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About the Book


When Mike Scanlon is called to serve as an army doctor in Afghanistan, he’s aware of the risk it will pose to his wife Chloe and their newborn baby. But as Mike operates in the midst of a war zone, Chloe dies at home in an apparent household accident. Devastated, Mike returns to discover the life he left has fallen apart. And that he is a stranger to his only remaining family – his precious daughter.


As Mike begins to pick up the pieces around him – and learns to be a father to a child he barely knows – a shocking secret sends him into a downward spiral.


Now he faces the most important battle of his life, and must put everything on the line to save what he values above all else – his family.




 


This novel is dedicated to all of our brave men and women in the armed services, and to their loving families, with deepest respect and gratitude.
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Every war has it own signature wounds.
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Part One




 


Chapter One


Chloe woke up on the floor, her thoughts foggy. She must have fallen and knocked herself out when she hit the hardwood. She started to get up, but felt dizzy and eased back down. The kitchen was dark except for pinpoints of light on the coffeemaker, TV, and cable box, like a suburban constellation.


She tried to understand how long she’d been lying here. The last thing she remembered, she was rinsing the dishes after lunch, eyeing the sun through the window, like a big, fresh shiny yolk in the sky. Yellow was her favorite color, and she always tried to get it into her painting. Chloe used to teach art in middle school, but now she was a new mom with no time to shower, much less paint.


She heard a mechanical ca-thunk, and the Christmas lights went on outside. Red, green, and blue glimmered on the wetness underneath her, which seemed to be spreading. Her gaze traveled to its edge, where her Maine Coon, Jake, sat in silhouette under the table, his ears translucent triangles, backlit by the multicolored lights.


Chloe reached for a chair to pull herself up, but was oddly weak and slumped to the floor. She felt cold, though the kitchen had a southern exposure and stayed warm, even in winter. She needed help, but was alone. Her sister Danielle and her brother-in-law Bob had come over for lunch, then Danielle had taken the baby Christmas shopping and Bob had gone to work. They didn’t have children, and Danielle had been happy to take Emily to the mall by herself.


We can pick out Christmas presents for you and Mike!


Chloe closed her eyes, wishing her husband Mike were here, but he was a reservist in the Army Medical Corps, serving in Afghanistan. He’d be home in a month, and she was counting the days. She’d prayed he wouldn’t be called up because he was thirty-six years old, and when the deployment orders came, she’d taken it badly. She’d simply dissolved into tears, whether from sleep deprivation, crazed hormones, or worry.


Mike, please, I’m begging you. Don’t go.


Suddenly Chloe realized something. The Christmas lights were controlled by a timer that turned them on at five o’clock, which meant Bob and Danielle would be back at any minute. She had to hide the vodka she’d left out on the counter. Nobody could know about her drinking, especially not Danielle. Chloe should have been more careful, but she was a beginner alcoholic.


She reached for the chair and hoisted herself up partway. The kitchen whirled, a mad blur of Christmas lights. She clung to the chair, feeling dizzy, cold, and spacey, as if she were floating on a frigid river. Her hand slipped, and the chair wobbled. Jake sprang backwards, then resettled into a crouch.


She put her hands on the floor to lift her chest up, like a push-up, but the wetness was everywhere. Under her hands, between her fingers, soaking her shirt. It didn’t smell like vodka. The fog in her brain cleared, and Chloe remembered she’d been loading the dishwasher, and the chef’s knife had slipped, slicing the underside of her arm. Bright red blood had spurted from the wound, and she’d fainted. She always fainted at the sight of blood, and Mike used to kid her.


The doctor’s wife, who’s afraid of blood.


Chloe looked at her left arm in horror. It was covered with blood, reflecting the holiday lights. Blood. Her mouth went dry. She’d been bleeding all afternoon. She could bleed to death.


“Help!” she called out, but her voice sounded far away. She had to get to her cell phone and call 911. She dragged herself through the slippery blood to the base cabinet, clawed the door for the handle, and grabbed it on the second try. She tried to pull herself up but had no strength left. She clung to the handle.


Chloe spotted her laptop to her right, on its side. She must have knocked it off the counter when she fell. Her best friend Sara was always online, and Chloe could g-chat her for help. She slid the laptop toward her and hit the keys with a slick palm, but the monitor didn’t light up. She didn’t know if it was off or broken.


She shoved it aside, getting a better idea. She would crawl to the front door and out to the sidewalk. The neighbors or someone driving by would see her. She started crawling, her breath ragged. The front door lay directly down the hall, behind a solid expanse of hardwood and an area rug. She dragged herself toward it, smearing blood across the kitchen threshold.


Hope surged in her chest. Her arms ached but they kept churning. She pulled herself into the hallway. She kept her eye on the front door. It had a window on the top half, and she could see the Christmas lights on the porch. She had put them up herself, for Emily’s first Christmas.


The door lay thirty feet ahead, but Chloe felt her legs begin to weaken. Her arms were failing, but she couldn’t give up. She was a mother. She had a precious baby, only seven months old.


Chloe moved forward on her elbows, but more slowly, like a car running out of gas. Still she kept going. The front door was only fifteen feet away. Then thirteen, then ten. She had to make it.


Go, go, go. Nine, eight, seven feet left.


Chloe reached the edge of the area rug, but couldn’t go another inch. Her forehead dropped to the soft wool. Her body flattened. Her eyes closed as if they were sealed. She felt her life ebb away, borne off in a sea of her own blood. Suddenly she heard a noise, outside the house. A car was pulling into the driveway, its engine thrumming.


Thank God!


She heard the sound of a car door opening and closing, then footsteps on the driveway. They were slow because the driveway was icy in patches, the rock salt melting it unevenly.


Hurry, hurry, hurry.


Chloe remembered the front door was unlocked, a lucky break. She was supposed to lock it behind Danielle, who had been carrying Emily, the diaper bag, and her purse, but she had forgotten. It would serve her well, now. Whoever was coming could see her through the window, rush in, and call 911.


