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For Marjorie









A knock at the door can change everything. If it’s expected, maybe not so much. But if you don’t expect it, what then? There’s that moment of surprise, perhaps even alarm, that demands your attention. Who just shows up unannounced these days? It’s a summons that can’t be ignored. A question that must be answered. Are they bringing good news or bad? Do they have something for you or do they want something from you?


Are they friend or are they foe?









Everywhere is busy in Rome at the height of the summer tourist season. This espresso bar was no exception. Tucked away in the Old City, it was small and cramped with bare stone walls, a domed ceiling, and only marginally less hot than it was outside. The huge coffee machine saw to that, pumping out a dragon’s breath of steam and heat every few seconds. Fans thrummed overhead and did little more than stir the soupy humidity. I didn’t really mind it. I liked the sheen I had to my skin, the glow. I had been in Italy for a few weeks and had somewhat acclimatised. I liked wearing shorts and sandals every day. I liked wearing my oversized sunglasses and floppy-brimmed hat. I felt in disguise. Another person almost. No longer a clueless New Yorker but a pseudo-European. I had been travelling for so long most people I met couldn’t guess where I was born, but returning was inevitable because I was broke. Although in the process I had become cultured, tanned, worldly, and most of all bored as hell.


I’d grown up on the move and now I was a grown-up and restless.


Reckless, too. But I had a plan.


I had already made so many bad decisions I think I had lost the ability to recognise one in the making.


In he walked.


There was such an effortlessness to his gait that his footsteps seemed weightless. He was tanned from the Italian sun and his fair hair bleached blonder. I knew he wasn’t a native because of his shoes. No Italian man would wear such severe lace-ups in the summer heat.


I watched him from the little round table where I was sat in the corner. Which wasn’t a great distance away given the espresso bar was tiny. There were only a few tables for sitting at because most of the customers ordered an espresso, drank it while stood at the bar for usually no longer than a minute, then left. The bar itself was stainless steel, wiped down by the baristas every few minutes so that it always gleamed.


I found such places intimidating at first because they weren’t the relaxed coffee shops I was used to back home but now I couldn’t think of anywhere better to sit and people watch. My table was messy with my bag, my guidebook, the memoir I was struggling to read, my journal, my hat, my sunglasses. The glass of water and espresso cup had to compete for the leftover space.


I’d like to think there was something cute in this chaos.


His Italian was clumsy if I were to be generous and laughable if I wanted to be cruel. He tried, though. He only resorted to English because the barista took pity on him and cut short the indignity.


That’s when I first saw him smile.


There was a sweet self-consciousness to it that was immediately ingratiating, as if he had no idea how handsome he was, how beautiful he looked when smiling.


Of course he did. He would have to be a fool not to know, but the power of his smile was in creating the illusion of obliviousness.


Maybe he practised.


Yes, I was a cynic.


Either way, I didn’t care. I was already attracted to him and because the only other table in the bar was next to me, I had positioned my own chair so as to be closer to the one he would inevitably take before he had even turned round to look for a seat.


By that point, of course, I had my head in my book.


It was one of those achingly serious journeys of self-discovery, personal growth and womanhood.


I wanted such a journey myself, but so far no sale.


He took his time crossing the short space between the bar and the table. Maybe he felt awkward at the potential intrusion into my personal space given how close the chairs were set.


Fearing he might be a little shy and sip his coffee at the bar like a local, I glanced up and provided him with a shy smile of reassurance.


He relaxed and set his drink down on the table next to mine and then knocked it with a knee as he sat down. Coffee spilled from his cup and formed a small but steaming dark puddle on the table.


He exhaled. ‘That was smooth.’


‘Don’t be too hard on yourself,’ I told him. ‘Those legs of yours are too long for these little tables.’


‘They seemed taller at a distance.’


He went to stand again in the search for napkins but I took some tissues from my bag.


‘Here,’ I said.


He thanked me and took them, soaking up the spillage as best he could, shaking his head to himself as if this was an unforgiveable error on his part.


‘You’re a lifesaver.’


‘You don’t know how much I’m going to charge you for the tissues yet.’


He smiled and offered his hand. ‘I’m Leo.’


I took it. ‘Jem.’


He already knew I was from the US too, so he said, ‘What brings you to Rome?’


‘That’s a long story.’


‘An interesting story?’


‘I’m not so sure about that but maybe you’ll be able to tell me by the end.’


He said, ‘So you’re willing to tell that story to a stranger?’


‘Are we really strangers?’


He smiled again. ‘Not any more.’









8:01 a.m.


The first thing I remember about that day is Leo gliding through the kitchen, trailing a scent of shower gel and shampoo in his wake. Clean, robust notes. He won’t put on cologne until he’s ready to leave. He’s looking for something and humming to himself, providing a sweet if out-of-tune soundtrack to my preparations.


He finds what he’s searching for – cufflinks he left by the sink as he slurped a hurried cup of coffee, hair still wet and uncombed – and passes behind me on his way back out.


‘Doesn’t really make any sense,’ he says, peering over my shoulder.


I know what he’s trying to do and I refuse to take the bait.


‘If you say so then it must be true,’ I reply, my tone as innocent as a fat little cherub.


He makes a sound of dissatisfaction. A gruff, throaty growl because he doesn’t get to have his fun with me. He’s in too much of a hurry to hang around here on a lost cause.


