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      To Lisa Erbach Vance, 
simply the best
      

   
      
      ON THE BRINK

      
      
         Fear was absolutely necessary. Without it, I would have been scared to death.
         

         Floyd Patterson

      

   
      
      Chapter 1

      
      From this height the cars looked like dominoes, the pedestrians like roving dots. The breeze blew crisp and constant, cooling
         Nate’s lungs on the inhale – none of that touted LA smog this close to the ocean. To the west, blocks of afternoon gridlock
         ended at the Santa Monica cliffs, a sheer drop to white sand and the eternal slate of the sea. The view would have been lovely.
      

      
      Except he was here to kill himself.

      
      The eleventh-story ledge gave him two spare inches past the tips of his sneakers. Balance was a challenge, but getting out
         here had been the hardest part. He’d shoehorned himself through the ancient bathroom window at First Union Bank of Southern
         California, wobbling for a solid minute on the ledge before daring to rise.
      

      
      On the street below, people scurried about their business, no one squinting up into the late-morning glare to spot him. As
         he flattened against the wall, his senses lurched into over-drive – the smacking of his heart against his ribs, the sweat-damp
         shirt clinging to his shoulders, the salt tinge burning his nostrils. It felt a lot like panic, but somehow calmer, as if
         his brain was resigned to the circumstances but his body wasn’t getting the signals.
      

      
      Because he was unwilling to risk landing on someone – with his luck he’d pile-drive a pension-check-cashing granny through the pavement – he continued slide-stepping to the end of the
         ledge. The corner of the building gave him less trouble than he’d anticipated as he elbow-clamped his way around, and then
         he was staring down at the empty alley and the target of the Dumpster below. It was, if nothing else, a considerate plan.
         If he hit the bin squarely, the steel walls would contain the spatter, leaving him neatly packaged for delivery to the crematorium.
         He was sick of people cleaning up after him.
      

      
      It had been less than ten minutes since he’d laid open that Dumpster lid, but it seemed like days. The chilly elevator ride
         up, the nod to the wizened black security guard, that final moment collecting his nerves by the row of urinals before muscling
         open the sash window – each had stretched out into a lifetime.
      

      
      First Union of SoCal was one of the few West Coast banks located up off the ground floor – cheaper real estate, more space,
         better security. But only one high-rise perk held Nate’s interest currently. Gauging his position, he slid another half step
         to the right, stopping shy of a casement window that had been cranked several turns outward. From the gap issued a current
         of warm, coffee-scented air and the busy hum of tellers and customers. Business as usual.
      

      
      He considered his own dwindling checking account within. His next step – literally – would void the million-dollar life-insurance
         policy to which he dutifully wrote a check every January, but even that wouldn’t matter. There was no one who wanted anything
         of him and nothing ahead but increments of misery.
      

      
      He took a deep breath – his last? – and closed his eyes. Spreading his arms, he let the October wind rise through the thin cotton of his T-shirt and chill the sweat on his ribs. He waited for his life to flash before his eyes, the ethereal
         song and dance, but there was nothing. No wedding-day close-up of Janie’s lips parting to meet his, no image of Cielle dressed
         as a pumpkin for Halloween with her chocolate-smudged hands and dimpled thighs, just the teeth of the wind and a thousand
         needle points of fear, skewering him like a pincushion. The longest journey, according to Taoism and Hallmark, begins with
         a single step.
      

      
      And so does the shortest.

      
      He took one foot and moved it out into the weightless open.

      
      That was when he heard the gunshots.

   
      
      Chapter 2

      
      For an instant, Nate wobbled at the fulcrum, seemingly past the point of no return, but then a subtle twist of his hip brought
         him back, fully, to the ledge. As he gulped in a mouthful of air, another gun snapped and a swath of crimson painted the window
         at his side.
      

      
      Nate knew the crack of a nine-mil sidearm, but the next eruption, a resonant clatter, suggested that a semiautomatic was in
         play as well.
      

      
      A gravelly voice floated out through the window gap: ‘Don’t reach under the desks. Step back. Back. You saw what’ll happen. Now lay down. On your fucking faces.’
      

      
      Gripping the frame beneath the swung-out pane, Nate rolled carefully across his shoulder to peer inside the bank. The blood-smeared
         glass turned the robbers’ faces into smudges, but he could see that they were wearing ski masks. One stood a few feet away
         behind the teller line, his back to the window, automatic rifle cocked in one hand, the Beretta in his other, surveying the
         room methodically. Like the others he wore a one-piece charcoal flight suit, thick-soled boots, and black gloves. Duct tape
         wrapped his wrists and ankles so no hint of flesh peeked through. The burst of bullets had punched holes in the ceiling, and
         white dust clouded him like an aura, lending the scene an otherworldly tint.
      

      
      The bank workers stretched flat at his feet, hands laced at their necks, foreheads to the tile, their labored breaths coming
         as rasps. On the main floor beyond, about fifteen customers also lay prone. The coffee trolley had been knocked over, cups
         resting in brown puddles. Two robbers patrolled the area on a circuit, stepping over bodies, handgun barrels moving from critical
         mass to critical mass.
      

      
      By the entrance the black security guard lay sprawled, tangled in a vinyl banner announcing FREE WEB BILL PAY!, a fan of blood
         marring the money-green print. His pant leg was pulled up, exposing an anomalous striped sock.
      

      
      Whereas his associates shouted and moved in quick bursts, the man by the window moved with a composed fluidity that suggested
         greater expertise. While the others barked orders, he remained unnervingly silent. Given the man’s assurance and the fact
         that he commanded the big gun, Nate pegged him as the crew leader. And he was standing close enough that Nate could have reached
         through the window and tapped him on the shoulder.
      

      
      To the right, a pair of armed men (five, that made five of them so far) dragged a middle-aged Hispanic woman toward the vault, her hands fussing at two knots of keys and making
         little progress. The bank manager. Dressed crisply in a wool pantsuit, pearl necklace, and matching earrings, she struggled
         to keep her legs beneath her. The steel vault door, thicker than a cinder block, rested open, leaving only the glass day gate
         to protect the nests of safe-deposit boxes beyond. As she fought two keys into two locks and swung the day gate ajar, a sixth
         masked man appeared from a rear corridor, dumped a black duffel off his shoulder, and announced, ‘Cameras are down.’ He removed
         a fierce-looking circular saw with a chain-saw handle. The teeth of the white-silver blade sparkled.
      

      
      A woman’s hoarse sobs echoed off the faux marble walls, and somewhere a man was pleading, a broken loop of desperation: ‘– God oh God please I just got engaged I just –’

      
      Nate tried to swallow, but his throat had gone to sand. Forgetting where he was, he drew back slightly. The drop to the pavement
         below swirled vertiginously into view between his legs.
      

      
      One sneaker lost purchase, his weight pulling out and away, and his stomach flew up into his throat and choked off a cry.
         His hand slipped a few inches before wedging in the corner of the window frame and firming him, panting, against the concrete.
      

      
      The robbers kept shouting, oblivious to the mini-commotion outside on the ledge.

      
      ‘– anyone moves or speaks, and I mean one fucking squeak –’

      
      ‘Three and Five, get going on those hinges. Four, that bitch better get you into the –’

      
      All of them barking nervous commands except the crew leader, who stood mutely, projecting calm menace.

