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      My Life had stood—a Loaded gun—

      In Corners—till a Day

      The Owner passed—identified—

      And carried Me away—

      …

      Though I than He—may longer live

      He longer must—than I—

      For I have but the power to kill,

      Without—the power to die

      —EMILY DICKINSON

      Three can keep a secret, if two are dead.

      —BENJAMIN FRANKLIN
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      People would want to know what she was thinking, the night before. They always do, or think they do—but in her case they would
         have been disappointed. Because by the night before, the thinking was long over and she was preoccupied mainly with logistics.
         Planning, preparing, packing. Finding her old knapsack, an orange-and-black JanSport she hadn’t used for months, not since
         Christmastime.
      

      Knapsacks had gone out of fashion that spring at Glendale High School, at least among the stylish girls. The divas, as they
         were known—they had bestowed the name on themselves and considered it laudatory— had taken to carrying plastic totes in bright
         primary colors, see-through and flimsy. Even the name-brand versions, the ones that cost upwards of a hundred dollars, buckled under the weight the divas expected them to carry. But then it’s a myth that more expensive things are better
         made—or so her father always said, whenever she expressed a desire for something trendy. At the mall she had seen diva mothers
         storm into Nordstrom or Hecht Co., proclaiming the totes defective. “What was she using it for?” skeptical salesladies inquired,
         examining the torn and stretched-out handles beneath the fluorescent lights. “The usual,” lied the mothers. “Girl stuff.”
      

      In the end the salesladies didn’t care if the mothers stretched the truth as far as those rubbery handles, because they always
         left with even more merchandise— not only a replacement tote or two but those hideous Louis Vuitton billfolds that were so
         unfathomably popular that spring, maybe a small cosmetic bag in the same distinctive-tacky pattern. They needed cosmetic bags
         because the totes had another design flaw. The not-quite-opaque plastic allowed the world to see whatever one carried. Forget
         trying to bring Tampax to school, or even a hairbrush. (She had always considered hairbrushes one of the more horrible secrets
         that regular purses kept—oily, matted with hair, shedding those strange little scales.) Yet perhaps that was the very source
         of the totes’ cachet: To use one, you had to pretend you had no secrets, that your life was an open book—or, more correctly,
         a see-through purse. You couldn’t put anything in those totes that you didn’t want other people to glimpse.
      

      Especially a gun, no matter how small. Even a gun wrapped in a scarf, as hers would be.

      The problem was that she, too, had abandoned her knapsack earlier that school year, although she was not one to follow the trends, quite the opposite. She had different reasons
         for retiring her trusty JanSport. I am putting away childish things, she told herself in November, having been reminded of that Bible verse while rereading a favorite childhood novel. Her mother
         had gotten a canvas bag at Barnes & Noble, one with Emily Dickinson’s face, and she had co-opted it for a joke, just to test
         how ignorant everyone was. (“Is that someone you know?” “Is that you?” “A relative?”) She hadn’t planned to use it every day, but then her parents began to nag, said she was going to throw her
         spine out of alignment or damage the nerves in her shoulder. Then she had to keep using it, if only to prove to them that it was her spine, her nerves, her life.
      

      Except the Emily Dickinson bag was forever falling over, scattering its contents. She couldn’t afford such accidents or missteps,
         not on the day she took her gun to school.
      

      She finally found her knapsack at the back of her closet, and it was a kind of relief to be reunited with her old, practical
         friend. She dampened a paper towel and ran it over the bag’s insides, removing debris from last fall—cookie crumbs, specks
         of chocolate, a lone Brazil nut, which would have been there since September, when she tried to go vegan and lasted all of
         a week. She had carried this knapsack for four years, from fall of eighth grade to the fall of twelfth grade, and its surface—the
         names and former loyalties inked onto its orange nylon, the rips and tears—was a vivid reminder of how much she had changed.
         You probably shouldn’t get tattooed, her mother always said. You don’t know who you’re going to be when you’re thirty. But a tattoo can be concealed, or even removed with lasers. Piercings close up if you give them enough time. A knapsack
         covered with embarrassing sentiments in permanent ink could only be discarded or replaced. Her parents would have purchased
         her a new one if she had only explained her reasons, but that was one thing she hadn’t dared to do. She was tired of explaining
         herself.
      

      Once the bag was clean inside, she surveyed the things laid out on her bed. There was her notebook, the take-home test for
         Mrs. Downey, her independent study project for Ms. Cunningham. And there was the gun, wrapped in a silk scarf from the old
         dress-up chest.
      

      The gun had been in her possession for almost a month, but the mere sight of it still shocked her. It was so like the toy
         six-shooter she had begged for when she was little, not even four. Why had she yearned for a gun, a holster, and a cowboy
         hat at such an age? She had wanted to be Calamity Jane or Annie Oakley, marching around the house singing “Anything You Can
         Do, I Can Do Better.” Yes, it was queer, but then everyone was queer when little. And maybe she had wanted to shock her parents,
         who weren’t hippies but were antiwar, even this current one, which a lot of Glendale parents had said was okay when it started.
      

      Standing in her bedroom, a real gun in her hand, she finally understood how toddlers could pick up a weapon and fire, with
         no instruction or training. The gun she had taken was just like her old toy—six chambers for six bullets, each one dislodged by pressing the trigger. Or so she assumed, because she hadn’t dared to fire
         it, not even once. There was no place she wouldn’t be overheard. Once Glendale had had large tracts of woods, areas where
         a kid could hide, escape the world for a little while. But those spots had been mowed down, leveled, replaced with strip malls
         and parking lots, just like the song said. She had really liked that song before her parents told her it was a cover, that
         the Counting Crows hadn’t done it first, that they had listened to it, too, when they were even younger than she was now.
         Her parents meant well, but sometimes she wanted something that was all for her. Was that so much to ask?
      

      The gun had come with four bullets, which seemed an odd number to her, not that she could ask how that came to be. How many bullets are in the gun, Chino? That was a line from West Side Story, Maria’s big moment at the end. She was never the kind of girl who got to play Maria, nor did she want to be. Namby-pamby
         “I Feel Pretty” Maria, totally reactive. It had been stealing, of course, to take the gun, but then the people who owned it
         had broken laws, too. It should have been in a safe and equipped with a childproof lock. She had written a paper on state
         gun laws for history last year, arguing strenuously for a true ban on all firearms. The rednecks had been outraged, of course.
         Not that there were many rednecks in AP American history.
      

      Before she’d wrapped the gun up in the scarf, she’d picked it up and held it next to her cheek, stroking herself, the way
         villains were always caressing women in spy movies. It didn’t look the same. Maybe it was because she didn’t have the right kind of face. Her mother always told her
         that her face was heart-shaped, but all she saw was that it was sharp in an almost witchy way—pointy chin, hollow cheeks.
         When an actor traced a line down an actress’s face, the gesture was sexual and violent at the same time, or so Ms. Cunningham
         had said in her “Rhetoric of Images” class. She told the girls they had to learn to recognize such images and decode them,
         so they wouldn’t be infected by them. It made no sense, though. She couldn’t get why the gesture was sexual if it denoted
         rape, which everyone kept insisting wasn’t about sex but violence. Because the gun is a phallic symbol, Ms. Cunningham explained. Rape is an act of violence that happens to be expressed through sex. “But you also said rape isn’t about sex, that if boys force us to do anything we don’t want to do, it’s the same as assault.”
         Yes, and films confuse the message, suggesting that rape can be sexual, when it clearly isn’t, setting you up to make poor
            choices. Don’t you see?

