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Prologue


There is near complete darkness, yes, but it’s the least of my problems. I’d glimpsed the space before I got in, and knew the claustrophobic dimensions that would have kept me from moving easily even if I hadn’t been shot in the leg. It was empty, too, except for the usual tools that were under the pad. Carlo was a tidy sort and kept it that way. I’m still conscious enough to think of the tools, but I have trouble keeping my mind on them in any useful way. Use whatever you got, Black Ops Baxter used to tell me. Images float through my head and the best I can do anymore is name them, if that. Jack. Wrench. Lug. That elastic cord thing. Nuts.


A little air comes from a crack between the compartments, so I won’t suffocate.


No, my most urgent need is water, to bring my temperature down, to slow my breathing and stop those syncopated warning beats that tell me my heart is about to check out for good. If I die in here, the likely plan is to dump me at a secondary site. I have an image of my own body, picked over by coyotes who will start at the site of my wound and leave the rest mummifying in the desert. Don’t think that thought.


George will write this on his autopsy report under manner of death: Accidental.


Cause of death, hyperthermia. Victim experienced elevated body temperature due to failed thermoregulation that occurs when a body produces or absorbs more heat than it dissipates. Extreme temperature elevation then becomes a medical emergency requiring immediate treatment to prevent disability or death.


Ignominious. Ignominious. A Carlo word if I ever heard one, and I’m not positive what it means, but I think it applies here. Ignominious death, maybe, but nobody is going to get away with calling it accidental. The least I can do is leave evidence behind proving that this is murder.


I’m lying on my left side, the sleeves of the shirt tied around my leg where the bullet grazed me. I’ve figured out why the care was taken to stop the bleeding. It’s so I won’t leave any behind. That means my blood is the only evidence of violence.


Though lethargic as a cold snake, I reach down and fumble at the knot until it’s untied, and feel the wound. With the time passing and the heat and my being so still, the blood is clotting nicely as if I have been baked in a slow oven. I move the shirt out from under my leg. Clamping my jaws beforehand so I won’t yell or bite my tongue, I dig at the ridge through my flesh on the outside of my thigh where the bullet passed. Not close enough to the artery to make a real mess (another body flashed through my head—there had been so many) but deep enough so if I work at it a bit … I yell through clenched teeth, but not so loudly. Man oh man, that hurts. But at least the pain keeps me from passing out in the heat.


My fingers come away slick. I hope I’m bleeding freely onto the carpet, but even carpets can be replaced, or scrubbed clean. Of course, you could see the blood with an alternative light source, but who would know to do that? No, I have to leave my mark where only someone who was looking for it would find it, and show it to the cops, and raise a suspicion of foul play.


I dab my fingers on the underside of the lid above my head, hoping that no telltale streak will get on my face where it might be noticed. I go back for more, digging again, and smearing it on the warm metal overhead.


Holding on to what’s left of my brain, I reach for the shirt where I had left it balled up. I wipe my fingers off on it, shift my hips to get it back under my leg, and, with some difficulty because my right arm has gone numb beneath me, retie it.


I put my fingers in my mouth and try to suck any sign of blood off of them, but my tongue just sits there, too dry and swollen to make the effort. I can’t be sure the evidence isn’t collected under my nails and around my torn cuticles. Maybe it won’t be noticed. Even in my state I recognize the irony in thinking of myself as mere evidence, as I have thought of so many bodies over the years.


Mind you, the only use for what I’m doing is in the event of my death. The death of Brigid Quinn.




One


When I got the news about my sister-in-law I was heading back from the abused women’s shelter situated outside the town of Marana, a thirty-minute drive west from where I live north of Tucson, Arizona. The shelter was called Desert Doves, or some bullshit name like that. When I wasn’t working on an investigation, I volunteered to teach the women at the shelter they didn’t have to be doves.


There were four of them that day, one with the bruises still purplish fading to green at the edges. All of them with the look of the victim stamped on their faces. In that respect, at this stage they were interchangeable, and I couldn’t keep their names straight in my head. Maybe soon I would. A young man, midtwenties with two percent body fat, stood in the corner to watch. I hadn’t seen him before and guessed he was security.


I stepped onto the rubber mat in the middle of the small room that contained a manual treadmill, an elliptical, and some light free weights, all of which looked donated. I had put the women through a little stretching and some cardio warm-up, but that was just to reacquaint them with their bodies. Now we were going for the basic defense move.


I pulled my white ponytail into a bun with a scrunchy and gave my most motherly smile. “Would one of you like to volunteer?”


Their eyes shifted away from me. I had the sense those eyes were used to doing that more often than not.


I said, “Look at me. Look at me. I’m going on sixty years old. Do I look like someone who can hurt you?”


The youngest of them, taller than me but with the muscle mass of a bird, stepped onto the mat.


“What’s your name, honey?” I asked.


“Anna.” It sounded like an apology.


“Anna, you come at me like you’re going to attack me. Can you do it sort of in slow motion? That’s good, just like that. It’s okay, you can giggle if you want to. I’ll move slowly, too, and when we’ve done it once that way I’ll show you what it’s like in real life. Now see how Anna is coming toward me with her right hand pulled back like she’s going to slap me to kingdom come? That’s fine, but it doesn’t even matter whether her hand is out or her fist is coming up to clip me under the jaw or even whether she has a knife. Because all she’s concerned with is her attack, and she doesn’t realize that I’m not going to stand here and take it.


