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(WHERE THE DARK THINGS DRINK)
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I dream of the face of death.


It’s an ever-changing face, worn by many at the wrong time, worn by all eventually. I have looked into this face, over and over and over.


It’s what you do, dummy.


A voice in my dream tells me this.


The voice is right. I am in the Los Angeles branch of the FBI, and I am responsible for hunting the worst of the worst. Child killers, serial killers, men (and sometimes women) without conscience or restraint or remorse. It’s what I have done for over a decade and if I haven’t seen death in all its guises, I’ve seen it in most. Death is endless and erosive. Its unfettered face wears on a person’s soul.


Tonight, the face changes like a strobe in a fog, moving between three people I once knew. Husband, daughter, friend. Matt, Alexa, Annie.


Dead, dead, and dead.


I find myself facing a mirror with no reflection. The mirror laughs at me. It hee-haws like a donkey, it lows like a cow. I hit it with my fist and the mirror shatters. A purple bruise blossoms on my cheek like a rose. The bruise is lovely, I can feel it.


My reflection appears in the mirror shards.


The voice again: Broken things still catch the light.


I wake from this dream by opening my eyes. It’s a strange thing, going from a deep sleep to full awareness in the space of a blink. But at least I don’t wake up screaming anymore.


I can’t say the same for Bonnie. I turn on my side to look at her, being careful not to jostle. I find she is already awake, staring into my eyes.


‘Did I wake you up, honey?’ I ask.


She shakes her head. No, she’s saying.


It’s late, and this is one of those times where sleep still beckons. If Bonnie and I are willing, it will draw us back down again. I open my arms to her. My adopted daughter moves close to me. I hug her tight, but not too tight. I smell the sweetness of her hair and darkness claims us with the whisper of an ocean tide.


When I wake up, I feel great. Really and truly rested, in a way I haven’t for a long time. The dream has left me feeling cleansed. Gently scoured.


I feel unrushed and distant and peaceful. I don’t have anything in particular to worry about, which is strange; worry is a phantom limb for me. This is like being in a bubble – or maybe the womb. I go with it, floating for a little while, listening to my own white noise. This is a Saturday morning, not just in name, but as a state of being.


I look over to where Bonnie should be, and see only rumpled sheets. I cock an ear and hear faint patterings. Ten-year-old feet, moving through the house. Having a ten-year-old daughter can be like living with a fairy. Something magical.


I stretch and it feels glorious and catlike. Just one item is needed to make this morning a thing of perfection. As I think it, my nose twitches.


Coffee.


I bound out of bed, and head down the stairs to the kitchen. I note with satisfaction that I’m wearing nothing but an old T-shirt and what I call my ‘granny panties,’ along with a pair of ridiculous fluffy slippers in the shape of elephants. My hair looks like it just went through a hurricane. None of it matters, because it’s Saturday, and no one else is here but us girls.


Bonnie meets me at the bottom of the stairs with a cup of coffee.


‘Thanks, munchkin.’ I take a sip. ‘Perfect,’ I say, nodding. And it is.


I sit down at the dining table, sipping my coffee. Bonnie drinks a glass of milk, and we look at each other. It’s a very, very comfortable silence. I grin.


‘This is some great morning, isn’t it?’


She grins back, and that smile steals my heart again, nothing new. She nods.


Bonnie does not speak. Her muteness is not a result of any physical defect. It’s the result of her mother getting butchered while she watched. And of the killer then tying her to her mother’s corpse, face-to-face. She was there for three days like that. She hasn’t spoken a word since.


Annie – her mother – was my best friend in the world. The killer came for her to hurt me. At times, I know that Annie died because she was my friend. Most of the time I don’t know this. I pretend it isn’t there, something just too huge and dark and crushing, a shadow the size of a whale. If I were to know that truth too often, it would break me.


Once, when I was six, I was angry at my mother for some reason. I can’t even remember why. I had a kitten that I’d named Mr Mittens, and he came up to me with that empathy animals can have, knowing I was upset. Mr Mittens approached me with unconditional love, and my response was to give him a little kick.


He wasn’t hurt, not permanently. Not even temporarily. But he was never really a kitten again. He would always flinch first when you went to pet him. To this day, if I think about Mr Mittens, I’m consumed with guilt. Not just a twinge, but a feeling of pure awfulness, a kind of crippling of the soul. It was an evil act. I did permanent harm to something innocent. I never told anyone what I did to Mr Mittens. It’s a secret I plan to take to my grave, a sin I’d rather go to hell for than confess.


Thinking about Annie makes me feel like I kicked Mr Mittens to death. So I’m comfortable not knowing, most of the time.


Annie left Bonnie to me. She is my penance. It’s not fair, because Bonnie is magic and wonder and sunny days. Muteness, night screams, and all. Penance should involve suffering; Bonnie brings me smiles.


I think about all this in an instant, looking at her. Thought moves fast.


‘How about we hang out and be lazy for a few hours, and then we go shopping?’


Bonnie considers this for a moment. This is one of her traits. She doesn’t blithely respond to anything. She gives it real thought, makes sure that when she answers, it’s the truth. I don’t know if this is a product of what she went through, or a quirk of character she was born with. She lets me know what she’s decided with a smile and a nod.


‘Coolio. Want breakfast?’


This requires no consideration, food being a consistent exception to that quirk. Affirmation is instant and enthusiastic.


I putter around, making bacon, eggs, toast. As we munch, I decide to broach the coming week with her.


‘I told you I took a few weeks off, didn’t I?’


She nods.


‘I did it for a lot of reasons, but one in particular. I wanted to talk to you about it because . . . well . . . it’ll be a good thing, but it might be a little bit hard too. For me, I mean.’


She leans forward, watching me with a steady, patient intensity.


I sip my coffee. ‘I’ve decided it’s time to put some things away. Things like Matt’s clothes, his bathroom stuff. Some of Alexa’s toys. Not the photos or anything like that. I’m not talking about erasing them. It’s just . . .’ I’m looking for the words. I find them, and they form a simple sentence: ‘It’s just that they don’t live here anymore.’


Succinct, a single line. Filled with all of the meaning and knowledge and fear and love and hope and despair in the world. Spoken after crossing a desert of darkness.


I am the head of the Violent Crimes Unit in Los Angeles. I’m good at my job – real good. I oversee a team of three other people, all hand-selected by me, all exemplary law-enforcement professionals. I could be modest, I suppose, but I would just be lying. The truth is, you really don’t want to be the psycho that my team is after.


A year ago, we were hunting a man named Joseph Sands. Nice guy to his neighbors, loving father of two, bearer of just a single flaw: He was hollow inside. He didn’t seem to mind, but I’m sure the young women he tortured and murdered did.


We were hot on his trail – close to figuring out that it was him, in other words – when he changed my world. He broke into my home one night and, using just rope and a hunting knife, ended the universe as I knew it. He killed my husband, Matt, in front of me. He raped and disfigured me. He pulled my daughter, Alexa, up, using her as a human shield to catch the bullet that I had fired at him.


I returned the favor by filling him up with every bullet in my gun, and reloading to do it all again. I spent six months after that deciding whether I was going to go on living or blow my brains out.


Then Annie got killed, and Bonnie was there, and somewhere along the way, life got a firm grip on me again.


Most people can’t truly conceive of being in a place where death might be preferable to life. Life is strong. It grips you in many ways, from the beating of your heart, to the sun on your face, to the feel of the ground beneath your feet. It grasps you.


Its grip on me was as thin as a thread. A strand of spider’s silk, holding me over the edge of the chasm of forever. Then it was two threads. Then five. Then it was a rope. The chasm began to recede, and at some point I realized that life once again had a grip on me. It had snared me back into the moment to moment of drawing breath and pumping blood, and I cared about it all again. The chasm was gone, replaced by a horizon.


‘It’s time to make this a real home again, honey. You understand?’


She nods. I can tell she understands it in every way.


‘Now – here’s the part you might like.’ I give her a small smile. ‘Aunt Callie took some time off, and she’s going to come stay with us and help out’ – this elicits a smile of pure delight from Bonnie – ‘and Elaina is going to be coming over too.’


