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         They circled her car with guns in hand, orbiting but never intersecting, like twin satellites of death.

         Nina sat with her hands on the steering wheel and her eyes straight ahead. The tears had dried on her face. The shakes had stopped but her jaw ached from clenching her teeth. She watched them move and listened to them talk and she didn’t say a word. There was no point, and she understood this. They would make their decisions and then she would die.

         They all understood this.

         “Use the rifle and make it one shot,” the taller man said. He was lean and had long blond hair that fell nearly to his shoulders. He carried an AR-15 loosely in his right hand. Behind him, the headlights showed the lonely bridge and the river beyond. The wind was still and there was no sound but their voices and Nina’s rapid breathing.

         “One shot?” the other man replied. He was a few inches shorter and layered with muscle, his hair cropped as tight as a military cadet’s, but he might have been the taller one’s brother. They looked eerily similar, in fact, as if superficial differences had been created simply to avoid confusion. They moved as one, spoke as one, breathed as one. “Why not open up, leave nothing but broken glass and shell casings behind?”

         “Carnage,” the long-haired one said with a sigh. “You always favor chaos where cleanliness would work.”

         They passed each other then, going in opposite directions, neither pausing to look at the other. Their eyes never left Nina. When their paths crossed, they seemed to quicken by a blink. You could never see them together for long. You had to turn left or right to track them, which meant you had to turn your back on one or the other. It all played out like a choreographed dance.

         Nina stared at the road in front of her.

         “It’s not chaos,” the clean-cut one said. “It’s a statement. That’s the idea.”

         The headlights threw their shadows long across the cracked asphalt, turned them into supernatural figures that capered across the bridge and the surface of the water.

         Nina wet her lips. Clenched and unclenched her hands on the steering wheel. Waited for them to choose.

         “We weren’t asked to make a statement; we were asked to make her dead,” the long-haired one said. He had a nearly musical cadence to his voice, light and almost amused. Even as he circled, he watched Nina. She could feel his eyes on her, and she wanted to look away but refused to. Just look straight. If he passes, look him dead in the eye and let him carry on.

         Until he was done carrying on. Until it was over.

         “Single shot to the brain, then?”

         Their shadows overlapped again. Nina could smell the river, the only cool thing in the stagnant Florida night. It was the loneliest road she had ever seen. A mile behind her was a sign that said the road was closed and the bridge was out. That sign was lying facedown now, sawed off at the base.

         “It would be my preference,” the long-haired man said. He paused, stood dead center between the headlights, and stared at Nina. His right hand lifted and the gun muzzle rose with it and centered on her and held. His gloved finger stroked the trigger. He studied her for a long moment and then nodded. “Clean,” he said. “It would be clean and quick.”

         “There will need to be blood,” the other one said, and Nina closed her eyes despite herself.

         “Correct. Rather a lot of it too.”

         “I’m afraid so.”

         Nina forced her eyes open. Beads of sweat rose on her forehead, too cool, like the sweat when a fever broke.

         They were standing as close together as she’d ever seen them. Not shoulder to shoulder, but aligned, at least temporarily, no more than a single pace apart. The river ran through their shadows. Neither of them moved and neither of them spoke. The sound of the river was a distant thing. Cicadas trilled and somewhere in the far distance there was a soft splash. An alligator, maybe.

         “Your knife?” the long-haired man said.

         His companion withdrew a knife from his pocket and flicked the blade open and passed it over. The long-haired man let the AR-15 muzzle drop again and walked toward the car at a leisurely pace. All the time in the world. He stopped beside the driver’s door and reached out and took the handle and pulled it open. Knelt. Looked at her.

         “It must be done,” he said.

         Nina nodded. She couldn’t speak.

         He sighed and leaned his rifle against the back door of the car. Then, holding only the knife, he used his free hand to sweep his hair back from his face and looked up at her with what could almost pass for tenderness.

         “I can do it,” he said. “Or—”

         “Me.” The word left her lips in a gasp. She breathed and blinked and said it again, firmer this time. “Me.”

         The long-haired man nodded. The other one had moved out of the headlights and stood watching from the shadows.

         “I respect that,” the long-haired man said, then he rotated the knife so he was gripping it by the blade and passed it forward. Nina finally released the steering wheel and took the textured black rubber grip of the knife in her right hand.

         The long-haired man leaned forward and reached for Nina’s hand. Instinctively, she jerked it back. He waited, patient. She extended her left hand to him, trying to will the shaking away.

         It didn’t work.

         He took her bare hand in his gloved hand, turned her palm up, and traced the fine blue vein that ran from the top of the wrist to the base of her middle finger.

         “Cut deep, and across the track, not with it,” he said. “The blade is sharp. It won’t take much. Just remember to get to the headrest in a hurry. We wouldn’t want to create confusion.”

         Nina’s heart rate was triple-timing and her breasts rose and fell with shallow breaths. She felt a wave of dizziness and for a moment thought she might drop the knife. She looked away from him and out toward the river and spoke aloud but to herself.

         “Hailey,” she said. Then, after wetting her lips: “Nick.”

         No one said a word when she brought the gleaming, angled blade to the inside of her left wrist and cut a furrow through the skin and deep into the vein.

         She cried out then despite herself, the pain rising behind the blood, and the long-haired man said, “Hurry, now, hurry,” and she turned in the seat and reached for the headrest and held out her hand so her palm was open and skyward, like a desperate prayer.

         The blood ran free over the tan leather and formed reservoirs and tributaries as it tracked down the headrest and chased the grooves of the leather back south. The dizziness returned and she started to pull away but he caught her by the elbow.

         “More,” he said softly. “It has to be enough. You know this.”

         She knew this. Hailey. Nick. Doug. She closed her eyes and let the blood run. Hailey and Nick, Nick and Hailey, and Doug was there, Doug was still there, Doug would always be there. She curled her hand into a fist and the open skin pulled farther apart and the blood ran faster.

         “Good,” he said, and then her hand was back in his and a bandage was closed over the wound. He moved swiftly but gently, with the seasoned touch of a nurse. She felt her pulse against his thumb as he applied pressure to the wound.

         “Up now,” he said, and he guided her out of the car. She opened her eyes just as the clean-cut man lifted a small flashlight and thumbed the back and a brilliant beam pierced the blackness and illuminated the tan leather.

