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PROLOGUE


New York City


I’d had enough of hospitals to last me a lifetime. But this time, I wasn’t the patient.


Most of the time – when we were walking down the street, or in bed – I forgot how slight Dave really was. I remembered my first impression of him, when he was posing undercover as a slacker pawn shop clerk without two brain cells to rub together. Dave was good at what he did, and when he was in character, his walk was different, his speech, even the way he wore his clothes. Later, when I got to know him, when his true self emerged as some kind of vigilante superhero security expert, I thought he was untouchable.


I’d thought that about my late husband Jack, too.


Dave wasn’t unconscious, he was just sleeping. The nurse swore to me he was just sleeping. But I’d been there for four hours since getting the call, and he hadn’t stirred. I watched him, observed the measured movements of his chest. He’d been shot. He’d been on an easy job, a job I was supposed to be helping on, protecting a wealthy elderly couple from their estranged son. The son had skipped bail on a manslaughter charge and apparently blamed his parents for everything that had gone wrong in his miserable life. There were mental health issues there, but the old couple didn’t like to talk about that. Dave knew the family from a job he had done six or seven years ago, and he was fond of the couple. Less so of their wayward son. Who, as it turned out, was the one who had shot Dave in his upper right arm.


It’s not like on TV, being shot. I’d had a bullet graze my bicep once, and at the time the doctors had told me all the horrific things that can happen when a person is shot in the arm – the subclavian artery being severed, bleeding out immediately, or nerve death, amputation. Dave, the nurse had told me, was lucky. The shooter had used a .22 caliber firearm – more suited to hunting rabbits than humans – and the hospital had operated and removed the slug. He would live, and he would probably – probably – regain full use of his right arm, with enough physical therapy and dumb luck.


I watched him, and waited. Waited for the monitors to start beeping loudly and a legion of doctors and nurses to come in and hustle me out of the way, then tell me how sorry they were, but they’d lost him. If I waited long enough, I was sure it was inevitable. I had this effect on men.


I closed my eyes and prayed wordlessly. I replayed the nurse’s assurances in my head: he will be fine. But there were other things in my head, other voices screaming at me, telling me that this was wrong, and it was my fault; it was my hubris – thinking I could be whole again – that put Dave in this hospital bed. Even Dave’s strength was no match against the evil that followed me around like a bad smell. The cautious happiness I’d been relaxing into had made way for the return of the mantle of pain and dread I’d worn for the last two years. Enough. It was enough.


I got up and leaned over Dave, kissed his forehead, and walked out of the room to the elevators. Dave’s buddy and colleague Ned was getting off one, and I hopped in. “He’s going to be fine,” I said brightly. “I’m just going to grab something to eat. I’ll be back.”


Ned smiled and tilted an imaginary cap at me, and looked like he was going to say something. I kept my face bright and cheerful through some miracle of will. The elevator doors shut before Ned could speak.


I got a cab back to the bolthole that Dave kept in Manhattan, a third-floor walk-up in Hell’s Kitchen that was rented in a fake name and paid for a year in advance with cash. Neither Dave nor I were what you could call tidy, and the place was in desperate need of some TLC. I wished I could clean it for him, at least, before I left. But there was no time. I threw what clothes of mine I could see into the small suitcase I’d brought, and spent twenty frustrating, sweaty minutes searching for my passport. After grabbing a few things from the bathroom and the nightstand, I left, closing the door behind me softly. I’d been happy in this dump. The thought made me feel sick, lightheaded. On my way down the stairs I realized I hadn’t left a note, but it wouldn’t matter. And really, what could I say?


The smells on the street assaulted me when I left the building. I hadn’t noticed them before, but I was fighting a growing nausea. I walked until I could hail a cab on 11th Avenue.


“The Sansevoort,” I said. I didn’t look at the driver. I was just glad his cab was clean.


“The hotel, miss?” the driver asked. He was looking at me in the rearview so I just nodded. It was in the Meatpacking District, not far away, and I’d walked past it before. The Dutch name somehow stayed in my brain, and Dave had mentioned that Ned stayed there sometimes when he wanted to push the boat out, because it had smoking rooms. In this culture of the vilification of smokers, I’d filed that fact away. And while I wasn’t exactly a full-time smoker – I picked it up and put it down as the mood struck me – my fingers itched to hold one.


I spent a couple of minutes considering trying to score some crack somewhere, but found that I didn’t want it. I didn’t want to spend the time and energy looking for it, and once I got started there might be no stopping.


I would be checking into the hotel. I was going to order up a glass of wine. Or probably a bottle, and of something I wouldn’t normally waste money on, even though I could afford to now. I would write a couple of notes: one to my brothers, and one to my nephews. And when I was done with all that, I would put a note on the door for the maids to tell them not to enter, take the gun out of my bag, and this would all, finally, be over.


