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For my daughter, Rianne, the young Queen of Hidden Things, who is not Carly, but made Carly real for me.

And for all the fine hidden things that make all of us who we are.


Try to put well in practice what you already know, and in so doing, you will in good time discover the hidden things you now inquire about.

—Rembrandt



CHAPTER ONE



The video had been watched only forty-four times before Carly Liddell’s attacker was identified to the police. Viewer number forty-four was the prize tipster, and it was a good thing it was all resolved quickly. The young man in the video had killed a turtle over a span of hours one dull Saturday a decade earlier, at the age of nine, in the early weeks of the same summer he’d set his first fire. Since then, matches, rocks, the heel of his shoe, the long drop over the railing of a bridge, and other weapons of juvenile destruction had been urgently fascinating to him in ways that got him into trouble when he was a boy, in ways he’d learned to hide over the years.

He’d been stealing things, lately. And watching women.

He always would have made the news.

The video, a sloppy edit of footage from a home-security system, went on to become something of a phenomenon. It had been cut together in a hurry by a tech-savvy officer in the cybercrimes unit who was good with that sort of thing. It went up on the police website less than twenty minutes after the flash drive, loaded with the raw recordings from the home’s monitoring surveillance, had been plugged into his computer. Backslaps and high fives all around for that one.

The local news stations had rushed to repost it. It was a civic duty, of course. But at least as good as all that, it was irresistible: a heart-stopper in three acts that clocked in at under half a minute.

By the end of the next day, it had been uploaded to more than a dozen YouTube accounts.

In seventy-two hours, nearly a quarter of a million people had seen fourteen-year-old Carly Liddell come into the frame from the top right, her face pixelated to anonymity in every shot.

The view in the opening clip is admirably long-range, the camera pointing down a concrete driveway, clearly covering the near intersection and eventually fuzzing out of focus a block up the far sidewalk. The feed is tagged in the lower left-hand corner as Exterior_3, which would indicate at least two other cameras are outside scanning the bland green agreeableness of the minivan-and-hybrid neighborhood.

Carly comes down the stretch of pavement covered by Exterior 3 in the last yards of her return trip from school, backpack on one shoulder, crossing the screen on a slight diagonal, right to left. She moves with a loping, coltish gait that already shows signs of being reined in. She’s so close to grown.

Even with her head high, and with only one reflexive glance at the phone in her hand, she doesn’t appear to react at all to the young man slouching beside the hedge on the retaining wall as she passes him.

But even in the grainy farthest reach of the lens, his notice of her is unmistakable. He leans forward, watching, hesitates for a beat, then checks the walkway behind them. It’s deserted. He slides into her wake.

If there were only one frame of the video to see—Carly in front, the young man a few long steps behind—in just that single still image it would be clear that one of the people in the scene belongs there and one doesn’t.

Her posture is soft, easy in a pleasant end-of-the-day fatigue. She’s all but home. It’s in the flutter of the flannel shirt tied around her waist. It’s in the tilt of her head and the bend of her knee.

But he’s rigid, chin down, every bit of his stance just a degree off a natural bearing. Some switch in him has been tripped, and he’s not entirely what he was a few seconds before when he was only loitering on an empty suburban block. Now he’s a mannequin, a robot, an approximation made of impulse wired through him like opposing magnets strung together. The surging current has pushed his arms away from his sides, pulled his legs slightly bent, the omen of a reflex to come, the windup to a sprint or a spring.

Then the edited video cuts to a different camera, labeled Exterior_2, this one mounted on the back side of a decorative column, one of two pillars flanking the front door. Carly and the young man are facing each other. There’s no audio, but he’s closed the gap and seems to have invented something to talk about, something to keep her poised between being rude and being on the safe side of that door.

The young man’s back is to us, still taut and awkward, but now Carly is also rigid. Her key is in the lock, but that’s as far as she’d gotten. He’s walked all the way up onto the stoop and set his body close to the door’s handle, though not quite blocking it—a threat with a built-in plausible deniability that buys time with her doubt.

She’s backed away a little to preserve a cushion of personal space, though it meant giving up the easy reach to the door. She’d have to nearly touch him now to finish getting inside. She plucks at the hem of her T-shirt, shedding nervous energy in the repetition. His shoulder twitches. He says something. She shakes her head and glances at the empty intersection, so close and useless to her.

The young man looks down and shuffles back a half step, and Carly either misinterprets the maneuver or takes the only chance she can count on. She dives for the key and the threshold. He lets her get past him. He also looks to the intersection. It’s still empty. He doesn’t even have to hurry to stop the door as she scrabbles to slam it closed behind her.

The last part of the video is shot from the back of the foyer, by a camera marked Interior_1. The light off the paint gives a vague green hue to the indoor footage. Carly is slapping at a control panel on the wall. He pushes her away from it. They both trip and scuffle over her fallen backpack. She shoves with all her woefully inadequate might and gains less than an arm’s length from him.

Instead of pulling her in, the young man locks his forearm across his body and drives them on, plowing and pinning Carly into the corner next to her own front door. Her back hits the wall hard enough that the edge of the painting in the foreground jumps and quivers on its nail. Her knees let go, and his surprise topples him into the blank space where her body should have been to receive him.

On elbows and heels, Carly scrambles backward toward the camera, toward the quarter of a million viewers (and each new one, as they come) holding their breath, rooting for her, willing her a way out. She makes it into the sharpest focus yet, her long hair swinging around her shoulder in a sheet of blue-sheened chestnut cascading from the strong side part that’s almost close enough to stroke.