      She was beginning to. She now saw how ideas that might appear to be at the opposite ends of a spectrum were really matched
         sets, yin and yang, eternally connected rings. No love without hate. No peace without war. “We had to destroy the village
         in order to save it.” Mr. Blum, the history teacher, was always offering this as an example of the idiotic things said during
         the Vietnam War, that war being his big reference point, the proof that he had once cared about something larger than himself
         and his precious little sports car, which he buffed with a chamois cloth in good weather, out in the teachers’ parking lot. It seemed silly to be so proud of a car, when half the kids at Glendale drove nicer ones. You have to destroy the village in order to save it. She no longer saw the paradox. Sometimes you do have to destroy things, even people, in order to save them.
      

      Yet these thoughts, while appropriately deep, did not figure into her last words. She had only so much time, so much space,
         and she was undeniably self-conscious, perhaps a bit too fixated on the effect of what she was doing. The letter she composed
         was factual, yet somehow false. Even her handwriting was false—florid, overdone, so she couldn’t fit it all onto one sheet
         of paper as she had planned. She had lost the habit of expressing herself honestly, without irony and grandiose turns of phrase.
         She wrote about heaven and love, and called on old loyalties. She asked only that the truth be told. She wrote it just that
         way, in just those words: “I ask only that the truth be told.”
      

      After much chewing on the end of her pen, a bad habit she had never outgrown even though it often left her with blue lips,
         she crossed out the word “only.” She knew that it was a lot to ask, perhaps the most a person can ask, under certain circumstances.
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      When the shooting started, Alexa Cunningham was looking at Anita Whitehead’s arms—her arms, then her underarms, because Anita
         threw her hands over her head and began to shriek. Later Alexa Cunningham would try to rewrite that memory in her head, replace
         it with something more portentous, but the image was stubborn: Anita’s tremulous upper arms bursting into hives, then the
         tiny white mothballs of roll-on deodorant visible in the stubble of her underarms just before she threw the telephone down.
         Alexa even caught a whiff of something floral, antiperspirant or perfume, and found time to wonder why someone who claimed
         to suffer from multiple chemical sensitivities would use anything scented.
      

      
      That troubled her, too—how one track of her mind detached, finding room for trivial observations in the midst of a crisis.
         Later she told herself that it was simply a citizen’s duty to be prepared for the role of eyewitness, absorbing every detail
         of an unfolding tragedy, and one could not pick and choose what one noticed. Still, there was no getting around it—what Alexa
         saw, at the moment that everything changed, was Anita’s arms, swaying like poorly staked hammocks; Anita’s lips, puckered
         around the straw in her omnipresent Diet Vanilla Coke, then rounding into a scream; and Anita’s eyebrows, too overplucked
         to register surprise. And what Alexa heard was a voice in her head, coolly narrating events. Why was that? Where did such
         a voice come from? But Alexa knew. If you lived to tell the story, then you lived. She had instinctively thought like a survivor, and there could be no shame in that.
      

      
      When the shots came, I was picking up my mail in the office and listening to Anita complain about her imaginary symptoms.

      
      “TGIF,” Anita had said a few minutes earlier by way of greeting. “Tee-Gee-Eye-Eff.”

      
      “Hmmm,” Alexa murmured, eyes on her mail so she would not stare at Anita’s arms, left bare by a sleeveless knit top. Alexa’s
         older brother, Evan, had once dressed as a woman for Halloween, donning a flesh-colored turtleneck beneath a muumuu, then
         stuffing the arms with tennis balls so they wobbled back and forth just the way Anita’s arms shook whenever she moved them.
         Alexa, eight at the time, had laughed until she almost wet herself. Evan was imitating their own mother, who was a good sport about such things.
      

      
      “You got big plans for the weekend, Lexy?”

      
      Alexa had never been known by this nickname, which sounded a little soap-operaish to her ear.

      
      “Uh-uh. You know how the work floods in, the last week for seniors. Have to make sure all my kids are ready to walk next Thursday.”

      
      “Supposed to be beautiful this weekend. I wish I could go somewhere. But even if we could get down the ocean”—she gave it
         the local pronunciation, downy eauchin—“my doctor says I really shouldn’t.”
      

      
      “Hmmmm.”

      
      “Because of the sun.”

      
      Alexa made no reply, pretending absorption in Barbara Paulson’s memo on senior pranks. Faculty and staff were to be reminded—that
         was her wording, were to be reminded—that any student participating in a stunt involving damage to property, no matter how small, would be banned from the graduation
         ceremony. As a relatively new school, Glendale did not have many entrenched traditions, but outgoing seniors did have a curious
         habit of setting off firecrackers in the woods just beyond the athletic fields. We also take a strict view of injury, Barbara had added, making bodily injury seem an afterthought to the more serious problem of vandalism. The memo was pure
         Barbara—bureaucratic, poorly written, unintentionally funny. But then Barbara was never funny on purpose.
      

      
      “And the air.” Aaaaaah-er in Anita’s accent. “The very air makes my skin sting. My doctor says it’s because of the salt in the breeze.”
      

      
      “Hmmmmm.”
      

      
      Anita’s doctor was a topic to be avoided at all costs. Six months ago Anita had decided that her health problems—not only
         her hives but the headaches and chronic shortness of breath—were the fault of some toxin in the Glendale High School heating
         and cooling ducts. Or the carpet. Or the sealant used on the gymnasium floor. Three tests had been ordered so far, and three
         tests had come back with inconclusive results. Yet Anita was still threatening legal action, and when she tired of speaking
         of her doctor, she mulled out loud about which lawyer might represent her. All her options advertised on local television,
         although she sometimes glimpsed someone promising on Court TV. Otherwise she was waffling between the “Let’s talk about it”
         guy and the firm endorsed by former Baltimore Colt Bubba Smith. Alexa, one of the few faculty members who accepted multiple
         chemical sensitivity as a legitimate medical condition, did not scoff at the science behind Anita’s claim. She just didn’t
         happen to believe that Anita suffered from anything other than her own bad choices.
      

      
      “My girlfriend who used to work for social services?” Alexa did not take the bait, but Anita was not someone who considered
         a lack of response inimical to a conversation. In fact, silence only encouraged her. “They shut down the whole building because
         it was making people sick. Now she works in that old Caldor on York Road, across the street from a Panera Breads and a Giant
         Foods and a Starbucks. She says it’s real convenient, especially since Blockbuster Videos went in.”
      

      
      So that’s your plan, Alexa thought. Keep demanding tests until she was reassigned to a better location or Glendale High School was rebuilt on
         a site more convenient to overstuffed sandwiches, grocery shopping, and movie rentals.
      