The footsteps drew closer to the door, but Chloe didn’t recognize them. She didn’t know Bob or Danielle by their footstep. It could be anybody.


Please God hurry


The footsteps reached the front door, and Chloe heard the mechanical turning of the doorknob. The door unlatched, and she felt a vacuum as it swung open. Frigid air blasted her from the open doorway. Her hair blew into her face, but she couldn’t even open her eyes.


Help me help me call 911


She heard the footsteps walk to her, then stop near her head. But whoever it was didn’t call her name, rush to her side, or cry out in alarm.


What is going on why aren’t you calling 911


She heard the footsteps walk back to the door.


Wait don’t go please help me


She heard the sound of the front door closing.


No come back please help I’m—


The latch engaged with a quiet click.




 


Chapter Two


Mike raised the scalpel, about to make the first incision. He always said a prayer before he cut, though his wife Chloe was the religious one. She’d given him a silver crucifix before his deployment, and he kept it in his ACU pocket with a picture of their baby Emily. He was about to send up his homemade prayer when he noticed Joe Segundo, their administrative medical service officer, looking at him funny from across the OR.


Mike returned his focus to his case, telescoping the task at hand and ignoring the anguished moans of the wounded, the constant talk of the docs and nurses, the whop whop whop of the Chinook outside, and the crack pop of ordnance in the distance. The 556th FST, or Forward Surgical Team, was only three to five miles behind the offensive, but Mike didn’t think about that when he operated, staying in the silence of his own mind, his fingers working on muscle memory, a result of the on-the-job training from hell, in hell.


The 556th was a twenty-person surgical team assigned to an Army combat brigade, traveling with three tents that took only an hour to assemble into a surgical facility complete with triage, OR, and recovery bays, as well as medical supplies and materiel to last seventy-two hours, including generators to power the fluorescent lights that shone overhead. The OR reeked of sickly-sweet blood and medicinal iodine wash, and the air was freezing. One of the nurses had decorated an IV stalk with homemade tinsel, but it wasn’t easy to make carnage cheery.


Mike was the only orthopedist/podiatrist of the 556th, and the three other docs were general trauma surgeons, now bent so far over their patients that they looked almost headless from behind. There was Phil DeMaria from Providence, chubby enough to be called Phat Phil, and Adam Goldstein, who was in his mid-forties, so they called him Oldstein. Their FST commander was Stephen Chatham, a hotshot from Darien who never shut up in the OR. Mike called him Chatty Kathy, but he called himself Batman. Everybody loved Chatty, especially the nurses, who made him a Batman cape out of a body bag, which he never took off.


Mike never felt like a superhero, and podiatry was far from a prestigious branch of medicine, which was why his nickname was Dr. Scholl’s. Ironically, blast injuries to the extremities were the signature wound of Operation Enduring Freedom, due to the overwhelming number of IEDs, so Mike was the busiest doc in the 556th. Supporting the team were three nurses, two nurse anesthetists, three medics, three surgical technicians, and Joe Segundo, who kept track of them and the paperwork the Army loved so much.


Mike focused his attention on his case, Nestor Salinas. Salinas was twenty-one, and his right calf and ankle were riddled with AK-47 fire that had shredded his gastrocnemius, the large calf muscle, and the smaller soleus, underneath. Salinas must’ve sprinted in high school track, his calves were so well-developed, but Mike didn’t have time to think about that. The FST docs limited their surgeries to an hour or two, then evacuated the case to a Combat Support Hospital, or CSH, out of the battle zone, similar to the old-school MASH units. Salinas would end up in CSH Bagram, but the more severely wounded were flown from Bagram to Landstuhl Regional Medical Center in Germany.


Salinas was already being transfused, and Mike needed to salvage as much tissue as he could from the lower leg. His goal was to control any hemorrhage and clean, debride, irrigate, and pack the wounds, emplace a cast or external fixation if necessary and get Salinas onto a transport. Each minute counted and the FST was in constant motion, but Mike had learned to slow time down while he operated, all the while assessing the variables that meant life or death in combat theatre.


Mike cut around the first wound, a glistening cavern of blown-away flesh, nine centimeters long. The bullets had shredded, burned, and shattered everything in their path, including the tibia and fibula, embedding bone fragments in the remaining tissue. Still it was only a GSW, a gunshot wound, and Mike had gotten used to the idea that a soldier who merely got shot was lucky.


He felt eyes on him as he worked and looked up to see Joe Segundo talking with Oldstein. It wasn’t Mike’s concern, and he made the cuts he needed, excising the purplish tissue and salvaging the healthy red and pink. The wound didn’t smell bad and wasn’t that filthy; in contrast, homemade IEDs were stuffed with trash, so when they blew up, they caused bizarrely dirty wounds, embedded with pens, rocks, pins, nails, and even kid’s toys.


Mike tied off the veins, noting that the wound was remarkably clear of blood flow, thanks to a battlefield tourniquet by a combat medic, the medically trained infantrymen, the 68W who acted as first responders. Medics were able to stabilize a wounded soldier in fifteen minutes, and the one who had treated Salinas had written on his bare chest in purple marker, per procedure, so that the soldier was traveling with his medical records:


GSW


R LEG


4 HOLES


3 ENTRANCE


1 EXIT


tourniquet 3:15 am


Mike felt as if he were being watched again and glanced up to see Joe Segundo, now talking to Chatty. He wondered what was going on, momentarily distracted. He’d heard that the 556th might get reassigned up north, which would be a problem because they weren’t ready to roll out yet. When they had to go, Chatty would tell them the way he always did—to the Batmobile!


Mike accepted a roll of Kerlix bandages from his nurse, Linda, and began to pack the wound, which stopped the bleeding by pinching off leaky vessels and pressing them into soft tissue. The technique was called tamponade, from the French, which also gave rise to the word tampon. Mike loved knowing stuff like that and he loved being a podiatrist, though they all kidded him because he worked in silence. His nurse, Linda, liked to joke around with Chatty, who was singing, I’m too sexy for my cape, and Linda sang back, I’m too sexy for my gloves, then Chatty sang, Who needs latex, it gets in the way, and the OR erupted in laughter.


