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CHAPTER ONE



I’m in the towel aisle at Nichols Depot when I hear the shots. Two pops followed by a chorus of screams.


I think the sounds might be distant, from outside the store. But this place is enormous, a vast warehouse of goods stacked floor to ceiling, wall to wall. The screams echo, then stop. Elevator music fills the void.


I stand frozen in these seconds, my eyes taking in several brands of towels in two dozen shades of pink. I’d pulled one from the middle shelf and brushed it against my cheek, wondering if it was soft enough for my girls. It’s still pressed to the side of my face when the sounds come and go.


There is a place inside me that knows this is gunfire even as I think instead of balloons from Amy’s ninth birthday party and then Fran jumping on a piece of Bubble Wrap and then the generator backfiring after the last power outage, which caused Mitch to haul it from the garage. None of those were followed by screams.


I don’t move because fear has reached my body before conscious thought catches up. Racing heart. Shallow breath. Narrowed vision.


They come again, two shots.


Pop. Pop. Bright balls of color tied to folding chairs in the backyard as I carried a cake from the house. Corkscrew curls flying around the gleeful smile of a five-year-old in the kitchen. The smell of gasoline. That is where my mind goes, and I feel a fleeting rush of warmth as I see the faces of my children and husband, even as I drop the towel to the floor and reach for my gun.


I am suddenly aware that, after twelve years in the department, this is the first time I have drawn my weapon in the outside world. My four years on active patrol had been quiet, and for the last eight, I’ve worked cold cases. It’s difficult enough for me to face the anguish of the ones left behind, the loved ones of the missing and the dead. That has been my battlefield—balancing the empathy and the implications of horrific crime with an otherwise normal life. I had never sought the thrill of a chase or a crime unfolding before my eyes. And now, as a crime does unfold, I feel as much a civilian as anyone else in this store.


It is an old reflex, a relic from my training, that causes my hand to grip the handle, though it shakes through to my arm and down the back of my spine.


I am ill-equipped for what I now know for certain is happening. I was just here to get towels—soft pink towels for my daughters.


My partner, Rowan, is circling the parking lot because I said I wouldn’t be long. Megastores unnerve me—the height of the shelves, the length of each aisle, the endless choices in every department from produce to video games to home goods. Towels. Pink towels. Two dozen shades. All of it wreaks havoc with my anxiety, which Rowan has had to endure these eight years. There are small things, like checking twice that we’ve locked the car, and bigger things, like never letting anything go—a piece of evidence, an unlikely suspect, a witness who lies. Things that are out of my control have no place to live inside my head, and Rowan gets that. He never complains. He has his own demons.


Mere moments ago we were driving back to the station after an interview when I spotted Nichols. My girls needed new towels, having worn the old ones down to bare threads. I saw the store and thought, Yes, I’ll get them. I’d surprise everyone when I got home later. Fran would shriek with excitement. Amy would seem indifferent but be secretly pleased. Mitch would whisper something sweet in my ear—something like “Thanks, babe”—because I’d spared him the chore.


“There’s this thing called the internet—you can order stuff like towels there …” Rowan had said. He knew what was really going on with me. The interview had been unsettling. A missing woman. A grieving husband and child. I was frustrated that we hadn’t made progress on the case, the frustration leading to anger, the anger fueling my anxiety. I couldn’t do a damned thing to help them, but I could face my fear of department stores to help my family. It was an absurd deflection, but he knew he couldn’t stop me.


“At least the wardens will be happy,” he’d said. That was the term he used to tease my girls. They had names for him too. Their affection for him ran deep.


I’d gotten out, closed the door, watched the car pull away from the curb, then marched through the entrance. My phone had rung just after I found home goods. I’d turned on my earpiece and heard Rowan’s voice.


“Hey, can you get me some laundry detergent?”


I’d answered with a sarcastic quip about “this thing called the internet.”


He was distracting me, pulling me away from the sorrow of that family and then the sea of shelves and the thousands of things piled upon them. That’s what happens when you spend every day with someone, thinking out loud about unsolved crimes and lingering tragedies. In between, you kill the time talking about other things. Your likes and dislikes. Your personality defects. They’re impossible to hide, even as you construct boundaries that honor the relationship between the two of you and the ones at home.


I was the boring, married lady with the little girls, and he was the former Marine who wore a badge and carried a gun, all of which got him a date any night he wanted one. Anxiety led me down rabbit holes, while worries rolled off his back and into pints of beer. We were different in countless ways. But Rowan had become one of my own. Like kin.


