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      When the rumbling Cessna heaved into the sky, Kate Jansen completely lost her nerve.
      

      
      She seized the strap of her seat belt as the whole plane shuddered. Through the dirty window she glimpsed Jo and Sarah—her
         two best friends in the world—standing on the tarmac and shrinking swiftly into the distance.
      

      
      “Now don’t you mind all the rattling, Miz Jansen,” Bubba shouted, patting the metal sides of the plane. “This old girl has
         brought me safely up and down again a hundred times or more.”
      

      
      Kate glared at her skydiving instructor. He sat facing her, dressed in his black-and-blue jumpsuit, looking like a giant mutant
         housefly. He’d just spent two hours shoving her off ever-higher platforms onto thick mats, to teach her the proper falling
         techniques in the airport’s single hangar. He’d promised her that the jump would conquer her fear of heights, her fear of
         flying, her fear of everything. He promised her that the experience would completely change her life.
      

      
      What the hell am I doing?

      
      Breathe. Breathe. It had to be all right. Her friend Rachel Braun had done this a thousand and thirty-six times. Solo. But Kate would be diving with Bubba strapped to her back, hooked
         to him at six points. Each hook could carry two hundred pounds, he’d told her, and so if four of them snapped off while they
         were tumbling toward earth, well, a little thing like her shouldn’t worry.
      

      
      The plane banked. Kate let go of the chokehold she had on her seat belt. She seized the ragged edge of the plywood she sat
         upon. A thousand little splinters pierced her palms.
      

      
      She was going to kill Rachel Braun for this. And she would—if Rachel wasn’t dead already.

      
      The plane jerked in sudden ascent, and she cast about wildly, seeking escape—an exit, an out that didn’t involve tumbling
         through the sky. Her gaze fixed upon a silver cross dangling from the rosary beads clutched in the other skydiver’s hands.
         His name was Frank, Bubba had told her, a Franciscan monk who jumped a few times a year.
      

      
      She wondered, in a panic, if a monk could take confession.

      
      But what did she have to confess? She loved her life. She was a thirty-nine-year-old mother of three who had a comfortable
         home with a cranky heater and flaking plaster walls. Her life overflowed with PTA meetings and Christmas-craft fund-raisers.
         She baked bread on Sundays, slapping the dough with floured hands. Every other year or so, she’d do a twenty-mile walk for
         one of Sarah’s charities.
      

      
      She loved, most of all, her kids, whose faces she could summon up like spirits. Tess, trying to be cool while sucking on a
         hank of hair, her cropped hoodie clinging to her rib cage; Michael, moody and dark and brooding like Heathcliff; and Anna,
         little Anna, who gave small wet kisses like sparks.
      

      
      Only a few hours ago, she’d signed fifteen pages of a contract that absolved the entire universe of any responsibility for loss of property, loss of limb, loss of life. It prevented anyone from even asking about her death—the death that would affect her three little beneficiaries, and her husband, too—who didn’t know that she
         was currently approaching a cumulus cloud hovering a mile above the earth.
      

      
      Suddenly the photographer stood up. He grasped the handle of the door just opposite the pilot’s seat and yanked it open to
         a blast of sunlight and freezing air.
      

      
      Ohmygod. Ohmygodohmygodohmygod—
      

      
      “Don’t go cold on me now, Miz Jansen,” Bubba yelled over the roar. “Let’s go over procedures one more time.”

      
      I can’t do this.

      
      “Remember, breathe through your nose.”

      
      I’ve got three kids to pick up from school this afternoon.

      
      “We’ll hook up, walk to the ledge, and somersault out.” Bubba leaned in closer, so she could better hear the bellow of his
         voice. “Then get into the arch position right away.”
      

      
      The Franciscan stood up, palming the sides of the open door. He yelled something over his shoulder, and then made the sign
         of the cross. Papers on the pilot’s clipboard rattled—two tore off and reeled into the wind.
      

      
      Frank was gone.

      
      Holy shit.

      
      “C’mon, Miz Jansen.” Bubba grinned as he reached over and unbuckled her seat belt. “Let’s do this.”

      
      “No…” The wind sucked the word from her mouth. “No…”

      
      But Bubba didn’t hear her. He hauled her up with those ham-sized fists and then twisted her around like he was going to take her by the backside. She struggled to speak as she stood there with her knees buckling, bracing herself against the
         back of the plane, while he pressed his long, hard body against her and hooked her up to him—six little hooks.
      

      
      She forced air past her throat. “I’ve changed… my mind.”

      
      “Ten minutes.” He moved against her. “Ten minutes, and we’ll be on the ground.”

      
      Kate’s foot slipped off the plywood into a gully where the seats should have been. Something imploded inside her, shooting
         sparks to her extremities, making her cramp into a curled ball of terror, held up by six little hooks. She seized a beam of
         molded metal above a window, shouting, “You said… I could change my mind.”
      

      
      “You’re not going to chicken out on me, are you, Miz Jansen?”

      
      “I’m just… a housewife!”

      
      “Right now you’re a sassy thirty-nine-year-old woman,” he bellowed, “with a big country boy strapped to your back.”

      
      “I’ve got three kids—”
      

      
      “Congratulations. You must be a heck of an athlete, keeping those abs of yours.”

      
      “—I’ve got responsibilities.” She couldn’t breathe, and all the yelling hurt her throat. “I’ve got obligations. But Rachel died—she’s dead.”
      

      
      Rachel, Rachel, why did you ask me to do this?

      
      “Hey,” the pilot barked. “We’re over the drop zone! Get out!”

      
      “Miz Jansen, you’ve got to make a decision now.”
      

      
      “Rachel… Rachel died,” Kate stuttered, her whole body shaking. “That letter should have had instructions for her funeral.
         Dirty songs to sing over her grave. Not… not this.”
      

      
      Bubba yelled, “You opting out?”
      

      
      “Yes!”

      
      “You sure?”

      
      “Yes!!”

      
      Bubba sighed. She rose and fell upon the weight of it.

      
      “Okay,” he said. “We’re done.”

      
      Kate stilled. She kept her grip on the molding, slippery now with sweat. She heard her breathing, felt the slight banking
         of the plane. “Really?”
      

      
      “Oh, yeah. Really.” Bubba worked the hooks. He spoke close to her ear so he could make himself heard without yelling. “You
         think you’re the first to give up, honey? Hell, no. Happens all the time.” He slipped the first hook free. “ ’Specially with
         women like you. The ones staring down the barrel at their fortieth birthdays. Think they’re going to hurl themselves out of
         airplanes to resurrect their wild youth. Never happens.”
      

      
      “I’ve got… three kids.”

      
      “So you said. It’s too bad you didn’t go. They’d never look at you in quite the same way.”