He’s gone just as swiftly as he entered yet I know he’ll be distracted as he continues to get ready, conceiving and scheming little ways to take revenge. Ours is an endless game of oneupmanship fought hard with passion and verve. Kind of like a duel but a gentle one – playing not fighting – and there can be no loser because it’s too much fun simply to play.


I smile to myself, both pleased at winning this little exchange and curiously excited in anticipation of his inevitable counter when he returns. I remind myself not to be too smug because I’m holding one of our good samurai knives and I really don’t want to slice off a finger by mistake. I need to concentrate on the task at hand, which is halving a fat avocado, turning it around in my palm to circle the stone. I separate the two halves with a disproportionate degree of satisfaction because there are few things more satisfying than slicing an avocado in half and finding that it’s not just ripe but perfect. People say they can tell just by squeezing one, but if that power does exist, I don’t possess it. In fact, it could only ever be an estimate of ripeness at best and doesn’t account for the possibility of bruising or oxidisation. In that way, slicing one open is a lottery. You have to commit to playing to know if you’ve won or lost.


In this instance, I’ve hit the jackpot.


There’s not a single dark speck. Not a hint of oxidisation. The flesh is soft all the way through but not squishy. When I chop at the stone with the knife and twist and tug, it plops out without effort. My stomach cheers me on from the sidelines with rumbles of encouragement.


I’m going as fast as I can, I assure it.


Leo must have a sixth sense for timing, or he was sneakily waiting outside the kitchen for this exact moment to make his reappearance.


‘It really doesn’t make any sense,’ he tells me again, this time not gliding by but stopping next to me as he fixes his tie into a well-practised full Windsor knot. His tone is firmer now, resolute, because whereas before he was making a passing observation, now he’s all set to make a point.


I honour his presence with a glance in his direction. ‘Are you looking for something else or are you just here to tease me?’


‘If I were here to tease you I wouldn’t be knotting this tie,’ he says with a wry smile. ‘I would be ripping it off.’


I place the knife down and swivel on the spot so my back is against the worktop, which I grip hard in both hands.


‘Then why don’t you?’ I say, voice hushed and meaningful and my gaze boring into his own. ‘I’m yours for the taking.’


Blood rushes to colour his cheeks as he stammers an incomprehensible response before roaring in frustration.


‘What’s wrong, honey?’ I ask.


He points a finger at me. ‘You,’ he snarls with a smile. ‘You’re what’s wrong.’


I flutter my eyelashes. ‘Whatever could you mean?’


His mouth hangs open for a moment but he says nothing further. Instead, he taps his watch with that same rigid finger and backs away, beaten again.


There’s a chill to the morning air as I step outside to the greenhouse and inspect the tomato plants. There’s more than a dozen, all tall and bushy thanks to the greenhouse’s warm embrace and my diligent watering. Now in the first throes of winter they’re yellowing in the tragedy of the perennials. Soon, they’ll all be dead. They’re all grown from seeds planted at the start of spring. Each seed saved from last year’s harvest and lovingly germinated indoors until the shoots grew strong enough to be taken outside. No pesticides. No chemicals whatsoever. The tomatoes may be a little on the small side as a result, but they’re one hundred per cent organic and utterly delicious. You’ve never really tasted a tomato until you’ve tasted one you’ve grown yourself.


It takes a few minutes to dig through foliage to find the ripest fruits to pick, and, when I have a fist’s worth, I return to the kitchen to give them a quick rinse. A couple of seconds under the tap is all they need. Like I said: organic.


I heat a few drops of cold-pressed virgin coconut oil – organic too, obviously – in a stainless-steel skillet before swiping in the avocado chunks from the chopping board. A couple of minutes later I add the tomatoes after halving them. Himalayan salt, chilli flakes and freshly ground pepper follow. The scent is divine.


I try to be healthy, but what’s the point in living for ever if you can’t eat bread along the way? I saw off a couple of doorstop-thick slices from the crusty loaf I picked up at the farmer’s market yesterday. It’s sourdough, wholewheat, and sprinkled with all kinds of seeds. Soft and crunchy at the same time.


Leo is back in the kitchen for one last try to even the score. I almost feel guilty that I’m winning so handily thanks to his pressing need to be out of the door in a few minutes. Well, almost guilty.


He gives up any pretence of looking for something and gets straight to the point he’s failed to make twice already.


He gestures at my breakfast. ‘This is what I’m talking about. Avocado and tomato. They’re both technically fruits, right? And you’re going to put them on toast. Which means you’re going to eat fruit … on toast. How does that make any kind of sense?’


‘It’s delicious and you know it.’


‘Hamburger ice cream might be a taste sensation but I’m never going to try it.’


I sigh. An exaggeratedly sympathetic sigh with plenty of disappointment wrapped up in there too.


‘Is that really the best you can do?’


He grunts. ‘Well, you kinda killed my groove the first time. And the second.’


‘If something’s easy is it even worth doing?’


He leans in to kiss me on the neck. ‘I do what I have to do to get your attention.’


‘If you want my attention,’ I whisper into his ear, ‘you know exactly what to do.’


‘Jemima Talhoffer,’ he says in his very best stern schoolmaster tone, ‘I’m not doing that.’


‘When exactly did you become so boring?’


‘In case you’ve forgotten, your loving husband needs to be on a plane very soon.’ He smiles a smile that could melt glaciers. ‘Also, because you clearly have forgotten, I was always boring. You just didn’t care before.’


‘Yeah,’ I say in return. ‘Because you’d do that when I asked you to.’