I think now, as I scale the side of the aisle, gun drawn and clutched with both hands, that I want him to be here, pulling me behind him, taking the lead. Rowan is a soldier. Rowan has fired all kinds of weapons. He would give his life for mine, but I would give mine for his, so I swallow the need.


The screams that follow the second round of shots stop, their echoes bouncing off the walls and the sky-high ceiling before yielding to silence. I hear movement at the far end, the one that leads to a door with a sign: Employees Only. A young woman is on her hands and knees, her face taut, hair spilling over her eyes. She wears a brown-and-white uniform. She crawls across the floor, sees me, and stops, leaning back on her heels. She puts her hands in the air and whimpers. I realize then that I am in plain clothes. That I’m holding a gun. That it’s pointed in her direction.


I release my left hand and pull the edge of my jacket away from my waist so she can see my ID, and she seems to understand. She slowly rises, pointing to the place where the gun fired and the screams echoed, and I nod. Then she swipes a keycard and opens the door.


I expect her to slip inside and lock it behind her, but she waits, waving to people I don’t see until they emerge from hiding in the aisles on either side of mine. She waits for them to follow, leading them to safety. She waits until there are no more. Not one left behind.


I stare at the empty hallway as I make a move. The silence breaks with isolated cries. And then I hear the voice in my ear. It reaches so deep inside me I choke back tears.


“What’s happening? Elise? Elise!”


I’d forgotten about the phone and the earpiece. Rowan is still outside in the car.


Thank God, I think.


I should run. I should hide. But I don’t. A switch has flipped, and the fear retreats. I think about the woman with the brown-and-white uniform, fighting her own terror to help strangers. I look back at the pink towel on the floor. The flashes of balloons and Bubble Wrap are gone. The faces of my girls, my babies, fade away. I’m not a mother. I’m not a wife. I’m not a sister or a friend. I’m not a partner.


I’m a cop, and I’m alone.


Rowan says we don’t know what’s inside us until we’re tested. He said this after Mitch’s affair four years ago. I’d gone to him for advice and comfort while we were fighting to save our marriage, and to confess what I’d done to gather enough evidence to believe it was happening. He hadn’t judged me for that, and he didn’t persuade me one way or another. He said I would know what to do. That it would come from inside. This is a different test now. I am about to find out what else has been hiding in my heart and in my mind. Perhaps even in my soul.


“Elise!”


My vision is sharp and focused as I walk out of the aisle and down the hall toward the cries. I disregard the vacuum cleaners and toilet paper, the floor tiles and the faces of people—so many people frozen in place, crouched into little balls, trying to disappear—as I move through the vast space. I am again surrounded by human suffering, by people who will never be the same, even if they come out alive. But I can’t think about this now.


Hearing honed, drowning out the elevator music, the heating vents blowing overhead, the whimpering, and yes, even the screaming. Listening only for the shots so they can guide me to the source. In the moments between them, I hear the beats of my heart and the whirring of my breath as my body settles in for the fight.


Rowan is in my ear. “Don’t move! I’m coming! Help is coming!”


“Stay in the car,” I whisper back.


He doesn’t listen. I hear muffled sounds—his car door slamming shut, then the world outside, the vastness of the air reaching up to the sky, broken by human chaos and distant sirens and his feet racing across the concrete sidewalk. “Clear the area!” he yells to those who have made it out.


“I’m going to find the shooter,” I tell him.


“Elise, no!”


At the end of home goods, the aisles open up to a large circular area with racks of clothing. A sign hangs from the ceiling on long silver chains: Men’s Department. I take in the scene, then retreat to find cover in the last aisle. I close my eyes and bring the picture into sharper focus.


There was a man turned away from me, facing the entrance to a rectangular structure—the dressing room. Jeans. A gray hoodie. White sneakers. Long, stringy hair. A gun in his hands, aimed.


Someone else was moving, running toward that same structure. A woman in a dress. I think that her shape was round or maybe the dress was loose. I did not see her face.


And a second man, standing still. Exposed. Tall and thin, in khakis and a button-down shirt. His hands were in the air, as if surrendering or pleading for his life.


A new wave of fear unleashes. I feel the chemicals surge in my blood, and I draw a deep breath to make them settle. This is the part that can’t be simulated in training. This is the part I’m not prepared for. I rely on knowledge, lines from a textbook, words from an instructor. It’s not the same. Not even close.


