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For Josh, Angie, and Cassie



CHAPTER ONE

“Just want to make sure I’ve got your name right.” The man—Machado, read the tag hung around his neck—swiveled sideways to check his laptop. The chair made a squeaky sound, intolerable to the woman sitting on the other side of the desk. It sparked a headache in the spot where her headaches got sparked these days, a headache that then blossomed like an explosion in slow motion, so slow you might have thought it would peter out, or be easily stopped. She knew better.

Machado—Dr. Ernest Machado, Psychiatric Services, according to the name tag—squinted at the screen. “Still getting used to these darn progressives,” he said, tapping his glasses.

“Poor you,” she said.

Dr. Machado shot her a speedy glance, returned to the screen, nudged his glasses a little higher up on his nose.

That glance? Furtive, she thought. Or had she said it aloud, called him furtive to his face? A toss-up, and she really didn’t give a shit.

“LeAnne Hogan?” he said.

“Yes.”

“LeAnne all one word?”

“Yes.”

“But with the A capped?”

“That a problem?”

“Oh, no, no, no. You should see some of the names we get here.” Dr. Machado tapped at the keyboard, then squeaked back around to face her. She thought of killing him with her bare hands, but it was only one of so many thoughts in her head at that moment, scarcely noticeable.

He gazed at her in the new off-center way people used on her now. “How about we begin by you telling me why you’re here? Can I get you water or something? Coffee?”

“Why I’m here?”

“Your understanding of why you’re here.”

She shrugged. “I was sent,” she said. “Referred.”

“Right, of course, but . . . but in a larger sense, LeAnne.”

“A larger sense? Isn’t it part of the protocol?”

Dr. Machado made a note on a desk pad. It looked like one of those prescription pads. She was on Paxil, prednisone, penicillin, and Percocet, and those weren’t even all of the Ps.

“Right again,” said Dr. Machado. “But what is it you’d like to accomplish? That’s what I’m getting at. If we know your goals, we can help you reach them.”

She nodded. “Coffee. With milk and lots of sugar.”

Dr. Machado blinked. He rose and went to a Mr. Coffee in the corner.

“At least two packets. Three’s better.”
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Initial Evaluation for Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder: Premilitary History:

1: Describe family structure and environment where raised (identify constellation of family members and quality of relationships):

“You got the craziest laugh in the whole goddamn world,” Daddy said.

Which only made LeAnne laugh harder.

“What’s so funny?”

“Everything!” She took a couple of short, quick steps, then ran off a series of cartwheels, ending with a twist and a two-footed landing, stuck like totally, easy as pie.

“Whoa. Where’d you learn that?”

“Gymnastics!”

“Yeah?” Daddy reached into the truck, took the .22 off the rack. “Here,” he said. “Take Little P. I got the cooler.”

Little P, short for Little Protector, was what Daddy called the .22. Daddy was big on protection: “It’s what we do in this family going way, way back. All the way to the Civil War, both sides.” LeAnne took Little P from him, checked the safety—numero uno first goddamn thing every time, like he’d told her—then held it in the proper way, by both hands and with the muzzle pointing down at a forty-five-degree angle, which was how she’d learned degrees, resulting in an A-plus on the class participation half of her Exploring Science grade. Then she and her daddy walked up a long slope where some big saguaros grew, Daddy carrying the cooler. There were bullet holes in a few of those saguaros, always at the tops where the heads would be, if saguaros had heads, but she and Daddy were blameless.

“What the hell is wrong with some people?” he said.

“Does it hurt the saguaros?”

“What do think? Look at them. Those holes seem right to you?”

“No. But I meant does it give them pain?”

Daddy inclined his head toward her. He had the best face you’d ever want to see, a big rough face with watchful eyes that shone when things were going well, like now, out in the desert. “Good question,” he said.

They walked on, reached the top of the slope, sat down. Daddy lifted the cooler lid, cracked open a cold one. The other side of the slope was very steep and rocky, all the way down to a dry wash with two cottonwoods growing along the near bank. An old rusted-out car shell was parked between the cottonwoods, if you could say parked about such a wheel-less ruin. But that was how it looked to LeAnne, like someone had been out driving and ended up parking in a shady spot on some long ago nice day for a spin.

“Nineteen-forty-seven Buick Roadmaster. My uncle Rodney had one, if I remember right.”

“Who’s Uncle Rodney?”

“Great uncle.”

“What’s great about him?”

“Christ. Just means . . . forget what it means. Doesn’t matter. A hopeless juicer. Went boots up when I was just a kid, younger than you. Roadmaster was long departed by then. I only know from old photos.”

“Can I see them?”

Daddy shook his head. “All gone.”

“In the fire?”

“Yup.”

