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      PROLOGUE – 1968

      
      In the darkest part of the night, there is a special quiet to the grassy and tree-shrouded areas of a large university campus.
      

      
      With no sign at its entrance, the building stands on the edge of the sprawling grounds, half obscured by greenery. Three stories
         tall, it has an anonymous institutional red-brick look, and those who ask its function are sometimes told that it houses administrative
         offices of the university, which it once did. That well-rehearsed fiction has concealed its actual role for two years.
      

      
      Tonight the building’s rooms and hallways are silent, emptied of their usual complement of analysts, linguists, and retired
         military officers. The only lighted room is the reception area on the first floor, where Danny Kerner, the night watchman
         and a graduate student in philosophy, is on duty. Danny sits, feet up on his desk, paging through an essay by Nietzsche.
      

      
      He has long hair, like most of the male students at LaValle, but he prides himself on not fitting others’ preconceptions.
         As an undergraduate, while his friends were partying or demonstrating for the liberal cause du jour, he was working nights to pay his tuition. Now, at twenty-three and just starting a family, he relies on the extra income
         from this job to get him through graduate school while avoiding more handouts from his wife’s parents. He tries not to show
         too much curiosity about what goes on during the daytime in this somewhat mysterious location. Still, the secrecy demanded
         of the building’s staff – he was required to sign a pledge not to disclose anything he saw there – has intrigued him.
      

      
      He turns the page and reads the next passage: At bottom, every human being knows that he is in this world just once. Many die too late, and a few die too early … Die at the right time – thus teaches Zarathustra.

      
      Somber material, but Danny reads it with equanimity. He’s feeling almost serene, the result of a decision he reached only
         hours ago, before he left the apartment to begin his night shift. In the coming days he will apply to divinity school, the
         first step in training for the ministry. For weeks he has wrestled with the question, and Peggy has wrestled with it too.
      

      
      ‘I know I can teach philosophy,’ he told her in one moment of doubt. ‘I don’t know that I’ve got it in me to—’

      
      ‘Stop right there,’ she interrupted, her voice intense. ‘You don’t know yourself as well as I do. You’re a good person, a
         brilliant student, and you’d make a wonderful minister.’ She held up the baby and jiggled her gently in front of him. ‘Tell
         Daddy he’ll look very sexy in a clerical collar.’
      

      
      Refilling his cup with barely warm coffee from a flask, he pauses in his reading and recalls one night when his curiosity
         about the building was boosted an extra notch. On his rounds, he found an unlocked door – a rarity in a place where every
         door was normally double-locked. He entered to make sure there were no intruders and found himself in a medium-size room with
         locked filing cabinets ranging alongside all the walls, a large table in the center, and detailed topographic maps pinned
         up on cork boards. One map, he noted, bore the title Dien Bien Province. Another, showing what looked like a city and the surrounding countryside, was labeled Ha Noi.
      

      
      He backed out of the room quickly, double-locking the door with his set of keys.

      
      Ha Noi, he thought. Hanoi. Vietnam.

      
      I don’t know what they do here, but it sounds closer to the military than the university. Some kind of research place, maybe,
            squirreled away here in a quiet corner of LaValle. Some of the campus firebrands, he reflected, would love to know about this place. They’d probably burn it to the ground.
      

      
      Danny had strong feelings about his government’s involvement in that small Southeast Asian country, where 30,000 Americans
         and untold numbers of Vietnamese had died, with no sign of a let-up. Students whispered rumors of undercover connections between
         the Pentagon and certain universities – Michigan State was one of those mentioned – but LaValle’s name had never cropped up.
         If the Pentagon was running or funding a secret Vietnam War think tank on this university’s campus, he thought, someone should know
         about it.
      

      
      He told Peggy about his discovery. Her response was immediate. Holding the baby in her arms, she cried out, ‘Don’t, Danny.
         Please don’t. You’ll get fired, and maybe worse. You need this job. We need the money.’
      

      
      Feeling torn between family and conscience, he kept quiet.

      
      Having made his hourly rounds tonight, Danny returns to his station and leans down to inspect the small, carefully wrapped
         bundle he has placed under the desk to shade it from his reading light. ‘All quiet,’ he mutters. He sips at his coffee; it’s
         now cold. The clock on the wall reads a quarter past two: another forty-five minutes until his next inspection trip. He retrieves
         his book but is distracted by thoughts of Peggy. Two days ago, a full-blown case of the flu put her into the campus infirmary.
         She’d resisted going because of the baby, but Danny had assured her that Tina would be fine.
      

      
      A muffled, ambiguous noise from somewhere makes him look up. What was that? In the blackness outside the window, a late November wind has kicked up, and tree branches are scraping against the bricks
         of the outer wall. He settles back down.
      

      
      Were he not so drowsy, he would know that the sound came from elsewhere – the rear of the building, where three black-clad
         figures wearing ski masks have worked their way up an old and rusted fire escape to the second floor and forced open a window.
         Now, carrying flashlights, burglar tools, and a heavy canvas bag, they prowl the corridor until they come to a large office
         in the heart of the building. Jimmying the lock with minimal noise, they open the door. Two of the figures peel off as sentinels,
         the third enters the office and begins to work.
      

      
      Twenty minutes pass.

      
      At his station, Danny drains the last of his cup and checks his watch. In a little over five hours, he’ll be able to visit
         Peggy. Can’t take Tina, though. Don’t want to expose her to Mommy’s flu. He wonders if Peggy’s fever allowed her any sleep tonight.
      

      
      Picking up the Nietzsche, he looks for the quote from Zarathustra but is reluctant to resume reading. He’s simply too happy
         – with thoughts of Peggy and Tina, with his recent life-changing decision – to read about death, no matter how abstract the argument.
      

      
      Tina-Marina, he says silently, using his favorite nickname for her, you may be the only one getting a good night’s sleep. You don’t know how lucky—

      
      It is his last thought.

      
      A deafening blast tears through the quiet night, audible at the farthest reaches of the campus and even in the town itself.
         As the building’s guts are torn apart, a white fireball blooms in its center, a thing of beauty, rendering the area around
         it as bright as day for a few seconds. Bricks and mortar fly like shrapnel, shredding the trees. The fireball fades to the
         color of molten lava, and the upper two floors, almost in slow motion, collapse onto the ground level. The night watchman’s
         station, like everything else on the first floor, is crushed beneath tons of rubble.
      

      
      The doomsday noise gradually dies away. Minutes pass, and flames begin to lick at the wreckage.

      
      Police, firefighters, and campus security swarm over the site. One of the bombers, apparently injured in the explosion, is
         found nearby. Eventually the fire is extinguished, and the digging begins. At first light, Danny Kerner’s mangled body is
         removed from the debris. At the same time, claims of responsibility are being telephoned to news organizations.
      

      
      This is the Red Fist, the female caller declares. We strike at the heart of the war machine.

      
      But the horror is not finished. A young woman appears at the disaster scene. She has just bolted from the campus infirmary
         and is still racked with fever. Her words are laced with hysteria, and it takes a while for rescue workers to understand.
      

      
      ‘I was sick,’ she sobs. ‘I couldn’t take care of her. He didn’t want to bring her here with him, but … Oh, God.’