He runs at the camera, lunges for her, catching her left ankle as it shoots out in her ungainly crab crawl. He drags her, kicking and thrashing, away from the clear focus that felt like safety, back into the open foyer. He pulls her leg up, tilting her onto her back. He leans in, stooping low to make a short fall of the distance left to be on her, to finally catch her under his control. And Carly Liddell, never a dancer, never a gymnast, never any color belt in any martial art—but ever the natural math and science whiz—becomes trigonometry and physics. And she has cool boots.

Her mind and muscles do the calculations of the arcs and angles as she rises up, torso cocked to the left, then swinging to the right to load momentum into her free leg, which she brings back across her body. The knobby tread of her goth-girl combat boot explodes his grip on her ankle.

In a perfect ballet of Newtonian inevitability, unlearned and unpracticed but as natural as a whirlwind, Carly makes a figure-eight flourish of the follow-through, winding up again, this time to bring her boot crashing into the sweet spot where his jaw meets his ear, dropping him like a bag of gravel.

She rolls onto her hands and knees. She pushes up from the floor and looks down at her fallen foe. Run! thinks every single person who will ever watch the footage.

And she does.

It’s magnificent.

But short-lived. The video freezes and the cybercrime tech destroys the triumph and tension with a quick electronic red circle, drawn to bring the audience out of the drama and into the lineup. The young man’s face, sideways in forced repose against the foyer tile, is largely in shadow and not terribly in focus, but it’s lit up enough that someone who knows him well might peg him. To the stranger, he still looks rough-hewn and indistinct. But viewer forty-four had already picked up her phone by the shot of him coming off the retaining wall. He was arrested just a few hours after Carly walked past him on the sidewalk.

It was a good day for Good Samaritans. It was a good day for law enforcement. It was a good day for the local news outlets that vied to make the most appealing special report of the pulse-racing video and happy ending.

And it would have been a good day for John Cooper. His elaborate security system, which his new wife teased him for, had caught the reckless and newly bold young man who had attacked his stepdaughter, and it got the boy before he’d done all the terrible things he’d been whittling vivid in his mind for years.

The system had worked just as designed, its clarity and clever placement revealing what had happened and when and how, and most importantly, by whom.

In the longer reach, the video had captured a moment of heroic self-preservation that would go on to inspire many people in both the abstract and even occasionally in practical application.

It could have been a good day for John Cooper, but it wasn’t. His wife and stepdaughter knew of the perimeter cameras. They knew about the door chimes and the alarm codes and the motion-detector lighting. But they hadn’t known about, nor would have they agreed to, Interior 1, the camera inside the house. And they didn’t know why he had needed to put it there in the first place.



CHAPTER TWO



John Cooper’s silenced cell phone shivered against his leg again. The barrage of text alerts from the network of cameras always ramped up around the time Carly came home from school, but this was getting ridiculous.

Until he’d become a self-taught expert in home security, John had never much noticed the all-hours parade of mundane creatures flitting, scurrying, snuffling, moseying, and waddling all over the 360 degrees he was worried about. On nice days it might crest over into a circus, and occasionally, in some clairvoyance of weird weather, you’d get a full-out episode of Suburban Wild Kingdom—flex-eared cats stalking small things in the grass, hackles-raised dogs making sport of the cats, squirrels losing their minds, and blue jays dive-bombing the whole spectacle. The cameras dutifully reported these scenes to John’s phone in text messages. And they reported. And reported.

It didn’t relent in the evenings, either, but the cast of the after-hours show became slightly more exotic and leggy, and sometimes even toothy when a curious coyote would venture down out of the hills. The night footage had been fascinating for a while. He’d never realized so much was going on out there. His household winding down into whatever passed for tranquillity at the end of each day didn’t mean all that much to the rhythm of the world. Other creatures still had things to do. Some of them in John Cooper’s yard even.

When the neighborhood went lights-out in every direction, it was the sort of place made of early-to-bed people. They’d be up productively soon. But if sleep wouldn’t come to you, then at least the ritual quiet was expected of everyone in the tidy darkness, even if you were wide-awake and staring at the shadows on the ceiling.

In the first weeks that the security system was live and pinging, John had watched a selection of deer, raccoon, opossum, and fox, all careful and walleyed in the night vision, picking their way in singles or sets over the lawn and around the trash bins. Their flat white stares were disturbing in their unblindness, pairs of blank spotlights snapping up out of the grass, alerting to things in the grayscape that John’s cameras didn’t show him.

He wondered if it was the same animals he saw night after night. He tried a few times to study the videos to see if he could tell one from the other, to recognize a familiar snout or rack of antlers, but he could never be sure. In reviewing the daylight recordings, he easily kept track of the different people he regularly observed on the sidewalks in front of his house, and of the expected neighborhood cars that drove by without slowing.

His phone buzzed again in his pocket. The cameras’ sensitivities had been lowered to a balance that hit somewhere between vigilance and sanity, and John had turned down the vibration of his phone to barely there. But he still got so many notifications each day that, through sheer repetition, he’d been trained out of startling at most of them. But this time he flinched.

“John?” His boss for the past three years at BabySafe, Inc. was staring at him with a strange little charged-up look, shocked, as if he’d felt the tingle of the text in his own pocket. Both of the sales managers who relied on John’s projection reports to steer their strategies for rubber spoons and scuff-free safety gates were gaping at him, too. As were the four random worker bees from other departments around the table with them.

John felt the heat in his face of absorbing a sudden salvo of expectant looks.

“Huh? No, I’m good. Sorry. Everything’s fine. I just got a text and my phone startled me. That’s all.”

“No, look,” said his boss.

All their gazes slid past John, over his shoulder and through the conference room’s glass wall. John turned in his chair to follow their attention.

His office was one door to the right of dead center of the conference room’s glass. He’d left it open when he’d walked over for the meeting, and now two uniformed police officers were leaning in, searching the empty room for him.