Daddy tossed the empty into the cooler, helped himself to another cold one, and handed her one of those gingerbread men with mint-green eyes that Mom baked and LeAnne loved. The fire was a big deal in family history, burning down the house Daddy had grown up in, outside of Flagstaff, and killing his parents, meaning LeAnne’s grandparents. Daddy was overseas at the time, just getting started in the service, and hadn’t even met Mom yet, meaning this was way before LeAnne was born, so she’d never known that set of grandparents. For different reasons, she didn’t know the other set, either.

“Okay,” Daddy said, taking a nice sip. “Enough chitchat. Let’s see what you can do.”

“Just sitting like this?”

“Why not?” Daddy gestured down at the 1947 Buick Roadmaster. “Right side taillight still intact?”

“What’s intact?”

“Unbroken.”

LeAnne peered down. She had very sharp eyesight, according to Dr. Ralpundi, who did the preseason examinations for all the sports teams—20/15 in her left eye, even better in her right. “Yeah.”

“Break it.”

The right, of course, was her shooting eye, although she kept the left open, Daddy-style. “How else are you gonna know when someone comes after you outta left field?” Which never failed to get her laughing, like suddenly baseball was turning up in your life.

LeAnne raised Little P. “Let the weapon find the target,” Daddy always said. Also pretty funny, to LeAnne’s way of thinking. Because how could it do that on its own? The weapon was just a thing. But she’d learned early on that it turned out to be kind of true. She peered through the sight with her right eye, not looking at the distant taillight at all, just at the space inside the little V, let out every puff of her breath, stopped time, and in the moment before time would start up again, she pulled the trigger, pulling not being the right word. Pulling was too strong. This was more like the force you’d use to press the thingamajig at the top of a ballpoint pen to make the tip stick out.

Crack. But not a loud crack. This was only a .22, after all. Neither was there much in the way of recoil, just the slightest of kicks, like a baby in the mommy’s tummy. Then came the soundless shattering of the taillight, and tiny red shards went flying in the sunshine. Real tiny, like solid blood drops. Weapon finds target.

“Yup,” Daddy said.

Then it got very quiet, middle-of-the-desert quiet mixed in with that quiet that comes when the shooting stops. “Maybe it’s the same one,” LeAnne said.

“Huh?”

“Great uncle Rodney’s nineteen-forty-seven Buick Roadmaster.”

“Where’d you get a notion like that?”

“Don’t be mad.”

“I’m not mad. Why’d I be mad? I’m just saying where’d you get the goddamn notion?”

“It popped up in my mind.”

He looked down at her again. Then he rumpled her hair. “Got a head of hair on you.”

“Mom says there’s nothing to be done with it.”

“She does, does she?”

“A rat’s nest.”

“That what she calls it?”

“Uh-huh.”

Daddy turned away, drained the cold one, tossed it in the cooler, and was reaching for another when he paused. “Gimme that thing,” he said.

LeAnne clicked the safety into place, handed him the .22.

“Maybe that is Rodney’s old Roadmaster, after all,” he said.

“Really, Daddy?” She came close to jumping up and down.

“Better odds than the lottery. Lottery’s like millions to one. But the Roadmaster? Think about it. How many forty-seven’s got sold in Arizona? A few thousand?”

“So the odds would be a few thousand to one? Is that how you figure out odds?”

Daddy didn’t answer. Instead, he stepped close to the edge of the ridge and yelled, “Hey, Rodney! Heads up!” And then, holding the .22 kind of casually, like Little P was only a toy, he took a series of shots, so quick it was almost like automatic fire, and a line of holes appeared all along the side of the Roadmaster, so perfectly and evenly spaced that they might have been part of the design.
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“Here you go,” Dr. Machado said.

“Huh?” said LeAnne. She hadn’t seen his approach—he’d come out of left field; actually, right. She took the coffee, didn’t say thanks—seemed like too much effort, plus who was this asshole anyway? And why was she here? She took a sip.

“Enough sugar?” he said.

What was that supposed to mean? She foresaw a hot and splashy ending to this interview. If that was what it was.

“Play any baseball?” she said.

“I’m sorry?”

“You. Baseball. Did you play?”

“No. Why do you ask?”

LeAnne shrugged. Then came silence—not that anyplace in the hospital was ever silent, or even close—while Dr. Machado sat back down on the other side of the desk. He looked at her. She looked at a framed photo on the wall behind him: Dr. Machado, smiling in a polo shirt, with wife and two little boys, all smiling, all in polo shirts. She considered asking him if he’d played any polo.

“How about we begin at the beginning?” Dr. Machado said.

She turned to him.

“With your early life—father and mother, where you grew up, et cetera.”

She kept herself from saying, Let’s begin with et cetera but offered nothing in its stead.

Dr. Machado riffled though some papers. His fingernails were in great shape, salon quality. She didn’t want to think about hers, so she didn’t. Kept her mind far distant from her fingernails, especially the two that were still growing back in.