“See, I’m not backing away but going toward her … making my strike area smaller by holding my head low, ducking my shoulder under that arm and … this may startle you a little, but I promise you won’t get hurt, Anna … grabbing you by the waist and rolling you over my hip. Women’s hips are where it’s at. We’ve got more power there and in our thighs than any man no matter what his size. See, I used Anna’s forward momentum against her.”


It made things a little more difficult to do this in slow motion while talking, so I stopped to take a quick deep breath and went on. “Now Anna is upside down before she knows what happened, and you can imagine what it’s like if we were doing it fast. No, I’m not going to drop you on your head. See, if I put my foot out this way, Anna comes down onto her shoulder, while I simultaneously thrust my leg out under her. It may seem like the purpose is to keep from injuring her, and it actually does prevent her hitting the floor hard, but the main reason I do that is so I can drop to the floor and put my other leg over her in a choke hold. See how my body is perpendicular to hers?


“Your opponent can’t move when you’ve got him like this. Your options are either to get up and run like hell while the guy is still wondering how he got on the floor, or to keep choking until he passes out. No permanent damage. I recommend the second option just to let him know you mean business. Thanks, Anna. See, in order to do this you don’t have to be big, and you especially don’t have to be male.”


As Anna stood, smiling despite herself, the girl with the freshest bruises asked, “If I do that to my husband, what do you think will happen after that? What will he do?”


The others looked keenly interested in my answer. I could sugarcoat it, say that hubby would be respectful and bring them flowers even when he hadn’t abused them first, and they’d live happily ever after. But the movies had already handed these women a lie about love, and it was time for the statistics.


The harsher the words, the gentler the tone. “Sweetheart, he won’t say thank you.”


She said, “He’ll kill me.”


I ignored the sensation that she said those words with a little thrill, something akin to pleasure, as if she was saying He’ll love me. I said, “That’s the funny thing about bullies. You think he’ll come at you again, but he won’t. Ninety-nine times out of a hundred he’ll just go away. Leave you for someone else. He’ll go look for someone he can control, someone he can beat up who won’t fight back.”


The girl crossed her arms in front of her. I could tell she didn’t like that answer. She preferred the lie, and one day she would fall victim to it. I could tell she was already lost, and maybe already dead. I grieved all in an instant, and then turned away because you can’t save everybody. Sometimes you have to be cruel to fight another battle.


I turned to the guy in the corner, a good head and a half taller than me, with eyes that spoke not at all. He was pretending to slouch, but the taut muscles stretching the sleeves of his T-shirt gave him away. The thousand-yard stare made me sense he had gotten his body someplace other than a gym.


“Iraq or Afghanistan?” I asked.


He nodded. “Afghanistan.”


“What’s your name?”


“Dennis.” Even two generations removed from me, his eyes flickered a warning not to say “the Menace.”


“Want to show them how it’s really done?”


He stepped onto the mat.


“Come.”


He came for me with both fists up. No problem. I put him down the way I did Anna, only with a faster one-two, and the women applauded. They had started enjoying themselves. But when I helped Dennis off the floor he gripped my wrist and swung me into the wall over the treadmill. I was unprepared, and it rattled me so I slid down the treadmill onto the floor. The women gasped, but softly, and did nothing. After all, they had seen this before.


I recovered and got up better prepared for his next assault. He came at me again with his fists balled. It must have been that slam on the mat with my legs clamped around his throat that awakened his kill-or-be-killed reaction. I could see that he had gone back to some village in Afghanistan where he had seen and done things he couldn’t live with, and my whispering, “Dennis … Dennis,” didn’t slow him down.


I hated to shame him in front of the women, but this guy could hurt me bad. I threw two punches up high, not for the purpose of connecting but just to get his arms up so I could go for something more vulnerable. He didn’t fall for it. Instead of covering his face, he whipped his right arm back and delivered a haymaker.


Nearly delivered. I slipped the punch, and before he could connect I threw him a liver shot. He dropped to the floor in a faint.


The women looked first stunned and then surprisingly enthused to see a large man down, but I made a note to self: Next time do not use a new veteran for demonstrations. I told the women Dennis would be fine and that we were just displaying more advanced maneuvers. I brought him to when the others left the room. We spoke our understanding briefly, really seeing each other for the first time. I told him I could use a sparring partner for the exercise because I was rusty. He doubted that, but agreed.


On the way out, when no one was looking, I stretched my neck and rubbed the spot where my shoulder hit the wall, but overall I felt good—hell, I felt great! But I also felt relieved that I was still fit after all those years undercover with the FBI, followed by a desk job, followed by my first marriage at the ripe age of fifty-eight to a Catholic priest turned philosophy professor. Life with Carlo DiForenza had all the serenity I craved, but recent experience had shown you never know when you’ll need a body tuned for defense. I needed to make sure it stayed that way, and if I could combine mixed martial arts practice with helping Dennis over his PTSD, that would be double cool.


To reward a job moderately well done and nobody getting seriously hurt, I stopped for coffee from a caravan shop on Thornydale, headed north to Tangerine, and turned east to come back across the valley, on a straight road that undulated as softly as an infant roller coaster. When you first come out to this part of Arizona you think Good grief, it’s all fifty shades of beige, but you’re wrong. On this late afternoon in spring the rosy glow the setting sun cast on the Catalinas in the distance made me think of my friend Mallory’s wisdom, “When the mountains turn pink, it’s time for a drink.”