Mike kept his hands in Salinas, who would become The Kid With The Lucky GSW. He remembered his soldiers by names he gave them, like The Kid With The Big Freckles, The Kid With The Lazy Eye, and The Virgin. He would never forget The Girl With Hair Like Chloe’s, because he had to amputate her left foot after an IED blast. Her injuries scored nine on the Mangled Extremity Scoring System, the tactlessly-named MESS scale, when anything over seven was predictive of amputation. He still replayed that procedure in his mind when he couldn’t sleep, thinking of Chloe.


He tried not to think of his wife now, but he wasn’t succeeding. He loved his wife and he hated not to be home on their baby’s first Christmas. His only consolation was that his tour ended in a month, and he was counting the days. Emily was only a newborn, a month old, when he deployed, and the photos Chloe emailed him showed how much she was growing. They emailed and Skyped when the 556th returned to base to resupply, but the contact only intensified his longing for her, the baby, his home, his practice, his very country. It was all too much, and afterwards, he would block it out, mentally. If Mike was a superhero of anything, it was that. He was the Batman of Compartmentalizing.


Joe Segundo walked to Mike’s table, his dark eyes concerned over his surgical mask, which cut into his fleshy cheeks. He was a short and blocky Texan, whose jarhead haircut fit perfectly under his scrub cap. He frowned when he saw Salinas’s wound, up-close. “Bone salad, yo,” he said, with a touch of a Tex-Mex accent.


Mike glanced up. “What’s going on?”


“When will you be finished?”


“Me? My tour is up in one month.” Mike was joking, but he could tell by Joe’s eyes that he didn’t smile under his mask, which was strange. “Joe, what’s up? Something on your mind?”


“Can we talk when you get a break in the action?”


Mike thought it was an odd request. “No, I gotta finish this kid, then I got another GSW. Why, are we rolling out?”


“The other GSW isn’t an urgent. Oldstein will take him. Come find me when you’re done, okay?”


“Okay.” Mike let it go, figuring that it was about the FST or Army politics, as usual. Army MEDCOM was always on their case about one thing or another, and Joe loved to vent to Mike, whose odd-man-out status made him like Switzerland. It was probably nothing.


But later, when they told him that Chloe was dead, Mike remembered one thing:


I forgot to say my prayer.




 


Chapter Three


Mike climbed the jetway at Philadelphia International Airport in a sort of trance, numb. His backpack hung off his shoulder, and his iPod buds were plugged into his ears, though he played no music. He’d turned off his phone in Afghanistan, to avoid the condolence emails and calls from his former partners and friends. The one call he would have answered wouldn’t come, ever again.


Mike lumbered into the gate area, where the fluorescent lights hurt his eyes and the Christmas music bled through his buds. It was inconceivable that Chloe was dead. She was worried about him, not the other way around. They’d even made wills and upped their life insurance, in case he died. So it made absolutely no sense that she had died in a household accident, a stab wound, an SW. His wife. It wouldn’t have happened if he’d been home. He had failed her. Chloe had died alone.


He fell behind the excited and happy travelers, a swollen scrum of scarves and puffy coats who bustled along, rolling suitcases and carrying shopping bags of wrapped gifts. He kept going, head down and one boot in front of the other, past the Jamba Juice and a Gap decorated in red-and-green lights, blue-and-white menorahs, and signs 30% OFF EVERYDAY PRICES. The most time the Army would give him was ten days’ emergency leave, so there was a lot to do in a short time, and Mike told himself he’d get it done, just like in surgery. He’d drape the blasted flesh and perform the steps in the procedure, which was burying his wife and making arrangements for the care of their child.


He tugged out his earbuds, tucked them in his pocket, and felt his senses assaulted by the sights, sounds, and colors. Afghanistan was tan and brown, except for what was gray; the dry earth was a gray-brown powder that the soldiers called moondust, and the flat-roofed Afghani houses of the Kunar Valley were hewn from gray-black indigenous rock, built into the mountains and covered with gray stones and grayer rubble. Camp Leatherneck, where he’d first flown in, was in the gray-brown-red desert, but at least it had a portable toilet, and he’d been in camps that smelled like smoke and feces, which they burned, creating a stench all its own.


Mike shook it off, trying to leave it behind, but caught betwixt and between. The aroma of fresh pizza filled the air as he passed the Sbarro’s, and he caught a whiff of a flowery scent from a perfume kiosk. It reminded him of Chloe, so he tried not to breathe. He reached the security exit, where the crowd crammed together into a chute. They’d all be dead if they came under enemy fire, and he felt a bolt of reflexive fear. His heart rate picked up until he reminded himself he was home. A TSA lady smiled at him, showing a gold tooth, but he looked away.


“Mike! Over here!”


Mike spotted Bob, who clearly wasn’t himself, showing the strain. Robert Ridgeway was a tall, sandy-haired lawyer, usually a commanding presence, but tonight his shoulders slumped in his camelhair topcoat and his brow furrowed all the way to his hairline, with its expensive layers. Mike threaded his way through the crowd and hugged him.


“Hey, Bob,” he said hoarsely. He wanted to hold it together, in public. “Thanks for coming.”


“I’m so sorry, Mike.” Bob hugged Mike back awkwardly, either because of the backpack or the emotion.


“I still can’t believe it.”


“I know, Mike.”


“It wasn’t supposed to happen this way.”


“No, it wasn’t.” Bob gave him a final squeeze, then let him go. His smallish eyes were a weary blue, and he looked older than his forty years. “What can I say?”


“Nothing. There’s nothing to say. It’s not possible.” Mike tried to clear his throat, but it wasn’t working. People glanced over, seeing it wasn’t a typical holiday homecoming.


“Let’s go. Did you check anything?”