The instinct returns. I could find my way outside through a back exit or fire door. I could get to safety. There is still time for flight. I’ve never been a fighter. Not like this. Not in combat.


I studied forensics because I was drawn to the order it created. The solving of mysteries and puzzles. I’d taught at the local college—classes on evidence and crime scenes. All of it pulled from past cases or hypothetical situations. Everything known or under my control. The survivors we encounter are not in danger. They suffer from their loss. Grief. Despair. Sorrow. They are not devoid of emotion, and that emotion torments me. But the terror has faded. Terror has a short shelf life.


Yet that is what electrifies the air. What races through every person in this store. That man standing, the next target, is paralyzed from it.


Run! The thought, the urge, is powerful.


And yet my body responds to a different call. To the tall man pleading for his life. To the others in the back of the store who might be next.


My head clears. My fingers close around my gun and release the safety.


“Elise, stop! Help is coming …”


The tall man sees me as I step out of the aisle and move quickly toward the suspect. His face changes with a wash of desperate hope, and the suspect turns his head. He’s so young. Maybe twenty. His expression is calm, but his eyes grow wild when he realizes he’s not the only one who is armed.


I call out. “Police officer! Drop your weapon!”


My hands are raised just below my chest. I peer over the end of the barrel, taking aim. The shaking is gone. My finger teases the trigger.


Then, suddenly, the tall man moves toward the dressing room, passing through the peripheral vision of the suspect, who turns his head back and then his torso. The gun is aimed and moves with him, and I think, This is it … he’s going to fire, he’s going to kill that man …


Suddenly, I know what’s inside me—what has been revealed by these mere minutes, crashing over the order I’ve created, the family I’ve fought for and loved with every cell in my body.


I take aim at the back of his head, and I feel my finger squeeze, and God help me, I pull the trigger and watch him fall.


And my life is forever changed.









CHAPTER TWO



THE KILL ROOM


Thirty-six miles from Nichols Depot, a body is found.


The location is rural and has a large backcountry—thousands of acres of woodland in a state preservation. Over the years, the backcountry has been a place to find solitude for campers and people living off the grid. There are no public utilities. Spotty cell phone coverage. One trail weaves to a modest peak with a lookout, but it’s hardly worth the effort for an experienced hiker.


In the 1970s a small group of hippies settled there. Aerial photos revealed several shelters scattered throughout the woods. Some were barely visible beneath the canopy of leaves. They were occasionally raided and cleared, but the occupants always returned a few at a time.


Complicating matters, the entire preserve is available to licensed hunters for two weeks during the fall to reduce the deer population, which would otherwise starve, die, or become a nuisance in the winter months. It is a problem that runs up and down the entire Eastern Seaboard—deer have no natural predators and an unnatural food supply in the lush gardens of its residents.


Local law enforcement from the surrounding towns asked the state to tear down what used to be the hippie shelters, but the hunters now use them to store their gear and seek refuge during heavy rainfalls. Some even camp there overnight if they’ve traveled far. The hunters who like to hunt and the wealthy residents who like their gardens outranked those enlisted to serve and protect.


And now there’s a body.


Two hunters discover the remains. They’d stopped by the largest shelter to reload, take a piss. They knew not to leave their scent in the field. Some of the shelters have outhouses. Others just have areas where the hunters do their business, then cover it with garden lime. The serious hunters don’t mess around. They know the rules; they have a code. They operate on an honor system, keeping their hands off other hunters’ gear and guns, closing the doors, taking their shits correctly. They don’t allow smoking of any kind. Smoke scares the game.


Three years back a man was murdered in this same shelter. Beaten and shot in the back of the head in the smaller of the two rooms inside—the one across from the stairs to the basement, the one where the hunters take their kill to clean and dress and do whatever it is they do to the dead animals.


The press dubbed it the Kill Room, and the name stuck. It was a big story then, the first one to draw attention to the backcountry and how it was being used by more than hunters and squatters and people wanting to disappear from the world.


Traces of drugs were found all over the place. The police dogs went crazy, even though it had been wiped clean. The dead guy was a lowlife dealer, wanted in New York City, just fifty miles away, for failure to appear on a possession charge. Two priors for assault and petty theft. Working his way up the ladder. Taking shortcuts that cost him his life.