‘I had more time in those days. Have you seen my cufflinks?’


‘You’re wearing them.’


He glances down. Shakes his head. ‘Duh.’


I shoo him out of the kitchen, saying, ‘Don’t you dare miss that flight, mister.’ Then, I shout after him: ‘You need to keep me in the manner to which I’ve grown accustomed.’


He calls back with some retort but I’ve already switched on the radio for some musical accompaniment while I finish preparing breakfast and sit down at the kitchen table to devour my creation.


The table is too big for just the two of us but so is the rest of the house. It has more rooms than Leo and I could ever need, which is the point. When we bought the property we did so with the idea – the intention – of filling up that extra space. We spent months hunting for the perfect town, the perfect school, the perfect neighbourhood, the perfect street, and the perfect home. We spent so long getting everything right we didn’t stop for a second to think that everything would go wrong before it even started.


My fruit on toast is delicious, yet somehow it’s utterly unsatisfying and I can’t finish it. I don’t want to finish this one small plate of food on a table large enough to hold many plates.


Leo says, ‘I’m almost set and I even have a whole minute spare with which to lavish you with affection.’


I don’t hear him at first because my mind has drifted to that dark place, so familiar it’s almost routine, and it takes an extra moment for his words to reach me. They drag me back out of that void. I don’t know how long I dwelt there. It felt like a few seconds but it could have been so much longer.


I stand and face him so he can draw me into an embrace. He’s now fragrant with cologne, warm and strong.


He glances down at my unfinished breakfast. ‘You’re not hungry?’


I shake my head. ‘I’m not as hungry as I thought.’


He gives me a look I know too well. ‘Did you sleep okay?’


An innocent question asked in an innocent tone and yet there are so many questions within that one single question it would take all morning to answer them all. It’s not just how did I sleep, but did I sleep enough? Did I have nightmares? Am I tired? Am I feeling okay? Is how I slept going to affect my day? My mood? Do I feel down as a result? Am I so down I will go back to bed? Will I cry all afternoon? Will I make a phone call begging him to come home because I can’t make it through the day without him? Will he then speed home to find me perfectly fine because my mood has flipped once more? Am I going to explode into a rage over nothing at all because I simply have to let out all the negative thoughts? Can I be saved? Will I drive him away with this awful, cruel disease?


All those questions and more can be boiled down into one, which is what he’s really asking:


Can he still love me?


I smile. I’m so good at smiling sometimes even I forget they’re not real. ‘Slept like a baby.’


He smiles back, relieved. He can carry on loving me a little longer.


I have a whole host of metaphors to hide the truth: slept like a baby, like a log, like the dead, like an Egyptian mummy, like a drunk, like a regular person …


He reaches across me to scoop up the half-finished slice of toast. ‘Don’t mind if I do then.’ He takes a huge bite and is loud as he chews because despite his earlier claim of having time, he’s anxious not to miss his flight. ‘You’re right,’ he says. ‘It really is delicious.’


I nod in agreement. I can’t bring myself to offer a smug retort. I’ll get no satisfaction from I-told-you-so.


‘I’ll call you when I land,’ Leo says and moves in for a goodbye kiss, something passionate and lingering.


We bump teeth.


We laugh.


I say, ‘If that isn’t a sign to get moving then I don’t know what is.’


He rubs his incisors with a finger. ‘Let’s try again.’


We kiss with more success this time, his hands on my hips and mine holding his shoulders. He’s always been a good kisser and even now after all these years still makes the effort, yet I realise my eyes are open before we finish.


He doesn’t notice.


As he steps back he says, ‘How do I look?’


He twirls on the spot like a ballerina, only a clumsy one.


‘Absolutely, incredibly, demonstrably … passable.’


He frowns but he knows I’m joking. He doesn’t need me to tell him he’s handsome in his suit – far too handsome – and I feel a rush of jealousy at the inevitable attention he will draw. When we were first dating I would find it amusing to catch women checking him out when he had absolutely no idea. It made me feel good about myself, about being with him. That seems a long time ago. Now, I worry he might start noticing, he might start checking out those young fertile creatures in return.


I notice the time. ‘You gotta move, bud.’


He notices too. ‘Whoa, yes I do.’


He grabs his suitcase and I follow him to the door. I hug myself against the chill while I watch him climb into his car.


‘Bye,’ he calls from behind the wheel.


I wave at him while he pulls out of the driveway and he looks back at me in the wing mirror. There’s something in his eyes I can’t quite read.


Sadness?


Regret?


I keep my hand up until he’s driven out of sight.


Five minutes later, there’s a knock at the door.


Nothing will ever be the same again.









8:18 a.m.


In those few minutes between Leo’s departure and the knock at the door I return to the kitchen to clean up but find myself sat back at the table, tired and heavy. Pale sunlight streams through the window above the sink and bathes my face. Refracted through the glass pane, that light is bright and warm and in this moment it’s almost possible to convince myself this is all I need. This husband, this life, this house.


I should be grateful for everything I have, not angry for what I don’t.


The house around me is staggering in its beauty. Or, it will be when it’s finished. A grand old thing fallen into disrepair that I’ve been renovating since the day we moved in. It started out as a hobby and a passion project and then somewhere along the way became a kind of medication. But drugs lose their effectiveness over time, don’t they? We build up a tolerance, a resistance. Eventually, they stop working altogether.