      
      Nate had wound up clinging to the frame with his face filling the gap, peering down into the eyes of a teller crumpled just
         beneath the window. He was shocked he hadn’t noticed her before. Her white blouse blotted a growing spot of blood. Her mouth
         guppied a few times, a bubble forming. She looked up at Nate, disbelieving, as if she weren’t sure how she’d been knocked
         over or why a stubble-faced angel had fluttered up to the eleventh-floor window.
      

      
      One arm was slung back across her head, an ivory hand quivering in a sideways float. She stared at Nate imploringly. Watching
         the shallow rise and fall of her chest, he felt his breath catch. He reached down and took her hand. It was cool and smooth, carved from marble. A burbling sound escaped her, the bubble popping, leaving behind a speckled lipstick stain.
      

      
      The crew leader consulted a stopwatch and for the first time spoke. Faint accent, utterly serene. ‘I would like to hear that
         saw, Three.’
      

      
      In reply, metal shrieked in the vault, sparks cascading into view. The manager backed into the hinges, her balled hands in
         front of her face. Her mouth formed an oval and veins bulged in her neck, but the metal-on-metal screech of the saw eclipsed
         all other noise. The biggest of the men had her by the hair. He smacked her head into the vault door, a smudge of blood darkening
         her forehead, but still the mouth stayed ajar, her fists trembling at her chin. The half-wall partition and open teller gate
         sliced Nate’s view into horror-movie glimpses – straining arm, kicked-off high heel, hank of loose hair clutched in a dark
         glove.
      

      
      It took the bite of the sill in his armpit to remind him he was hanging through a window. The cool hand tightened in his,
         grinding his knuckles together. He looked down at the woman beneath him. Her gaze went loose, looking through him instead
         of at him, and then her pretty green eyes turned to ice.
      

      
      The saw paused, the manager came off mute, and Nate tore his focus from the death-smooth face below. Twisting his hand free,
         he withdrew his arm through the gap and tried to shake feeling back into it.
      

      
      The manager’s screams continued. The big man turned to look helplessly at the crew leader, who said with quiet authority,
         ‘She is near the duress alarm. Put her down.’
      

      
      ‘Look, Six, how many we gonna kill?’

      
      Crew leader, Nate thought. Number Six.

      
      The leader’s boots tapped as he crossed the room. Sheetrock dust flecked his back. He raised his arms, and the automatic rifle
         coughed, tapping a line of holes through the woman’s stiff suit, the percussion and horror nearly knocking Nate off the ledge.
         The woman remained grotesquely standing, propped against the open vault door, until Six placed two fingers on her shoulder
         and tipped her over. She slapped the floor, one arm unfurling, her rings clacking tile. A pearl earring skittered away, pinwheeling
         off a desk leg.
      

      
      Several people yelped on the main floor, and a child began to wail, a single wavering note. A middle-aged man choked out a
         series of sobs, blurred against the floor into something feral.
      

      
      ‘One dead or twenty – it carries the same sentence.’ The crew leader’s voice remained exceedingly even, almost peaceful. He
         brushed white powder from his shoulder. ‘I’ll handle the vault. Empty the teller drawers.’ He handed off the automatic rifle
         and stepped toward the safe-deposit boxes, pointing. ‘Here next. Then here.’
      

      
      The big man moved obediently toward the teller line, Nate jerking his head back from the gap. As the footsteps neared, he
         pressed his face into his straining biceps. His wet shirt had gone to ice against his lower back, the wind riffling the hem.
         He realized he was biting into his own flesh to keep quiet.
      

      
      The man passed by the window, shoving aside the teller’s lifeless leg with his boot. He set his Beretta on a low file cabinet,
         looped the rifle over his shoulder, and began emptying teller drawers into a black trash bag.
      

      
      A scream knifed through the bank, pronounced even out on the ledge. Nate risked another peek across the room, his face grinding
         the concrete to give himself a one-eyed vantage. A customer was bucking on her stomach, both masked men across on the main floor oriented toward her. Nate wondered what the hell she was doing until a pigtailed girl, maybe four
         years old, popped out from beneath her and ran toward the exit. Two handgun barrels traced the girl’s movement. The mother
         screamed again, lunging to a knee and grabbing her daughter’s flailing arm. The man nearest kicked the woman in the face,
         blood erupting from her lip, and she fell limply, dragging the girl to the floor with her. The girl scooted away, hands and
         feet scrabbling for purchase, a streak of her mother’s blood darkening the lobe of one ear. She struck a pillar, her feet
         still trying to propel her back until she realized she had nowhere to go. Shivering violently, she hugged her legs, buried
         her face in the bumps of her knees, and shut off like an unplugged TV.
      

      
      The other man – Number Two? – walked over and stared down at her. ‘Get back over there with the others. Go on. Move it.’

      
      The girl remained motionless. He aimed the gun loosely at her head.

      
      At the sight, Nate pressed forward into the window gap, long-buried paternal instincts firing. The pane notched further open
         against the pressure of his elbow. A few feet in front of Nate, the big man watched the scene unfolding on the main floor.
         He made a soft noise of deference in his throat and returned his focus to the next teller drawer, shoulder blades shifting
         beneath the charcoal flight suit.
      

      
      Number Two firmed both hands on the Beretta, sighting on the girl. ‘You’re gonna want to listen now, girlie.’

      
      The saw revved back to life over in the vault, a metallic grinding, and the ski mask pulsed again where Number Two’s mouth
         would be – a final warning to the girl.
      

      
      One dead or twenty – it carries the same sentence.
      

      
      Nate looked down at the pretty green dead eyes aimed up at him. Across to the clip-on pearl earring resting on the dappled
         tile. Then over at the Beretta, sitting on the low file cabinet next to the big man’s turned back, less than two steps from
         the windowsill.
      

      
      Nate strained against the casement window, and it gave another few inches, enough for him to worm his torso through. Headfirst,
         he cascaded down over the dead teller. Her body softened his landing, though the circular saw’s teeth-rattling reverberation
         in the concrete walls obscured all sound. Three of the robbers were out of sight in the vault. The big man was a few feet
         away, his back still turned, rummaging in a cash drawer. The two across on the main floor stayed focused on the girl. Both
         pistols were now raised, their boots shuffling in at her. Still she didn’t move, her head bowed, arms fastened around her
         bent legs.
      

      
      Rising, Nate felt the complaint of his thirty-six-year-old knees. The listlessness of the past several months fell away, and
         for the first time in a long damn time he sensed himself moving without hesitation. With something like purpose.
      

      
      Stepping forward, he reached for the Beretta on the file cabinet.

   
      
      Chapter 3

      
      Nate lifted the Beretta, swung the barrel to the back of the big man’s head, and fired. The trigger hitched, a quarter-second
         delay, and somewhere between recoil and the flare of scarlet against the teller glass he registered that the first trigger
         pull had been double-action. From here on out, the Beretta would be single-action.
      

      
      The gunshot was all but silent compared to the amplified screech of the saw within the vault. The big man’s knees struck the
         ground as he collapsed, shuddering his shoulders and clearing Nate’s view to the masked men on the main floor.
      

      
      And theirs to him.

      
      Both masks swiveled in puzzlement to take him in, the stillness of the moment stretching out in painful slow motion. The heads
         cocked slightly, an instinctive attack-dog tilt, sending an icy ripple up Nate’s spine. He realized what looked off about
         the faces: there were no eyes. Mesh had been stitched over the holes so that no flesh was visible, an insectoid effect that
         smoothed the heads to disturbing perfection.
      