“Nah, I got it.” Mike didn’t remark the naïveté of the question, which touched him. He hoisted his backpack onto his shoulder.


“I parked in short-term, so no muss, no fuss. Traffic’s crazy.” Bob walked down the corridor, and Mike fell into step beside him, trying to recover. Maybe he wasn’t as good at compartmentalizing as he thought.


“How’s Danielle taking it?”


“Terrible. She was in bed the whole first day, crying her eyes out, but she’s coming around.” Bob moved quickly, his topcoat flying open. “The baby’s keeping her in the game, and she’s worried about you.”


Mike knew Danielle would be devastated. The sisters didn’t always see eye-to-eye, but their differences seemed to dissolve after Emily was born. Danielle was the older of the two and she had helped Chloe with everything. “How’s Emily?”


“She’s great. Big. She’s really cute, wait’ll you see her, and she laughs, like, a belly laugh.” Bob didn’t look over. “Danielle will show you. She makes her laugh.”


“Thanks for stepping in. You guys are a Godsend.”


“Not me. Danielle did most of it.”


“Nah, come on. Credit where credit is due. I saw you in that photo at the waterpark. Where was that, Dorney?”


“No, Sesame Place.”


“They have a wave pool?” Mike reached the escalator, piling on behind Bob.


“No. You can’t put that young a baby in a wave pool. It was a kiddie pool.”


Mike reddened, oddly ashamed. He knew Emily was too young for a wave pool. They reached the bottom of the escalator, where limo drivers lined up in front of glowing hotel ads. The crowd flowed to the right toward the baggage carousels, and Mike sped up to stay with Bob, who kept talking.


“Glad I bought the snowblower. Snowed yesterday, for six more inches. You believe this weather?”


Mike couldn’t make small talk right now, so he didn’t try. He knew that Bob felt as awful as he did, but just dealt with it differently.


“I saw online that Kabul and Philly are about the same latitude, so we have the same weather. Weird, huh?”


Mike thought it was typical Bob, who prepared for everything, which he actually liked.


“I was looking at some photos, of Kabul. What a dump! It looks like the Stone Age.”


Mike didn’t want to talk about Kabul, either. The coffee shops and Internet cafes did business among the rubble and burned-out cars. The children played under the bridges, next to heroin addicts. The Afghani people were grateful, anguished, and angry, in equal measure. The Afghan National Army, ANA, and the Afghan National Police, ANP, were willing but unable. The Coalition Forces were gone or out of gas.


“I looked online. There’s, like, three cities in the whole damn country.”


Mike didn’t correct him, unaccountably defensive. Afghanistan was a godforsaken country that he loved. The nights there could be so beautiful it was terrifying. Oddly, Mike had thought none of these thoughts until this very moment. He survived in the FST because he kept his head down and his focus narrowed to one wound, one bleeder, one suture. If he did his job well, he disappeared.


“Did you know that Afghanistan is twice the size of Iraq?” Bob motored ahead. “I read that Helmand Province is about seventy-eight thousand square miles. That’s huge. Chloe told us you can hear monkeys howl at night.”


Chloe. Mike felt a thud in his chest. Bob said her name, and it was like breaking a spell, or casting one.


“Chloe said you saw tarantulas and mountain lions, too. And vultures.”


Mike didn’t want to think about vultures. Every war probably had vultures. The birds of Southern Afghanistan were varied and beautiful, but they all scattered the same way when an RPG was fired.


“What a mess, huh?” Bob led him out toward the exit. “We still got troops there. People die every week, but it hardly makes the news.”


Mike found his mood worsening, his grief descending like nightfall. They left the terminal, joining the noisy crowd at the pedestrian crossing. The cold air braced him and he struggled to acclimate to the density, traffic, and honking horns. Cigarette smoke wafted into his face, and it reminded him of the soldiers, who all smoked or chewed. They weren’t under his care long enough for him to lecture them.


Bob stepped off the curb. “Follow me. I parked where the limos do.”


“Will the baby be up?”


“With any luck, she will.”


“Good.” Mike wanted to hold his baby daughter, a soft little bundle of Emily. She’d barely been as long as his forearm when he left. He would tell her all about her mom. He would make sure she remembered her mother, always. He would show her photos and make sure Emily knew that her mother had loved her to the very marrow.


“Mike, just so you know, we took the crib and toys and brought them to the house. Danielle wanted to keep as many things the same as possible.” Bob barreled along, his breath steamy in the chilly air. “Danielle loves taking care of the baby, and that’s what family’s for.”


“Thanks.” Mike would have to hire a nanny to take care of the baby until his deployment ended and he’d already emailed agencies. His parents were dead, and so were Chloe’s.


“Wait’ll you see the new house. We moved in last month. Finally.”


Mike swallowed hard, remembering that Chloe had been so happy to have them closer, after they found out he was being deployed. But even that hadn’t helped her, in the end. She had died alone. Mike felt a wave of guilt so powerful it almost felled him.


“I told the contractor, I’m not paying the last installment until you’re done.” Bob stalked through the parking lot, with Mike following. “The only good thing about a lousy economy is that it gives people like me leverage. Cash is king, baby.”


Mike hung his head. The Army didn’t know any details of Chloe’s accident, except that she cut herself by accident. He couldn’t listen to another minute of small talk. “Bob, what happened to her?”


“Huh?” Bob turned, his blondish eyebrows lifting.


“Chloe. What happened to her?” Mike heard his voice break. He stopped walking. He didn’t want to take another step until he knew everything. The chattering crowd flowed around them, their rollerbags rumbling on the frozen asphalt.


Bob faced Mike, his forehead creased. “Let’s talk about it at home, okay?”


“Can’t we talk about it here?”


“Mike.” Bob looked crestfallen. “Mike, please. Can’t it wait? Danielle knows more than I do. She can explain.”


Mike understood. They both felt a little lost without their wives, who knew how to make this easier. They were just two guys in a parking lot, trying not to embarrass themselves in front of strangers. “Okay.”


