher-Price, Safety 1st, RC2—but the Sony model will blow your mind. The sound is crystal clear and it has

         a range that is truly astounding.

      


      Now, add to that piece of knowledge this: The two operating items in the baby-monitor system are the receiver—which the parent

         usually carries around so that he or she can hear the baby—and the transmitter, which is usually positioned near the child’s

         crib or bed. Both have on/off switches but—and I can say this with certainty—the parents usually leave the transmitter plugged

         in and on.

      


      I have lived in many different apartment buildings over the course of my adult life, and the first thing I do on the first

         night of my stay in my new residence is set up those monitors (no transmitter needed) one by one and fiddle with the channel

         combinations until the static disappears and the noise of a child begins. In a building with over twenty apartments, the odds

         are that one of those apartments has a youngster who needs a monitor and has parents who carelessly leave the transmitter

         on twenty-four hours a day.

      


      While my neighbors are stealing connections to unsecured wireless networks, I’m stealing a family.


      And here in Columbia, this is how I came to know little Jessica—a name I have always desired but WITSEC would never permit

         me to use—and her wonderful yet predictable suburban upbringing. I would fall asleep at night to her deep, rhythmic breathing

         and wake just before the sun to her gentle cooing. I weathered the long bout of pneumonia she had this past winter and called

         in sick for two days to make sure she was okay. I would laugh as her father read her the same story every night—Where, Oh Where, Is Kipper’s Bear?—and how Jessica would giggle at the pop-ups and how her father would have to interrupt the story repeatedly to keep her from

         pulling the pages apart. And I would cry as Jessica’s parents would whisper their loving approval of their daughter, their

         creation, each night as they put her down. Isn’t she beautiful? Isn’t she perfect? Look at our baby girl.


      Jessica is the little sister I never had and the daughter I will never be able to have. They are a safe family, with a regular

         schedule and regular jobs and regular stresses. They live and love and experience what many would find boring but remains

         a dream to me. And of all the places I have lived, of all the families I have adopted, this one was the closest to home I

         might have ever known, though I never caught a glimpse of them or found out what floor they lived on or whether they were

         even in my building.

      


      I will miss Jessica.


      In my final hours in this place, I scan my apartment for anything I want to take with me. I won’t have much room, so it needs

         to be small. I will be leaving with the clothes I’m wearing and not much more. I grab a garbage bag—because, theoretically, I’m in a hurry—and fill it with some undergarments, a robe, some personal hygiene items, a toothbrush. Everything that belongs

         to me, or this version of me, must stay. I can take no books, no pictures, no identification.

      


      Nothing.


      I am about to start over. Again.


      I have a few hundred dollars on me, but they’ll give me more—though not much more.


      This is where I walk to the edge of the cliff, close my eyes, and take the dive. There is no turning back.


      And all it takes is one simple lie.


      I do not call the school and tell them I am not coming in—or back, for that matter.

      


      I do not call my landlord and let him know he will have a new apartment for lease.


      I do call the number that connects me—directly—to my federal contact.

      


      “Farquar.”


      “It’s Melody Grace McCartney,” I say.


      He sighs and I can hear him rub his beard through the phone. “Why aren’t you using your proper name, Sandra?”

      


      “They found me.” I yawn.


      “Who, Sandra? What are you talking about?”

      


      “Who,” I repeat, annoyed by his assumption that I’m making this up, as valid as that may be. “Is this a joke, Farquar? I answered

         my phone a few minutes ago and what I got was some guy with a New York accent, repeating, ‘Sing me a song, Melody.’ ”

      


      He sighs again, but doesn’t try to hide it this time. “I don’t suppose you got this on tape.”


      “What? Of course not.”


      A pause, a third sigh, then he puts me on hold. It is important to note he is U.S. Marshal Farquar and not Agent Farquar. All of the dealings with Witness Protection are indeed struck out of negotiations with the U.S. Department of Justice,

         which sort of lends one to think that the FBI will be taking care of you down the road. But, in fact, it’s a different branch

         of the Department of Justice that handles WITSEC: the United States Marshals Service.

      


      Justice, Integrity, Service, or so the motto goes.

      


      He comes back on, laughing, and hits me with “At least they didn’t send you a dead fish. Because that really sends a message—”


      “Listen, are you suggesting I should sit in my apartment and wait for something to happen? Would that make you feel better?

         That way you can repeat the excellent line of service you provided for my parents twenty years ago.”

      


      Guilt has managed to shut him down year after year and I had no reason to assume this time would be any different.


      “Just sit tight,” he mumbles. “Are you safe?”


      “How should I know,” I say, feigning a little anger.


      “Well, you are now.”