         Ribbons of blood gleamed jewel-like in the light. It was darkest on the headrest where the flow had begun but the tendrils snaked down and out and found their own routes. There was more blood than she’d imagined was possible from a single cut vein.

         The light went off.

         The long-haired man’s voice came from the blackness. “I don’t think that’s enough.” He said it with sorrow.

         “No?” The light returned, capturing the scene once more.

         “No. The blood is there. The blood is fine. But I’m thinking of him…the man has seen many killings. Executions. You know this.”

         “You’re right.”

         “Think blood will be enough for him?”

         “Perhaps not.”

         Nina breathed through her nose and felt her pulse throbbing in the cut and looked from one of them to the other, her heart rate spiking again.

         “Hair,” the one who looked like a soldier said.

         “A touch more than that,” the long-haired man answered.

         Nina’s legs quivered, but she stood tall. Tried to betray no fear as she said, “What touch?”

         The long-haired man sighed. “It would be most compelling—”

         “And realistic,” his partner put in.

         “If there was a hank of hair that also seemed to have…”

         “An attachment point,” his partner finished for him.

         Nina blinked. “What?”

         “Flesh,” the long-haired man told her, his blue eyes looking black with the light hidden behind him.

         Nina tried to lock her knees, but the dizziness came on fast then, and she shifted and parted her lips and sucked in the humid night air.

         “Think of a bullet,” he told her.

         “Of what it would do,” his partner said.

         “Even if you’re gone, there’s a bit more than blood left behind.”

         “Bone would be nice.”

         “Bone would be ideal, but under the circumstances…”

         “It’s a tough get.”

         “Exactly,” the long-haired man agreed. “So we make do with what we have.”

         The whole time speaking as if they were alone on the road, as if Nina weren’t listening to each terrible word. She stared at them, her eyes going from one to the other.

         “May I?” the long-haired man said, and he lifted his hand. When she didn’t react, he reached out and traced a small circle on the back of her head, his fingertip barely grazing her skin. “It would go like that. I know you’re willing to go it alone, and as I said, I respect that, but it would be easier in this circumstance if—”

         She handed him the knife. Said, “Hailey and Nick and Doug.”

         “Yes,” he said. “Sure. Embrace whatever thoughts you need to have for your courage.”

         “Hailey and Nick and Doug,” she repeated. The bandage on the back of her hand was already sticky. She lowered herself shakily to her knees, the pebbled asphalt biting through her jeans, and tried to draw up the images she needed. Her daughter’s face, her son’s, her husband’s.

         “I’m ready,” she whispered, and bowed her head.

         He cut so quickly that she scarcely felt it. For an instant, she thought that it was done and that it had not been so bad at all.

         Then he yanked her hair.

         It was a single, swift tug, and only as her flesh separated did she realize that he still had the blade to her head, was cutting and lifting even as he jerked.

         Nina fell forward onto her hands and opened her mouth to let out a howl of pain and then a gloved hand clamped over her mouth and the long-haired man’s voice was in her ear.

         “Shh, shh,” he cooed. “Can’t be too loud. Just in case.”

         She saw red and black and a rotating world and sagged in his arms as he passed a hank of her hair and flesh back to his partner in exchange for an unwrapped bandage. He pressed it to Nina’s head and held it there as she rode the current of pain.

         The second man stepped up and leaned past them and Nina saw the nickel-size layer of her flesh swinging from her own hair like a miniature scalp as he draped it judiciously into the blood she had already shed.

         “Do it quickly,” the long-haired man said.

         His partner drew a pistol from his belt and took aim and fired. The sound should have been loud but no sound could be loud against her pain. She sat on the pavement holding the bandage to her head and she smelled the cordite from the gunshot and blinked and refocused and saw the hole punched through the headrest.

         The clean-cut man holstered the pistol and stepped back, tilting his head. Then he leaned forward again and nudged the small piece of Nina’s scalp with his index finger, tapping it into a position that pleased him. “It’s not great,” he said.

         “Less than ideal circumstances,” the long-haired one said. “A bit of a time crunch.”

         “Indeed. Still, the man has resources. What would convince a local lab might not be enough. He can fact-check if he wishes.”

         “That’s what we’re here for. To discourage second opinions.”

         His partner smiled, and Nina watched him and shivered despite herself.

         They were empty men.

         She had needed two like them, though. Yes, she had.

         The long-haired man released her and stepped back. “I’d wear a baseball cap for a time if I were you,” he told her.

         She put her palms against the pavement and pressed herself up, first into a sitting position, then all the way to her feet. The world spun. She waited. The world steadied. “Keys are in the car?” she said.

         He smiled. The wind fanned his pale blond hair back over his shoulders. “Yes.” He nodded at the river. “Right over the old bridge. You couldn’t drive across it, but you can still walk it. Step carefully, though. I know he’s supposed to think you’re in the river, but it would be a shame if you actually ended up there.”

         Nina nodded. Looked at the two men with their knives and their guns and her blood on their hands. “Thank you,” she said.

         “Our pleasure.”

         “Happy to help.”

         Nina looked one last time at the blood-soaked headrest where her hair hung, then turned and walked into the night.

         
              

         

         They watched her go. Only when she was across the bridge and the sound of an engine growled in the darkness did either speak.

         “We would get more money if we told him the truth,” the long-haired man said finally.

         “His money and hers.”

         “Yes.”

         “She’s of little use to us alive.”

         “None whatsoever.”

         They turned in unison and looked at the car. The shorter one thumbed the flashlight on again. The blood gleamed. The hank of hair with the circle of Nina Morgan’s scalp dangled beside the gunshot hole.

         “I’m curious, though,” he said.

         “Can we sell it. That’s what you’re wondering.”

         “Exactly.”

         “It was rushed work, yet…”

         “Not bad.”

         “No. Not terrible.”

         “I can’t say I ever liked the man either.”

         “The job in Mazatlán, for example.”

         “We weren’t put in a position to succeed on that one, no.”

         “There’s being considered expendable, and then there’s being sacrificed.”

         “Very different situations.”

         “Indeed.”

         Silence. They studied the car.

         “We’ll have to call it in,” the long-haired man said.

         “Here’s a prediction,” his partner answered. “He won’t pay us.”

         “Because she’s in the river, and we weren’t supposed to put her there?”

         “Correct. He wanted to see her. So the bastard won’t pay us.”

         The long-haired man gave a thoughtful nod. “In that case, the only sure money is Nina’s.”

         “Unless we give her up.”

         “Unless.”