I looked forward to a glass of red wine and a hot bath with some Tired Old Ass Soak after the tussle with Dennis. One of my peeves is people who kill time driving by calling other people on their cell, but I admit that while sipping at my coffee and holding the wheel steady with my knee, I phoned my husband to let him know I’d be home in about twenty minutes.


Carlo told me he’d gotten the news that my sister-in-law, Marylin Quinn, had died.


My heart dipped along with the road, like when a plane gets caught in an air pocket.


In the movies, that’s when the pilot comes on the loudspeaker and says there’s a bit of turbulence up ahead and everyone should stay buckled in their seats, but not to worry. The wit behind you makes a joke about Bette Davis.


Then the plane explodes, the fireball snatching the air out of the passengers’ lungs before they know what hit them. Everybody dies.


I was headed toward a time like that. A time of betrayal, wasting disease, and the nature of evil. Because now was the time to keep the promise I’d made to Marylin.


Enjoy the coffee, toots.




Two


It’s hard to recognize the devil when his hand is on your shoulder.


That’s because a psychopath is just a person before he becomes a headline. Before he opens fire in a church or tortures and kills in more secretive ways. Psychopaths have preferences for Starbucks or Dunkin’ Donuts coffee, denim or linen, Dickens or … well, you get the point. If they’re successful in controlling their more destructive urges, often they become surgeons who tingle as they hold a scalpel over a beating heart, or investment brokers who thrill at the games played with people’s life savings, or even religious ministers who smile privately at a confession of adultery. Most of the time these creatures live out their lives with only those closest to them suspecting they feel nothing for anyone but themselves, and do nothing except for their own gain.


I admit from the start it’s at least embarrassing to not recognize the devil, but I can understand because I’ve been there. Partly it’s because few people manage to be pure evil. During my time with the Bureau, I lived among killers who cheerfully attended their daughters’ ballet recitals, and men who trafficked in human flesh while baby-talking their parakeets. The guy buying cuttle treats at PetSmart smiles shyly at you as if his only shame is to be caught loving a bird; it’s a stretch to picture him selling Guatemalan women to Las Vegas casinos. Even the worst of us has moments of empathy. Maybe the devil dotes on a Maltese.


Similarly, you don’t expect to run into evil at, say, a charity fundraiser, or in the living room of a friend’s house, or in a doctor’s office. Especially not in a church, and especially not in someone in a position of trust. Especially not in yourself.


When people in my business talk about the One Percent, they’re not talking about the filthy rich. They’re talking about evil, well hidden. That’s what makes it so hard to spot. In my career that only made the game more interesting; that is, when I could forget that innocent human lives were at stake.


I didn’t always think this way. Life was simpler in a time when the most important thing was to avoid being discovered, tortured, or killed. But maybe being married to a philosopher has made me think through things a little more than I used to. That and being retired from the Bureau, which gives me more time to stare at stars.


Staring at the night sky makes you think about death, about whether there’s actually some place you go. Someone else’s demise makes you think about the times you could have died, too. Marylin died from multiple sclerosis at the age of fifty-one. She had been living in Florida with my little brother, Todd, aged fifty-two, their daughter, seventeen, and my parents.


I wanted to go to the funeral by myself so I wouldn’t subject Carlo to my family, but he insisted. We had been married two years. About time to meet your family, he said in his softly blunt way, a way he’d become more comfortable with as we got to know each other better.


I would have done anything for Marylin because I loved her. Despite knowing how screwed up we all were, all of us except Mom in some kind of law enforcement, she married into our cop family and showed me how good we actually could be; how people could be soft with each other instead of like brittle glass that cracks whenever you get close. But we didn’t have long to enjoy the lesson. Four years after she married Todd she was diagnosed with multiple sclerosis. She insisted on living till she died, though, and even on having a child though the doctors warned her the trauma of childbirth would affect her adversely. She slowly declined after the birth of Gemma-Kate, going to a wheelchair and then to a hospital bed, lasting another seventeen years before she died.


The promise I had made concerned that child. Marylin had called me at the start of the year and asked if Gemma-Kate could stay with Carlo and me for a few months if something happened to her, so she would qualify for in-state tuition at the University of Arizona.


“How’s she been?” I had asked, not mentioning what I’d heard about her from Mom. Nothing serious, a little shoplifting, a little flirting with spring breakers on the beach when she was fourteen.


“Good. That business was just some early adolescent rebellion,” Marylin had said, knowing that families talk.


“You realize I have no experience with children.”


“You’ll find her quite grown up. You’ll like her.”


I had agreed. And here it was less than three months later and Marylin was gone; now I had to make good on that promise.


Todd didn’t cry at the funeral, but he sweated a lot, as if by keeping the tears back from his eyes they were forced to come out everywhere else. Throughout the funeral service he used the too-short jacket sleeve on either arm to swipe at the opposite side of his face. Could have partly been the Florida humidity combined with his weight. Todd always said he needed to lose fifteen pounds when what he needed to lose was thirty. And stop drinking. And stop smoking.


The funeral was crowded, mostly Marylin’s family members plus a considerable contingent of officers from the Fort Lauderdale Police Department, where Todd was employed as a detective. The guys looked uncomfortable, not so much in the presence of death as in having to wear the suits. They kept their jaws so stiff they would have cracked a tooth if they were startled.


Afterwards, Todd was still wiping at his neck with a handkerchief as we sat in the living room that Marylin had decorated thirty years before, and which had kept accumulating the pictures and the knickknacks over the years without ever getting rid of anything.