Now, the house is an excuse for isolation, a reason to absent myself from the world. There’s never any time to meet an acquaintance for coffee because there’s always a skirting board to replace. There’s never a weekend free to take a little vacation because I’ve paint arriving at the hardware store for the study. Nothing ever gets finished. Every room is a work-in-progress.


We both know what’s really going on but this has been a long, slow process. For all his endless perfections, Leo never figured he would have to deal with my problems. He doesn’t know how to, and since I’ve become so very good at faking it, most of the time there’s no need for him to do so. I’m so used to hiding my anxiety that he has no idea how stressful I find it simply going to get groceries. He doesn’t know I sometimes stop my car before I reach the house so I can scream or cry to reset myself before pulling up with a big smile. I keep eye drops in the glove compartment, wet wipes and makeup. I’m not sure if he’s worked out that if I didn’t have to leave the house to teach my class, I probably wouldn’t at all.


The way I see it is that we have a finite capacity for dealing with stress. It doesn’t matter if that capacity is overfilled by one huge trauma or lots of little ones.


Once we’re over it then we’re in trouble.


After that point, we can’t cope.


Leo’s a good man and this Jem is not the Jem he signed up for, not the Jem he married, the Jem to whom he planned to spend the rest of his life as husband. We’re both suffering, and it’s unfair on him that I’m suffering more, that I need so much more than him. He’s still Leo. He’s still the exact same Leo I fell for, who I said ‘yes’ to without a second of hesitation. He hasn’t changed one single bit. My biggest fear is that one day he’ll realise he doesn’t recognise me, that he doesn’t know me. I’m doing everything I can to wear the mask of the me he wants, not the me I am.


Ours is the only house on the end of the single-lane of asphalt. The previous owners told me that there had been a plan to build more houses, to make a little suburb. It was all a scam, apparently. Some elaborate tax fraud scheme by the developers. I’ve never looked into it so I’m not entirely sure it’s true. I don’t care. The house is isolated, which is what I wanted then, because I wanted peace, I wanted space for the children to play. This Jem is so grateful for that Jem’s thinking, because this Jem couldn’t deal with neighbours, couldn’t fake all those smiles, all that small talk.


How are you today?


Awful, how are you?


Uh, I’m, uh …


If you go left at the intersection there’s a long stretch of highway that leads to the interstate. I’ve been that way maybe half a dozen times in the five years we’ve been here. Leo has travelled the world twice over in the same time I’ve covered twenty square miles. I’ve become the ultimate homebody. I make endless excuses. I tell him things like, ‘Everything I need is right here,’ and it’s been for ever since he’s tried to get me out of the county. He’s long since given up trying to get me to go travelling with him, to join him on one of his many business trips.


Leo knows what I’m doing with the house – or not doing – of course. He doesn’t say anything but it would be pointless if he did. What could he even say? I’d just deny it, rationalising my actions so well I’d end up believing my own lies.


He wants the house finished because he’s desperate for me to try new things. New things are not all they’re cracked up to be in my experience. There is safety in familiarity. There is sanity in routine. I need both.


Which is the only reason I still work. Thankfully, I work for myself so there’s no boss to answer to, no one to fire me for not fulfilling my obligations.


Thinking of work reminds me I need a shower. I’m still sweaty and dishevelled from the early morning class I taught, but I don’t stink – I hope I don’t stink – and after an hour of intense bending and stretching I am always exhausted. The uneducated think yoga is easy, but when you do it right, you feel it in a way that no other workout can match. You can feel it for days. Not just in your legs or your arms or whatever you’re working on, but everywhere. Every muscle. Every sinew. I’m merciless with my pupils. I’m a monster. I delight in that role and they take my class because that’s what they need me to be for them. And it is a role. That monster isn’t me. It’s me in a scary mask. I feel sorry for those who take my class and then have to rush off to the office or back home to make breakfast for a brood of screaming kids.


With Leo gone, our house is devastatingly silent.


Then the knock at the door destroys that quiet.


A firm knock from a strong hand.


I’m quick to answer because I think it’s going to be Leo. I don’t for a second consider it might be anyone else. If I did, I would stay at the kitchen table, not moving, not breathing. I can’t answer the door to strangers. I don’t even remember the last time I tried.


As I hurry along the hallway, I picture Leo with his heart beating fast, cheeks a little flushed having dashed back because he’s forgotten his passport or his currency or some letter or document or purchase order. It’s a loud knock because he thinks I’ll be in the shower and I won’t hear otherwise. That’s why he didn’t call ahead. He’s left the car running so he doesn’t have his house keys on his person. They’re dangling from the steering column.


I’m shaking my head as I make my way into the hallway, smiling to myself because I can’t quite understand how Leo can be both so switched on, so clever, and yet so forgetful and disorganised. He’s a walking contradiction and I adore him all the more for it.


There’s a second knock, harder than the first. Leo’s thumping the door with the meaty part of his fist.


‘All right, Mister Sommelier,’ I call. ‘I’m coming, I’m coming …’


I make a series of orgasmic moans that grow increasingly louder as I draw closer to the door because I’m feeling silly and I want him to smile, despite the obvious stress he must be feeling at forgetting whatever it is he’s forgotten.


‘I’m coming,’ I cry out as I turn the handle and pull the door open to reveal not Leo but two serious individuals in dark suits.


One man. One woman.


The fresh organic tomatoes I picked earlier weren’t as red as my resulting face.


My mouth is a desert. My throat is stripped raw by sand.