Every thought evaporated from his head and dragged the roots of his hair to attention as they went. His breath stalled between inhale and exhale, then caught fire in his chest. John watched the police look for him, their starched blue backs filling up his office doorway across the hall. They were only one turn from finding him.

His heart slammed into a full gallop and he forced himself to blink, and to release his grip on the armrests of his chair.

He’d had this idea in the abstract plenty of times: cops looking for him. He’d composed scripts to answer any number of questions they might have. He wanted to be ready if they ever came asking. If, though, was the fear, and each day that passed—nearly four years’ worth of them now—was the hope. More days, more hope. But his memory had an unkind habit of now and then pushing back on the progress he’d made into that confidence.

It had been better lately, with Donna and Carly and all this pretend normal that he played at every day to pass the time. The setup he’d made with them—the house, the routine, and the job he didn’t really need—was more than the sum of its convenient parts. It was nice. They were nice. But still, when his memory kicked up the things that it occasionally did—sounds, images—her blood dried dull on the cuff of my shirt, like coffee or chocolate—

“John.” A woman’s voice called him back into the moment.

He looked at the lady beside him and wasn’t certain he’d ever known her name to forget it.

She touched his arm. “I’m sure it’s nothing.”

“Why would it be nothing?”

Her eyebrows stayed concerned, but her mouth twitched into what was supposed to be a reassuring smile. “I mean, I’m sure it’ll be okay.”

“Okay,” John said. “Thanks,” he added, and felt stupid for it.

“Go ahead, John. It’s fine. We’ll finish up later.”

John looked back to see which of the men had said it. Though he’d heard the words, he’d lost the voice in the hum of all the possibilities clamoring in his head. But everyone was nodding at him in a just-said-something kind of way, even whatsername sitting next to him. All in agreement, all of one mind, every one of them eager to let the guy with the cops in his office go on in and collect his disaster while they all sat there and watched it happen through the glass.

There was nothing for him to do but go. Even the doors out of the office suite were on the far side of the conversation. He’d have to walk past the policemen just to leave.

Inevitability is gravity’s cousin. It is its own force of nature, one that pulls both the ready and the unwilling along, not toward the earth, but toward consequence. And it can stand in, quite nicely, for a paralyzing lack of resolve. John’s starved lungs dragged in a huge openmouthed breath, and he got out of the chair on autopilot, vaulting the fear in his guts.

He was standing behind the two officers in less time than he would have liked. The blur of his dash through the hallway sharpened into focus around him, and he was there before he’d figured out what he meant to say.

“Can I help you?”

The cops made the turn that John had been dreading and looked at him. He felt their eyes land on him like weight.

“John Cooper?”

“Yes?”

The one on the right, trim and baby-faced, smiled encouragingly. “Don’t worry. Everything’s all right.”

True or not, it was nice to hear. Hope fluttered in John’s chest.

The other cop, less trim and less dewy, scowl-smiled. John’s flutter hunkered down.

“Mr. Cooper, your wife’s been trying to reach you.”

“Is she okay? I was in a meeting.”

“She’s fine. Not to worry. We just came to see if we could find you while she was trying to get you on the phone. It looks like we got here first. Now, Mr. Cooper, I do need to tell you that there’s been an incident at your home.” The cop raised his hands, palms out, staving off the reaction that blazed up on John’s face.

“Was my house robbed?” John grabbed his head between his hands, all ten fingers flexed to exclamation points. “Jesus Christ, was it a robbery?”

“No, sir. Everything in your house is fine. And your daughter’s fine, too, but I’m just sorry to have to say that she was attacked in your home.”

“What?” John dropped his hands onto his thighs, leaning over like a spent runner. “What? Carly? Oh, God. Is she okay? Is she hurt?”

“She’s okay. A bad kid forced his way in as she was letting herself into the house after school.”

The cop continued his story, but John didn’t hear him. Relief and fury flooded his mind, a chemical no-no of two feelings that don’t mix well.

The police weren’t there for him. He tried not to wilt. The deliverance from that specific terror threatened to buckle his knees. But the lump in his throat, the sudden rush of acid and heat from the thought of anyone hurting Carly, overwhelmed him. And surprised him, too.

“—and she was already over at the neighbor’s house, but they both saw the little punkass run across your lawn while they were on the call with 911. He must’ve woken up and taken off like the devil was on him. But your wife said there are cameras and we—”

“Woken up?” John was disoriented by the Goldilocks detail of a story he’d missed most of. “He was asleep?”

The younger cop glowed with amusement and surrogate pride. “She got him good. She knocked him out, Mr. Cooper.”

“Carly knocked somebody out?”

“Your daughter’s a little pistol. She’s really something.”

“Stepdaughter,” John said, and winced at the nasty impulse to distance himself.

He’d lost track of his face. John tried never to lose track of his expression. Words were important in convincing people. Keeping your story simple was security. But body language was everything.

A shadow crossed both of the police officers’ faces, and he was fairly certain that neither man had consciously realized that John Cooper had just stepped out of the good-guy lane, maybe just one foot, maybe only a toe over the line. But noted, nonetheless.

“Mr. Cooper, your wife says that your security cameras are motion activated. This guy should be all over your recordings. We need to get this footage. This attack was incredibly bold.”

The younger cop couldn’t contain his affectionate admiration. “And she’s really fine, don’t worry, she’s totally okay, she’s awesome.”

The older man smiled in agreement. “But this guy is really dangerous. We need to let the public know. If you’ve got a good picture in there somewhere, somebody will recognize him. Somebody will tell us who he is. We can stop him before he gets to someone who can’t handle him.”

John Cooper felt the trap of his own devising snap closed. While the police pointed and nodded enthusiastically over his shoulder as he pulled up the video clips, one after the other, his mind was already far ahead into what came next, into what he would say.

