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            Please Read and Follow Directions Carefully…

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Any woman can be both the perfect housewife and an accomplished assassin, because both functions require the same qualities: creativity; a never-say-die attitude; and an attention to details, no matter how small…
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        * * *

      

      All I really needed to know about being a freelance assassin I learned before my youngest daughter, Trisha, started kindergarten.

      I’ve come to that realization as I lay naked and handcuffed to the bed of my target du jour, a sleazebag by the name of Yuri Petrovich.

      Yuri has just downed a couple of Viagra with the last of his Starbucks venti-sized nonfat decaf caramel macchiato. This is to ensure us both that his attempt to mount me will have all the gusto of a broncobuster breaking in the wildest filly in the corral before heading on into the sunset. (In truth, we are in a hillside suite at the Chateau Marmont. But considering Yuri’s attitude toward women, the cowboyspeak sums things up quite nicely.)

      Believe it or not, everything is going just as I planned, and right on schedule.

      At least, that is what I tell myself as I watch him unzip his rock star-tight leather pants and squeeze out of them as quickly as he can because of his erection, which seems to be growing by the nanosecond and has him wincing in pain. (And in Yuri’s fantasy if anyone is going to say ouch, it’s going to be me.)

      Like, say, eighty-eight percent of all my targets, this Russian mafia boss—who came here to unload a cache of AK-103s on some Idaho Neo-Nazis—has an obsessive-compulsive personality. In Yuri’s case, that means staying in the same suite at the Marmont every time he hits Los Angeles (although his Slavic accent and pockmarked greaser looks have hardly earned him an iota of the ass-kissing accorded aging rock stars, budding celebutantes, or out-of-town British actors); doing the down-and-dirty with some rent-a-whore, both before and after the arms sale; and drinking macchiatos nonstop, even during his favorite sex act, that Kama Sutra position euphemistically called “the ostrich’s tail.” (Don’t ask, because you really don’t want to know.)

      I work for Acme Industries, one of the many CIA-sanctioned subcontractors that handle any and all dirty tricks that won’t pass a Congressional panel sniff test. My mission is simple:

      Take Yuri down.

      Here’s my to-do list:

      First, I was to stall on the sex until the skinheads showed up. Done.

      Next, I was to plant a GPS system on one of them, so that ATF can track and apprehend them during the pick-up. Check.

      And finally, as a show of tit-for-tat diplomacy with Uncle Sam’s publicly acknowledged BFF, Russia, I’m to see to it that Yuri never leaves his hotel room alive.

      All in good time, dearie. All in good time.

      In fact, all of this is supposed to be accomplished before three o’clock, the time at which I have to pick up my ten-year-old, Jeff, and a carload of his teammates for an after-school baseball game. Otherwise I’d have to face the wrath of two other mothers for having blown the team’s shot at taking the county title without a playoff game⁠—

      This is why I pray that the 405 isn’t a nightmarish backup by the time I head home.

      From the moment he landed stateside, Yuri’s cell phone calls were monitored. The one to his favorite LA escort service was rerouted to an Acme phone operative, who scheduled Yuri a date with “Precious.” (A suitable alias, seeing how I’m trussed up in a push-up bra, a low-cut tank top, and the tight denim micro miniskirt I raided from my twelve-year-old daughter Mary’s closet. My gut told me that Yuri would not have appreciated my own Lily Pulitzer twill.)

      The fact that I showed up an hour after the appointed time put me just a few minutes ahead of the Neo-Nazis: perfect timing in my book, since it foiled his plan for a little pre-sale foreplay.

      Needless to say, Yuri was miffed at me for ruining his timetable. To make this point, he pushed me up against the wall, kicked my legs apart, and frisked me roughly. Really, it was more of a test-the-merchandise fondle.

      Anticipating that maneuver, I’d left my trusty 9mm at home. That’s okay. In my hooker getup there was no place to hide it anyway, which is why these kinds of close range hits are always tricky. And it’s why I get paid the big bucks.

      For this job, my weapon of choice was a tiny, serrated dagger that is appropriately called the “street assassin.” However, I’m willing to bet that Yuri and I won’t be anywhere near asphalt when I strike, but between some very expensive 700-count Egyptian cotton sheets.

      What a waste. I wonder if the hotel knows that little trick about using meat tenderizer on bloodstains. Not that I planned on sticking around to find out.

      I shrugged off his grope with a giggle. “Yeah, the service warned me how much you love a little foreplay, so I brought these along.” Still spread-eagled, I unhooked a pair of handcuffs from the metal belt slung low over my skirt, and jangled them tantalizingly in front of him, in case he needed additional proof that I was his fantasy fuck. That shut him up. It also kept him from noticing my dagger, which hangs as innocuously as any of the buckles on my belt: a great way to fool metal detectors, which, believe it or not, are sometimes used by the bad guys, too.

      Then to make sure I had his undivided attention, I rubbed the all too obvious bulge in his jeans with one hand and nodded approvingly, while relieving him of his Starbucks cup with the other. As I took a swig from it, one of his two goons snickered out loud.

      Yuri’s eyes blazed at my impudence. He lifted his hand to slap me but was stopped by a sharp knock on the door.

      The skinheads. Perfect timing.

      “Jeez, nobody said it was going to be a party! But hey, I’m open to anything – as long as you cleared it with my service.” I handed the cup back to him, sauntered over to the couch, and flopped down as if I owned the place.

      While Yuri’s goons frisked the two Neo-Nazis, I crossed my legs seductively and leaned over so that my cleavage runneth over in plain view for all to enjoy. No doubt about it, the skinheads were appreciative. The fatter, uglier one even had the balls to ask me if my boobs were real.

      “Wanna come over here and find out?” I crooked a finger at Ugly. It took him all of a second to take me up on the offer. As he pulled me onto his lap, I copped my own feel: under the collar of his military fatigue jacket, where I planted a tiny GPS bug.

      Seeing me all over Ugly made Yuri even hotter to be done with the business portion of his trip. He yanked me off his guest and shoved me in the direction of the bedroom.

      “No party. You wait in there,” he growled.

      I pulled him close for a deep kiss. Then, as a reminder of all the fun and games I had in store for us, I handed him the key to the handcuffs. That was all the incentive he needed to get rid of the skinheads tout de suite. He closed the door fast, which was fine with me. The tranquilizer I’d slipped into his macchiato before giving it back to him (a time-release version of Rohypnol) was to kick in sometime within fifteen minutes. I was estimating that he’d need about ten to get rid of the boys, which would leave me five to stall before he fell on his face, making it easy to slit his throat before hightailing it out of there.

      The minute he shut the door, I set up for the kill. First I snapped on a pair of gloves – black lace from fingertips to the elbows. Sexy, for sure (in fact, they match my G-string) but because they are lined in a microthin flesh-toned latex, I won’t be leaving any telltale prints. As I expected, the sliding door to the terrace outside the bungalow was locked and the curtains were pulled, which allowed for complete privacy from the outside. After disabling the alarm with the tiny decoder I keep on my key ring, I went ahead and unlocked the sliding door so that when the time was right I could make a quick getaway.

      I wasn’t worried about the handcuffs since they were the kind used by magicians and I’d only need a strategic jerk of the wrist to break free. Even if the roofie didn’t kick in before Yuri snapped them onto my wrists, I’d be able to get out of them in only a few seconds.

      Finally, I slipped the knife under the mattress, near the right side of the headboard. I’d retrieve it when the time was right.

      As Minute Eight slipped by, I heard a door close on the other side and guessed rightly that Yuri had said bye-bye to his new skinhead pals. During Minute Nine, Yuri instructed his homeboys not to disturb us no matter how much moaning I was doing – and he planned for me to be doing a lot of it.

      Then, as predicted, Yuri opened the door ten minutes after he’d left me. Locking it behind him, he smiled approvingly at my state of total undress: my only attire was my G-string, stilettos, and the lace gloves.

      I was somewhat surprised that he wasn’t at least yawning by now. Apparently he has the constitution of a rhino. I was hoping that I wouldn’t find out if he had the staying power of one as well. It was then that I noticed that the Starbucks cup was still in his hand...

      Damn! Hadn’t he finished that thing yet? Okay, no big deal. So I’d have to stall for another minute or two.

      To put that thought out of my mind, I envisioned the kill instead: watching his eyes grow drowsy from the drug – or if necessary, closed in the ecstatic throes of passion – yanking my hands free, and then reaching under the mattress for the knife…

      Yuri wrongly assumed that my sigh was in anticipation of what he pulled from his leather jacket’s pocket: my handcuffs. “Okay, bitch. On the bed.”