      And with that, a squad car with three federal marshals pulls up to the front of my building. The marshals race up the steps,

         snatch me from my apartment, and whisk me into their noble chariot. These are my knights in shining armor. 

      


      One thing I am sure Farquar never liked about my most recent locale was the proximity to his office. He’s based out of Baltimore,

         a mere twenty-minute ride from Columbia. And within thirty minutes of my call to him, here I am, seated in a cold, sterile

         conference room on the third floor of the Garmatz Federal Courthouse on West Lombard Street. I’ve seen the inside of so much

         government office space that it’s come to feel more like home than any new address they’ve ever assigned to me. Phoenix, Little

         Rock, Raleigh, Louisville, Albuquerque—I’ve visited them all. I’ve had to sit on the same hard chairs and drink the same lousy

         coffee for two decades of my brief life. And here I am again, feeling like I’m under investigation, about to be given the

         cold, hard news about my future, with all the limited options of a heartless killer—except an attorney.

      


      Three sips into my mud and Farquar comes strolling in. He looks thin and ill and about three or four years late for his retirement.


      “McCartney,” he says, tossing my file—now a solid two inches thick—down on the metal table. I let it resound for a few seconds

         before I respond.

      


      “It’s been awhile,” is my meager response. I cannot look him in the eye.


      He sits down and sighs through his nose, hard, like he’s trying to make a point. All I notice is that he forced something

         out of his right nostril that has become lodged on the edge of his mustache.

      


      “It’s been less than two years,” he says. “Do you know some of my cases I have not seen since we put them into the program?”


      “You mean the dead ones?”


      “This isn’t a joke. We’ve tried to accommodate you every way we can. You wanted to live more urban, so we did that. You wanted

         to have a job involving math, so we got you one. And now here you are on our doorstep again. You think spending another hundred

         grand to relocate you—yet once more—is funny?”

      


      I sit up. “Are we going to have this conversation again?” I lean toward him and give him a reminder of why I am here in the

         first place. “You want to talk about cost, Farquar? You wanna put a monetary value on my parents—both dead—so that the feds could spend millions on a trial they’d

         eventually lose anyway? You owe me, big—for the rest of my life.”

      


      He stands up, in a nonconfrontational manner, but I stand to match him anyway. He’s about three inches taller than my five-foot-seven

         stature, but I can pretty much look him straight in the eye—though I can’t help but stare at that thing on his mustache. I

         want to hammer him some more but I feel compelled to say something.

      


      “Listen, uh, you got a—”


      “I’m officially off your case.” He looks down and puts his hands in his pockets.


      As pathetic a protector as he was—even a pathetic government contact—he was my protector, my safety net. He was the only guy I knew in the system, in WITSEC. Ever.

      


      “Wh—why?”


      He makes eye contact again. “I’m leaving.” He pauses for effect, it seems. “I’m done. I’m out. I can’t handle it anymore.”


      I sit back down and slouch and all I can think of is how incredibly tired I am of starting anew.

      


      “It’s just time for me to go,” he continues. “I’m sixty, and I’ve been here for almost thirty years and… I don’t know,

         things have changed. The priorities have changed.” He scratches his beard and the thing drifts from his upper lip into the

         dusty oblivion below. I’m thankful. “It’s just time.”

      


      “When’s your last day?”


      “One week from today.”


      I bristle. The only person who ever understood me was Farquar—understood me in a sense that I met him when I was six, the

         day we entered the program, and has been the only recurring character in my weird drama. I consider saying something but I

         merely phase out, stare into the distance.

      


      Farquar sits on the table in front of me and puts his hand on my head and strokes my hair gently, like I imagine my father

         might have at this moment. “You’ve got to make this the last time, okay? The last time. They won’t allow this to continue.”

         He bolts up from the table and walks to the door and I feel like, yet again, I am losing the only static person in my life.

         “Deputy Marshal Douglas will be taking over your case. He’ll be in shortly.” 

      


      I hold my breath and watch as he reaches the door.


      He turns back and smiles and says, “Good-bye… Michelle.”

      


      And as the door closes behind him, I writhe; I don’t want to be a Michelle.


      I sip the last cold drops of coffee from my foam cup and begin to wonder what is taking Douglas so long. A few laughs at his

         new project with Farquar? Maybe making a few more Internet stock trades before having to spend the afternoon with the problem

         child in conference room number three? All I want is to go through the typical debriefing and document signing and be off

         and running with my new persona. I want my new moniker and my new address and my new hourly wage and my new apartment where

         I can set up my baby monitors and alphabetize my carryout menus. I want my new bed where I can dream of a person I can never

         be: myself.