He watched as Carly found a way to be okay in all her thin, kind, funny, sweet, brilliant, not-nearly-wary-enough unreadiness. He watched her win the day with no help from anyone after pounding away on an alarm system that had been disabled because John Cooper couldn’t let a computer call the police to his home, no matter what. He couldn’t let blind chance tug its way off the leash.

With the officers behind him, their distractingly laden belts squeaking against their cuffs and guns, John kept his shoulders down and level. He was thankful for the setup that kept them behind him so he could have the privacy of his own face while he went through the recordings.

They watched for the best shots to use for their website and to send out to the media outlets. They had to find this guy before he could hurt someone else. And John had to help them.

The calculations played out, and he wrestled the twinge in his heart at Carly’s desperation and triumph on the screen. Let it go. She’s fine. He had to think. The calm he mimed was at odds with his body’s urge to hand over every file, to let them have everything, anything, if it would only let him get in his car and not stop driving for days.

But he fought it all. He didn’t know how he was going to get away with three things, three things that stood in the way of the part of him that wanted to see this through. That part of him was frantically writing new lines into the script to clear his path.

He needed to decide what he would tell his wife and daughter—stepdaughter, damn it—about why they had been filmed coming in and out of the foyer of their own house for better than half a year when they didn’t know it. And why the panic button might as well have been the thermostat for all the good it did for poor Carly to bang away at it.

And the painting. Goddammit, why had he never thought about what else it could mean to have even a little bit of it in view of the foyer camera? It had never occurred to him that anyone would see these images. Not from any of the cameras, but especially not from that one. It was the entire point.

Interior 1 was only for him, only there at all because he hated that the painting was hanging out in the open. It didn’t look like much, but if anyone, inside the house or a delivery person or salesman peering in through the sidelight window, ever stopped to look at it or gave it any special notice, at least the camera would let him know. He would see them looking. He’d gauge the reaction. Then he could decide what to do about it. But that had been the end of the plan. He’d never imagined that anyone besides him would know a camera was there.

Only a corner of the painting was in the recordings anyway. The unframed panel wasn’t all that big to begin with. Just a triangle of the lower left corner, no more than seven inches deep, took up a slice of the camera’s capture in the far right of the shot.

The cops, no surprise, hadn’t reacted to it at all. That was something. But it wasn’t everything. Some people out there would know what it was.

More than one person in the world would recognize even a small section of that painting and know its worth. Beyond that, a few would know what all it had been through.

He’d already dealt with three of them. One, still alive and an eternal pain in the ass; another who made John wonder about how hot a grudge could burn and for how long; and one who’d bled out all over his shirtsleeves and the pavement under his feet four years ago.



CHAPTER THREE



The whole thing was over so fast. Her favorite song was longer than that. Just a few minutes, start to finish. Finished. It was over now. It would always be over.

It didn’t quite feel that way, though. Carly couldn’t stop fiddling with it in her mind. How could everything fly around in less time than it took your favorite song to play and then land in a different order?

What Carly remembered most, once the guy was inside the house with her, was an overriding, all-caps, red-font chant: NO! NO! NO! NO! NO!

No. No in some animal way that wasn’t a word. It wasn’t even a thought, really, just an overwhelming refusal in every scrap of matter and energy that made up Carly Liddell.

No was her skin, and her eyes gone hot in her head. No was an itch in her teeth to sink into any warm thing that came close enough to bite. No to him. No to the terror rising up in her throat to choke her. No to the thought slashing through her mind like lightning—He’s too strong. I can’t stop him.

Any recollection of what she’d actually done in those few not-song moments was far away. Like on another planet far away. (And how long had it really taken, anyway—how many real minutes and seconds? It felt like infinity, as if in some way it was still happening, as if maybe it would always be happening. But no.)

In a memory that should have been fresh, almost every image and sound of the struggle in the foyer was vague and skippy. She’d kicked him or something and he’d fallen down hard. The wet thud of his head hitting the tile, that was kind of clear. But she wasn’t very big and she didn’t know how to fight, so it didn’t make much sense. She really did not know exactly how she’d gotten away.

The first clear impression, after he was down, was an electric giddiness that blazed up her every nerve. The doorknob in her hand, cool and solid, reeled her in from overload and let her catch the scream that was rushing up into her mouth. She wrapped it up tightly, that scream. She strangled it in her throat like her fist squeezing down on the brass. The only sound was the gasps of air sawing over her dry tongue.

The guy was silent. Carly strained to hear any movement behind her. He was—(NO!) The scream in her throat wriggled to be free at her instinct to turn around, to check to see if he was getting up.

She didn’t look. She cranked open the door. She still didn’t scream.

She ran, her boots sinking into the spongy grass of the lawn—three strides, four, five, six—and she shoved down the crazy laugh that tried to bubble up into the floaty space that not-screaming had stretched into her throat. No was fading. Carly was coming back online. For her to laugh about this was just nuts, and that would make her cry. She kind of thought she should be crying.

Where her head had been full of nothing but No! now the swerve and dance of random thoughts, the weaving hum of thinking, came back to her. She was aware of being aware.

A stop-and-start afternoon rain raised a warm haze off the street. She breathed up the smell of oil, metallic dirt, and the ghost of spent tires. Her elbows hurt. She wanted things. To be far away. A milkshake. Her mother. To not have left school yet.

Ada flared brightly into Carly’s mind. She wanted to talk to her best friend, to tell her what had happened. They were usually together after school, but Ada had to get new glasses today. That’s why Carly had come straight home.

Ada played the ukulele. Carly drew. Carly had stacks of sketchbooks filled with cartoon characters and portraits of her friends and family. Ada wanted Carly to teach her to draw, so Carly had bargained for lessons on the ukulele. She’d never gotten past messing with the tuner the day before. Just yesterday? Really?