Her eyes become lighthouses of happiness. The smile is blinding. Definite approval. I grin. ‘Glad it makes you happy.’


She nods, we get back to eating. I’m woolgathering when I realize she is studying me again, head cocked. She has a soft, quizzical look on her face.


‘You wonder why they’re coming?’


She nods.


‘Because . . .’ I sigh. It’s another single, simple sentence: ‘Because I can’t do it by myself.’


I’m resolute about this, about moving forward. But I’m a little bit afraid of it too. I’ve spent so much time being fucked up, I’m suspicious of my recent bout of stability. I want friends around to support me if I get a little bit wobbly.


Bonnie gets out of her chair, comes over to me. I feel such softness in this child. Such goodness. If my dreams contain the face of death, then this is the face of love. She reaches up and traces the scars that cover the left side of my face with a light finger. Broken pieces. I am the mirror.


My heart fills and empties, fills and empties.


‘I love you too, sweetheart.’


Quick hug, canyon of meaning, back to breakfast. We finish and I sigh with contentment. Bonnie burps, huge and loud. A shocked silence follows – and then we both break out in laughter that comes straight from the belly. We laugh until we cry, it subsides to giggles, ends in smiles.


‘Want to go watch some cartoons, munchkin?’


A blazing smile, like the sun on a field of roses.


I realize that this is the best day I have had in the last year. The very, very best.
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Bonnie and I are going through the Glendale Galleria – mall to end all malls – and the day has only gotten better. We stopped into a Sam Goody’s to look at the music selection. I got a CD set – Best of the Eighties – and Bonnie got the newest Jewel CD. Her current musical interests seem to match her personality: full of thought and beauty, neither unhappy nor joyous. I look forward to the day that she asks me to buy her something because it makes her toes tap, but today I could care less. Bonnie’s happy. That’s all that matters.


We buy some giant salted pretzels and sit down on a bench to eat them and people-watch. Two teenagers wander by, oblivious to anything but each other. The girl is in her mid-teens, brunette, homely, slender on top, heavy on the bottom, wearing low-slung jeans and a halter top. The boy is about the same age and adorably un-cool. Tall, skinny, gangly, sporting thick-lensed glasses, lots of acne, and hair down past his shoulders. He’s got his hand in the back pocket of her jeans, she has her arm around his waist. They both look young and goofy and awkward and happy. Two square pegs, they make me smile.


I catch a middle-aged man goggling at a beautiful twentysomething. She’s like an untamed horse, full of an effortless vitality. Perfect jet-black hair down to her waist. Flawless tanned skin. Perky smile, perky nose, perky everything, exuding confidence and a sensuality that I think is more unconscious than purposeful. She walks by the man. He continues to catch flies with his open mouth. She never even notices him. The way of things.


Was I like that once? I muse. Something beautiful enough to lower the male IQ?


I suppose I was. But times change.


I get looks now, it’s true. But they’re not looks of desire. They are looks ranging from curiosity to distaste. Hard to blame them. Sands did some of his best work when he cut my face.


The right side is perfect and untouched. All the really grisly stuff is on the left. The scar starts at my hairline in the middle of my forehead. It goes straight down to between my eyebrows, and then it rockets off to the left, an almost perfect ninety-degree angle. I have no left eyebrow; the scar has replaced it. The puckered road continues, across my temple, arcing in a lazy loop-de-loop down my cheek. It rips over toward my nose, crosses the bridge of it just barely, and then turns back, slicing in a diagonal across my left nostril and zooming one final time past my jawline, down my neck, ending at my collarbone.


There is another scar, straight and perfect, that goes from under the middle of my left eye down to the corner of my mouth. It’s newer than the rest; the man who killed Annie forced me to cut myself while he looked and hungered. He loved watching me bleed, you could see it in his eyes, an exaltation. It was one of the last things he felt before I blew his brains out.


Those are just the scars that are visible. Below the neckline of whatever blouse I happen to be wearing, there are others. Made by a knife blade and the cherry-end of a burning cigar.


For a long time, I was ashamed of my face. I kept my hair forward on the left, trying to obscure what Joseph Sands had done to me. Life got its grip on my heart again and my view of those scars changed. I keep my hair back these days, tight against my head in a ponytail, daring the world to look.


The rest of me is not too bad. I’m a shorty, four foot ten inches tall. I have what Matt used to call ‘mouth-sized boobs.’ I’m not thin, but am in shape. I have a not-small ass, more of a bubble butt. Matt used to love it. Sometimes he would fall down on his knees when I was in front of the full-length mirror, grab my butt, and look up at me. In his best Gollum voice he would go, ‘My preciousssss . . .’


It never failed to give me a case of out of control giggles.


Bonnie pulls me out of this idle reverie with a tug on my sleeve. I look to where she is pointing. ‘You want to go into Claire’s?’


She nods.


‘No problem, munchkin.’ Claire’s is one of those places that was designed for the mother/daughter experience. Cheap but stylish jewelry for young and old, hair scrunchies, brushes emblazoned with glitter.


We walk in and a twentysomething turns out to be one of the salespeople. She comes up to us with a patented retail smile, ready to help and sell. Her eyes widen as she gets a good look at me. The smile falters first, then shatters.


I raise an eyebrow at her. ‘Problem?’


‘No, I –’ She continues to stare at my scars, flustered and horrified. I’m almost sympathetic. Beauty is her deity, and so my face must look like a victory for the devil.


‘Go help the girls over there, Barbara.’ The voice is sharp, a slap. I look over and see a woman in her forties. She’s beautiful in that way that beautiful women can have when they get older. Salt-and-pepper hair, along with the most striking blue eyes I’ve ever seen. ‘Barbara,’ she repeats.


The twentysomething snaps out of it, flings out a single ‘Yes, ma’am,’ and races away from me as fast as her perfectly pedicured feet can carry her.


‘Don’t mind her, sweetheart,’ the woman says. ‘She’s big on smiles, but a little lacking in the IQ department.’ The voice is kind and I open my mouth to reply when I realize that she’s not talking to me, but to Bonnie.


I look down and see that Bonnie is staring daggers at the twentysomething. Bonnie is protective of me; she had not been amused. She responds to the woman’s voice, turning to her, giving her a very frank look of appraisal. The frown is replaced by a shy smile. She likes the salt-and-pepper lady.


‘I’m Judith, this is my little shop. What can I help you ladies with?’


Now she is speaking to me. I give her my own look of appraisal, and see nothing false here. Her kindness is unforced, more than genuine. It’s innate for this woman. I’m not sure why I ask it, but the words fly from my lips before I can stop them. ‘Why aren’t you bothered like she was, Judith?’


Judith gives me a look with those oh-so-sharp eyes, follows it with a soft smile. ‘Honey, I beat cancer last year. It required a double mastectomy. The first time my husband saw the results, he didn’t even blink, just told me he loved me. Beauty is a highly overrated commodity.’ She winks. ‘So, can I help you . . . ?’


‘Smoky,’ I reply. ‘Smoky Barrett. This is Bonnie. We’re just looking around, and you already helped us a lot.’


‘Well, enjoy and you just let me know.’


One last smile, a small wink, and she’s off, trailing kindness behind her like a fairy glow.


We spend a good twenty minutes in the shop, loading ourselves down with trinkets. Half of them will never be used, but boy were they fun to buy. Judith rings it all up, and we murmur goodbye, and leave with our loot. I look at my watch as we stand outside the store.


‘We should get back, babe. Aunt Callie is going to be showing up in an hour or two.’


Bonnie smiles and nods, takes my hand. We exit the mall into a perfect day of California sunshine. It’s like walking into a postcard. I think about Judith, and glance at Bonnie. She doesn’t see me looking at her. She seems carefree, like a child should.


I put on my sunglasses and think again: This is a great day. The best in a long while. Maybe it’s a good omen. I’m clearing the house of ghosts, and life keeps getting better. It makes me certain I’m doing the right thing.


I know when I go back to work that I’ll remember: There are predators out there, rapists and murderers and worse. They’re walking with us under that same blue sky, basking in the heat of that same yellow sun, always watching, always waiting, brushing up against the rest of us and quivering when they do, like dark tuning forks.