      


      The door eventually opens but the only thing I see is a meaty hand on the knob. I hear a voice and the end of a conversation

         with an unseen party, a laugh, and, finally, words in the form of a whisper, “No… unfortunately, I’m going to be in here

         the rest of the day.”

      


      And then U.S. Deputy Marshal Douglas welcomes himself into my life.


      Time freezes for a moment as we size each other up. The first thing I notice—that anyone would notice—is his size. Easily

         standing six-foot-four, he has the build of a football-player-turned-coach. The guy was probably in great shape about five

         years ago; he doesn’t show obvious signs of flab but he’s definitely softening. The next thing I notice is his hair, which

         is short, but full and thick and black, in an Irish way, not Mediterranean. His eyes, too, blue like cobalt, speak of a northern

         influence and fade into not another color but a deeper hue of the same. Smooth skin, firm chin, pointed nose. I’ve forgotten

         Farquar already. Then he smiles and all I see are white beams and dimples and I feel like I’m looking at Matthew McConaughey

         and I wait for the matching goofy southern drawl to dribble out but instead he puts out his hand for a shake—oddly, his left hand—and instead of shaking it, I sink at the sight of a bright gold wedding band.

      


      This is not my day.


      “You’ll earn a promotion for taking this case, you know.” I half stand and reach out to shake. His hand is big and warm. But

         so is that freaking wedding band.

      


      He holds my hand for an unusually long time and I sit back down while still in his grip. Finally, he lets go and stands back.

         He stares at me, gently, and all he says is, “Melody.”

      


      The fact that he chose to say my real name as the first word between us has already won my favor.


      His stare acts as a reminder that he’s sized me up too, that he’s noticed I’m frazzled: no lipstick, smeared eyeliner, hair

         akimbo. I want to tell him I really look better than this but all I can deliver is, “Marshal Douglas.” I better get used to saying those words; they will probably come out of my mouth

         again—in another eighteen months.

      


      His smile fades, but he keeps those blues right on me and I’m starting to wonder if Farquar’s vivacious nose chunk made its

         way to my face. I involuntarily brush my lip a few times.

      


      “Before we start,” he says, “is there anything you need?”


      “I don’t want to be a Michelle.”


      “I meant, like… food or a trip to the rest room.”


      “Oh.” I shake my head and rub my temples.


      He opens my file and starts perusing it for what seems like the very first time and I start getting a little fumed. Somehow

         I know this is Farquar’s fault but I take it out on Douglas instead.

      


      “You’re a little young to be a marshal, aren’t you?”


      He looks up and smiles and suddenly I’m staring at McConaughey again.


      “I’m thirty-three.” He looks back down at the file, but continues, “I’ve been with the Marshals Service for about… eight

         years. With WITSEC for three. Before that I was with the Federal Bureau of Investigation.”

      


      “What?” I smirk. “Who leaves the FBI to come to the Marshals Service?”


      He ignores me, but shifts his body enough to signal that I’ve touched a sore spot.


      He closes the file and shoves it away, almost right off the table. “You can call me Sean.” He stares at me again and smiles

         a little, puts his elbows on the table, clasps his hands and rests his chin between his knuckles.

      


      I start to blush—and I’m really not in the mood. This is outside my realm of control. I point to the folder. “Don’t, um… don’t you want to familiarize yourself with my case?”

      


      “That file is full of other people’s opinions of you, of your history, of who you are. I’d rather hear it from you.”


      “We’ll be here all week.” I laugh a little, nervously. He stares into me and I quickly feel ineffectual.


      “If that’s what it takes.” He says this like he’s trying to win me over, in a professional but sublimely sensual way, that

         maybe, at some point in his life, he learned the only way he could garner the trust of a woman was by charming her, seducing

         her. He leans on the table, close to me, like he wants me to meet him halfway for a kiss, and I find myself reading his irises

         like a favorite novel. He closes the deal with, “I will do whatever it takes.”

      


      I swallow, hard enough that I’m sure he hears the gulp.


      Regardless of how convenient it would be to have a marshal as a lover, I break myself away and remember where I am and why

         I am here—or, rather, why I put myself here—and that there is nothing charming or sexy about the Federal Witness Protection

         Program, their generic suburban addresses, and their boring names.

      


      “Well, Sean… I guess I can start with how this is all my fault. How I managed to kill my parents.”

      


      He slowly sits back in his chair, rests his hands on his stomach, and begins to twist his wedding band around his finger,

         as though it’s his only weapon against me.

      


      “I’m not a psychotherapist, so if you want to go down that path you can become Michelle Smith or some other faceless digit

         and we’ll send you on your way to rural Wisconsin.” He inhales deeply. “Or… you can help me understand what makes you

         tick. And we’ll get you a better life.”