“I see here that your father was also military. Master Sergeant Rex Hogan, Green Berets.” Dr. Machado looked up. “Tell me about him.”

“There’s not much to tell,” LeAnne said.

“Checking the dates here, he seems to have left the army when you were . . . what? Eight or nine? What sort of work did he do after that?”

“Doesn’t it say?”

Dr. Machado nodded. “But it’s always nice to confirm the written data.”

LeAnne had no interest in that.

“Can you describe your relationship with him?” Dr. Machado went on. “Or would you prefer to start somewhere else, with your mother, for example?”

LeAnne rose. “I’d prefer to go back to my room. I have a headache.”

Dr. Machado placed his hands flat on the desk. “Sorry to hear that. We’ll reschedule. Would you like me to get someone to help you?”

“Help me?”

“Escort you back.”

“To where?”

“Your room.”

He said it like: Where else? Yeah, she got that, got it good. She kept an eye—ha!—on his hands, flat on the desk: Yes, a complete asshole. Soft, soft hands. They reminded her, the way opposites sometimes will, of those hands that had appeared so suddenly out from under a burqa.

“I don’t need any help,” LeAnne said.



CHAPTER TWO

LeAnne had the bed by the window. Marci, her roommate, had the bed by the opposite wall. She was lying in it when LeAnne got back, under the covers and facing away. All LeAnne could see of Marci was her hair, growing out now, the brown roots longer than the blond ends, and the topmost tip of a tattoo on her shoulder, the letters AX and a sort of mushroomy thing which LeAnne knew to be a champagne cork in midair, the full inscription being TO THE MAX.

“Who’s Max?” LeAnne said.

“It wasn’t funny the first time,” said Marci, tugging the covers up higher.

LeAnne looked out the window. In the middle distance was some sort of ring road. She tracked an ambulance that turned off, came closer, and got blocked from view by the lower part of the building, jutting out. Small trees lining the entranceway that just yesterday had their branches bare were now sprouting tiny pink blossoms.

“The cherry blossoms are out.”

“Whoop-dee-fuckin’-doo,” said Marci.

LeAnne sat on her own bed. She wasn’t at all sleepy, but crawling in anyway seemed like a good idea. Someone knocked on the door.

“Yeah?” said LeAnne.

A woman with a big, cheery voice called in. “Ocular prosthetics!”

LeAnne said nothing. After a moment or two, the door half opened and the woman stuck her head in the room. “Hi, there, LeAnne. Sorry it took so long. I—” She noticed Marci, lowered her voice. “Oops. Is she sleeping?”

“No,” said Marci, the sound muffled by her pillow.

“Oh, good then,” the woman said. She produced a small plastic box. “The challenge was reproducing your shade of blue. What an absolutely stunning color, reminds me of bluebonnet season down in Texas. Ever seen the bluebonnets, LeAnne?”

“No.”

“Something to look forward to then,” the woman said. She stepped into the room, leaving the door open behind her. LeAnne hated that. In the past, she’d never had any strong policy on doors. Now she wanted them closed at all times.

“What’s going on?” she said.

“Again, sorry for the delay. But it’s really like I said—all because of the color match. We ended up going out of network to an actual artist—in Brooklyn, New York, I believe. All possible because of a generous civilian grant. I think you’ll be pleased with the results.” She held up the box.

“What’s in there?”

“The three I thought were the best. I just couldn’t make up my mind, and why not leave the decision to you, after all.”

LeAnne got the feeling she’d had dealings with this woman before. She searched her mind and came up empty.

“Three?” she said.

“Did you want to see more? He made up over a dozen in all.”

“Eyes?” said LeAnne.

The expression on the woman’s face changed, slightly and briefly, revealing something less friendly. LeAnne preferred her this way, but the woman’s other self quickly retook control. “Prosthetic eyes, yes,” the woman said. “I’m here for the fitting, although, of course, they’ll fit, no problem, since all the prep work’s in place.”

LeAnne thought about that. “Did that happen in Germany?”

“Germany?”

“The prep work. At Landstuhl.”

“Oh, no, that was here. But it’s not at all uncommon for those details to get muddled. I apologize if I’m going too fast.” Maybe the woman saw something on LeAnne’s face. For whatever reason, she looked away. “That is, if I’m not explaining properly.”

“No,” LeAnne said. “You’re explaining just fine. I get it. I get the whole picture. And the thing is,” she went on, her voice starting to rise, “I’ve decided.”