      
      With detached tranquillity, Nate watched their gloved hands rise, blued steel glinting inside curled fingers. A bullet lasered
         past his face, close enough to trail heat across his cheek. He was, it struck him, utterly unafraid. In his indifference he
         felt a weight lift from his shoulders, felt a smile curve his lips, felt imaginary manacles release. And then his hands, too, were lifting. He reminded himself with alarming calmness that he had
         to keep his wrists steady as he’d learned in basic, that he should not anticipate recoil, that he was, if not an ace, a decent
         shot. The air around his head took form as more bullets rocketed past, and he aimed across the teller partition at the first
         man and squeezed, and half the masked head went to red mist. The man toppled out of sight. His companion was shooting, the
         muzzle flashing but still inaudible beneath the earsplitting action of the saw. Nate was firing, too, the far wall giving
         off little puffs of drywall, spent cartridges cartwheeling across his field of vision. He stepped forward through the laid-open
         teller gate into the incoming bullets, to his death, his senses alive with the thrill of freedom – no, more than that. The
         thrill of liberation.
      

      
      Number Two’s mask was stretched at the mouth – he was screaming – and his arms were trembling. Nate watched the bore winking
         into view like a black eye, and he stared back, his thoughts pounding a suicide urge:
      

      
      Steady your hand. Hit me.
      

      
      But the barrel jerked left, right, bullets framing Nate’s silhouette. Nate replayed the man’s growled threat – You’re gonna want to listen now, girlie – and anger sharpened his focus. He felt the Beretta kick and kick in his hands until the flight suit’s fabric did a little
         dance above the man’s chest and he fell down and away.
      

      
      Sometime in the past second or two, the saw had paused, leaving the pop of the bullets suddenly naked, and Nate turned quickly
         to face the vault door. A man emerged carrying the circular saw, hood pushed up atop his head, wearing an expression of mild
         surprise. Nate shot off his ear in a spray of black blood. The man swung his head back, and Nate put a bullet through the puzzled furrow between his eyes.
      

      
      Really? That’s the best you assholes can do?

      
      The back-strap checkering on the grip had bitten into the web of his thumb. The scent of cordite spiced the air, dragging
         him almost a decade into the past, to burning sand and blood in his eyes.
      

      
      He blinked himself to the present. Four down, two to go.

      
      Moving again behind the teller line, he looked down at the automatic rifle on the floor, contemplating an upgrade. But he
         couldn’t spare the time untangling the sling from the body, so he walked swiftly toward the vault door, stepping across workers’
         quivering bodies. ‘Sorry,’ scuse me, sorry.’
      

      
      Sobs and gasps answered him. A wail of sirens grew audible, faint enough to be imaginary.

      
      A pistol reached around the vault jamb, firing blindly. Nate drew a careful bead on the gun hand and kept on, swift and steady,
         not because of courage or heroism but because he hadn’t a thing to lose. He fired once, the round clanging off the vault door,
         and then he adjusted and fired twice more, a whirl of muscle memory, reaction, and instinct. The pistol flipped back, the
         fingers spreading comically wide, as if waving, and the hand vanished intact.
      

      
      Five more steps brought Nate to the vault door, and he strolled through without hesitation. A man sat in the far corner, aiming
         at the doorway, locked elbows resting on the shelf of his knees. He took a clear-as-day shot at Nate’s head, but the wind
         of the bullet kissed the side of Nate’s neck, the slug bouncing around the vault more times than seemed plausible. Nate swung
         the pistol, figuring he was too close to bother with the sights, and unloaded two shots into the guy’s gut. Simultaneously
         he heard the scuff of a boot in the blind spot behind him. He sidestepped, the coolness of metal brushing his neck and turning to a dagger of flame in his trapezius.
         Twisting, he shot, but the hammer clicked dryly – marking the fastest fifteen rounds he’d ever spent.
      

      
      The blade tweaked the muscle down the length of his arm, barbed wire tugged through a vein. Heat poured into his little finger.
         A half turn of his neck brought the handle of a sleek metal letter opener visible, sticking up out of him like an Indian brave’s
         feather.
      

      
      He said, ‘Ouch.’

      
      His eyes tracked to the man who had stabbed him. The ski mask was still on, the mesh patches of the eyes shiny under the fluorescent
         glow of the vault lights, but from the man’s bearing Nate recognized him.
      

      
      Number Six.

      
      Up close the crew leader seemed slight – slender-hipped and wiry, built for maximum efficiency. He couldn’t have been more
         than five foot nine, shorter than his associates. Nate’s eyes were drawn to a band of exposed flesh, the white skin striking
         against the comprehensive black getup. The man had peeled back the glove of his right hand, the meat at the base of the thumb
         pink from when Nate had shot the pistol from his grip. He held the palm up and at an angle, babying it, which gave Nate a
         flush of schoolyard pride.
      

      
      They faced each other from a few paces, the masked man bare-handed, Nate holding a bulletless gun, Nate realizing with some
         disappointment that no one would be killing anyone else at the moment. He lifted his good shoulder in a half shrug, then drew
         back the Beretta and threw it at the guy’s face. Number Six barely flinched, the gun clipping his forehead. He touched a hand
         to the black fabric at the point of impact, then rolled his fingertips together, a man accustomed to checking for his own blood. He gave off nothing resembling emotion.
      

      
      The sirens, now louder.

      
      That dead-calm voice again, the faint accent. ‘He will be greatly angered by you.’

      
      Nate said, ‘Tell whoever he is to take a number.’
      

      
      The man pointed at him. ‘You have no idea what you have done.’

      
      These words – even more, the gravity behind them – cut through Nate’s exhilaration, an arctic chill. For the first time since
         climbing in off that ledge, he felt fear, cold and pure.
      

      
      The man took a step back and then another, those patches of mesh trained on Nate. ‘He will make you pay,’ he said, ‘in ways
         you can’t imagine.’ Then he slid past the vault door, his footsteps pattering off.
      

      
      Dazed, Nate looked around, getting his bearings. Aside from the imposing wall of safe-deposit boxes, the vault was disappointingly
         ordinary. Concrete walls, file cabinets, the few freestanding Diebold safes no more impressive than airport lockers. A cardboard
         legal box on the floor held overflow holiday envelopes and stray staplers; Nate figured it to be the home of the letter opener
         protruding from his shoulder. One safe was cracked open, and the deposit boxes had been attacked. Thick metal hinges protruded
         in V-shaped ridges, bordering each column of boxes. Most of the hinges had been sheared off by the saw, leaving the metal
         door of each individual box embedded, its dead bolt still thrown. Red rectangular handle magnets, the kind used to lift sheet
         metal from a stack, remained adhered to the closest set of boxes, floating. Nate could see where someone had used them to
         pry off some of the little doors. A few freed boxes lay open on the tiles, foreign currency, jewelry, and legal documents
         scattered by the dead man’s boots. A neat little scheme – attack the hinges, pull off the doors with magnets, and voilà – unearned wealth.
      

      
      Muffled cries from the bank floor jarred Nate from his reluctant admiration. He thought of the kill order – Put her down – and his stomach roiled. One dead or twenty – it carries the same sentence. Human lives weighed against a cold efficiency. The terror that those people must have felt.
      

      
      He walked back out to the bank floor. All of them still lying on their stomachs. Quiet sobbing. A few heads beginning to stir.
         The squeal of tires carried up from the street.
      