      
      The police commander on the scene is summoned. He huddles with the young woman, then steps back, his face frozen by her words.
         He summons the senior firefighter, who listens intently, then begins bellowing orders to his men. They swarm over the still-smoldering
         site, hacking and digging at the charred remnants of what will soon become known to the world as the Crowe Institute.
      

      
      An hour goes by. Finally one fireman, his voice cracked with strain, yells that he has found something. He lifts a tiny bundle,
         wrapped in a singed blanket, from the wreckage, his face twisted in grief.
      

      
      Reporters and camera crews press in, but police hold them back. ‘No pictures of this!’ the fire captain screams. ‘I’ll break
         the first camera …’
      

      
      Peggy Kerner sinks to her knees, wailing, and all the others stand silent as the soot-streaked fireman carries what remains
         of her baby to the ambulance.
      

      
      
         In all the attacks, the riots, and the bombings that plagued America in the tumultuous 1960s and ’70s, the Crowe Institute
               bombing of 1968 had a special notoriety. It stirred up calls for vengeance, transformed the thinking of the radical left,
               and sent one militant to prison and others deeper underground. Over the years, most of them either were captured or resurfaced
               and surrendered.

      
      All but two …

      
      From The Big Underground
 by Thomas Hollis (Decker House, 2002)



   
      
      One

      
      Shannon Fairchild was a mess.
      

      
      The face staring back at her from the borrowed pocket mirror bore a shiner that radiated in jolly reds and blues from her
         left eye over to her hairline and down to her cheekbone. The left half of her mouth was bruised and swollen, both upper and
         lower lips, and she could still taste blood whenever she swiped the inside of her mouth with her tongue, which – given that
         she had little else to do while sitting and waiting for her case to be called – she did fairly often.
      

      
      Separated from her purse, she made an effort to tame her hair by running her fingers through it, but that only caused it to
         give off the odor of cigarette smoke and other bar smells.
      

      
      Shannon wore last night’s outfit – cotton pants, short-sleeve blouse, and scuffed lightweight sneakers. Imprints of dirt from
         the floor pocked her knees, hips, and rear.
      

      
      Worst of all, her shirt front had two crusty dark gold stains. She had vomited not long after they deposited her in the cell
         the night before. Drunk as she was, she was still aware that throwing up on yourself was not good hygiene. So, planting her
         feet carefully, she leaned well over the toilet bowl – while trying not to look within its unspeakable depths – and let fly.
         Except for the two random droplets, her aim was mostly good.
      

      
      ‘Lookin’ for Ralph,’ she’d heard one of the other women in the cell observe. Shannon hadn’t understood until the woman repeated
         the name louder, this time in a reasonable approximation of the sound of food coming up.
      

      
      Now, sitting in the San Malo Municipal Court with the light from the windows hurting her eyes, Shannon let her mind stray
         back to an old English lit class and tried to find the appropriate literary term for Ralph. She finally decided it came close to fitting the definition of onomatopoeia. But not quite. She spat on a shred of paper
         towel and began to rub at the stains, but her efforts only awakened another old odor, so she gave up.
      

      
      She started to pass the mirror back to its owner, a female bailiff who was a sympathetic sort, but was interrupted by a voice.

      
      ‘Borrow that, hon?’ It was Rhonda, sitting two chairs down from her, stretching out a big hand. They sat in chairs lined up
         against the courtroom wall, watched over by the bailiff, two of a half-dozen miscreants waiting for justice.
      

      
      ‘Why not?’ Shannon passed her the mirror, although she could think of several reasons why not, beginning with the fact that
         Rhonda had inflicted those very bruises she’d just been studying. But she felt too sick and wasted to find room for enmity.
         Especially since she and Rhonda, when not fighting, were usually friends. It was complicated.
      

      
      Rhonda gave her oversize, homely features a going-over in the mirror and, apparently satisfied, passed it back to the bailiff
         with a thank-you smile. She had definitely gotten the better end of things last night. It had started when Shannon dragged
         her backward off her barstool and connected with a roundhouse slap, but after that it was all Rhonda. The older woman had
         about ten years’ experience on Shannon, along with twenty pounds, and she didn’t fight girly-style but with her fists, the
         way her old man, Bullo, had taught her. By the time Bullo and the bartender joined forces to break them up, she was giving
         Shannon a good pounding. Once halted, the whole incident might have evaporated like the smoke from Bullo’s cigar, were it
         not for the two off-duty policemen drinking at the table under the Budweiser sign.
      

      
      So why did I start it? Shannon asked herself. The answer came quickly: Because every now and then I drink too much, and because I get crazy stupid when I do.

      
      She heard the court clerk call her name and got up.

      
      ‘Good luck, hon,’ Rhonda said.

      
      ‘You too.’

      
      ‘Oh, I’ll hafta do some time. This weren’t my first.’ Rhonda said it with a chuckle, glancing over at the bench where Bullo
         sat, his tattoos and biker regalia mostly covered with a jacket. He thrust his big chin upward in an encouraging gesture.
      

      
      As Shannon stepped to the front of the courtroom, the public defender materialized at her side. He was young and earnest-looking,
         and they had spoken briefly an hour earlier.
      

      
      The judge, who resembled an ex-football player who had gotten a good look at the underbelly of humankind and had not blinked,
         studied Shannon for a few seconds and then buried himself in some papers. After a minute, he looked up again.
      

      
      ‘You understand your guilty plea?’ he asked her.

      
      ‘Yes, your honor.’

      
      ‘This is a nice town. We don’t like fighting in public here.’

      
      ‘No, your honor.’ Regardless of her flaws in other departments, Shannon knew courtroom etiquette.

      
      ‘I see this is your first such offense, but you have a DUI on your record,’ he went on.

      
      ‘Yes, sir.’

      
      ‘And a license suspension.’

      
      ‘Yes, sir.’

      
      ‘I’m guessing you might have a problem with alcohol.’

      
      When the PD’s hand brushed her arm, she realized an answer was called for.

      
      ‘I, uh …’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Sir, I don’t think I’m an alcoholic.’ She swallowed. Her head began to throb again. ‘Your honor.’

      
      ‘Maybe you are and maybe you aren’t,’ the judge said, looking grim, ‘but I have a feeling you’re an accident waiting to happen.’

      
      ‘Uh—’

      
      He interrupted her, turning to the public defender. ‘Anything to say on your client’s behalf?’

      
      ‘Yes, your honor. Miss Fairchild runs her own business. She’s a graduate of UC San Malo, where her parents teach—’

      
      Shannon’s courtroom decorum slipped. ‘I thought you weren’t going to mention them.’

      
      The PD showed his inexperience by looking flustered. The judge leaned forward.

      
      ‘Your attorney is saying good things about you. I don’t think it’s a good idea to interrupt him.’
      

      
      She pursed her sore lips as the public defender went on.

      
      ‘Uh, and she is working toward her Ph.D. She’s also concerned about her mental health and has regularly seen a psychotherapist
         for the past year.’
      

      
      ‘A Ph.D. in what?’ the judge asked her.

      
      ‘History.’

      
      ‘When do you expect to finish?’

      
      ‘I don’t know, your honor.’ How about never? Because I haven’t been to a class in four years, and the idea of writing a dissertation fills me with … what’s
            that word? Angst.

      
      ‘What’s your business?’