“But . . . but you haven’t seen them yet,” the woman said. “Wouldn’t it be—”

“I’ve decided,” LeAnne interrupted, although maybe it was her voice taking over the decision-making controls, and her voice wanted to take it to—yes, TO THE MAX. “I’ve decided that I don’t want any of this fucking bluebonnet shit.” She lashed out at that little plastic box, but the woman proved to be very quick, almost like she’d known what was coming, and snatched the box away. That—and the realization of how slow she was now, she who could pluck those goddamn Afghan flies right out of midair—made LeAnne even madder. She ripped off her patch and flung it with all her might, not at the woman, not at anything in particular, simply away. The patch flew through the open doorway and into the hall.

An orderly—if that was what the big guy in the green outfit was—glanced in. With a guy of that size you went right for the neck. LeAnne’s hands knew just how to do it. They stiffened into the correct positions.

“Any problems?” the orderly said.

“None whatsoever,” said the woman.

He handed her the patch and went away. Just before passing from sight, he took in where the patch had been, real quick, yeah, furtive—there was furtive again—but LeAnne didn’t miss it. Not pretty enough for you, big guy?

The woman placed the patch and the plastic box on LeAnne’s rolling tray table. “I’ll just leave this here, so you can make the choice at your convenience.” She went to the door. “Most folks end up preferring the prosthetic to the patch. They’re so remarkably lifelike nowadays. But it’s entirely up to you.” And out.

“Lifelike,” LeAnne said. “You hear that shit?”

Marci still lay the way she’d been lying, tucked in deep and tight, face to the wall. “Who didn’t?”

“What’s your problem?”

“No problem,” Marci said.

Which was bullshit. Marci had problems, all right, although nowhere near as many as . . . as whatever her name was, the roommate before. Or was she getting the roommate before mixed up with the roommate in Germany? Had there even been a German roommate? She searched her memory for something German, found only a wastebasket full of bloody bandages. And some blood that had leaked out of the bottom of the wastebasket and pooled on a black-and-white-squared floor. Kind of the cherry on top of the memory, in reverse. But here in Bethesda the cherry blossoms were gearing up once more.

“Ignorant bastards,” LeAnne said.

“The prosthetics people?” Marci said, rolling onto her back and sitting up.

LeAnne had actually been talking about the cherry blossoms, but to say so would be an out-and-out admission of craziness. “Nothing,” she said. “I don’t know what I’m talking about.”

Marci gave her a funny look. Was it just because she wasn’t wearing the patch? LeAnne didn’t know. And could you even blame Marci for that? Meanwhile, Marci pushed the covers aside and swung her legs over the edge of the bed. Over the edge for one, but not the other, which came to a lumpy, thickly dressed end a few inches above where the knee would have been. She reached for her crutches, leaning against the wall by the head of the bed, grabbing one, no problem, but knocking the other to the floor. It clattered around for what seemed like an impossibly long and noisy time. By now LeAnne had some expertise in these matters and knew not to help her. She kept her mouth shut and looked no place until Marci got everything squared away. Marci stood up with a grunt, leaning on the crutches.

“PT?” LeAnne said.

Marci nodded and made her way out of the room.

“You were right about the cherry blossoms,” LeAnne called after her.

Marci, now in the hall, paused. LeAnne sensed that Marci had a notion to give her the finger just then, but with the crutches it was all too complicated. Marci moved on. In the hospital you got to see those who had lots of crutching experience and those who did not. Marci was still a newbie. LeAnne closed the door.

Theirs was a good room, not big, but it had its own bathroom. LeAnne went to the sink, splashed cold water on her face, and looked in the mirror. Christ, help me.
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“Nothing to do with talent,” Mr. Iglesias said. Mr. Iglesias had been LeAnne’s gymnastics coach forever, starting when she was two years old. He was a little guy with big muscles and a bouncy walk, wore a thick gold cross around his neck, and always switched to Spanish when he was really pleased with how she or any of the girls had done. “LeAnne’s got tons of talent, plus she’s a quick learner and a hard worker. The problem is . . . well, look at her.”

“What about her?” said Mom and Daddy, not looking at LeAnne but keeping their eyes on Mr. Iglesias. This was outside the high school after the central Arizona club championships. LeAnne had placed eighth overall. She’d been fourth the year before. Kind of a strange moment, Mom and Daddy saying the same thing at the same time. By now, halfway through ninth grade, Mom and Daddy were divorced, Daddy living in the old house, Mom in Scottsdale, and LeAnne going back and forth but mostly living with Daddy, on account of Alex, Mom’s new husband, already had three kids of his own, and there were no more bedrooms. LeAnne was cool with that. She didn’t much care for Alex—he was hardly a man at all, compared to Daddy—and the three kids were the spoiled rich kind who lived to shop and spent most of their time indoors.

“I wish you’d stop with this rich business,” Mom said. “Alex is a partner in a suburban accounting office. That’s not rich.” But Mom now looked rich, had rich-style hair and rich-style skin—especially her forehead, smooth as polished stone—although she still drove the same minivan and had kept her dental hygienist job.