         “But even then…”

         “He might not be happy.”

         “Correct.”

         The long-haired man removed his gloves. Studied the car. “It’s an experiment,” he said. “Can we sell it?”

         “Why not try?”

         “Why not?” the long-haired man agreed, and he took out his cell phone and dialed.
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         The wasp flew into the back seat of the truck at night, unnoticed.

         Doug Chatfield had lowered the window earlier when he was driving home with his thirteen-year-old daughter, Hailey, in the passenger seat and his eleven-year-old son, Nick, sprawled in the back amid a tangle of baseball bats, gloves, cleats, and stink.

         The kids were arguing when Doug pulled into the winding entrance road of the subdivision. Hailey took issue with what she termed Nick’s “totally rank BO.” Nick responded by peeling off one sweaty sock, lunging forward, and dangling it under his sister’s nose. That led to Hailey grabbing her brother’s hand and bending it backward, mercy-style. That led to a shriek of pain.

         At this point, Doug Chatfield said, “C’mon, gang,” and cracked the back window even though it was just beginning to rain, fat drops sprinkling out of a nickel-colored sky behind clouds that promised more.

         “Release your brother and let his stink blow south,” Doug said in the formal tone of a royal proclamation. The voice amused Hailey. Nick’s hand was freed, the sock fell onto the center console, Hailey swept it away with disgust, and the cracked rear window let the humid summer air pass over the fragrant cargo in the back seat. Not much air, though; Doug had cracked the window only about an inch due to the rain. Cracked it so little, in fact, that he didn’t remember it was open at all by the time he pulled into the garage.

         The wasp was already in the garage. It had flown in when Doug exited the house to go to work at his accounting office that morning, and it was sealed off from its nest under the eaves when he put the door down. When the Chatfield trio climbed out of the truck, the wasp crawled onto a dusty blue plastic tub that held Christmas lights. By the time it finally took flight, the garage door was down once more, and escape wasn’t an option.

         Sometime around midnight, it found the cracked window.

         
              

         

         On Saturday morning there was neither work nor practice nor alarms in the Chatfield house. No demands on the family until two p.m., when Hailey had tennis, and four p.m., when Nick had another baseball game—both activities weather-dependent. The storms that had rocked the Louisville area overnight had saturated the ground but hadn’t broken the humidity, and there was a chance of more rain that afternoon. When Doug woke, the sky was dark, and on the back porch, where he stood with coffee in hand, the air was so thick it seemed to have texture, like passing through a curtain.

         They’ll be inside all day, he thought with confidence. It will be a day of closed windows and air-conditioning and TV and video games and at least one battle between them, maybe two.

         Get things off on the right foot, then. A treat, a surprise. Doug was usually a big proponent of healthy breakfasts, the one meal he felt he had total control over on days that could so quickly devolve into chaos and crammed schedules. He was a big proponent of most things health-related, actually, because at one time he’d been a physician’s assistant. Now he tried to pass himself off as a hypochondriac to explain away the medical knowledge that occasionally leaked out. “Degree from WebMD,” he’d joke, and people would smile and accept it, because everyone knew that Doug Chatfield was an accountant and a widower. Who could blame him for being paranoid about his family’s health? He was all alone in this.

         A balanced breakfast was mandatory on most days, but this was summer vacation, it was Saturday, and his kids were looking at a rainout. There was a Dunkin’ Donuts three minutes up the road. Hailey was a jelly-doughnut fan and Nick was a chocolate-anything kid. Doug could get to the Dunkin’ and back in ten minutes, have the box waiting on the kitchen island whenever the kids woke and wandered downstairs.

         What the hell. They called it vacation for a reason.

         He left a note on the island just in case one of them woke while he was gone, unlikely as that was. One word, with an exclamation mark: Doughnuts!

         He rarely left them alone, but they’d be fine, and it was good practice. This was, as he’d discussed with Hailey repeatedly in recent weeks, the summer he wanted her to take more of the responsibility she was constantly demanding. She was convinced that she was already an adult—Thirteen going on thirty was the tired joke in the bleachers at the tennis matches—and that Doug smothered her, was an overprotective, clueless dad.

         Maybe she was not entirely wrong. Any parent knew the wicked risks this world held for children, but Doug could conjure up more creative risks than most. He had to push back against those fears, those memories. You couldn’t bubble-wrap your kids against the world.

         But you could give them treats.

         Let it rain, and let them sleep late, and let them eat doughnuts.

         He grabbed his keys and went into the garage. Started the truck and put up the door. Backed out, put the door back down, and pulled away. Only then did he hear the high whistle of air through the cracked window behind him and remember the body-odor battle of the previous day.

         He shut the window without a glance in the back seat.

         His house was a mile deep in the winding roads and culs-de-sac of a subdivision composed of brick homes striving for visual separation without much success. The speed limit was fifteen miles per hour inside the subdivision, and Doug adhered to it. You had to, with all the kids in the neighborhood. Kids did crazy things—chased Frisbees into streets, chased dogs into streets; hell, chased cars. They didn’t understand risk. Not yet. So you drove slow, and you paid attention.

         He was at the stop sign near the low stone fence bearing the neighborhood’s name—Flanders’ Woods—when the wasp crawled from the door panel of the back seat to the driver’s-door panel in the front.

         Doug didn’t see it. His eyes were ahead, on the road. There was no stop sign for cross traffic, and people drove too damn fast on this stretch. The hill to the east was particularly problematic in the morning, when the rising sun glared down on the crest and made visibility difficult. He paused for several seconds, making sure that he was clear, and then turned left.

         Now he was on Oak Ridge Road, where the speed limit rose to forty-five, except for the S-curves, where it dropped to thirty. One mile down this road, one more stop sign, and then he’d be on Fourth Street, and the Dunkin’ Donuts would be visible.

         He pressed down on the gas pedal.

         An American wasp is adorned with bright yellow and black bands. The colors are frequently adopted by sports teams and even warships for a reason—it’s an aggressive visual pairing.

         It is supposed to be.

         The colors are intended to sound an alarm and provoke a primal response. Don’t touch me. Don’t even come close to me.

         For those who cannot see the warning, though, or those who see it and choose not to take it seriously, the female wasp is equipped with a second protective measure: a stinger. Unlike a bee’s barbed stinger, the wasp’s is smooth, capable of multiple stings. Only the female wasp has a stinger because she has the burden of protecting the nest, and she remains close to it.