      Obediently I dropped onto it and grasped the middle finials on the vine-patterned headboard. As he slapped on the cuffs, he stifled a yawn. (Yes! Yes! Finally!) To keep alert, he took a long sip of his macchiato. Then, as if remembering something, Yuri pulled something out of an inner pocket of his jacket…

      Ah yes, the perfect pre-sex appetizer: Viagra.

      Humph. I wondered what effect that might have on the roofie…

      Now that Yuri’s striptease is over, it seems I have my answer: not only does the Rohypnol appear to have been neutralized by his little blue devil, it seems to have accelerated his hard-on–

      And from the look of things, it acted as a growth hormone to boot.

      Not good. At least, not while I’m in my current position: by that I mean naked, chained to his bed, and about to be mounted like a prize rodeo steer.

      But Yuri is in no hurry. Nonchalantly, he ambles over to the built-in armoire and takes a two-foot-long velvet box from the top drawer, which he lays down beside me with a smirk. Then, opening it slowly, he pulls out–

      –A riding crop.

      Ouch. Seems that the cowboy metaphor is becoming more appropriate by the moment.

      Damn it! Acme had implied that Yuri was into bondage, not sadism. There had better be a bonus in this for me.

      He runs the whip up my left leg until it catches on the thin silky thread that is my G-string. With one quick twitch of his wrist, it snaps right off.

      Damn it, that hurt!

      Very slowly he slaps precise little welts onto my belly as he works the whip over to my other thigh, but pauses when it reaches what is left of the G-string, so that I might agonize over the pain yet to come. My wince brings a sick smile to his face. Now I’m feeling a bit queasy, even if he isn’t.

      Stall! Say anything… Do anything…

      “What, you want the dessert before the main course?’ I taunt him. “Naughty boy!”

      This only provokes him into slapping me all the harder. What is left of the G-string shreds into thin air. With a guffaw, he takes its little lace patch and holds it up like a trophy before flinging it across the room. It lands near the door with a skip.

      Suddenly I notice that his eyes are crossing. He sits down on the bed. Falls down, really–

      –Onto me. All 174 pounds of him.

      And I don’t think he’s breathing. So, the combination of Rohypnol and Viagra was a toxic trail mix after all.

      More like fatal. Still, a hit is a hit is a hit.

      I jerk at the trick cuffs, but they won’t open. With Yuri on top of me, I’m angled all wrong to break their hold. With my chest, I shove him as hard as I can, but for some strange reason, he’s not budging. Then I realize why.

      The only thing left standing is his erection, and it has him staked between my legs.

      Great. Just great.

      As I struggle under his limp-but-where-it-counts-most carcass, I hear muffled noises from the other side of the door. It sounds like a skirmish.

      The two faint thumps I hear next tell me that something is terribly wrong.

      Someone is trying to break down the door. It gives way, and I see Ugly the Skinhead standing there. As he whips out a 9mm, I realize that the thumps were Yuri’s posse being taken out.

      And now it’s our turn.

      Even from the doorway, Ugly’s aim is dead on. As the bullet enters the back of Yuri’s skull, the Russian jerks forward, and we butt heads. As much as that hurts, it has also saved my life: as my head snaps back, the bullet that just left his frontal lobe whizzes by mine by mere millimeters. Still, that doesn’t stop a geyser of Yuri’s blood and gray matter from spurting onto my face. I freeze in horror.

      "Damn commie. And damn commie-loving whore."

      Between my temporary paralysis and my Yuri-spattered countenance, Ugly assumes that I’m dead, too, and turns to leave–

      But pauses at the sight of my G-string.

      He lumbers over to where it’s fallen and squats down to pick it up. After sniffing it, he stuffs it into his pocket. Obviously he feels that is a fitting trophy for his kill. Or, in his mind, two kills.

      He stalks out, slamming the door behind him.

      Silence.

      Shit, I have to get out of here. Now.

      But that’s almost impossible to do, what with Yuri still on top of me.

      Granted, the Marmont is used to strange noises from behind its many closed doors. Still, it’s been a while since a dead body was found in one of its suites, let alone three. Of course, I imagine the worst:

      That someone heard something, or maybe even saw Ugly the Skinhead leaving Yuri’s bungalow, and has called the hotel’s staff, which will soon come to investigate;

      That, after tapping on the door and getting no response, they will burst in, see Yuri’s dead bodyguards, and find Yuri on top of me, then call the police;

      That, to my children’s horror, I get arrested for prostitution;

      That, to Acme’s dismay, I will be called as a witness at Yuri’s murder trial, which will force them to contract with another assassin to finish the job Ugly started on me.

      Worse yet, I imagine my son Jeff’s face when he realizes that he’ll miss his chance to pitch in today’s county title game, which moves his baseball team, the Hilldale Wildcats, one step closer to being the major league state champs–

      And that once again it’s my fault.

      It’s that last vision that does the trick for me.

      It has been documented that mothers involuntarily demonstrate incredible feats of strength when their children’s safety is threatened. I am living proof that this phenomenon also occurs when their kids’ championship games are at stake. Defying Yuri’s gravitational pull, I heave myself to a forty-five degree angle, which finally gives me the leverage I need in order to jerk my wrists free from the cuffs. With my hands now free, I can shove Yuri to one side.

      At least, what is left of him.

      I stumble to the bathroom. Leaving on my gloves, I shove my face under the faucet and wash Yuri’s brains and skull off my face and out of my hair, before staggering back out into the bedroom, where I retrieve my handcuffs and my dagger from under the mattress. Then I jump back into my hooker attire, which I had dropped onto the plush chair by the bed. As planned, I leave from the terrace door, grabbing Yuri’s cuppa joe with me as I go.

      In my now ruined spiked heels, I totter up Monteel, the road that meanders high above the hotel, sprinkling what’s left in Yuri’s coffee onto a thirsty bougainvillea and burying the cup deep inside a garbage can of a neighbor who has left it curbside for pickup. Besides the fact that a mommy mobile like my Toyota Highlander Hybrid minivan would surely stand out in that sea of Jags, Rolls, and Lamborghinis in the Marmont’s lot, in my line of work I can’t allow the Marmont’s valet the opportunity to ID me.

      Just my luck: my van is sporting a ticket that is not even ten minutes old. I do the math: that means that the job took a half hour longer than I anticipated. Aw, hell, I’m going to be late picking up the boys for the ball game. The Highlander would have to be the only car on the road (a fantasy in midday, mid-week Los Angeles), run every traffic light, and break every speed record known to man in order for me to get the boys to the game in time.

      I do have another option: call my carpool partner, Penelope Bing, and ask her to cover for me…

      Hell no. That would hurt even more than Yuri’s whip.

      She’s bailed me out twice in less than a month: the time I was late getting back after taking out some hothead set on assassinating the Pope while he was here in LA; and then there was that hit I had in Seattle, when I’d booked United on the return flight. (On that one, I should have known better and flown Southwest.)

      If I have to hear Penelope’s smug barbs again, I’ll cry. “Really, Donna, what is it this time? Another tennis lesson? My God, you’d think, after all that time on the court, you’d finally find your backhand. Maybe you’re taking lessons from the wrong pro. It’s Fernando, right?”

      The implication being that I’m lying. Again.

      And for the wrong reason: that reason perhaps being that I’m two-timing my husband, Carl, with the local country club’s tennis pro. Fernando, with his bulging biceps and swarthy grin, leaves many of the club’s female members panting, both on the court and in the bedroom.

      Considering the number of times I’ve disappeared in the middle of the day, the assumption has merit to Penelope and her gossip-mongering clique. As if I would! As if I even could be unfaithful to Carl…

      To hell with her.

      I hit the road, tossing on a sweatshirt as I drive. At the longest turn-light on Sunset–the one at Beverly–I wrangle on my jeans under Mary’s miniskirt before yanking it off. The trucker to my left hoots his horn loudly to show his sincere appreciation.

      Miracle of miracles, I pull up only four minutes late! Relief floods Jeff’s face. The Terrible Two–his buddies Morton Smith and Cheever Bing, Penelope’s little angel–have been giving him a rough time. My tardiness is infamous. But now it’s my turn to be smug.

      Mary is standing there with them. Usually you would not catch her anywhere near her little brother and his friends, but Morton’s older brother, Trevor, is also hitching a ride to the game, and he’s a hottie, what with all that blond curly hair and those soulful eyes. To keep them peeled on her, Mary tosses her long flowing mane whenever he glances in her direction. Watching her, my heart leaps into my throat. At twelve, she’s already a first-class flirt.