The scent of cooling lasagna and chopped chicken liver hung in the air. Marylin’s family had already escaped, leaving Carlo and me trapped with the rest of the Quinns because we were staying at Todd’s place. We’d started drinking vodka over ice because that was the easiest, and the initial stimulant effects that made us tell good stories about Marylin and laugh, like a proper Irish wake should, were starting to give way to depression.


We weren’t bad people, as far as I knew at the time. Maybe it was all of us being in law enforcement, a little too much like empty glasses with stress cracks too fine to be seen. And at this moment we were packed a little too close together. It was anybody’s guess what would happen, but just for today, for Marylin’s sake if not our own, we were trying hard to be decent and not break each other.


“You had a really good turnout,” I said, thinking that was what a person wanted to hear, wishing there were preprinted scripts so I didn’t have to make the conversation up as I went. The men in our family were never much for conversation that wasn’t yelled. Imagine someone barking their good-nights and you get the picture.


“Only guys from the force,” Todd said, struggling to keep his voice low and ending up with just a bit of an edge. “Not so many of Marylin’s friends. People don’t hang around when a person is sick a long time.” Todd wouldn’t focus on all the people who were there, only on the people who weren’t. His first inclination has always been to curse the darkness when somebody else would scrounge for a match.


I wanted to helpfully point this flaw out to him but managed to say instead, “Does Ariel know?” Ariel is the middle child, a sister I used to be friends with until she chose the CIA as her career. We sort of lost contact. These days I couldn’t even tell you what she looks like, let alone where she is.


“I left a message on her home machine,” Todd said. “She might be out of the country.” He violently stubbed out a cigarette in an ashtray on the table next to his chair. Most of the ashes made it. Nobody said anything. Here and there we jiggled our melting ice and sipped from our glasses to fill the quiet. While I searched in my head for something else to say I cocked my head to the right and looked at the books on the shelf under the table. I always look at people’s books. You can find out so much more than they want you to know. But on this shelf, an old St. Joseph’s Missal, two cookbooks, and a book called How to Raise an Emotionally Healthy Child When a Parent Is Sick didn’t tell me anything I didn’t know already.


I hoisted myself out of one of those armchairs just low enough to throw off your center of gravity so you have to use your arms to stand up. I followed the chicken-liver-and-lasagna smell to the dining room. The Early American table was laden with potluck containers courtesy of the cops’ wives. I spread some of a drying nut-covered cheddar cheese ball on a munchkin-sized piece of pumpernickel and ate it. We all have our own way of mourning.


Gemma-Kate had been working on a glass of tonic that may or may not have had vodka in it. I hadn’t noticed her pouring, and she didn’t seem tipsy. She joined me at the dining room table and started to pick at the sliced deli meats, unrolling a slice of roast beef, laying a piece of yellow cheese on it, lining three green olives in the center, and rolling it back up again. Methodical. I took another sip from my drink with the precision of an anesthesiologist, just enough to keep the pain away without slipping into whisky remorse.


“All older people,” I said to Gemma-Kate, watching her slowly chew the roll she had constructed. “None of your friends, Gemma-Kate?”


My father, Fergus, heard me from across the room. He has uncanny hearing for such an old man, maybe from all those years as a beat cop, staying on alert for someone behind him. “We’re not the kind of people who have friends, are we, Cupkate?” He didn’t say it as criticism of either the family as a whole or Gemma-Kate individually. He sounded like it was a point of pride, the old bastard. It was true that Dad didn’t make friends. He was one of those people whose main topic of conversation was recounting how he had told somebody off. As children we took him seriously and, when we were bad, feared his glare. Seeing him slumped with his frown set like a bow in his face, I wondered if anyone else ever had. He had as much power to frighten me now as a cartoon witch. But for the sake of peace I kept pretending he could.


Gemma-Kate ignored him. She took another bite of the roll and swallowed. “I pictured you taller,” she said to me.


“I used to be,” I said. When she didn’t seem to get the joke I said, “Plus last time I saw you, you were shorter.” Sizing her up as well, I thought how appropriate the nickname Cupkate was. She was small like the rest of the Quinn family, nowhere near a whole cake.


She finished her cold-cuts-and-olive roll and wiped her fingers across the top of a nearby stack of black cocktail napkins. I spread another piece of pumpernickel, this time with what Mom would have called liver mishmash, and turned my attention back to the living room. I didn’t think Todd was nervous, but the sweating made him appear so as he started to speak about his wife’s final days.


“Marylin had a downturn recently, what would you say, Mom, last year or so?”


“Gemma-Kate was so good with her,” Mom said. “She’s a good little nurse with invalids. Marylin never had one bedsore.”


Todd nodded. “I would come home from work and find GK reading to her. But Marylin was declining faster than before, and we were starting to talk about hospice care.”


While he spoke Gemma-Kate looked past the group, through the jalousie windows of the living room, as if she was seeing something just on the other side of the glass that none of the rest of us could see. I couldn’t tell for sure, but it looked like she had heard the drama of her mother’s death so many times she’d lost the feeling for it. The word that came to mind was “controlled.”


“And then she died,” Todd said. “It seemed to take so long, years, and then in the final days it went fast.” He swallowed.


There was a sudden silence. Filling the void, Carlo came up with some church-speak. “It’s tragic for those who have to keep living, but there’s an uncanny realization that comes to the dying. They understand the process. We have to let them go.”


Gemma-Kate brought her steady gaze back to the room and let it rest on Carlo. “Aunt Brigid says you used to be a Catholic priest.”