      
      “Better that I’m around to see them,” she retorted. She straightened up, away from the cutting rumble of his voice. “Better
         I’m alive on the ground—”
      

      
      “Oh, sure,” he said. “Then you can go back to your soccer carpool. Flip out your foldable chair. Over a fancy coffee, tell
         those other moms all about how you almost jumped out of an airplane.”
      

      
      Hell, yes.

      
      “And when you’re done, you can go home and dust the moldings, maybe scrub a toilet. Figure out how you’re going to cook chicken for dinner. Schedule a tune-up for your second car. Maybe slip in a load of laundry before bedtime. After
         all, you have to get that stain out of Junior’s soccer pants. I hear Tide with bleach is the thing.”
      

      
      Stop.

      
      She didn’t need to hear it. She saw it, as clearly as she saw long wisps of clouds through the window. Oh, yes, the unfurling
         of the long years, marked by yet another beach-house vacation and another project involving toothpicks and toilet-paper rolls,
         another concert with the grammar-school band screeching “Hot Cross Buns.” Smiling all through it. Yes, this was fun; yes,
         this is the life; yes, we’re a hundred thousand times blessed. Year upon year passes in clockwork predictability, and the
         only things that change are the height of her kids, the baldness of her husband, and the width of her ass.
      

      
      “Listen, asshole,” she yelled over her shoulder, “stop the reverse-psych crap. Sure, I’m a housewife, but it’s a hell of a
         better way to spend my time than chilling in a morgue.”
      

      
      “Like Rachel?”

      
      Bubba yanked another hook free. He might as well have jerked it from her flesh. It left her speechless. Aghast. Grasping for
         words.
      

      
      Failing to find them.

      
      Then he pushed against her, sensing her vulnerability. He pressed his stubbled cheek against her hair. “What do you think
         your friend would give, Kate, for a chance to be up here again?”
      

      
      Kate knew the answer. Rachel had lived for moments like this, made huge sacrifices for the adrenaline rush. Sacrifices Kate
         hadn’t always agreed with.
      

      
      But all that was over. All possibilities, for better or worse, were gone forever.
      

      
      The pilot yelled, “Last chance, Bubba.”

      
      Last chance.

      
      The plane dipped. The wind battered the jumpsuit against her legs. Kate Jansen glared out at those blue skies, at the ground
         so very far below. She glared up at the heavens. Didn’t know whether to curse Bubba or Rachel or her wretched self for the
         foolishness she was about to attempt.
      

      
      Bubba spoke, one last time.

      
      “What’ll it be… wifey?”
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      “Sweet Jesus, she’s done it.”
      

      
      Bobbie Jo Marcum stood on the tarmac, leaning against a rental car, watching one of her best friends float out of the October
         sky. Even from a distance, Jo could see the grin splitting Kate’s face, as the man strapped to her back manipulated the ropes
         in order to glide them both to the painted yellow target. They descended frighteningly fast, and hit the ground at a trot.
         Behind them, the parachute deflated in graceful red folds.
      

      
      Jo gave Sarah a bump of her shoulder. “Kate Jansen, mother extraordinaire, has just jumped out of an airplane. What d’you
         think that means for us, sugar?”
      

      
      “Never mind what it means for us,” Sarah said, as she shaded her eyes against the sun. “Think of what it means for Paul.”

      
      “And those poor kids of theirs.”

      
      “She’s overdue.” Sarah ran her fingers through a kinky mane of hair that hadn’t seen a stylist’s scissors in ten years. “I
         don’t think Kate has had a proper steam-blower since before Tess was born.”
      

      
      “Building up like a damn volcano.”

      
      “Last one I remember was years ago, that climb we all took in the Shawangunks, a few months before she got pregnant. Three
         bottles of red wine and a lot of yodeling.”
      

      
      “Yeah, and a striptease in the Hudson Valley sunrise.” Jo grinned, remembering the frigid shower they’d all taken later, in
         a small mountain cataract. “Gawd, I love that girl when she’s crazy.”
      

      
      “So did Rachel.” Sarah’s voice went soft, and she turned her clear gray gaze to Jo. “Guess there’s no getting out of it now.”

      
      “I hear you, sugar. I surely do.”

      
      Jo let her gaze skid away. Go-for-it-all Kate had just thrown down the gauntlet by being the first to do what Rachel had asked
         her to do. If the stay-at-home martyr could jump out of an airplane, well, then, Jo had better do what Rachel had ordered
         in the ratty white envelope now folded in Jo’s pocket.
      

      
      It wasn’t supposed to be like this.

      
      Only a few days ago, she’d gone to Rachel’s house. Rachel’s family had been sitting shiva. Jo and Kate and Sarah had taken
         off their shoes and paid their respects, then wandered through a house with black-draped mirrors, tables full of hard-boiled
         eggs, and a swelling crowd of friends and relatives they didn’t recognize. Jo kept expecting Rachel to jump out from behind
         a door.
      

      
      Gotcha.

      
      Once, a long time ago, Jo bet twenty bucks that snowboarding would be the sport that would kill Rachel—especially after the
         skiing accident in Colorado that left her in a body cast for two months. Kate put her money on skydiving—which would explain
         why Rachel had ordered Kate up eight thousand feet. Sarah, long dubbed their moral and social conscience, was bewildered by the betting until Kate explained that it was good juju to bet against survival. Sarah was most concerned
         about BASE jumping. She, the international public-health nurse, knew better than all of them the paucity of good health care
         in the countries that turned a blind eye to a sport that involved leaping off skyscrapers or very high bridges. So, for the
         nearly twenty years since they’d graduated from college, she and Kate and Sarah had held their breath on a death watch. But
         you can only teeter on the edge of worry for so long. After a while, it became a running joke, yelled over crackling satellite
         connections.
      

      
      “Hey, Rachel, you still alive?”

      
      Of course, Rachel hadn’t died in any of those expected ways. Rachel’s last terrible battle was the one adventure she’d kept
         secret, until the very end. Maybe that’s why her death didn’t seem real. Any more real than seeing Kate Jansen skid into the
         drop zone, buckled to a strapping hunk of man.
      

      
      Sarah, breathless, skittered across the field to meet her. Her hand-dyed brown skirt flapped around her legs. Jo reached into
         the car’s open window to push aside her cell phone, convulsing to the tinny chorus of “It’s Raining Men,” and hauled out a
         bottle of peppermint schnapps. Cracking it open, she savored a swig, then winced at the sweetness. It reminded her of ice-skating
         rinks and junior high and the boy who gave her her first kiss, Lonnie Clyde Barkley.
      