      
      The irony was that there had been growing support to level Glendale and rebuild a new school before Anita began threatening
         legal action. Such an act, while drastic, would not be unprecedented. Nearby Howard County had recently blown up a windowless
         octagon built in the heyday of the open-space movement, replacing it with a more traditional rectangle of beige and glass
         bricks. But Anita Whitehead’s complaints had forced the school board into a defensive posture. The school had no flaws, the
         Baltimore County school board and superintendent now maintained, a laughable contention at a school that had been obsolete
         and reviled from the day its doors had opened ten years earlier.
      

      
      To begin with, Glendale was too small, a common enough problem in Maryland, where school construction seldom kept pace with
         growth. The best elementary schools were surrounded by portable classrooms, and some students spent their first five years
         in these nominally temporary settings. At the high-school level, unhampered by mandated student–teacher ratios, they simply
         crammed more bodies into existing buildings. Glendale, built for twelve hundred students, held almost fifteen hundred.
      

      
      Yet while Glendale High School’s classrooms were cramped and overflowing, its public areas, all in the north wing, were almost
         too vast. The auditorium was so large that no student concert or play could fill it, which gave productions a melancholy air of failure. The gymnasium
         was a high-ceilinged barn that always felt half empty, even when the boys’ basketball team made a run for the state championship.
      

      
      But the crowning idiocy of Glendale High School, as Glendale’s original developer, Thornton Hartigan, had complained so publicly
         and loudly, was that the architect simply had not understood Maryland’s climate, much less the quirkier weather peculiar to
         this valley. Glendale lay in north Baltimore County, physically closer to the Pennsylvania state line than it was to Baltimore,
         although most parents commuted southward to the city, or beyond. Because storms often cut a northeasterly path across the
         state, this northern part of the county could be under six inches of snow while the rest of the region was unscathed. And
         the winds were especially harsh here, whipping around the school’s treeless lot as if still angry at those who had cleared
         so much of the valley’s forests a century ago.
      

      
      Yet the architect had sold the school board on four freestanding wings centered on a courtyard, a design more suitable to
         California or Florida. In inclement weather students had to choose between cutting coatless across the courtyard or taking
         the longer circuitous route, which meant being tardy. An in-house telephone system tried to make up for these vast distances,
         but this only overburdened the school’s wiring, which was wholly inadequate to modern expectations. Students increasingly
         used BlackBerries, Treos, or other cell phones with e-mail capabilities, rather than rely on the school’s sluggish Internet connections.
      

      
      The call that interrupted Anita’s monologue was an in-house one, a fact signaled by two short rings. Anita, looking vaguely
         annoyed at the phone ringing so early, picked up the receiver and said, “Main office.” Then, “What? What? Don’t you fun with me!”
      

      
      Apparently the caller persuaded Anita that there was no fun involved, not as verb or noun, for it was then that she threw
         down the telephone and began to scream.
      

      
      “We’ve been shot!” she shrieked, in violation of every protocol in which the staff had been trained. “There’s a shooting—some
         damn kid has brought a gun to school— We’ve gotta evacuate, we’ve gotta get out—”
      

      
      Barbara Paulson was out of her office so fast that she seemed a pink-suited blur, grabbing the receiver that Anita had thrown
         down. “This is your principal, Barbara Paulson,” she said, which was how she began every announcement, answered every phone
         call. This verbal tic was much mocked behind her back by faculty, who speculated that Barbara presented herself this way at
         every occasion—the dry cleaners, the drive-through at McDonald’s, the rare sexual encounter with her husband. Yet the tone
         was right for the situation, Alexa realized, stern and authoritative. If this was a prank, the student would never have the
         nerve to sustain it.
      

      
      “Please repeat what you just told Ms. Whitehead.” Barbara grabbed a pen and began jotting down notes on a “Panther Pride”
         pad that was handy. In reaching for the pen, she upset Anita’s Diet Vanilla Coke, but she didn’t seem to notice the soda that cascaded over Anita’s desk,
         even as it splashed onto her skirt and jacket and onto Alexa’s mail, which she had put down on the edge of the desk when Anita
         started screaming. Alexa, not sure what else she could do, dropped to her knees and tried to gather the fallen papers.
      

      
      “Yes—but—” Barbara had written “SHOTS FIRED, NORTH WING”—“I must know—hello? Hello?” The line had clearly gone dead. Barbara put down the phone and picked up the microphone for the school’s public-address
         system.
      

      
      “This is your principal, Barbara Paulson.” The words echoed back to them from the hallway speakers. “I need everyone’s undivided attention for a special announcement. Everyone—students, faculty, staff, and visitors—in the
         south, east, and west wings must leave the school immediately, under the emergency procedures we have practiced throughout
         the year. This is a Level II emergency. Repeat—this is a Level II emergency.”
      

      
      Her hands were shaking, yet her voice retained its usual metallic quality and her face was devoid of emotion, almost waxen.
         The Botox rumors that had dogged Barbara since spring break suddenly seemed plausible to Alexa. But perhaps Alexa’s own face
         was blank and empty, too, unable to summon any expression appropriate to the moment, because what expression would be appropriate?
      

      
      Barbara continued speaking into the microphone: “Those in the north wing, however, are asked to go into containment procedures,
         locking doors, drawing blinds, and staying away from windows until an all-clear is sounded.”
      

      
      Anita and the other secretaries happily followed the principal’s instructions, grabbing their purses and all but running from
         the office. Alexa remained, because she thought Barbara might need her, but the principal barely seemed to register her presence.
         She called 911 and repeated the information she had gathered, while Alexa listened to her carefully worded answers. Yes, she
         had implemented the county’s emergency plan—evacuation for those in the unaffected wings, lockdown for those classrooms near
         the reported shooting. No, she did not know if there were any injuries at this point.
      

      
      “Glendale High School,” Barbara repeated patiently. “Off Glendale Circle.”

      
      There was a pause while the dispatcher asked another question. Barbara braced the hand holding the phone, but both hands continued
         to shake.
      

      
      “I wouldn’t characterize it so much as a school shooting,” she said, “but as a shooting at the school.”

      
      Motioning Alexa to follow her, the principal turned out the lights in the office and closed the door, locking it behind them.
         The halls were already full of students and teachers, and Alexa plunged into the hallway, feeling as if she were trying to
         body-surf in those spindly, treacherous waves she remembered from the Outer Banks, a place she hadn’t visited since she was
         four or five. The air had a crackly, electric charge, more like a winter day than a late-spring one, with some girls’ hair
         dancing on end. The students were moving a bit too fast, talking among themselves in low voices that quickly rose in volume, despite the teachers’ best efforts to enforce the no-talking rule. Others were ignoring the guidelines
         for a Level II emergency, holding their cell phones low by their hips, text-messaging with the ferocity of young Helen Kellers
         who had just discovered an accessible language. Alexa tapped one or two girls on the shoulder and shook her head in disapproval,
         but the girls just widened their eyes in fake innocence, as if they couldn’t imagine why they were being singled out.
      