When Carly plucked a string, the tuner caught the vibrations out of the air. It measured what she’d done and delivered a little electronic verdict, a pixel needle wagging through the red toward the green zone, the sweet spot. Turn the peg, get closer to the green. Turn too far, and overshoot it back into red. It was like a game. More fun than the little guitar.

Carly did look back just once as she ran, when she was flying across her side yard into Mrs. Carmichael’s. He’d never catch her, even if he was back on his feet now.

But she ran faster anyway. Concrete to grass. Grass back to concrete. The pavement disappeared under her long, sprinting legs and it rose up into two short stairs and a stoop. She pounded on the green door of the neighbor’s house. The silk-flowered wreath jumped off its hook and rolled away.

That’s when things had gotten frustrating.

Trying to explain what had happened—to Mrs. Carmichael, and later to the police and to her mother—was like trying to tell a dream as a story right after you’d woken up. She kept stammering through backtracks to fill in the details of what came before to make it all make sense.

It was important to them, in a different way than it was important to her, that she set the links in the chain in the right order. The story had to go smoothly from then until now, for everyone’s sake. Carly needed to be able to see it correctly in her mind to sort it out. They only needed to know how to catch him.

In Mrs. Carmichael’s house, Carly finally fought the tingle of tears, but more from not being able to get the story out than from shock, although the shock was certainly there. Her body was shaking with spent adrenaline. Her teeth chattered as she tried to talk. The aftertaste was metal and ashes.

Something turned and tightened in Carly as she watched Mrs. Carmichael react to her story. Carly didn’t know Mrs. Carmichael well. She was the nice neighbor, the woman who carved half a dozen amazing jack-o’-lanterns at Halloween and lit her porch with them for three nights running. She was the lady with the little white dog and always a smile and a wave. Now she was the first person to pull Carly into a fierce hug after what had happened. But there was a message in the embrace.

Mrs. Carmichael’s hug felt charged with more understanding than Carly felt for her own idea of the last few minutes. No! But yes. Something had happened to Mrs. Carmichael, something that made her know what Carly had just been through. But Mrs. Carmichael knew more, knew worse. In the tremor of her arms, Carly could tell.

Instantly they were part of the same set, even though Carly was only almost fifteen and Mrs. Carmichael was way older than even her mother. Carly wanted to know, but was sure that she would never ask. She could feel the woman’s fingers trembling, holding Carly’s face in her hands the way Carly imagined a grandmother would. The wary sadness in the woman’s eyes. The way she pulled her mouth into a lipless line, hemming in her own story behind a tight sadness, Carly knew that this was as close as they would ever get to talking about it. It felt both right and wrong.

She thought of the ukulele. The peg turned.

Carly told her story, over and over. First, to the EMTs from the fire truck that got there while Carly and Mrs. Carmichael were still calling it in. She’d told Mrs. Carmichael that she wasn’t hurt, but the word attacked had been part of the 911 report, and that’s all it had taken. Carly told the story to the police as they arrived next, two sets of two, minutes apart. Then to another man in regular clothes. They said he was a lieutenant, who seemed like the boss. Everyone said the detectives were on the way. That sounded like a big deal, so she tried to get the story better, get it ready.

She couldn’t talk at all, at first, when her mother came rushing through Mrs. Carmichael’s front door.

There is no proper term, no single word, for the tidal wave of emotion on the far side of a near miss. It’s made of a fear that’s completely after-the-fact. There’s nothing to fix. Everything is fine except the trembling and the terror spiked with fury at the carelessness of the universe. It’s resentment shot through with bright pangs of superstitious gratitude toward whatever Power intervened to make it a horribly lucky day. It’s love concentrated to a strength that’s nearly poisonous.

The worst of it, though, is the gift of preview—that cold ghost of grief that whispers that it is still out there for you, simply waiting for some other day.

Carly and her mother shared all of it in an unbroken look as they scrambled past the small crowd of policemen and Mrs. Carmichael’s barking dog to get to each other. Her mother grabbed her up, trying to hold her, stroke her, and look into her eyes all at once. Carly couldn’t breathe, pinned by the desperation on her mother’s face to be sure, all the way through, that she was okay. They told each other in sobs and nods. She was fine. They would all be fine.

But the clutching quickly lost its practical power. Muscles relented. Breath slowed. Mrs. Carmichael’s grandfather clock clucked its second hand at them, and everyone else ran out of places to look to give them the privacy of their reunion.

Carly turned back to the police.

The story was her job right now. Their expectant looks gently reminded her of it, so she went back to work. They seemed happy enough with what she told them, fired up even. They always smiled at the part where she knocked him down, however it had happened.

But her recollections became more frustrating to her as what happened became a script instead of an actual memory. The whole narrative took on the order of recitation, and she lost the reality of where she’d stood, what he’d said, why she had bolted inside the house instead of out into the street for help, what he’d done, what she’d done, how she’d made it back to the door and beyond. The details of it receded as the tale of it bloomed. She was the foremost authority on the subject, and she wasn’t sure she believed any of it.

They took a break to move the whole circus back to the Liddell house. From the porch Mrs. Carmichael watched them leave. Carly looked back and tried to let her know with the right-temperature smile and steady eyes that she understood what had passed between them.

The parade of cops and their pair of guarded civilians crossed the two front yards, properly on the sidewalks this time, not in the grass. (That’s the square where he called to me and I stopped. I should have kept walking. Or started running. Infinity.) Carly was steered across the stoop with her mother’s shoulder set against her own, her mother’s arm around Carly’s waist. The door was unlocked, so the police went in first. Each of them stepped over the lump of her backpack, but Carly picked it up and put it on the bench as she would have done if it had been a regular day.

And just like that, everything looked normal. As if it—whatever it really was—had never happened.