      
      If only Rachel’s instructions had been “Get laid.” That would have been easy. Jo could have found someone in her BlackBerry,
         and if her contacts didn’t pan out, there was always that hot divorcé in Accounting who’d been giving her the burning eye.
         He had a crest of silky dark hair and a butt that could crack walnuts. She’d been debating whether a fling with him was worth the inevitable complications. Unfortunately,
         Rachel hadn’t let her off the hook that easily. Her instructions to Jo were simply… unbelievable.
      

      
      Jo followed Sarah across the field, swinging the schnapps. Kate unbuckled herself from a rugged bull of a man, and Sarah flung
         her arms around her. Kate looked like someone had pulled her from the edge of the world. Flushed and wild-eyed and completely
         incoherent.
      

      
      “I can’t believe… Ohmygod… I just… I can’t believe…”

      
      When it was Jo’s turn to hug, she felt the slamming of Kate’s heart. Jo offered her the schnapps. Kate grabbed it and took
         the biggest swig Jo had ever seen her take. Except for one memorable evening in the spring of their senior year, when, stressed
         after finals, Kate had gotten so looped she’d worn her own bra on her head and sung “The Hills Are Alive” from the roof of
         their dorm.
      

      
      Kate shook herself like a wet dog and thrust the bottle back at Jo. Then she let out a Kenilworth State University Rock Climber’s
         Yodel that could probably be heard in Manhattan. The square-jawed rogue in the jumpsuit was grinning like he’d just given
         Kate a double orgasm.
      

      
      Sarah swayed around, dancing, trying to get Kate to describe it.

      
      “It was like… being suspended.” Schnapps ran down Kate’s chin; she didn’t wipe. “The wind pushed me up.”

      
      “Come on.” The hunk took Kate by the elbow and directed her toward the hangar. “Let’s get you undressed.”

      
      “Oh, honey,” Jo murmured, as she and Sarah followed, “don’t talk like that. Kate’s a married woman.”

      
      But I’m not.

      
      He looked at Jo. The twinkle brightened in his eye. Jo savored the familiar tremor that shook her whenever she approached
         a man high on testosterone. It might be worth jumping out of a plane, she thought, to be pushed up against that.

      
      “It was… Time stopped.” Kate stumbled along. “It stretched. Nothing but air and noise. Ohmygod—”

      
      “Looks like the schnapps is kicking in.”

      
      “Oh, no,” the hunk said. “That’s pure adrenaline. The best drug in the world.”

      
      “I JUST JUMPED OUT OF A PLANE!” Kate pulled away and twirled across the tarmac. “I JUST FREAKIN’ JUMPED OUT OF A PLANE!”

      
      “You know, you might want to think about taking our Accelerated Free-Fall course,” the hunk began. “Then you can do it without
         me strapped onto you—”
      

      
      “Now, darling,” Jo interrupted, “what’s the fun in that?”

      
      “By myself?” Kate was hopping around like a kangaroo. “Really? How long does it take?”

      
      “It’s more extensive training, but if you’re serious, we can talk about setting you up….”

      
      Jo narrowed her eyes as the hunk launched into his sales pitch. She skewered Kate with a good long look. No doubt it would
         put a damper on the moment to tell Kate that they didn’t need another adrenaline junkie like their dead friend Rachel, or
         to suggest it might be a good idea for Kate to let her own husband know what she was doing while the kids were at school.
         But seeing Kate half crazed like this, totally cut loose, was becoming too rare a thing, like seeing the Tomato Queen catch
         the mud-slick sow at the pig scramble. It only happened on the blue of a moon if it fell on a Saturday. It reminded Jo of the good ol’ Kate, the pre-wedding Kate, the pre-children Kate,
         the old friend whose vibrant personality was fading into legend.
      

      
      “CAN YOU BELIEVE IT?! I JUST JUMPED OUT OF AN AIRPLANE!”

      
      That airplane was landing now, roaring down the runway toward the same hangar they were heading toward. Kate danced ahead,
         and Sarah, laughing, danced with her, and every once in a while Kate would scream some variation of “I just jumped out of an airplane!”

      
      Of course, this gave Jo some time with Mr. Hunk, who’d fallen back to keep pace with her. She gave him a sidelong look. Southerners
         were so thin on the ground here in New Jersey that Jo could recognize one from about fifty paces “So… is it Tennessee?”
      

      
      “West Virginia.” He gifted her with a lopsided grin. “How ’bout you?”

      
      “Kentucky purebred.”

      
      “You’re a long way from home. Feel like taking a ride yourself?”

      
      “Oh, how you talk.”

      
      “I can give you a discount.”

      
      “Tell me you’re not talking about airplanes.” He had the grace to look sheepish. “You are talking about airplanes.” She tried
         to hide her disappointment. She supposed it was a tough way to make a living, convincing normally rational people to hurl
         themselves into the void. “If it’s all the same to you, I’ll take my thrills on the ground.”
      

      
      Preferably on my back.

      
      “Maybe we can meet up later,” he said. “After work.”

      
      “That’d be nice.” But Jo knew that kind of “maybe.” That hopeful, sort of interested, can-we-do-this-without-me-making-any-effort
         kind of maybe. He was hot, but she couldn’t muster the effort right now. She had plans this afternoon, and, unfortunately,
         they didn’t involve a raucous roll with this hard-bodied adrenaline junkie.
      

      
      Inside the office, a guy still in his jumpsuit was busy editing a DVD. Kate wrestled herself out of the yellow suit, made
         a frantic trip to the bathroom, commandeered the schnapps, then raced back to watch a video of herself falling out of the
         sky.
      

      
      It was pretty incredible. No goggles could hide the fact that Kate had been terrified. Yet, as she leaned out of the airplane
         and the air pounded her cheeks, her expression shifted. She bloomed. The free-fall lasted less than sixty seconds; then the
         hunk hit her on the shoulder, and she deployed the chute, zooming high up, out of the range of the camera. Everyone applauded.
         The West Virginian handed her a certificate and a slim little DVD case, and Kate Jansen floated out of the hangar, her project
         completed.
      

      
      A-plus, as usual.

      
      Boy, Jo thought, it was really going to twist Kate’s britches when she found out that the letters from Rachel were all mixed
         up. That’s the only explanation Jo could come up with for what was written in hers.
      

      
      “What now?” Sarah asked, her eyes lighting up. “Are we going for lunch?”

      
      “Lunch—no.” Kate quivered with vestigial adrenaline. “I couldn’t eat. I can’t eat.”

      
      “Sex is what you need.” Jo tossed the empty bottle in the garbage. In the back of her car, “It’s Raining Men” kept up a constant chorus. “You should surprise Paul.”
      

      
      “Yes.” Kate beamed. “That’s exactly what I’m going to do. He’s at work. I’ll visit.”