But for now, the sun could just be the sun. Like the dream-voice said: We broken things, we still catch the light.
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The living room couch holds us in a soft, relaxed grip. It’s a slightly battered old couch, light-beige microfiber, spotted in places by the past. I see wine drops that wouldn’t come out, something food-related that probably dates back years. The loot from the mall waits in bags on the coffee table, which also shows signs of past misuse. Its walnut was shiny when Matt and I bought it; now its top is marred and scarred.


I should replace them both, but I can’t, not yet. They’ve been loyal and comfortable and true, and I’m not ready to send them off to furniture heaven.


‘I want to talk to you about something, honey,’ I say to Bonnie.


She grants me her full attention. She senses the hesitation in my voice, the conflict inside me. Go ahead, that look says. It’s okay.


This is another thing I hope to put behind us, someday. Bonnie reassures me too often. I should be guiding her with my strength, not the other way around.


‘I want to talk to you about you not talking.’


Her eyes change, going from understanding to troubled.


No, she’s saying. I don’t want to discuss this.


‘Honey.’ I touch her arm. ‘I’m just concerned, okay? I’ve spoken with some doctors. They say if you go too long without speaking, you could lose the ability to talk for good. If you never talk again, I’ll still love you. But that doesn’t mean that’s what I want for you.’


She crosses her arms. I can see the struggle going on inside her but I can’t define it. Then I get it.


‘Are you trying to figure out how to tell me something?’ I ask.


She nods.


Yes.


She stares at me, concentrating. She points at her mouth. She shrugs. She does this again. Points. Shrugs. I puzzle about it for a moment.


‘You don’t know why you’re not talking?’


She nods.


Yes.


She holds up a finger. I’ve come to learn that this means ‘but’ or ‘wait.’


‘I’m listening.’


She points at her head. Mimes being thoughtful.


Again, it takes me a moment.


‘You don’t know why you’re not talking – but you’re thinking about it? Trying to figure out the reason?’


I can tell by the relief on her face that I’ve hit the mark. It’s my turn to be troubled.


‘But, honey – don’t you want some help with that? We could get you a therapist –’


She jumps up from the couch, alarmed. Cuts her hands in the air.


No way, no how, uh-uh.


This one needs no explanation. I understand in a flash.


‘Okay, okay. No therapists.’ I put a hand on my heart. ‘Promise.’


This is another reason to hate the man who murdered Bonnie’s mother, dead or not. He was a therapist and Bonnie knows it. Bonnie watched him kill her mother, and he killed any potential trust of his profession along with her.


I reach out, grab her, pull her to me. It’s clumsy and awkward but she doesn’t resist.


‘I’m sorry, babe. I just . . . worry about you. I love you. I’m afraid of you never talking again.’


She points at herself, and nods.


Me too, she’s saying.


Points at her head.


But I’m working on it.


I sigh.


‘Fair enough, for now.’


Bonnie hugs me back, showing me that it’s fine, the day isn’t ruined, no harm done. Reassuring me again.


Accept it. She’s happy, right now. Let her be.


‘Let’s dig through all this cool junk we got, what do you say?’


Wide grin, big nod.


Yeah.


Five minutes later the trinkets have distracted her from the earlier discussion.


They distract me less, of course. I’m the grown-up. I don’t get to soothe my worries with nail polish.


There are things I haven’t told Bonnie about this two-week break. Omissions, not lies. A parental right. You omit so your child can be a child. They’ll grow up and shoulder the weights of an adult soon enough, and inevitably.


I have some choices to make about my life, and I have two weeks to decide what I’m going to do. That’s a self-imposed deadline. I need to make a decision, not just for me, but for Bonnie as well. We both need stability, certainty, a routine.


This has all come to a head because I was summoned to the Assistant Director’s office ten days ago.


I have known Assistant Director Jones for the entirety of my FBI career. He was my original mentor and career rabbi. Now he’s my boss. He didn’t arrive at his current position through politics; he moved up through the ranks by being an exceptional agent. In other words, he’s real, not a suit. I respect him.


AD Jones’s office is windowless and austere. He could have chosen a corner office with great views, but when I’d queried him on it one time, his response had been something along the lines of ‘A good boss shouldn’t spend much time in his office anyway.’


He’d been seated behind his desk, a big, hulking, gray-metal anachronism that he’s had for as long as I’ve known him. Like the man himself, it screams, ‘If it’s not broke don’t fix it.’ The desk’s surface was covered, as always, by multiple stacks of folders and papers. A worn wood and brass plaque announced his title. No awards or certificates adorned the walls, though I happen to know he has plenty he could put up.


‘Sit down,’ he’d said, indicating the two leather chairs that are always there.


AD Jones is in his early fifties. He’s been in the FBI since 1977. He started right here in California and worked his way up the chain of command. He’s been married twice and divorced twice. He’s a handsome man, in a hard, carved-from-wood kind of way. He tends to be terse, gruff, and unapologetic. He’s also a formidable investigator. I was lucky to have worked under him so early in my career.


‘What’s up, sir?’ I’d asked.


He’d taken a moment before answering.


‘I’m not big on tact, Smoky, so I’ll just lay it out. You’ve been offered a teaching position at Quantico, if you want it. You’re not required to accept it, but I am required to tell you about it.’


I’d been dumbfounded. I’d asked the obvious question:


‘Why?’


‘Because you’re the best.’


Something in his demeanor had told me there was more to it than that.


‘But?’


He’d sighed. ‘There is no “but.” There’s an “and.” You are the best. You’re more than qualified and more than deserving based on merit.’


‘What’s the “and”?’


‘Some higher-ups in the Bureau – including the Director – feel that you’re owed it.’


‘Owed it?’


‘Because of what you’ve given, Smoky.’ His voice had been quiet. ‘You’ve given the Bureau your family.’ He’d touched his cheek. I didn’t know if it was an unconscious gesture or apropos of my scars. ‘You’ve been through a lot because of your job.’


‘So, what?’ I’d asked, angry. ‘They feel sorry for me? Or are they worried about me cracking up down the road?’


He’d surprised me with a grin. ‘Under normal circumstances, I’d agree with that line of thinking. But no. I talked to the Director himself and he made it clear: This isn’t a politicized payoff. It’s a reward.’ He’d given me an appraising look. ‘Have you ever met Director Rathbun?’


‘Once. He seemed like a straight shooter.’


‘He is. He’s tough, he’s honest – as honest as the position allows him to be – and he tells it straight. He thinks you’re perfect for the job. It would come with a pay raise, you’d have stability for Bonnie, and you’d be out of the line of fire.’ A pause. ‘The thing is, he told me it was the best the Bureau was going to be able to do for you.’


‘I don’t understand what that means.’


‘There was a time you were being considered for Assistant Director – my job.’


‘Yes, I know.’


‘That’ll never be on the table again.’


Shock had coursed through me.


‘Why? Because I got thrown for a loop when Matt and Alexa died?’


‘No, no, nothing like that. That’s way too deep. Think shallower.’


I had, and understanding had arrived. On one hand, I hadn’t believed it. On the other, it was Bureau, through and through.


‘It’s about my face, isn’t it? It’s an image issue.’


A complicated mix of pain and anger had flared up in his eyes. This had died away to weariness.


‘I told you he gives it straight. It’s a media-driven age, Smoky. There’s no conflict with you running your unit and looking the way you do.’ His lips had twisted into a sardonic smile. ‘But apparently the consensus is that it wouldn’t work in a director-level position. Romantic if you’re the hunter, bad for recruitment if you’re a Director or Assistant Director. I think it’s crap, and so does he, but that’s the way it is.’


I’d searched for the outrage I’d expected to feel, but to my surprise had found it absent. I could only summon up indifference.


There was a time when I had been as ambitious as the next agent. Matt and I had talked about it, even planned for it. We’d assumed that I’d climb the command ladder as a matter of course. But things had changed.


Part of this was pragmatism. Personal feelings aside, the powers-that-be weren’t wrong. I was no longer fit to be the administrative face of the FBI. I was good as a soldier, scarred and scary. I was fine to train others, the grizzled veteran. Photo ops with the President? Never going to happen.