I’d cheated death before. This time, no one was taking my life from me. I would be in control of my own end.


I would be with Jack and Ginger. I knew for certain that there was something beyond this world; Ginger had been with me too many times, and I knew the difference between my imagination and her presence. She had been my twin. We were tied, we had always been tied, by something beyond science and a split egg in our mother’s womb.


I would finally draw a black curtain over the memories that haunted me: of Jack bleeding out under my hands, of Ginger being raped and killed, of Darren lying in the snow with an arrow in his chest. The violence that gravitated to me and the people who loved me would end, and the man who was hunting me would most likely be placated by my death. If he wasn’t, if he still wanted to target the Clearys, I had three very capable and competent brothers who could steer the ship. Not to mention Dave’s crew, who wouldn’t see my family hurt if they could help it. We’d formed a bond, all of us, and it went beyond my relationship with Dave.


A sense of serenity washed over me, and I felt a peace I hadn’t experienced in years. A wave of calm and love made tears roll down my cheeks.


“You’re okay, miss?” the driver said. We were in front of the hotel.


“Thank you, yes,” I said. I gave him a fifty and told him to keep the change. “I’m better than I’ve been in a long time, sir. Thank you for asking.”


Ginger, and Jack. I was going to see Ginger and Jack. My dead twin, and my dead husband.


* * *


An hour later, I was sitting cross-legged on the king-size bed, flipping through channels on TV and waiting for room service: a bottle of Prosecco and ridiculously overpriced macaroni and cheese. While waiting, I’d fixed myself a gin and tonic from the mini-bar, and was eating a small bag of potato chips that would probably cost me ten bucks. I would drink the wine and eat, and write my notes, including one for housekeeping telling them not to enter and to call the police. Although I was sure I wasn’t the first person to check into a hotel to die, I hated the idea of some poor maid having to find me. That’s why the bathroom was best, and easier to clean up, too.


I felt calm, and actually quite cheerful. All thoughts of Dave had very effectively been shunted to some corner of my brain. I was looking forward to my meal, and debating ordering a movie from cable to have on in the background while I wrote. The notes would be short, in any event. My brothers knew what I’d been through, and they knew how much I loved them. I doubted they’d even be surprised.


The note to Matthew and Luke would be more difficult, but that’s what I was hoping the Prosecco would help with.


A short tap at the door, and I bounded off the bed, grabbing a twenty-dollar bill I’d set on the credenza to tip the room-service waiter.


I began to open the door, but someone pushed it hard, so that it hit me square in the face. In the nose, in fact.


I’d broken people’s noses before, but even in my fighting days I’d managed to avoid being struck there. Like this, at least. The pain was instantly blinding, and there was blood in my mouth and on my face. A man came in and locked the door behind him. I held my hand to my face and tried to will the pain away enough to assess the situation.


Definitely not room service. Or if it was, this hotel had to do some serious customer service training.


I started laughing. I had blood streaming from my nose, a strange man had burst into my room who did not seem to have any Prosecco on his person, and I couldn’t stop laughing.


The man just looked at me. This was not, obviously, the reaction he had been expecting.


“You’re not room service,” I said, through the blood. Which made me laugh even harder, bent over at the waist. A touch of the old hysteria. Happens to me sometimes, in moments of physical or emotional pain.


“I followed you,” he said. I thought he sounded a bit slow, but I also knew not to trust my instincts in that moment. “From Dave’s place. I followed you up the street and got in a cab after you did. I followed you here. I followed you right up to your floor.” He sounded proud of himself, and almost incredulous at how easy it had been.


The mention of Dave snapped me out of my hysteria. My adrenaline shot up, and I could almost feel the blood rushing away from the pain in my face, to my brain and my limbs. But I pretended to still be incapacitated.


This was the man who had shot Dave. This was that elderly couple’s son, the couple Dave was supposed to be protecting. That we were supposed to be protecting, but I had swanned off on my own errands. This man had shot Dave. He was mentally ill, I knew that, and I had more compassion and understanding than your average person when it came to the mentally ill.


But he had shot Dave. And right now, while I didn’t see a gun, he could have one in his pocket.


I took my hand away from my bloody nose. “Do you mind if I get a towel, please?” I said calmly. I nodded in the direction of the bathroom. “I don’t want to get blood all over the carpet. It’s not fair to the cleaning staff.”


The man, whose name I suddenly remembered was Nicholas, looked at me oddly. He’d probably been expecting a fight, or for me to beg for my life. I may have been planning on dying in this room, but I’d be damned if I was going to let anybody else have the pleasure of taking my life.


He waited a beat, and it occurred to me that he was on something. I didn’t know if he was on his medication now, lithium maybe, or on some street drug. But his reactions were definitely off.


Except when he’d burst into the room, I thought. Yup, his reaction time then had been spot-on.