      
      He cleared his throat. ‘It’s okay now, everyone. Those guys are gone. Or dead, I guess. You’re all safe. You can get up.’

      
      But they all stayed on the floor.

      
      Nate wondered briefly if this was actually real and not some bizarre dream. ‘I promise you,’ he said, ‘no one’ll hurt you
         now. Please don’t be scared anymore.’ He took a pleading step forward, a lightning bolt of pain electrifying his left side.
         Wincing, he tried to reach back to grip the handle of the letter opener, but the movement just made it bob away from his fingertips.
      

      
      Now came more sirens, the chop of a helicopter, a mega-phone bleat. The phone on the New Accounts desk rang and rang. Nate
         stared at the motionless tableau, all those people, too afraid to stand up.
      

      
      The little girl crawled over to her mother, still unconscious from the kick to her face. Nate crouched above the inert woman,
         laid two fingers on her neck. Strong pulse.
      

      
      ‘She’s okay,’ he told the girl. ‘Your mom’s gonna be fine.’

      
      He stood again, his knees cracking, and announced to no one in particular, ‘I’m gonna … um, go get some help. Medics. Okay?
         Everyone okay?’
      

      
      More stunned silence.

      
      The girl held up her arms. He looked down at her, the familiar pick-me-up gesture twingeing his heart in a place he’d thought had long ago gone brittle and blown away. One of her
         pigtails had pulled loose, freeing a cloud of hair. The blood on her earlobe had hardened, a black crust. Both cheeks glimmered
         with tears, but her face remained blank with shock. He crouched and lifted her, grunting against the pain, trying to use his
         legs instead of his arms. Her wrist brushed the letter opener, sending through him a wave of nausea so intense that he thought
         he might vomit. But he kept on toward the door, blood warming the back of his shirt.
      

      
      The security guard had landed faceup, his head cork screwed unnaturally, white eyes aimed over at them. Stepping into the
         waiting elevator, Nate turned so the girl was pointed away from the death sprawl. She took his cue, bending her head into
         the hollow of his neck, the scent of no-tears shampoo bringing him back to Cielle at that age in the bathtub: We don’t splash!

      
      The elevator hummed its descent. His skin tingled – the afterglow of that invincibility he’d felt staring down the hail of
         bullets on the bank floor. How long had it been since he’d felt like that? He’d cheated something in that room, sucked a last
         taste of marrow from the bone.
      

      
      The elevator slowed, the girl’s weight pulling at the crook of his arm. Her face was hot against the side of his neck, and
         he realized he’d been talking to her, whispering a quiet mantra: ‘– everything’s gonna be all right everything’s gonna –’
      

      
      The doors peeled back, exposing the empty lobby. His footsteps grew heavier as he neared the tinted glass of the front wall.
         Beyond, cop cars, SWAT vans, ambulances, and fire engines crammed the street. Barricades and gun barrels alternated, a pattern
         of impenetrability. Sniper scopes winked from awnings and balconies.
      

      
      The girl made a fearful noise and buried herself deeper in his neck. Firming his grip around her with one hand and raising
         his other painfully overhead, he shoved through the revolving door, staggering out to a reception of countless muzzles and
         the bright light of day.
      

   
      
      Chapter 4

      
      When Nate entered the emergency room, flanked by cops like an escaped convict, the TV in the lobby was already rolling footage
         from outside the First Union Bank of Southern California. Despite the bandages, blood trickled down his arm, drying across
         the backs of his fingers like an ill-advised fashion statement. The letter opener, removed from his trapezius and encased
         in an evidence bag, was handed off to a venerable triage nurse, who looked from it to Nate with an impressive lack of curiosity.
         She led him through a miasma of familiar hospital smells to Radiology, then deposited him in a room the size of a walk-in
         closet.
      

      
      The doctor came in, scanning Nate’s chart as Nate crinkled on the paper sheet of the exam table. ‘So you got stabbed with
         a letter opener.’
      

      
      ‘It sounds so unimpressive when you say it that way.’
      

      
      She hoisted her lovely eyebrows.

      
      ‘Sorry,’ Nate said. ‘I just joke so people don’t notice my low self-esteem.’

      
      ‘It’s not working.’

      
      ‘It’s a long-term plan.’ He exhaled shakily. The adrenaline had washed out of him, leaving him unsteady and vaguely drunk.
         Beneath the dull throb of a headache, a jumble of images reigned – a burst of red mist from a hooded head, patches of black mesh in place of eyes, the blood-sodden blouse of the bank teller whose hand he had clasped as she’d died.
         He was rattled, all right, but given what he’d just been through, he was surprised he didn’t feel worse.
      

      
      A page fluttered up. The doctor’s pen tapped the chart. ‘Your liver enzymes are elevated. Taking any meds?’

      
      ‘Riluzole.’

      
      She looked at him fully for the first time, her gaze sharpening behind John Lennon glasses. ‘So that’s … ?’

      
      The familiar image flickered through his mind – Lou Gehrig, the luckiest man on the face of the earth, against the packed
         grandstands of Yankee Stadium, his head bowed, cap clutched in both hands to rest against his thighs. ‘Yes,’ Nate said.
      

      
      ‘Ouch.’

      
      ‘Yeah.’

      
      ‘And so you’re … acquainted with your prognosis.’

      
      His prognosis. Yeah. He was acquainted. He knew he would soon have trouble gripping, say, a pen. Then one day he wouldn’t
         be able to pick it up at all. He knew that his tongue would start to feel thick. Some slurring on and off, at first merely
         troubling, and then he wouldn’t be able to communicate. Or swallow. He knew that he would in due course require a feeding
         tube. That his tear ducts would start to go, that he’d need eyedrops and eventually someone else to apply them. He knew that
         he would feel some general fatigue, at first inconvenient, then debilitating. That he wouldn’t be able to get a full breath.
         At some point he’d need a CPAP mask at night. And then he’d go on a ventilator. He knew that the cause of the disease was
         unknown but that there was a significantly increased risk among veterans. There were no answers, and certainly no good ones.
      

      
      ‘I am.’
      

      
      ‘Where are you in the course of illness?’ the doctor asked.

      
      ‘I was told I could expect six months to a year of good health.’

      
      ‘When?’

      
      ‘About nine months ago.’ He couldn’t help a dry smile – it so resembled a punch line.

      
      ‘Any symptoms?’

      
      ‘A little weakness in my hand. It goes in and out. The symptoms are intermittent. Until they’re not.’

      
      She touched his forearm gently, a technique he employed now and again in his own job. ‘There are some experimental treatments.’

      
      ‘Don’t.’

      
      ‘Okay.’ She moistened her lips. ‘I won’t say anything comforting.’

      
      ‘Much appreciated.’

      
      She slotted the chart into an acrylic wall rack above a torn-loose People cover sporting an elegiac portrait of Elizabeth Taylor and wormed her pale hands into paler latex gloves. After poking and
         prodding at the edges of the stab wound, she slotted an X-ray into the light box and regarded it, chewing her lip. ‘You’re
         lucky. The point bounced off your scapula instead of punching through to your lung. Mostly muscle damage. You current with
         tetanus?’
      

      
      ‘Yeah.’

      
      ‘Then just antibiotics and Vicodin, you’ll be back to form in a week …’ She caught herself. ‘On this front, I mean.’ Chagrin
         colored her face, and she busied herself opening a suture packet. ‘Should we stitch you up now?’
      

      
      Nate smiled wanly. ‘We could just let me bleed out on the table, save us all the aggravation.’