      
      Out in the parking lot, Alexa realized that the timing of the incident would make it nightmarishly impossible to account for
         everyone. While teachers had brought their roll books, they had yet to take morning attendance. Ten minutes before the first
         bell, the school was just full enough to be chaotic. There was no way to determine who had been inside or if the three wings
         under evacuation had truly emptied.
      

      
      The staff tried to organize the chattering students, directing them to their homeroom teachers, insisting they turn off their
         cell phones, but it was like trying to gather feathers in a breeze. Some of the stoner-skater crowd—known as skeezers, for
         reasons Alexa had never grasped—drifted across the athletic field, heading to the fringe of woods where they gathered in all
         but the most intolerable weather. Alexa wanted to call after them that this was probably not the best time to get high. Then
         again, maybe it was. Certainly the police would have more pressing things to do than round up a few pot smokers.
      

      
      Meanwhile students continued to arrive by car only to turn around promptly, sometimes taking other students with them, even
         as teachers yelled at them not to go. Parents, pulling up with dawdling freshmen and sophomores who had missed their buses,
         behaved no more responsibly, fleeing the moment they caught the scent of the emergency. Alexa imagined the stories that were
         starting in their heads, the tales of ordinary lateness—oversleeping, finishing homework—that would now take on epic dimensions. These parents
         were the lucky ones. They had the advantage of knowing now that their children were safe. Other parents would have to endure that horrible gap between partial and full knowledge. Once
         the police arrived, the driveways to the school would be blocked and parents would be directed to the nearby middle school
         to wait for their children. That, too, was part of the procedure of a Level II emergency. But it had all seemed so theoretical,
         so remote, during the training.
      

      
      The faculty and those students who remained in the parking lot studied the school, as if the building itself might explain
         what was going on. It stared back, blank-faced, secretive.
      

      
      Eve Muhly approached Alexa, standing a little too close, as usual, so Alexa could feel the odd heat the girl always generated,
         like a toddler who had just awakened from a long yet unsuccessful nap.
      

      
      “Ms. Cunningham?”

      
      “You can call me Alexa, Eve. You know that.”

      
      “Someone said it happened in the restroom?” Her voice rose on what should have been a declarative statement of fact. Eve often needed affirmation for the simplest assertions.
      

      
      “Who said, Eve?” It was Alexa’s automatic reply to anything that sounded like a rumor, even if she happened to know that the story
         was true. She never missed an opportunity to remind her students of the power of gossip, of mere words.
      

      
      Eve looked around her feet, as if her informant were something she had temporarily misplaced or dropped. “Someone? I didn’t
         see, exactly? But I definitely heard someone behind me as we were leaving, and she said she, like, heard it, she heard something.”
      

      
      “Those in the north wing were instructed to stay put.” Alexa would never fall into the trap of calling it “containment.” She
         eschewed jargon and euphemisms whenever possible, feeling it gave her more credibility with the students.
      

      
      “Right. Like, if you were about to go into the bathroom and you heard shots, would you just stand there and wait for an announcement about what to do?”
      

      
      Alexa looked at Eve closely. “Are you talking about yourself, Eve? Were you outside the bathroom when it happened? Did you
         call the office?”
      

      
      “No, I’m just saying. Like, a hypo … hypo … hypothetical. If I heard shots, I wouldn’t just stand around. I’d run.”
      

      
      “But you said ‘she.’ And you said she was going into the girls’ room. So you know that much.”

      
      “Yeah. Well. I know a girl’s voice from a boy’s voice. And no one goes into the boys’ bathroom, not even the skankiest girls.
         The boys’ bathrooms are nasty.”
      

      
      “Do you know anything else, Eve?” Alexa glanced at the girl’s hands, but Eve was the daughter of old farmers. They may have
         tolerated her alliance with the skeezer crowd, but they were too thrifty to allow their daughter a cell phone. Eve had neither
         called nor been called in the frantic minutes since the school was evacuated.
      

      
      “Someone said a name?” Eve squirmed like an insect impaled on a pin, equal parts misery and defiance. The poor girl constantly
         sought attention yet was mortified once she got it.
      

      
      “A name?”

      
      “Of the person who’s, like, shot.”

      
      Alexa waited.

      
      “They said—” Eve leaned even closer to Alexa and whispered—“Kat Hartigan.”

      
      “Kat? Are you sure?”

      
      “It’s what she said.”

      
      “Who, Eve?” But Alexa knew that even if Eve had any more concrete information, she wouldn’t share it, not under the watchful
         eyes of her friends.
      

      
      “Someone? I don’t know. I didn’t see her? I only, like, heard as I was walking out.” Eve lifted up her hair and let it drop
         back on her neck, then disappeared into her group, blending in with them so thoroughly that she might have been a chameleon,
         taking on the protective coloration of a tree or a leaf.
      

      
      And now that Alexa had the name—Kat Hartigan—it suddenly seemed to be everywhere, on everyone’s lips. “Did you hear? It was
         Kat Hartigan.” “Shut up!” “No, seriously. Kat.” Kat. Kat. Kat.
      

      
      The students and teachers shared the rumor with horror, shock, and just a little bit of smugness—the smugness born of knowing, the smugness born of being alive. All information
         was gossip, Alexa thought, even in the mouths of the best-intentioned people. As she told her students, gossip was not about
         content, and it was not necessarily false. Gossip was about self-importance, the thrill of knowing something and telling others.
         Those who passed along Kat Hartigan’s name were not simply sharing a fact. They were establishing that they were inside the
         loop and therefore important. Later she would try to impress this fact upon her students, use this as a learning tool—assuming
         the school year hadn’t just come to a premature end. It was hard to know what the school district would choose to do.
      

      
      What was she doing, making lesson plans in her head, when a student might be wounded in the school, or even dead? It had to be a rumor,
         Alexa thought. Kat Hartigan didn’t have an enemy in the world. She was the school’s figurative and literal princess, crowned
         at the prom just two weeks ago. Many students envied her, but no one disliked her. She had the kind of gentle prettiness and
         self-deprecating manner that girls find tolerable and boys find preferable.
      

      
      The police arrived, and now the school property was officially sealed off, with no one permitted to enter or leave. Media
         vans lined the street just beyond the school’s driveway, and a few parents stood along the road’s shoulder, craning their
         necks, gesturing at the students, some of whom ran back and forth, relaying Lord-knows-what information. Alexa felt bad for
         these parents and others, the ones gathering at the middle school. Of course, many of them would have spoken to their children by now, thanks to the omnipresent cell phones. Even those who did not have phones, girls such as
         Eve Muhly, could find a way to get word to their parents, assuming that they understood how worried their parents would be.
         It was all too possible for teenagers to forget that the news of a shooting would scare their parents. Teenagers took their
         immortality for granted.
      