He nodded, and started heading towards the bathroom. Shit. My gun – well, Dave’s gun – was sitting on the vanity, under a hand towel. I’d put it there for later, and put the towel over it in case the room service person caught a glimpse of it. It was the first towel Nicholas would see when he walked into the room, if he was planning on grabbing one for me. Besides, he was a big man, somewhere north of six-two or -three, and well over two hundred and fifty pounds, I estimated. I wasn’t looking forward to hand-to-hand combat against someone with that much of an advantage.


As we both walked into the room, I pushed him out of the way before he could do anything.


“Sorry,” I said. “I’m going to puke.”


I brushed past him and retched blood into the toilet. It wasn’t hard to do.


Nicholas moved out of my way politely, as I thought he would, and turned to look the other way. Men can’t handle watching other people vomit. Especially women. I had three brothers. This, I knew.


I straightened up, blood and mucous still streaming from my mouth, and grabbed the gun, kicking Nicholas as hard as I could in the back of the knee before he had time to turn around. I was relieved I hadn’t taken my combat boots off. The old adage “die with your boots on” had stuck with me, and while I was no soldier, the idea of committing suicide in bare feet seemed somehow obscene.


I didn’t kick Nicholas as hard as I’d wanted – he’d moved too far away, into the hallway – but his knee still gave way. Without pausing, I swung the gun in a wide arc, hitting the side of his head with the butt of it while he was down on one knee.


I heard a crack, a very ominous crack, as he hit his head on the opposite wall. He was absolutely still.


I stood still for a minute. “Shit,” I said. I hoped he wasn’t dead. He’d shot Dave, and who knows what he had planned for me, but he was ill. I didn’t want to kill him.


I looked around, grabbed the hotel’s hairdryer – thankful I’d sprung for a nice hotel in which to kill myself; the hairdryer wasn’t mounted to the wall – pulled his arms behind his back, and tied his wrists together. The cord wasn’t long enough to be very effective, so I ripped a lamp out of the wall, wrenched the cord from it, and used that as well. Better safe than sorry, and all that.


I felt around his neck for his pulse. It was there.


I sat back on my haunches and surveyed the scene. Between the profuse, unchecked nosebleed and my retching blood for effect, the bathroom looked like a crime scene. Which I supposed it actually was. I felt my nose, gingerly. I didn’t think it was broken after all, but I couldn’t be sure. Wearily, I picked up the towel that had gone flying when I’d grabbed the gun, and put it to my face.


“Room service,” a voice said from the other side of the door, and then a knock.


I stood slowly, my muscles stiffening now that the adrenaline had abated, and opened the door with the towel to my nose. I was covered in blood, and behind me a large man was unconscious and tied up with electrical cords. But this was New York, and the young man with the cart tried very hard not to look surprised. As far as he was concerned, I supposed, this could be nothing more than some extremely kinky play.


I took the towel away from my face and smiled, which, considering the fact that my teeth were probably coated in blood, seemed to scare the poor kid more than anything. I reached for the bottle of Prosecco on the cart and started to peel the foil off the cork.


“You’ll want to call the police, I think,” I said. I sounded nasal. “This man,” I nodded behind me, “burst into my room.”


“Is he…?” The young man had gone white.


“He’s fine,” I said. “Just unconscious.” I popped the cork, and took a swig of Prosecco from the bottle. It tasted like blood. Bubbly blood. I took another one. Better.


“Are you?” He was staring at the blood on my shirt. He’d backed up a couple of steps, and he pulled a phone from his pocket.


“Yes, thank you,” I said. I was calm, but it’s hard to sound in control when your nose is possibly broken. “I’ll just wait here for the police, shall I? Tell them to send an ambulance as well. For him,” I added. The kid nodded. He was starting to enjoy himself a bit, I could tell. He was going to have a story to tell.


I looked at the cart. I couldn’t wheel it in past the large unconscious man on the floor outside my bathroom, only feet from the door, but I was starving, suddenly. I pulled the cart over so it propped the door open, put the bottle I was holding back into the bucket and carried it into the room, stepping over Nicholas, and set it on the credenza. Then I carefully picked up the plate and the cutlery, and set it down as well.


“We’re fine,” I said. “I’m very hungry, and it’s paid for, right?” I smiled at the kid again, who looked like he wished I hadn’t. “Oh!” I said, and stepped over the body on the floor and picked up the twenty I’d had in my hand for his tip, before I’d been doored in the face. “Here,” I said, and handed it to him. “Thanks. Just tell the police we’ll wait for them.” I pushed the cart back toward him, unblocking the door, and stepped back into the room, waving.


Then I opened the door again, and the kid was still standing there, his phone in his hand. “Forgot this,” I said. I grabbed one of the two wine glasses on the cart. “Should really be flutes for Prosecco,” I said. “Just so you know for next time. But this will do.” The kid nodded, staring at me.