         Unless the world intervenes.

         The wasp crawling along the armrest of Doug Chatfield’s Dodge Ram was a female, and she was no longer near her nest. She was trapped, and her threatening colors had been overlooked, ignored. When Doug shifted his left arm, the sleeve on his polo shirt rode up, and he brushed against her.

         She stung him once in the meat of his left triceps.

         Doug shouted. The pain that rocketed through his muscular, nearly two-hundred-pound frame in response to the quarter-inch-long stinger was a blistering shock. He looked to his left, hurt and scared, exactly what the sting was meant to accomplish, and finally saw the wasp. She was still crawling along the door panel, still not taking to the air.

         He shifted his left hand away from the steering wheel and swatted at her. Missed. The wasp flew between his fingers, stung him once more, piercing the webbing just below his ring finger, then clung to his hand.

         He made a high sound of surprise and tried to do two things at once: lower the driver’s window and shake the wasp off before she could sting again. She was capable of hurting him, yet she was still a trivial threat. Things would be fine if he could just fling her out of his world and into another.

         He had both hands off the steering wheel when the horn from the oncoming Chevy Tahoe blared. He looked up and grabbed the wheel, seeing, as the wasp stung him again, that he was well across the center line. He had time to jerk the wheel to the right as the Tahoe swerved away, and for a half a second everything was back in his control—the wasp was gone from his hand and the collision had been avoided.

         Then the truck flipped.

         It rolled twice across the pavement before colliding with a hundred-year-old oak tree that offered enough resistance to pin the wreck above the steep grade below. The airbags deployed, dust hung in the air with the smell of cordite, and bits of broken glass and plastic tinkled down into Doug’s hair and rode rivulets of blood along his neck.

         Before the screaming started up on the road, and long before the sirens, the wasp found the shattered window and flew free. She buzzed there, alone above the carnage, and searched for a nest she could no longer find.
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         Western wind, inbound, left to right. Approximately six hundred yards of open water ahead. Slight chop. Taxi check is complete.”

         “Good, good, and good. Next?”

         “CARS. C means ‘carburetor heat,’ which is off. A means ‘area ahead clear,’ which it is. R means ‘water rudders up,’ which they are. S means ‘stick back.’ Which it is.”

         “Try it?”

         “Why not?” Leah Trenton said, sitting in the cockpit of a Cessna seaplane, taxiing across North Woods waters. The prop spun with increased throttle. Dark water trembled ahead. The pines on either side of the window morphed from green to black as the speed rose. The stick felt light in Leah’s palm. “First rise,” she said.

         “Good.”

         Faster, the pontoons still in contact with the water but only at a surface glide now.

         “Second rise.”

         “Good. Tune for the step.”

         “Roger that.”

         Twenty yards, thirty yards, forty, and…water contact gone. Pontoons free. The catch in her throat wasn’t fear; it was utter joy. The earth no longer had a claim on Leah Trenton.

         She was alone with the wind.

         Well, almost alone. Beside her, the seaplane’s owner, Ed Levenseller, beamed.

         “Terrific! That was perfect. You’ve got such a natural feel for it.”

         Leah smiled as the plane climbed above the lake and pines and angled into the late-afternoon sun, Mount Kineo falling below. She appreciated Ed’s compliments, but the smile was one of amusement too, because what Ed was praising as a natural feel was far from natural. Leah had at least fifteen thousand more flight hours than Ed.

         Well, her brain and body did. Officially, those flight hours belonged to a woman with a different name, a woman who’d been dead for just shy of a decade now.

         She took the plane up to a thousand feet and circled Mount Kineo, an angry rock island that rose a sheer eight hundred feet from the surface of Moosehead Lake, jutting skyward as if furious at being surrounded by water. As she banked, she tried to seem just hesitant enough. After all, it was only the fourth time Leah Trenton had taken off at the controls of a plane.

         She glanced to her right and saw Ed smiling back at her, his broad, tanned face framed by the shadowed angle of his headset. He touched her arm gently. “Pretty special, right?”

         “Pretty special,” Leah agreed, and it was. Oh my goodness, how special it was to leave the earth and soar above it. The water takeoff added something. She was in tune with all the elements then, water and land and wind and her own brain and body and spirit joined into one.

         That much she was able to talk about truthfully with Ed. She always felt a pang of guilt pretending to be a novice pilot with this kind, earnest man who’d been first a friend, then a colleague, then a lover. If there was one thing that Ed valued above all else in a relationship, it was openness, and his loving Leah meant he was loving a lie.

         Most of the time, she could avoid discussing her backstory and be present. She talked of this—Be present, be here now—with Ed as if it was a mantra for living, and it was, but it was also a method of being honest. Ask me about today so I can tell you no lies.

         Here, she was happy. Content. Moosehead Lake spread beneath them in all of the awesome majesty that had captured Thoreau a hundred and fifty years earlier. Massive bays and hidden inlets and streams, dozens of islands, walls of granite rising with the randomness of indifferent glaciers. Tamed since Thoreau’s day? Sure. Conquered? Not hardly.

         Moosehead was tourist country, there was no question about that, but it was also hard country. Not as isolated as the Allagash Wilderness stretching to its northern side, which held Leah and Ed’s destination for the day, but certainly not suburban. The cabins and cottages were filled now, the lake speckled with brightly colored boats, the inns and restaurants booked solid. By late fall, though, it would be a silent place once more, and by winter, when the northern wind howled down and ice augers growled through frozen feet to find the water’s surface, it was a world unto itself.

         Leah’s world now. It was hard to believe she’d once been a Florida girl.

         “Busy summer coming,” Ed commented. A gusting wind rocked the plane as if offering a gentle but firm reminder of what forces were in control here. Ed kept a careful eye on Leah.

         “I think the word is chaotic, not busy.”

         The biggest difference between her forty years and his twenty-nine was the degree to which one was willing to be overwhelmed. What she’d embraced when she was Ed’s age she now viewed through the prism of risk assessment. How much money would it cost, how much time would it take, what if it all went wrong? Of the many things she liked about Ed Levenseller, his young gambler’s heart stood out. He wasn’t reckless but he had a far easier time talking himself into a choice than out of one. Among the summer’s choices: renovation of the six cabins they’d purchased in the deep, isolated Maine North Woods. Leah thought they’d make it through renovations on two of them. Ed was pushing for all six but was willing to settle for four.