‘I’m, uh …’


‘Coming?’ the serious man asks.


‘Sorry,’ I manage to utter, forcing air up through my constricted windpipe. ‘I’m sorry … about that. I thought you were someone else.’


The serious woman reaches a hand beneath her jacket and withdraws a leather folding wallet that she flips open in an effortless gesture. She’s done the exact same motion a thousand times at least, I’m sure. I glimpse a holstered gun.


‘I’m Agent Wilks,’ she proclaims in a strong, assured voice. ‘With me is Special Agent Messer. We need to speak with you about your husband, Mrs Talhoffer. May we come inside?’









8:19 a.m.


I stare at the shiny FBI badge. There’s a little photograph of Wilks accompanying it. Serious face, just like in real life.


She looks to be somewhere in her late forties with an intense expression and a short, neat haircut. Blonde hair. Green eyes. Messer is a big guy, a decade younger, with a square face and short black hair. He’s a little paler too, a little more pruned and scrubbed. Just about young enough to use a moisturiser without it being an attack on his masculinity.


I’m a decent, law-abiding citizen with nothing to hide but I’m still embarrassed. Humiliated. I don’t want to let these two people inside my home, yet they’re FBI agents. I can’t say no, can I? It doesn’t even cross my mind to ask for more details first. I’m immediately subservient, immediately inferior to their badges, their authority.


I can’t quite look them in the eye as I nod and say, ‘Okay.’


I hold the door open for them and they walk in with the same kind of robotic gait. I imagine they take classes for everything, even walking.


‘Go through, please,’ I say.


I’m confused more than anything else.


Why would the FBI need to talk to me about Leo?


The good thing about feeling so embarrassed is that it completely overrides my anxiety. Just like that, I’m cured. If only temporarily.


I follow them through the hallway and into the living area where they turn round to face me. My embarrassment is starting to fade because with every passing second I’m growing more curious as to why they’re here.


They stand side by side, with their serious expressions and their serious suits. Messer is tall and wide and intimidating for it, but Wilks has an absolute confidence that makes me just as uneasy. I guess she is the more senior because she’s the older of the two. I don’t know enough about the FBI to know whether these two would be partners or if there is some hierarchy. For once I regret not watching more television.


‘You just missed him,’ I say. ‘He left only a few minutes ago.’


Wilks says, ‘Why don’t we sit down?’


I shrug. ‘Sure.’


I take a seat on the arm of the chair closest to me while Wilks and Messer take the sofa next to them. It’s a three-seater so there’s plenty of room. Neither sits back. Neither relaxes. This is something severe.


‘Mrs Talhoffer—’


‘Jem, please,’ I insist. ‘I don’t even know why I took Leo’s last name when I hate it so much. Hate’s probably too strong a word, but I—’


Wilks makes a polite nod of acquiescence. ‘Jem, I’m hoping you can assist us with an ongoing investigation involving a money-laundering ring we’ve been trying to expose for some time now.’


My eyebrows have never been such perfect arches. ‘Moneylaundering ring? I don’t even know how money is laundered in the first place let alone anything about a ring.’ I think of something. I don’t know where I know this from, but I say, ‘Wouldn’t that be the jurisdiction of the Treasury? Shouldn’t it be the Secret Service investigating?’


Messer answers the question: ‘The Secret Service covers counterfeiting. Money laundering is under the jurisdiction of the FBI. We wouldn’t be here otherwise.’


His tone is steering into condescension by the end and evidently that isn’t part of the game plan because Wilks shoots him a brief look of admonishment.


‘What has money laundering got to do with Leo?’


Wilks says, ‘Mrs Talhoffer – sorry, Jem – we believe that a criminal enterprise has been using your husband’s wine merchant business to clean drug money. Which is, as I’m sure you can appreciate, a very serious matter. So, it’s important that you answer our questions as thoroughly as you can. Do you understand what I’ve told you so far?’


I understand the words yet I can’t quite believe what I’m hearing. ‘Drug money … ?’


Wilks nods.


‘Leo’s business?’


Wilks nods.


‘A criminal enterprise using Leo to clean drug money? So, you mean a cartel? A drug cartel? I can’t believe it. I don’t believe it. He would never do that. I’m telling you, never.’


My voice rises with each word.


Wilks leans closer. ‘We don’t believe your husband is involved willingly, which is why we’re talking to you now in advance of Mr Talhoffer. We have reason to think he is being coerced into working for this organisation.’


‘They’re forcing him? How? Why?’ I’m shaking my head. ‘How could they possibly coerce Leo into working for them?’


Wilks and Messer are looking at me like it’s obvious.


It takes me a moment to realise it is obvious.


‘Me?’


‘Leo is trying to do what he thinks is best,’ Wilks explains, ‘to protect you.’


Messer is a little less subtle. ‘If he doesn’t do what they want they’ll send people to kill you. And we’re not talking by way of a nice clean bullet to the head. These are ruthless people. Awful people. The worst of the worst.’


The room is so heavy with silence I feel like it might collapse and entomb me. I don’t know what to say, so I say, ‘I don’t know what to say.’


Wilks does her best to look sympathetic. ‘We appreciate it’s a lot to take in.’


‘No offence, but you really can’t appreciate how much this is to take in.’ I look down at my hands wringing in my lap. ‘I’m just starting my day and you come by and drop this bomb on me. I haven’t even showered yet.’