      
      And it was still possible, wasn’t it, that everything would be okay? That Kat Hartigan would walk out of the school, tossing
         her hair and laughing in her apologetic way, embarrassed to have been the focus of so much attention, to have caused any interruption
         to the school day. Maybe it was a senior prank, a kind of emotional vandalism that Barbara Paulson hadn’t thought to outlaw.
         The official news was not bad, not yet. Nothing had been established for the record. Alexa held to that hope even as the Shock
         Trauma helicopter came and went, even as an ambulance drove across the grass and back again, then left the school parking
         lot with its lights flashing. These were vehicles for survivors, for those who could be saved.
      

      
      Then the coroner’s car arrived, slow and deliberate. A man and woman ambled across the grass, and while their gait was not
         slow, there was no urgency to their movements. Kat, the voices began again. Kat. It’s Kat. Eve Muhly caught Alexa’s eye and made an “I told you so” face. Alexa summoned her with a stern “I’m not kidding this time”
         wave.
      

      
      “Who did this?”

      
      Eve shrugged. “I haven’t heard anything about that.”

      
      “Eve.”

      
      “Everyone’s saying Josie Patel must have been there, because she’s so far up Kat’s butt the only time she ever gets out is
         in the bathroom.” She waited to see if Alexa would appreciate this bit of schoolhouse wit. “But I don’t know for sure.”
      

      
      “Still, you must have heard something more.” Alexa tried to pack a lot of weight behind those words, letting Eve know that
         she believed Eve was, if not an eyewitness, then someone who had seen or heard more than she was letting on. “Isn’t there
         anything else you can tell me, Eve?”
      

      
      Eve took on an air of injured innocence. “Why, Ms. Cunningham, you’re always saying we shouldn’t talk about things unless
         we know them firsthand or have talked to someone who has firsthand information.”
      

      
      Alexa let her go again. An ambulance, a helicopter, a gurney. She thought of three families and the news that awaited them.
         The parents of the student in the ambulance were the luckiest—the injuries must not be too bad if the police had decided the
         student could make the trip along north county’s congested roads. The helicopter was potentially bad, proof of life-threatening
         injuries, but at least those parents could hope for a good outcome. And everywhere else in Glendale, parents would be given
         the gift of learning that their dread was groundless, that their children were alive and well.
      

      
      Only one set of parents wouldn’t be let off the hook. Alexa had a mental image of these parents, alone in the middle-school
         cafeteria, seeing family after family reunited, watching the door nervously to see when their child would be returned to them.
      

      
      But surely Barbara would get to the parents of the dead child as quickly as possible, would not prolong this agony of wondering.
         Alexa could only hope that Barbara would manage to express herself warmly and openly, eschewing her usual bureaucrat-speak.
         Not a school shooting but a shooting at a school. What an utterly strange distinction to make in the midst of a crisis. She might as well have said, Not a bank robbery but a robbery at the bank. It was as if Barbara wanted to establish that Glendale High School could not be to blame for what had happened there, that
         it was as much a victim of circumstance as whatever students had been claimed by today’s events.
      

      
      Alexa glanced back at the building. It looked smug to her, as if it knew in what low esteem it was held and was happy for
         this moment of revenge against those who had reviled it.
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      When Baltimore County began training its police officers in the new response protocol for school shootings—“The latest trend, if you please,” as Sergeant Harold Lenhardt liked to say—Lenhardt knew he could never follow it to the letter. Not that the
         policy wasn’t sound, jokes about trends aside. Police departments across the country were all doing the same thing, under
         various names, abandoning the SWAT model that had proved so disastrous at Columbine. Some places called it homicide-in-progress.
         In Baltimore County they preferred to define it by the response, First-Four-In. This meant that the first four responding
         officers, no matter their rank, no matter their normal assignments, went in together, weapons drawn. The idea was to get to the shooter as quickly as possible, limiting the scope of casualties. Step over the dead, step over the wounded, the
         officers were told. Just stop the kid and contain the damage as soon as you can.
      

      
      But what if you were the first guy? Lenhardt had wondered. What if you were there alone, outside a school, all by yourself? How could you wait for the others
         to show up? He didn’t think he would. He was no cowboy, but if the point was to get in as quickly as possible, then what was
         so magical about the number four? If he got there first, he didn’t think he’d wait for three others. One, maybe, as backup,
         but even that would be hard.
      

      
      For now the question of how he would respond would remain moot. Lenhardt and his partner, Kevin Infante, had arrived at Glendale
         this morning forty minutes after the 911 call came in, summoned only once the first four officers had determined that there
         was, in fact, a homicide to investigate. The two wounded girls had been carted away, too, adding to Lenhardt’s frustration.
         There were things to be done, opportunities to be seized, even in seemingly straightforward shootings such as this one, with
         a suspect already identified. And while even a seasoned homicide cop couldn’t keep a scene pristine when paramedics were running
         around and victims had to be transported, Lenhardt and Infante might have been a little more vigilant.
      

      
      “I just wish we had gotten here sooner,” he told Infante, and not for the first time.

      
      “It’s a pendulum like anything else. It’s only a matter of time before a cop gets killed doing it this way, and then they’ll reinvent the wheel, go back to SWAT teams.”
      

      
      Lenhardt was studying an odd blood trail that seemed to lead to the door. That should make sense— the wounded girls could
         have bled on the way out, even with paramedics in attendance, and these drops would then be smeared by people running back
         and forth.
      

      
      “The theory is they lack focus, these young shooters. Attention deficit disorder, you know? They get a gun, they come to school,
         they spray some bullets around, and then their attention wanders. I bet if you checked, you’d find the typical high-school
         shooter doesn’t do well on the verbal section of the SAT.”
      

      
      “What?” Infante was staring so hard at a stain in the corner that nothing could pierce his concentration. As Infante’s sergeant,
         Lenhardt had always admired the younger man’s single-minded approach to the job. As his temporary partner, however, Lenhardt
         was finding Infante’s one-track mind a bit of a drag. It killed a joke, having to repeat it.
      

      
      “Never mind.”

      
      Of the two girls taken alive from this bathroom, only one of them, a girl with a bullet lodged in her right foot, would be
         of any immediate help to the detectives. The other survivor, believed to be the shooter, had lost a part of her face, as Lenhardt
         heard it, and although Shock Trauma might save her life, it was less clear what else could be salvaged—her jaw, her teeth,
         her brain. Much of the blood around them was undoubtedly hers. She had leaked a lot in the twenty minutes or so before she
         was transported.
      

      
      The dead girl, who was still here with them, had died swiftly, from an almost freakishly precise gunshot wound to the chest,
         maybe straight to the heart, so there was very little of her blood. Was this marksman-ship the result of luck or skill? It
         didn’t jibe with Lenhardt’s knowledge of Glendale—upper middle class, liberal. But then there were still pockets of farms
         in the area, rural families with old-fashioned values. A girl raised in such circumstances might be comfortable with a gun.
         If she knew how to use a gun, however, and had always planned to use it on herself, why had she fired into her cheekbone instead
         of her temple? And why shoot the other girl at all?
      

      
      One thing he was willing to bet on: The dead girl, the one on the floor, wasn’t the kind who knew anything about guns. She
         was a girly-girl, all in pink— pink sandals with cloth roses where the thong nestled between the big and second toes, pale
         pink pants, and a pale pink polo.
      