         Their long-term goal was a chain of cabins accessible only by seaplane, kayak, or canoe. They’d guide for those who wanted guides, and they’d facilitate access for those who wanted to go it alone. Rustic experiences were nearing a renaissance, Ed insisted. In a hyperconnected world, there was an appetite for escape. A week of cold wind and no Wi-Fi held appeal now. Ed and Leah could provide that escape, that unique taste of a part of the world that few people ever saw.

         “No need to rush,” Leah said, and though she was speaking of the cabins, she felt as if the words carried too large a meaning. If she asked Ed for anything, it was patience. While he charged forward, she circled, wondering how much to allow herself in this new life.

         And how much to allow herself to ask of him. She wanted to tell him no lies and yet here she was, accepting his instructions on how to fly a plane she could have flown before he had his driver’s license.

         “Let’s keep it contained to thinking about the kitchen of cabin one,” she said. “I’m worried enough about that.”

         “You mean the kitchen of Trout Vista?” he said, and they both laughed. It had been an ongoing joke as they scouted properties and discussed possibilities that so many of the inns and cabins of the North Woods carried some odd animal-themed name. She’d laughed about it one night early in their relationship while they drank beers at a pub called the Stress Free Moose. “Who is coming up with these names?” she had wondered out loud, and ever since then Ed liked to tag their own cabins with absurd names.

         “It’s just doing some beadboard, some flooring, and adding some butcher’s block to the counter,” he said. “Be done by the end of the month. I assure you, the warm hearth of—”

         “Cabin number one.”

         “Caribou’s Courage will be done by the first fireworks on the Fourth of July. Then I’ll march triumphantly on, miter saw in hand, to conquer—”

         “Cabin number two.”

         “Egret’s Estate, yes. Even less work there.”

         “The roof is missing.”

         “The roof is sagging.”

         “Water goes right through it.”

         “That’s the beauty of the sag—it directs the water to the center of the living-room floor,” Ed said, making a funnel shape with his hands to demonstrate. “Without that sag, the place might be a wreck.”

         Leah smiled and shook her head.

         “Four cabins ready by fall,” Ed said confidently. “It’s a lot, but—”

         “It’s less when I’m guiding all of your summer clients.”

         “Come on. You’re guiding summer fishermen. Grandfathers and grandsons who’ll be happy with bluegill.” He gestured at the altimeter. “You’re letting it creep.”

         Actually, she was not “letting it”; she was taking it higher by intent, but her intent ignored his guidance and fell back on the physical experience that he didn’t know she had. Wasn’t that often the case with young men and older women? Ah, the things you could not tell the sweet boys with the fragile egos.

         “Beaming back to earth,” she said and angled the nose down. Beneath them, two white sails glistened on the blanket of dark water—Hobie Cats racing across the lake.

         “Nice work. You really should get licensed to fly,” Ed said, and while he meant it supportively and with admiration, Leah’s smile slipped.

         “What?” Ed said. “You seem to love flying this thing. If we can double the pilots without doubling the pay…”

         “I know,” Leah said. “It just doesn’t feel like my thing.”

         He was watching her with a furrowed brow, puzzled, because Ed Levenseller was young but intuitive, and he knew joy when he saw it. Leah could pretend to have only a passing interest in the plane, but her eyes and her body sent another message. She was not merely joyful up here, she was home.

         “There’s a difference between doing it for pleasure and doing it for money,” she offered by way of explanation.

         “I guess,” Ed said. “But isn’t the idea to do what you love? If someone is willing to pay you to do what you love, well, you’re ahead of most of the world.”

         “Yes,” she said. “You are. But I love to guide and I don’t love to shoot. You know the difference there.”

         He didn’t push it. The silence that followed was comfortable, not the product of disagreement, just a pause in a long-running conversation. They were both lost in their own thoughts but joined in the moment by the soft shudder of the aluminum shell that swept them over a wilderness that was so beautiful, you had to struggle to believe it had the capacity to harm.

         Beautiful things always did, though. Somewhere just beneath them, north of Lily Bay, were the remains of a B-52 Stratofortress that in 1963 had left a Massachusetts air force base and crashed into Elephant Mountain. Several crew members had survived the crash only to perish in a blizzard. All this had happened while they were serving stateside during peacetime, flying with the lights of bucolic New England towns twinkling below them. Only hours later, they were freezing to death in subzero weather, still stateside but no doubt feeling very far from home and peace.

         You never knew what was coming your way. All the same, though, flying above this wilderness with the sun starting to gleam red behind Mount Washington? It was hard not to let the moment hold you.

         Leah banked north, Ed’s hand warm on hers, and they flew on alone, together.
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         A person can be in one place and span many. It is possible because the present is shaped by the past and the future, buffered by them like guardrails. Or the sides of a funnel.

         This is Leah Trenton, asleep in the slanting sunlight of late afternoon, her lover’s breath on her neck. This was Nina Morgan, in a hospital room in a Florida city, her second child in her arms, the baby’s breath impossibly warm against her skin, the preternatural heat of newborn life pushing forward like wind on a fire.

         While Leah slept in Maine, a dead woman’s life called for her. The past left the earth, chased blackness through space along an invisible thread, found a satellite, angled back down, and pierced the present with a scream.

         Leah jerked awake, the sheet falling from her breasts, Ed’s body going rigid beside her.

         “What is that?” he muttered, half asleep.

         “Don’t know,” she said, but she did. Inside an Osprey backpack hung on a hook beside the front door, an orange satellite messenger blared, an awful tone somewhere between a cheap alarm clock and a siren.

         Leah swung out of bed and fumbled for the clothes that had been discarded on the floor, clothes still damp with sweat and sawdust. A day of labor on cabin one had been followed by a welcome diversion that began in an ice-cold shower and moved to the ancient bunk that was now equipped with a new mattress and flannel sheets. Flannel in June. Summer in Maine. A day of hard work and loud laughs and clear eyes on the future.

         The messenger bleated again, and even as Leah tugged on her tank top and buttoned her jeans she was thinking, A cruel mistake, this is such a cruel mistake.

         Ed was rising, but she pushed him back. “It’s mine,” she said. “I’ve got it.”

         “Got what?”

         “Low-battery alarm,” she said, but she’d been monitoring and maintaining the batteries in the device for a decade, and she knew that it was not a low battery. The satellite messenger was outdated but functional. It could receive incoming texts from anyone who knew the number. There was only one person on earth who knew the number.