Wilks and Messer are silent as they let me work through my shock. Something occurs to me.


‘Did you wait for Leo to leave before coming to see me?’


For an instant they look like guilty schoolchildren caught throwing stones or stealing treats.


I say, ‘How long have you been spying on us?’


‘We waited at the intersection,’ Wilks answers. ‘Once we saw Leo pass, we gave it a minute and came here. We haven’t been spying on you, Jem.’ She smiles. ‘We really don’t have the resources.’


I guess the smile is part of a softly-softly strategy but there is nothing gentle about what I’m being told and I don’t return it.


‘Is Leo in danger?’


‘No,’ is Wilks’ quick reply. ‘He’s of a rare value to the criminal organisation he—’


‘Why can’t you just call it a cartel?’


‘Leo is an essential part of their organisation thanks to his business. He’s perfectly safe, and we want to keep it that way. Which is why we’ve come to see you first.’


Messer adds: ‘We don’t want to approach Leo in case he’s under observation.’


‘You’re saying the cartel has people watching him?’


‘We’re saying that it’s a possibility.’


‘Then they would be watching here, the house, wouldn’t they?’


Wilks is shaking her head before I’m finished. ‘There’s no need for them to do that. They know where he lives, where you live, which is enough. When he’s away from here, when he’s working for them, that’s when they would pay closer attention.’


‘How can you possibly know that?’


‘It’s what we do,’ Wilks says with the kind of unshakable confidence I’ve never come close to feeling myself. ‘We know how this kind of criminal organisation – how this kind of cartel – operates. Please trust us on that.’


I’m not sure exactly when it’s happened during this conversation but I’ve slipped off the arm of the chair and into it proper. Slipped is perhaps too generous a term. I’ve fallen. I’ve collapsed.


‘You promise me that nothing is going to happen to Leo?’


Wilks is resolute: ‘I swear it.’


‘Okay,’ I breathe, nodding. ‘Okay. What do you need to know from me? Not that I know how I can possibly help when I didn’t know any of this until a few minutes ago.’


Messer takes over. ‘We believe that the last time Leo was in Rome he met with the European representative of the cartel. We believe this representative gave Leo information: accounts, codes, businesses all around the world. Fronts, Jem. Cartel fronts. We believe that Leo was given access to their global financial infrastructure. That kind of information could expedite our progress by years. I don’t want to stray into hyperbole but we’re talking about enough evidence to bring down the entire cartel.’


‘Why would they trust him with so much information?’


‘Because he’s already proved himself to them,’ Wilks explains. ‘For a long time he’s been washing money through his business. A few thousand here, a hundred thousand there. He’s reliable. He’s consistent. More than that: he’s whiter than white in all the ways they’re dirty.’


‘And,’ Messer adds, ‘they have the perfect leverage in you. Leo can’t betray them. He can’t say no.’


‘I don’t know anything about that information,’ I say. ‘I wish I did.’


‘We don’t expect you to, but perhaps you might know where Leo is keeping it. They’ll have given him an external hard drive, maybe a thumb drive. Something physical that can’t be copied, that isn’t attached to the internet. Leo would naturally be very protective of it. Maybe you’ve noticed him trying to hide something.’


I shrug. I shake my head. ‘I don’t pay enough attention to Leo’s business to know if he brought back a few thumb sticks from Rome. How could I?’


Wilks and Messer exchange a look I can’t read. Wilks’ mouth opens to say something but no words come out because a phone rings from the kitchen. For a second I assume it’s my cell that I’ve left on the table, next to my plate. But it’s not. It’s the house phone. It’s an unfamiliar sound because almost no one ever calls it.


‘I’d best get that,’ I say, grateful for the excuse to leave the room, to take a break from all this sensory overload.


Wilks is unsure but nods and I stand up.


‘If it’s Leo,’ she says, ‘don’t tell him about this conversation.’


My brow furrows.


‘Until we’re finished,’ she adds. ‘Please, for his sake.’


I give her a limp nod and make my way to the kitchen. It won’t be Leo because he would call my cell. No one calls their own house any more, do they?


As if I haven’t already got enough to process, now I’m wondering who could possibly be calling first thing in the morning?


The answer will change everything.









8:26 a.m.


I’m still dazed from what Wilks and Messer have told me when I reach the house phone on the kitchen wall. Like answering the door, picking up a phone is not something I’m good at. Usually I can check the number on my cell phone and not answer the call if I don’t recognise the number, but my head is spinning so much from what Wilks and Messer have just told me that my brain is playing by a whole different rulebook and my problems are again taking a back seat.


Anxiety is a crippling condition with no outward symptoms. I look normal. I even act normal. I can hide my anxiety so well that few people have ever seen it. Confidence can be feigned. Calmness can be faked. A smile is a mask anyone can wear and I’ve always been so good at smiling.


Leo wants to understand. God knows he’s tried to understand, but when even I can’t explain how I’m feeling, let alone why I’m feeling like it, how could he possibly get it?


I don’t get it.


I never used to be like this. If one day I had woken up like it, I could have fixed it because I would have known there was a problem. But that’s how anxiety gets you. You don’t see it coming. You don’t know you have it until the damage is done and you’re trapped in a downward spiral of negative thoughts and emotions that feed off one another in an endless cycle of misery.


At best, an observer thinks you’ve become moody, withdrawn, irritable, uncommunicative, even rude. They don’t know there’s something wrong inside because nothing’s wrong on the outside.