The state agreed to put up game cameras, hiding them in trees and small boxes under thick brush. But they had no way to send a signal, no internet, so they recorded onto memory cards, which were collected and replaced, then analyzed. Not only did this attenuate the evidence from the criminal activity that was recorded, but once the cameras were found and the cards destroyed, so was the footage. And finding them was the first thing the squatters and dealers learned to do.


This particular shelter had a wood-burning stove in the main room to generate heat, and a well and hand pump providing access to water in the Kill Room. No plumbing for a toilet, but more amenities than the others that had just four walls of wood with flat rubber roofs.


It also had a large animal cremation oven in the basement, which had been the most lurid piece of information that circulated through the media when the body was found three years ago. No one could trace the oven to a buyer, but the hunters who were questioned back then all believed it had been installed by “some rich guy” who didn’t like the idea of leaving a carcass to rot. The hunters could take whatever they wanted from the animals—meat, hides, etc.—and burn the rest. It operated on power from a generator outside the back door. Engineers opined that it had been installed during a renovation because there was “no way” it was carried down the narrow stairs.


The hunters who found the body heard the oven when they arrived at the shelter to gear up. It rumbles when it’s burning, so they went down to the basement, turned it off, then left to kill things. As they settled into the spot they’d chosen for the task and waited and waited and waited for an animal to appear, it occurred to them that the oven being on was strange. Technically, the hunting season had ended two weeks ago, and even if a hunter had turned it on to burn a carcass, where had he gone? So when they returned, they raked it out. That’s when they found the bones. The remains of a femur and pelvis. Some teeth that looked human. More were later found by the state forensics team.


Most people are unaware that bones survive cremation, even in a professional crematory. The bones are removed and put through a machine that grinds them down into dust so the family can have the entire body. Otherwise, they would have a pile of ash but also gruesome, charred chunks of their beloved.


It only takes a few hours to burn a body in this type of oven. First, soft tissue—skin, muscle, fat, tendons, internal organs, hair—is turned to ash. Everything but teeth and bone is destroyed. Second, it changes the chemical composition of the bone, causing it to shrink, contort, discolor. Bones become disfigured under extreme heat for extended periods. Third, it damages the DNA found inside the teeth and bone—sometimes completely, sometimes just enough to make it impossible to match in the CODIS database.


The science is constantly progressing. But without the DNA, the most common method of identifying a burned body is with dental records or other X-rays taken when the person was still alive. And that requires having a possible victim. It begins with a missing person and works backward.


The time of death, cause of death, and even gender of the victim cannot be ascertained with any reasonable degree of certainty from the bone fragments and teeth.


The state takes over the investigation from the local police, who were called to the scene by the hunters. The land is under their jurisdiction, and no one argues because anything having to do with the shelters will stir the pot of disquiet over tearing them down or leaving them up and the local chief is an elected official. Good riddance.


The state investigators begin with the most likely scenario—another drug deal gone wrong. They plan to work the case from two angles—missing persons and forensics around the shelter. Maybe the victim was killed inside or nearby. There will be blood, tire marks, footprints, fingerprints. Surely an abundance of evidence. They brace themselves for the work, which can be tedious and time consuming. They also have to contend with the falling leaves, which continue to alter the crime scene outside the shelter minute by minute.


They assume that the oven had been turned on to cremate this body and not a subsequent animal carcass because no animal remains are found among the ashes. They put the time of death inside forty-eight hours. The generator runs on gasoline. It is small and hand-filled and was near empty when the investigators arrived. Taking into account the burn rate of that particular generator and the energy required to run the oven, two days is the longest it could have been left running.


The forensics team begins their work both inside and outside the shelter. The investigators interview the hunters who found the body and prepare to follow up on any leads that develop.


A piece of clothing is discovered later that first day, hanging on a hook attached to the back of the door. The forensics team only notices it once they are assembled inside and the door is closed. The investigators ask the hunters, but it doesn’t belong to either of them.


One of the men remarks that it wouldn’t belong to any experienced hunter. They know to wear brown-and-green camouflage. Most use orange safety vests.


The jacket hanging on the back of the door is bright red, and he insists that no hunter would wear that in the field.


This is all the evidence they have on the first day: teeth, twisted bones, and a red jacket.









CHAPTER THREE



I wake slowly on the sofa in the small study downstairs, confused and disoriented. How did I get here? When did I leave our bed?


After Mitch’s affair four years ago, I didn’t sleep in our bed for two months. Even then, when we were through the worst of it, I would fall asleep beside Mitch but wind up here by morning. That lasted for another year.