Carly excused herself to the bathroom and stared into the mirror. The only difference she could make out was in the urge she felt to pull a face. She bared her teeth at her reflection. But that was the wrong kind of different. She flushed the toilet and ran the water in the sink to buy more time.

The beep of the sensor on the opening front door zapped her heart back into her throat. But that was stupid. It wasn’t like the guy would come back. And it wasn’t like she was all alone this time.

Still, the best she could manage was to lean her ear to the door, listening, her heart kicking in her chest. Someone rushed past the bathroom. Then she heard her mother’s muffled cry: “John!”

Carly flung open the door.

They’d been a family of two since Carly was a toddler. Her father had left them, divorced them, and evaporated before she’d ever known him. Her mother, though, was a hard, unstoppable, high-speed engine of shake-it-off. Carly sometimes wondered if part of the reason her father was so thoroughly gone was that her mother was so thoroughly fine with it.

But it only took two to live a good life. Carly didn’t remember being anything but happy enough with just the two of them. It was still her default setting: me and Mom.

But Carly was better than halfway to genuinely loving her stepfather. He was fun. He hadn’t made her mother different as Carly had feared he would. He’d blended into the background of Donna’s bustle, as if he were happy enough to be a nice nothing. Everything was almost the same except where they lived—their regular life plus one, with barely a ripple. He made them three, but Carly had not yet thought about him as part of this insane day.

John looked up from the crook of her mother’s neck and gently maneuvered out of her arms. He took a deep breath, came to Carly, and wrapped her up.

“Holy shit, Carlzee.”

She liked the nickname and liked the softball curses he sent her way sometimes, even if her mother didn’t. He was there with them. It was nice. She smiled into his hug.

He pulled her away by the shoulders and fixed her in a hard stare. “You okay?”

She nodded, but had to hold her bottom lip with her teeth to keep her from crumpling into ugly cry face.

John shifted his gaze beyond her, to the cops milling around the living room. He pulled in a deep breath and sucked his teeth, sizing them up like bad weather.

Carly felt forgotten in his grip, and John’s scowl made her look back over her shoulder, too, to double-check that the same nice men she’d been talking to were what he was laser beaming.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

But when his eyes met hers again, the question cranked in her head to a loud, looping Whatswrong whatswrong-ohno-whatswrong?

They both tracked for what they could read in each other’s thoughts. She saw . . . what exactly? And he saw that she did . . . something (NO!). The corners of John’s mouth turned down and he shook his head, just a little. Did he want her not to worry? Was he saying sorry? Sorry for what? The questions hummed in the air between them.

“Mr. Cooper?”  The taller detective walked up, hand outstretched. “Nice to meet you. Glad my guys found you. Thanks for your help.”

“Sure,” John said.

“I just got a message that the video clips are up on the website. Do you have somewhere where we can all look at this together? We’ll see if maybe you guys recognize him.”

The security cameras. Carly had forgotten about them. “Oh, wow! You can see him? You saw him—”

Her mother talked over her, grabbing at John’s arm. “Did you get a good look at him? Are the pictures clear enough? Can they use it to . . .”

John chewed at the corner of his lip and nodded. “Yeah. Yeah. Uh-huh.”

They filed into the study, Carly, her mother, John, and the five cops left in the house, to see what the local police had posted to their Alerts web page.

Carly discovered, while watching the video, that there were actually two of her in the room, not counting her image on the screen. There was the Carly who could feel her body. She was standing just to the right of her stepfather, who was sitting at his desk manning the mouse and the keyboard.

That particular Carly’s hands were cold and her eyes burned from lack of blinking. That Carly trembled. That Carly felt a little sick watching the video and making a new memory of what had happened. And of what had almost happened.

The second Carly, Carly 2.0, was born where she stood, and she was made of both no and yes. She’d been on her way all afternoon. Carly had felt her stirring with the doorknob in her grip, on her feet, breathing, booming, growing brand-new into her skin. This Carly knew that breath and movement and chance were the parts of the physical fight she was watching on the screen. But she saw an entire machine inside her, a system of Other Carlys that would try things and do things and figure things out at a speed and ferocity that regular Carly didn’t direct.

She was breathless in the hold of discovery. It burned. Tingled. It sang. She was watching with her own eyes something that would never, could never, have been in her memory. That terrible minute was hers again, but from the one viewpoint that she alone on planet Earth was barred from seeing. Outside herself.

A whole silent, hidden life was inside her body waiting, vigilant, to be called on. There were worlds within worlds. The layers between them broke away like sugar glass when they needed to. When they had to. She couldn’t look away from her other self doing the unimaginable.

On the screen, she watched Other Carly give Carly the aim, the strength, and the break from thinking. Other Carly made her try and took away the idea that it wouldn’t work.

If all that, then what else? Then there was more everywhere. Something was working away underneath it all. Everyone, without knowing it, was getting ready. Constantly. Making things. Having ideas they wouldn’t have time to ask permission for. Everyone was inventing fast plans to plug into problems, ways to cope that stayed hidden until, suddenly, they didn’t anymore. Everyone thought they weren’t ready. But that wasn’t all the way true.

The peg turned.

Then Carly felt what was wrong in the room.

The cheerful line of cops behind them were laughing it up, commenting on the looping video. One man slapped his hands together with glee when on-screen Carly’s boot connected with the guy’s head again, and he crashed into a nerveless heap on the tiles.

But the heat of trouble came not from the strangers behind them, but from the left. Her stepfather absorbed most of it, stiff and grim at the computer’s controls. Carly’s mother glowed like the sun, mouth agape.

In a moment of discovery and wonder, Carly had sped right past the obvious thing. Since when are there cameras in the house?