      
      ‘I clean houses.’

      
      ‘Uh-huh. I’ve met your parents. They’re good people.’ He glanced down at the papers in front of him. ‘Do you see a therapist
         for any particular reason?’
      

      
      She swallowed again. Her mouth tasted like old dishwater. ‘Just a few problems I’m trying to work out.’

      
      ‘Good luck with that, but don’t let me see you here again.’ The judge closed her file with a snap. ‘Seven days in jail, suspended,
         and a year’s probation.’
      

      
      She thanked the PD and made her way unsteadily down the aisle. She had almost reached the exit before she spotted Beth sitting
         in one of the back rows. Her sister rose and came over.
      

      
      ‘How are you?’ The look on Beth’s face, a mixture of concern and disgust, was so exaggerated it was almost comical. Beth tended
         to fly her flags out front. She was direct, outspoken, and caring. She was also the Good Sister.
      

      
      Shannon had not seen her for weeks – since Thanksgiving, to be exact – and when it had come time to make her single phone
         call from jail the night before, she had been somewhat surprised when her fingers, slowed by alcohol, fumbled their way through
         Beth’s number. On reflection, of course, it made sense. She didn’t have a lawyer. Her sometime boyfriend was out of town.
         And she couldn’t stand the idea of hearing her mother and father’s sad voices over the phone when they learned of her latest scrape.
      

      
      Thus, Beth, wife of Richard, mother of Champ and Skipper – or Scamp and Chipper, as Shannon sometimes called them. Beth the
         soccer mom, the manager, the fixer. Although three years younger, she sometimes struck Shannon as miles more mature and maternal.
         Beth would know how to break the news to their parents. The only price Shannon would have to pay was Beth’s disapproval. But
         she was used to that.
      

      
      In Shannon’s sometimes cruel childhood shorthand, Beth was ‘Barbie,’ a creature of dolls and well-brushed golden hair and
         good marks for obedience. Shannon saw herself in more heroic terms: the no-nonsense, task-oriented sister, the athlete, the
         daredevil. Somewhere around age ten, she had given herself a nickname too. But that name was secret.
      

      
      ‘I’m okay,’ she told her sister as they exited the courthouse. ‘Feeling stupid, though, you know?’ She looked around for an
         escape route, started thinking up an excuse to leave.
      

      
      ‘Did I hear right? You won’t go to jail?’

      
      ‘Won’t go to jail. Just have to be a good girl from now on.’

      
      Beth saw no humor in that. She produced a cell phone and began dialing. ‘Mom and Dad—’

      
      ‘You told them, huh?’

      
      ‘I did. They knew you wouldn’t want them to show up. But they made me promise that you’d call them as soon as you got out
         of court. So …’ She handed over the phone.
      

      
      ‘Shan? Honey? Are you all right?’ Her mother’s usual unruffled academic voice was replaced by a tone of concern.

      
      ‘Hi, Mom. I’m just fine.’ Shannon heard the rustle of papers. ‘You in your office?’

      
      ‘Yes. Do you need to go to the hospital or anything?’

      
      ‘Oh, God, no. It was just a … a dumb thing. I’m embarrassed. Can we not talk about it?’ Beth was watching her closely, and
         Shannon felt the overwhelming urge to get away, out of the bright sun, to find a private place. ‘I should get going.’
      

      
      ‘Wait. You sure you’re all right?’

      
      ‘I’m sure.’

      
      ‘You can prove it by coming over for dinner this Saturday,’ she said in an insistent tone, one not characteristic of her.
      

      
      ‘Mom …’

      
      ‘Come on. Meatloaf.’

      
      ‘All right, if it’s meatloaf. Tell Dad I’m okay so he doesn’t have to call too.’

      
      She clicked the phone shut and handed it to Beth, who gave her a hard look. ‘They tell me they haven’t seen you since Thanksgiving.
         I don’t mind coming here and helping you clean up your mess, but they deserve a little more attention from you.’
      

      
      ‘I’m going to see them this weekend.’

      
      ‘They care about you, and for some reason they don’t want to say hard things to you, so I guess I’m elected.’ Beth was very
         much in soccer-mom mode now. ‘You’re too old for this,’ she went on, stepping in closer and lowering her voice as people passed
         them on the steps. She wrinkled her nose as she got the full effect of Shannon’s lapse in hygiene. ‘Hanging out with trashy
         friends, getting messed up in bars …’
      

      
      ‘Then why don’t you fix me up with a nice guy? Somebody like Richard?’ Shannon didn’t even have to apply the sarcasm; it was
         implicit. Beth knew how Shannon felt about her husband: Richard the IRS agent, the tax man, the guy with the soul of a pocket
         calculator.
      

      
      Beth ignored the jab. ‘Mom and Dad love you, and you should spend more time with them. I love you too, but I’m running out
         of patience.’
      

      
      Shannon felt a retort forming, something suitably sarcastic, something about how hard it must be to grow up the perfect daughter,
         having to put up with the fallible one. But she didn’t utter it. She knew Beth was right.
      

      
      Leaving her sister, she had barely taken ten steps on the sidewalk when she saw the old Volvo parked up ahead, and she groaned
         out loud. As she approached it, there he was, corduroy elbow out the window, wearing a look of mixed worry and embarrassment.
      

      
      ‘Hello, Daughter.’

      
      ‘Oh, Dad.’ She shook her head. ‘I didn’t want you here.’

      
      ‘I know,’ he said with forced joviality. ‘I wasn’t going to butt in, just thought I’d check with Beth to find out what happened.
         But then I saw you headed this way …’ He made a face as he saw her bruises. ‘Bet that hurts, huh?’
      

      
      ‘I guess.’ Her tongue went exploring again. No more blood, at least. ‘But you should see the other guy.’

      
      He laughed at that, which released some of the tension between them – some, but not all. He couldn’t erase the look of concern
         from his face. Was it the embarrassment of hearing that his thirty-four-year-old daughter had rolled around a bar-room floor
         taking punches from a motorcycle mama named Rhonda? No, she thought. Shannon’s checkered history, dating back to her early
         teens, had no doubt prepared them for such behavior. Besides, her parents were not innocents; they were smart cookies. It
         would take more than this to shock them.
      

      
      He looked at her with a half-smile, not speaking. As the seconds ticked away, she felt the tension level ratchet up again
         and grew angry with herself for placing such a high value on his opinion of her. If you wouldn’t expect so much of me, she said to him silently, I wouldn’t let you down so hard.
      

      
      Finally he spoke. ‘We worry about you.’

      
      ‘I know you do. Would you stop, please?’

      
      ‘Can’t do it. It’s in my contract. See, right here.’ He held up a palm and traced across it with a forefinger. ‘Section Three,
         Subparagraph Six. Subject: Daughters. You worry about them. When they’re little, you worry about them getting hurt. When they’re
         growing up, you worry about them hooking up with the wrong boys. And when they’re grown, well …’
      

      
      ‘Yeah?’

      
      ‘And when they’re grown, you worry about all the new ways they can get hurt.’

      
      Seeing her jaw tighten into a stubborn line, he came up with a grin. ‘All right, then. I guess bruises can heal.’ He began
         telling her a funny story about one of his poli-sci classes. She was disarmed by his wryness and by the fact that, throughout
         the conversation, he hadn’t actually accused her of anything. Her father could never judge her as harshly as she judged herself.
         She asked herself why she had not made more of an effort to see her parents and couldn’t quite come up with an answer.
      