Mitch is a contractor. He builds and renovates large houses for our wealthier neighbors. He works with the wives because they’re more likely to be home all day. The affair had been brief but devastating. Fran was barely a year old. Amy just starting preschool. I’d been immersed in motherhood. Endless demands on my body and emotions in every possible way. Mitch’s father had just passed, and he’d fallen into the arms of a woman who could give him what he needed. Time. Attention. Physical comfort. Her name is Briana. Mitch was renovating their kitchen.


I’d felt tired then. Even in our bed at night, there was work to be done. Emotions to either feel or sweep under the rug. Talking. Thinking. Negotiating. Fucking. And loving. That was the hardest thing. The most exhausting.


I was drawn to Mitch from the first time I saw him when I was still in grad school. He was on the construction crew building a new wing to the science building. It was physical. Chemical. Not just the way he looked, but the way he moved and carried himself. I walked past the site every morning and every afternoon. I watched him from the window in the lounge on the fifth floor. Months passed with this man in my thoughts, the possibility of who he might be and what it might feel like to be in his arms easing the unrest that was always stirring.


Mitch is an intelligent man, but I was surrounded by intelligent men in my classes. The attraction grew more from his physical presence and the calm that lived inside him and soothed everyone he folded into his life. His smile, his walk, the gentle touch of his hands, and the kindness of his words, which I came to know after a carefully planned “accidental” meeting. The crew took their lunch break whenever the food trucks arrived. It wasn’t hard to be walking by one day, catch his eye, drop my bag. I knew he would get out of the line to help me gather my things. Maybe it was an absurdly banal scene from a formulaic rom-com, but it wasn’t beneath me. I’d been desperate to meet him.


There is a look that passes between people destined to become lovers. It is indescribable. Raw, primal attraction in my case, fueled by many nights of intimate imaginings. I sometimes wonder if I was the sole cause of this look that passed between us and the conversation that followed and Mitch’s request for my number. The date that came next and the ones after that and the first kiss, which was a runaway train and didn’t end until we fell asleep wrapped in each other’s arms.


He became home to me. The place where I could lay down my sword and shield and close my eyes, knowing I was safe. That didn’t just disappear when he found solace with another woman. Something that integral to living, surviving, doesn’t leave so easily. Yet the struggle between the places of the mind and body where love resides was brutal.


I feel tired now as I open my eyes and sit up. Sunlight pours in through the window, rousing conscious thought.


What comes at me first are moments from the night before. Walking from Rowan’s car to the house. Leaning against Mitch for support. The girls racing into my arms. They’d been told only what was needed. What was appropriate. The department shrink, Dr. Landyn, had talked Mitch through it on the phone.


Shower, change. Sit with the family for dinner. Rowan stayed for a bit, comforting Mitch more than me. Telling him everything they knew. There was a dark energy in the house. The relief that I left Nichols in one piece didn’t last long. What came quickly on its heels was the knowledge that I had been in danger and a sense of foreboding about what it had done to me. Even Fran had been wary, watching me with caution to see who I was now.


I took one of the pills the hospital prescribed and chased it with a glass of wine until my brain shut down and my eyes closed. I had been settled in my bed, tucked beneath the covers. Mitch curled up behind me, telling me the things he was supposed to. That I was safe now. That it will be better in the morning, in the light of day. But some things should be left in the dark.


I feel a heavy breath in my chest. In and out, as though preparing me for these things that are also beginning to wake and swim to the surface. They’re coming now, and they want to be seen.


They arrive like bursts of vibrant colors, exploding in my mind, bringing a wave of nausea.


A young man dead, lying on the ground twelve feet away. Blood pooling in a halo around his head. Then movement from the racks of clothing as the people who’d been hiding inside them slowly emerge. It was surreal at the time, how the clothing seemed to be coming alive. A pair of jeans. A bathrobe. A dress shirt. Some ran, screaming. Others stood, frozen, hand to mouth, eyes wide. Staring at the man and at me, also frozen, the gun still clutched in both hands.


A television hung on the wall outside the dressing room. Whatever had been on before had been interrupted by news coverage of the scene outside, the scene I could hear in the distance.


I don’t know how long I watched it. Customers running from the store. Police, firefighters, paramedics scrambling to corral them before they could leave. A team was assembled and ready, and I wondered if any of them knew what I’d done.