         A mistake, she insisted to herself as she tugged the pack down and fumbled the zipper open. The messenger blinked green lights at her. She pulled it free, staring at the screen, where an outdated, pixelated display showed a phone number. The number was the only message, like you’d see on a pager from the 1990s.

         A pause while she stared, and then it went off again.

         “Batteries,” she said as Ed propped himself up in bed, blinking at her in sleepy confusion. “Sorry. Go back to sleep.”

         She took her cell phone from the kitchen table and then opened the door and stepped outside, the satellite messenger in one hand and the cell phone in the other. Outside the cabin, Leah’s dog, Tessa, whined and rose from her own slumber in a patch of sunlight, loose grass sticking to her fawn-colored coat. Leah had found Tessa under an abandoned barn five years earlier. The dog was of unknown breed origins, with a boxer’s broad chest and stance, the muzzle and ears of a corgi, and legs that seemed to have been appropriated from an elk. Tessa, like Leah, had come to embrace a life of minimal electronic intrusions. The sound of the pager concerned her in the way no natural noise ever did.

         “It’s okay, girl,” Leah said, but her voice was so wooden that the dog took no reassurance from it and instead hurried to Leah’s side and pressed against her thigh, body rigid, tail stiff, whining through closed jaws.

         “Let’s check it out,” Leah said, trying to lighten her tone. “Come on. Let’s check it out.”

         She didn’t rush. If anything, she moved more methodically. Walked down the dirt and gravel driveway and toward the lake, aiming for a point between two towering pines that threw long, angular shadows across the rippled water. That spot, where the browned fallen needles formed a soft pocket between the rocks, was the only place on the property that had reliable cell phone coverage. She waited until she was standing at the water’s edge before looking at her phone.

         One bar.

         This was a luxury. Cabins two through six would have no bars. But here, she could make a call. All it took was the courage to dial the number.

         Impossible. Cruel joke. Don’t let yourself think of them. Don’t let yourself believe it is about them.

         Tessa whined again, high and insistent.

         “We’re fine,” Leah said. “Just fine.”

         But down in the center of her chest, there was a fluttering like a hummingbird’s wings.

         The number. You’re going to miss it, Leah, you’re going to lose it and never know whether it was real.

         The number was still on the display. Area code 502. Where was 502? She’d been through so many area codes over the years, and most weren’t as broadly helpful for location as her current one, 207, which covered the entire state of Maine.

         Her hand was shaking so badly that it took her two tries to enter the number.

         Cool your mind, Leah. Cool your mind.

         She took a breath, hit the dial button, put the phone to her ear, and waited.

         One ring. Two. Three. Four, and this was wonderful because she would get voice mail and maybe that would explain the mistake without Leah needing to talk to—

         “Hello?”

         The voice was young, female, hushed. Whispered, almost, as if the speaker didn’t want to be overheard.

         Leah said, “Hailey?” and then she was sitting on her ass in the pine needles without knowing how she got there, legs slack, hands trembling.

         “Aunt Leah?”

         Leah knew the rules, knew how her children had been taught to think of her, but still, Aunt Leah was a lance of pain. No, she wanted to say, I am not Aunt Leah, I am your mother. I brought you into the world. I have missed you every day with every fiber of my being, and if you could just call me Mom one time, just once, it would change my life. It would be all that I’d ever need.

         Instead, she said, “Yes, it’s…yes, this is Aunt Leah.” A bloodletting, those words. “What’s wrong?”

         “Dad told me I had to call you. I don’t even know you, and Dad made such a big deal about it over and over, but I don’t know why I am supposed to call you!”

         Hailey wasn’t supposed to call Leah. Not ever. Not unless…“Hailey, calm down, it’s okay. What—”

         “No, it’s not,” the girl said, the whisper falling away, her voice rising. “It is not okay! My dad is dead and I don’t know who you are and none of that is okay!”

         Dead. The word landed on Leah with a numbing sensation, more sedating than shocking. “Who killed him?” Leah asked. “Hailey, do you know who—”

         “What? Nobody killed him! He was in a car accident. He was driving to get doughnuts and he…he…” She was starting to cry now, and Leah heard someone else in the background, a voice calling from the distance, calling Hailey’s name. “We’re alone,” Hailey whispered between sobbing breaths. “He’s dead, and we’re alone.”

         “You’re not alone. I’m here,” Leah said. “And I’m going to make sure you’re safe.”

         Again, the background voice called Hailey’s name. There was a rustling, a muted cry of One second, Mrs. Wilson! and then a soft crunching that Leah identified as footsteps. She tried to picture the scene, to imagine where her daughter walked, what surrounded her, who surrounded her. What she looked like. Once, she’d had Leah’s dark complexion and brown eyes and angular jawline and seemed destined to have her father’s height. So long ago, now.

         “Hailey?” she whispered. “You still there?”

         “Why did I have to call you? I don’t know you. Dad made me promise and practice and it was awful, because he always said, If anything ever happens to me, and I didn’t want to imagine that anything could, could…” She stopped and then disintegrated into tears.

         Doug really did keep his promise, Leah thought numbly. It would have been so much easier for him not to. “Your father was looking out for your safety,” she said. “That’s why he made you learn what to do. So you could take care of yourself and your brother if…”

         If anything ever happened to him sat unspoken between them now.

         Dead. Doug was dead.

         Leah squeezed her eyes shut, her pain for her daughter a physical thing as she imagined the moment, imagined the thirteen-year-old girl—child—hearing the news of her father’s death and still having the wherewithal to deliver on the instruction he’d given her.

         “Is Nick safe?” Leah asked, and she could almost feel her infant son’s warmth against her chest right then.

         For a moment, she thought Hailey had hung up. Then her daughter’s voice returned, softer and more controlled than before.

         “He’s safe. Daddy was alone.” Then, as if embarrassed by using the more childish term, she corrected it: “Dad was all alone. And now we are too. My mom died so long ago I don’t even remember her, and now my dad.”

         So long ago I don’t even remember her.

         Leah tried to speak and couldn’t. She wet her lips, gathered herself. Sensing the agitation, Tessa licked Leah’s ear, offering comfort.

         “I’m so sorry, honey,” Leah said. “I’m so, so sorry. But I promise I’ll be there for you. You’ll both be safe. I’m on my way.”

         “I don’t even know you!”