      
      ‘Did your mom invite you over Saturday?’
      

      
      ‘Uh-huh. I’ll try, Dad.’

      
      He caught her hesitancy. ‘We have, uh, a reason. Something we’ve been meaning to talk to you about. This’ll be a good time
         for it. So put us on your calendar, all right?’
      

      
      Bruises and courtroom appearances notwithstanding, there was still work to be done, and noon found Shannon at Mrs Kranz’s
         house, a comfy-elegant place located up one of San Malo’s pretty and pricey canyons, for the weekly visit by the Clean Machine,
         Shannon’s house-cleaning business. Mrs Kranz was out shopping and visiting friends, and with Shannon’s assistant cleaning
         another client’s place, Shannon enjoyed the chance to work in solitude. Unpacking her supplies and donning earphones, she
         spent the next four hours going through the house, dusting, vacuuming, mopping, scrubbing. She worked to the pastoral sounds
         of Beethoven’s Sixth, and before long she felt herself slipping into what she sometimes called the Zen of cleaning – far from
         the Municipal Court, from the soreness of her face, from the sordidness of the night before.
      

      
      She changed sheets and did the dishes, with Django Reinhardt and Stephane Grappelli now providing the bounce and inspiration.
         Moving on to the toughest job, the main bathroom, she stripped down to her underwear, tied up her hair with an elastic band,
         and attacked the room with rags, mop, sponge, and foaming cleanser.
      

      
      Passing the fogged-up mirror, she indulged in what had become a goofy ritual. One hand on hip, the other behind her head,
         cheesecake style, she arched her back and formed her lips in a Marilyn pout. As usual, it didn’t work. Not enough curves.
         But she was satisfied with most of what she saw. Ever since tomboyhood, she’d had long legs, slightly broad shoulders and
         an economical midsection. Looking critically – the only way she looked at herself – she noted a slight roll of flesh over
         the waistband of her panties. Back to the jogging, she said silently.
      

      
      She shifted into a Schwarzenegger pose, standing sideways to the mirror and straining to produce a biceps. Damn. Where was
         the biceps? She broke into a helpless grin, then immediately cursed as it made her face hurt again.
      

      
      Into the shower, worst job in the bathroom, she worked at the scum-caked walls, headphones on, music player strapped to her
         upper arm, jogger-style. Suddenly remembering where she was, she cued up Handel’s ‘Water Music’ and hummed along.
      

      
      Here, at least, she could feel in control of things. In control and almost happy. The Clean Machine.

      
      ‘My goodness.’ Elva Santiago looked wide-eyed as Shannon settled herself onto one end of the sofa in her therapist’s office
         and slipped off her dark glasses. ‘What happened to you?’
      

      
      Three days had gone by, and the bruises had darkened into a yellowish-green – not as scary as the fresh rainbow of colors,
         but more gloomy, even a little sickening. Green is not a color that sits well on the face, Shannon had said to herself as she did a mirror check that morning.
      

      
      She told Elva the story, trying to keep it light. It was dumb, she said. Silly. Just one of those things. We’re really friends—

      
      ‘But what started it?’

      
      ‘Oh, God. We were just … sitting there at the bar, you know? Talking. The bartender got us into a kind of trivia game, seeing
         if we could list all the towns along the coast with Spanish names. San Diego, La Jolla—’
      

      
      ‘I know about the Spanish names,’ Elva interrupted gently.

      
      ‘Right. And Rhonda, who had had several beers, said a lot of them were named after Spanish saints. And I said this town was
         different because it was named after a guy who was born in Wales. She said I was full of shit, because the Spanish had settled
         California, not the Welsh. I said I could prove it the next time I came in. And she said I was showing off ’cause I was a
         college girl. She said it two or three times. College girl. And I just … hit her.’
      

      
      ‘You hit her?’

      
      ‘Yeah.’ Shannon burrowed down slightly in the pillowy sofa. ‘Slapped her. A pretty good one, too. But after that—’

      
      ‘Shannon, when was the last time you hit anyone?’

      
      ‘I don’t know. When I was … junior high, maybe. Wait. I hit Sue Galloway in the tenth grade.’

      
      ‘Shannon …’ The therapist leaned forward, hands clasped on her desk. She appeared to be on the verge of saying something parental, something like, You can’t hit people. Instead she said, ‘Do you have any idea why you did it? Really, I mean?’
      

      
      ‘Uh-huh. Because when she called me a college girl, she made it sound like I was acting superior. Like I was too good to be
         in that bar, where some of my best friends are. It was a way of saying I didn’t belong.’
      

      
      ‘Well, let me tell you something.’ Elva’s voice was quiet, but her manner was firm. Shannon had often noted that the therapist,
         without being heavily judgmental, refused to let her get away with phoniness or self-deception. She could feel another dose
         of that coming.
      

      
      ‘You are too good to be in that bar.’
      

      
      Shannon shook her head stubbornly. Once again she felt the discomfort of revealing her secrets and vulnerabilities to a younger
         woman. Elva was somewhere in her mid-twenties, and Shannon often found herself wishing the therapist were a more motherly
         type – although with her stout build, chunky artisan jewelry and the oversize muu-muus she liked to wear, Elva did give off
         a kind of young earth-mother vibe.
      

      
      She readied a reply, but Elva held up a hand.

      
      ‘It’s true. You’re a college graduate. You could hold your own with people like yourself, but you go there because you feel
         comfortable.’
      

      
      ‘Among the under-achievers, you mean?’

      
      ‘I didn’t say that. I don’t want to minimize the value of friendship. But let’s put it this way: no one challenges you there.’

      
      ‘I should find a bar where I’m challenged?’

      
      ‘No, I think you should find challenges elsewhere. You know, this is connected to things we’ve talked about.’

      
      ‘Uh-oh. Here we go again.’

      
      ‘I think you decided a long time ago – for reasons we haven’t gotten at yet – that you were unloved, or not loved as much
         as your sister was. This is surprising, because from what you’ve told me about your parents, it sounds as if they love you
         a lot. But you’ve spent years trying to show them how little you resemble them by avoiding a career—’
      

      
      ‘I have a career.’

      
      ‘I know, and I don’t want to minimize that either. You have your own business. But you could be a Ph.D. today, maybe teaching college. You decided to drop out, for reasons that aren’t totally
         clear to me.’
      

      
      ‘Or to me either.’

      
      ‘You even find various ways to mess up here and there. You’re lucky, by the way, that you didn’t have to go to jail.’

      
      ‘I know it.’

      
      ‘But the messing up – the drinking, the fighting, the boyfriend who could be trouble—’

      
      ‘Could we not talk about TeeJay today?’

      
      ‘All right, we’ll save him for another time. I just wonder if the messing up, the rejection of the Ph.D., isn’t meant to be
         a message to your parents, a message that says, “Look how unlike you I am.”’
      

      
      Shannon had heard that theory, and the fact that it made sense troubled her. ‘Maybe.’

      
      ‘Did you talk to your parents about the thing at the bar?’

      
      ‘Uh-huh. A little. I’m having dinner with them tomorrow night.’