      
      After a few hugs she was gone, zooming out of the parking lot faster than safety allowed.

      
      Jo swung an arm around Sarah’s shoulders. “I’ll have lunch with you, sugar. It ain’t going to be nearly as fun as Paul’s lunch
         hour, but I’m what you’re stuck with.” And lunch was as good a way as any to procrastinate a little more. “Besides, we have
         to talk about Rachel’s envelopes.”
      

      
      “I haven’t gotten mine,” Sarah said. “If Rachel sent it to Burundi, it’s lost forever. Can’t get a cow transported from Gatumba
         to Bujumbura without paying three times its worth in bribes.”
      

      
      “No, Rachel wouldn’t take that chance. She would have sent it to your parents’ house in Vermont. Where we used to send our
         letters, in the bad old days, before the blessings of e-mail. You haven’t checked with your parents yet?”
      

      
      “No. I suppose it’ll find me, sooner or later. Just as yours will find you.” Sarah’s clear gaze met hers. Sarah had an arresting
         gaze; it was the most striking thing about her. Those unwavering gray eyes, the clarity of her freckled skin, and the way
         she probed your face, as if trying to read whether you were one of the good guys or one of the bad. Jo figured it must come
         in useful when you’re a nurse among refugees.
      

      
      Jo shrugged her shoulders as if the envelope she hadn’t ’fessed up to wasn’t sitting right in her pocket. Yours will find you, too, Sarah, she thought. Kate and I will make sure of that.

      
      Lunch was a simple affair, a quick bite at a local diner. Sarah scarfed down a cheeseburger and two root beers, as well as half of the French fries off of Jo’s plate—explaining, as
         usual, that you can’t get a good cheeseburger outside the U.S. of A. It was just as well, because Jo for the first time in
         a long time was too nervous to eat. She dropped Sarah off at the train station with promises to get together in the city next
         week, before Sarah caught a plane back to Burundi. Sarah boarded the train, and Jo wished she had half the calm that Sarah
         carried around her like a perfume.
      

      
      Jo had turned off her cell phone during lunch. As soon as she turned it back on, it convulsed in her hand. She hooked up the
         Bluetooth and put the car in gear before she answered.
      

      
      “Geez, Jo, where have you been? I’ve been leaving messages on your cell for hours.”

      
      Hector. Frantic again. She took a deep breath and put on her vice-president voice. “What happened at the meeting?”

      
      “It was crazy, man, it was nuts. You wouldn’t believe what crap they were coming up with for the Artemis account.”

      
      “Hector, I’m sure you came up with something good.”

      
      “Oh, sure, loads of ideas. Like giving all the guests trench coats and fedoras, having fingerprint powder and magnifying glasses
         as swag—”
      

      
      “Oh, right. Gumshoe. That’s what I want to smell like: Hell’s Kitchen and stale cigarettes.” Jo shot the rental into third
         gear, flexing her palm over the phallic shift. “It’s a perfume called ‘Mystery,’ not a bad pulp novel. What else?”
      

      
      “Randy thought we could do some artsy black-and-white shots of girls bent over in the shape of a question mark, with, well,
         their skirts hiked up just enough to reveal everything except… the mystery.”
      

      
      “Typical Randy. What did he suggest we do at the launch? Dress the girls up in cheerleader outfits with question marks on
         them? How ‘Riddler.’ No, thank you.” Jo would close her eyes if she weren’t doing seventy-five in a fifty-five-mile-an-hour
         speed zone. “Tell me there were more ideas.”
      

      
      “Jo, you weren’t here. I did my best in your place.”

      
      “I know you did, Hector, and I appreciate how hard you’re working in my absence. But come on, I know that crowd, there must
         have been something crazy enough to work.”
      

      
      “Sophie had one.”

      
      A cold chill ran down her spine. Sophie was an up-and-coming publicist with an eye on Jo’s position. Jo’s boss had already
         noticed the ambitious Nordic beauty, and with reason: Sophie was young and energetic and full of half-baked ideas. Some of
         which were not that bad.
      

      
      “She wants to hire a model,” Hector said, “the one who just got busted with cocaine? Karin, Kate, Kathy something. We can
         get her cheap, and by the time the launch gets off the ground—”
      

      
      “Tell me you’re joking.”

      
      “Sophie’s idea,” he sang, “not mine.”

      
      “Right.”

      
      “She says for the ads we can do a photo of the model’s face, but mixed up like a puzzle. Mystery, get it? Who’s the face of
         Mystery?”
      

      
      Jo paused. The idea wasn’t bad. It wasn’t bad at all. She envisioned magazine advertising—Vogue, Maxim, Glamour—maybe even a bit more downscale. Repeated for a month or two to build up curiosity—although the idea of keeping the identity
         of the model under wraps was a logistical nightmare, full of nondisclosure forms and gags on the manicurist of the model’s publicist, etc. But then, at the launch, Artemis could
         reveal the model. Preferably not Miss Drug Addict of the Month, of course, but someone… exciting, exotic. Mysterious.
      

      
      “You like it.”

      
      “It has possibilities.”

      
      “Should I give her the go?”

      
      “Absolutely not.”

      
      Hector was making noises on the other end of the phone, the kind of noises that went along with grimaces, eye rolling, covering
         of the phone receiver, general angst, and growing tension. She was sure he was sweating in his Brooklyn Industries T-shirt.
         “Jo, the meeting with the Artemis brass is looming.”
      

      
      “I know.”

      
      “You’ve been gone three days, and we don’t even have an idea, never mind a proposal.”
      

      
      “Better no proposal at all than a bad one. And we’ve put together proposals overnight before.”

      
      “Yeah, and gave me angina in the process.”

      
      “Hector, you’re twenty-eight years old, and you work out six days a week. It’ll be sixty years before you know what angina
         is.”
      

      
      “Angina? It’s you leaving me alone under deadline with these wolves.”

      
      “Howl away, Hector. See if you boys can come up with anything better—or at least a better runway model than what’s-her-white-powdered-face.”

      
      Jo listened to her messages—sixteen!—half of which were from Hector in increasing stages of hysteria as the creative meeting, in the background, burst into chaos. She erased the
         old messages from Sarah and Kate, arranging the gathering today at the small Fairfield airport. When she heard the raspy voice
         of a lawyer, however, she pulled over into the parking lot of a diner to write down the phone number. She punched it in immediately
         and waited an obnoxiously long time to get through.
      

      
      “Miss Marcum? This is Barry Leibowitz. You wanted to speak to me about Miss Braun’s last will and testament?”