•  •  •

Carly, in the last year or so, was only beginning to appreciate that her mother might be beautiful. In that final hour, after the entire group watched and rewatched the video together, the hard set to her mother’s jaw, her flush, and the careful mask of composure managed to light her face and posture like a work of art on display. The image of her, incandescent and restrained, convinced Carly to look at her mother in the way the other people, all men at the moment, must see her. Donna Liddell was lovely. And she was furious, but you’d have to be well versed in her usual expression to notice.

As the police finished getting what they needed for all that came next, Carly watched their eyes—helpless, not predatory—drawn over and again to her mother’s face, her glittering eyes and tight, full-lipped smile. And Carly saw they didn’t get it, but her stepfather did.

She noted the chain of appraisal: John, when he wasn’t casting measuring glances at Donna’s pointed avoidance of him, was watching the other men watch his wife. He didn’t look jealous, though, which surprised Carly. He seemed worried, but more in the way of a juggler. As if one too many bowling pins were flying around, and maybe someone just tossed in a carving knife. He looked as if he were doing hard math.

John saw the last cop to the door. He closed it behind the lieutenant, whom he watched through the side window all the way down the driveway. Carly stood next to her mother at the back of the foyer. The room was oriented around the two of them as they faced John nearly to the angle of how it appeared in the video. Carly looked over her shoulder for the camera.

At the turn of the wall was a motion sensor tucked into the corner, pointing toward the front door and the hall table with the painting over it, where they all stopped on the way in and out of the house for their keys and sunglasses. He’d put in a system that turned on the lights when you walked through the house. That’s what he’d explained to them. The camera had to be somewhere near it, or even in it, maybe. Her eyes roamed the smooth span of wall, crown molding, and baseboard. None of it hinted at anywhere else it might be. Carly moved to her mother’s right side, more out of its path.

John turned around from the door like someone who didn’t want to.

He didn’t try to hide that he was drawing in a big preparatory breath. “Okay. There’s a lot to talk about, but let’s try to keep things in perspective.”

“Really?” said Donna. “That’s where you want to start? You sure about that?”

“Donna, listen—”

“Wow. No. Stop. Do not make the word listen or my name sound like you think I’m being unreasonable.”

“Come on, I’m sorry. It’s not like I put a camera in the bedroom or near the bathroom or anything. Nobody’s naked in the foyer.”

“Obviously I have no idea where there might be a camera in my house. So where they’re not is hardly the point.”

John’s hand came up, defensive, placating. “I know. I know.”

“I don’t think you do.”

John let his hands fall back to his sides, his shoulders loose under the weight of defeat. Or at least to look defeated, Carly thought, and cocked her head in concentration.

“What do you want me to say?” he asked. “Where do you want me to start?”

Surprise, like a little pinch, startled Carly. She looked at her mother and saw that Donna hadn’t heard him all the way. Her mother didn’t realize it wasn’t a rhetorical question. It was bait. John wanted her to tell him what would fix this. But no. Filling in the blanks would be less like explaining himself and a lot more like scratching where her mother said it itched.

Carly’s focus went wide and she looked into the thousand-yard distance, listening to the two of them. The match struck and went into the tinder. The argument burst into flames while Carly sorted out how different her mother’s unfiltered, uncalculated upset sounded from her stepfather’s precision in answering her.

•  •  •

The call came in the middle of their fight. The police had caught the young man who had pushed his way into the house. Carly wasn’t supposed to hear that the boy had a knife in his pocket when they’d found him, but her mother, putting the phone on speaker, the angry conversation with John on pause, had hit the button too late.

Carly couldn’t decide how to feel. The fact of his knife bumped up against the fact of her win. More danger made her mother sag with breathy talk of “so incredibly fortunate.” Carly didn’t want luck to make it seem like she cheated. It didn’t change anything. The freak never got to his pocket.

Carly could tell by how fast and scattershot her mother was yelling at John that it was more convenient for her to be furious than to think about what other night they could all be having right now. They’d all be doing something different—in a police station or in a hospital or someplace worse—if it had gone another way. Carly understood because she didn’t want to think about any of that stuff either.

But she found it hard to be mad at John, even though he was wrong and being somehow really weird about it. He should have told them. That was true. He should have asked.

If there hadn’t been a camera in the foyer, though, or if he’d asked beforehand and her mother had said no, the video wouldn’t exist. Carly would never have known what really happened. That guy pushing her, grabbing her, trying to—Come on, NO, don’t think about that. Her taking him down and getting away. Everything was always going to be different after what had happened. Carly thought of Mrs. Carmichael.

But without seeing it, without really knowing, it might not have been a good change in her.

While John and her mother were arguing, Carly had replayed the video over and over on her phone from the police website. Without John and his bad decision, she wouldn’t have had that jolt, the radioactive spider bite that made her feel so electric tonight. Everything was sharp. Everything glowed. Everything sounded so clear.

It wasn’t right, what John had done and how he was acting. Was a lie of omission as bad as a regular lie? She didn’t know. And she also didn’t know for sure that there weren’t other kinds of lies in the story as well. Hearing and listening had become slightly different tools in the last few hours.

John said there was a man who’d stalked him when he lived in San Diego. But he said “San Diego” as if the words were unfamiliar in his mouth. He said that the man was a nut, a pitiful loser, but that he didn’t want to ruin the poor guy’s life if it was something John could handle on his own. So he’d put in the cameras and monitored them closely.

John said the man wasn’t a danger to Carly or her mother, but Carly heard a wrong note. The peg turned. He didn’t believe it when he said it. Of that, she was sure.

Carly’s phone lit up with two notifications, and another as she read the screen. Her friends were starting to check in: Is that YOU?!?!

The video had jumped into the social media stream.



CHAPTER FOUR



Once the police explained to John what had happened at his house, he’d kept one track of panic running, and one of face management. Hours of concentrating against looking too worried to the police, or not worried enough to Donna and Carly, was just about to the limit of his talent.