Then Rowan’s voice in my ear, calling my name. “Elise!”


“He’s dead,” I whispered back. “The shooter’s dead.”


The sickness in my gut grows as I struggle to recall each moment. There is no internal rule book for the behavior that follows in the aftermath of a trauma. Reason and common sense are the first things to disappear as the stages begin to cycle. I taught this in one of my classes. It’s important to our work in law enforcement. Understanding what’s happening inside the mind of a suspect or a witness, especially the victim, helps us get to the truth, even years later when a case remains unsolved. The first stage is shock and disbelief. Then confusion.


I went to the body and checked for a pulse. I held my hand to his neck long after I knew he was gone. Rowan said he heard me scream then—“Come on! Come on!”—as if I could will him back to life and spare myself what was sure to follow and what now pulses through me. A witness said that I laid my jacket over the body, covering his face. Another said that I bent down at his feet and straightened one of his legs that had twisted beneath him when he fell. I don’t recall either of these things.


I picked up the semiautomatic weapon that lay beside the man. It had been altered in a way I didn’t recognize so I didn’t try to disarm it.


It was right then, in that moment, that the tall man began to consume my thoughts—as he does now, in the aftermath. I knew, even with the shock and disbelief, and the confusion that was setting in, that I had to find him—the last person in the line of fire before I killed the man who lay at my feet.


I walked into the dressing room like a zombie, someone said. Holding two guns. In a daze, a trance, another described. What I recall now is the ceiling lined with panels of fluorescent lights. The mustard yellow paint on the walls. The white doors swung open on their hinges. Clothing hung from hooks on the outside and littered the floor. A large rack leaned against the back wall, overloaded with items that had been tried on and rejected. I heard whimpering from behind the one door that remained closed—the last door at the end of the long, narrow room.


I took a step toward it but felt a hand on my shoulder, spinning me around, then a second hand, strong and firm. One of them moved to my face, pulling it upward until my eyes followed.


“Elise!” It was Rowan.


I did not fall into his arms. I did not rattle off the series of events that had just occurred. My mind was on the task at hand, the one closed door.


“There’s a man,” I told him. “He came in here.”


Rowan took both guns from my hands and dislodged the ammunition cartridges. He asked me if I was hit because I was covered in blood from the shooter. He tried to reason with me to come outside. This man could wait. He was safe now, somewhere in the dressing room, and Rowan promised to go back and find him as soon as he took care of me.


The first responders reached us. Units came from miles away to assist, and I was handed off to a female officer I didn’t recognize.


I knew the protocol. That part was clear in my mind. First, a medical check at the hospital. Then a meeting with a union rep. Then an interview at the station. They would draw blood, check for drugs and alcohol, anything that might have impaired my judgment. I’m a cop, and I’d killed a civilian.


The tall man is before me now as I sit up on the sofa. I can see him standing in the men’s department, hands above his head. Trembling, pleading for his life. And then the move toward the dressing room. I search for the missing piece of the memory—the one I couldn’t find yesterday and the one that haunts me this morning.


Was he still in the open when I fired? Or had he cleared the doorway to safety?


No one tells you about this part. How desperate you become to believe you were justified.


As the officer walked me through the departments—electronics, toys, school supplies—I searched for the tall man as we passed the survivors. A woman on the floor, her body engulfing a child, his one blue sneaker poking out from beneath her right thigh. A health-care worker comforting an old man in a wheelchair. A young employee speaking to a responder, trembling like a weed in a windstorm. Parents squeezed the life from their children, tears streaming, mouths gaping open with screams. Some of them loud like thunder, others silent, muted by the onslaught of emotions that strangled their voices.


Bodies were lying and sitting on the ground, paramedics tending to them. I could not tell which of them were physically injured and which were in shock, too afraid to move. I don’t remember seeing blood beyond what was on my hands and clothing. And, of course, an army of responders now searched the store for other possible shooters or accomplices, corralling shoppers into clusters who were then wrangled outside for questioning.


We passed the bathroom, and I asked to go inside. There were ten stalls, with the same number of sinks on the other side, each with a mirror. I counted them twice, my mind desperate for a calming task.


I was not alone. Women washed their hands and the faces of their children, then dried off with wads of toilet paper because there were just two air dryers mounted on the walls. One woman ripped open a package of paper towels from her cart and offered it to the others. Crying, nervous laughter, heavy sighs as I found a stall, fell to my knees, and vomited into the bowl. The woman with the paper towels slid three sheets under the door, and I sat on the cold tile, leaned against the wall, and wiped my mouth. Two officers entered then, ordering everyone into a line. The cop assigned to me moved us past them, through the remaining aisles to the exit.