Carlo said, “That’s right, or partly. I left the active ministry nearly thirty years ago. But technically once you’re ordained you can’t stop being a priest.”


“But you can get married.”


“Well, actually you can’t.”


“But you did.”


“Yes. I did.”


Todd may have feared Gemma-Kate was going to ask next if that meant Carlo and I were living in sin. That was probably Todd’s opinion. God only knows what he would think if he knew we’d been married by a justice of the peace. He sweat a little more, and then cut short anything else Gemma-Kate might say by jumping to the topic he had in mind. “Gemma-Kate didn’t want to go off to school while her mother was so sick. But Marylin was hoping Gemma-Kate could stay with you and Carlo for a few months before she starts the biochemistry program at the University of Arizona.”


I’d been waiting for this, and I’m going to fess up that I wasn’t happy about it. After growing up the eldest child in an alcoholic cop family, and spending my entire career as an FBI agent, I would still give my life for a child, but found I had little in common with them, never having been one myself. Plus I had finally begun to enjoy the world I had been serving and protecting. After a period of adjustment I finally felt I was getting the hang of marriage, and hesitated doing anything at all that might upset the equilibrium. When I made the promise to Marylin I hadn’t expected I’d be keeping it this soon. I hesitated.


Carlo, on the other hand, didn’t hesitate for a moment. “Of course,” he said, smiling at me, expecting me to be pleased that he was supportive of my family. “That would be fine with us. We have a spare room.”


Todd went on as if he hadn’t known it would be that easy and needed to say everything he had planned. “It’s been so hard on GK for so many years,” he said, gesturing to the girl, who was staring passively out the window again while her life was being decided for her. “Not much of a mother around, and”—he ducked his head in a confessional manner—“not much of a father either. You know how the business goes.”


“Todd, I already—” I started.


“It was Gemma-Kate’s idea. Hers and her mother’s,” he said. “They talked about it before she … That it would be good to go to a school someplace, completely different. Staying with you will allow her to establish Arizona residency so she doesn’t have to pay out of state.”


I had ceased listening by this point, and had only begun to marvel that he managed to restrain himself from yelling for this long. But Mom finally put him out of his misery by stopping him. “They said yes,” she said, with an impatient jerk of her hand, and stood up without trouble. Mom could hold her liquor better than any of us. “Brigid, come help me put some of this food away.”


I did as I was told. I may have received awards and honors from presidents. I may have been in life-threatening situations so many times I stopped feeling life-threatened. I may have busted some of the most heinous villains in FBI history, but no matter how old I got, here I was just the oldest girl. So I obediently got the Tupperware tops from the kitchen and fastened them over the containers on the table.


Mom and I talked a little while we worked. She hadn’t gotten the memo that we were being delicate with each other. Either that or she could only last at it so long.


“How are things in Arizona?” she asked.


“Good. Really good, Mom.”


“Carlo tells us you left the Church,” she said.


For all the care I was taking, rather than explain how similar the Episcopal church we were attending was to Roman Catholicism, I felt myself the first to go crack. “I was never in the Church, Mom.”


Well, that was effective. She pushed trembling lips together into what I think they call a moue. It made all the old smoking lines radiate out, though she had given up the habit some decades before. “You received First Holy Communion,” she said. “You had a little white veil and white Mary Janes.”


I put my arms around her and gave her a hug, something I had learned not from anyone in my family but from Carlo. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”


I felt her pliable aging skin get a little more taut over her bones, probably rejecting not me but the unfamiliar contact of another body. Out of mercy I let her go.


I could tell she forgave me by her change in tack. “Who’s watching your dogs?”


“A friend.”


“You have a friend?”


I didn’t answer, and it only took me a moment to get back into peace-loving Brigid mode as I scrubbed the plastic tablecloth and got caught up in musings and family small talk. We all stayed safe until Todd dropped the three of us off at the Fort Lauderdale airport two days later.


This was Gemma-Kate’s first plane ride ever. On the Dallas-to-Tucson leg she got sick, and there were some adolescent histrionics as she scrambled from the window seat over Carlo and me to run down the aisle to the head. But when she came back looking more subdued and pale I got her some ginger ale and a blanket, no small feat in coach, and let her fall asleep on my shoulder while I watched the New Mexico mountains plod past below us.


Too bad, she was missing her first look at mountains, too.


I softened, always a sucker for the small and weak. But also there was Marylin. Part of engaging with the world was helping your family, keeping your promises. Besides, Gemma-Kate could probably use a change. She’d practically been her mother’s caregiver all those years. Couldn’t be a good way for a kid to grow up. “Devastated,” Mom had said about her at the funeral, a word she must have picked up from those news reports about natural disasters. But my brother said, “She’s a tough one, that girl. Tough little kid.” Apparently that’s the highest praise one Quinn can give another. Tough.


I could do this. I was tough. I may be small and have prematurely white hair, but I’m as psychologically and physically fit as you can be at my age. And as I’ve explained, I can disarm a grown man before he could say … anything.


How can I put this?


Next to somebody like me, Chuck Norris is just a wuss. How hard could it be to be a good aunt?




Three


Cops will tell you the absolute worst sound in the world is click. That’s the sound a gun makes when it jams. But in relationships, I learned that click is good. It’s what happens when, in the course of an exchange of two or three sentences, you know you’re going to be friends or lovers.