         “I understand that, and I’m sorry about it. I should have visited.” These words were hard to get out; how badly had she wished to visit or simply watch them from a distance? “I know that I should have. But I’m going to come for you now.”

         “I don’t need you to come for us!”

         “Yes, you do,” Leah said, keeping her voice as calm as possible even as her hummingbird heart intensified its wing speed. “Hailey, you really do. And you know that you do, because your dad made that clear, didn’t he? He taught you how important this is. If he hadn’t, then you wouldn’t have called.”

         Soft sobs came but no words. At least she hadn’t hung up, though, and no one had taken the phone from her—yet. Mrs. Wilson, whoever she was, didn’t sound like the type who’d let the call go on for long, though.

         “The number you called me from,” Leah said, “is it a cell phone or a landline? Is it your phone or does it belong to someone else?”

         “My cell phone.”

         “Okay. Perfect. That’s perfect. I have your number now, and I will call you back. I’m coming to help. If you need me, use the first number again. I will always call back. Always.”

         “He’s dead,” Hailey said, the sobs returning. “He’s dead, and we don’t have anyone.”

         “You’ll have me. I know that doesn’t mean much right now, but if you can cool your mind and remember you’ll have me—”

         “What did you just say?”

         “You need to remember—”

         “No. You told me to cool my mind.”

         “What I meant was—”

         “I know what you meant. Dad always said that. He told us it was my mom’s expression.”

         The distance between them seemed greater now.

         “It was your mom’s expression, yes,” she said. “It just stuck with me. When you’re in trouble, you need a cool mind. Keep one for me now, okay?”

         She managed to seal her lips before the rest of the words charged out, managed not to say: And you need to watch out for strangers. This is the most important job you will ever have. Three strangers in particular. One will be tall and tan and have white hair. He’ll probably be dressed very nicely, a suit and shined shoes. He wears glasses. Or he used to. He’ll look like a kindly grandfather. The second one you need to watch for is a pale man with different-colored eyes. His left eye is green and his right eye is brown. He’ll be younger than the old man, and he’ll be shorter but much stronger. And then there will be the one we all called Bleak even though his real name was Marvin Sanders; he was just Bleak, period. I don’t know how exactly to describe him other than that he will look like he deserves the name. If you see him, you run. You take your brother and run.

         But she couldn’t say that. Those men wouldn’t be coming for Hailey and Nick. Those men had no interest in the children of the deceased Doug Chatfield. They’d been interested only in a woman named Nina Morgan, also deceased, dead for almost a decade now.

         Leah said, “You’ve already done such a good job, honey. You did exactly what you were supposed to do. And I’ll be coming for you.”

         “It won’t help. I shouldn’t have called.”

         “Yes, you should have. You did exactly the right—”

         Leah was not surprised when the girl hung up. She thought that made plenty of sense, actually.

         My mom died so long ago I don’t even remember her.

         For a few moments, Leah sat in the pine needles with the phone in her hand, the wind freshening off the lake and shivering the boughs overhead. Tessa whined, and Leah lifted her hand and scratched Tessa’s ears absently, attempting to soothe her. Tessa knew something was wrong, though. You couldn’t fool a dog.

         “Who was that?”

         Leah turned to see Ed standing on the porch, shirtless, his lean torso scratched from a splintered shim that had sliced through his shirt that morning. That morning, back in the hours of laughter and Leah Trenton. An old life now.

         Another old life.

         “It was my—” She caught herself. “My niece.” The word like bitter bile on her tongue. “There’s been an accident, and my brother—my sister’s husband—is dead. My brother-in-law is dead.”

         She would learn to say the words right.

         She stood up and looked away from Ed, back to the satellite messenger, still astonished that it had been used. Doug had taught Hailey the plan. Had made her learn it, had driven its importance home so that even in the worst moments of her life, she had executed it.

         For ten years, Leah had kept the batteries in the satellite messenger charged, just in case. It had been more ritual than reality. Each charging and each software update a communion, wafer on the lips, wine on the tongue.

         Forgive me, Father.

         Ed stepped off the porch and walked across the lawn toward her, grass clinging to his bare feet. “Oh, Leah. I’m sorry. Who is with them?”

         “What?” she said stupidly, blinking at him.

         “Who’s with them now?”

         “With…”

         “Your niece and nephew.”

         She saw their faces so clearly, though all of the photographs had been hidden long ago. Her children. Her babies. She looked at Ed, processing his question in low gear, grinding through the crumbling soil of her thoughts, and said, “I have no idea. But I need to go to them now.”

         “Where?” he asked as he reached her.

         “Area code 502,” she said.

         He cocked his head, stared at her with confusion and uneasiness. “You need to sit down?”

         “No.”

         “Let’s sit down,” he said as he took her arm, talking to her as if she’d escaped an asylum and must now be returned to it. “You look…kind of in shock, okay? Just sit down.”

         “Do you know where that is?” she said, not sitting. The wind was blowing and the wind was cool and she was grateful for that. She needed it like ice on a fevered forehead.

         “Do I know where area code 502 is? No.” He shook his head, still holding her arm, still looking at her with that wariness. She closed her eyes and breathed the wind.

         Cool your mind.

         It was my mom’s expression.

         “I’ll need to find out,” she said, eyes still closed. “I’ve got to get back to town. Fast.”

         “You know where they are,” he said. “Leah? You need to take a minute here. Get your thoughts—”

         “I don’t know.”

         “Yes, you do. You write them letters,” he said in that soothing voice. “We’ve mailed them postcards. Remember Camden?”

         Camden. Yes, of course. Camden, where she and Ed had gone together last December. Camden, the coastal village with its perfect little library and perfect little harbor and the Christmas by the Sea festival where Santa arrived on a perfect little lobster boat and where Ed had said, If I ever had kids, I would want to raise them in this town.

         Leah had wept that day, though not in his presence.

         “You mailed them postcards from—”

         “Yes,” she said. “I remember.” But she couldn’t tell him that didn’t help because the cards went to a post office box in Atlanta and were forwarded from there. She did not know where they went, only where they paused in transit.

         She opened her eyes. “I need to get back to town,” she repeated. “I’ll need to go to them now. Quickly.”

         She couldn’t tell if he looked more afraid for her or of her. But he nodded.
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         Area code 502 encompassed portions of Louisville, Kentucky, and Leah drove southwest through Vermont in the dark, traveling alone. Ed had wanted to come with her, but Aunt Leah needed to travel alone. She was sure of that. She’d even left Tessa behind with him, and she always traveled with the dog. She hadn’t passed this way in years and was trusting her Jeep’s navigation system to guide her. Granite mountains bordered the road but they were invisible now, and the darkness on either side of the highway soaked up her headlights, leaving nothing clear except the road ahead. Her children somewhere at the end of it.