Bob turned away, raised his key fob, and chirped his black Mercedes to life.


Mike knew that Bob heaved a sigh because a cloud of steamy breath wreathed his head, rose into the air, and floated off.


Vanishing like a ghost.




 


Chapter Four


Mike entered the house behind Bob. It was warm and lovely, like something out of a magazine. Crystal lamps shone from mahogany tables, and a navy blue patterned sofa and matching chairs sat around a gas fireplace, flickering behind smoked glass. Holiday cards lined up on the mantel, and a Christmas tree decorated with tiny white lights blinked like electrified stars. Wrapped presents were spread on a carpet of fake snow, and the air smelled of pine, from a scented candle.


“Danielle, we’re home.” Bob walked ahead, taking off his topcoat.


Mike hung back and tugged down his ACU shirt, trying to make sense of his situation. One day he was covered in blood and he had a wife, and the next he had no wife and he was here. He set the backpack on the Oriental rug, worried it would leave moondust.


“Mike, oh, Mike.” Danielle came toward him from the back of the house, throwing open her arms, reminding Mike so powerfully of Chloe that he almost lost it. He met Danielle and hugged her close, knowing if he started crying, he’d never stop. Danielle looked a lot like Chloe but wasn’t exactly Chloe, in the way sisters echo each other but aren’t exact replicas, and as Mike held Danielle, he felt the agony of losing Chloe and the joy at having her again, even if an echo was as insubstantial as thin air.


“I’m so sorry.” Danielle clung to him, sniffling in his arms, slim and vaguely stiff in a white blouse and pressed jeans. “I know you loved her, so much.”


“You, too.” Mike breathed in her floral perfume and peach-scented hair conditioner, the scents that were almost-but-not-quite Chloe. “I’m so sorry you lost her, too.”


“She was my best friend. She was a great sister, and a great mother.” Danielle’s tone strengthened, recovering. She patted his back. “We’ll get through this together, as a family. We’ll pull together, and I’ll be there for you and Emily, and so will Bob.”


“Thank you.” Mike released her, managing to keep it together, and Danielle smiled up at him with glistening eyes, her lower lip trembling.


“Everybody sends their love and sympathy. All the old teachers at the middle school, and even some of her old students. Your partners have been calling and they sent a card.” Danielle sniffled and managed a shaky smile. “I was so touched by that, because Chloe liked them all, so much. People are posting on Facebook, too, on Chloe’s wall, sending you and the baby love and sympathy, which is nice.”


“Is she awake?” Mike felt an overwhelming urge to see Emily.


“No, she’s not, I’m sorry.” Danielle wiped her tears with her index finger turned on its side. “I tried, but she fell asleep.”


“I want to see her anyway. Is she upstairs?” Mike went to the staircase and looked up to the second floor, his hand on the banister.


“Yes, she is.”


Bob came up, his topcoat off. “Mike, why don’t you eat, then go see her. She’s not going anywhere.” He loosened his tie, making deep wrinkles in his neck skin. “How about it, huh? Come in the kitchen. Danielle made turkey chili.”


“I made it the way you like it,” Danielle added gently. “I have shredded cheddar. Eat first, then go see her. You don’t want to upset her.”


“Okay.” Mike didn’t want Emily to see him such a mess. He was supposed to be a father, not a bowl of Jell-O.


“Here, come with me.” Danielle took his elbow. “People have been dropping off casseroles and pies, too. When was the last time you had a good meal?”


“I don’t know.” Mike let her steer him into the kitchen, which smelled of spicy chili, but he had no appetite.


“Go, sit down, please.” Danielle gestured at a pine table with long benches instead of chairs, which reminded him of the mess hall at Bagram. It was set for dinner and stood against a wall of windows. He checked outside reflexively, but they were safe. Snow shimmered in an encrusted carpet, and frosted evergreens were illuminated by spotlights. In Afghanistan, they would say the house needed light security, making itself a target from the air.


“The house is really nice,” Mike said, trying to get normal.


“Thanks.” Danielle crossed to the stove, which was huge and shiny, of black enamel. Walnut cabinets and glossy black granite countertops ringed the huge kitchen. “It was a labor of love.”


“Ha.” Bob pulled out the bench and sat down opposite Mike. “By love she means money.”


“Bob, ahem, I earn money, too, remember?” Danielle shook her head, without rancor. She was a graduate of Penn Law School, but had never practiced and worked as the office administrator at Bob’s law firm, The Ridgeway Group.


“Are those Emily’s toys?” Mike gestured at the family room, which had a custom entertainment center, tan sectional furniture, and a beige carpet covered with toys, a playpen, and a baby swing.


“Yes.” Bob grunted. “The girls have taken over my man cave.”


“Bob, really?” Danielle came over with a cup of coffee and set it down in front of Mike. “Here we go, with Half & Half.”


“Thanks.” Mike didn’t take his coffee that way anymore, but didn’t say so. He kept looking at the toys, which he didn’t recognize, though he’d gone with Chloe to Toys R Us before he was deployed. It was their big shopping trip with a newborn Emily, who slept through the whole store. Still they’d had a blast, going through the aisles.


We need diapers, Chloe had said, pulling him away from the Barbie cars.


But this is automotive excellence. When can we get her one of these?


“You okay, Mike?” Danielle asked, from the stove.


“Fine.” Mike turned from the toys, his heart aching. “Danielle, what happened to Chloe? Do you have the details?”


“Oh, honey.” Danielle waved him off with a wooden spoon. “Let’s talk after. Dinner’s ready now.”


“No, tell me. Please.” Mike braced himself. “I want to know everything. Who found her? Did you?”


“Now, you want to talk?”


“Yes. Please?”


“Okay.” Danielle set the spoon on a ceramic rest, lowered the heat, and came over, sitting next to Bob. Her lower lip puckered, and she laced her fingers together in front of her, a smallish bony fist on the table. “I found her. I was out with the baby for the day, to give Chloe a break. I thought it would be nice if you and Chloe got a present from Emily. We got Chloe an ornament, and you a book.”