I clicked with Carlo DiForenza like that, during a class I took from him at the university right after I retired and just before he did. Before I married Carlo two years ago, my name was Brigid Quinn. I had devoted my whole life to the Federal Bureau of Investigation, being pimped around the country posing as a prostitute, a drug runner, a human trafficker. I did it for much longer than is considered psychologically healthy. You don’t make any friends working undercover. The only people you meet are the kind of people you don’t want to be friends with.


Just as I had to learn to be a wife later in life, I had to learn to be a friend. Mallory Hollinger and I met at St. Martin’s in the Fields. Besides being more truthful, going to church was the only other condition that Carlo asked of me, and because I had had some bad experiences with the Catholic church, we compromised on Episcopalian. I didn’t realize how close it was until our first Sunday service.


The main difference was that just before the procession down the aisle, a voice at the back of the church said, “Please silence your cell phones at this time.” That was the signal for everyone to stand for a hymn—all the verses.


Another difference was that the congregation didn’t rush out during the final hymn—again, all verses—to try to beat each other out of the parking lot; instead they went to what they called “coffee hour.” Anything that includes coffee is a good thing. I had gone to the table where the silver urn was to get my share of the beloved brew, and when I came back to where I’d left Carlo standing alone, I noticed a woman talking to him.


She was a big woman, though I wouldn’t say fat, more majestic. What made me take notice was her height, and the way she blended her laughter into Carlo’s. As I got closer I noticed she had a thin scar, hardly noticeable, on her left cheek. And her upper lip was a little bigger than the lower. She was thrusting that lip at Carlo like a horse smelling a sugar cube. With a disagreeable flutter I thought what a good-looking couple they made, an advertisement for an erectile dysfunction drug.


I laughed at myself and shook off the thought.


“Here’s your coffee, honey,” I said, and handed it to him, then turned to the woman. “Hi. I’m Brigid,” I said, smiling, pleased that I had regained my security enough to not sound like I was guarding my prom date. She stuck out her hand and shook mine with a surer grip than your average female boomer. The thing about Mallory Hollinger wasn’t that she was knock-down gorgeous. Quite the contrary. She just acted like nobody had ever told her she couldn’t have any man in the room.


She said, “Mallory Hollinger. Your husband and I were just talking about the similarities between the Catholic and Episcopal churches.”


“Except that people are dressed better than usual, I couldn’t tell the difference,” I said.


“Hardly any difference, darling,” Mallory said, turning toward me and lowering her voice into intimacy that excluded Carlo. “We’re just Catholic Light—more money, less pope.”


And then we were friends. Click. Never having had a friend before outside of the Bureau, I hadn’t realized it happens so quickly.


Essentially, we shared the same wicked humor, a distaste for piousness, and a taste for luxuries large and small. Mallory was me, minus the occasional angst.


Mallory had kept our two dogs while we were in Florida and was at the house to greet us with Indian food, my favorite. The Pugs jumped me and I fell to the floor, indulging them with lavish rubbings and kissings, then calming one of them down from a seizure of delight that made him snock uncontrollably.


“Who’s your mommy, you ugly dogs?” Mallory said to them, while kissing Carlo on both cheeks. It’s the kind of thing I would have found pretentious in practically anyone but this woman, who brought off the gesture like she had been born to it.


“How’s Owen?” I asked. Owen was her husband, as beloved to her as Carlo was to me, who had been paralyzed in an accident six months before I met them. That’s a whole other story for later.


“So-so. Annette’s with him.” Never one for self-pity, she changed the subject back to the Pugs. “They’ve been totally abject, but you should have seen them when they heard the garage door go up. And who is this delightful child?”


I introduced Gemma-Kate to Mallory and watched to see if she responded to Mallory’s flirtation the way everyone else did.


“Hello, Gemma-Kate! I’m Mallory!” Mallory said, flinging her arms wide. She caught my glance. “Overdoing it?” she asked.


Neither of us had had much experience with young people. “You could maybe pull back a little on the Auntie Mame shtick,” I said.


She brought it down a notch and asked, “How was your flight?”


“It was just amazing,” Gemma-Kate said, her eyes widening at the memory.


“This was actually Gemma-Kate’s first plane ride,” I said.


Even Mallory was momentarily struck dumb, understandable for someone who has taken a chopper ride so low over Mount Kilauea she could feel the heat. Then, “How wonderful to have a brand-new experience,” she said, making it sound envious rather than condescending.


Gemma-Kate just then noticed the Pugs had turned from me to sniff her ankles. She watched them for a moment as if she wasn’t sure what you were supposed to do with pugs. Then, grinning, she dropped to the floor beside me and patted them one at a time, actually went pat pat pat on top of their heads. She had never had a pet.


“They’re so cute! What are their names?” she asked.


“They don’t have names,” Mallory said, rolling her eyes. “Brigid just calls them the Pugs.”


Gemma-Kate looked up at the three of us watching her and pursed her rosebud lips. It made me notice how rounded everything about her was; big eyes, button nose, even her earlobes were little pillows.


“Maybe you’ll name them,” I said, to show that Mallory wasn’t teasing her.


Gemma-Kate smiled.


The Pugs didn’t care much for the pat pat pat technique, or maybe found it insincere. They abandoned Gemma-Kate, wandered to the door leading into the backyard, and sat there until Carlo opened it to let them out.


“Now relax,” Mallory said, as Carlo took our bag into our room and Gemma-Kate’s to the guest room. “The wine has been breathing far longer than it deserves. Gemma-Kate, are you allowed to have a glass of wine?”