The other part was possibility. Teaching at Quantico was a plum position that many aspired to. It came with good pay, regular hours, and a lot less stress. Students didn’t shoot at you. They didn’t break into your home. They didn’t kill your family.


All of this had passed through my mind in an instant.


‘How long do I have to give my answer?’ I’d asked.


‘A month. If you say yes, you’d have plenty of time to make the transition. Six months or so.’


A month, I’d thought. Plenty of time and no time at all.


‘What do you think I should do, sir?’


My mentor hadn’t missed a beat.


‘You’re the best agent I’ve ever worked with, Smoky. Hard to replace. But you should do whatever is best for you.’


Here in the present, I glance at Bonnie. She’s engrossed in her cartoons. I think about today, about relaxed mornings and breakfast burps and trips to Claire’s.


What’s best for me? What’s best for Bonnie? Should I ask her?


Yeah, I should. But not now.


For now I was going to continue with the current plan. I was going to pack Matt and Alexa away. Gone but not forgotten.


We’ll see what things look like after that.


I didn’t feel stressed by the need to decide. I had choices. Choices meant future. Future here, future in Quantico, it was all forward motion, and motion was life. All of that was better than six months ago.


You keep telling yourself that. But it’s not that simple, and you know it. Something’s hiding behind that indifference, something dark and nasty and fang-ful.


Fang-ful isn’t even a real word, I reply to myself, scornful.


I put all of this out of my mind (or try to) and snuggle closer, letting Saturday be Saturday again.


‘Cartoons rock, don’t they, babe?’


Bonnie nods without looking away from the TV.


Yes, she agrees. They do.


Not fang-ful at all.
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‘Don’t you both look lazy and pleased about it,’ Callie says.


She stands in the kitchen, posed. Burgundy-painted fingernails tap the black granite countertop of the kitchen island. Her copper hair contrasts with the white-oak cabinets behind her. She arches a single perfect, disapproving eyebrow.


Bonnie and I grin at each other.


If there was a patron saint of irreverence, it would be Callie. She is indelicate, sharp tongued, and has a habit of calling everyone ‘honey-love.’ Rumor says that she has a written reprimand on file for calling the Director of the FBI ‘honey-love.’ I don’t doubt it; it is Callie to the core.


She is also beautiful in a way that the twentysomethings envy, because it is a permanent beauty, a movie-star beauty, undeterred by age. I have seen pictures of Callie at twenty, and I can honestly say that she is more beautiful now at thirty-eight. She has flaming red hair, full lips, long legs – she could have been a model. But instead of packing a hairbrush, she packs a gun. I think one of the things that makes her even more beautiful – if that’s possible – is her absolute disinterest in her own physical perfection. It’s not that she has a poor self-image (far, far from it), it’s that her beauty isn’t a meaningful trait to her.


Callie is hard as nails, smarter than the scientists at NASA, and the most loyal friend a person could ever hope to have. None of this is self-evident. Callie is not a touchy-feely girl. I’ve never gotten a greeting card or a birthday present from her. Her love shines through her actions.


It was Callie who found me in the aftermath of Joseph Sands. Callie who took my gun away from me, even as I pointed it at her, and pulled the trigger, firing on empty, click-click-click.


Callie is a member of my team; we have worked together for ten years. She has a master’s degree in forensics to go along with a mind made for what we do. Callie has a certain brutality to her when it comes to investigative work. Evidence and truth are her higher power. If the evidence points to you, she’ll turn on you and devour you, regardless of how well you got along before that point. She won’t feel guilty about it either. The simplest solution: Don’t be a criminal and you’ll get along with her just fine.


Callie isn’t perfect, she just wears her bruises better than the rest of us. She’d gotten pregnant at fifteen and had been forced by her parents to give up the child for adoption. Callie had kept this a secret from everyone, including me, until six months ago. A killer had forced it into the open. People could envy her beauty, but she’d fought and suffered to become the person she is.


‘We are pleased,’ I say, smiling. ‘Thanks for coming.’


She waves her hand in a gesture of dismissal. ‘I’m here for the free food.’ She gives me a stern look. ‘There will be free food, won’t there?’


Bonnie answers for me. She goes over to the refrigerator, opens the door, and comes back holding a Callie favorite: a box of chocolate donuts.


Callie mimes wiping away a tear. ‘Bless you.’ She smiles down at Bonnie. ‘Want to help me polish off a few?’


Bonnie smiles back, more sun and roses. They get milk, an important ingredient. I watch them down some donuts and I reflect on the fact that this, this simple minute, brings to me a burst of happiness that is almost a perfect thing. Friends and donuts and smiling daughters, the elixir of laughter and life.


‘No, honey-love,’ I hear Callie say. ‘Never eat without dunking first. Unless no milk is available, of course, because that’s the first rule of life, and never forget it: The donut always trumps the milk.’


I stare at my friend in wonder. She’s unaware of it, engrossed in doling out her donut-lore. This is one of the things that makes Callie one of my favorite people. Her willingness to have fun. To grab, guiltless, at the low-hanging fruit of happiness.


‘I’ll be back in a minute,’ I say.


I pad up carpet-covered stairs to my bedroom and look around. It’s a good-sized master. Plantation shutters on the front wall can be configured to let the sunshine in by increments, or in force. The walls are painted in off-whites, the bed coverings are a bright splash of light-blue color. The bed dominates the room, four-poster, king-sized, top-of-the-line, heaven-sent mattress. Heaps of pillows, mountains of pillows. I love pillows.


There are two matching chests of drawers, one for Matt and one for me, all in dark-colored cherrywood. A ceiling fan churns away, quiet, its low-slung hum my longtime sleep companion.


I sit down on the bed and look around, taking it in as a whole.


I need a moment, before it all starts. A moment to see it for what it was, not what it’s going to become.


[image: Image]


Great things and terrible things and things banal, all happened here, on this bed. They run through me like raindrops through tree leaves. A quiet thundering on the roof of my world.


Memories eventually lose their sharp edges and stop drawing blood. They quit cutting you and start stirring you. That’s what my memories of my family have become, and I’m pretty happy about that. There was a time when a thought of Matt or Alexa would double me over in pain. Now I can remember and smile.


Progress, babe, progress.


Matt still talks to me from time to time. He was my best friend; I’m not ready to stop hearing his voice in my head.


I close my eyes and remember moving this bed into this room, after Matt and I bought it at some mom-and-pop furniture store. This was our first home, purchased by cleaning out our bank accounts for a down payment and praying for an understanding lender. We bought a home in an up-and-coming area of Pasadena, a newer two-story (no way could we afford one of the hundred-year-old Craftsman homes, though we eyed them wistfully). It wasn’t so close to work, but neither of us wanted to live in LA proper. We wanted a family. Pasadena was safer. The house looked like every other one around it, yes, it lacked identity, true – but it was ours.


‘This is a home,’ Matt had said to me in the front yard, hugging me from behind as we both looked up at the house. ‘We’re going to make a life here. I think a new bed fits that. It’s symbolic.’


It was silly and sappy, of course. And I agreed, of course. So we bought the bed, and struggled it up the stairs ourselves. We broke a happy sweat assembling the headboard and frame and baseboard, grunted getting the box spring and mattress on. We sat on the floor of the bedroom, panting.


Matt had looked over at me and smiled. He’d bobbed his eyebrows up and down. ‘Whatcha say we slap some sheets on the bed and engage in some horizontal mambo?’


I had giggled at his crudity. ‘You sure know how to charm a girl.’


His face had grown mock-serious. He’d placed a hand on his heart, while raising the other. ‘My father taught me the rules of bedding a wench. I promise, as always, to live by them.’


‘What are they again?’


‘Never wear your socks during sex. Know the location of the clitoris. Cuddle her to sleep before falling asleep yourself. No farting in bed.’


I nod, solemn. ‘Your father was a wise man. I agree to your terms.’


We mamboed all afternoon, and into the dusk.


I look down at the bed. Feeling it more than seeing it.


Alexa was conceived on this bed, in some sweaty, tender moment, or maybe during something rougher and more acrobatic, who knows. Matt and I came together two and parted three. A successive joy, divine addition.