      
      ‘Have you had the nightmare lately?’

      
      ‘No.’ It was true. At least six months had gone by. Wouldn’t it be wonderful, she thought, if that particular hobgoblin had just faded away, like an old bruise?

      
      ‘Even though you’ve avoided talking with them about your dream, this may be a good time to raise it. Just describe it, explain
         how it’s bothered you, and see if they suggest any possible reason for it. After all, they’ve known you a lot longer than
         I have.’
      

      
      ‘Why don’t you—’

      
      ‘I know you’d like me to try some kind of interpretation, but as I’ve said, it’s always better if the patient comes up with
         the answers herself. Then you and I can discuss it.’
      

      
      ‘But you have an idea, don’t you?’

      
      The therapist went silent for a while, her pretty, chubby face taken over by an unnaturally somber look.

      
      ‘Talk to them,’ she said.

      
      Shannon lived in a scruffily picturesque beach town just down the coast from San Malo. The charming city where she had grown
         up and now worked her job and saw her therapist – and made occasional court appearances – was in a real estate bracket well beyond her means. San Malo had always been a pleasant place to live,
         but in recent years its rich canyon homes with their red-tile roofs and Mission-revival architecture had begun to attract
         money and celebrity from LA, with Hollywood names buying up some of the grandest homes. It had become so inviting that most
         of the people who worked within its limits, those who swept its streets and picked up its trash and cooked its meals and cleaned
         its homes, could not afford to live there. So they lived in towns like Ben’s Beach.
      

      
      Despite the name, Ben’s Beach had no beach to speak of, just a mile or so of main drag fronting the highway that ran by the
         ocean on its way north to San Malo. Shannon’s neighborhood was one of bumpy asphalt streets, no sidewalks, and often shabby
         one-story houses, many with front porches almost obscured by vines and shrubbery. Her place, built during the Second World
         War to house an army family, had the hastily built look common to the period. But with its wind chimes and rattan furniture
         on the porch and a veritable forest of greenery grown up around it, the house had achieved a quirky kind of permanence.
      

      
      Her street, a quarter-mile from the ocean, sometimes caught the scent of salt air. It held a mixture of over-age hippie families,
         twenty-something dropouts, and yuppies seeking to gentrify the area. Shannon knew most of her neighbors, along with their
         dogs, cats, and children. She liked it there.
      

      
      She arrived home still a little tense from her time with the therapist, a common occurrence. So she changed into sweats, arranged
         herself on a floor cushion in the small living room, put on her sound-canceling headphones, and meditated for twenty minutes.
         Then she tossed a salad, grilled some fish, mixed a rum and Coke, and had her dinner at the kitchen table.
      

      
      Afterward she settled into one of her squeaky rattan chairs on the porch as the darkness came down, the curtain of greenery
         almost blocking the lights from the street. A breeze stirred the wind chimes, a gift from her mother when Shannon was in graduate
         school. ‘From my hippie days,’ Mora told her. ‘You want history? These old chimes have seen a lot.’
      

      
      For the past three days, she had submerged herself in work, coming home tired each night. It was an effective way to put off thinking. But her forty-five minutes with Elva that afternoon had
         stirred the water just enough to bring things to the surface.
      

      
      First thought: Bad girl.

      
      The image Shannon presented to the world was what an old boyfriend once characterized as Back of me hand to ye: tough; capable; funny, sometimes sarcastic; impervious to harm. ‘The thing is,’ he had told her, ‘you care a lot more than
         you let on.’
      

      
      Now that she’d had some time to put the bar fight in perspective, she felt ashamed and embarrassed by it. What were you thinking? You don’t go around hitting people. Where did you get this hair-trigger behavior? So Rhonda called
            you a college girl. So what?

      
      She rubbed cautiously at her mouth and cheekbone. Most of the hurt had faded. All that was left was the shame. ‘So I’ll apologize
         to her,’ she said softly.
      

      
      Almost as troubling was the thought of what her mother and father must be thinking. The prospect of dinner with them made
         her uneasy. Despite what Elva had said about Shannon trying to act out her differences with her parents, she had never knowingly
         wanted to hurt them.
      

      
      Speaking of Elva, why this renewed interest in her nightmare? The therapist seemed to have an idea about it but was reluctant
         to express it first. Soon Shannon was putting together a short list of explanations for the dream. Let’s see: Too much drinking?
         Always easy to blame alcohol. Incipient paranoia could also fit. A brain tumor, maybe. How about abduction by little green
         men?
      

      
      One more rum and Coke, twenty minutes’ browsing through a book from her night table. And so to bed.

      
      The phone woke her up. When she was able to focus her eyes, the bedside clock said it was almost midnight.

      
      The voice was Beth’s, but unlike any Beth she had ever heard. The words came out in frantic gasps, tinged with hysteria. Long
         seconds went by, a full minute, before Shannon was able to realize what Beth was telling her, the sickening awfulness of it.
      

      
      As she sat on the edge of the bed, the phone jammed to her ear so tightly it hurt, she heard other sounds in the background
         – voices, shouts, the crackle of a radio, the whoop of a siren suddenly cut off. By then, Beth’s words had melted into sobs, but Shannon
         had heard enough.
      

      
      She knew that something important in her life had changed. What she couldn’t know yet was that everything had changed.

   
      
      Two

      
      She saw it from a long way off.
      

      
      When still more than a block away, she could see the area around her parents’ house illuminated with a pulsing glow that bathed
         houses and trees in an ominous light, alternating between blue and a bloody red. As she drew nearer, she saw that it came
         from the lights atop fire trucks and police cars. The street shone with puddles of water, and their surfaces also pulsed with
         the colors.
      

      
      The curbs were jammed with cars, so she double-parked a few houses away, then walked, her legs unsteady. In a hurry and half
         awake, she had pulled on sneakers without socks and donned a parka over a pullover and cotton sweatpants. Her legs were already
         cold.
      

      
      She reached a barricade manned by police. Neighbors in various levels of dress and undress stood around. The familiar front
         yard was an alien place now, a muddle of equipment, crisscrossed hoses, small lakes of water, and yellow-slickered firefighters.
         Somewhere a generator hummed loudly. A work light harshly illuminated the area.
      

      
      The house was gone. In its place was a jumble of blackened wood still being soaked by two big hoses. The streams of water
         churned up greasy clouds of dark, stinking smoke.
      

      
      Amid all the activity there was no sign of Beth. Shannon started to duck under the barricade, but a uniformed policeman stopped
         her, and not politely.
      

      
      ‘That’s—’ She stopped as her voice caught in a croak, then took a deep breath. ‘That’s my parents’ house.’

      
      The cop took in her frazzled hair and wild-eyed look, then went over to one of the firefighters and spoke to him. The man
         came to her.
      

      
      ‘Yes, ma’am?’ He had a thick neck and a neatly trimmed mustache, and the name on his helmet was Walden. The ma’am sounded irony-free. ‘Do you live here?’
      

      
      ‘No. It’s my parents’ house. Ray and Mora Fairchild. My sister called me from here, told me they’d been …’ Another breath.
         She felt as if she’d run a mile, and she leaned on the barricade for support. ‘Where are they?’
      

      
      ‘I talked to your sister,’ Walden said. ‘They were taken to Good Samaritan, and I think she went with them.’