      Just like her mother.

      The kids clamor into the back of the van, and we’re off. Mary, who, on any given day would have taken the passenger seat up front, chooses the two-seat row in the middle instead, with Trevor.

      I maneuver around a Porsche going too slow for my taste, and in the process  get honked at by a bus. The driver is miffed because we’ve killed any chance he has of making the light.

      “Cool driving, Mrs. Stone.” Trevor’s approval wins me a temporary reprieve. Then he smiles shyly at Mary. “So, you and your dad will be at the Parent-Student dance this Friday, right?”

      This eighth grade rite of passage is one of the highlights of the school year. Two years from now, it will be my turn to go with Jeff. Although it’s Mary’s turn, without Carl there to take her, she will miss out.

      Jeff and Mary’s father is never there for them, no matter what the occasion.

      This is why she retorts, “No way! I wouldn’t be caught dead there. It’s for dorks.”

      Certainly not for a girl who hasn’t seen her father in years.

      But Trevor doesn’t know this. Seeing his crestfallen face, Mary falls silent. She is angry with herself.

      No really, she is mad at Carl.

      I run the last light between the baseball field and us. Yes! Yes! We’re only nine minutes late!

      I’ve won Jeff’s approval. I know this because he stops to give me a quick kiss on the cheek. “So Mom, you brought my athletic cup, like I asked, right?”

      “What? But I … don’t remember!” I rummage through the athletic bag that was packed this morning: uniform, hat, glove, cleats⁠—

      But no athletic cup.

      “I called and asked you to get it from my underwear drawer, like, four times!”

      The caller ID on my cell confirms this.

      Aw, heck.

      League rules: No one plays without a cup. Not even if you’re the team’s star pitcher. Because of me, Jeff will be benched for this very important game, which could bring the Wildcats even closer to the Orange County Major League division title.

      And there is no way I can make it to the house and back in time. We both know that.

      Cheever pumps his fist in the air. He is the team’s back-up pitcher.

      A tear rolls down Jeff’s cheek as he staggers to the back of the van.

      “Jeff, I’m so sorry,” I say. But I know he can’t stand to hear my lame excuse.

      Why should he? He’s heard them all before.

      “Hey, Mom, what’s my denim skirt doing back here?” Mary holds it up to me, accusingly, before shrieking “Ewwwyuck!”

      I glance over and notice that it is sprayed with some sort of white goo. One of the larger chunks is covered in hair follicles.

      Yuri’s.

      But that doesn’t seem to bother the Terrible Two. Otherwise they wouldn’t be mimicking Mary’s high-pitched squeal as they toss her skirt back and forth like a hot potato.

      Once again, I’m back in the doghouse with my kids.

      At least, until I outrun a Ferrari or something.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Spring Cleaning

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The key to spring cleaning is to be ruthless! Throw out anything and everything you never use. (Or that may be incriminating. Burn, if necessary, but remember—if using gasoline, those fires should be contained in a non-flammable container.) Most certainly, though, you should make a place in your cozy home for items that have sentimental value. Handy tip: create an “altar” that provides the appropriate showcase! Perhaps a curio cabinet…
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        * * *

      

      It is nap time here at the Stone household. While Trisha snores softly in her bed, the cherry pie in the oven releases its sweet, heady fragrance throughout the house. The only sound that can be heard is the mute ticking of the grandfather clock in the foyer.

      Well, that, and my muffled sobs. Yep, it’s the perfect time for my own private pity party.

      I’m crying because I miss my husband, Carl.

      He is absent from my life, not (as my neighbors will tell you) because he’s the ultimate workaholic. And not (as my children think) because he left me for another woman.

      The truth of the matter is that Carl is dead.

      As part of my mourning process, I take the antique heart-shaped locket I inherited from my mother from its resting place in our living room curio cabinet, and open it to stare at the only picture that still exists of Carl.

      In it, he is smiling slyly, like a bad little boy with a secret. I now know what it was. You see, Carl was a CIA operative. I found that out five years ago, on the evening he was murdered.

      Worse yet, it was the very night Trisha, our youngest daughter, was born.

      Not that I’ll ever divulge that to Jeff, Mary, or Trisha. In part, because I can’t accept that truth myself.

      It’s why I work as a paid killer. My freelance assignments for Acme are how I avenge his death. Each hit takes me closer to the bastards who took him away from us.

      At least, that is what I tell myself.

      Even if that weren’t true, I’d still have to do something other than maintain a spotless household to keep from feeling so helpless about his death. I can assure you, no amount of scouring can purge my grief. But obliterating some bastard set on ruining more lives goes a long way toward assuaging my pain.

      Besides, can I help it if I’m a better assassin than I am a housewife?
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        * * *

      

      My mother was the consummate homemaker. Our house, a tiny Craftsman cottage, gleamed and sparkled with her obsessive use of Lemon Pledge, Windex with Ammonia D, and any cleanser that produced scrubbing bubbles.

      Around our velvety lawn was a white picket fence from which pale pink tea roses cascaded gently to the sidewalk. From the thickest limb of the broadest oak out back hung a tire swing: a brand new Michelin, of course. It would never hit the road, but safety was always on my mother’s mind.

      This was why she never let Dad keep his guns in the house but out in the garage, under lock and key.

      Every meal was a bountiful delight, many of its offerings picked or plucked lovingly from our own backyard garden. Each holiday was a memorable themed event: a tie-dyed Easter egg hunt, a Christmas tree trimmed with tiny white origami cranes. One year the Thanksgiving meal was completely vegetarian! Did we miss the turkey that Dad brought home with him, a gift from his company? Not with the feast Mother prepared in its stead. She donated the bird to the local homeless shelter, already herbed and roasted, of course.

      The shelter’s chef called up the next day to thank Mother for the most succulent bird they’d ever served. “Can I have your recipe?”

      “Sorry. It’s a family secret…” was the answer she gave, with that tinkling laugh of hers.

      Family secrets. Yep, she was big on those.

      Her biggest one wasn’t divulged to either Dad or me until it was too late. When I was eleven, her doctor diagnosed her with terminal cancer.

      She covered up the news with a whirlwind of activities—specifically, ones aimed at teaching me the necessary skills to take her place as the lady of the house. But no matter how many devil’s food cakes I baked perfectly from scratch, no matter how many curtains I sewed or how shiny the tub gleamed or how white the sheets came out in the wash, I could never take my mother’s place.

      At least, not in our hearts.

      My father didn’t put it that way. Instead, he drank himself into oblivion as he mourned his sweet, perfect wife.

      During that first year after Mother’s death, her older sister, my Aunt Phyllis, came to live with us. Sweet, sloppy, lovable Aunt Phyllis, who had none of Mother’s obsessive-compulsive tendencies, who thought nothing of letting me have a collie (something Mother wouldn’t have let me do, what with all the hair they shed!), who never fussed when I left my room a mess, and who burned every meal she attempted to make.

      Well, nobody’s perfect, right?

      And that was the point. I didn’t have to be, either. Not for her. Not for myself.

      Certainly not for Dad. He wasn’t going to notice, anyway. Not with his head stuck deep in that bottle.

      Then one day out of the blue, I asked my father to teach me how to shoot his gun. It wasn’t that I wanted to be the son he never had, but I desperately wanted to share something with him, anything at all.

      Since I was too young to drink, guns were my only alternative.

      To his credit and to Aunt Phyllis’ horror, he didn’t try to discourage me. In fact, two things came out of those hazy afternoon practice sessions with his .38 Special:

      I’d finally earned his grudging respect. For a few hours, anyway.

      And I learned I was good at something. Great, really. In fact, I was a crack shot. I had an innate ability to turn, aim, and shoot. Tin cans off our picket fence. An old stump. Anything and everything in our backyard or out in the vast empty field beyond, was a potential target. Then, to see how well I did with moving targets, Dad yanked one of the rock star posters off my bedroom walls, pinned it onto the tire swing, and gave it a push–

      I hit the horny bastard right between the eyes.

      After that, any fears Dad had about my abilities to take care of myself seemed to vanish—and along with it, some of his dependence on Johnny Walker Red. I was making him proud. He finally wanted me to feel the same about him.

      By the time I turned fifteen, others had picked up on my cool, calm confidence, too: mainly unabashed, taut-muscled boys who rightly detected that some ice hot desire lay beneath the surface of my sunny demeanor, and wanted to be the first to unleash it–preferably in the backseats of their muscle cars. But gently, I’d demur.