All of this I recall, but what followed starts to blur. The chaos outside, the hospital, the interview. It fast-forwards to the moment I was finally alone with Rowan. No one would tell me what they’d found. How many dead. How many wounded. There had been many shots fired, and yet somehow the urgency of the medics at the scene had not felt commensurate with mass casualties. No one would tell me about the tall man. What he said. What he remembered.


God, how it crashes down now. I close my eyes and cover my face with my hands but I can’t stop it.


“How many?” I asked Rowan.


He took me by the arms, beaming. “None, Elise. No one was killed!”


I was confused, but only for a second. “But I heard the shots …”


Rowan told me that the shooter was firing as he marched through the store but didn’t hit a single person. No one was dead; no one was wounded. “It’s a fucking miracle,” he said.


I was relieved—of course I was—but there was no escaping what I had to ask next. “Did he come there to die?”


He rambled on then, as he had to, about how it was a justified kill. The gun was semiautomatic with live rounds. “He wasn’t shooting blanks. Even if he’d come there to draw fire upon himself, suicide by cop, he was still a danger. He was shooting that gun in a crowded store, Elise. And not at the ceiling.”


Thoughts began to spin. Wild and frenzied. It didn’t matter what the department would say. How they would cast me as a hero, redirect the narrative to the difficulty of handling that gun and the man’s lack of training and how we got lucky, as a community, that he didn’t hit a target. That’s how it would play. But it was just a story without proof to back it up.


I asked Rowan who he was, this man I’d killed. I was desperate to learn that he was a hardened criminal. That he was a sociopath. That he was destined to be violent, to hurt people. That he was beyond rehabilitation. That he had, in fact, come to Nichols to kill people.


None of that was true.


Rowan hesitated but then told me. “His name is Clay Lucas,” he began.


Reports came in all morning, on the news and internally. Each piece of information was more devastating than the one before it. The news carried anecdotes from friends of the family and former classmates of Clay and his siblings. Most of the facts came from the department’s investigation.


Clay Lucas was twenty-two years old. He was five foot ten and weighed 172 pounds. Hazel eyes. Brown hair. His face was narrow and long with well-defined cheekbones and thin eyebrows. He had big ears, which his parents said had drawn some teasing in grade school.


They thought that was the cause of his antisocial behavior. It started in fifth grade. Kids can be brutal. The other signs started to appear when he was thirteen. Delusions, depression, mania. They didn’t get an official diagnosis until he was sixteen. Schizoaffective disorder—the hardest of the four types of schizophrenia to diagnose. Clay presented with symptoms of a mood disorder, which made it even harder.


He had lived with his family until he ran away a few weeks ago. Their house is located on the other side of our small city, close to the downtown, which is really just a small cluster of office buildings and an indoor mall. From there, streets lined with businesses and apartment buildings fan out like the legs of a spider until they become hospitals and churches and community centers, then strip malls and side roads with modest houses like my own, and, finally, bigger houses with lawns between them and wooded areas behind. I couldn’t tell you where the neighborhood lines are drawn, whether it’s at the supermarket or the Dunkin’ Donuts. We are all part of the same community.


Nichols Depot is in one of the strip malls. The station we work at is farther downtown. Beyond that, on the side that ends at the river, is where they believe Clay found shelter when he ran away from home. There’s a bridge over the river, and beneath the bridge is a refuge for drug dealers, sex workers, the homeless. An older woman living there recognized Clay’s picture early this morning. She couldn’t recall how long ago she’d seen him. Recent enough to remember his face.


He was in and out of hospitals. On and off different meds. The hospital costs overwhelmed the family. The behavior was impossible to live with. The older brother moved out. The sister went away to college. His mother is a nurse. When they couldn’t afford help anymore, she worked nights. His father is an electrician. He works days. They did their best to watch him.


The morning he disappeared, he beat his mother with a shovel, calling her names for the devil—Gorgo, Loki, etc. She said he called out a different one with each strike. She was beaten unconscious, suffering broken ribs and internal bleeding, requiring nearly ten days in the hospital.


Rowan knew only some of this yesterday, but the picture was formed the second he told me the diagnosis. I cried, and Rowan held me as if he could wring the anguish from my bones.