“That right there, hanging on to the job,” Daddy said, one night when he’d maybe had too many, “tells me she’s gonna come crawling back someday. Good luck with that.”

“Daddy. Please.”

Unpleasant, but not derailing. LeAnne had no complaints. She still got on fine with both her parents, separately, had lots of friends, and was very busy with school, practices, meets. One small thing: her mom no longer baked those gingerbread men LeAnne liked, gingerbread men with mint-green eyes. Sometimes she missed them.

“Eleven’s the cutoff point,” said Tasha, her best friend on the team. “If your parents get divorced before you’re eleven, that can be bad. After that the circuits in your brain are harder and all the upset really doesn’t penetrate.”

“Yeah?” said LeAnne, who’d been twelve at the time of the split. “Where’d you hear that?”

“I didn’t hear it. I read it. In fact, I researched the whole subject.”

“Your parents are getting divorced?”

“No. Well, who knows, right?”

Which started LeAnne laughing, even though the joke was hard to explain. Tasha joined in. LeAnne’s laugh was like that, a party invite, according to Tasha. As the laughter faded, Tasha said, “I looked it up on account of you, naturally.”

“Yeah?”

“Got your back,” Tasha said.

They’d bumped fists, Tasha punching up and LeAnne down, Tasha still so small. In all their competition over the years, Tasha only beat LeAnne in LeAnne’s very last meet, that statewide club championship held at the high school, Tasha coming third.
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“What about her?” Mr. Iglesias repeated, looking surprised. “Well, she’s grown quite a bit in the past year. You must’ve noticed.”

“So what?” Daddy said. “She’s in great shape.”

“And,” Mom said, “she—”

“I’ll handle this, if you don’t mind,” Daddy said.

LeAnne backed away a little. Over on the other side of the parking lot, Tasha was getting big hugs from her parents, neither of them much bigger than Tasha. Tasha’s mom was bouncing on her tiptoes, like she was barely stopping herself from jumping up and down. LeAnne smiled.

“Whoa,” said Mr. Iglesias, raising his hand palm up. “Of course, she’s in great shape—the strongest girl who’s ever come through the program. That’s not the point. The point is she’s . . . well, she’s grown so much this year, hair under five ten at last measurement. Look around. How many five-foot-ten gymnasts do you see performing at the top level?”

The answer was none, a fact LeAnne had been trying not to face for some time. Because: What comes after that? She loved gymnastics, but not as a hobby. It was more like she wanted to go pro, even though there was no going pro in gymnastics, with the exception of one woman sometimes getting on the Wheaties box in Olympic years.

“Well,” said Mom, “isn’t there always a first time?”

Normally, a comment like that, especially from Mom, would trigger some sarcastic expression on Daddy’s face, but now he said, “Right. There’s always a first time. That’s basic.”

“Can’t deny it,” said Mr. Iglesias. “Tell you what. No reason to rush into anything. Take time to think things over. But while you’re thinking, here’s an idea you might want to add to the mix.” He took a rolled-up magazine from his back pocket and opened it to a two-page spread.

“What’s this?” Daddy said.

“Last year’s top three finishers,” said Mr. Iglesias. “NCAA national women’s pole vault. Notice anything?”

They all nodded, Mom, Daddy, LeAnne. It was pretty obvious.

“Same size, same body type,” said Mr. Iglesias. “Plus LeAnne’s got upper-body strength off the charts, runs like a deer, and has the timing and body control you only get from gymnastics.” He handed LeAnne the magazine. “Pole vault,” he said, and patted her shoulder. “You’re gonna kill.”
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The plastic box was lined in velvet and had three small compartments, as though made for dividing up jewelry: rings, necklaces, earrings. Like jewelry, what lay inside was brightly colored and shiny, and, also like jewelry, totally decorative.

“My jewelry box,” LeAnne said aloud, looking into the mirror again. Looking with her left eye, never her best, although still better than 20/20. So, no complaints on that score. But here was the problem with having just the one. With two eyes, the unknown snuck up on you from behind your back. With only the one, the unknown covered more ground, opening up new firing angles from the side. Three dark quadrants: she felt the thinness of her margin of safety at all times. Except when she was asleep. In her dreams she saw the way she used to, all her nightmares on the wide screen.

Tears welled up in her left eye. Why say left eye? Just plain fucking eye! And tears: that was despicable. LeAnne gave her head a furious shake, removed a glossy little booklet from the box, opened it: Instructions.

LeAnne read the instructions twice, absorbing nothing. There were also visuals, featuring a pretty woman who looked to be about LeAnne’s age, resembled her in some ways—blue-eyed (also left only), dark-haired, clear-skinned. Clear-skinned in the model’s case also included the surroundings of the right eye, which was far from true in LeAnne’s case. Once she’d seen a picture of a crater on the moon, a dark pit with what looked like silvery rays branching out from it across the lunar surface, like frozen runoff from an impact. LeAnne’s runoff rays—forehead, temple, cheek—were red, not silver, but all the nurses said that the redness would fade, especially if she used an aloe-based cream not supplied by the VA but easily found on the internet.