      
      ‘LA,’ she said, threading the needle. ‘Everybody’s a comedian.’
      

      
      He sat quietly, enduring the pinpricks of the local anesthetic, then the tug of his numb skin.

      
      ‘Everyone’s talking about you,’ she said. ‘The bank. Where’d you learn to shoot like that?’

      
      ‘The army.’

      
      ‘You don’t seem the soldier type to me.’

      
      ‘I’m not. Just signed up for ROTC to pay for college. It was 1994. I was never gonna get called up to active duty.’

      
      She made a faint noise of amusement. A metallic snip as she cut the last stitch. ‘How’d that work out for you?’

      
      ‘Not so hot,’ he said.

   
      
      WHAT WAS LOST

      
      
         There is a great deal of pain in life and perhaps the only pain that can be avoided is the pain that comes from trying to
               avoid pain.
         

         Unknown

      

   
      
      Chapter 5

      
      At UCLA the National Guard is not about training soldiers; it is about olive drab T-shirts, jumping jacks, and shooting-range
         practice one weekend a month. Nate enjoys the sense of belonging and participates with gratitude, if not the hoo-ah earnestness his superiors might prefer. The choice is primarily a financial one; he is on his own here. In high school he
         buckled down and studied hard, aware that that was the best way out of a house that had been lifeless since his mom had succumbed
         thoroughly, brutally, to cancer when he was in third grade. After her funeral his father vanished into an effluvium of scotch,
         a still life in a frayed armchair, the eternal microwave dinner resting on the eternal TV tray at his side. There will be
         no parent weekends for Nate in college, no palmed-off cash to help cover tuition or books.
      

      
      Most of the time, Nate is a normal student. His roommate, a fellow ROTC cadet named Charles Brightbill, is pathologically
         relaxed and full of childlike wonderment. Charles has an unsurpassed appreciation of all things everybody else noticed five
         minutes ago, marveling at planes overhead, a classmate’s cleavage, the color of his just-blown snot in a Kleenex. ‘Hey,’ Charles
         says. ‘Look at that rainbow in the sprinkler mist.’ Despite Nate’s best efforts, he loves the guy. Charles who is incapable
         of deception, who dispenses the occasional nugget of inadvertent wisdom, who sleeps in the hall when he forgets his key rather than wake Nate, no matter how many times Nate
         tells him to bang on the door.
      

      
      After a particularly soul-destroying exam in their junior year, Charles drags Nate out of bed, beach towels in hand. ‘Rise
         ’n’ shine, podnah. Moping’s like listening to Iron Maiden when you’re hungover.’ That’s Charles; he can boil down the world
         and put it in a fortune cookie. Nate relents. Ten minutes later he cranks open the window of Charles’s Datsun 240Z and lets
         the salt-rich breeze wash over him. Sprawled on the hot Malibu sand, he basks, feeling the life creep back into him.
      

      
      A distant waterlogged shriek startles him upright. A flailing feminine form, out beyond the break. Then a young man about
         Nate’s age is disgorged from the sea, landing on all fours on the wet sand before them, surf seething up his forearms. He
         heaves up salt water, and then his hoarse voice croaks at the beachgoers – ‘Riptide. She’s got a cramp.’
      

      
      There is a moment of utter stillness, people frozen on their towels. A few heads swivel to the lifeguard station far along
         the beach. And then Nate is up and running, dried seaweed pods crackling underfoot. Charles is bellowing after him, but Nate
         hurdles a wave and strikes out for the break. The undertow grips him, sweeping him toward the woman, who sputters and dips
         from sight. Muscles on fire, he strokes into a forceful current, and then, finally, her rubbery arm is in his grasp. He sweeps
         her into him, spinning her so her spine presses to his chest. She spits and struggles, and the back of her head cracks his
         eye. He lets go, and she goes under the green-black surface and bobs up again, choking. He says, ‘Stop fighting.’ He reaches
         for her arm once more. ‘Look at me. I got you.’ She stares at him, drops clinging to her eyelashes, and it occurs to him that she is quite beautiful. They are being swept along, the backdrop of the beach whipping by, and she gives a quick,
         youthful nod. He spins her like a dance partner, and she surrenders into him, her muscles going limp. Clamping an arm over
         her shoulder and across her flat chest, he lets them drift with the riptide, reading the water. Then he paddles, offsetting
         them slightly from the current. They reach the sand a half mile up the beach, with Charles, two lifeguards, and a cluster
         of onlookers sprinting to meet them. They both cough water and pant, and she rises first, tugging him to his feet, and then
         they are helped and dried and checked to the point of claustrophobia.
      

      
      The young man who dragged himself to shore stands sheepishly at the outskirts of the cluster. Wrapped in a towel, the woman
         turns to thank Nate, providing his first full glimpse of her. Her lips are big, almost too big, and the shape of her mouth
         leaves them between a sneer and a smile. She has creamy white skin and a turned-up nose with a scattering of freckles across
         the bridge that seem out of place, like they’ve showed up to the wrong party. Her blond hair is cropped tight, short enough
         to be daring. Her features carry it off, but then Nate thinks they could carry off anything. One flash of that quick, wide
         grin and he’d not notice if she were wearing a Carmen Miranda hat piled with produce. She has her original, factory-issue
         breasts – a rarity in Los Angeles – and her body is lean, slim-hipped. Usually he gravitates to girls with a little more meat
         on their bones, but he is quick to realize that there isn’t much sense in comparing her to anyone who came before.
      

      
      She introduces herself as Janie. Hovering off Nate’s shoulder, Charles stage-whispers, ‘Dude, she’s hot,’ once again narrating the thunderbolt obvious.
      

      
      Nate offers his hand. ‘Nate Overbay.’ And they shake, which feels a bit ludicrous given that their bare bodies have spent
         the previous fifteen minutes glued together.
      

      
      At once Janie’s date is by her side, asking Nate, ‘Can I give her a ride home? Or you gonna handle that, too?’

      
      Nate thinks, Now would be a really good time to not say anything.
      

      
      She and the guy begin to argue, Janie offering apologetic glances at Nate until the scene grows uncomfortable. Nate retreats
         from the commotion, Charles berating him all the way back to their crappy Westwood apartment for not getting her number. Lying
         awake that night, Nate realizes that Charles was once again dead-on and resigns himself to a lifetime of regret.
      

      
      A few weeks later, Nate and Charles are eating Mama Celeste microwave pizza and watching Melrose Place when the doorbell rings. Nate answers and finds Janie outside, double-checking an address she has scrawled on her palm. Her
         short, wet hair sticks out at all angles, fresh from a shower, and she smells of lavender. Before he can figure out how to
         talk, she says, ‘I can’t stop thinking about it. How you pulled me out of the water.’
      

      
      She has the faintest trace of a lisp, just enough to keep him in mind of her mouth, those lips shaping themselves around each
         word, however imperfectly.
      

      
      Nate’s heart beats a double-time rhythm against his rib cage. ‘I haven’t stopped thinking about you either.’

      
      ‘I tried,’ she says, agitated. ‘I thought about all the things I probably wouldn’t like about you. All the stuff we’d fight about
         if we ever actually were together. How you really aren’t that good-looking.’
      

      
      ‘Why’d you do that?’

      
      ‘Because of my boyfriend.’ Her hands tug at the back pockets of her jeans. A one-shouldered shrug. ‘Ex-boyfriend now.’ She lifts her fingers to the echo of a bruise around his eye where her skull cracked him in the surf.
      