I have a hard enough time getting through the morning without all this stuff about Leo and cartels to process, but for some inexplicable reason it helps my greater problems because I feel numb, a different person almost.


For once, answering the phone seems like no big deal.


That different person scoops up the receiver and says, ‘Yeah?’


A slight silence before a man says, ‘Mrs Talhoffer?’


It’s a deep voice. A serious tone.


‘Yeah,’ I say, my mind still far away.


‘Mrs Jemima Talhoffer?’


‘There isn’t a second Mrs Talhoffer here, I assure you. Who is this?’


The deep voice says, ‘Mrs Talhoffer, I’m sorry to call you out of the blue but my name is Agent Carlson. I work for the Federal Bureau of Investigation and I need a couple of minutes to ask you a few questions about your husband, Leo. It’s really important.’


I’m in no mood to have even a couple of minutes of my time wasted. ‘Don’t you people talk to one another?’


Carlson says, ‘Sorry, what? I don’t understand.’


‘I’ve already had enough of FBI agents asking me about my husband and it’s not even nine in the a.m.’


Again, Carlson says, ‘Sorry, what?’


‘Please, for the sake of my sanity and the US tax payer, learn how to coordinate your investigations. I’m sure you’ll understand if I’m a little short of patience considering the morning I’m having. There’s only so much a girl can take.’


‘Mrs Talhoffer, I’m afraid I—’


‘What is it with you people insisting on that level of formality? Call me Jem, for the love of all that is good in this world. Write it on a Post-it. Stick it in the file. Let all the other agents know. While you’re at it you can add that I don’t even like Jemima. In short: Call. Me. Jem.’


‘Jem,’ Carlson says, ‘I don’t understand what you’re telling me.’


‘Have another coffee, Carlson, because you need it. What I’m telling you is that I have two of your colleagues in my living room right at this very moment asking me questions about Leo, his business, criminal organisations, information on memory sticks. You know, all the things you’re about to ask me, and I’m not going to waste my breath repeating everything to you now. Wait for the report or give your fellow agents a call later or whatever it is you would normally do in this situation.’


A silence, then: ‘You have two FBI agents in your home? Right now?’


‘That’s what I just said. A woman and a man. Wilks and Messer.’


There’s another silence and I can hear myself, what I’ve just said, and I feel guilty for my abruptness, my rudeness. This isn’t me.


‘I’m sorry,’ I say to Carlson. ‘I’m not in a good place right now and all this about Leo is a lot to take in and I shouldn’t have been so curt with you. I’m really very sorry.’


Is there a word a woman says more than sorry?


Carlson’s tone becomes grave. ‘Listen to me very carefully, Jem. I’m the only FBI agent interested in your husband’s affairs.’


I echo Carlson’s earlier words: ‘Sorry, what?’


‘This is my case, Jem. No one else is involved at this stage. It’s still very early days. Still preliminary enquiries. I’m on my own.’


I have so many things to ask yet all I can utter is, ‘But Wilks and Messer …’


‘Whoever that man and that woman say they are they’re not with the Bureau.’


My heart is beating so fast it’s making my whole body tremble.


Carlson continues: ‘The only people who know what you’ve told me would be myself, your husband, and Leo’s business associates.’


I’m cold. I’m so cold.


‘They have badges,’ I say.


‘Jem,’ Carlson begins, ‘any identification they’ve shown you is bogus. As I said: there are no other agents privy to what I’m doing. Jem, whoever those people say they are, they’re lying.’









8:29 a.m.


Wilks and Messer aren’t FBI agents.


Then who are they?


I’ve answered my own question before I’ve finished asking about it. As Carlson said, there’s only so many people who know what Leo’s been doing.


Wilks and Messer are Leo’s business associates.


Cartel.


If he doesn’t do what they want they’ll send people to kill you.


‘I really don’t want to scare you,’ Carlson says, ‘but you need to get out of there immediately.’


Too late for that, I want to say.


I’m already terrified but I’m only half-listening because I realise Wilks is in the kitchen with me.


I’ve been so focused on what Carlson’s been telling me that I failed to hear her approach.


‘You’re in a lot of danger, Jem,’ Carlson says in my ear while my gaze is locked on Wilks nearing me. ‘Hang up the phone and get out of the house. Call the Bureau as soon as you’re safe and I’ll come get you. Wherever you are, I’ll come to you. I’ll make sure you’re safe, I swear. But now, Jem, you need to run. You need to get out right now. You need—’


‘That’s okay, Mom,’ I say, trying to push the fear from my face. ‘I’ll call you back later. Gotta go.’


I somehow manage to hang the receiver back in place on its cradle without it falling from my shaking fingers.


‘Is everything okay?’ Wilks asks in her stern, deadpan tone.


I don’t know how long she was in the kitchen. I don’t know how much she heard.


Wilks is close to me now and the wall is behind me. I have nowhere to go.


I’m trapped.


I think about the gun in the holster under her jacket. It’s still there because it’s not in her hands. They’re empty at her sides.


For how long?


But despite the implicit threat of her presence she’s not aggressive. She must not have heard anything concrete. She only heard me, what I said. She doesn’t know who was on the phone. She can’t know what Carlson told me.


Messer’s words echo in my mind: Enough evidence to bring down the entire cartel.


That’s why they’re here, that’s why they’re asking me questions, I realise. They want the information Leo has on them. They need the information. I don’t understand why but something must have changed.