I spent sleepless nights on this bed while I was pregnant. Ankles swollen, back aching. I blamed Matt for everything. Blamed him with a bitterness you can only achieve at three in the morning and 210 days. I loved Matt for everything too. A depthless love that was a mixture of real joy and hormones gone berserk.


Most people start out, really, too selfish for marriage. A pregnancy will beat that right out of you.


The day after we brought her home, Matt and I set Alexa down in the middle of this bed. We lay on either side of her, and wondered at the fact of her.


Alexa was made here. She cried here sometimes. She laughed here, she was angry here, I think she even vomited here once after Matt let her eat too much ice cream. I cleaned up the bed, Matt slept on the couch.


I have learned lessons in this bed. Once, Matt and I were making love. Not having sex – making love. It had been preceded by wine and candles. We had the perfect CD playing at the perfect volume – loud enough to create an atmosphere, low enough not to distract. The moon was lush and the night breeze was temperate. We had just enough sweat going to keep us slippery in a sexy, non-sticky way. It was sensuous defined.


And then, I farted.


It was a ladylike toot, sure – but a fart nonetheless. We both froze. Everything seemed to hang in a long, agonizing, embarrassed moment.


And then, the giggling started. Followed by laughter. Followed by howls that we smothered with pillows, until we remembered Alexa was staying at a friend’s. Followed later by a different kind of sex. It was no longer storybook, but it was more tender and more true.


You can have pride, and you can have love, but you can’t always have both. In this bed I learned that love was better.


It wasn’t all farts and laughter. Matt and I fought in this bed too. God, did we have some good fights. That’s how we referred to them – ‘good fights.’ We were convinced that a successful marriage required a healthy knockdown, drag-out every now and then. We took great pride in some of our ‘better efforts’ – retrospective pride, of course.


I was raped in this bed, and I watched Matt die while I was tied to this bed. Bad stuff.


I breathe in, breathe out. The raindrops fall through the tree leaves, soft but inexorable. The basic truth: You get wet when it rains, no way around it.


I consider the bed and think about the future. About all the good things that could still happen here, should I decide to stay. I didn’t have Matt, and I didn’t have Alexa, but I did have Bonnie, and I did have me.


Life as it used to be, that was the milk. But life in general, was pure chocolate donut, and the donut trumps the milk.


‘So this is where all the magic happens.’


Callie’s voice startles me from my reverie. She’s standing in the doorway, her gaze speculative.


‘Hey,’ I say. ‘Thanks for coming. For helping me do this.’


She walks into the room, her eyes roving. ‘Well, it was this or reruns of Charlie’s Angels. Besides, Bonnie feeds me.’


I grin. ‘How to catch a wild Callie: chocolate donuts and a really big mousetrap.’


She comes over, plops down on the bed. Bounces up and down on it a few times. ‘Very nice,’ she judges.


‘I have a lot of good memories here.’


‘I’ve always wondered . . .’ She hesitates.


‘What?’


‘Why did you keep it? This is the same bed, isn’t it? Where it happened?’


‘The one and only.’ I run a hand over the comforter. ‘I thought about getting rid of it. I couldn’t sleep in it for the first few weeks after I came home. I slept on the couch. When I got up the courage to try, I couldn’t bear sleeping anywhere else. One terrible thing happened here. That shouldn’t outweigh all of the good times. I loved people here. My people. I’m not letting Sands take that away from me.’


I can’t decipher the look in her eyes. Sadness. Guilt. A little bit of longing?


‘See now? That’s the difference between us, Smoky. I have a single bad moment in my teens, sleep with the wrong boy, get pregnant, and give up my child. I make damn sure forever-after that I never have another committed relationship. You get raped in this bed, but its strongest memories for you are the moments you shared with Matt and Alexa. I admire your optimism, I really do.’ Her smile is just short of melancholy. Her lips curve in self-mockery. ‘As for me? My cup runneth under.’


I don’t reply, because I know my friend. She’s sharing this with me, but that’s all she’s capable of. Words of comfort would be embarrassing, almost a betrayal. I’m here so she can say these things and know someone heard her, nothing more.


She smiles. ‘Know what I miss?’ she asks. ‘Matt’s tacos.’


I look at her in surprise. Then I smile too.


‘They were great, weren’t they?’


‘I dream about them sometimes,’ she replies, melodramatic longing in her eyes.


I couldn’t cook with a gun to my head. I could burn water, as the saying goes. Matt, as always, as in all things, was the whole package. He bought cookbooks and tried things and nine times out of ten the results were amazing.


He’d learned how to make tacos by hand from someone, I don’t know who. Not the kind with the icky store-bought shells, but the kind where you begin with a supple tortilla and transform it on the spot into a stiff yet chewy half-moon of deliciousness. He added some kind of spice to the meat that literally made my mouth water.


Callie too, it seems. She loved food, and invited herself to dinner three or four times a month. I can see her in my mind, scarfing down tacos, chewing her food while talking out of the side of her mouth. Saying something that made Alexa giggle till her milk went the wrong way and spewed out of her nose. Which was, of course, the height of hilarity, the apex of thigh-slappers for Alexa.


‘Thank you,’ I say.


She knows what I mean. Thank you for that memory, that forgotten bit of bittersweet, that punch in the gut that hurts and feels wonderful all at once.


This is Callie, spinning in close to hug my soul, spinning back out to regain her haughty distance.


She gets up from the bed and heads for the door. She looks back at me and smiles, a mischievous smile.


‘Oh, and so you know? You don’t need a mousetrap. Just drug the donuts. I’ll always eat the donuts.’
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‘How are you doing, Smoky?’


Elaina is asking me this. She showed up about twenty minutes ago, and after going through the requisite hugs with Bonnie, she’d maneuvered me off so that we were sitting alone in my living room. Her gaze is frankness and kindness and klieg lights. She faces me head-on, piercing me with those brown eyes. ‘No bullshit allowed,’ that look says.


‘Mostly good, some bad,’ I say without hesitation. Being less than honest with Elaina never occurs to me. She is one of those rare people, the ones who are kind and strong at the same time.


She softens her gaze. ‘Tell me about the bad.’


I stare back at her, trying to find words for my new demon, the devil that romps through my mind while I sleep. I used to dream about Joseph Sands, he chuckled and chortled and raped me again and again, killed my family with a wink and a smile. Sands has faded; the nightmares now center around Bonnie. I see her sitting on a mad-man’s lap, a knife at her throat. I see her lying on a white rug, a bullet hole through her forehead, a crimson-angel spreading beneath her.


‘Fear. It’s the fear.’


‘What about?’


‘Bonnie.’


Her forehead clears. ‘Ah. You’re afraid something’s going to happen to her.’


‘More like terrified. That she’s never going to talk and end up nuts. That I’m not going to be there when she needs me.’


‘And?’ Elaina asks, nudging me. Pushing me to put the real terror, the guy at the bottom of that dark barrel, into words.


‘That she’s going to die, okay?’ It comes out sounding snappish. I regret it. ‘Sorry.’


She smiles to show me it’s fine. ‘All things considered, I think your fear makes sense, Smoky. You lost a child. You know it can happen. For goodness’ sake, Bonnie almost died in front of you.’ A gentle touch, her hand on mine. ‘Your fear makes sense.’


‘But it makes me feel weak,’ I reply, miserable. ‘Fear is weakness. Bonnie needs me to be strong.’


I sleep with a loaded gun in my nightstand. The house is alarmed up the wazoo. The dead bolt on the front door would take an intruder an hour to drill through. All of it helps, but none of it dispels.


Elaina gives me a sharp look and shakes her head once. ‘No. Bonnie needs you to be present. She needs you to love her. She needs a mother, not a superhero. Real people are messy and complicated and generally inconvenient, but at least they are there, Smoky.’


Elaina is the wife of one of my team members, Alan. She’s a beautiful Latin woman, all gentle curves and poet’s eyes. Her true beauty comes from her heart; she has a fierce gentleness to her that says ‘Mom’ and ‘Safe’ and ‘Love.’ Not in some silly, Pollyanna way – Elaina’s goodness is not sappy-sweet. It’s inexorable and undeniable and full of certainty.