      
      “Yes, sir.” Kentucky ways can’t be bred out of a girl, and the man’s voice telegraphed authority. “I was wondering if you
         were the individual who handled the envelopes that Miss Braun instructed to be mailed after her death.”
      

      
      “I was.”

      
      “Oh.” Jo had figured that some secretary had dealt with that, not the five-hundred-dollar-an-hour lawyer himself. “Well, maybe
         you can help me. I believe there must have been some confusion after Miss Braun’s death.”
      

      
      “Confusion?”

      
      Jo mentally stepped back. “She died so quickly.”

      
      The lawyer paused. “I assure you, all her papers were in good order. Surprising, for such a young woman.”

      
      “I received one of those letters,” Jo said, pulling it out of her pocket, “and I am quite sure she…” Jo swallowed a sudden
         lump in her throat. “I mean, I think she meant to write it for one of the other two people.”
      

      
      “Two people?”

      
      “Kate Jansen, perhaps. Or Sarah Pollard.”

      
      “Miss Braun didn’t send just three envelopes,” he said. “She sent dozens.”

      
      Dozens.

      
      Jo stared at the huge clock over the doors of the diner, its hands fixed at nine. You’d think, if you had such a giant clock
         at a Jersey diner, you’d keep it working. Stuck forever at nine, it screamed, We can’t afford to fix it.
      

      
      You’d think, too, having known a woman for over twenty years, that you’d realize she’d made other friends. Dozens of them,
         even. Especially a woman like Rachel, who risked her life with every adventure and thus made deep, deep bonds with her fellow
         adrenaline junkies. Didn’t she collect people as a child might collect marbles? While training for this race, I met an amazing guy. He’s a sixty-one-year-old triathlete and a practicing Buddhist…. I met
            this waterman you wouldn’t believe, Jo. He’s like something carved out of limestone. He teaches surfing, and he lives in a
            bungalow in Maui…. She’s the first woman to attempt the big seven, but she’s not stuck in the ghetto of motivational speaking;
            no, she’s setting up an adventure travel company, and I’m thinking of joining….

      
      The fact that Rachel had sent dozens of letters suggested something even more alarming. Rachel had been thinking about this—planning
         for this—for a very long time. Which made Rachel’s request all the more mind-boggling.
      

      
      “We were careful with the sorting, Miss Marcum,” the lawyer said into the silence. “You’ll see that Miss Braun addressed all
         the envelopes herself.”
      

      
      Indeed, there was Rachel’s handwriting, surprisingly girlish and left-leaning: “Bobbie Jo Marcum, Mogul Extraordinaire, 196
         East 82nd Street #5D, New York, New York 10028.” As intimate and personal as the letter itself. A fact Jo could no longer
         deny.
      

      
      It just didn’t make a lick of sense.
      

      
      “Miss Marcum?”

      
      “Yes, I’m here.”

      
      “Can we help you with anything else?”

      
      Can you help me strangle a dead woman? “No, you’ve been quite kind. I thank you for your time, Mr. Leibowitz.”
      

      
      Jo disconnected the call and told herself it didn’t matter. It wasn’t going to happen anyway. There was no way Rachel’s parents
         would allow her to interfere in the family like this. Kate Jansen had to jump out of a plane, sure, but all that required
         was two hours of training and about ten minutes of terror. Then it was over. What Rachel asked of Jo would last a lifetime.
      

      
      She put the car in gear and headed toward Teaneck. This would all be resolved within the hour. She would show the letter to
         Rachel’s parents. They’d be surprised and horrified, and then they’d all laugh about it. They’d laugh at how Rachel always
         tried to meddle in people’s lives—change them for the better, of course—even from the grave. And then Jo would be absolved.
      

      
      When Jo arrived, the windows of the neat colonial house were still shaded, as if the family was still sitting shiva. As she
         approached the door, Jo pulled down her clingy turquoise shirt and wondered if she should have worn something a little more
         respectful than a pair of low-slung jeans and slingback heels.
      

      
      The door opened before she could knock. Rachel’s cousin Jessie stood in the portal. “Oh, thank God, it’s you.” She moved aside
         so Jo could come in. “We’ve been waiting.”
      

      
      Jo stepped in. The house was in disarray; the black crepe was still hanging on the mirrors, and plastic packages of food were piled on the dining-room table.
      

      
      “I thought you’d be here earlier,” Jessie said. “My aunt waited. I finally sent her out to run errands. She was nothing but
         tears, and I think we’ve had enough of that in this house.”
      

      
      “Jessie, sugar,” Jo said, pulling out the envelope and waving it at her, “are you absolutely sure this is real?”

      
      “Yes. Yes. I was there when Rachel made the decision.”
      

      
      Jo started. “You were?”

      
      “Yes. I called the lawyer. I helped Rachel write it out. If you accept, it’s a hundred percent legal.” Jessie gave Jo an exasperated
         look as the young woman scraped a hand through bangs that badly needed cutting. “Rachel even told me that you’d try to weasel
         out of it.”
      

      
      Jo bristled. Jessie was about twenty-two years old and as full of herself as only a freshly minted college graduate could
         be. “I’m not ‘weaseling’ out of anything. It’s just a big shock and a darn huge responsibility.”
      

      
      “I know. It’s been mine these past few weeks. That’s why Rachel specifically gave it to you.”

      
      “Frankly, I didn’t think your aunt and uncle would allow it.”

      
      “Don’t you know our situation at all?” Jessie’s ponytail swung as she planted her hands on her hips. “My uncle broke his hip
         four months ago—”
      

      
      “I know—”

      
      “—and he’s still upstairs in bed. He hasn’t been downstairs in all that time. My aunt is looking at three or four more months
         of waiting on him, hand and foot. And she herself has diabetes. Why don’t you think they’d allow this? They welcome it. And if my aunt walks through that door right now, you’d
         better act as if this is the greatest gift Rachel could ever give you. Because it is.”
      

      
      Jo straightened her spine. She hadn’t come here to be lectured by some twenty-something. She got enough of that at work, from
         the bright young things wanting to take her place. “Why don’t you do this, then? I hear you’re not yet employed.”
      

      
      Jessie flushed. She dropped her gaze. “I would. I offered. But for some reason, Rachel chose you.”
      

      
      Just then, the back door squealed open, and the screen slapped shut. Through the kitchen rushed a scrawny little girl wearing
         a pair of flood pants, with her hair wild over her face.
      

      
      “Grace, sweetie.” Jessie caught the girl before she could fly out of the room. “Stay here for a minute.”

      
      The girl stuck a finger in her mouth. She had a dirty crust around her lips. She had Rachel’s limpid brown eyes.

      
      Jessie crouched beside her. “Do you remember we talked about Aunt Jo?”

      
      Jo felt the impact of four anxious eyes.