         No, no. Your niece and your nephew.

         When Leah and Doug had made their agreement all those years ago, when the DeLorme emergency messenger number had been acquired and memorized, the two of them exchanging it more like a prayer than a number, there had been an unspoken acknowledgment that all of it was a stage play designed for Leah’s benefit. The number represented the tiniest glimmer of hope that she might one day return to the only existence she desired. We are going to wipe you off the face of the earth, but in exchange, you get this phone number with no phone attached. Sound good?

         But then Hailey had called.

         I’m so grateful, Doug. So grateful that you prepared her.

         Thoughts to a dead man. This felt more familiar than not. For all intents and purposes, he’d been a dead man to her for a long time. Their relationship had started two years before the marriage, and the marriage had lasted five years before Nina Morgan died in Florida, and Leah Trenton appeared in Maine.

         You cannot hide from Lowery, Doc Lambkin had told her on the night that her life began to slip away. Not all four of you, not from him.

         So then there would be three. One dead parent and three survivors. The surviving parent was preordained, because it was Nina they wanted to kill, Nina that they would pursue. So it was Nina who had been murdered and thrown into a river in Florida’s backwaters.

         She felt cold acid stir in her stomach, and her foot went heavy on the accelerator; the Jeep roared toward ninety miles per hour before she brought it back down. She set the cruise control so the car could fight back against its driver’s worst impulses.

         There is no way Lowery is still looking for you. No way he’s still watching them, waiting.

         But she couldn’t be sure. He was still alive. She kept an eye on that. Followed the news about him, which was never much. For a man of such rare and terrible power and reach, he was relatively unknown. Mostly, what the Google News searches returned of J. Corson Lowery these days were references to his charitable contributions. He made many of them—to schools, to police departments, fire departments, libraries, gardens. His benevolent heart at work.

         The man who’d founded what one senator had termed “Blackwater on steroids” had always excelled at keeping a low public profile. Even in the days when scandal simmered and federal investigators waited on Nina Morgan to make their case, Lowery had done a fine job of avoiding the press. He had a spokesman for his conglomerate of mercenaries masquerading as security professionals, of course. Had it been merely a matter of testimony and a few underlings sent to prison, Leah wasn’t sure that she would have needed to change her name, let alone flee from her own family. But she’d been asked to bring the top man down.

         “You come at the king, you’d best not miss,” said Omar Little of The Wire, one version of an old saying, but Nina Morgan had learned that there was a worse outcome than missing: taking a shot at the king and hitting the prince.

         He will not let you live, Doc Lambkin had told her on that awful night in the warm Florida breeze, the sound of the Gulf of Mexico a whispered soothing in the background, blending with the tranquil lighting on the patio to create an atmosphere so serene that it seemed mocking. Here is one world, the spring night promised her, and you will never see it again. Soak it up. This is the last night of its kind for you.

         She’d resisted. Fake her own death and leave her family? Never. She ran instead, fleeing with her husband and children, hiding out in a cash-only cabin awaiting the new identities that would let them vanish permanently, cleanly. The Morgan family would cease to exist, but they’d remain together. Forever together.

         Then the assassins arrived.

         The family had been out of the house, thank God, but the security cameras picked them up. Two men dressed like contractors, tool belts on their waists and smiles on their faces. They rang the bell and paced the house and left, and Leah—Nina then—had sent a clip of the video to Doc Lambkin.

         “Not sure about these guys,” she’d told him. “But probably I’m just paranoid.”

         She wasn’t just paranoid. When Doc called back, his voice was unsteady for the first time in her memory.

         “We need to talk about this,” he said.

         “You recognize them?”

         “I recognize them.”

         Doug and the kids went to a hotel, checking in with a stolen credit card, and she returned to Doc Lambkin’s home. He’d poured her three fingers of single-malt scotch and told her about the men who’d visited her home.

         By the end, her hands were shaking so badly, she dropped the whiskey glass. It shattered on the patio stones and some of the fragments fell into the cobalt water of the swimming pool and only moments later it began to rain. Still they had stayed outside, her hair plastered to her neck and her face awash with rain and tears as she had listened to him tell her the only way she could protect her family.

         You have to die, Doc had said, and there might have been tears in his eyes too, or maybe it was just the rain. You have to die one way or the other, don’t you see? But if you die alone, your family is safe. He’ll extract no pleasure from harming them, not without you there to see it and suffer.

         She’d told him they could run. She’d talked of South American countries and remote Pacific islands, and Doc had listened and sipped his whiskey as the rain cascaded down and he never spoke, just allowed her to talk herself out until she saw the futility in her own ideas.

         I have to die, she’d said finally. One way or the other, as you said.

         Doc had nodded.

         Lowery will never believe it, she’d told him.

         Doc paused. Chewed on his lip for a moment. Said, There is one chance of convincing him.

         How’s that, Doc? How in the hell will he be convinced unless he sees my body?

         He trusts the men he hired to kill you. He knows how good they are. He knows that someone like you could never escape them.

         She was staring at him, bewildered. Yes, the idea that she couldn’t escape was the point; how was Doc missing that?

         But I don’t think they care for him, Doc said, speaking slowly and carefully. And I know that they like a challenge.

         That was how Nina Morgan ended up on a roadside on a sultry Southern night with an assassin’s knife tracing her scalp.

         And it had worked. Clearly, it had worked.

         My mom died so long ago I don’t even remember her, Hailey had said today on the phone. Hailey was right; her mother was dead, which meant that Hailey had lived in safety. But then somewhere on a suburban Louisville street, Doug’s blood had flowed across the pavement, ending his own life but reviving another’s. Nina Morgan was born again, bleated into life through the chime of a pager.

         I cannot let this ruin them, she thought, remembering Hailey’s voice, the underlying maturity beneath the hysteria. How much had Doug told their daughter? It couldn’t have been much. Enough to convince her to make the call, though. Enough for that.

         Leah would take them, and she would keep them safe. It would not be easy—could not be, should not be—but it could be done. Time didn’t heal all wounds, but it added scar tissue that dulled the pain. This Leah knew better than anyone. All she needed was her children and time.
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