Last year she was diagnosed with stage-two colon cancer. She’d had surgery to remove the tumor, followed by radiation and chemo therapy. She’s doing well, but she’s lost the hair that had always been so thick and unstoppable. She wears this indignity the way I’ve learned to wear my scars: uncovered and on display. Her head is shaved bald and isn’t hidden by a hat or bandanna. I wonder if the pain of this loss hits her out of the blue sometimes, the way the absence of Matt and Alexa used to hit me.


Probably not. For Elaina, hair-loss would take a backseat to the joy of being alive; that kind of straight-forwardness of purpose is a part of her power.


Elaina came to see me after Sands took away my family. She barreled into my hospital room, shoved the nurse aside, and swooped down on me with her arms wide. Those arms captured and enfolded me like an angel’s wings. I shattered inside them, weeping rivers against her chest for what seemed like forever. She was my mother in that moment; I will always love her for it.


She squeezes my hand. ‘The way you feel makes sense, Smoky. The only way you could be free of fear altogether would be to not love Bonnie the way you do, and I think it’s too late for that.’


My throat tightens up. My eyes burn. Elaina has a way of getting to simple truths, the kind that are helpful and provide freedom, but carry a price: You can’t unlearn them. This Truth is ugly and beautiful and inescapable: I’m stuck with my fear because I love Bonnie. All I have to do to be stress-free is un-love her.


Not gonna happen.


‘But will it stop being so bad?’ I ask. I heave a frustrated sigh. ‘I don’t want to screw her up.’


She takes both my hands, gives me that unswerving look. ‘Did you know I was an orphan, Smoky?’


I stare, surprised.


‘No, I didn’t.’


She nods. ‘Well, I was. Me and my brother, Manuel. After Mom and Dad died in a car accident, we ended up being raised by my abuela – my grandmother. A great woman. I mean that as in “greatness.” She never complained. Not once.’ Her smile is wistful. ‘And Manuel – oh, he was such a wonderful boy, Smoky. Bighearted. Kind. But he was frail. Nothing specific to point to, but he was always the first to catch anything going around and the last to get over it. One summer day my abuela took us to Santa Monica beach. Manuel got caught by the undertow. He died.’


The words are simple, and spoken plainly, but I can feel the pain behind them. Quiet sorrow. She continues.


‘I lost my parents for no reason at all. I lost my brother on a beautiful day, and his only sin was that he couldn’t kick hard enough to get back to shore.’ She gives me a shrug. ‘My point, Smoky, is that I know that fear. The terror of losing someone you love.’ She pulls her hand away, smiles. ‘So what do I do? I go and fall in love with a wonderful man who does a dangerous job, and yes, I’ve lain awake at night, afraid, afraid, afraid. There have been some times that I took it out on Alan. Unjustly.’


‘Really?’ I am having trouble reconciling this with the pedestal I have Elaina perched on; I can’t imagine her as less than a perfect person.


‘Really. Sometimes years pass without a ripple. I don’t even think about losing him, and I sleep fine. But it always comes back. To answer your question: No, for me, it never goes away for good, but yes, I’d still rather love Alan, fear and all.’


‘Elaina, why didn’t you ever tell me any of this? About you being an orphan, about your brother?’


The shrug is perfect, almost profound.


‘I don’t know. I suppose I spent so much time not letting it define me that I forgot to tell the story when I should have. I did think of it once, when you were in the hospital, but I decided against telling you then.’


‘Why?’


‘You love me, Smoky. It would have added to your pain more than it would have helped.’


She’s right, I realize.


Elaina smiles, a smile of many colors. The smile of a wife who knows she’s lucky to have a husband she actually loves, of a mother who never had a child of her own, of a bald Rapunzel who’s happy to be alive.


Callie appears with Bonnie at her side. They’re both appraising me. Looking for the cracks, I imagine.


‘Are we ready to get this show on the road?’ Callie asks.


I force a smile. ‘Ready as I’ll ever be.’


‘Explain what it is we’re doing,’ Elaina says.


I gather myself up into an imaginary fist and will it to hold on to the slippery, quivery parts of me. ‘It’s been a year since Matt and Alexa died. A lot has happened since then.’ I look at Bonnie, smile. ‘Not just for me. I still miss them, and I know I always will. But . . .’ I use the same phrase I gave to Bonnie earlier today. ‘They don’t live here anymore. I’m not talking about erasing their memories. I’m keeping every picture, every home movie. I’m talking about the practical things that don’t have use anymore. Clothes. Aftershave. Golf clubs. The things that would only get used if they were here.’


Bonnie gazes at me without hesitation or reserve. I smile at her, and put my hand over hers.


‘We’re here to help,’ Elaina says. ‘Just tell us what to do. Do you want to split up the rooms? Or do you want everyone to go from room to room together?’


‘Together, I think.’


‘Good.’ She pauses. ‘Which room should we start in?’


I feel glued to the couch. I think Elaina senses this. So she’s prodding. She’s making me move, telling me to stand up, to get into motion. I find it irritating and then feel guilty for being irritated, because I’ve never been irritated with Elaina before and she doesn’t deserve it now.


I stand in a single motion. Like jumping off the high board without thinking about it first. ‘Let’s start in my bedroom.’


We put a bunch of boxes together, a startling cacophony of ripping tape and scraping cardboard. Now it’s silent again. Matt and I each had our own closet in the master bedroom. I’m looking at the door to his closet and the air is getting heavy.


‘Oh for God’s sake,’ Callie says. ‘It is just too damn serious in here.’


She stalks over to the windows and yanks open the plantation shutters on one, then another, then the last. Sunlight comes rushing into the room, a flood of gold. She opens the windows in decisive, almost savage, motions. It takes a moment before a cool breeze begins to eddy, followed by the sounds of the out there.


‘Wait here,’ she growls, heading toward the door of the bedroom.


Elaina raises an eyebrow at me. I shrug. We hear Callie tromp down the stairs, followed by some sounds from the kitchen, and now she’s tromping back up to the bedroom. She enters holding a small boom box and a CD. She plugs in the boom box, puts in the CD, and hits play. A driving drumbeat begins, mixing with an electric guitar riff that is catchy and a little familiar. This is one of those songs: I can’t name it, I’ve heard it a thousand times, it always gets my foot tapping.


‘Hits of the Seventies, Eighties, and Nineties,’ she says. ‘It won’t deliver on substance, but it’ll deliver on fun.’


Callie has transformed the room in the space of three minutes. It has gone from shadowed and somber to bright and frivolous. Just another bedroom on a beautiful day. I think about what she said earlier, about her inability to commit, and realize that avoiding the serious in her personal life has had at least one good side effect: She knows how to have fun at the drop of a hat.


I look down at Bonnie, raise my eyebrows. ‘Think we can boogie our way through this, babe?’ I ask.


She grins at me and nods.


‘Yeah,’ I reply back. I take a breath, walk over to the closet, and open the door.
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The music and sunlight worked, at least in my bedroom. We went through Matt’s closet without me feeling too sad.


We packed away his shirts and slacks, his sweaters and shoes. The smell of him was everywhere, and the ghost of him. It seemed like I had a memory for every piece of clothing. He’d smiled wearing this tie. He’d cried at his grandfather’s funeral in this suit. Alexa had left a jam handprint on this shirt. These memories seemed less painful than I had expected. More rich than depressing.


Doing good, babe, I’d heard Matt say in my head.


I didn’t reply, but I had smiled to myself.


I thought about Quantico and that possibility too. Maybe it would be good to leave this place behind.


If I do, it needs to be about choice, not retreat. I need to embrace my ghosts and lay them down, because they’ll follow me wherever I go. That’s what ghosts do.


We got through the closet and the bedroom and then the bathroom, and I floated through it all, the pain there but tolerable. Bitter-sweet, waitress, heavy on the sweet.


We filed down the stairway together with the boxes, moved into the garage, then up into the attic above the garage, dropping them off and pushing them back into corners where I knew they’d sit in the dark and gather dust.


Sorry, Matt, I thought.


They’re just things, babe, he replied. The heart doesn’t get dusty.


I guess.


By the way, Matt says, out of nowhere, what about 1forUtwo4me?