Mike tried to listen without emotion. He didn’t want to think about the ornament Chloe would never get, picked out by their baby. He felt broken and woozy. He sipped his coffee, which didn’t taste like anything but heat. His hand was shaking.


“The police think that Chloe cut herself on a knife, then hit her head on the counter when she fell.” Danielle bit her lip. “You know she fainted when she saw blood.”


“So it was an accident, with a knife.” Mike knew that much. He wanted to know more, everything.


“Yes. It was on her forearm. I didn’t look. She was in the entrance hall, face down. They think she was trying to get to the door.” Danielle’s eyes glistened, and Bob put his arm around her. “They think she knocked herself unconscious, and when I came home that night with the baby, I found her.”


Mike squeezed the mug. He wanted to crush it. He wanted to drive shards into his palms.


“I called 911, and while I was waiting for them I called Bob.” Danielle looked down at her knotted fingers. “They came quickly, in fifteen minutes, but she . . . wasn’t alive when I found her.”


Mike didn’t understand. He had so many questions, all of them coming at once. “Why didn’t she call 911 when she woke up?”


“She was unconscious for a long time.”


“How long?”


“No, it’s not that.”


“Then what is it?” Mike shook his head. “Why didn’t she call 911? She wouldn’t have let herself bleed out.” A thought occurred to him, for the first time. “It wasn’t intentional, was it?”


“No, no, not at all, nothing like that.” Danielle’s pained blue eyes shifted to Bob. “Honey, you tell him.”


Bob turned to Mike, his face falling into somber lines. “She’d been drinking. I saw a vodka bottle on the counter. She was probably passed out for hours. We figure that by the time she woke up, it was too late to call for help.”


“What?” Mike felt as if he’d been slapped in the face. He recoiled, astounded. “That’s not possible. Chloe had wine at dinner, one or two glasses, that was it.”


“Mike, she was drunk.”


“No,” Mike shot back, shocked. “That’s not true. She never gets drunk. I’ve never seen her drunk! She hardly even drinks hard liquor.”


“I know, not usually, but this time, she—”


“Stop it! Stop!” Mike found himself on his feet, jumping up, bumping the table with his thighs, jolting the dishes and glasses.


Danielle gasped, cowering. “Mike!”


Bob raised his hands, palms up. “Relax, Mike. I know, I didn’t believe it either.”


“I don’t believe it! I don’t! You’re wrong! She wasn’t drunk!”


Bob shook his head. “We’d suspected it for a while. Danielle smelled it on her breath once—”


“Stop it!” Mike kicked the bench savagely, a display of violence he’d never shown. “Shut up!”


Bob rose, his hands up, as if he were fending off a wild animal. “Mike, you need to calm down.”


“Don’t tell me what I need!” Mike exploded. He didn’t recognize himself. It was his soul, screaming. “I know what I need! I need my wife!”


Bob looked terrified and Danielle recoiled, as if Mike had detonated a grenade in their kitchen, but he still couldn’t stop himself, anguished.


“What happened to Chloe? I love her! I love her!”


“I loved her, too.” Danielle’s lower lip quivered. “She was my little sister, my only sister. I looked out for her since day one.”


“Aw, sweetheart.” Bob sat down and put his arm around her again, and Danielle burst into tears.


“I’m sorry,” Mike said, agonized. They didn’t deserve this, they were mourning, too. Suddenly he knew what he wanted to do.


He turned away, left the kitchen, and lumbered down the hallway.




 


Chapter Five


Mike opened the door and knew he’d picked the right bedroom by the slight humidity of the air and the faint scent of baby lotion. He closed the door and walked to the crib, adjusting to the darkness. He wasn’t going to wake Emily up. He just wanted to see her with his own eyes, to know she was alive. To prove to himself that not everything he loved could be taken from him, while his back was turned.


He hung over the rail and looked inside the crib, feeling a sort of awe at the sight. Emily lay on her back, wearing a fuzzy blue sleeper, and her head was to the side. Her arms were flung backwards, bent at the elbows, with her hands up, her fingers curled. She was so still he wasn’t even sure she was breathing, so he held his hand near her mouth and felt the soft warmth of her respiration, gentle beyond belief.


He flashed on the day they’d brought her home from the hospital. He’d been so nervous, fumbling to buckle her into the brand-new car seat, essentially a plastic bucket. She’d sagged forward, her head flopped so far onto her chest it alarmed even him, who should have known better. He’d driven home as carefully as he could, with one eye on the rearview.


Honey, this is amazing, he’d said. We have a baby!


There’s four of us now. Chloe had grinned at him from the backseat. The cat still counts. Jakey was our first child.


Mike let his gaze travel to Emily’s face, which was beautiful. She looked so much like Chloe, with her slim nose and slightly downturned lips, and her eyes were wide-set, too, like her mother’s. Faint blondish curls covered her head, the same color as Chloe’s hair, at least in the darkness, and there was a sweet curve to her forehead. Chloe’s forehead had been prominent, too.


I hate my forehead, she always said. It’s too big.


Mike had said, It’s all those brains.


What are you angling for? Because you’re still going to the dry cleaners.


Mike smiled at the memory, so real it felt as if it were happening, right here. It was Emily, bringing Chloe back to him. The baby’s eyelids fluttered, and he could tell by the shape that her eyes were big, like Chloe’s. Chloe’s eyes were a light blue, but he couldn’t recall the blue of Emily’s. He tried to remember from the emailed photos, but the color on them was never exact. He knew the stark blue of the Afghan sky, the dark blue of venous blood, and the green-blue of a soldier’s tattoo, but he didn’t know the blue of his own child’s eyes. Chloe would know, but Chloe wasn’t here.


I am so sorry, Chloe. I should have been with you. I vowed to be with you.