      
      ‘What happened? She told me that my father—’ She stopped, unable to finish the sentence, unable to repeat Beth’s words. If I don’t say them out loud, she thought, maybe they won’t be true.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry. You’ll have to ask at the hospital.’

      
      ‘But what happened here?’ She heard the mounting shrillness in her voice but couldn’t keep it down.

      
      ‘We don’t know yet. But the police are looking into it, and our arson people, too.’ He surveyed the scene over his shoulder.
         ‘I have to get back. I’m sorry about your parents.’
      

      
      Police? Arson? Her mind barely had room for any of it. Trying to avoid the hoses, she stumbled back to her car. Amid all the
         half-focused thinking as she had dressed tonight, she had still remembered to stuff her cell phone into a pocket of the parka.
         Sliding behind the wheel, she dialed Beth’s number and found her at the hospital. Her sister had regained control, but just
         barely.
      

      
      ‘Beth, what—’

      
      ‘Just come, Shan. Right away.’

      
      She spotted her sister in a waiting room down the hall from the hospital’s emergency room. Beth, who also looked as if she’d
         dressed in ten seconds flat, jumped to her feet and hugged Shannon – grabbed her, more accurately, as if she were drowning
         and Shannon were a life preserver. As they hugged, Shannon tried to frame the question but couldn’t, because she dreaded the
         answer. She could only wait.
      

      
      Finally Beth released her. ‘Daddy … he’s gone,’ she said. Her eyes were inflamed but dry. She sank back onto the sofa, where
         Shannon joined her.
      

      
      As the words sank in, Shannon felt sick, dizzy. She’d feared as much since Beth’s first call and the hysterical words, I think Daddy’s dead. For the past hour, she’d tried to block them out, but now they took over.
      

      
      It was true. Dead. In a fire.

      
      She felt numb and empty. When a parent dies, the grown-up child is supposed to have time to plan, to adjust, maybe even to
         grieve a little in advance. Not like this. A gray mist swam through her head, right to left, and she felt very near to fainting.
         But women don’t faint any more, she told herself. She leaned forward on the sofa, head between her knees, breathing deeply,
         her face grim. Women don’t faint.
      

      
      ‘There’s more.’ Beth’s voice was shaky. ‘They think somebody killed him.’

      
      ‘What?’ Shannon straightened up. ‘Oh, no. No.’ That must be a mistake, she thought distractedly. How could anyone possibly want to kill him?

      
      Beth nodded. ‘There was a policeman at the fire, and then I saw him here. He’s talking to the doctors—’

      
      ‘What about Mom?’

      
      ‘She’s hurt bad.’ The last word dissolved in a kind of ghastly hiccup, and then the tears returned, full flow. During their
         childhood, Beth had always been the one to cry, the one easily hurt during Shannon’s rowdy games. A cry-baby, she’d called
         her, and their parents would come to her rescue and chide Shannon for being so rough with her. Tonight, however, she saw her
         younger sister differently. Beth was soft in some ways, tough in others. She was not ashamed to cry, which was a kind of toughness
         in itself.
      

      
      As Shannon waited for the sobbing to cease, waited to find out about her mother, two men entered the room, one of them in
         medical greens. Shannon guessed that the other was the policeman Beth had mentioned. He was medium height and square-cut,
         with short, graying hair and little extra flesh on him. She put his age at somewhere in his fifties. He looked tired and somewhat
         wary, as bearers of bad tidings often do.
      

      
      Shannon was introduced to the doctor, named Simons, who was the hospital’s on-call surgeon, and the detective, whose name
         was Orlando. The doctor spoke first. The two women stood, as if to mark the solemnity of the moment.
      

      
      ‘I’m very sorry about your father,’ he said to Shannon. ‘As I told your sister, he was dead when he arrived at the hospital.’
      

      
      ‘And Mom?’ Shannon asked.

      
      ‘Your mother has serious injuries,’ the doctor said. ‘She’s being treated for burns and for a bullet wound in the chest.’

      
      Beth’s sharp intake of breath told Shannon her sister hadn’t known about that.

      
      ‘I’ve just taken out the bullet, and she’s being moved into intensive care. The burns are painful but not life-threatening.
         The bullet, though …’ He cleared his throat. ‘It penetrated a lung, and there’s been a lot of bleeding. We’ve managed to stop
         it for now.’
      

      
      Shannon and Beth traded glances of helplessness and near despair.

      
      The doctor gave them a quick smile that did little to encourage them. ‘We’ll know more in a few hours. There’s no need for
         you to stay. If you like, you can leave your number at the nurses’ station, then check back with us around nine a.m.’ He nodded
         to the detective. ‘Now I have to get back.’
      

      
      When he was gone, Shannon started to question the detective, but Beth broke in. ‘I have to go,’ she said, wiping her eyes.
         ‘Richard and the boys. I know they’re frantic, and now I have to tell them.’ She gave Shannon a last, distracted hug, then
         pulled out her cell phone and dialed a number. As Beth left the room and walked down the hall, her voice filtered back. ‘Honey?’
         It was full of tears again.
      

      
      Shannon turned to the cop. ‘What can you tell me?’

      
      Instead of answering, he studied her face. The bruises, she thought.
      

      
      ‘You the one that was in a fight down at that place in Ben’s Beach the other night?’ he asked mildly. ‘The Nook?’

      
      ‘Yeah. So?’

      
      ‘Nothing. Just thought I recognized you from one time when I was there a while back. I stopped in with a friend, and you were
         at the bar with a guy in a T-shirt.’
      

      
      ‘So you’re good with faces,’ Shannon said. ‘And T-shirts. In your job, you need to be. Will you please tell me what happened
         to my parents?’
      

      
      ‘I will. You can help me, too, if you’ll tell me whether you know anybody who’d want to hurt them.’

      
      ‘Oh, we’re bargaining?’ She fought to keep her anger down. Relax, she told herself. Both of us want to find out who did this.

      
      ‘No. I’ll tell you what happened and hope you can help me.’ He paused, looking thoughtful. ‘For starters, I don’t think it
         was random. Somebody wanted very much to hurt them. And did.’
      

      
      He glanced at his watch. ‘I’ve been off duty for a while, and I hate to talk in hospitals,’ he said. ‘You want to get out
         of here?’
      

      
      She was aware of the stale smell of her own breath. ‘I could use a drink.’

      
      His face lost some of its sympathetic look. She knew what he thought of her. ‘After all this, don’t you think most people
         would?’ she asked, almost belligerently.
      

      
      ‘I suppose. But I don’t drink, and you probably shouldn’t right now. If you don’t mind, we’ll go someplace else.’

      
      She did mind but was not up for a fight, especially with a policeman. She looked around, as if searching for something. ‘Before
         we go, I want to see my dad. Can you help?’
      

      
      His look turned dark. ‘I saw him,’ he said. ‘With respect, I’m not sure that’s a good idea.’

      
      ‘I’m not leaving here until I say goodbye to him.’

      
      He nodded. ‘Then let’s go find that doctor.’

      
      Five minutes later they stood over a gurney in a quiet hallway as Simons unzipped the top of a body bag. Shannon kept her
         gaze on the floor until she was ready to look, but even before she raised her eyes, her nostrils were struck with the odor
         of seared flesh. Her eyes closed, then opened, then swiveled to what was left of her father’s face.
      