I don’t answer. I stand on the ladder, in the attic from the waist up.


‘Smoky?’ Callie calls from the doorway of the garage.


‘Be there in a sec.’


Yes, I think. What about 1forUtwo4me? What’s the plan there?


I had learned, doing what I do, that good men and women can still have secrets. Good wives and husbands can still cheat on each other, or have secret vices, or turn out not to have been so good after all. And, I had learned, it all comes out once you die, because once you’re dead, others are free to root through your life at their leisure and you can’t do a darn thing about it.


Which brings me to 1forUtwo4me. It’s a password. Matt had explained the concept of picking secure passwords to me once after a family e-mail account had been compromised.


‘You want to include numbers with letters. The longer the better, obviously, but you want to pick something you can memorize and not have to write down. Something that’ll be mnemonic. Like . . .’ He’d snapped his fingers. ‘One for you, two for me. That’s a phrase that sticks in my mind. So I change it a little and add some numbers and come up with 1forUtwo4me. Silly, but I’ll remember it, and it’ll be hard for someone to guess by accident.’


He’d been right. It was like gum on your shoe. 1forUtwo4me. I’d never have to write it down. It would always be accessible.


A few months after Matt died, I’d been sitting at his computer. We had a home office, and we each had our own PC. I was feeling numb and looking for something to awaken an emotion inside of me. I scrolled through his e-mail, dug through his files. I came upon a directory on the computer labeled Private. When I went to open the directory, I found that it was password protected.


1forUtwo4me, there it was, trotted out before I had to really think about it. My fingers had moved to the keyboard. I was about to type it out. I stopped.


Froze.


What if? I’d thought. What if private really does mean private? Like, private from me?


The thought had been appalling. And terrifying. My imagination went into overdrive.


A mistress? Porn? He loved someone else?


Following these thoughts, the guilt.


How could you think that? It’s Matt. Your Matt.


I’d left the room, tucked away Mr 1forUtwo4me, and tried not to think about it.


He popped up every now and then. Like now.


Well? Truth or denial?


‘Smoky?’ Callie calls again.


‘Coming,’ I reply and clamber down the ladder.


I still feel Matt.


Waiting.


1forUtwo4me.


Packing away the past, it occurs to me, is messy stuff.


We’re standing in the doorway of Alexa’s room. I can feel discomfort looming in the not-far-off. Pain is a little sharper here, though still tolerable.


‘Pretty room,’ Elaina murmurs.


‘Alexa liked the girly-girl stuff,’ I say, smiling.


It is a little girl’s dream room. The bed is queen-sized, with a canopy, and it’s covered with purples of every possible hue. The comforter and pillows are thick and lush and inviting. ‘Lie down and drown in us,’ they say.


One quarter of the floor is covered in Alexa’s stuffed animal collection. They range from small to big to huge, and the species run the gamut from the identifiable to the fantastic.


‘Lions and tigers and heffalumps, oh my,’ Matt used to joke.


I take it all in, and a thought comes to me. I wonder at the fact that it never occurred to me before.


Bonnie has slept with me since the day I brought her home. I don’t think she’s ever entered this bedroom.


Be accurate, I chide myself. You never brought her in here, that’s the truth. Never asked her if she might want a king’s ransom of stuffed animals, or a purple explosion of bedsheets and blankets.


Time to fix that, I think. I kneel down next to Bonnie. ‘Do you want anything in here, sweetheart?’ I ask her. She looks at me, her eyes searching mine. ‘You’re welcome to whatever you want.’ I squeeze her hand. ‘Really. You can have the whole room.’


She shakes her head. No, thank you, she’s saying.


I’ve put away childish things, that look says.


‘Okay, babe,’ I murmur, standing up.


‘How do you want to handle this room, Smoky?’ Elaina’s gentle voice startles me.


I run a hand through Bonnie’s hair as I look around the room.


‘Well,’ I start to say – and then my cell phone rings.


Callie rolls her eyes. ‘Here we go.’


‘Barrett,’ I answer.


Sorry, I mouth to them.


A deep voice rumbles. ‘Smoky. It’s Alan. Sorry to bother you today, but we got a situation.’


Alan is overseeing the unit while I’m on vacation. He’s more than competent; the fact that he’s felt the need to call me raises my antennae.


‘What is it?’


‘I’m in Canoga Park, standing in front of a house. Scene of a triple homicide. Bad scene. Twist is, there’s a sixteen-year-old girl inside. She’s got a gun to her head and says she’ll only talk to you.’


‘She asked for me by name?’


‘Yep.’


I’m silent, processing.


‘Really sorry about this, Smoky.’


‘Don’t worry about it. We were just about to take a break, anyway. Give me the address and Callie and I will meet you there soonest.’


I jot down the address and hang up.


The man had gotten it wrong: Death doesn’t take a holiday, apparently. Par for the course. As always, I am living my life on multiple levels: Make this a home, decide if I am going to leave this home and go to Quantico, go stop a young woman from blowing her brains out. I can walk and chew gum at the same time, hurrah for me.


I look at Bonnie. ‘Sweetheart –’ I begin, but stop as she nods her head. It’s okay, go, she is saying.


I look at Elaina. ‘Elaina –’


‘I’ll watch Bonnie.’


Relief and gratitude, that’s what I feel.


‘Callie –’


‘I’ll drive,’ she says.


I crouch down, facing Bonnie. ‘Do me a favor, sweetheart?’


She gives me a quizzical look.


‘See if you can figure out what we should do with all those stuffed animals.’


She grins. Nods.


‘Cool.’ I straighten up, turn to Callie. ‘Let’s go.’


Bad things are waiting. I don’t want them to get impatient.
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‘All tucked away,’ Callie muses as we pull onto the suburban street in Canoga Park.


She’s talking to herself more than to me, but as I look around, I understand the observation. Canoga Park is a part of Los Angeles County. Los Angeles doesn’t provide a lot of distance between the suburbs and the city proper. You can be on a street lined with businesses, drive two blocks, and find yourself in a residential neighborhood. It was a casual transformation; traffic lights gave way to stop signs and things just got more quiet. The city hustled nearby, never stopping, always there, while the homes were here, ‘tucked away.’


The street we’d turned onto was in one of those neighborhoods, but it has lost that quiet feeling. I spot at least five cop cars, along with a SWAT van and two or three unmarked vehicles. The obligatory helicopter is circling above.


‘Thank God we still have daylight,’ Callie remarks, looking up at the helicopter. ‘I can’t stand those blinding spotlights.’


People are everywhere. The braver ones are standing on their lawns, while the more timid peek out from behind window curtains. It’s funny, I think. People talk about crime in urban areas, but all the best murders happen in the suburbs.


Callie parks the car on the side of the street.


‘Ready?’ I ask her.


‘Born ready, bring it on, pick your cliché,’ she says.


As we exit the car, I see Callie grimace. She places a hand on the roof of the car to steady herself.


‘Are you all right?’ I ask.


She waves away my concern. ‘Residual pain from getting shot, nothing I can’t handle.’ She reaches into a jacket pocket and pulls out a prescription bottle. ‘Vicodin, today’s mother’s little helper.’ She pops the top and palms a tablet. Downs it. Smiles. ‘Yummy.’


Callie had been shot six months ago. The bullet had nicked her spine. For one very tense week we weren’t sure she was going to walk again. I thought she’d recovered fully.


Guess I was wrong.


Wrong? She carries her Vicodin around with her like a box of Tic Tacs!


‘Let’s see what all the shouting is about, shall we?’ she asks.


‘Yep,’ I reply.


But don’t think I’m going to let this go, Callie.


We head over to the perimeter. A twentysomething patrolman stops us. He’s a good-looking kid. I can sense his excitement at being a part of this law-enforcement cacophony. I like him right away; he sees the scars on my face and almost doesn’t flinch.


‘Sorry, ma’am,’ he says. ‘I can’t let anyone in right now.’


I fish out my FBI ID and show it to him. ‘Special Agent Barrett,’ I say. Callie does the same.


‘Sorry, ma’am,’ he says again. ‘And, ma’am,’ he says to Callie.


‘Don’t sweat it,’ Callie replies.