      Even if they ignored me, they certainly listened to my Smith & Wesson.

      That was how I learned that men other than my father also appreciate the way I handle a pistol. No doubt about it, a gun is a deadly weapon. But in a woman’s steady, skilled hand, it can also be the most potent aphrodisiac.

      And a great way to pick up guys.

      I was never a hunter. Back then, the sight of blood made me queasy. But I lived for target practice. In fact, I met Carl at a shooting range. A cute meet, don’t you think?

      Maybe too cute, now that I think about it.

      It was during my last year at UCLA. We’d just completed midterm exams, and the whole campus was looking for a way to unwind. For some students, that meant a weekend of clubbing, maybe even a trip down to Cabo. I, on the other hand, found my release in the click of a cocked pistol. I’d just purchased one of the new Ladysmiths, which was smaller and lighter than the guns I was used to shooting. That should have allowed me to be more accurate, but for some reason I kept missing the pop-up targets, ones that I would have easily hit with my eyes shut had I been sporting my old tried-and-true snubbie five-shot Smith and Wesson. Maybe I was overcompensating for the Ladysmith’s puny size…

      Or maybe my nervousness came from knowing that the very cute guy standing next to me there on the firing line had been scoping me out from the moment I first walked in.

      “Would you be offended if I gave you a few tips on your aim?” He was trying hard not to grin at my helplessness but wasn’t succeeding. I shrugged. He was adorable, with deep-set green eyes and a dark curly forelock that just begged to be tousled.

      I nodded. What the heck? It had been a while since I’d played the damsel in distress.

      He steadied me from behind and softly murmured sweet directives into my ear: “You see, it’s all in the timing. Raise your hand just a bit. Now, push down gently on the hammer… That a girl… ”

      Oh yeah, you better believe I was ready to be rescued.

      Bullseye.

      The passionate kiss I gave him certainly led him to believe that I owed it all to him.

      It was the last lie I was ever to tell him.

      If only he’d made that same promise to me.
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        * * *

      

      Afterward, he took me out to an all-night diner, where I learned that he too was living on a student’s budget. Carl, a recently decommissioned Navy SEAL, had returned to graduate school on Uncle Sam’s dime. His undergraduate degree, which he earned while at a small Midwestern college on a baseball scholarship, had been in mathematics – not that he’d planned on using it. Considering the accuracy of his pitching arm, it was taken for granted that he was headed for the major leagues.

      But the first Gulf War changed that. In World War II, his grandfather had been a Marine. His father had also enlisted in the Corps, during Vietnam. For Carl, it was a no-brainer that God and country came before baseball.

      That was okay. He was a winner in the game of war, too. His two Purple Hearts, a Silver Star, and the Distinguished Flying Cross, earned over two tours of duty, were proof of that.

      Once home, he worked just as hard for that master’s degree in statistical analysis because he wanted his bosses at some international conglomerate called Acme Industries to take notice, to realize that they could count on Carl to win for them, too, at any cost.

      He’d lost both parents before he reached eighteen, and like me he had been raised an only child. “That’s why I want a big family,” he said, looking me straight in the eye.

      If he were looking for an argument, he’d get none from me on that issue. I, too, would have preferred some brother or sister who could have shared my grief over Mother’s death and the job of propping my father up afterward, so I was certainly open to the concept.

      More than open. I was ready, willing, and able to make babies with Carl Stone. He was everything I’d ever dreamed of in a husband.

      And in a lover: Playful. Passionate. Thorough.

      I found that out also that night, as we fell into bed together. Well, really on the hard tufted mattress of my futon, back at my studio apartment in downtown LA’s Koreatown.

      He was right. It was all in the timing: how he spaced those sweet, gentle kisses, which made their way from my lips, down my neck; then onto each nipple, giving one, then the other, its fair share of his knowing tongue until, erect and quivering, they ached for more. His hands, inching their way across my body, took their time, too, most appreciatively as they discovered that spot—the tight, moist center of my being—that ached to have him there inside me.

      He didn’t keep me waiting long. His cock–thick, hard, and generous–smarted as it entered me, but immediately found the tempo for its satisfying thrusts in the rhythm of our hearts as they beat together as one.

      All in the timing.

      We married right after my graduation. Dad’s liver lasted just long enough to allow him to walk me down the aisle, which is a shame because I know he would have been proud of his grandchildren. To his credit, he didn’t drink at all during the wedding reception. Between Aunt Phyllis and AA, he had finally found the strength to forgive Mother for leaving him.

      Leaving us.

      I never questioned whether I’d taken enough time to really get to know Carl. I assumed that everything was right there on the surface. He was one of those quiet, still-waters-run-deep guys who always kept his cards close to his vest. Mary’s birth, a year into our marriage, and then Jeff’s, added a dimension of purpose I hadn’t seen in him until then. He was a hands-on father who made vanilla-cinnamon waffles for the kids, and went to all of Mary’s ballet recitals. It was why, at five, Jeff could throw and catch a baseball as well as kids three years older. In fact, because of Carl and Jeff’s daylong practice sessions, Jeff was good enough to skip T-Ball altogether.

      He’s a winner, just like his father.

      Yep, we were living the American dream.

      At least, I thought so. In truth, it was a nightmare. Only I didn’t know it at the time…

      Or did I?

      Okay, maybe I suspected something, but I just didn’t want to admit it to myself.

      Like the time Carl came home after one of his long, exhausting business trips and jumped in the shower. As he scrubbed up, his cell phone, which he usually turned off the minute he came home, began to hum. Instinctively I picked it up, only to hear the man on the other end of the line chattering away in German. Amazed, I didn’t respond. Suddenly he paused, then uttered in perfect English, “Simon? Are you there, Simon?”

      “No, there is no Simon here. You have the wrong number.”

      The deathly silence between us was finally broken when, in perfect English, the man asked ever so politely, “Tell me, who owns this phone?”

      I hadn’t heard Carl come out of the shower, hadn’t even felt him standing there, beside me. But before I could answer, he plucked the cell out of my hand and slapped it shut.

      He didn’t have to tell me that what I had done, simply by picking up that phone, had somehow upset him. I knew this instinctively. In fact, I had known for quite some time that something was bothering him by the amount of time he had been spending at the office.

      Because of those many long, weary road trips he made for Acme.

      Because my funny, sweet guy was now so serious and melancholy…

      And dark. Particularly when we made love. Now there was an urgency–no, more like a savagery–to our lovemaking.

      I can’t say that I didn’t like it, because I did. In fact, I lived for it. Just knowing that the kids were sleeping soundly in the next room as he pinned me down, surged deep inside of me, made me beg for him, and gave me a thrill like none other.

      I’d pretend that these changes in Carl were due to the kind of stress that comes with more responsibility on the job.

      Talk about understatement.

      Immediately after the cell phone incident, we moved out of our tiny cottage in Santa Monica. Carl’s big raise from Acme provided the down payment for a spacious mock-Tudor on Hilldale Drive, in the tony planned community of Hilldale. It’s the OC and all that implies: grand McMansions angled flatteringly on broad lawns, a posh country club, its very own “village square” sporting a Starbucks, L’Occitane, Williams-Sonoma, a gourmet grocery, even its own bookstore.

      And of course friendly, inquisitive neighbors who truly believe that this surreal utopia is the center of the universe.

      “It’s certainly a big financial leap for us, what with the baby on the way, and all.” I was pregnant with Trisha. Ready to pop, really. Like her father, little Mary, who was about to start third grade, was ready to take up residence immediately: specifically, in the tree house the previous owners had put up in a leafy heritage oak. “I mean, it certainly is beautiful. And the schools here are incredible! Still … well, I’d feel guilty about the commute you’ll have to make every day–”

      But Carl had already made up his mind: the house was going to be ours. The telltale sign of this was the cocky tilt of his head. “Don’t feel guilty, ever, because I’ve earned it. The hard way. Believe me.” For just a second Carl’s satisfied grin was replaced by a hard grimace. “This promotion means more extended business trips. That’s part of my new deal. Don’t I deserve a palace to come home to?”

      His new deal.

      He never really did explain the terms of that deal.

      Had I known what they were, I would have never agreed to let him make it.

      As Carl scooped up Jeff and tossed him over his shoulder, our son squealed with delight.

      “My turn, Daddy! My turn!” Mary jumped down out of the tree house. Wrapping her arms around Carl’s knees, all three tumbled to the ground, laughing.