I settled in, sitting cross-legged on the bed and eating twenty-four-dollar macaroni and cheese and guzzling Prosecco. When I heard the police in the hallway, I sighed. This was going to take hours, and I doubted they’d let me bring the Prosecco to the police station.


Just my luck. I couldn’t even enjoy my own suicide without someone trying to kill me.




ONE


Toronto
Present, four months later


I lay still and waited for the man’s breathing to change.


The room smelled like cigarette smoke and sweat, with a layer of something rotting underneath. A bag of forgotten takeout under the bed, perhaps. That was the best-case scenario.


A lamp was still on in the corner: a blessing and a curse. I would be able to find my clothes on the floor, and not have to make sure my jacket was zipped up all the way because I couldn’t find my shirt. But I would also be forced to look at the squalor I lay in.


That I had chosen to lay in. Chosen. A clean and sober choice, even.


At least he wasn’t a cuddler. He was curled up on his side of the bed with his back to me, and a good foot and a half of mattress lay between us.


He wasn’t sleeping yet, but I couldn’t wait any longer. No longer attempting quiet, I got up and pulled my jeans on, slipping my underwear off the floor and into my back pocket. I pulled on my t-shirt and then my socks and boots, as quickly as I could. Behind me, I heard the man turn over, and seconds later the flick of his Zippo as he lit a cigarette. I didn’t turn around.


“You want some eggs or something?” he said. I looked at my phone. It was two a.m. I didn’t answer, but rifled through my bag to make sure nothing had slipped out, that no wallet or keys had made their way under the bed, and that I wouldn’t have to come back here again. I could walk out the door and pretend this had never happened.


“Not much of a talker, are you,” the man said.


At the bedroom door, I saw his wallet where he’d dropped it when he took off his jeans. I picked it up and flipped through it.


“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” he said. “You think you’re going to rip me off?” He was sitting up now.


“No, your five bucks are safe.” I looked at his driver’s license. “Jeffrey Duncan.” I chucked the wallet at him. He misjudged the catch, and it hit him in the forehead.


He was calling me some very unpleasant names as I walked out. I doubted I would be invited back.


When I got outside I pulled my shoulder bag across my body and started running toward home. I was far uptown. I never went out on the prowl anywhere near home. I’d started thinking of myself as a hunter, like a serial killer in search of victims. I knew my shrink, Dr. Singh, would have a field day with that. When she got back from holiday and we started our Skype sessions again, I would probably tell her. I trusted her. She knew more about me than anyone did. More than I did, probably. I’d been a bit lost these last few weeks, while she went wherever she went on vacation. She was so careful, Dr. Singh; she never told me anything personal about herself. She kept our boundaries tight.


I’d started to refer to this as the Summer of the Prowl. I never hurt anybody, of course. They got what they presumably wanted – although I didn’t really care what they wanted – and I got what I needed. Drug-free oblivion, and a new batch of self-loathing to run off, to cleanse myself of, so I could rest.


The air was August humid but somehow cool at the same time, and I could feel my muscles loosening into the run. I thought about keeping my footfall light in my combat boots, each strike of my foot potentially hitting the landmine that would blow me away. Instead of crying, I sweated. Weeks ago I had started visualizing my sweat as the tears I could no longer shed, coming out of my pores. By the time I reached home, my body would be soaked, and alive, and I would feel cleansed. I would shower for a long time, the longest showers of my life.


As I ran, I counted things. Dr. Singh had advised this, back in rehab in Nova Scotia. She called it counting my blessings. It had changed for me, now. I counted the number of days since my twin sister was murdered. The number of days since my husband was murdered. The number of people I had killed. The number of people I had to protect.


Sometimes, I would count the number of months until Matthew and Luke, my nephews, would be safely launched into the world. Happy in their lives. They were in training, now, to be able to protect themselves against almost anything. The older they got, the smarter they would get, and stronger, and eventually they wouldn’t need me anymore. Eventually, I would be able to slip out of my life, out of this life, and go back. Go back to crack, maybe. Go back to when Jack was with me, and Ginger. Live with them in my head, or die and live with them someplace else. Though I knew enough not to tell Dr. Singh any of this. She could have me institutionalized if she suspected I was suicidal.


But, no. I would never leave the boys now. I was working very hard, with Darren and Fred, to build a place and a life for my sister’s twins, and give them safety and security and fun. I faked it. Faked it every day, being the Fun Aunt. Faked being relatively carefree, when my mind was filled with worry and revenge.


I knew that I was being hunted. That we were being hunted. And I was going to make damn sure that if we were found, we’d be ready. All of us.


When I got to the last traffic light before home, I picked up the pace and sprinted. I ran like the devil himself was chasing me.