      
      Lenhardt had the digital camera, one outfitted with software that made their photos impossible to alter. Infante was using
         the backup 35-millimeter because you wouldn’t want to hang a murder investigation on something as temperamental as a computer.
         Clumsily—he still wasn’t comfortable with the little Canon—he paged through the photos he had taken, looking at the blood,
         the scene, trying to find the story there. Something was off, but he couldn’t say what exactly. He walked over to the windows,
         the better to see his photos in the diffused light they allowed in, then looked back at the floor. It was such a gray room—gray
         tile floors, gray stalls, gray walls, a long gray shelf above three white sinks. The only color in the room, aside from the blood and the dead girl, was an uncapped lipstick
         standing on the ledge, pink and moist. Lenhardt gestured toward it, and Infante bagged it.
      

      
      “Aren’t we meticulous,” he said. “It’s not exactly a fuckin’ whodunit.”

      
      “No, it’s not a whodunit. But it has the potential to be a gigantic pain in the ass.”

      
      “You can say that again. She was pretty, wasn’t she?”

      
      “Pretty in pink.”

      
      Neither one mentioned her body, although they might have if she had been a little older. She had a notable shape, with large,
         round breasts straining against the polo shirt, so much tighter and shorter than the polos Lenhardt remembered from the last
         time this preppy look was the rage. Not that the prep look ever went out of style in Baltimore. His daughter had wanted a
         shirt like this for Christmas, one with the little alligator, and he had almost fainted when he saw the seventy-dollar price
         tag. He was happy to spend seventy dollars on Jessica, but not for a polo shirt. “Dad,” she had whined, “it’s a limited edition.”
         How in the hell could a shirt be a limited edition? Had this girl’s parents balked at such an expense? No, a Glendale girl
         probably had a closetful of such shirts.
      

      
      Her skin was pale, getting paler by the minute, but roses had probably bloomed in those cheeks, the round kind that grandparents
         pinched. Assuming she had grandparents. So many kids didn’t nowadays, as people started families later and later. His kids, Jason and Jessica, had never really known Lenhardt’s parents, although Marcia’s were still alive and very doting.
      

      
      “Remember Woodlawn?”

      
      The question would have seemed a non sequitur to anyone else. “Woodlawn” was shorthand for a murder they had worked late last
         year, in which four members of a drug gang were killed by a competitor. It had been a particularly nasty scene—torture marks
         on all the bodies, the floor slick with blood—and their work on the case had been nothing less than inspired. It had taken
         them six months to identify a suspect and make an arrest, working with nothing more than a fingerprint on the cellophane from
         a cigarette pack. But when they made the case, it did wonders for the department’s clearance rate. After all, four murders
         were one-eighth of the county’s annual caseload.
      

      
      “Yeah,” he said.

      
      “Now, that was a scene.”

      
      “Looked like a scrapple factory. An abattoir.” Lenhardt savored the word, which had popped up on Jason’s vocabulary test a few weeks back. He loved words and loved running
         the vocabulary lists with his son. Abattoir, albatross, abdomen, aberrant.

      
      “Woodlawn was a good case,” Infante said, and Lenhardt agreed. It had been easier to walk among those four men’s disfigured corpses than it was
         to confront this one girl with a single bullet wound. Such men were supposed to die.
      

      
      “I’m still bugged by this,” Lenhardt said, pointing to the trail of blood that seemed to lead to the door. “The door was locked,
         right?”
      

      
      Infante checked his notes. “Yeah, responders said the bathroom door was locked when they arrived. They spoke to the conscious
         girl—girl number three— through the door, and she convinced them that the shooter was down, but she refused to get up and
         open the door because of her injury. They had to find a custodian to unlock it.”
      

      
      “She was here, right? The injured girl?” Lenhardt followed the trail to a corner by the stalls.

      
      “Think so.”

      
      “And she said she couldn’t get up?”

      
      “Right.”

      
      “So who locked the door?”

      
      “Presumably the shooter, when she came in.”

      
      “But here, just here.” He pointed to a faint mark, which had been smeared. “Doesn’t that look like a footprint? Not a shoe
         but a foot?”
      

      
      “It does look like someone’s big toe. Maybe the girl who was shot hopped around a little at first.”

      
      “But it’s leading away from the door. Wouldn’t you hop toward it?”
      

      
      “She might have been a little freaked out and disoriented.”

      
      Lenhardt revolved slowly, taking in the whole room. Except for the lack of urinals, it was no different from the boys’ room.
         Three sinks. Three stalls. One of the doors, the middle one, had a hand-lettered sign taped to it, declaring it out of service.
         The door to the right was ajar, but the door to the left, the one against the wall, was shut tight. He pushed it, but it didn’t
         give. Latched. What the fuck? It made sense that the out-of-service stall would be locked. But why this one? He bent down, saw loamy dirt on the floor.
      

      
      He glanced at Infante, who was now measuring the room with a retractable yardstick. He had rank and seniority. He could make
         Infante do it. But it would be an argument, with Infante trying to get out of it by insisting there was no reason to do it
         at all, and Lenhardt had no heart for an argument just now. Lenhardt wished briefly that Nancy Porter, Infante’s usual partner,
         were not on maternity leave. He had never put much stock in the idea that either gender brought anything special to detective
         work. If you were good at it, it was a personality type unto itself. But Nancy, with her keen eyes, might see something here
         that he was missing.
      

      
      And Nancy, being a woman, would probably be less freaked out by the prospect of sliding under a locked stall door in a women’s
         room.
      

      
      Sighing, he removed his jacket and folded it, laying it with great care on the window ledge, next to the digital camera. His
         knees creaked as he lowered himself to the floor, and he worried about his back. He went in headfirst, gingerly, straightening
         up as soon as he could. Funny, it took him a second to realize that he could unlock the door then, freeing himself from this
         confined and alien space. He sat on the toilet seat—actually, he hovered over it, using his thigh muscles to avoid contact—and
         looked around. There was no graffiti, although the door and walls bore the sign of having graffiti scoured from their surfaces
         over the years. A relatively full roll of toilet paper was in the dispenser. And—he stood then, turning around—the toilet
         was empty. So that was that—Nancy Drew and the Mystery of the Locked Bathroom Stall. What did he think he might find anyway? There were no casings, not with the little six-shooter
         this girl had used. Her bullets were all going to be lodged in her victims, including herself.
      

      
      Then he noticed the metal box on the wall. Pulling a pen from his breast pocket, he used it to lift the lid slightly, promptly
         dropping it with a bang.
      

      
      “Shit,” he said. “Fuck me.” Then, “Hand me a Baggie, okay, Kevin?”

      
      “What could you possibly have found in there?”

      
      “You don’t want to know.”

      
      This is no job for a man, he thought as he used tweezers to extract the tampon from the bag inside the metal box and sealed it in a Baggie. It was
         fresh, or reasonably so, which meant someone had been in this locked stall—and left it, without unlocking the door. Had the
         shooter hidden here, waiting? If you’re waiting to shoot someone, do you have the presence of mind to change your tampon?
         And why would you leave without unlocking the door? He tested it several times, slamming it shut to see if the lock engaged
         by itself. But, if anything, the door needed to be forced into position before the bolt could be engaged.
      