      “See, babe? This is the American dream, right? Isn’t this what it’s all about?”
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        * * *

      

      My labor began the very night we moved into the house. We’d only had the time to arrange the furniture and hang our clothes in the closets. Everything else would have to stay in the packing boxes until we got home with our new bundle of joy.

      Carl and I dropped Mary and Jeff with Aunt Phyllis, and then set off for the hospital. Only when we got there did we realize that we had left my overnight bag at our new home.

      Carl’s soothing tone assured me that he had everything under control. “Now that you’re checked in, I’ll run back to the house and get it. Don’t worry, honey, I’ll be back in no time.”

      With that, he leaned over my gurney, gave me a tender kiss, and walked out of my life forever.
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        * * *

      

      My labor was long and painful. Carl had plenty of time to get back before Trisha pushed her way out into the world. But as the minutes turned into hours, my calls to his cell and to the house went unanswered.

      He missed Trisha’s delivery.

      Seeing the concern on my pain-wracked face even as I cuddled my sweet, suckling newborn, one of the nurses promised to wake me the moment he came back, then gave me a light sedative so that I might sleep through the night.

      I woke right before dawn. In what little light that filtered through the shades, I saw him, sitting there, in a chair by the window.

      Finally! I propped myself up, but I still ached from my delivery. Hearing my groan, he turned toward me–

      And that’s when I realized that I was looking at Ryan Clancy, Carl’s boss.

      What was he doing here?

      Ah, of course. One of Acme’s far-flung clients must have had some acute emergency that merited taking Carl from my side in my time of need. Hurt at the presumption, I was loaded for bear. “You’ve got some nerve, Ryan, calling Carl into work while I was in labor–”

      He winced. “No, Donna, we didn’t call Carl into the office. But I came as quickly as I could, to explain what happened, face-to-face–”

      Face-to-face. Why was that necessary? Unless Carl was…

      “Ryan, where the hell is Carl?”

      He was silent for what seemed like an eternity before he just came out with it:

      “He’s dead.”

      “Dead? What? … How do you know? What do you know?” A wave of dread washed over me. I felt as if I was suffocating. As rapidly as my heart was beating, I thought that I, too, would die.

      If I do, then my children won’t have anyone to take care of them, I thought. I will have left them, just like Mother left me…

      “When? How?” My questions came out as demands.

      “At this point, I’m not at liberty to say.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “Donna, please, you’ll just have to trust me that it’s for the best right now–”

      “Trust you? Hell, I don’t even know you. At all.” That was the truth. I’d only met Ryan a few times, at the obligatory holiday party. Even then, we barely exchanged more than a few words. It had always bothered me that he never smiled.

      Well, now I know why.

      “You tell me that my husband has disappeared off the face of the earth—worse yet, that he’s dead–but you can’t say why, or how you know? So, why should I believe you?”

      Again he was silent, as if considering what the truth might cost him in the long run. But we can’t ask for trust if we can’t give it first, can we? It was Ryan’s turn to put out.

      “Because I work with the CIA, Donna. And so does–did Carl.”

      CIA… Ryan? And Carl, too?

      “You’re right. You deserve some answers. I’ll tell you what I know…”
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        * * *

      

      By his nature, Ryan is not one to mince words. What he said boiled down to this:

      I had been living a lie.

      Okay, in truth, it was Carl’s life that was bullshit. A severe whopper, in fact, from the moment I’d met him.

      Even back then, he was already a spook.

      Acme had recruited him before he’d left the SEALS. What with the combination of his military training and his math acumen, apparently he had the makings of a perfect street agent.

      He was in fact what they called a “hard man.” Forget the usual stuff like surveillance or dead drop retrievals. Carl had the chops to infiltrate a hostile environment, and to carry out what they call “executive actions.”

      In other words, Carl was an assassin.

      Finally, whether I liked it or not, I had the answers I had been looking for all these years. To Carl’s extended business trips, in which he never called home. To his sullenness since his “promotion.” To the fierceness with which he made love to me.

      As if it might be our last time in each other’s arms.

      Yes, now it all made sense.

      Damn it, where had I been, these past years, anyway? In some dream?

      What a beautiful dream it was: four bedrooms and three baths, gourmet kitchen, rockscape pool, home theater–

      And let's not forget the panic room.

      As if that could keep out the bad guys.

      Apparently it could not.

      “For the past year now Carl had been in deep cover,” explained Ryan. “He had infiltrated a loose collective of rogue operatives who call themselves the Quorum: freelance assassins who had previously worked at various intel agencies from around the globe. But somehow they had discovered his true identity.”

      Carl must have figured this out the day I’d gone into labor, I thought. Then he ran because he didn’t want to put the kids and me in jeopardy.

      “Unfortunately, the only evidence we have of this are his remains,” Ryan continued. “Apparently his car exploded out on the I-10, in the desert somewhere beyond Joshua Tree. A trucker who was behind him when it happened called it in immediately, about 7:15 last night.”

      “7:15? Oh my God. I had just delivered Trisha.” As I said this, I was holding her to my chest.

      And wishing that Carl were there to hold me in his arms.

      Ryan started to speak again, but closed his mouth when one of my nurses walked in with my missing overnight bag.

      “Sorry,” she said sheepishly. “It was left sometime yesterday, at the front desk. I hope you didn’t miss it too badly.”

      No, what I was missing was my husband. To now realize that he’d stopped by, had been so near, and I had missed him⁠—

      My sobs came in waves. To Ryan’s credit, he didn’t look away.

      And I didn’t want to acknowledge the pity I saw in his eyes. So instead I rummaged through the bag, pulling out all the items I’d packed: a nightgown and robe, slippers, and layette for Trisha, and my mother’s tiny antique locket that now held a picture of Carl on one side and one of Mary and Jeff on the other.

      Then I saw it: a small, round disk emitting a faint green light that blinked on and off.

      Strange.

      I pulled it out and showed Ryan. “I don’t know what it is, but my guess is that you do.”

      “You’re right. It’s a GPS tracking device. Carl must have found it, and that’s what tipped him off that they were on to him. Then he left it for you to find, knowing that we’d eventually have this conversation, and that we could confirm with you what happened.” He wiped a bead of sweat off his face with the palm of his hand. “Too bad he hadn’t found the bomb as well. At least neither you nor the kids were with him when it happened.”

      I closed my eyes at the horrible thought of Mary and Jeff dying so violently and thanked God that they had been with Aunt Phyllis instead.

      A strange look came over Ryan’s face. “Donna, this means that the bomb may not have been detonated by the Quorum.”

      “Then … then what set it off?”

      “Any abrupt motion might have done it. Considering that a Carrera rides so low to the ground . . . It could have been set off by a rock hitting the undercarriage.”

      “I guess it doesn’t matter how it happened. What does matter is that we’ll never see him again.”

      “It matters greatly to someone.” He eyed the bag curiously. “Did he leave anything else in there?”

      “Let me check … no, just my toiletry bag, a nightgown, and robe, a tiny Steiff polar bear that Carl brought home from his last European business trip … and my mother’s locket. Really, Ryan, it’s nothing unusual. Just the stuff we’d packed together.”

      I couldn’t help but tear up when I saw the locket. I’d worn it for good luck during Mary and Jeff’s births, and had planned to do the same for Trisha. Now that tradition was broken.

      Carl’s death proves it.

      I put the stuffed bear beside Trisha in her perambulator. Ryan walked over and touched Trisha’s tiny hand gently, with his index finger. “Listen, Donna, it’s just possible that the Quorum doesn’t yet know that Carl is dead. If we can keep that information from them…”

      “I’m sorry, Ryan, I’m just not following you.”

      “Since, at this moment the tracker is still functioning, they may not know he found it and took it off. But I’m guessing they’ll figure that out when he doesn’t show up to the next scheduled rendezvous with his Quorum handler. But by then we’ll have stuck it on some truck headed for Mexico, and the Quorum will assume that he’s now on the lam.” Suddenly Ryan was energized. “Donna, I’d like to ask you to do us a very important favor. I’d like you to—well, to keep the fact that Carl died on the QT. For now, don’t tell anyone: not the kids or your Aunt Phyllis, no one.”

      “What? But my kids should be able to mourn their father! I can’t keep this from them!”

      “I know it’s a lot to ask, believe me. But it might help us to apprehend them.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “For whatever reason, if they think he got away–if they think that he’s still alive and that he may reach out to you–”

      “You want to use the kids and me as decoys?” I slapped his hand off me. “Boy, Ryan, you’ve got some nerve!”