She closed the plastic box and put on the patch. It was nice and big.



CHAPTER THREE

Her mouth was dry. And the insides of her nose, and her sinuses, and her whole head: dry, dry, dry. This ugly desert did that, although the beautiful one back home did not. But like all deserts, it was good for carrying sound. She could hear the faraway pounding of 155s and hoped to God they were hitting something that counted in the plus column. God was on the side of . . . something or other. She tried to remember, and while that was going on, the barrage came much closer, like she was in the target zone. LeAnne opened her eyes.

Eye.

It all came back to her, in a rush, a flood, a locomotive off the rails. “Fuck.” Would she have to endure this every time she woke up for the rest of her goddamn life? Why couldn’t she hold on to the memory every night, spare herself from the daily rewounding? What was wrong with her? She realized that someone was knocking on the door. She glanced over at Marci’s bed. Empty. Also, the room was full of the kind of light you didn’t see first thing in the morning.

“Who’s there?”

“Stallings,” said a man. “Captain Gerald, G-2.”

LeAnne took her water bottle from the bedside table and drained it. She remembered where God was: on the side of the big battalions. Meaning her mind wasn’t totally fried. She sat up.

“May I come in?”

She searched around for the patch, which had slipped off during her sleep, found it under the pillow, got it in place.

“If you’re looking for Marci, she’s not here.”

The door opened and in came a soft-faced man in blue, two silver bars on his lapel. He looked her way, then came to attention and saluted, which was very weird, captains not routinely initiating salutes with sergeants, to say nothing of sergeants out of uniform, in fact in pajamas.

“No,” he said, lowering his hand to his side, “I’m looking for you.”

LeAnne wondered about returning his salute. She was still in the service, although not on active duty—unless she’d missed something. That thought—her missing something—made her laugh.

Captain Stallings smiled. “Let me in on the joke,” he said.

“I wish,” said LeAnne.

Stallings’s smile wavered a bit but didn’t completely fade. “I’m glad to see you in good . . . in relatively good spirits.”

“Do I know you?”

“No, ma’am.”

“We haven’t met before? Because my memory’s not the sharpest these days.”

“This is our very first get-together, right here and now.”

LeAnne gazed at Stallings, wondered where she was going with this. “Then,” she said, her mind snatching at bits from the stream of conversation, “how can you say anything about my spirits?”

And still, his smile did not quite vanish. “I can’t. My mistake. But I am interested in how you’re doing, no mistake about that.” He glanced at the footstool under the rolling tray table. “Mind if I sit down?”

LeAnne shrugged.

Captain Stallings pulled up the stool and sat down with his briefcase, supple brown leather with brass fittings, on his lap.

“G-2?” LeAnne said.

“That’s right.”

“Meaning intelligence.”

“Correct.”

“What do you want?”

“We’ll get to that,” Stallings said. “As long as you’re feeling up to it.” He had a soft voice to go along with that soft face, kind of refreshing considering the scarcity of soft voices in her line of work. But his eyes weren’t soft. Not hard, either, more like watchful. “Are you in pain?” he said.

“Nope.”

“Glad to hear that. Do, um, they have you on a lot of medication?”

“Nope.”

He nodded in an agreeable way, his eyes growing more watchful at the same time. She’d had just about enough of him.

“We’re trying to get a handle on the events of January seventeenth,” Stallings said.

January seventeenth? And today was . . . ?

“The date of that last mission,” Stallings said. “Your last mission.” He checked the screen of his phone. “Designated Operation Midnight Special, I believe. If you don’t want to talk about it, just say.”

“That’s not it,” LeAnne said. “But since I don’t remember a thing, what can I tell you?” That closed the door on that, good and hard! LeAnne enjoyed a moment of triumph. After it passed—so quickly—all she wanted to do was crawl back into the bed, way down deep.

“Understood,” said Stallings. “Where did that designation come from, by the way?”

What was this? He hadn’t noticed that the door was closed, good and hard? If that was the best intelligence could do, they were fucked. Which she already knew.

“In other words,” Stallings went on, “who chose it?”

Watchful eyes, beyond doubt. “Captain Cray,” she said. She kept her voice perfectly steady, or just about.

“The mission commander?”

LeAnne nodded, a perfectly businesslike type of nod.

“Did it have any particular meaning, Midnight Special?”

“Not that I know of.”

“I like it,” Stallings said.

“You like the name of the operation?”

“I do.” He put his phone away. “How about we backtrack to the last memory you have of that night?”