      
      “Infante …”

      
      “What?”

      
      “Never mind. If anyone knows less about teenage girls than me, it’s you.”

      
      “I know a lot about teenage girls.” His tone was one of mock outrage.

      
      “You’re attracted to them. It’s not the same thing.”
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      The things we can do without thinking, Dale Hartigan decided, are nothing short of amazing. Breathing, for example. No, that
         was a bad example, because one didn’t have to learn how to breathe, it wasn’t a skill that one mastered and later did automatically.
         Breathing was instinctive, from that first whack on the backside, although doctors had stopped doing that, of course. Dale’s
         generation may have started life with that stern little pat on the rump, but his daughter had arrived in a private birthing
         room, full of soft colors and kind lights. That was a good day.
      

      
      So no, not breathing. Driving, on the other hand, started off as something that engaged every fiber of your being in the early
         going, then became unconscious over time. How often had Dale snapped to behind the wheel, the highway sliding effortlessly beneath his humming wheels, with
         no real memory of the last few miles? And he didn’t think he was unique in this way, far from it. Every day people climbed
         into these contraptions that you weren’t even supposed to operate while on ordinary cold medicine and never gave it a thought.
         It was a wonder there weren’t more accidents. Yet here he was, more conscious than he had ever been behind the wheel, and everyone—the cops, Chloe—had kept
         saying he shouldn’t drive, he mustn’t drive, please don’t drive.
      

      
      Couldn’t they understand that this errand was his only way of asserting his sanity? Every action—changing lanes, using his
         turn signal, braking, accelerating—proved he was functioning. Not that he was sure he wanted to be functioning, but what choice
         did he have? Dale was supposed to be the calm one, the capable one. And while his daughter’s death entitled him to be otherwise,
         he wasn’t sure he knew how to be anything else.
      

      
      But if he didn’t have both his hands on the steering wheel—“Two and ten o’clock, Kat, always at two and ten o’clock”—they
         would be engaged in some form of destruction, he was sure of that. One could literally tear hair, it turned out. And if one
         could grab one’s hair with enough force to rip it, then it followed that one could rend one’s garments, maybe even tear oneself
         from limb to limb, like those crazy Greek women, although weren’t they motivated by bliss and joy? The Man-somethings. The
         Furies? No, that was another myth.
      

      
      Until today Dale had never really believed that the human body could be shredded by human hands. In fact, he and Chloe had
         argued heatedly about it after seeing a production of Suddenly, Last Summer at the Mechanic several years ago, which she had found quite affecting and he had found profoundly stupid. (There was their
         marriage in a nutshell, Chloe responding passionately to things that Dale just didn’t get.) Now such an act seemed as simple
         as tearing a piece of bread from a loaf. His hands, if allowed, could destroy a person, perhaps even take a building apart.
         Which, strangely, had been his first instinct. To punch the wall of Deerfield Middle, to go mano a mano with a school, and
         not even the right school at that.
      

      
      Chloe, although long out of the habit of caring about Dale’s needs, much less anticipating them, had somehow sensed what he
         intended to do, grabbing his wrists and holding him, then allowing him to hold her. Chloe looked wispy, but she was a former
         athlete who could easily withstand the force of Dale’s embrace, as he squeezed and squeezed, taking in all the parts of Chloe
         that reminded him of Kat. Here was her hair, here were her eyes, except they weren’t and couldn’t be. He would never see his
         daughter again.
      

      
      “I need to get to my father,” he said later, at Public Safety Headquarters, where it was becoming all too apparent that he
         was of no use to the detectives. (Kat and Perri were no longer friends? He had missed that. Was Kat menstruating? What the fuck? Yet Chloe knew. She knew.) “If he hears it on the news, he’ll be devastated.”
      

      
      “Dale …” Chloe said gently as he stood to go. Sure, she wanted to make up now, wanted to take back her hurtful words. Too late, Chloe. This time I won’t forgive you.

      
      “Maybe you should call,” said the older detective.

      
      “No, it has to be done face-to-face.”

      
      They had cajoled and argued, but they had to let him go, even if Dale was lying through his teeth. His father could watch
         television all day, hear the headline invoked over and over again—“One dead, two injured in high-school shooting”—and never
         stop to think it was his granddaughter. Thornton Hartigan had no imagination, absolutely none.
      

      
      People make that claim all the time—“Oh, I have no imagination”—but it’s almost never true. Who is so dim that he hasn’t daydreamed,
         for just a moment, about winning a lottery, or enjoying the company of some remote object of desire? However, Dale Hartigan
         believed that his father’s inability to fantasize was literal. He was like someone missing one of the less obvious senses,
         taste or smell. He had no vision, no original ideas—and, as a result, no compunction about stealing the ideas of others.
      

      
      Take Glendale, created when Hartigan began buying acres of Baltimore County farmland in secret, later subdividing it and selling
         it at ten times what he had paid, building homes in exactly four models, then letting other developers come in and build bigger,
         grander places. That had just been a page out of Jim Rouse’s playbook, who had done the same thing in Columbia back in the
         1960s. Take the suburb’s very name, Glendale. It was coined, disappointingly, for Dale and his twin brother, Glen. When fifteen-year-old Dale had objected, appalled by the wasted opportunity—a town, a name that maps would carry, an amazing opportunity wasted—his father assumed it was only because Glen’s name had gone first.
      

      
      “I couldn’t call it Daleglen,” he said, maddeningly obtuse as ever.

      
      His old man was tough, his robust health almost frighteningly unnatural. At seventy-six, he could have passed for ten, fifteen
         years younger. All the widows in Charlestowne had made a move or two on him since he moved in five years ago, and Thornton
         had been a bit of an asshole about this late-in-life desirability, sampling the most appealing women, then discarding them
         all, preferring his own company. It was bad enough that men acted that way in their twenties, thirties, even their forties,
         but their seventies? Dale was embarrassed whenever he dined with his father at Charlestowne, all too aware of the frosty and
         sorrowful looks cast in their direction. His father, on the other hand, noticed nothing. Perhaps it wasn’t imagination his
         father lacked so much as curiosity, or empathy. It never occurred to him to think about how things felt to other people. Except
         perhaps Glen, but then what man doesn’t obsess over his failures?
      

      
      The one time Dale had tried to caution his father on his ill-advised second act as the Casanova of Charlestowne, his father
         had simply turned the accusation back on Dale. “At least I’m a widower,” he said. “It’s not like I’m cheating on someone.”
      

      
      “Dad, I never cheated on Chloe.”

      
      “I wasn’t talking about you.”