      
      They step into a kiss, and Charles’s voice floats from the other room, ‘Dude, hurry up. Heather Locklear’s in a frickin’ nightie.’
      

      
      Janie and Nate are instantly inseparable. That weekend they sit cross-legged on his bed, nose to nose, engulfed in conversation
         about their childhoods, and, as is apt to happen, they start making out. He begins to move her horizontal, then stops himself.
      

      
      She looks up, those lashes framing her large blue eyes. ‘What?’

      
      ‘I can’t decide if I want to have sex with you or keep talking to you.’

      
      ‘That,’ she says, ‘is the finest compliment I’ve been paid in all my twenty years.’

      
      Inevitably, sex wins out. They lie facing each other afterward, breathing hard, Nate’s cupped hand tracing the flushed dip
         of her side. Her straw-colored bangs are now dark, sweat-pasted to her forehead. ‘What do you think about seeing other people?’
         she begins tentatively. ‘I know a lot of guys get weird around commitment … ’
      

      
      ‘Commitment?’ Nate says. ‘I love commitment.’
      

      
      Charles goes from scorned buddy to third wheel to joint best friend. Janie studies biology and French nearby at Pepperdine,
         but when she and Nate are apart, the half hour between campuses feels like a transatlantic separation. They are still young
         enough to pine as though pining were an Olympic event. Though they see each other almost every day, they pen indulgent letters, drunk on bad poetics. ‘Jesus H.,’ Charles says, uncrumpling a rough draft he lifted from Nate’s
         trash can, ‘you’re turning into a Celine Dion song.’
      

      
      On the occasions when Janie is dressed up and doesn’t turn heads in a restaurant or bar, Nate is surprised. Yet this makes
         her somehow more special, that she is not as arresting to everyone, that her grace and manner put a hook in his limbic system
         as if she were designed for him and him alone.
      

      
      They are engaged within three months.

      
      She hails from Wisconsin, a normal childhood and family, with antecedents she calls Gammie and Papa. ‘What if your dad doesn’t
         like me?’ he asks, and she laughs. ‘He won’t like you.’ Their circle of friends, however, is thrilled; they are the first to take the leap. They tell and retell their
         origin story, embellishing it by degrees, and he knows that by their fiftieth anniversary it will involve his rescuing her
         from a tidal wave in a tropical monsoon. Every time she gets to the rescue, no matter what company they’re in, she takes his
         hand and quotes him back to him: ‘“Stop fighting,” you told me. “I got you.”’
      

      
      They marry by spring. After the Olive Garden reception, exhausted and half drunk on bad Chianti, they collapse on the hotel
         mattress, Janie kicking off her heels, her white sundress unzipped. ‘Okay, Husband,’ she says sleepily, ‘we have to consummate
         this thing.’ That laugh. ‘You on top?’
      

      
      Nate mumbles, ‘I would if I knew which direction that was.’

      
      ‘Give you a hundred dollars.’

      
      ‘I’m a grand, minimum.’

      
      ‘We have to. Or it’s not legal.’

      
      ‘Right.’

      
      ‘And I might change my mind here.’

      
      By morning they are legal. They honeymoon at Nate and Charles’s apartment, since they blew all their money on the fifty-person affair and their night at the Santa Monica Holiday
         Inn. Someday, they vow, when they have money, they will go to Paris for a makeup honeymoon, but until then they will always
         have Westwood. They spend their time drinking root-beer floats in bed and studying for midterms. It is like playing house
         without the house.
      

      
      ‘Would you like Eggos in bed, Wife? On our finest paper plate?’

      
      ‘Thank you, Husband. That would be delightful.’

      
      A week later she crawls under the sheets with him and announces, ‘We are having a baby.’

      
      All around him the world seems to pull itself into wonderful alignment. He blinks back emotion. ‘Are you sure?’

      
      ‘The pee stick doesn’t lie. And five of them certainly do not.’
      

      
      They move into a closet-size apartment of their own. Janie swells, her tiny frame accommodating near-impossible proportions.
         A former Boy Scout, Charles buys a pager for Nate. He is in Abnormal Psych when it goes off; her water has broken. Everything
         is a blur between Franz Hall and the delivery ward. She is growling and clawing the sheets, and when she takes his hand, she
         nearly crushes the bones of his fingers. ‘Look at me,’ he says. ‘I got you.’
      

      
      That night they crowd into her single hospital bed, a three-some. Two days later the infant remains Baby Overbay. As Nate
         steers Janie out in a wheelchair, the pink bundle in her lap, she says, ‘We’ll name her after the first thing we see when
         we make it outta here.’
      

      
      Nate slows as they near the nurses’ station. He says, ‘And how is little Garbage Can sleeping?’

      
      Janie snorts, covers her mouth. ‘You know, it’s been hard ever since Homeless Guy started teething.’

      
      A passing grandmother in the elevator gives them a dirty look, but they can’t stop laughing. ‘Cat Ass really got your eyes,’
         Nate says through tears.
      

      
      Still laughing, they push past automated doors into daylight. Janie gazes up at the brilliant blue sky, and her breath catches
         in her throat.
      

      
      ‘Cielle,’ she says.

      
      They settle back into their tiny Westwood apartment. Charles brings a beautiful gift – a wooden stepstool with Cielle’s name
         carved out, each letter a colored puzzle piece. They study, parent, juggle schedules, and somehow graduate. Nate starts a
         corporate job with a department store as a buyer of men’s suits. Janie enrolls in nursing school.
      

      
      A month before Cielle’s third birthday, he manages a VA home loan, the incipient Paris re-honeymoon fund is happily reapportioned,
         and they get luckier than anyone could expect with a two-story bank-repo fixer-upper in a great part of Santa Monica. When
         they pull up in a U-Haul, Janie stops midway across the front lawn, crying with gratitude.
      

      
      At night and on weekends, he slaves on the house, putting in floorboards, repainting, replacing iron pipes with copper. Every
         few months they mark off Cielle’s height on her doorjamb, the lines stacking up. One Tuesday morning Janie shakes him awake
         early and they sit in horror, clutching hands, watching footage of those 767s crashing into the towers again and again and
         again. Janie casts a dark glance through the open doorway to the laundry room, where his camouflage field jacket hangs drying
         from his last drill weekend. Upstairs, Cielle’s bedroom door opens, and he rises silently to get her.
      

      
      In the blink of an eye, Cielle is seven, her dark hair taken up in pigtails. The week after her birthday, they go for a long-overdue
         family portrait at Sears. Despite the photographer’s entreaties, they can’t get Cielle to focus. Isaac at school has introduced
         her to armpit farts, so every pose is bookended with: ‘Didja hear?’
      

      
      Janie: ‘No.’

      
      ‘How ’bout now?’

      
      Finally Nate swings Cielle upside down until she’s red-faced from giggling, and the three of them topple over onto the plush
         blue mats, Janie sitting behind Nate, propping him up, Cielle squeezing her in a side hug, all three of them captured in the
         flash with indelicate openmouthed laughs. After a family vote, the glossy portrait goes above their mantel. That night he
         and Janie read The Lorax to Cielle, then go downstairs, drink red wine, and watch The West Wing. He rubs Janie’s feet and catches her looking at the portrait and shaking her head, and then they both crack up.
      