      
      She made a sound deep in her throat and leaned hard on the edge of the gurney to keep from falling. Then the doctor closed
         the bag over her father, and she turned away, eyes fixed now on the wall, and began taking deep breaths. All right, she thought, it’s real. He’s gone. And I’ll see that ruined face for ever. But I had to look. I owed him that, didn’t I? How can you say
            goodbye without a last look?

      
      Tears would come later, she knew. For now she felt only the shock of loss. That, and a small, building sense of rage, which
         started in her hands, in the fists she made, clenching and unclenching over and over.
      

   
      
      Three

      
      They found an all-night convenience store, where they got jumbo coffees, and then Orlando took them up Arroyo Grande, the city’s
         broadest canyon, and into the hills. He drove a generic unmarked police car, and it had an air freshener dangling from the
         rear-view mirror, one of those things shaped like an evergreen tree with an odor that does not come from nature. He noticed
         her jiggling it.
      

      
      ‘Last two guys who had this car smoked a lot,’ he said. ‘I smoke myself, but I don’t like the smell of butts. I thought I’d
         air it out a little. Call me a neat freak.’
      

      
      ‘I clean houses for a living,’ she said, idly watching darkened homes go by, their size and richness increasing the higher
         up the canyon they drove. Her mind was neither on the homes nor on the conversation. ‘I know a few things about neat. You
         got nothing on me.’
      

      
      When he reached the big turnout by the old mission, he pulled over. San Malo and its bay lay below them, the city winking
         here and there with tiny lights in a secret code, the bay immense and dark except for an occasional lighted oil-drilling platform,
         perched almost on the horizon like a scattered enemy fleet deciding when to invade.
      

      
      ‘We used to park up here in high school,’ she said as Orlando first lowered his window and then lit a cigarette. ‘Mission
         San Make-Out, we called it.’ A blink of memory: First time a boy ever felt her up, it happened in the front seat of his daddy’s
         Olds Cutlass in this very spot. He was a devout Catholic, she remembered, and the nearness of Mission San Malo just beyond
         the adobe wall lent the act a forbidden quality that made it all the more delectable to both of them.
      

      
      ‘This feels a little like a date.’ She glanced at him, aware that she was talking nonsense but not caring. Anything to block out the hospital, the sounds, the smells. Her head felt lighter than
         air, the way it did when alcohol took hold of it. ‘You have a thing for younger women, perchance?’
      

      
      He shook his head. ‘I’ve got a daughter your age. She’s had some problems. Maybe you remind me a little of her.’

      
      ‘Because I’ve got problems?’

      
      ‘Don’t take offense. I heard about the thing in the bar, and I saw you with your sister at the hospital. She’s wiped out with
         grief, and she’ll go home to her family and somehow work it out. You, I’m not sure how you’ll work it out. You’ve got the
         grief, all right, but something else too. Rage, maybe.’
      

      
      His words nailed her so precisely, they almost made her dizzy. She said with a strange formality, ‘Would you excuse me for
         a minute?’ She got out, closed the door, and walked a few steps to lean on the fender, looking out at the winking dark but
         not seeing it.
      

      
      Somebody shot my father and my mother, she thought. Assailant unknown, as the cops would say. Father dead, mother hanging on.

      
      She was suddenly very near to being an orphan, and she wasn’t ready.

      
      Just as bad, she had no place to put the anger. The emotion that curdled inside her made her stomach ache, then spread downward
         to weaken her knees, upward to shorten her breath.
      

      
      So much anger, she thought. Enough to almost make a poor girl faint. No way to let it out.

      
      ‘You okay?’ the detective called out to her.

      
      She slid back into her seat and closed the door. ‘Just needed a little air.’

      
      A business card lay on the dashboard in front of her. ‘My number,’ he said offhandedly. ‘In case you need it.’

      
      She scanned it, noting that his first name was Thomas, then pocketed it. She reached for her coffee and took a sip. It was
         still very hot.
      

      
      He inspected her closely. ‘It took guts, what you did back there.’

      
      It took a second for her to understand he was talking about the hospital. ‘He was my father. He couldn’t help how he looked
         dead.’
      

      
      ‘I’d have to agree with that. So you want to know—’

      
      ‘Wait.’ She held up a hand, ran the other through her hair. ‘Before I hear the details, can I have one of those?’ She pointed to his cigarette.
      

      
      ‘Sure.’ He shook one out for her and lit it. ‘If you promise to knock the ashes outside.’

      
      ‘So where’s your arsenal?’ she asked him, lowering her window.

      
      ‘Why do you want to know?’

      
      ‘Policemen fascinate me. They have the power to kill.’

      
      He nodded slowly, giving her a steady look. He seemed willing to wait until she was ready to hear about her parents. ‘They
         do,’ he said, ‘along with the paperwork and the investigation that always follow. Let’s not forget the bad dreams. And, for
         some of them, the crack-up.’
      

      
      ‘You speak from experience?’

      
      ‘I’ve never killed anybody.’

      
      ‘Ever shot anyone?’

      
      ‘Once. I didn’t enjoy it.’

      
      ‘All right, maybe we like to generalize about you guys.’ Another sip of coffee. ‘So where’s your arsenal?’

      
      He laughed, just a quick exhalation of breath. ‘Here.’ He patted the left side of his waist. ‘And in the trunk. Satisfied?’

      
      ‘Uh-huh. Us reformed academics, we’re always full of questions. Don’t mind us.’

      
      ‘You were at the university? Where your parents— ’

      
      ‘I did graduate work in history. I only act like white trash part of the time.’ She sucked on the cigarette once, then again,
         and exhaled vigorously. ‘I don’t usually smoke.’ She took a big swallow of her coffee and made a face as it burned its way
         down.
      

      
      Orlando was saying something.

      
      ‘Hmm?’

      
      ‘Now?’ he asked.

      
      After a moment’s hesitation, she nodded.

      
      ‘All right. Someone – probably more than one person – went into your parents’ house tonight, attacked them, and set fire to
         the place—’
      

      
      ‘A fireman told me there was going to be an arson investigation,’ she broke in. ‘But he didn’t say they know for sure.’

      
      ‘My guess is they do,’ he said, ‘and they’ll say so soon. The whole place stinks of kerosene. Doesn’t take a genius to know
         somebody torched that place.’
      

      
      ‘What about my parents?’
      

      
      ‘Your father was shot in the head, your mother in the chest. They meant to … Are you all right?’

      
      ‘Huh?’ Shannon realized she had closed her eyes tight – an involuntary reaction dating back to childhood, when she had screwed
         her eyes tightly shut to ward off unpleasant sights or sounds. It sometimes worked for a child, but hardly ever for an adult.
         Bullets, she thought. Tearing into my father’s head, my mother’s chest. She opened her eyes and said, ‘Yes. Go on.’
      

      
      ‘Whoever did it apparently meant to kill both of them, but they may have been in a hurry at the end, what with setting the
         fire and getting out of there, and didn’t quite finish it with your mother. She’s a schoolteacher, right?’
      

      
      Shannon nodded. ‘Both of them, at UC San Malo. They’re in – they were in the Political Science department.’ She noticed something
         in his expression. ‘Why?’
      