TWO


On a November evening, some twenty-one months earlier, I had a phone call that would change my life forever.


My twin sister Ginger was dead. A man named Michael Vernon Smith – who at that time was living under the alias Chandler York, and was my brother-in-law’s lawyer – was responsible. He was the head of a cult-like group that he referred to as his Family. Some of them had been his former foster children, and he had inculcated them into targeting wealthy, vulnerable people, getting inside their lives and tearing their worlds apart piece by piece. The only way to stop them was to sign over ninety percent of your assets to whatever offshore tax havens or phony charities Smith had set up. If you didn’t, Smith promised that the lives of everyone you loved would be ruined, and ruined in very imaginative ways. It was a psychological master play; there was no way out. Even those who didn’t value their own lives usually had people they wanted to protect.


The Clearys were high on The Family’s hit list. My late husband Jack had been one of Smith’s foster kids, and he had bought himself a new identity to escape. In the course of targeting my sister and her husband, The Family had stumbled upon their long-lost brother, my estranged husband. And in the ensuing melee, I had killed three of them, Jack had been killed, and Michael Vernon Smith had lost his eye. But he’d escaped. And before he had, he’d promised that my nephews would be next on The Family’s list.


I hoped I would personally get a chance to end Smith’s life, mostly because I had more blood on my hands and my soul than anyone in my family ever would, and I wanted to keep it that way.


When my marriage to Jack had broken down, I’d drifted into being a regular at my local bar. I wasn’t a big drinker, but it seemed essential to avoid being home alone in my head. Soon enough, I’d found my way to the cocaine that half the staff and many of the regulars seemed to be slipping into the washrooms for. I’d finally found my drug. It took surprisingly little time for my habit to slide into an impressive crack addiction. I took to avoiding my phone, even when it was my twin sister Ginger calling. For the first time in our lives, Ginger didn’t understand me. Like anyone in the throes of a full-blown addiction, I was selfish, and didn’t think about how my actions would affect the people who loved me. Especially my twin. She jumped down the rabbit hole herself, to understand me. To save me. And in doing so, she helped Michael Vernon Smith and his Family take her life.


As long as my family stayed safe, I’d be happy if Smith simply keeled over from a fatal heart attack, or preferably contracted Ebola somewhere far away and died in agony, bleeding through his eyes. As long as he was dead and we could be sure none of his followers kept after us, it didn’t matter much to me how it happened.


* * *


Now I was back from my rehab stint in Nova Scotia – well, to be more accurate, being chained to piers while the tide was coming in, or chasing around a serial killer who liked to remove body parts. Darren and our brother Skipper had found what they thought was the perfect solution to our housing issues. They were at the airport, all of them, Matty and Luke as well, to welcome me, and drive me to what they excitedly referred to as our new home.


The boys were so excited, they blindfolded me for the drive. And I actually allowed it.


I was nervous, on that drive. And a little carsick. But the boys were practically ricocheting off the seats, they were so excited, and I knew that whatever it was, whatever building I was being driven to, I was going to make it work. Matty and Luke had lost their mother the day I got that horrible phone call, and had been packed up and moved to another country. If they were excited about something – and if Darren was too, and he knew the challenges any living space we took would have to face – there was no way I was going to be the voice of doom.


I could tell by the traffic, and by the angle of the sun warming my face behind the blindfold, that we were driving east from the airport. I was relieved that we were driving into the city. Darren, Fred, and I had been exchanging email photos of huge country properties north of the city, where we could live in quiet, and get a relatively good deal on a large property. Room for everyone, and all that. And I tried to get excited about it. I loved the country. But after what I’d just gone through in Nova Scotia, I wanted concrete under my feet, and a cop at every corner.


When the car finally stopped and Luke whipped the blindfold off my head, I was stunned.


“You wily fuckers,” I said, and slapped my hand over my mouth. I was trying to reign in my potty mouth, or at least I had vowed to try. Darren raised his eyebrows, but the boys hooted.


We were in front of what looked like an abandoned factory of some kind. And from the sound of the streetcars in the middle distance, we were downtown. It wasn’t an area of town I knew well – I could tell we were east of the city’s core – but if I had my bearings right, we were in a not-quite gentrified area, not terribly far from Lake Ontario.


“It was a bakery!” Luke said. “You can still smell bread in there! Almost!”


The brickwork was so dark it looked sooty, like something from Dickensian London. From what I could see, more windows than not were broken or boarded over, and there was some very interesting graffiti repeated along the exterior of the second floor involving multiple depictions of the male anatomy.


It was huge, it was dilapidated, and it was an eyesore.


“It’s absolutely perfect,” I said. Darren nodded, looking pleased behind his sunglasses.


“Sold?” Matty asked me, his arm slung over my shoulders. He was nearly my height.


“Hmm…” I said. “What do you think, Fred?”