      


      “You guys have done such a great job so far in—”


      “I’m not Farquar.”


      We stare at each other for a moment and with the patience of a dog I am determined to stare him down. He looks like he’s trying

         to read me—like he actually is a psychotherapist, or studied the discipline at some point—and as I feel my eyes yearning to look away, to blink, I slowly

         raise my arms above my head and put my hair into a ponytail to see if he’ll let his eyes stray to my chest.

      


      Alas, his eyes do make the journey away from mine, but not to my breasts. Instead he glances up at my hair and raises a curious,

         slightly disapproving eyebrow.

      


      Call me samurai.

      


      I look down and slowly pull the band from my hair as I say, “No, you see… I did cause my parents’ death—I mean, indirectly.”

         I purse my lips. “You familiar with the Bovaro family?”

      


      “You’re kidding, right? I work for the Justice Department.”


      “I know, Sean, but since you were probably fourteen when this happened, I figured it might not be fresh.” I begin tapping my empty coffee cup, staring at the black residue lining the bottom. “You know what led to the arrest of

         Tony Bovaro?”

      


      “Your parents?”


      “No,” I say with a sigh, “eggs, actually.”


      “Eggs.”


      “Eggs Romana, to be exact.”


      He frowns.


      “It’s got, like, celery and parsley and Parmesan in it, and you finish it with a little red pe—”


      “About Tony Bovaro,” he says, inhaling and holding a breath as though this afternoon will be even longer than he’d imagined.


      “Right. At the time, we were living in the Caldwells, and genuine Italian food was in short supply in our particular corner

         of New Jersey. My dad used to take my mother and me to Little Italy for our birthdays so we could really savor the experience,

         you know? Not just the food, but the people, the culture, the gentle flow of the Italian language.” I stare at the cup and

         focus; eye contact at this point is impossible.

      


      “I was the only child so far, with one in my mom’s belly—a younger brother in the making—so I pretty much got whatever I wanted

         out of unconditional parental love.” I grimace. “And for whatever reason, I woke early on this especially bleak Sunday morning

         in late March and asked in my most sincere, sweet six-year-old voice if we could hop in the car and go to my favorite place

         in Little Italy, this dump called Vincent’s, that made the most extraordinary eggs Romana.”

      


      I stop and eventually look up at Sean. He is paying close attention.


      “The older guy who seemed to run the place—I never knew if he was Vincent or not—he used to bring me my order. Just mine.

         He would, uh… he’d put my breakfast on the table and speak to me in Italian and pinch my cheeks and hold my chin in his

         hand and reel off the most beautiful words I had ever heard. Dolce, bella, angelo, perfetto. I’d smile and giggle and savor the tastiest eggs I’ve ever eaten in my life.”

      


      Sean passes a smile my way. “That’s sweet.”


      My vision blurs as I recall the memory. “No, the sweet part is coming. My mother explained to me that this man, the owner,

         had something called Alzheimer’s disease and that he had no idea who I was each time I came in.” My eyes are slow to refocus.

         “You see, he thought I was this perfect, pretty angel every time, and every time was the first time.” I pause. “Do you know how beautiful that made me feel?”

      


      He doesn’t answer. Good for him.


      “Anyway, this particular morning, I really wanted to go to Vincent’s. My folks reluctantly agreed, so we piled into the Oldsmobile

         and headed to New York. When we got there, however, the place was closed.” I begin to sober, the images coming faster. “My

         dad was determined to please his little girl so, after checking out the sign in the window, which clearly stated they should

         be open at seven in the morning, he suggested we find another place. Well, I didn’t relent. I wanted eggs Romana and the nice

         man who spoke Italian flatteries.”

      


      “So they opened for you?”


      I shake my head. “Not exactly. My mother and father pleaded with me to let them find another place, but I was six and didn’t

         really care or understand that the sign didn’t match the reality of the moment. So my dad walked down the alley to the side

         door, saw a light on, and tried to open the door—which opened with ease.” I exhale slowly. “He waved for us to come over and

         meet him, and my mother and I did.”

      


      I stop.


      Sean opens his eyes wide. “And?”


      “And after we walked in through the side entrance to the kitchen, we stood motionless as we watched a stocky, relentlessly

         hairy man—whom we later came to know as Tony Bovaro—plunge a knife into the belly of another man and pull upward, like he

         was trying to open a sack of rice.” I lean toward Sean. “But that wasn’t the truly terrifying part. Tony leaned over the body,

         reached inside the man, and pulled out some organs and spread them over the now lifeless body.” I sit back. “I was much older

         when I realized he was exemplifying the expression spilling your guts.”
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