“It gets easier,” he said.


Rowan had killed in combat. He’d fired thousands of rounds. Soldiers died, but also civilians, even children. But I’m not a soldier. I haven’t had to make life-and-death decisions over and over until callouses formed around the consequences. I had no protection from the pain that was only just beginning.


Alone now with these memories of the day before, I pull my hands from my face and open my eyes. A gust of cool air rushes in through an open window. It’s the one with the ripped screen, and I think that I must have been the one to open it, but I never open that window because the bugs get in, and now I can’t remember doing it or how I ended up on the sofa.


This is just the confusion, I tell myself. The brain adjusting to what’s happened. I want it to stop. I don’t want this to be real. But what I want slips right through my fingers.


Fran is the first to wake. She carries her baby blanket in one hand and her iPad in the other—the big and little girl pieces of her struggling to coexist.


“Good morning, my sweet,” I tell her, wiping my eyes. She climbs onto the sofa and slips beneath the quilt, her body pressed into mine, and for a brief moment, I feel like myself. Like this is any other day.


Restlessness soon creeps in, and she sits up. She finds a cartoon streaming on her iPad and leans against me like I’m a part of her. Like we are just one body sneaking in a show before the day begins.


Amy and Mitch stir upstairs, and Fran runs off to get dressed.


“Are you coming?” she asks me because that’s what we would normally do. The two early birds hearing the call and getting on with things.


I pull in a breath. My head spins, but I shake it off.


“Beat you up the stairs,” I say. I move from the sofa and pretend to give chase. Her laughter steals the breath I’ve drawn because I can feel it now. I can feel the new version of myself finding her way around inside my body and my mind and the walls of this house.


Mitch doesn’t go to work. He drives the girls to school to shield them from any kids who might know about the shooting and what I’ve done. We don’t yet know how this will play out. While he’s gone, Rowan comes by. We sit at the small table in the kitchen at the back of the house. He’s brought me coffee and a blueberry scone from the place we always stop when we have a morning interview with a witness. The normalcy of this is unsettling. Nothing feels normal to me today.


“You never told me what happened after I left the dressing room,” I say. “What you found in the last stall.”


The back door opens, and Mitch is here now, returned from the drop-off. “What’s happened?”


I hear his car keys slide across the kitchen counter. I don’t have it in me to explain. I am laser focused on my partner and getting the answers I need. I take hold of Rowan’s arms, one in each hand.


“Did you find the tall man?” I ask him. I’ve been drowning all morning, and the answer to this question is what might save me.


It was in my statement, how I saw him, how he was in the line of fire, how he tried to make it to the dressing room after he saw me and the shooter turned, and then turned back to him, his weapon still aimed.


“Was he there?”


“Yeah,” Rowan says. “He was there.”


I ask more because I need more. His name, at least. What he saw and did it match what I saw? Was he in the line of fire? Was his life in danger when I pulled the trigger? I can’t see it anymore. The memory is blurred and contorted and I know it will never straighten out.


“Don’t worry about that now,” he tells me. He says the tall man left the dressing room while Rowan tended to a pregnant woman. The one I’d seen wearing the dress. The one whose shape was round. The man left before Rowan had a chance to speak with him.


“What man is this?” Mitch asks, standing over Rowan, looking at me.


Rowan answers. “There was a man in the line of fire when Elise took out the shooter. He was trying to find shelter in the dressing room.”


Mitch is confused but he lets us continue.


“Did he give a statement?” I ask.


Rowan shifts his focus to Mitch, then back to me, and I guess the answer.


“We don’t know,” he says. “But they haven’t finished going through the witness lists, or the surveillance footage from the store.”


He tells Mitch how the man left the dressing room, then the men’s department. How he must have been stopped at the entrance to the store, made to give a statement. How they would have him on the security footage, but they needed time to go over it all.


I rattle off questions which come across as accusations. How is it possible that this has not been done? Why is this man not a priority? He saw me fire my weapon. He saw me kill the shooter. I try to explain but neither of them understands my fixation.


“I need to know if I had to kill that boy.”


Mitch reaches down and takes my face in the palm of his hand.


“What are you talking about? Of course you had to! You saved countless lives in that store. Over a hundred people were shopping at Nichols when it happened. Isn’t that true?” He looks to Rowan, who nods as he puts together the fact that I haven’t told Mitch more. That Clay Lucas may have come there to draw fire. To die at my hand.
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