“It’s going to cost more than we probably have to make it livable,” he said, gazing up at the third floor, which looked like it had been hit by a small airplane. “I don’t know.”


“You’re right,” I said. “D?”


“The asking price is ridiculous,” Darren said. “I mean, I’m sure we can bargain them down, but we’d probably have to tear the whole thing down and start fresh.” He was keeping his face neutral, unable to look at me, kicking at the ground.


But I knew my brother.


“Good point,” I said. I looked at Luke, and I looked at Matty.


“Auntie,” Luke started to say, serious and man-like, about to start in, I could tell, on the merits of the place. But I’d heard enough.


“This building,” I said seriously, “is ugly as hell.” The boys were quiet.


“And, I love it,” I said. “If everybody agrees, I think I’ll buy it.”


Even Fred was smiling as the boys tried to hoist me onto their shoulders. I twisted my bad ankle when they dropped me, of course, but it was still a good day.


* * *


If you’re pretty sure someone wants you and yours dead – or worse – it’s handy to have bushels of money. Because I am here to tell you: state-of-the-art security does not come cheap.


Even when one of your best friends is a security expert. Maybe especially when one of your best friends is a security expert – whatever you think might be good enough can, in the right hands and with enough ready cash, be improved upon. The bullet-proof glass that’s good enough for the pope is not quite up to snuff, apparently. Not when there are new polymers on the market that could stop anything up to a direct missile hit.


You get the idea.


My brother Darren and I had been bickering about how we were going to find a place – a very, very safe place – for all of us to live together in Toronto. All of us meaning our nephews Matthew and Luke – who each seemed to grow an inch a month – and their father Fred, along with plenty of room for whichever other family might want or need to stay. Oh, and of course the staff that Matty and Luke had grown up with in southern California, who had watched over the boys since they were born and needed remarkably little convincing to up sticks and move to Canada. Rosen was the former Israeli commando whom Fred had hired back in the day when he started to make real money, and get the attendant threats, and Marta had been their cook-slash-housekeeper. Rosen had no family ties – at least that we knew of, and if he did, he didn’t want to bring them to Toronto – but Marta came with a teenage son and her aged, cranky mother, whose English was as nonexistent as the chance of seeing a smile cross the woman’s face.


In exchange for the procurement and sometimes installation of our security systems, I’d agreed to house Dave and his jolly band of mercenaries whenever they needed a safe house in town. Or, of course, if they just wanted to visit. After our adventures together, Dave et al had begun to seem like a distant branch of the Cleary clan. Not surprisingly, they fit right in. We all had a screw or ten loose, and we had all seen a lot of death and pain – and had, to greater or lesser extents, gallows humor about it. Our respective quirks seemed to gel pretty well. Especially since we all had one major common goal: protect ourselves, and particularly the twins, from Michael Vernon Smith, and whatever followers he might still have wandering around.


Or better yet, as far as I was concerned: find him before he found us. Find him, and kill him. No courts and no prison, no chance to influence people from behind bars. I hoped I would be the one who could do it, could be the one who got to end the life of the man who had brought about my sister’s ruin and death, and left my nephews to grow up without a mother. I had been so close once, and Smith had gotten away.


That would not happen again.


* * *


From the outside, the changes we made to the old factory were mostly cosmetic. We left the brickwork as it was, and had the windows replaced. The interior – at least the top three floors – we gutted. Marta and her family had the second floor, and Darren and I had the top level, the fourth floor. The boys and Fred took the floor between us. It made us all feel safer, to have them sandwiched on a floor between us. No one would get to Matty and Luke without going through Rosen, who took a small apartment of rooms at the back of the ground floor, or Marta’s fiercely loyal family.


The rest of the main floor was a gym. The gym was going to be both our front – a way to get around the zoning by-laws – and a sort of ad hoc Boys & Girls Club, a place for kids to come after school or on weekends to get in shape and, hopefully, learn some of what Rosen liked to call “the honor code”.


For a while, at least, it was everything I could have hoped for.


Until that summer weekend, that is.




THREE


“Another run of shame? This is getting old,” Darren said. I’d bounded up the stairs pretending I still had something like energy left, and found my brother lying on the floor of the living room we shared. His feet were on the couch, and he was holding an Archie comic at an awkward angle over his head.


“Pfft,” I said. I grabbed the beer on the floor next to him, felt it was still cold, and took a long swig. “If I were you, I don’t think I’d be throwing that word around so randomly. You’re looking at comics with reading glasses on,” I pointed out. “At three-thirty in the morning.”


“Can I get away with calling Archie a graphic novel?” he said. He stuck his hand up and snapped his fingers at me. He wanted his beer back. I handed it to him and went to the kitchen.


“Go to bed already,” I said over my shoulder. “The boys start back to school in a few weeks. We’ve got to get on some kind of sleep schedule.”