      “I know how it sounds. But still–” He looked me straight in the eye. “–wouldn’t you like to see us get the guys who did this to Carl?”

      “Of course I would.” If anything could bring a smile to my lips, it was that thought. “In fact, I’d kill them myself if I could.”

      “Carl once told me that you handle a gun almost as good as he does. Did.” That slip of his tongue had him examining his toes in embarrassment.

      “Better. But I never let Carl know that. I thought it might have crushed his ego. It was the only secret I ever kept from him. Seems that he one-upped me pretty good, doesn’t it?” I brushed away a tear.

      No more tears. At least, not in public. Because Carl wasn’t dead officially. He was just … gone. “Okay, Ryan. I’ll go along with your little charade.”

      “Good.” He averted his eyes as I led my meowing newborn to my breast. His news had stripped me bare of any feelings whatsoever, let alone any modesty. “For the time being, Carl will still be on Acme’s payroll. That way, if there is a mole inside Acme, it will validate the theory that he’s still alive somewhere.”

      As if his paycheck, or even Carl’s full death benefits, for that matter, could compensate for the loss of the love of my life.

      “And I assume you’re talking about round-the-clock surveillance on us, even when we’re out of the house?”

      He nodded. “The Quorum is a top priority with us.” Then, as an afterthought, “As are you and your family, of course.”

      Yeah, right, sure. He had all the conviction of a car salesman trying to unload a Hummer during an oil shortage.

      Did it really matter why Ryan Clancy and his men stuck around?

      I stayed dry-eyed until he walked out the door. Then I noticed that he had taken Trisha’s little bear with him, and I couldn’t hold in my emotions in any longer. I started crying.

      Howling, really. The nurses had to give me a sedative to calm me down.
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        * * *

      

      Acme moved quickly to cover up Carl’s murder. They had it easy. There was no need for a cremation, since there were just a few body parts recovered.

      The death certificate carried a stranger’s name.

      The next morning, Ryan drove me home with baby Trisha. The urn containing Carl’s ashes was on the backseat.

      So was Trisha’s bear. Apparently whatever Ryan had hoped to find wasn’t in it. Well, at least by scanning it first instead of just tearing into it, they’d had the decency to leave it intact.

      Although Ryan entered the house first and pretended to look around before giving me the all-clear signal, I just assumed his operatives had already searched our house, too, although I really couldn’t tell. Almost everything was as I’d remembered it when we left for the hospital–

      Except for the box that held our framed photos and our wedding and family albums. Someone had torn that open and rummaged through it, ripping away any image of Carl, and taking his photos from their frames.

      I ran to my computer. When I opened my iCloud account, a third of my family’s photo files had been deleted.

      I scrolled through what was left. Mary, Jeff and I were captured laughing and mugging for Carl’s camera.

      But all photos of my husband had been erased.

      “Damn it Ryan! How could you?” I cried.

      “I swear we didn’t touch a thing! It was Carl,” he insisted. With a sly smile, he added, “Donna, your husband was a genius.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “It’s simple: whenever Carl went undercover, he was meticulous about altering his features in some way. Taking the photos with him was his way of ensuring that the Quorum would never be able to ID him when—well, when he resurfaced later.”

      And came home to us.

      But now that would never happen. And with his photos gone, too, it was as if he had never existed.

      At least I had my locket as proof that he had.

      Later that night, as the children slept in their beds, I climbed into Mary’s tree house with the portable video baby monitor, threw myself into a corner, and sobbed myself to sleep. I dreamt of Carl: that he had his arms around me, but try as he might, he couldn’t keep me warm. Even though Trisha slept through the night, I woke up at sunrise, shivering under Mary’s old baby blanket.

      Before going inside, I scattered his ashes on the wisteria vines that grew along our back picket fence.
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        * * *

      

      I kept my word to Ryan. If anyone asked–even the kids–certainly Carl wasn’t missing, let alone dead. He just wasn’t … around.

      Oh sure, it would have been easier to do as Ryan had suggested: say that Carl and I had separated, and that the divorce would be final any day now.

      But I just couldn’t do it. Because the truth is Carl loved me too much to have left me, unless our lives were at risk and that was the only way he could protect us. If he hadn’t been blown away, I know in my heart that, in time, he would have reached out to me…

      And no one will ever convince me otherwise.

      So yes, I swore to protect him, too. Or at least his memory.

      The fairytale I concocted was that he was overseas, on loan-out to his company’s most important client. “He was home last weekend but just for a day or two. What, you didn’t see him? I know he stopped by the club. The kids and I are flying over there sometime this summer. He’s shopping for apartments for us, in Paris. But I get the final say…”

      Then I’d laugh and change the subject. Most of the wives in the neighborhood were pea green with envy: a husband with a very important job that involved international travel, and a second home in Paris!

      In other words, a husband who paid the bills, but kept out of your hair.

      Within six months, the “business trip” line had worn thin with the kids. At the ages of seven and five, they were used to his extended business trips. But in the past he was never gone more than a few weeks at a time, then home for at least three or four days before taking off again.

      Because they loved him so dearly, they missed him terribly–and cried themselves to sleep more and more often. For me, that was the most difficult part of the charade. Apparently their tears were hard on Aunt Phyllis, too. One night when she babysat while I went to their elementary school’s open house, she plopped them down and told them to wipe their tears for good because their father was never coming home to them.

      That he had left us. No, that he left me.

      When she told me what she had done, I went ballistic. “My God, Phyllis, why would you say that?”

      “It’s true, isn’t it?” She had tears in her eyes, but still she held her chin up defiantly.

      Well, yes, as far as she knew, it was. Unlike the kids or the neighbors, Phyllis never accepted my “extended business trip” excuses for Carl’s absence. At the same time, I had to keep my promise to Ryan, although a husband leaving his wife and family for another woman was the most logical answer.

      “Donna, honey, did you know they say they’ve forgotten what he looks like? Well, I for one am glad. Hell’s bells, he doesn’t deserve to be remembered, after what he’s done to you!”

      She was only saying it because she loves me. Still, it hurt like hell.

      More so because I knew how much he’d loved me, too.

      From then on, whenever Jeff or Mary got mad at me, they gave me a look that said, “I wish he had taken me with him, because I don’t like you, either.”

      Once, when Mary said as much out loud, I resisted the urge to slap her. Instead I drove out to the beach, where I stayed for hours and cried. When I came back, Mary, filled with remorse, had already made peanut butter and jelly sandwiches for the kids’ dinner, and had bathed Trisha and put her to bed. Then she and Jeff had cleaned up the playroom as penance for breaking my heart.

      Of course, they knew how much I loved and missed Carl. I proved it with my lies about his business trips and my denial to admit to anything else.

      But they sorely wanted closure, even if I didn’t.
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        * * *

      

      “So tell me: how are the kids?” That was always Ryan’s first question during our once-a-month lunch dates.

      Carl had been dead just over a year. Although it was Acme’s policy to keep mum on its progress toward finding the Quorum, if I had learned just one thing from my mother it was that the best way to a man’s heart was through his stomach.

      Ryan never turned down my monthly invitation. And of course, I always insisted on picking up the tab.

      Not that Ryan divulged much. In fact, he did his best to keep us focused on safe mundane topics, like Mary’s grades or Jeff’s last ball game or Trisha’s latest growth milestone, in the hope that we’d run out of time and he wouldn’t have to answer the one question that was always on my lips:

      What progress was Acme making in finding the Quorum?

      “The children are okay. They don’t ask about Carl as much as they did, you know, since Phyllis–”

      “Look, I’m sorry she told them that way. I know how hard it’s been for you.”

      “Oh, no, you don’t.” I was smiling when I said it, but he knew better. He hated me calling his bluff. But guess what? That was exactly what I was doing.

      “You know we’re doing everything we can. Seriously, Donna, I wish I could do more–” As he paused, his eyes shifted away. I now knew him well enough to realize that he was about to drop a bomb.

      “–Particularly since I’ve been ordered to stop Carl’s paychecks after next month.” He shifted uneasily in the hard plastic chair. “You see, because of all the recent terror threats, other things have taken priority–”

      That was his way of explaining why the care and feeding of an invisible spook hadn’t made the cut, and that was just too bad for the family Stone.

      Wow. Just like that.

      I knew he expected me to say something: perhaps to rant and rave, maybe even cry.

      Instead I laughed. That was my way of letting him know that he could forgo the sob story about the Agency’s latest belt-tightening measures.

      “Well, well, isn’t that the cherry on the cake of my day! So tell me, Ryan: just what am I supposed to do now? Sell the house, get some secretarial job, and put my kids in after-school daycare?”