Mike felt tears come to his eyes and moved his hand to Emily’s chest. The sleeper was soft, and her body warm under his palm. He opened his fingers, and his hand covered her entire torso. He bit his lip not to cry when he felt her tiny heartbeat. He wondered if Chloe had ever stood over Emily’s crib at night, putting her hand on the baby’s heart, thinking of him. The husband who had let her die alone.


“Are you okay?” whispered a voice, and Mike looked up to see Danielle standing in the threshold, silhouetted by the hallway light, her hand on the doorknob.


“I’m fine,” Mike answered, but he forgot to whisper. Emily started to wake up, moving her head back and forth, then opened her eyes and looked directly at him, something she hadn’t done as a newborn. He felt a bolt of sheer joy and on impulse, reached into the crib and scooped her up. “Hi, Emily, it’s Daddy!”


Emily started to cry, and Danielle rushed into the bedroom, closing the door behind her. “Don’t hold her like that. Support her head.”


“Okay.” Mike tried to support Emily’s head, but she twisted in his arms. She seemed strong for a baby, and it felt great to hold her, despite the decibel-level. She was tangible proof of life, of Chloe, of family.


“Don’t do that.”


“What am I doing wrong?” Mike supported the baby’s head, but she kept turning away from him.


“Here, give her to me.” Danielle reached for the wailing baby, who stretched her tiny arms to her.


“Can’t I do something?” Mike asked, but before he could stop her, Danielle had taken Emily.


“Em, it’s all right, it’s okay, that’s your Daddy.” Danielle cuddled Emily, and the baby quieted quickly.


Mike felt oddly rejected, though he knew he was being silly. He would’ve given it more of a try. “What can I do?”


Danielle shushed him, and Emily twisted around, saw him, and started to cry again. “Do you see her pacifier in the crib? It’s pink.”


Mike crossed to the crib and moved some plush toys around, but didn’t see the pacifier. He wanted to hold Emily and comfort her, on his own. “Can I give it another chance? When she was little, I could get her to stop crying.”


“Not now, Mike. She’s tired.”


“What if you turn her around and let her see me, and we turn on the light?”


“I don’t think so. Another time, okay?” Danielle kept rocking the crying baby. “You go, and I’ll get the binky. She’ll be fine in the morning, you’ll see.”


“You sure I can’t try again?”


Emily wailed loudly.


“Okay, right, I’ll go.” Mike fled past them for the door, opened it, then closed it behind him. Flop sweat had broken out under the heavy cotton of his ACUs, and Bob was coming down the hall, frowning.


“Uh-oh, you woke the baby. Danielle will kill you.”


“I know, sorry. I have to be calmer, next time. I got too excited. I guess I held her wrong.”


“Don’t feel bad, Danielle’s got the touch.” Bob gestured to the bedroom, where the crying was subsiding. “See? Emily loves her. You have to look it at from Emily’s view. You’re a stranger to her.”


I’m her father, Mike thought, but Bob was right. He was a stranger who was also Emily’s father.


“She’ll come around. Give her time.” Bob touched him on the arm. “You look like you need a drink.”


“No, thanks.” Mike felt lost, dislocated. He belonged with Chloe, but she was gone. He belonged with Emily, but she didn’t know him. He found himself thinking about their cat, which was pathetic. “Bob, what happened to Jake, the cat?”


“Sara took him, and her boys love him already. We couldn’t take him. Danielle hates cats.”


“Sure.” Mike hid his dismay. Sara was Chloe’s best friend, and he’d never get the cat back now. “You know, I think I want to go home.”


“To your house, now? Why?” Bob frowned, surprised. “Aren’t you tired?”


“No.” Mike was still on Afghanistan time, eight and a half hours ahead. “Can I borrow your car?”


“Don’t go, it’s not a pretty sight.” Bob placed a firm hand on Mike’s shoulder. “There was a lot of blood. Danielle cleaned up what she could, then she got professionals in, and even they couldn’t get it all.”


Mike blinked, horrified. He couldn’t picture Chloe’s blood, in their home, in her kitchen.


“I know, it’s tough, and you’ll need a good night’s sleep tonight. There’s a lot to do in the next few days. We didn’t get a chance to talk schedule, but you have to pick out a casket tomorrow.”


Mike couldn’t listen, thinking of Chloe’s loving heart, leaking blood until it stilled. He thought of Emily’s tiny heart, beating down the hall, and his own heart, broken.


“The funeral is the day after tomorrow. It’s the only day we could get the church, with the holidays. I know it’s rushed, but we had no choice.”


Mike felt a flicker of clarity. “Bob, I want to go home.”




 


Chapter Six


Mike felt stricken when he spotted his house toward the end of the quiet, snowy street. He’d dreamed of coming home to Chloe and the baby, but he never imagined the scenario without her. No soldier dreams of coming home to an empty house, and even the sight of the house, white clapboard colonial, reminded him of Chloe. She was the one who’d found it online, obsessively checking the MLS, getting the jump on the Realtors and falling in love with its thumbnail photo. She knew it would be perfect for them, and she had been right. He remembered the day they’d taken possession and celebrated by making love in the empty living room.


On the floor? Chloe had asked, laughing, but she was already pulling her shirt over her head.


No, on the sales agreement. Did you see how many copies they made? That’s a mattress.


Then you’re on the bottom! Chloe had unfastened her lacy bra and reached for him.


Mike shook off the memory, approaching the house. Christmas lights lined the porch roof, wound around the downspout, and ran along the side to the kitchen, in back. Chloe must have strung them by herself, for a holiday she wouldn’t live to see.


I am so sorry, honey.


Mike reached the house, steered into his driveway, and pulled in behind her yellow VW Beetle, parked where it always was, since they kept his Grand Cherokee in the garage. His headlights blasted the vanity plate he’d bought her, which read RTEEST. Chloe had been confused by the plate, he remembered.


Thanks, but what does it mean? Rit-est?


No. Artiste. Isn’t that French for artist?


Ha! You speak French now!


No, I speak license plate.