Gemma-Kate and I got up off the floor and came into the kitchen area, she looking at me in case I objected, and when I did not, she nodded with a nice dash of shyness. Mallory opened the right cupboard to extract four wineglasses while I picked up the bottle.


“Brunello di Montalcino,” I read. “This isn’t ours.” I gestured at a small rack over the refrigerator. “Did you see we had some here you could have opened?”


Mallory pulled her lips back against her teeth like someone was trying to dose her with Castor oil and took the bottle from me. “Yes, I know.”


“Go to hell, Hollinger. I know what’s good, I just can’t afford it.”


She poured and handed Gemma-Kate and me a glass. Gemma-Kate took hers into the living room, where Carlo was, while I sniffed and sipped. “Oh my God,” I said. “I haven’t had anything this good since—” I stopped, knowing that I couldn’t tell her about the man who ran human traffic from Guatemala to Las Vegas.


“Ever?” she said.


“Ever,” I agreed. “Thanks for watching the dogs and coming over like this.”


“It’s a nice place. You have good taste,” she smiled, meaning her own. Mallory had helped me when I went through a brief redecorating phase.


We took our glasses into the living room area, where Carlo was pointing out to Gemma-Kate the mountains to the east of our property, he using words like “metamorphic” and she looking politely rapt.


I sat next to Carlo on the camelback couch that Mallory had advised me to keep. After answering just enough of Mallory’s respectful questions about the funeral and the state of the survivors, we moved on and she made us laugh with stories about the Pugs’ sleepover. They had curled up beside Owen on the bed, she said, and he seemed to like that even if he couldn’t say so.


The Pugs had come back in the house and were nestled up against me, one glued to my thigh and one of them half-draped around my neck and half-reclining on the back of the couch, his breath hot and smelly. They reminded me of Mallory’s invitation extended at least a month before the funeral. “Are we still on for that fund-raiser?” I asked.


“Which one?”


“Only you could say that. You said you bought a table for the Humane Society thing.”


Mallory said, “You know, I might disinvite you. It could be awful.”


“You, the hospitality queen, having an awful evening? How’s that?”


“I didn’t want to bring it up with your sister-in-law’s death and all. Remember those people I told you about a while ago, whose son drowned and they left the church because they were pissed at everyone? Just before you joined?”


“Kind of. The woman who went a little crazy.”


“That’s the one. She blamed everyone. The church, the other kids in the youth group, the rector’s wife. The thing is, her husband is Owen’s doctor and he’s really good. So I sort of want to patch things up, and I thought enough time has gone by, this will be neutral territory, and maybe she’s not insane anymore. They agreed to come. But like I said, it could be awful.”


“Oh, come on. Don’t make me miss a chance to watch you flounder socially. It would be a first.”


Mallory backed down then. “Gemma-Kate would be welcome,” she said. “We can make room.”


“That’s really nice of you,” I said, and turned to get Gemma-Kate’s agreement.


She had gotten up from where she’d been sitting by Carlo and gone into the kitchen to refill her glass, which I noted with a little interest. After swigging a bit of it, she had been circling around the room for the past several minutes, like a fish that would die if it stopped swimming. At the moment I asked if she’d like to come to the fundraiser, she had finally paused, her back to the room, at one of the back windows looking out at the life-sized statue of St. Francis in the backyard. Was she actually staring out the window or was she staring at her reflection? In it I was the only one who could see she wasn’t smiling now. I wondered, for her sake, not mine, whether it had been the best idea to pull her away from her father and grandparents so soon after her mother’s death.


Right now Carlo and Mallory had begun watching her as closely as I was. “Gemma-Kate?” I said, to get her attention.


“I’ll be okay,” she said. “I like it here.” She turned back to us, or rather, to Carlo, her smile reconnected. “I was just thinking. Should I call you Uncle Carlo, Father Carlo, or just Carlo?”


Somehow I could feel the three of us breathe again, and I was aware that we all had been a little on edge, watching Gemma-Kate without letting on to the others that we were doing so. We were all concerned for her, I thought.


Carlo smiled back and said, “No one has called me Father Carlo in a long, long time, Gemma-Kate. Rather than make a formal decision, why don’t we just wait to see what comes up at the moment?”


“All right,” she said.


Just then the Pug draped around my shoulder tried to french my nose, and I swatted him away.


“The Pugs adore Brigid,” Carlo said, his attention swaying back to me. He put his hand over mine and left it there.


I’m sure I was the only one who noticed Gemma-Kate watching Carlo’s hand on mine and the way she stiffened a bit.


She said, “Dad says animals don’t have feelings. Dad says if Aunt Brigid died and they were locked in the house with her without any other food they’d start eating her in a couple of days. First they’d eat whatever wasn’t clothed, like her hands and her face.”


Now, some out there might find a statement like that inappropriate, maybe even a little perverse. But to me it was just Quinn dinner conversation over the Hamburger Helper, Dad playing Make the Kids Gag. Carlo and Mallory were both stunned momentarily, though; you don’t say shit like that out of the blue in front of civilians. I felt sorry for Gemma-Kate because I’d stopped a conversation once or twice myself.


“Who wants some chicken tikka?” I said into the silence.