Carlson, of course. They’ve realised someone is on to them, to Leo. They want the information back before it can be used against them. I don’t get why they’re coming to me instead of Leo but that doesn’t matter right now, does it? I need to get out of here like Carlson said. Answers can wait.


I force myself to look normal. Thankfully, that’s one thing I know without a doubt I can do well. Like I said: a smile is a mask anyone can wear. But you can’t understand how tiring it is to smile when you don’t feel it, when you feel the exact opposite. It’s exhausting, but I’m so well-practised at it, I can do it now and I know it will work.


I smile and shake my head and roll my eyes as if I was lost in a moment, a dilemma.


‘My mother …’ I say.


Wilks seems to soften with the words, reassured. Convinced. She has no reason to doubt me. As far as Wilks is concerned, I’m still valuable. I’m still ignorant. I’m still no threat.


‘We have a difficult relationship,’ I continue, somehow, the words spilling out of my mouth with an amazing degree of coherence I didn’t realise I was capable of manifesting. ‘She … Look, you don’t want to hear about our mother–daughter issues, do you?’


Wilks says, ‘I’m afraid we have more pressing matters.’


I tilt my palms up. ‘I understand. Frankly, I’d prefer to talk about Leo and money laundering than I would my dear mamma.’


Wilks’ lips turn up a little in an imitation of a smile. She’s not a people person, and in that understanding I also realise that the cartel has sent a certain kind of person to take care of this problem. The kind of people who aren’t used to making friendly faces. The kind of people who aren’t even capable of faking it.


The worst of the worst, by Messer’s own admission.


I swallow. My throat is dry again. I gesture to the doorway, to the living room, to Messer. ‘Shall we continue?’


Wilks nods. ‘We’ll try not to take up too much more of your time.’


‘There’s no rush,’ I tell her. ‘I’m happy to help.’


It’s amazing how easy the lies keep flowing when you’re scared for your life.


She shuffles on ahead of me and when we’re in the hallway I see that Messer is standing in the living area, looking this way. His expression is concerned, questioning. I don’t see the look Wilks gives him but Messer relaxes and sits back down.


When Wilks is almost through the threshold, I say, ‘I’m going to use the restroom,’ as I begin ascending the stairs.


Wilks stops. Turns back. ‘You don’t have a downstairs bathroom?’


‘Cistern is on the fritz,’ I say with a casual air, not looking back because I’m not convinced the bluff will survive the scrutiny of eye contact. A welcome side effect is that it seems to reinforce the lie, because why would I feel the need to convince someone if it were true?


When I reach the top of the stairs I dare to glance back down and catch Wilks’ back heading for the living area. She’s bought it.


My heart is hammering now. A flight of stairs is no physical challenge for me but combined with all the adrenalin coursing through my system, making it up to the landing has taken its toll. I’m trying so hard not to release the fear building inside of me my whole body feels ready to explode.


Still, I’ve bought myself some time, some breathing room.


But what do I do now?









8:32 a.m.


Going upstairs feels like an instant mistake. I’ve created distance from Wilks and Messer but I have to fight off the feeling of despair that I’ve trapped myself and made things even more difficult and even more dangerous. I had no choice. There’s nothing I could have said that would plausibly explain me leaving the house as Carlson implored me to do. Wilks and Messer would have seen through anything I had said as justification. Claiming I needed some fresh air while swiping my car keys from the bowl by the door was never going to work.


I have no plan, but I need to think of one.


Fast.


I figure I have a couple of minutes to formulate a course of action. If Wilks isn’t yet on to me – and if she is, she wouldn’t have let me go upstairs – then there’s no reason for them to think I’m doing anything up here but peeing. Worse, I do need to pee. That’s going to have to wait. I can’t afford to burn what little time I have.


I’m in my yoga gear. Should I change into something more practical? Like what? I don’t know. My thoughts are racing at a hundred miles an hour. No time to change, and what’s the point? My only priority right now is to get out of this house.


But how?


The building is two storeys, and despite a decent level of fitness and strength, I’m no climber. If I try and scale a drainpipe I’m going to fall and could break my neck or at best turn my ankle. Which might as well be the same thing once Wilks and Messer realise what I’m doing. I wouldn’t be able to outrun them hobbling on one foot, let alone a bullet.


The garage, I realise. That’s only one storey. I can get out on to the garage roof, then lower myself down. It won’t be easy, but it’s possible. It’s doable.


First, though, I ease the bathroom door open, making as little noise as I can, then rush to the sink and turn on a tap. I make sure to give the door a bit of a slam after I’ve left. I don’t imagine the sound of running water will fool Wilks or Messer long when they come to investigate but it might give me a few extra seconds and I have an awful premonition every single second is going to count.


The home office overlooks the garage so that’s where I go next, padding with slow steps along the landing on the balls of my bare feet in an effort to remain silent. I know where the floorboards creak so I avoid them. We don’t keep doors closed in this house – bathrooms excluded – so I slip into the office without having to risk squeaky hinges. If I get out of this mess, I’m going to drown every hinge in grease.


If …


The office is for both of us yet it’s only Leo who uses it with any kind of regularity. I can run my business from a couple of spreadsheets and email so I work from my laptop anywhere in the house that takes my fancy. Often, I’ll do so outside on the porch. Because the office has become Leo’s domain it’s disorganised. Not messy, but cluttered. There are too many things on the desk. Too many box files on the shelves. Too many little succulents and cacti on the windowsill.
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