Chloe had laughed. She had a wonderful laugh, light and happy, and Mike loved to make her laugh. He was a quiet guy, but he tried to be funny for her. He cut the ignition, plunging RTEEST into shadow, then sat still a moment, trying to gather his composure before he went inside. His only shot was that he’d cried all his tears out, though he knew that wasn’t medically possible. He pressed down the emergency brake, yanked the key out of the ignition, and climbed from the car.


The frozen air hit him in the face, and his breath turned to steam. He walked up the driveway to her Beetle, put his hand on the frigid handle, and pressed the button, which he knew would be unlocked. Chloe left everything unlocked, which drove him nuts, until now.


Honey, you should lock up!


In Wilberg? Are you kidding?


Mike got inside the car, sat in the front seat, and closed the door behind him, without knowing why. Because it was hers. Because she sat here last. Because she loved this car. He didn’t readjust the seat, though his knees didn’t fit under the wheel. He sat in darkness, feeling the seat behind him, the shape of her body, fitting his. He closed his eyes. He could have been in bed, with her spooning him, behind. She liked that.


Don’t get any ideas, she would joke. I’m just cuddling.


Cuddling is permitted. No ideas at all.


Mike opened his eyes. The dashboard was deep and black, and he glanced around to see how she’d left it. The console held a ChapStick, a ballpoint, half a pack of gum, loose change, and other junk. He dug in the console, spotted a silvery tube of lip gloss, and picked it up. She didn’t wear much makeup, but she was always reapplying this stuff.


Why do you do that? he asked her, once.


So I look kissable.


You look kissable right now. Want me to prove it?


Mike’s chest tightened. He wished she were here, so she could leave everything unlocked and put on makeup she didn’t need. He put the lip gloss in his pocket and was about to get out of the car when he saw the Dunkin’ Donuts cup in the cupholder. Chloe was never without a cup of coffee.


I’m addicted, she would say.


Mike thought of Bob and Danielle saying she’d been drunk on vodka, which was impossible. Chloe didn’t even drink vodka, much less to excess. He wondered if there would be police reports or a coroner’s report. He didn’t know the legalities, and it wasn’t as if she’d been murdered. There would have been an autopsy. The thought made him physically sick.


He got out of the car and walked up the driveway to the house, where he climbed the few steps of the porch, then stopped short. Their welcome mat was covered with red roses in shiny foil, a poinsettia plant with a red-and-green ribbon, and a bouquet of red-and-white carnations, wrapped in transparent paper. A pile of sympathy cards sat wedged among the flowers, and there were handwritten cards from her former students. One read, WE MISS YOU, MS. VOULETTE.


Mike felt hit in the chest, as if he’d been shot. The flowers showed him how much Chloe was loved, and also that she was lost. They proved that she had lived and she had died. It was almost more than he could bear. He gathered them up tenderly, unlocked the door, and went inside.




 


Chapter Seven


Mike set the flowers on the console table, flicked on the light and surveyed the entrance hall. The house was foreign and familiar, both at once. It was the same entrance hall, but something was missing.


Chloe is missing.


Mike set aside the thought, then it struck him. The area rug was gone, an Oriental that Chloe had bought in Lambertville, and the oak floor showed the faintest square of lighter wood. Then he realized why the rug wasn’t here. It must have been stained with blood. He worked his jaw, suppressing a wave of nausea. Chloe must have crawled from the kitchen to the entrance hall. She was trying to save herself. Because he wasn’t there to save her.


He crouched on his haunches and ran his fingers along the hardwood, which was smooth and clean, with barely any grit or dirt. He placed his palm flat against one spot, the way he had on Emily’s heart. He wondered crazily if he would feel Chloe’s heart stop, the way he had felt Emily’s beat. He felt nothing but cold wood, inanimate. It used to be alive, but it wasn’t anymore.


Oh, honey. I’m so very very sorry.


He got down on his hands and knees, scrutinizing the grain of the hardwood, looking for some of her blood. The floorboards were of random width, and the aged oak was rich with browns, golds, and blackish gray. He ran his finger down one dark vein and realized how much it was like a human vein, narrowing to the tiniest of cracks, a wooden capillary. The floorboards were clean, which meant she hadn’t bled through the rug. She must have lost too much blood before she’d even got this far.


Mike, she was drunk.


Mike didn’t believe it, not a word. Bob and Danielle were mistaken. Maybe Chloe had a drink, or maybe a neighbor had stopped in, or Sara or her other teacher friends had come to see the baby. She might have gotten a bottle of vodka out for them. It was the holidays, after all. Mike felt driven to understand what had happened, to retrace the last moments of her life. Maybe if he knew the order of events, he could reverse everything, like hitting a button on a videotape. He would rewind it back to his deployment, then to his enlisting in the Reserves. He wanted to serve his country, but he didn’t want it to cost him his wife. He would have paid the price, but not Chloe. Not her.


He found himself moving on his hands and knees toward the kitchen, the reverse of what Chloe had done in her final hours. He kept running his hands over the wood until he reached the threshold of the kitchen. He couldn’t see the floorboards anymore because the entrance-hall light was behind him. The only light in the kitchen was the colored Christmas lights shining through the windows, so he stood up and flicked on the kitchen light.


Mike took a second to let himself absorb the sight. An unmistakable darkness stained the floor between the table and cabinets. He walked over to it slowly, his heavy boots creaking on the hardwood, profaning it somehow. His kitchen floor had become hallowed ground. He eyed the stain, reflexively estimating its size as if it were a flesh wound, which it was, in a way. The darkness was about four feet wide by five feet long, lethal by any measure.


Please. Please forgive me.


He looked around the kitchen, which had been decorated by Chloe, with her painterly sensibility and her attraction to the happy colors of her native Provence. The walls were a sunny yellow, the woodwork a crisp white, and the curtains had a flower pattern that was bright red, warm gold, and deep blue. Chloe’s collection of Quimper plates ringed the room, each showing a French peasant in primitive dress. Mike remembered the day he had hung them, with her supervising.
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