Four


Happily the chicken tikka was good enough to overcome any squeamishness about postmortem canine scavenging. We finished everything including the sauce, which we wiped up with the naan bread. I looked around the table and continued to marvel that I hadn’t made the food, I hadn’t even set the table, and yet I felt as if I had made this time for us where everyone was in sync somehow, in a family I had created. Look, after a long life lived alone except for the company of low-life criminals, I have a husband and a friend. We’re doing small talk. This is what normal life is like, I thought, the kind I had fought all those years to preserve for other people. And I didn’t even have to worry about arguments flaring the way they did with my family. I marveled at how good it could be, all of us laughing. I remember it so vividly because it was the last time together. Laughing, I mean.


After dinner Mallory said, “You know what would be even more fun than hanging around with a bunch of old people? Come to church. There’s a cute boy your age.”


“Oh, I don’t want to be any trouble,” Gemma-Kate said.


Gemma-Kate’s words sounded smooth, as if they had been practiced. And they didn’t sound like hers. I don’t want to be any trouble was Todd’s voice, something he would have told Gemma-Kate to say to us. I wondered what she would say if she finally spoke for herself.


“That would be good,” I said. “It’s a real small church, but I have seen a couple of kids there. It’s not like you have to join a youth group or anything.”


“Unless she wants to,” Mallory said. Before we knew it she’d arranged to pick up Gemma-Kate the following night for a telescope party at St. Martin’s.


With a my-work-is-done-here attitude, she hugged me and left in one of the few Jags I’ve ever seen in Tucson. Carlo stayed back to wash the plates and throw away the takeout containers while Gemma-Kate helped me give the Pugs their evening walk. We put on sweaters. In March after the sun went down a thick sweater felt good.


The winter rains had been ample, and when we stepped out the front door a chorus of frogs somewhere, crazy to mate after long hibernation, made the neighborhood sound like an amphibian singles bar.


Gemma-Kate didn’t object when I made her put on an LED light with an elastic headband. The beam ensured that if we heard a rattle we’d be able to see where it came from. It also allowed us to see where the Pugs pooped so we could pick it up.


With a warning about snakes—“Keep a tight leash, GK”—we set out, a Pug apiece, the male stopping methodically to mark posts, plants, and patches of gravel.


Gemma-Kate had been subdued, almost withdrawn, during the funeral days, but now she practically skipped down the sidewalk. While I was sure she must mourn the loss of her mother, I could understand how exhilarating it might feel to be liberated from illness and the rest of our family. Plus the wine, and moving in Mallory’s orbit, might have given her a double dose of perk.


She was happy to answer my questions. Yes, she was interested in moving to entirely new surroundings. Yes, she was excited about starting classes at the university. Yes, she wanted to see the Grand Canyon.


Knowing Gemma-Kate had an interest in biology, I pointed out the sparkles on the sidewalk that looked like pieces of glitter until they moved. I had discovered they were spiders, and the LED lights reflected off their eyes. Gemma-Kate counted them out loud as we walked.


I realized this was the first time we had been alone. With just the two of us, and the calm dark, it was a good time to feel her out a bit, get to know this almost stranger.


But Quinns are not known for their subtlety. “So how are you feeling?” I asked.


“How long have you known Mallory?” she asked, almost at the same time.


“About six months.”


“Did you give her a key to your house?”


“No, I told her what the code was for the automatic garage door and I left the door to the garage open.”


“Are you going to change the passcode?”


“No. Gemma-Kate, Mallory is a friend.”


“I wouldn’t let someone I didn’t know that well into my house when I wasn’t there.”


I tore a plastic bag off the roll attached to my Pug’s leash and stooped to pick up some poop. “You didn’t seem to dislike Mallory,” I said.


“Do you like her?”


“She’s the first friend I’ve ever had, after your Aunt Ariel and your mom.”


“I’m just, like, security conscious.”


“Spoken like a true cop’s daughter,” I said, wiping the Pug’s bottom so it wouldn’t make a spot on my new beige carpet.


We walked down to the end of the block, rounded the cul-de-sac, and started back, stopping once to pick up a little more poop next to a cactus that reminded me of the sweet dotted swiss dresses Mom made for me and my sister. Childhood wasn’t all bad. It seldom is.


“How are you feeling?” I tried again, trying to strike a sensitive auntly tone.


There was a long pause. “You have to adapt,” she finally said, and stopped to examine another sparkle.


There was her father’s voice again, coaching her on how to get along with her Aunt Brigid. I wanted to get past her father, to her.


“It’s okay to mourn. Your mom was a wonderful woman, almost a saintliness about her,” I said, with some tears I hadn’t yet cried. “I loved her very much.”


There was another pause then, long enough for Gemma-Kate to have summoned and dismissed a half-dozen responses. When I thought finally she would not respond at all, she said, “She talked about you all the time, all your adventures. Sometimes I pretended you were my mother.”


That didn’t make me feel good at all. “I wasn’t always the woman I am now. I was always good at working undercover, and investigations, but not much else. I would have been more of a drinking mother than a playing mother.”


“Mom didn’t play much either. Mom was just sick.” The way Gemma-Kate said the word sounded resentful.


“That wasn’t her fault. Sick or well, you couldn’t have had better.”


It was dark, but I knew Gemma-Kate turned her head toward me because the light on her forehead flashed in my face. The flash of light hid her eyes. She said, “My dog is pooping. Do I have to pick it up?”


“No. Let me.” I took out another bag, drew it over my hand, and picked up the poop.


When I had stood up again and knotted the plastic bag, Gemma-Kate said, gesturing with the handle of the leash in her hand, “Look at that one. Is that a tarantula?”


I saw what she was pointing at, a whole round clump of sparkles about as big as a quarter moving slowly across the fine gravel a little ahead of us.
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