      
      Nestled in the warmth of the couch, his wife’s feet in his lap, his daughter soundly asleep overhead, he appreciates how their
         life is a quiet kind of spectacular, a bubble of bliss insulated from the horrors of the outside world.
      

      
      In three days’ time that bubble will pop.

   
      
      Chapter 6

      
      Standing with his ROTC battalion in neat formation on the pristine green lawn of the Los Alamitos Training Base, Nate senses
         a new kind of sharpness in the air. At his side, Charles casts him a wary eye and says, ‘There’s no free lunch.’
      

      
      Sure enough the sergeant appears, grimacing beneath his patrol cap, and paces before them with the ramrod posture of a man
         who has seen too many war movies. ‘We’ve known this was coming for a long time now, gents. Yesterday I got the order that
         we’re going to the Fight. We’ll be deploying for an eighteen-month rotation.’
      

      
      Nate closes his eyes. He thinks of the family portrait above the mantel, Janie reclined on the couch with her feet in his
         lap, the Lorax lifting himself up, up, and away by the seat of his pants.
      

      
      He tells Janie immediately, of course, but they wait for the weekend for him to break the news to Cielle. At bedtime she shifts
         beneath the covers and fixes her serious gaze on him. ‘I wanna go with you.’
      

      
      He forces a smile, though it feels plastic across his face. ‘It’s a long flight, honey.’

      
      ‘Will there be snacks?’

      
      Nate swallows around the bulge in his throat. ‘I’ll miss you.’

      
      ‘If I go with you, you won’t hafta miss me.’
      

      
      He stays with her until she falls asleep, and when he slips from her room, he finds Janie just outside, sitting in the hall.
         He offers a hand, and she wipes her nose and rises like a lady, and they head back to their bedroom.
      

      
      The battalion is deposited on an air base in the middle of nowhere, positioned for missions into rural towns. In the Sandbox
         heat dominates every waking minute. The thermometer regularly creeps to 120; some days Nate pictures it making a cartoon bulge.
         The soldiers hump an unreasonable amount of gear – ammo and water, flak jackets and helmets, M16s and Beretta M9s coated with
         PVD film to withstand the sand, which rises into yellow-orange dust storms at the slightest provocation. Grit gets in their
         guns, their sweat; it turns the collars of their green-and-khaki ACUs to sandpaper. Nate’s rucksack frame digs into his shoulder
         above the flak jacket in the same spot, buffing the skin to an angry red. The moisture-wicking socks don’t wick. No matter
         how much he drinks, he still pisses bright yellow.
      

      
      A few weeks in, while sweeping a house, they come upon a retarded man-boy shackled to an outhouse. The weathered soldiers
         joke and laugh, and Nate, who has lost his breath at the sight, realizes that he will need to navigate a steep learning curve
         to make it here.
      

      
      Somehow, despite it all, Charles’s optimism remains undiminished. He is one of the rare few for whom war is not hell. On patrol
         he is laid back, deals easily with the locals, and has a sixth sense for snipers.
      

      
      The months blend into a single sun-baked episode. They get shot at and do some shooting, mostly returning fire at sand dunes
         and heaps of rubble. They play policeman and janitor and try to avoid getting blown up by IEDs, car bombs, and booby-trapped corpses.
      

      
      During morning formation one day, it is announced that their eighteen-month deployment has been extended to twenty-two months.
         That night Nate takes a very long shower. He buys an AT&T card at the PX and heads to the phone center. The booths are lined
         wall to wall, as in a prison, with hard wooden chairs. In the stall he is assigned for his ten-minute allotment, someone has
         scrawled, IF THE ARMY WANTED YOU TO HAVE A WIFE, THEY WOULD’VE ISSUED YOU ONE.
      

      
      Janie’s voice trembles when she hears him, as it always does. ‘Still alive?’

      
      ‘I think so.’

      
      ‘Cielle keeps calling you on her play phone, having conversations with you. She sits there dialing and dialing.’

      
      His mouth is too dry to swallow. ‘Can I talk to her?’

      
      ‘Of course. Hang on.’

      
      Some rustling, then Cielle says, ‘Knock-knock.’

      
      ‘Who’s there?’

      
      ‘Smell mop.’

      
      Nate smiles. ‘I won’t do it. I shall not. I shall not be fooled.’

      
      Cielle giggles. Then her tone shifts. ‘Why can’t I ever call you?’
      

      
      ‘It’s hard to get through here, baby. I have to call you.’

      
      ‘That’s not fair.’

      
      ‘No. It’s not.’

      
      ‘Zachary C called me Thunderthighs when I went up to write on the board, and everyone laughed. He had to say it all loud.’
      

      
      According to Janie, Cielle has been eating at a steady pace in the seventeen months since Nate’s deployment. His guilt mixes
         with rage. He wants to cut off Zachary C’s head and feed it to jackals, but all he can do here, in a prison-size phone booth on the far side of the world, is say, ‘I’m sorry, baby.’
      

      
      ‘That’s okay. I drew you a picture at school. Come home and see it?’ A pause. ‘Daddy?’

      
      ‘I can’t, baby.’

      
      ‘Why not?’

      
      ‘It’s too far. But I will.’

      
      ‘Promise? Promise you’ll come home?’

      
      He pictures her first beach trip – soggy diaper, pink suit, floppy hat, her standing against the backdrop of the waves, clear
         as a Kodak – and feels a mounting pressure behind his face. He thinks of his mother at the end. Her mouth, rimmed with cold
         sores, sipping ice water through a straw. The weight of her absence in the house. How his father crawled into a bottle and
         evaporated. And he saw himself at Cielle’s age, alone at the kitchen counter, eating Cap’n Crunch for dinner.
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ he tells Cielle. ‘I promise.’

      
      The next morning he is awakened by Charles at oh-dark-hundred. They’ve been tasked with finding a guy possessing critical
         information, who, judging by the photograph, is not exactly distinctive in appearance. Charles is not worried about the mission,
         however; his biggest concern is his mother’s cookies, which arrived yesterday in a care package. Charles does not want to
         eat the cookies but is too respectful to throw them away. He owes much to his mother, not least his irrepressible good nature.
         A single parent, she lavished her only child with endless love and support. But while Grace Brightbill is a world-class mother,
         she is a terrible baker. Conflicted, Charles carries her package down the hall as if he has been burdened with the custody
         of a holy relic.
      

      
      Rubbing his eyes, Nate trudges outside to where their convoy patrol waits in the dark, the men stuffed into Hummers. The interpreter, a bone-skinny teenager with sleepy eyes, wears a
         too-big helmet, a threadbare rucksack left by someone from a previous rotation, and a T-shirt with the sleeves cut off. The
         shirt features the Adidas trefoil logo across the chest and, written beneath in the appropriate font, ABIBAS. The ’terp smiles
         at Nate and Charles, showing a sideways front tooth, and says, ‘What up, niggahs?’
      

      
      Nate says, ‘Mah brothah,’ and they bump fists.

      
      On the jostling ride, Nate is distracted by Janie’s words from last night, upset that he can’t be on the other end of his
         daughter’s pretend phone calls. Charles is still going on about his mom’s shitty cookies, so finally one of the guys says,
         ‘Give ’em to Abibas.’ The ’terp receives them with a smile, they vanish into the threadbare rucksack, and Nate enjoys a few
         hours of relative silence.
      