      
      ‘Oh, I was just thinking. Your mother was found on the front lawn. Somehow she made it out of a burning house with serious
         burns, a bullet inside her, and her hands tied behind her back. Sounds almost superhuman to me – hardly schoolteacher behavior,
         unless I just don’t know my schoolteachers.’
      

      
      She was silent. It didn’t fit her own image of her mother either. Then, noticing Orlando’s grim expression, she asked, ‘Is
         there more?’
      

      
      ‘Yes. Are you sure you want to hear it?’

      
      ‘No. But tell me.’

      
      He took a last heavy drag and flipped his cigarette out the window. ‘Sometime during the takeover of the house, probably
         before anybody was shot, two of your mother’s fingers were cut off,’ he said quietly in a cloud of smoke, ‘and three of your
         father’s.’
      

      
      ‘What? No.’ Her stomach tightened.

      
      He looked at her impassively, then nodded.

      
      ‘But what does that mean? Why—’

      
      ‘I think they were trying to get your parents to tell them something. Maybe where they kept their money.’

      
      She heard the breath whistle out of her, heard herself almost whisper, ‘They didn’t have any fucking money.’ She felt lightheaded.
         ‘So people really do that. Cut off fingers.’
      

      
      ‘I’m afraid so. The bad ones. Now, I’d appreciate it if you’d try to help me. Can you think of anybody—’
      

      
      ‘No,’ she broke in. ‘And this isn’t a flip answer. I know of absolutely no one who’d want to hurt my parents. You can talk
         to all their friends, everyone at the university, and I’m sure they’ll tell you the same thing. These are …’ She paused as
         she realized she was still falling into the present tense. But she went on forcefully, ‘These are good people.’
      

      
      He nodded and was about to speak when her cell phone rang. She pulled it out of her pocket and answered.

      
      ‘This is Dr Simons,’ the voice said, in a tone more urgent than she remembered. ‘Your mother is conscious. She wants to talk
         to you.’
      

      
      ‘Have you called my sister?’

      
      ‘I will. But listen, she only wants to talk to you, and she’s very insistent.’ He suddenly sounded impatient. ‘You’d better
         hurry.’
      

      
      While Shannon was absorbing that, he added, ‘I’m saying I don’t think you have much time.’

      
      Mora Fairchild was almost lost in the bed amid a jumble of tubes and monitors, her face partly hidden with bandages and an
         oxygen mask. The smell in the enclosure was sharp and penetrating, the smell of pain.
      

      
      Shannon stepped up to the bedside, leaving Orlando and the doctor outside the curtain. Her mother’s left hand was encased
         in a big mitt of white gauze. Shannon found the right one, careful not to disturb the tube stuck in it, and held it gently.
      

      
      Mora’s eyes, foggy with painkiller, strayed over to her daughter and focused on her, then widened. Her mouth formed a weak
         half-smile, and a little gasp came out. Shannon knew she was hurting.
      

      
      ‘Mom?’

      
      ‘Shan.’ It was little more than a drowsy murmur. Shannon leaned over, gently pulled the oxygen mask downward a few inches
         so she could hear her. The ravaged face was not the one she knew.
      

      
      ‘Mom, I’m here. I love you.’ Her throat swelled with emotion, choking her words into whispers. Shannon could almost physically
         feel her slipping away.
      

      
      A few shallow breaths, then: ‘They killed Ray. Bastards. I saw it.’

      
      ‘I know.’
      

      
      ‘We didn’t … tell them anything. I was so proud of him.’

      
      ‘Oh, Mom.’ Half-formed thoughts jostled for space in her head. What did she mean? What could she have told anyone? What secrets could she have been guarding, even at the cost of her husband’s
            life? It made no sense.
      

      
      ‘Shan.’

      
      ‘Yes?’

      
      ‘You have to …’ Her eyes closed, and her face twisted in pain. Shannon wanted to say, Please don’t. Just rest. But her mother’s hand tightened on hers.
      

      
      ‘Listen. Don’t tell po—’ Her breath caught, but she pushed the word out. ‘Police.’ A new intensity in her voice. ‘You have
         to find them and …’ She slowed down, each word an effort now. ‘Warn. Them.’
      

      
      This was followed by a ragged exhalation of breath. She’s losing her air, Shannon thought wildly. If the air goes, she’ll die. She heard the words, Don’t leave, and realized she had spoken them.
      

      
      She moved to replace the oxygen mask, but her mother shook her head, took another determined breath and sighed. ‘God, he’s
         so full of hate. We should have guessed …’
      

      
      Eyes on Shannon now, burning right in. Was that a smile or a grimace? Her next words came out all in a faint, husky rush.

      
      ‘We’re giving back the treasure.’

      
      ‘Mom? What treasure? Warn who?’ She’s hallucinating, Shannon thought.
      

      
      A long silence. Her mother’s eyes were fixed on the ceiling now, and the grip of her hand loosened a little. ‘You’re …’

      
      Shannon leaned in close, tears coming to her eyes. What? I’m what? Warn who?

      
      The eyes closed, and the grip loosened completely. But her mother’s chest continued its almost imperceptible rise and fall.

      
      Shannon stood there for a full minute, waiting for anything. Nothing came. There would be no further message, at least not
         for now.
      

      
      ‘Don’t go,’ she whispered. ‘I mean it. I need you. Do you hear me?’

      
      She replaced the mask and kissed her mother on the forehead. The doctor entered, and she left. Fighting to control her voice,
         she spoke to Orlando.
      

      
      ‘They. Them. She said them. There was definitely more than one.’
      

      
      As she spotted Beth coming through the doors at the end of the hall, she heard Simons’s voice speaking urgently to the nurse.
         Immediately afterward came a high-pitched electronic note, loud and pitiless, the atonal music of death.
      

      
      Something fractured within her, a dam breaking. She turned away from the detective and strode blindly down the hall, sobbing
         loudly, thinking, I’m the cry-baby now.
      

   
      
      Four

      
      Home, close to first light, her head full of cotton batting. A sad, whispered call from Beth; a short, necessary talk about
         funeral arrangements. Hanging up, she took a sleeping pill and lay on the couch, still dressed, waiting for it to take effect.
         It did not. Another, then, which did about as much good as an aspirin. Her thoughts were alive with sights, sounds, scents
         – a smoldering house, her mother’s quivering voice, the smell of burned flesh. So she began dousing the pills with Scotch,
         and eventually she began the long drop toward the place where she could lose the memories, at least for a few hours.
      

      
      Mom. Dad.

      
      And them.
      

      
      Her fists clenched and unclenched one last time, and she fell into sleep.

      
      She awoke in the early afternoon, groggy but full of nervous energy, telling herself that, with her parents suddenly and horribly
         dead, she should be doing something. Detective Orlando had given her his cellphone number – she wondered if he did this for
         all victims’ kin – and she called it.
      

      
      After again expressing condolences in his deliberate way, he got to business. ‘There’s no question now about arson. But that’s
         the least of the charges facing these characters, whoever they are. We’re still looking for a motive. When we make the arrests,
         maybe that part’ll become clear. By the way, I appreciate your passing on the word from your mom that there was more than
         one attacker. You left so fast after that, I didn’t get a chance to ask if she’d told you anything else.’
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