      
      “Well, sweetie, Aunt Jo is going to be your new mommy.”
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      Sarah hesitated before the computer. The monitor filled the battered desk. A layer of dust blanketed the top. An old friend
         of hers, now stationed in Bangkok, had given Sarah permission to crash in his New York apartment and make use of its few amenities.
         It had taken her a good half-hour to figure out that the outdated computer did have a modem, but it still used dial-up, at a very slow speed. Following the faded instructions taped to the monitor, she’d
         been dialing for another half-hour. Finally, she’d gotten a slow but steady connection.
      

      
      Damn.

      
      She backed away from the blue glow of the screen. The edge of the couch bumped her legs. She gathered the folds of her skirt
         and sank into the couch’s perfect hollow, formed by a broken spring underneath.
      

      
      In the camp outside Gatumba, such a steady stream of power would send her and Dr. Mwami scrambling. They’d charge the defibrillators,
         put the portable ultrasound scanner to good use, and find that woman who needed gallbladder surgery while the electrocardiogram
         was still working—all before a fuse blew, rain shorted out the cables, or a herd of migrating elephants crushed the generator.
      

      
      But here, faced with such wretchedly reliable power, she wished for a thunderstorm. The screen blinked at her. Relentlessly.
         And despite the heaping piles of paper on the desk, Rachel’s little white envelope shone bright like the moon in a Burundi
         night.
      

      
      What are you afraid of, Sarah?

      
      The truth, Rachel. The ugly, ugly truth.

      
      Sarah seized her cup of orange-blossom tea. She corralled its warmth in her palms. For fourteen years, she’d avoided this
         situation. Fourteen years of living in blessed—and willing—ignorance. Not a darn bit of good could ever come of Rachel’s last
         request: that Sarah track down Dr. Colin O’Rourke, Peace Corps volunteer, surgical wizard, passionate activist—and the only
         man that Sarah ever loved.
      

      
      She closed her eyes… and remembered.

      
      They lay under the mosquito netting, still breathing hard. Outside the hut, the insects of Paraguay screamed, slamming against
            the thatched roof, swarming in such density that they couldn’t fly a clear path. Night birds howled in the forest beyond.
            Sarah was sure she heard the growl of a jaguar.

      
      So different, it all was, from where she’d come from—from the muffled snowy Vermont nights she’d known growing up. Here the
            air was thick with life.

      
      And that’s how she felt—thick with life—lying with her head on Colin’s shoulder, admiring the way his sculpted chest rose
            and fell in the gleam of the moonlight. She traced his muscles. Pectoralis major. External intercostals. Obliques. Not for
            the first time, she wondered why Dr. Colin O’Rourke chose to love her, an odd little farm girl on her first mission.

      
      Sarah’s teacup clattered as she set it down. The tea splashed over her hand. It smelled nauseatingly sweet. Her friend Tim—the
         owner of this apartment—had a perfectly functional coffeemaker but not a coffee bean in the whole place, so she was forced
         to drink this horrid herbal stuff. She jumped off the couch, pushed aside the beaded curtain that separated the living room
         from the kitchen, dumped the brew in the rust-stained sink, and mumbled an apology to the absent host for being such an ungrateful
         guest.
      

      
      The computer waited, a blue ghost in the other room. Ready to reveal that Dr. Colin O’Rourke was now a balding proctologist
         in Kansas. Or a dermatologist in Tupelo, who ran marathons in his spare time. With a golf-club membership, four kids, and
         a pedigreed Shih Tzu named Porgy.
      

      
      Perhaps, a lovely wife.

      
      She braced her hands on the sink. Why couldn’t Rachel leave her this one small eccentricity? Who did it hurt, really? Didn’t
         everyone have something or someone that they held up between themselves and the jagged edges of the world, like a bright bit
         of rose-colored glass? Sarah ached to curl herself into a ball, clutch his memory against her breast like the last in a set
         of blown-glass Christmas ornaments, something shiny and exquisitely beautiful—and in terrible danger of shattering.
      

      
      There was an option. She could pretend she hadn’t received the letter yet. It wouldn’t be difficult. This much Jo and Kate
         knew: The mail in Burundi was like the forty-year-old Volkswagen that had been donated for use in the camp; once in a while, to everyone’s great astonishment, it worked. Most of the time, it didn’t. She could hold off the task for months. Even
         years.
      

      
      But despite too many years working in hellholes all across the globe, Sarah still couldn’t shake off the minister’s daughter
         in herself. She couldn’t lie, and she didn’t like to admit being a coward.
      

      
      Well, she wouldn’t do this alone. She batted her way through the beaded curtains and seized the receiver of Tim’s phone. She
         dialed a familiar number, then turned her back to the computer screen.
      

      
      “Jo Marcum.”

      
      Sarah checked herself. Jo had her business voice on—that clipped, citified, no-trace-of-Kentucky tone—but Sarah was sure she’d
         dialed Jo at home. “It’s Sarah. You’re working?”
      

      
      “Catching up at home. Took too many days off. What’s up?”

      
      “I need a witness.”

      
      Jo made a breathy gasp. “You got your envelope.”

      
      “My mother just sent it to me.”

      
      “So, ’fess up. How thoroughly did Rachel screw you?”

      
      “She wants me to track down Colin.” In the silence that met her revelation, Sarah wandered to the desk. She ran her finger
         over Rachel’s handwriting.
      

      
      “Sarah… what did you just say?”

      
      “I know it’s unbelievable.” Sarah tapped the envelope. “Rachel came to Africa last year. We spent a whole week together. We
         had some real heart-to-hearts. Now she’s ripping mine out.”
      

      
      “Sarah, you’ve got to be kidding.”
      

      
      “I just don’t understand why she’d ask me to do this, of all things! I thought, after her visit, she understood why I didn’t ever want to—”
      

      
      “Let me get this straight,” Jo interrupted. “All Rachel asked was that you Google a guy?!”
      

      
      Sarah paused. There was acid in Jo’s voice. More venom than she’d expected. It was true that Jo and Kate had long given up
         any tolerance for the subject of Colin O’Rourke. None of the girls really understood why Colin stood between Sarah and every
         lame, half-realized relationship she’d attempted since.
      

      
      Apparently, not even Rachel.

      
      “Okay.” Jo was working herself up. “Kate has to jump out of an airplane. And now you, my darling, are telling me that all
         you have to do is type?”
      

      
      Type? More like dig up a grave. Unearth what should be left to memory. Stare at the rotted remains.

      
      “Why are you calling me, anyway? Why for the love of Sam Hill aren’t you on a computer? You could get this over in about ten seconds.”
      

      
      “Hey! Do you think you could be a little more unsympathetic?”