I spot Alan standing in a cluster of suits and uniforms. He towers above them all, an imposing edifice of a human being. Alan is in his mid-forties, an African-American man who can only be described as gargantuan. He’s not obese – just big. His scowl can make an interrogation room seem like a small and dangerous place for a guilty man.


Life loves irony, and Alan is no exception. For all his size, he is a thoughtful man-mountain, a brilliant mind in a linebacker’s body. He combines meticulous precision with near-infinite patience. His attention to detail is legendary. One of the best testaments to his character is the fact that Elaina is his wife, and she adores him.


Alan is the third member of my four-person team, the oldest and most grounded. He told me when Elaina had been diagnosed with cancer that he was considering leaving the FBI so that he could spend more time with her. He hasn’t brought it up since, and I haven’t pushed him on it, but I am never really unaware of it.


Callie popping pills, Alan thinking of retiring – maybe I should leave. Let them rebuild the team from scratch.


‘There she is,’ I hear Alan say.


I start to catalogue the various reactions to my face and then let it go. Take it or leave it, boys.


One of the men steps forward, putting a hand out to shake mine. The other hand, I note, grips an MP5 submachine gun. He’s dressed in full SWAT regalia – body armor, helmet, boots. ‘Luke Dawes,’ he says. ‘SWAT commander. Thanks for coming.’


‘No problem,’ I reply. I point to Alan. ‘Do you mind if I have my guy fill me in? No offense intended.’


‘None taken.’


I turn to Alan and push aside all my own internal chatter, letting the simplicity of action and command take over. ‘Hit me,’ I say.


‘A call came into 911 about an hour and a half ago from the next-door neighbor. Widower by the name of Jenkins. Jenkins says that the girl – Sarah Kingsley – had stumbled into his front yard, dressed in a nightgown, covered in blood.’


‘How did he know she was in the front yard?’


‘His living room is in the front of the house and he keeps his drapes open until he goes to bed. He was watching TV, saw her out of the corner of his eye.’


‘Go on.’


‘He’s shook, but he musters up enough courage to go out and see what the problem is. Said she was unfocused – his word – and mumbling something about her family being murdered. He tries to get her to come into his house, but she screams and runs off, reenters her own home.’


‘I take it he was wise enough not to follow her?’


‘Yeah, the heroics only went as far as his own front yard. He ran back inside, made the call. A patrol car happens to be nearby, so they come over to check it out. The officers’ – he checks his notepad again – ‘Sims and Butler, arrive, poke their heads in the front door – which was wide open – and try to get her to come back out. She’s unresponsive. After talking it over, they decide to go in and get her. Dangerous maybe, but neither of them are rookies, and they’re worried about the girl.’


‘Understandable,’ I murmur. ‘Are Sims and Butler still here?’


‘Yep.’


‘Go on.’


‘They enter the home and it’s a fucking bloodbath from the get-go.’


‘Have you been inside?’ I interrupt.


‘No. No one’s been in there since she got hold of a weapon. So they go in, and it’s obvious that something bad happened, and that it happened recently. Lucky for us, Sims and Butler have dealt with murder scenes before, so they don’t lose their heads. They give anything that looks like evidence a wide berth.’


‘Good,’ I say.


‘Yeah. They hear noise on the second floor, and call out for the girl. No answer. They proceed up the stairs, and find her in the master bedroom, along with three dead bodies. She’s got a gun.’ He consults his notes. ‘A nine mm of some kind, according to the officers. Things change fast at that point. Now they’re nervous. They’re thinking maybe she’s responsible for whatever happened here, and they point their weapons at her, tell her to drop the gun, etc., etc. That’s when she puts it to her own head.’


‘And things change again.’


‘Right. She’s crying, and starts screaming at them. Saying, quote, “I want to talk to Smoky Barrett or I’ll kill myself!” End quote. They try to talk her down, but give it up after she points the gun at them a few times. They call it in and’ – he opens his arms to indicate the overwhelming presence of law enforcement around us – ‘here we are.’ He nods his head toward the SWAT commander. ‘Lieutenant Dawes knew your name and got someone to get ahold of me. I came here, checked things out, called you.’


I turn to Dawes, study him. I see a fit, alert, hard-eyed professional policeman with calm hands and brunet hair in a crew cut. He’s on the short side, about five-nine, but he’s lean and coiled and ready. He radiates calm confidence. He’s a SWAT stereotype, something I always find comforting whenever I encounter it. ‘What do you think, Lieutenant?’


He studies me for a few seconds. Then shrugs. ‘She’s sixteen, ma’am. A gun’s a gun, but . . .’ He shrugs again. ‘She’s sixteen.’


She’s too young to die, he’s saying. Definitely too young for me to kill without it ruining my day.


‘Do you have a negotiator on-site?’ I ask.


I’m asking about a hostage negotiator. Someone trained in talking to unbalanced people carrying guns. Negotiator is a bit of a misnomer, actually; they usually operate in three-man teams.


‘Nope,’ Dawes replies. ‘We currently have three negotiating teams in LA. Some guy decided today was the day he was going to jump off the top of the Roosevelt Hotel in Hollywood – that’s one. There’s a dad about to lose custody of his kids who decided to put a shotgun to his head – that’s two. The last team got T-boned in an intersection this morning on their way to a training seminar, if you can believe that.’ He shakes his head in disgust. ‘It was a truck that hit them. They’ll live, but they’re all in the hospital. We’re on our own.’ He pauses. ‘I could handle this all kinds of ways, Agent Barrett. Tear gas, nonlethal ammo. But tear gas is going to fuck up what sounds like a murder scene. And nonlethal ammo, well . . . she could still shoot herself even after getting hit with a beanbag.’ He smiles without humor. ‘Seems like the best plan involves you going in there and talking to a crazy teenager holding a gun.’


I give him my best sucking-lemons sour-face. ‘Thanks.’


He gets serious. ‘You gotta wear body armor and have your weapon out and ready to fire.’ He cocks his head at me, interest sparking in his gray eyes. ‘You’re some kind of super shooter, right?’


‘Annie Oakley,’ I reply.


He looks doubtful.


‘She can put out candle flames and shoot holes through quarters, honey-love,’ Callie says to him. ‘I’ve seen her do it.’


‘Me too,’ Alan growls.


I’m not trying to brag, and this is not bravado. I have a unique relationship with handguns. I really can shoot out candle flames, and I really have shot holes through quarters thrown into the air. I don’t know where this gift came from – no one in my family even liked guns. Dad was gentle and easygoing. Mom had an Irish temper, but she still covered her eyes during the violent parts of movies.


When I was seven, a friend of my father’s took me and my dad to a shooting range. I was able to hit what I wanted with minimal instruction, even then. I’d been in love with guns ever since.


‘Okay, I believe you,’ Dawes says, raising his unencumbered hand in a gesture of surrender. His face grows serious. His eyes get a little distant. ‘Targets are one thing. Have you ever shot a person?’


I’m not offended by him asking this. Since I have shot and killed another human being, I understand why he asks, and know that he’s right to ask. It is different, and you can’t know just how different until you’ve done it.


‘Yes,’ I respond.


I think the fact that I don’t offer any further details convinces him most. He’s killed too, and knows it’s not something you feel like bragging about. Or talking about. Or thinking about if you can help it.


‘Right. So . . . body armor on, gun out, and if it comes down to a choice between you and her, do what you gotta do. Hopefully, you can talk her down.’


‘Hopefully.’ I turn to Alan. ‘Do we have any idea – at all – why she’s asked for me?’


He shakes his head. ‘Nope.’


‘What about her – any details on who she is?’


‘Not much. People here are into the “good fences make good neighbors” philosophy. The old guy, Jenkins, did say that she was adopted.’


‘Really?’


‘Yeah. About a year ago. He’s not close with the family, but he and the dad talked to each other from their driveways every now and then. That’s how he knew who the girl was.’


‘Interesting. She could be the doer.’


‘It’s possible. No one else had anything substantial to offer. The Kingsleys were good neighbors, meaning they were quiet and minded their own business.’


I sigh and look toward the house. What had started out as a beautiful day was turning into a bad one fast.
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