“You go to bed,” he said. I returned from the kitchen and handed him another cold beer, after taking a sip, and opened a bottle of water. Darren looked at me. “Oh, wait. You’ve just been in bed. I forgot.”


“I’m a grown-ass woman. I’m a sober grown-ass woman. Who I choose to…” I couldn’t think of the word I wanted to use. I liked to reserve “fuck” for simple but effective swearing, and besides, it seemed weird to use it in a sexual way around my little brother. Even if we didn’t have anything like a normal sibling relationship.


“Enjoy conjugal relations with?” he said. He peered over his reading glasses, and I caught our dad’s face for a second. I smiled.


“Isn’t that just in reference to married, uh, relations?” I said.


“Huh,” he said. He closed his “graphic novel”. “Good point, sir. But I presume you did do some conjugating this evening.”


“Jesus,” I said. “I am not going to dignify that remark, young man.” I downed my water while Darren watched me. He seemed to be waiting for me to say more. “When and with whom I… conjugate, is none of your concern,” I said. I looked at Darren, who was still flat on his back with his legs on the couch. He looked very comfortable. “Besides, it’s hard to take you seriously when you’re reading comics upside down.” He opened his mouth, and I put my hand up. “Graphic novels. Pardon me.”


“Thank you.” He swung his legs down and pivoted, sitting up. “Marta and I were changing the boys’ bedding. This was between Luke’s mattress and box spring.” He waved the comic. “He was hiding it like it was a girlie magazine. I felt it behooved me, as his uncle, to take a gander and make sure it was suitable. Or that it wasn’t some kind of postmodern Riverdale porn.”


I couldn’t wipe the smile off my face. “And?” I said.


“Nada. Innocent as your evening was not,” he said. I threw my empty water bottle at him.


“Bizarre. Why would he hide it?” I said. I was lowering my voice, though the boys wouldn’t be able to hear me from their rooms downstairs. “Did you ask him?”


“I did,” Darren said. He did a spot-on impression of both boys, which drove them both absolutely crazy. “‘If you tell Matt I had that, Darren, he will torture me until my life won’t be worth living.’” I laughed. If every moment of my life was like this, I could be a different person.


“Were we ever that innocent?” I said. “Seriously.”


“You weren’t,” Darren said. “You were born with that supersized flight-or-fight gene.”


“You’ve been watching Dr. Phil again,” I said. I sat on the floor and stretched my lower back. Seemed I wasn’t getting any younger, and my nighttime escapades – not to mention the long runs after – were taking their toll.


“Besides, I wouldn’t call those two kids innocent,” Darren said. “Not after… everything.”


“No.” No. Not after their mother was murdered. Not after their nanny impersonated me and kidnapped them. Not after they – well, Matty – watched their Uncle Jack choke on his own blood. Not after their nanny held guns and knives to them, and drugged them. They would never be innocent again. And while I wished, with everything I had, that the last year hadn’t happened, now that it had, I was constantly torn between wanting to preserve whatever innocence and joy they could have left and making sure they were always ready. We couldn’t be sure they were safe twenty-four seven unless we wrapped them in bubble wrap and continued to homeschool them. They were caught up with the curriculum here before starting school in Toronto. I was tempted to continue that way – I had money now; we could hire the best private tutors in the city to teach them more algebra and world history than they’d ever learn at school. But their father and uncles seemed to think that socialization was important, living a “normal life”.


I was seriously thinking about getting a helipad on the roof, and the boys had weapons and fighting lessons four times a week. As far as I was concerned, we’d pulled out of Normal Station a long time ago. But the boys wanted to go to school, and I was the lone hold-out who thought the risk was too great. But even I could see that my nephews deserved to have a life outside of what we’d never stopped referring to as “the bakery”. Or sometimes, “the compound”.


Matthew and Luke were the twin sons of my dead twin sister. At least partly because of me, they had lost their mother. I was going to make sure they were safe and protected and, as much as possible at their age, capable of protecting themselves should the need arise. I had made sure that they were surrounded by people who loved them. There was some consistency with Marta and Rosen around, and they worshipped their uncle Darren. I played video games with them, taught them how to properly pop popcorn – none of that microwave stuff – and made sure they saw good movies, ones that had come out before they were born.


My instinct may have been to wrap myself around them, to blanket them with my body to shield them from harm, but I couldn’t. There was a part of me that felt that my touch was a curse, that I was a curse. That the best I could do was make sure they knew there was a community, of sorts, in our home, and that they would never be alone unless they wanted to be.


I was in a state of hyper-vigilance and found myself, more often than not, falling asleep during the early hours of the morning on the floor outside the boys’ room. Particularly on nights when I’d gone out on my own and picked up the sort of man I’d never want to see in the daylight.