      
      “Sarah…” Jo paused; Sarah could hear Jo trying to restrain herself. “Listen, sugar, you’ve been cow-eyed over this guy since
         Paraguay.” In the background, Sarah heard something thump. Jo was apparently throwing things around. “We’ve all been telling you to hunt him down. Here, look—I’ll do it for you—”
      

      
      “No!” Sarah pulled the phone away from her ear. “I am going to do this myself, Jo. I was hoping to do it—with a friend.”

      
      “Now?!” More thumping on Jo’s end, like something heavy going down stairs. “At this godforsaken time of night?”

      
      Sarah paused. This, from a woman who rarely saw the inside of her condo before midnight? She glanced at the cat-clock swinging its tail over the sink. “Jo, it’s eight-thirty in the
         evening.”
      

      
      “Hold on.”

      
      Jo muffled the receiver, but Sarah heard her talking to someone, and then Sarah understood. Of course. Jo had company. Jo always had company. Jo gathered men as a wedding train might gather rice. She collected them idly, and
         then, occasionally, she’d shake them all off. Yet, whenever she wanted another, there he was.
      

      
      Sarah had wanted only one.

      
      “Jo, forget it.” She tried to sound calm, easy. “I’ll call Kate—”

      
      “You do that.” Jo walked briskly around her condo—Sarah could hear the clicking of her heels. “Oh, there she is. Grace? Gracie!”
      

      
      Through the wire, Sarah heard a tremendous crash.

      
      “Oh, shit!” Jo dropped the phone. “Shit! Shit—shit—shit!”

      
      “Jo, is everything all right? Jo?!”

      
      Sarah heard a high-pitched wail, and Jo swearing, and saying, “It’s okay honey it’s okay honey it’s okay honey it’s okay honey,
         I’ll get a towel. It’s okay honey it’s okay….”
      

      
      Sarah listened, incredulous. Grace? The only Grace she knew was… Gracie Braun.

      
      She caught her breath.

      
      It couldn’t be.

      
      It didn’t make sense.

      
      It explained everything.

      
      “Hang up,” Jo said when she returned to the phone. Grace sobbed in the background. “I have to call 911.”

      
      “What happened?”

      
      “There’s blood everywhere. She fell. Now get off the phone—”

      
      “I’m a nurse. How did she fall?”
      

      
      “She tripped. In my living room. Coming down the last stair. Fell against the end table—”

      
      “Did she lose consciousness?”

      
      “I don’t… No, I don’t think so.”

      
      “Broken bones?”

      
      “How the blazes do I know? She’s bloody down to her knees. She’s got a cut. On her forehead. It’s welling like a Texas oil—”

      
      “Near the eye?”

      
      “No. Higher. By the hairline.”

      
      Sarah pulled the details from her. It seemed as if Grace had suffered a straight, two-inch slice that might need a few stitches.
         “Scalp wounds bleed like hell,” she explained. “Don’t let it get to you. Get a clean towel, apply pressure. Then drive her
         calmly to the emergency room. They’ll have a plastic surgeon there to sew her up so well that you won’t ever see it again.”
      

      
      “Shit. Shit.” Jo paused, murmuring something to Grace. “All right. I have to go. Sarah?!”

      
      “Yeah?”

      
      “Don’t you go telling Kate. About Grace being here.”

      
      Sarah paused, remembering an evening when Jo got all sarcastic about Kate missing a dinner because of her kid’s soccer practice.
         “Jo, even you have to concede that in this she’s an expert—”
      

      
      “No! Do you hear me? No! Ain’t I got enough going on? Just swear to me you won’t tell Kate.”
      

      
      Sarah reluctantly promised, then hung up. Puzzled. Not just about Jo’s vehemence about Kate, but about Rachel’s decision to
         leave her daughter with Jo. Long ago, Rachel had left the raising of her daughter to her own mother and father, at the house in Teaneck. Rachel traveled a lot. She’d decided that the
         best place for her daughter was in a stable home—with her grandparents in Jersey. Apparently, Rachel had changed her mind.
         But Jo? The best person to raise Grace should have been Kate.
      

      
      Sarah retreated to the comfortable hollow of the couch, still clutching the receiver. She slipped off her sandals and curled
         her toes under her skirt. Outside, the cabs honked as they wove though the narrow street. Pedestrians murmured as they passed
         below her window, on their way to the more commercial area with its funky shops and restaurants. In the silence of this dusty
         apartment, the monitor still blazed its blue light; and the envelope still lay by the keyboard, shining.
      

      
      One friend down. One to go.

      
      She dialed a new number. It rang four times. Just as it was about to click over to an answering machine, Kate picked it up.

      
      “Grand Central.”

      
      “It’s Sarah.”

      
      “Hey.” She dropped her voice. “Wasn’t that wild this morning?”

      
      “Incredible. I salute your courage.”

      
      “Anna, that number three is backward. Can you fix it, please? I don’t know if it was courage or idiocy.”

      
      “Have you told Paul?”

      
      “No.” She paused. “Michael, finish that essay. Come on, two more sentences. No, I haven’t told him yet.”

      
      “Kate!”

      
      “I’ll tell him, I will,” Kate said, rapping twice on a door, “but only when he’s receptive. Tess, you have to finish up in
         there. Anna’s next for the bath. Bath night,” she explained, drowning out Tess’s complaints. “Crazy as usual.”
      

      
      “I got my letter.”

      
      “You have to find Colin.”

      
      Sarah started. “Am I that pathetic?”

      
      “What else would she give you? It’s about freaking time.”

      
      Sarah closed her eyes. “You know, in Burundi, my colleagues respect me. The patients gift me with goat’s milk and bottles
         of banana wine—”
      

      
      “He’s holding you back, Sarah-belle. Michael, you can say the book was ‘cool,’ but now you have to give an example. How do
         you explain a book being ‘cool’? Better to say the book was scary, or funny, or exciting, or boring. Easier to give examples.
         How long has it been? Fifteen years?”
      

      
      “Fourteen.” Three months. Six days.

      
      “Anna, find one more thing that begins with ‘f’ and you’ll be done, I promise. Paul, can you help her with this?” Kate puffed
         out some air, as if she was lifting something. “Unbelievable. She’s in kindergarten, and she’s coming up on an hour and a
         half of homework. So—did you Google him yet?”
      

      
      “In my mind? About sixty times.”

      
      “Hold on. Paul, I’ve got more magazines in the rack in the living room. Use the kid ones—Cricket or Spider. No, Tess, I don’t know where your hair dryer is. I took the kids out to dinner tonight. Crazy Jay’s. They thought it was
         a birthday, it’s been so long. Now I’m paying, though, because homework got started late.”
      