When they’d caught the little shit who had tried to hurt Carly, John let the adrenaline divert fully to the Donna problem. He let hope tamp down the immediate concern about the video, about its being out there on the police website. The cops had kept the media down at the end of the block, and the case was solved fast. It would sink. Everyone would be well on their way to the next thing in hours, if not sooner. It would be great if a celebrity death or a terrorist attack or something else happened in the next ten minutes. But either way, this was over. That part of it, anyway.

But he was exhausted. There wasn’t enough juice left in him to be as good in the fight as he needed to be.

As fast as he could make it up and say it out loud, the playback began, with a twinge at every point he could’ve been smarter. He saw—just too damned obviously—all the moments as they sped by when he could have made a better choice of words or gestures.

Donna, in a slow spot in the argument, made him show her all the cameras. When they came back inside, she’d gone quiet, but opened a bottle of wine. She poured two glasses. He took that as a good sign.

“I don’t get it, though. Why did you only put one camera in the front hall?”

Most people didn’t realize the value of not speaking when they didn’t have to in a tight spot. Vacuum, meet nature. John wasn’t most people. He fought that little fact of the universe and always tried to keep his mouth shut when it served him well to do so.

He squinted at what she’d asked and shook his head, a perfect picture of innocent confusion. At the very least, the maneuver bought time. Seconds were money in a tricky conversation. And sometimes a bewildered look made a generous person discount their own questions as nonsensical or unfair before they’d let the other person feel too bad.

She looked away from him and into her wine. “I mean, what if somebody, that guy you’re so worried about or someone else, what if they broke in through the back door? Or had come in through the garage?”

Shit. He was tired and dull. “I don’t know, babe. I didn’t think about it. I put that one camera in to cover the front door, and then I just realized how much money I’d spent and how maybe it was overkill already. . . .”

Her head snapped up, eyebrow a hard arch over a sparking glare. “Overkill? You thought it was overkill, but you canceled the monitoring? The one thing that could have actually helped in an emergency? That doesn’t even make any sense. It doesn’t even seem like you. It’s not like you to let something go at that. It’s so . . .”

Donna stopped, her mouth working around the rest of her sentence. It set off a warning tingle in his jaw. She took a big bolstering gulp of her wine.

“It’s just so half-assed.”

John had to clamp down hard not to react. Bitch. The muscles in his legs jumped. His chest craved a huge breath to yell back out. He ached from holding still against every instinct. But too much ground had been lost to even suck air in a way that looked out of place.

He had to move, though. The energy had to go somewhere. He reached out, put his hand over hers, tensing to keep the gesture gentle and steady. He curled his fingertips into her palm. “The important thing is that Carly is okay.”

Donna’s head dropped in exhausted resignation and she slid her hand out from under his as if it were slimy. “Do you really think I need you to tell me how great it is that nothing worse happened to Carly?”

Donna dragged herself out of the chair shaking her head. She refilled her glass from the bottle on the coffee table, clearly on her way out of the room.

But not without a parting shot. She turned at the doorway, watching him over the rim of her glass, and he dared not look away.

“Why are you so bad at this?” But she didn’t wait for an answer. “Carly!” she called. “Get a bag together. We’re going to Ada’s.”

There had been punishment in Donna’s threat to go, but even beyond the upset of the fight, they were all restless in the house. It didn’t feel right, standing around in the alien echo of trespass.

A parade of strangers had sized up their foyer—the bargain-wood bench stained to make you think walnut, its basket cubbies and jacket hooks above, the granite-and-iron hall table that weighed like a piano, the oil painting right above it that weighed a hundred times more than that in worry. They had peered at the things that were the backdrop to any normal night at home. The creep who had attacked Carly, the police, and the uncounted number of clickers who had already watched the video, all of their scrutiny had left everything feeling pawed.

With all three at the end of their energy, it was like trying to settle into a museum display. It was what normal looked like, but not what it felt like.

But even after everything that had happened, Carly said she didn’t want to leave. The guest room had been her idea, a compromise that kept everything simpler.

“There’s no way this night isn’t going to be weird no matter what,” she said. “But why does it have to be that weird? Can’t you guys just sleep in different rooms until this gets worked out? Tomorrow will be completely stupid if we leave now. Mom, you can stay in my room with me, if you want. If that’s better.”

Carly looked to John, wordlessly pleading for him to say something right, to do something right. He was surprised that she’d wedged her way into the conversation at all. She usually took in everything from the sidelines, pretending not to be paying attention. But she never manipulated a situation. She was easygoing, always looking for the laugh. She didn’t wheedle or angle for advantage. She wasn’t the obnoxious kind of kid who hopped up and down for the pat on the head for being precocious. Thank God.

In truth, he was grateful for her interruption and her suggestion. She’d managed to resupply the choice of exits from this mess. He was wrung out. But a jab of recognition startled him. He saw in Carly something privately familiar, a sense of double exposure when he returned her gaze. She was there in the moment, talking and participating, but she was also separated from them. Even from herself, in a way. She was removed, measuring, watching her influence, gauging her reach. She was both an active player and a fly on her own wall. It was a hard trick to manage, as John well knew.

Impressed and unnerved all at the same time, he hooded his notice of it, giving her the privacy of her newfound dexterity. He threw in his lot with Carly and made a case for the spare bed.

All night long, he never sank deeper than a wheel-spinning doze that kicked him awake every time a thought caught traction. The house sounds in the guest room were different from what he was used to. The clatter of the ice maker down in the kitchen came from the wrong direction. It startled him the two times the ice dropped in the night. The bed was aligned fully opposite from his own that he shared with Donna. The streetlight streaming against his closed eyelids came from a strange angle. No tall dresser loomed by the door, so the air moved through the room in a weird way.
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