“I told you—I don’t remember anything.”

“Understood,” said Stallings again. The word had to mean something different to him, because he pressed on. “How about the ride into the target area—do you have any recollection of that?”

“Full moon,” LeAnne said.

“Yeah?” Stallings opened the briefcase, rummaged around inside, leafed through some printouts. “First time that’s come up.”

“What are you saying?”

“It’s a bit of a surprise, that’s all. No mention of it in any of the reports or interviews.”

“You don’t believe me?”

“Not a question of belief. It’s a checkable fact.” He took out his phone, busied himself with it for a moment or two, then nodded. “Rose at 7:43 p.m. local time, January seventeenth, set at 2:19 the following morning.” Stallings pulled the stool in a bit closer. “Full moon. What else?”

“I don’t like a full moon.”

“Why is that?”

“On a mission,” she said, possibly snapping at him. “I don’t like a full moon on a mission—might as well go in with a marching band.” But what really bothered her was how he’d moved in closer. Just an inch or two, but she felt his presence way more strongly and wanted him gone. Meanwhile, he was nodding in an affirmative and supportive sort of way that she found maddening.

“I didn’t,” LeAnne corrected herself. “I didn’t like a full moon on a mission.”

“Understood. Did you share that thought with the commanding officer?”

“It doesn’t work that way.”

“No? How does it work?”

“Have you been in combat?”

“I have not.”

Silence fell, a hospital-type silence meaning murmurs, beeps, distant sirens. LeAnne remembered another full moon and how she’d pole vaulted under its light, all by herself, a night of practice where her left wrist had suddenly figured out how to get involved, opening the door to the big time.

No trace of Captain Stallings’s smile remained. LeAnne felt like she was getting somewhere. Did that make sense? She thought so.

“I’d like to show you some pictures,” he said. “See if you can ID any of these subjects.”

LeAnne shrugged.

Stallings reached into the briefcase again and withdrew a wad of five-by-seven photos that he held up for her inspection one at a time. First came a bunch of Afghan men, some in tribal outfits, a few dressed western-style, and one or two in Afghan army camos.

“No,” said LeAnne. “No, no, no, no, and no.”

“Sure about this one?”

“Yeah. Why?”

“Just double-checking.” Stallings started to return the photo to the stack. LeAnne grabbed his wrist. A bony wrist and cold, meaning she was hot. His eyes opened wide, like he was shocked. For a moment, she was in touch with her old strength.

“I want another look.”

“No problem. No problem at all.” He wriggled free of her grip. She let him. Her old strength receded, or maybe departed. She tried to feel it somewhere inside her and could not. “You all right?” said Stallings.

“Yes.”

“Looked like you were uncomfortable there for a sec.”

“I was not.”

She studied the photo. There was an otherness shared by all Afghan men that you had to get past if you were going to accomplish anything over there or simply tell them apart. This otherness was strongest when they were having their pictures taken or confronting western women. It pretty much disappeared when they smiled, which hadn’t happened often in LeAnne’s experience.

The man in the photo was not smiling. He wore a President Karzai–style karakul hat, a lamb’s fur hat, as she’d learned from her studies, made from aborted fetuses. Why not, if they were dead anyway? But it had bothered her when she’d found out and it bothered her now. Did everything have to get used? Could nothing be spared? The man himself had a narrow face, prominent ears, and deep-set eyes, dark and highly intelligent, like he was the one doing the examining.

“Change your mind?” Stallings said.

“No,” said LeAnne. “Never seen him before. Who is he?”

“Name’s Gulab Yar-Muhammad. At least, that’s the name we’ve got. Yar-Muhammad means ‘friend of Muhammad,’ which could be real—not at all an uncommon surname over there—or could be just sending a message. A nom de guerre, if you’re familiar with the expression.”

Her gaze slid down from the photo over to his wrist, slightly reddened from her grip. That was good.

“We have information that may tie him to the events of that night, January seventeenth.”

“What kind of information?”

“Sorry, some of those details are classified.”

“What the fuck? I have clearance.”

“Unfortunately,” Stallings said, his eyes zeroing in on the patch, no doubt about it, “we’re in kind of a gray area on that score. But,” he went on, possibly seeing some change in her expression, “how about we let the lawyers squabble over the pros and cons?”

LeAnne lost the thread. Stallings went on and on about Gulab Yar-Muhammad, things he may or may not have done, people he may or may not have known. LeAnne made a few slight movements of her left hand, movements that made no sense unless you knew she was holding a pole. Her wrist still remembered, still had the goods, still knew how to get her that extra inch or two of height that meant winning instead of coming second. Oh, to be vaulting under a full moon! She could feel a daydream about that waiting in the wings. Actually more of a night dream: it lurked behind her right eye socket, where night prevailed. That hit her pretty hard: now she had night inside her, twenty-four seven.