      What other option did I have, considering I had a nine-year-old who needed dental work, and a flatfooted six-year-old who needed orthotics? And whatever widow’s pension was coming my way wouldn’t be kicking in for quite some time.

      I hope Ryan isn’t expecting me to pick up the check this time…

      “Frankly, I for one think that would be an incredible waste of your natural talents.” He paused then looked me in the eye. “Why not come and work for me?”

      “You’re being funny, right?” I couldn’t imagine that he found my carpool skills impressive. Maybe it was my ability to negotiate a sane bedtime with Mary.

      Or maybe he figured out that hiring me was the easiest way for Acme to search my house as many times as needed, until it found whatever they thought the Quorum wanted.

      Ryan didn’t know it, but I was aware that they’d broken in three times already, while Mary and Jeff were at school and I did my volunteer time at Trisha’s nursery co-op. In my home, everything has its place. Even my kids have found this out the hard way. So when something has been moved, you better believe I know it.

      If he had only bothered to ask, I would have told him that I’d already searched it myself, top to bottom, without finding anything out of the ordinary. But hey, if hiring me assuaged his guilt over Acme’s break-ins–not to mention canceling Carl’s paycheck–then bring it on…

      “I’m being perfectly serious, Donna. I’ve got a gut feeling that you’d make a pretty good field op. First of all, you’re in great shape–”

      This was true. I was solid as a rock. Hell, I had all morning to work out at my gym since the place had a nursery, and I also ran five miles a day, rain or shine.

      “–And you’re a crack shot–”

      “Yeah, but come on, Ryan. We both know that there’s more to Acme than that.”

      “Of course there is.” By the way he leaned forward, I could tell that he was just warming to the subject. “I’m not claiming that it will be a cakewalk by any means. Like all our operatives, you’ll have to go through some pretty rigorous training. And yeah, sure, sometimes the work can be dangerous. But it’s also challenging. Meaningful. And certainly more fulfilling than … well, you know.”

      “Yeah, I know. More ‘fulfilling’ than being a housewife, right?”

      He searched my eyes. Had I been insulted by his implication that my current existence is brain numbing, mundane, and unrewarding? Well, heck yeah–

      Bullshit. Who was I kidding? He was talking to a woman who had just spent the morning rearranging her Tupperware drawer, then reconciling the fourth-grade’s SCRIP fund. And let’s not forget the momentous task of washing Trisha’s dirty cloth diapers. (I’m a fan of the dry pail method, but only because there’s less of a chance of a bigger mess, should it be knocked over by Lassie’s constantly wagging tail.)

      So, okay, yeah, maybe it was time to get out of my rut and kick some ass.

      But what if it got kicked instead? After all, that’s what had happened to Carl, and he was so much better prepared to be an assassin than me.

      “Look, um, Ryan, I can’t say that I’m not flattered that you’d even consider me. But – well, I guess I don’t see what it is that you see in me.”

      “Frankly, Donna, your best feature is that you’d be highly motivated.”

      Highly motivated to kill. To avenge Carl.

      And to stay alive. For Mary, Jeff, and Trisha’s sake.

      “And of course, there will be the satisfaction of knowing that you’ll be helping us take down the bastards who took out Carl.”

      Satisfaction. This, some day, might translate into the closure I so desperately needed.

      But wasn’t watching my children as they slept in their beds—all snuggled in, safe and sound–satisfaction enough?

      It would have to be, for the simple reason that my kids had already lost one parent to God and country.

      “Ryan, I … I can’t. I guess I’m not as strong as you think.”

      That brought the faintest smile to his lips. “Oh, I don’t know about that.” When he stood up to leave, he tossed down a couple of twenties on the table. For once I didn’t fight him for the bill. “Look, there’s no rush. Don’t give me an answer today. All I’m asking is that you think about it, okay?”

      I shrugged. Ryan was a confirmed bachelor, not a mommy with three kids in tow. He could afford to risk his life, whereas I couldn’t even afford next month’s mortgage payment.

      On my way out the door I grab a discarded newspaper. That way, I can scan the job listings after hanging Trisha’s diapers out to dry.
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        * * *

      

      One night, less than a week after that final lunch with Ryan, I heard a beep from the house’s security system noting a heat sensor breach. Before we had moved into the house, Carl had installed it, along with infrared night vision webcams.

      At the time I thought he was being overly paranoid, and he chided me for forgetting to switch it on. After his death, I never forgot. At night, since I often couldn’t sleep anyway, I kept one eye on the computer monitor as it switched from one camera to another, looking for any motion, anything that looked out of place.

      Sitting up in bed, that’s when I saw him: a tall figure, running from Trisha’s playhouse to the back kitchen door. He was dressed in black, his face covered in a ski mask and goggles, holding a semiautomatic rifle⁠—

      Carl’s killer.

      And now, he wanted to kill me. Kill us.

      My gun. My God, get the gun…

      I rolled out of bed shoving the pillows vertically down the mattress in order to give the impression that someone was still sleeping there. I now kept an M&P9 with a silencer between the mattress and the box spring. After slipping it out, I crawled to the terrace door in the master bath. Silently I unlocked it and inched it open⁠—

      The only light I had was coming from the moon, but it was all I needed: there he was, crouching by the back door. As still as he was, though, I had a wide-open shot.

      And that was my dilemma: if I hit him in the head, he would die instantly. Certainly there was some satisfaction in that. But we’d never get our answer as to who killed Carl.

      So instead, I shot him in the leg.

      He grunted loudly and rolled for cover under the picnic table. My second shot ricocheted off one of its planks.

      He shot back, but it was sloppy. This gave me another chance to wing him, but he had ducked out of the moonlight, and I couldn’t see a thing. Realizing this, his aim suddenly got better. Of course, it helped that he was wearing night goggles. In fact, he was shooting so well that he had me taking cover back through the terrace door…

      Then I heard Trisha crying.

      Damn! Damn! I froze, torn between going to my baby and finishing the job. But what if she woke up Mary and Jeff too?

      I knew I had to go to her. I rolled back in and locked the door behind me, and flicked the switches on the outside floodlights and the alarm that alerted both the police and Acme.

      I got back to the monitor just in time to see the prowler limping away his right leg dragging. At least he’d have one scar to remember me by. Perhaps that was how I would know him the next time our paths crossed.

      And when that time came, I wouldn’t have to resist the urge to kill him or any of the other bastards who took Carl from me.

      Because I’d be working for Acme.
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        * * *

      

      “I want in.”

      There. I’d said it. Ryan and I were sitting across the very wide table that spanned Acme’s hermetically sealed conference room. The office is located in one of the many nondescript, mirrored buildings that contribute to the mind-numbing sameness known as Ventura Boulevard.

      “Hmmm. Well…” His words trailed off, although he did blink. Twice.

      Ha. Considering the grand recruitment speech he’d given me just the week before, I had expected him to do a cartwheel or something.

      At the very least he could crack a smile.

      Instead, he frowned.

      “Don’t tell me you’re having second thoughts about the offer! What, have you filled your mommy quota for the month or something?”

      “Part of your charm has always been your sense of humor. No, Donna, we are always on the lookout for good field ops. And quite frankly, I can’t think of a better candidate for what we need. Your ‘mommy’ status is the perfect cover. And the fact that you already know how to shoot is a bonus, but–” He stopped abruptly. “Tell me, Donna: have you ever killed anyone?”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to say that his sudden change in attitude was giving me an itchy trigger finger, but I thought better of it. “No. Why do you ask?”

      “Because once you make the decision to join Acme, there’s no looking back. I just want you to be perfectly sure that you won’t regret the choice you’re about to make.”

      No looking back. No regrets.

      What was there to look back on? Behind me were secrets, heartache, and lies: my mother’s painful illness; my father’s inconsolable remorse; my husband’s double life.

      As for having any regrets, at that very moment I only had one:

      That I didn’t have the skills or the resources to take down Carl’s killers.

      Of course, as an assassin for Acme, I’d have what I’d need to do so.

      “My bottom line is this, Ryan: I’m not spending the rest of my life as a victim. All I'm asking is that you give me a chance. It's the least you can do.”

      I was almost out the door when I felt his hand on my arm. “Okay, tell you what. Come back tomorrow, say, around ten. I’ll put you on the shooting range to see if you’re as good as Carl claimed. Then we’ll take it from there.”

      That would work. Trisha would be in nursery school until two. I shook his hand, then, hesitantly, gave him a kiss on the cheek.