      
      Sarah hesitated. She didn’t have a right to ask. Kate always had such a full load. Once, not long after Kate’s second child
         was born and Kate decided to give up her job as a financial analyst, Jo had snidely asked Kate what she did all day. By the time Kate finished listing the errands, Sarah was dreaming of the slow
         Paraguay afternoons spent grinding corn or rolling tortillas.
      

      
      “I’m sorry, Sarah. I’m distracted. Can I help you with something?”

      
      “Come over. I need a witness.”

      
      She hadn’t meant to ask. She knew she shouldn’t. She wasn’t completely blind. She knew that whenever she returned to the States
         she wasn’t quite in sync with the rest of this world, and that Jo, Kate, and Rachel always made special efforts on her behalf
         to stave off embarrassment or—in one particular case—arrest. To ask such a thing of Kate was to take advantage of her good
         heart.
      

      
      But she needed a friend.

      
      Sarah closed her eyes for a moment and wished she were home in Vermont, in that huge farmhouse with her parents and her ten
         sisters and brothers and her twelve nieces and nephews, and her father the minister helping her pray on this, as he fired
         up the parish computer.
      

      
      “Me?” Kate said. “You want me to come over?”
      

      
      “I could use a buddy razzing me over my fixation on an ancient fantasy in order to get this done.”

      
      “Sarah, I… can’t. It’s bath night. And Michael has to work on his log cabin tonight or we’ll never get it done by… I still
         haven’t waded through the papers from their backpacks, and there’s lunches to be made, and right now I’m putting in the first
         of three loads of laundry. Paul’s helping with Anna, but he’s—”
      

      
      “I shouldn’t have asked.” Great. Now her buddies could add “pitiful whiner” to their opinion of her, along with “clueless”
         and “helpless.” “I called Jo, but she had company.”
      

      
      Don’t tell Kate.

      
      “Into the city, too. At this hour. Parking’s a nightmare.”

      
      “Really, Kate.” She shifted her legs out from under her, set them firmly on the floor. “It’s okay. It’s not skydiving. I have
         to stop being a coward and just do this myself.”
      

      
      “So many damn papers… and tomorrow night’s the PTA meeting, I haven’t written up the agenda. Michael, I’ll be right up, hold
         on. Yes. Hold on. Tess, I told you, look in the linen closet!”
      

      
      “Kate, I’ll let you go.”

      
      “No.”

      
      It must be a full moon. Everyone was acting weird.

      
      “Don’t hang up. Just… just give me a minute.”

      
      Sarah heard her walking. Heard her thinking. While chaos and noise reigned in the background.

      
      “Yes.” Kate took a deep breath, as if she were rising out of a vortex. “Yes, Sarah. I’ll come. I’ll be there within the hour.”

      
      Indeed, within the hour Kate barged into the apartment wielding a bottle of wine. She was still sporting the T-shirt and yoga
         pants she’d worn under her skydiving jumpsuit that morning. Sarah rifled through the kitchen drawers and pulled out one of
         the six wine openers. As Kate pulled out the cork and poured two glasses, she eyeballed the garage-sale furniture, the Zulu
         mask on the wall, and the pressed-tin ceiling. “Some place you got here.”
      

      
      “It’s a free bed. Tim’s not home often. And he’s always offering this place up to friends.”

      
      “Look. I’m making footprints. So this is what a dirty house looks like.” Kate glanced at the computer, which was still on,
         though the connection was broken. “Geez, what’s that, a reject from the 1960s?”
      

      
      “Unfortunately, it works. I had a good connection when I called you, but it’s dial-up, and I don’t want to stick Tim with
         a big bill. I figured I’d try again, once you were here to do chest compressions if I pass out.”
      

      
      Sarah typed in the number and waited for it to dial. This time, she got through right away. “Sit down. It takes at least one
         glass of wine to load the home page.”
      

      
      Kate found the comfortable spot on the couch immediately. Sarah sat at the other end. She took a sip of the wine; it was probably
         a fine vintage, though she wasn’t much of a drinker. Minister’s daughter and all.
      

      
      “All right, Miss Sarah. This is going to hurt. Are you ready?”

      
      “I’ve heard doctors say that, right before they take out the bone saw.”

      
      “What do you want to find out? I mean, what would be the best thing you could discover?”

      
      Sarah swirled her drink. One day, Colin had been playing soccer with the kids of the village. A line of sweat darkened his
         shirt right down the center of his back. He hadn’t shaved in about a week. For a moment, he’d glanced at her, over his shoulder.
         Grinning.
      

      
      White teeth, wild hair.

      
      “I’m hoping,” she said, “that he still has six-pack abs.”

      
      “Don’t get snarky.”

      
      “All right, all right.” The truth, then. “I’d want him to be happy.”

      
      “The Internet isn’t going to tell you that.”

      
      “Maybe it would. I do know the man.” Every square inch of him. From the V-shaped scar on his neck, just below his ear, to
         the long feet with their funny toes. To the fierceness of his intellect, and the fullness of his heart. “If I were to find out that he’s still involved in some kind of relief work,” she
         said, “I’d know he was happy.”
      

      
      “What if he’s married?”

      
      The word had the force of a grenade. Sarah jerked forward and clattered her wineglass on the coffee table. That was it, wasn’t
         it? That was the root of it all. He was thirty-nine years old. She couldn’t imagine how a man like the one she’d known in
         Paraguay could remain single, childless, through fourteen years. Their time together was a sacred thing in her memory, and
         it overshadowed every relationship she attempted. But maybe—just maybe—Colin had never felt as fiercely, and loved as thoroughly,
         as she had.
      

      
      After all, he never came back.

      
      “If he’s married,” Sarah said, the word rolling thick in her mouth, “then his wife is the luckiest witch in the world.”

      
      “And your task is over. Right here, right now, in this room.”

      
      A lot more than that will be over. She rubbed her brow so Kate couldn’t read her face. Kate didn’t live her life; Kate wouldn’t understand. And Sarah wouldn’t
         burden Kate with the latest story of what had happened at the camp in Burundi, only a few weeks ago. Sarah had witnessed man’s
         inhumanity before—humanitarian aid siphoned off to warlords at ports, medical supplies lifted by eight-year-olds to fuel their
         addictions, budget constraints in the midst of a measles epidemic—but never anything like that poor little girl found in one
         of the camp’s muddy alleys.
      

      
      She was such a tiny little thing. She had two crooked braids, secured by wooden beads. And a rape fistula Dr. Mwami wasn’t
         sure he could repair.
      

      
      Sarah squeezed her brow and poured darkness over the memory. She forced herself to exhale the breath she’d been holding. Then
         she took that ugly memory and shoved it deep down into that place that held all the others, where it could fester.
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