The best mornings were when I woke up on the floor outside their room and one of them would have put a blanket over me while I slept. And sometimes a can of Diet Pepsi next to me. A couple of times I woke to find them both sitting cross-legged on the floor, quietly playing on their phones while I slept. On those mornings, I felt Ginger there with us, and I think the boys did too. They understood better than anyone the twin bond, and were getting to an age when they could see past their own pain to realize how devastating it must have been for me to lose her.


So they weren’t having a normal life, but we were all doing our best to make it a good one. And it was working. Sometimes, when I was busy with the gym, or playing World of Warcraft with the boys, I actually felt like I could breathe freely.


“Fred home?” I asked Darren. Now that my breathing had returned to normal after my long run, I was starting to notice that I was a little whiffy. Sex with a stranger in a humid room, followed by a five-mile run in combat boots, will do that to a girl. A cool shower and perhaps sleep in my own bed were in order.


Darren was about to answer when we heard someone on the stairs. “Knock, knock,” Fred said quietly when he reached the top.


“Just talking about you,” Darren said. He stood up and headed to the kitchen. “Beer, Frederick? Water?”


Then Fred appeared in the living-room doorway, and I think I must have actually gasped. Darren turned around.


He had blood around one side of his mouth – his very swollen mouth; for a minute I worried his jaw had been broken – and it was apparent that he was going to have a very impressive black eye tomorrow. As I got closer to him, I saw red around his neck. Fingerprints, by the look of them.


“I don’t want the boys to see me like this,” he said. He lowered himself gingerly onto the couch. It wasn’t only his face that had taken a beating, then. “I thought maybe you guys could patch me up a bit before I go down to bed.” He tried to smile, and winced. “And help me come up with a story for them.”


“Darren, get an ice pack. Make that two.” Darren gave me a look over Fred’s head, a what now kind of look, before he went to the kitchen.


“I’m going to have a look at you, but you need to tell us what happened.”


“Yes,” he said. “It’s time, I think.” His voice was slow and careful. Not too nasal, though. I didn’t think his nose was broken.


“Past time,” Darren said. He had two gel packs from the freezer, wrapped in clean tea towels, and something amber-colored in a small glass. He handed me the gel packs and gave the glass to Fred. “Brandy,” he said. “For shock. Drink it.” Fred wasn’t much of a drinker, but he threw the brandy back like a longshoreman. He spoiled the effect by coughing and going even redder in the face, but still.


“Get me one too, would you,” I said to Darren. “And the first-aid stuff. It’s…”


“Under the sink, I know,” he said. “Honestly, I’m nothing but a skivvy.” I blew him a kiss and he gave me the finger. I love my family.


I sat looking at Fred, waiting to touch him until Darren came back with the kit and the nitrile gloves. “Did you get kicked? Kidney, ass… what?” He looked at me. “You couldn’t sit properly,” I said. “That’s not from this.” I gestured to his damaged face and neck. Fred’s face turned even more red.


“Oh. Yeah. They gave me a couple of good punts in my lower back.”


“Do you mean your butt? Because if it’s that, you’re probably fine. If you got kicked hard enough in your kidneys, in your lower back, we might want to take you to Emerg.”


“Danny, we are not going to the hospital,” Fred said. I just stared at him with a stern look on my face, and he sighed. “Fine. A couple of kicks landed on my ass, and maybe one or two on my lower back.”


“You’re probably fine unless you start peeing blood,” Darren said from behind him. He moved a small table next to where I had moved a chair in front of Fred, and put the first-aid kit down. He moved a lamp closer to shine on Fred’s face. Darren and I looked at Fred together, then at each other.


“I’ll just get that brandy,” my brother said.


“Now I know why you like wearing those Docs,” Fred said. He shifted a bit, and winced.


“Yup,” I said. “Any kind of combat boots can be a weapon.” I looked down at Fred’s Vans and shook my head. “We need to take you shopping, bud.”


My heartbeat was strong and steady, and I was keeping my breathing deep and even. After years of being an amateur fighter, this kind of first aid was right up my alley. Not to mention my late husband Jack had insisted I get my first-aid certification.


But my adrenaline was also pumping, and I was trying to use the mindfulness techniques Dr. Singh had taught me to curtail it. No one was in immediate danger. Fred was home now, and safe. The boys were asleep in their beds. But someone had gone after my family. Someone had given my brother-in-law a pretty decent beating. Fred and I still had a way to go before we could stop blaming each other, deep down, for Ginger’s death. But we’d been in each other’s lives since I was sixteen. He was the father of the two people who mattered the most in the world to me. Like it or not, he was family.


Darren came back carrying a bottle of brandy and two glasses. He splashed a bit more in Fred’s, and a heftier measure for both himself and me. I took a cautious sip, then shot the rest. I managed not to cough, but just barely. It would have killed my street cred.
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