      Ryan blushed bright red. Ah, so he has a heart after all.
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        * * *

      

      The next day I showed up bright-eyed, bushy-tailed, and prepared to dazzle. Ryan handed me Acme’s standard issue, a Sig Sauer P229, and we headed for the shooting range.

      I knew I impressed him by the lift of his brow with each bullseye. (Though, I must admit, I went for the groin on the last two pop-ups. Then again, they looked incredibly menacing and no doubt deserved it.)

      I also passed the physical with flying colors. The polygraph went well, too.

      The agency’s standard thirty-page personal history statement wasn’t scary, just tedious. I had nothing to hide–unless you considered my ever-growing list of library fines. (No, I didn’t mention that on the form. I figured if it didn’t turn up on my background check, then our country needed me all the more.)

      But it was the psychological testing that blew Ryan away. “I’ve got to be honest with you, Donna, I was–well, a bit surprised.”

      “In what way?” We were in the sterile conference room again. I had yet to see Ryan’s office. I could just imagine what that was like. My guess was that he wiped it clean of fingerprints each night before going home.

      “You’ve scored well across the board. But you were superlative in Part Six of the test.”

      “Oh yeah?” Part Six stood out to me because the responses seemed to be gauging how well the respondents would do in dire circumstances. Things like: You are facing two assailants, both with firearms. The one to the left is in a car. The one to the right is standing only four feet away. Which one do you take out first? (I went for the closer dude, figuring that maybe I could get his gun away from him somehow, and then use him as a human shield when I ducked out of the car assailant’s sights.) Or you can take out your attacker with a pole, a rope, or a fork. Which one do you choose? (I chose the pole. That would allow me to attack from many angles and to do so from a distance.)

      “Your answers were right on the mark. You’re a natural born killer.”

      “I live in suburbia, Ryan. It’s a jungle out there. The instinct is natural.”

      “Hmmm. Well, if that’s the case, then remind me to stay out of the OC.”

      “Aw, what a shame! There are a couple of cute women in the neighborhood–you know, divorcees–whom I could easily set you up with–”

      The scowl that darkened his face told me I’d crossed a line.

      “No? Oh, um, okay. Well gee, how time flies! I should go pick up the kids…”

      “Just one more thing. I wanted to tell you that I’ve scheduled you to go to The Farm.”

      I grimaced at the insinuation. “Well, I may still be sporting a few pounds of my baby fat, but seriously, Ryan that’s a bit cruel–”

      “Donna, ‘The Farm’ is not a chubby club. It’s Langley’s training facility, and it’s a must for all new agents. Weeds out those that don’t have the right stuff.”

      “Oh.” While in school I was always top in my class, so I was sure I’d do well down on The Farm. “I think I can get Phyllis to cover me for that weekend–”

      “No, Donna. The commitment is for twelve weeks. And you have to live on-site.”

      That put me back in my chair. Live away from the kids – for three months? How could I manage that?

      They would hate me; perhaps even assume that I’d deserted them too.

      “Oh, well. I guess that puts an end to that.” I rose to go again.

      “Not necessarily. Now that Trisha is doing some daycare, and the kids are in school most of the day, you could have Phyllis move in during your training. And of course you’ll be allowed to go home most weekends.” He looked down at his pad, before breaking into a tentative grin. “In fact, I’ve already asked her, on your behalf.”

      “You did?” My jaw fell open in surprise. “You did that for me? Did you also tell her the truth–you know, about Carl?”

      “I didn’t have to. All I had to say was that you’ve applied for a research position that allows you to work part-time out of the home, which, actually, gives you close to the same income that Carl was bringing in. I also mentioned that we’d be paying for a childcare stipend during your training, which you’d pass along to her.” He eased back into his chair. “Other than chastising me for having put Carl in a position, as she put it, to ‘run off with one of your office floozies,’ your aunt is a real sweetheart. She says she’s there for you, whatever you need. I know she’s looking forward to more time with the kids.”

      “Yes, she’s always there for me. That’s why I love her.” I knew he wouldn’t like it, but I gave him a hug anyway. “Thanks, Ryan, for everything.”

      “Save it. If you feel the same way a few years from now, you can tell me then.”
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        * * *

      

      Let me tell you, The Farm was no picnic. More like a college sorority hazing, its instructors just as cruel and cunning as any of the senior house sisters I’ve known.

      No, make that a fraternity, as there is nothing feminine at all about the place. It attracts a certain breed of men: cocksure, arrogant, and aimed at turning The Farm into their own private fort, no girls allowed.

      Needless to say, any woman masochistic enough to enter this alpha male sanctuary quickly learns that she has three strikes against her from the get-go: two above the waist and one below. The only way to prove she is one of the boys is to successfully jump through any hoops The Farm’s instructors throw her way. Otherwise she’ll join the exodus of pledges, both men and women, whose spirits have been broken while trying.

      Not only did I make it through my hoops, I did so with a smile on my face and while enthusiastically asking, “So, what’s next?”

      I got through it because I knew I would have made Carl proud.
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        * * *

      

      So here we are, almost five years and some twenty-eight kills later.

      Was the first one hard, you ask? That would be Manuelo Cisneros, a kid who had made it up the ranks of a Colombian drug cartel, in town for a little R&R. Still, he was just a kid. Some mother’s son. Perhaps some wife’s husband. Maybe even a father of his own sweet, loving brood.

      To do what I do, I can’t think about that. All my missions are shoot to kill, period.

      That went for Manny, and the others who followed. What stiffens my resolve is the knowledge that every kill is payback for some ruthless bastard taking Carl away from my babies.

      For taking him from me.

      What are the most important skills you need to be a CIA field op, you ask? Perhaps the Japanese martial arts of bujutsu, karatedo, jujitsu, kendo, and laido? How about firearms, or explosives handling, parachuting, or crash-and-burn driving?

      If you can keep it from the boys, I’ll let you in on a little secret: it’s none of the above.

      In all honesty, the skills you need to be a crackerjack CIA agent are the exact same ones that make a good mommy.

      For example, recruiting spies from other foreign agencies is a lot like coercing your son to eat his vegetables: at first he may be reluctant, but as soon as you convince him that it is the quickest route to dessert, he’s ready to jump onboard.

      Whereas surviving a prison camp takes the same mindset as enforcing a time-out: Instead of giving in, just tune out. Eventually the other side gives up.

      As for losing a surveillance tail, I liken that to getting a toddler to take a nap: When the time comes, your best bet is to get her into a routine that makes her comfortably drowsy. Then, when she zones out, slip away.

      Setting up a kill is a lot like planning a dinner party: attention to even the smallest of details guarantees its success.

      And finally, in regard to pulling that trigger: I’ve yet to meet a man whose primal instincts match those of a mother trying to keep her child safe from danger.

      Speaking of naps, Trisha has awakened from hers, just in time for us to pick up her big brother and sister. Putting my precious locket in the back of the curio cabinet where it belongs, I smother her with kisses as we head for the door with Lassie at my heels–

      But I stop when I hear the chirp of my cell phone. It’s the Hilldale Library. Or in this case, Marion, an Acme operative who just so happens to work there at the circulation desk. Although I’ve never caught a glimpse of her, I’d know that timid voice anywhere: “Yesterday you reserved a copy of The Last Tycoon. It’s now waiting for you at the front desk…”

      That sentence may sound innocent enough, but it is filled with encryptions to be decoded. For instance, the book’s title tells me that I’m being assigned some very serious mission, whereas the word yesterday means that I need to rendezvous with my Acme handler as soon as possible. And the fact that she used the words front desk indicates that I’ll find him in the usual place: Hilldale Memorial Park.

      There’s no time to lose.

      I’m just about to lock the door behind us when I smell it: the pie, burning in the oven. Damn! Damn! I barrel back through the door, dragging Trisha with me. Of course, there are no oven mitts anywhere in sight. Finally I see one on the floor: Lassie is using it as a pillow. She whines as I whip it out from under her head, cram it onto my free hand, and throw the blackened pie into the sink.

      It seems that everything is going up in smoke: both the world, and my children’s after-school snack.

      Oh, well. Since I have to hook up with the Good Humor Man anyway, ice cream without pie will just have to do.
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‘When a film director’s obsession with a phone sex
operator threatens his latest production—not to mention
his marriage—his talent agent thinks he knows how to
handle the situation: buy off “the voice that launched a
thousand erections.” Instead, he falls in love with her. But
how will he feel when he discovers that she’s the wife of
his hot new actor client?