      
      By the time they arrive at the town center, the sun has asserted its presence. They get out and scan the surroundings, their
         M16s aimed at the ground but tightly held. All around are cinder-block walls, street dogs, TV dishes nailed to corrugated
         roofs. And eyes everywhere. Windows. Rooftops. Doorways. People talking on cell phones, whispering, ducking from sight. A
         quartet of old women in burkas, all expanses of black cloth and jutting chins, stare from a front porch, as still and craggy
         as a rock garden, the skin under their eyes so dark it seems grafted on. Through the open door behind them, Nate sees a child-size
         coffin.
      

      
      Nate’s squad heads to a house with the front door busted off the hinges from the last raid. At least twenty people are jammed
         into the front room, which has a vague barnyard smell. A rug covers the cement floor, the walls are bare aside from piñacolada-size
         Iraqi and US flags stuck in the cracks. Everyone inside is focused on a TV the size of a toaster. The men command the couch, holding hands. The women sit on the floor chewing
         flatbread. A little girl stands in the middle of the room, hitting a paddleball. Whack whack whack.
      

      
      The men rise and offer tea, but the mood changes when the sergeant pulls the women into the next room, as is standard operating
         procedure. Nate takes off his Wiley X sunglasses so he can make eye contact as he helps settle everyone down. He figures that
         ordering people around in their own house is disrespectful enough when you’re not sporting shades on top of it. The girl continues
         – whack whack whack – but this seems not to bother anyone except Nate, who sees his own daughter in her deep brown eyes. The soldiers show the
         photo of the man they’re after, but no one knows anything; the entire assemblage has gone as deaf, blind, and dumb as the
         proverbial three monkeys.
      

      
      Charles comes in from the back with a skinny little man who has plastic zip ties around his hands. Shaggy hair frames the
         guy’s drawn face, and he wears a white man-dress and black flip-flops.
      

      
      ‘Found him hiding behind the generator,’ Charles says.

      
      They get Abibas over to the man, who denies being whoever he is supposed to be. The dispute continues in translation, Abibas
         jotting down parts of the exchange in his notebook, and finally the sergeant lowers his radio and says, ‘They want him in
         now. I’m calling up a helo. You six get him to the meet point. Overbay, you’re in charge.’
      

      
      The little girl trails the half squad out and follows at a distance, her face betraying no emotion or interest, the paddleball
         never ceasing its elastic dance. Whack whack whack.
      

      
      They trudge under the heat, the houses turning to shacks, the shacks eventually giving way to sand dunes. The captive makes not a noise. Abibas is perspiring through his clothes, and McGuire makes a crack that maybe the sweat stain’ll fix the
         spelling of his damn shirt. The little girl with Cielle’s eyes crests the rise with them – whack whack whack – and there below, the Black Hawk waits. They pile in, Charles waving good-bye at the girl who stands silhouetted against
         the sun, her paddle in perpetual motion. The helo vibrates and shudders, revving to life.
      

      
      Abibas shouts at Nate, ‘Damn eet to shit. I forget my notebook. Sarge tell me must always have notebook. At house. I go back.’
      

      
      He looks ill with concern, so Nate waves him off duty, figuring where they’re heading there’ll be professional interpreters,
         and the kid scrambles down and starts to jog away. The Black Hawk begins to lift.
      

      
      ‘Hey!’ Charles shouts after him, pointing at the threadbare rucksack wedged between the seat and the cabin floor. ‘You forgot
         my mom’s cookies!’
      

      
      Abibas stops and looks back at them.

      
      Then he turns and runs.

      
      The seconds slow to a molasses crawl. The Black Hawk hovers four feet above the sand. All six soldiers have gone as stiff
         as statues in a half rise above their seats, oriented toward the rucksack. Nate is nearest. It is right there across from
         him. Above the panicked roar inside his head, Nate hears the pledge he made last night to Cielle. Promise? Promise you’ll come home? And he cannot unlock his muscles.
      

      
      From the seat beside him, Charles leaps. He lands atop the rucksack, smothering it, and a brilliant white light frames his
         body as the bomb detonates. The Black Hawk pitches to the right, the pilot overcorrects, and they lurch into a nose-down spin.
         Nate sees the fan of the beating rotors kiss the sand, and then there is a great violence of physics and an eardrumrending screech. Images and sensations strobe, rapid-fire: the slid-back
         door. Weightlessness. Nate’s open mouth pressed to the sand.
      

      
      He rises, uneven on his feet. An explosion surges behind him, a wave of heat propelling him to his knees. Atop the dune the
         girl bears silent witness, the whack whack whack lost beneath the roar of flame. There are parts everywhere, parts of flesh and metal. Half faceless, McGuire is screaming
         and holding his severed leg, and then he stops screaming. It is suddenly silent. Sand swirls, settling like rain. Though a
         whoosh of white noise streams in Nate’s ears, he hears a ragged breathing coming from somewhere, and he spins in the cloud
         of grit and yells, ‘Charles! Where are you? Where the fuck are you?’ and realizes he is stepping on his friend’s hand. Charles
         is alive, his gut a muddle of tattered fabric and dark, dark blood. His hands press into his stomach farther than they should,
         and his eyes are wild and rolling.
      

      
      Everyone else is dead. Nate’s radio shattered. Supplies on fire. The nearest medic with the squad back in town.

      
      Nate stands dumbly still for a moment, then crouches and hoists Charles over his shoulder. Charles gives off a sound that
         is not human. Nate staggers up the slope, past the girl silently watching with Cielle’s eyes – whack whack whack – and Charles is howling and sobbing, ‘– don’t leave me don’t leave me don’t you –’

      
      Nate runs. Pain screeches down his spine, ignites his muscles. The heat rising through his combat boots and Charles’s weight
         on his shoulder are oppressive; the burn spreads through his thighs, his calves, the taut muscles of his groin. He feels as
         though he is inside a pizza oven. Charles is sputtering and shrieking, the journey a jarring kind of hell – don’t leave me don’t leave me don’t you leave me – and Nate’s shirt is saturated with his friend’s insides. He runs harder as if to stop the blood draining into his eyes.
         His vision is a painted haze of brown and red, red and brown, smudged together as if by a child’s fingers.
      

      
      ‘Help me!’ Nate shouts. ‘Somebody … ’elp … me … ’

      
      Charles is quieter now: ‘ … don’t … leave … please … ’
      

      
      Nate’s lips are coated with dust, and his voice is gone; he can’t generate saliva. He blanks out on his feet, still running.
         Then suddenly the squad is all around, the sergeant trying to pull Charles off his back, saying, ‘Let go. Nate. You can let
         go now. Let go of him. Let go.’
      

      
      Nate topples over, Charles landing beside him, long dead, the blank stare inches from Nate’s face. And Nate is talking, but
         no one can hear him.
      

      
      ‘He’s okay,’ Nate pants into the hot sand. ‘He’s okay. Just make him breathe again.’

   
      
      Chapter 7

      
      When the ramp of the C-17 lowers, bringing into sight the wavering black tarmac of the Los Alamitos Army Airfield, a chorus
         of cheers goes up from the plane’s cargo hold, and Nate spills out with a sea of camouflage into the temperate Southern California
         air. He spots Janie and Cielle on the runway, waiting behind the sawhorses. Cielle looks bigger, her face round and smiling.
         She and Janie are jumping up and down, beautiful. He runs to them, and they smash together in a three-way hug. ‘Welcome home,
         Husband,’ Janie tells him, beaming, and he says, ‘I missed you, Wife.’ But the jubilation quickly recedes, leaving behind
         a ponderous silence that lasts the car ride home.
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