      
      But he was. People talked about Dale all the time after the divorce, which should be old news four years later. There was no persuading anyone that he had left Chloe without
         the intention of taking up with Susannah Goode, who had done some consulting work for his company when it was trying to develop
         some business properties in Washington Village in southwest Baltimore. Pigtown, as the old-timers insisted on calling it.
         In fact, that had been Susannah’s charge, how to brand Washington Village so the name Pigtown would disappear. Washington
         Village hadn’t really caught on, but Susannah had. They had worked together closely, and yes, sure, a latent attraction was
         there. It wasn’t unnatural to notice that a woman was beautiful. But Dale hadn’t slept with her until after Chloe threw him out. Maybe it was a little too soon after—two weeks to be precise—and maybe Susannah had nudged him into
         it, which ultimately destroyed his chances of putting his marriage back together again. The fact remained: He was separated
         before he ever touched her.
      

      
      The irony was, the only person who believed him was Chloe.

      
      “Because you didn’t have the balls to do anything literal until I put you out,” she had screamed at him eight months into
         the separation, when her lawyer made noises about adultery during one of their endless mediations on the financial settlement.
         “You were just going to go on having your stupid little crushes, getting moody for a few months, then rewarding yourself with
         some new toy when you sucked it up and moved on. So I tell you to get out, and what did you do? You fuck some girl!”
      

      
      To Chloe’s way of thinking, Dale’s technical faithfulness up to the point she threw him out was just as wounding as a series of affairs would have been. Sharp-tongued and volatile,
         capable of going months without sex, she didn’t see how his intermittent attraction to women had anything to do with her behavior,
         and she didn’t see anything noble in his decision, time and again, not to stray. But logic had never been Chloe’s strong point,
         which was how Kat had ended up with that hideous name on her birth certificate, Katarina.
      

      
      “It’s important to me,” Chloe said when Dale tried to back her off the name. “Why?” “Because of the 1984 Olympics.” “But Katarina
         Witt was a skater. You skied.” “You never understand anything.”
      

      
      Chloe and Dale had been married a year at the time, and her skiing ambitions had been thwarted almost a decade earlier. And
         it wasn’t as if she had blown out a knee or suffered some other catastrophic injury on the eve of achieving greatness. She just hadn’t been good enough, as she had admitted readily. When Dale met her, she was a hostess at a high-end steak house, talking a good game about graduate
         school and sports medicine but essentially searching for someone who had the means, or the potential means, to bail her out.
         Dale had been a city planner then, with no intention of ever working for his father, but Chloe had either seen through his
         own lack of resolve or known she could nag him into doing what she wanted as soon as they had a child. And what she wanted,
         it turned out, was life in Glendale. To be married, to be a mom.
      

      
      This was fine with Dale, better than fine. If only Chloe had really channeled her energy into being a wife and a mother. But those things, once achieved, no longer interested
         her. She dressed Kat nicely enough, chauffeured her to the endless activities, went through the motions of motherhood with
         nary a complaint. But that was when Dale knew something was wrong, when he found himself thinking that way: Chloe is going through the motions. She moved with a slow, lazy grace and always seemed to need a beat or two to answer the simplest questions, as if she were
         under a spell, or suffering from some strange kind of stroke. Oh, she loved Kat completely, he never doubted that. She would
         have laid down her life for Kat without hesitation. It was in the day-to-day, the quotidian tasks of motherhood and parenthood,
         that Chloe failed to engage. Cooking, for example. She was simply god-awful, producing meals so bland and tasteless that it
         seemed a little passive-aggressive. A woman had to try to make food as bad as Chloe did. Even the readymade stuff she picked up at the nicer markets somehow tasted blah by the
         time she got it home. And the house was never truly neat, much less clean. What did she do all day? Dale felt as if she were
         daring him to pick a fight with her, but he wouldn’t. Kat did, though, especially after Dale moved out. She zeroed in on the
         very things that had so annoyed Dale and blamed her mother for the end of the marriage. Then Chloe would cry and say she wanted
         to be married, it was Dale who had moved out, going off to work one day and then calling from the office, as if Chloe were
         just another person to be fired by the Hartigan Group and its subsidiaries.
      

      
      This was an out-and-out lie, but Dale never challenged it, because the truth was even harder to explain to one’s teenage daughter.
         Chloe had packed his bags and left them on the porch, announcing she was tired of his “mooning.” She told him to get out and
         call a lawyer. He did the former but not the latter, and it was less than a week before one of the biggest jackals in Maryland’s
         domestic-law bar tried to subpoena his credit card bills. It was all a bluff, a test, but how was Dale to know that? He made
         the mistake of thinking Chloe was serious, that his marriage really was over. Distraught, threatened with the loss of access
         to his daughter, he had allowed Susannah to comfort him. After that, there was literally no going back. In front of the marriage
         counselor, caught up in the promised spirit of honesty and openness, he told Chloe everything that had transpired between
         him and Susannah—and she had told him their marriage was over, that this was the one transgression that could never be forgiven.
         “But it’s my only transgression,” he protested. “That’s all you get,” Chloe said.
      

      
      When Dale looked back on the rest of his marriage, all he saw were petty grudges, the things that couples were supposed to
         work through. He longed, sometimes, for big problems, for the kind of reasons that made the end of a marriage comprehensible
         and acceptable. He wished that Chloe drank or had affairs. Or that they had become undone by the fertility problems that had
         plagued them after Kat’s birth. (Kat had come so easily, and then they couldn’t conceive at all. A mystery, especially given
         the fact that Chloe was not quite thirty when they started trying to make a sibling for Kat, who yearned for a little brother or sister.) He had loved her once, truly, and she had loved him. And then he didn’t.
         Some—his brother, for example—had suggested that Dale would have been better off to have an affair, get it out of his system,
         then go home to Chloe and keep his damn mouth shut. As if everything happened in bed. But it wasn’t just about sex. There was also the intense loneliness Dale felt sitting with
         Chloe, in their rare quiet moments. Outside of Kat he had nothing to say to her, and she had nothing to say to him. Maybe
         they never had.
      

      
      When he saw her today, waiting for him at this middle school—he already knew, of course, had barked at the principal to stop
         her stuttering non-explanations and just tell him, precisely, what had happened—it occurred to her that they were now two
         members of a tiny tribe, the only people who could ever understand each other.
      

      
      But later, under the gentle questioning of the detectives, she had been cruel again, blurting out, “I wanted to send her to
         private school.”
      

      
      “Chloe—”

      
      “I wanted to send her to private school, and you insisted on public school, and now she’s dead.”

      
      “I can’t believe you would bust my balls over that now.”
      

      
      “But it’s true.”

      
      It wasn’t. Chloe had squawked about private school after the marriage broke up, interested in finding another way to spend
         Dale’s money. But Kat had been the one to end the discussion, saying she didn’t want to be separated from her friends. Friends—that
         was good. According to preliminary information, the girl who had shot Kat was her oldest and dearest friend, Perri Kahn. Shot
         Kat, shot Josie Patel, then shot herself.
      

      
      “Chloe, that’s not fair.”

      
      She narrowed her eyes, ready to fight, as always, then realized there were witnesses. That was when she had taken his hand,
         pretended such concern for him, but it was too late. He left her to the detectives, finding a tiny crumb of comfort in having
         them on his side. Surely they understood now why Kat’s parents had divorced, even if Kat never did.
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