“Getting a bit tired?” Stallings said. She focused on him. He was looking at her with concern.

“Nope.”

He extended his hand, like he was going to pat her knee but then thought better of it. “Let’s continue another time. More info to come, in any case. Just want you to check out one more of these.” He produced another five-by-seven from the stack.

“That’s Katie.”

“Katie?”

“Of course, it’s Katie. My terp. You must have known that.”

He nodded. “Just confirming. Tell me about her.”

“What do you want to know?”

LeAnne took another look at the photo. Katie—her real name was Khatena, but everyone, meaning all the Americans, called her Katie—was gazing dead ahead, her eyes blank, and none of her funny side apparent, although her physical beauty still was. She was a tiny woman and feisty, always whipping off her burqa first thing when they were inside a dwelling with just the women and kids. Outside, in the presence of men having some kind of confab, she would comment in English from behind the veil, her voice cheery, her accent that of a British TV newscaster: “Imbecile. Blockhead. Dunces all.” In those moments, LeAnne knew winning was both possible and very distant.

“Did something happen to her?” LeAnne said. “They told me she was okay. And she wasn’t on the list.”

“Nothing happened to her. For which she owes you big time. No matter what.”

“No matter what? I don’t get it.”

Captain Stallings put the photos away, zipped up his briefcase. “We’re in the early stages here. I hope to have more for you in a few days.” He rose. “Meanwhile, just concentrate on getting better.”

“But what are you saying about Katie?”

He smiled. “More to come.”

After he left, she got up, rummaged through a drawer, found the list. When had she gotten it? Here? Landstuhl? Before? Who had given it to her? Why? LeAnne could answer none of those questions. She checked the list. Katie wasn’t on it. There were six names, in alphabetical order, five Afghans and one American—Cray, Captain Jamie R., age thirty. Cause of death: hostile—explosives. Her mistakes, numbers one and two, meeting up.
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Marci came back to the room, not on crutches. Instead, she wore an artificial leg, black and silver, very sleek and high-tech-looking.

“Wow,” LeAnne said. “Is that the kind for running real fast?”

“Fuckin’ better be,” Marci said. She stumped over to her bed and sat down, her lips pursing.

“It hurts?”

“Like a son of a bitch, but that goes away, supposedly.” She gazed down at her feet, real and not, but both now shod in bright red sneakers.

“You got new sneaks?”

“Free. Good to know there’s free shit in this life, LeAnne. Things are looking up.”

LeAnne went over to Marci’s bed, sat beside her. She put her arm around Marci’s shoulder. They looked at Marci’s new leg together.

“It’s kind of beautiful in a way,” LeAnne said. “I mean that.”

“Some men find them sexy. At least, according to the PT lady.”

“I believe it.”

Marci nodded. “Nothing about men surprises me anymore.”

LeAnne laughed. Marci joined in. Hey! Leanne thought. Is my laugh still a party invite? She stopped at once.



CHAPTER FOUR

“Want to go outside?” Marci said sometime in the next day or two.

“What for?” said LeAnne.

“I’m supposed to walk around. You can criticize my technique.”

“What’s wrong with walking inside?”

“Inside the hospital? Where do you want me to start?”

“I . . .” LeAnne tried to remember the last time she was outside, meaning outside and conscious.

“What’s with all the thinking?” Marci said. “Yes or no.”

“Yes.”

They put on robes over their pajamas, took an elevator down to the lobby, and stepped out into a warm spring day. Warm and sunny. LeAnne had always loved being in the sun, but now the glare was unbearable even though she wasn’t looking in the direction of the sun or anywhere close. She squinted her left eye almost shut. It did no good. She was feeling the glare on the other side.

“Something wrong?” Marci said.

“Be right back.”

“Huh?”

LeAnne turned around, reentered the hospital. The glare faded, but real slowly, like it didn’t want to go. She found the gift shop and charged a pair of cheap sunglasses to her room, the oversized kind of sunglasses you get from the eye doctor after he’s given you the drops but you still need to drive home. In the mirror behind the cash register she saw that the sunglasses covered the whole patch and maybe one third of the scarring. What she needed were still bigger sunglasses, like . . . like a veil. The thought made her sick. She almost puked right there, almost puked all over the cashier’s sensible black Oxfords.

Back outside, Marci was sitting on a bench under one of those cherry trees. LeAnne sat beside her, the glare pretty much gone. Because Marci had taken the spot by the right-hand armrest, LeAnne was forced into having her on the blind side. This was a first, a first she should have seen coming. She almost circled around a few times like a dog in search of the exact right spot to settle.

She felt a slight movement on Marci’s part, maybe glancing over at her.

“Going Hollywood?” Marci said.

That was a good one.

“Actually,” Marci said, “you remind me of that actress, what’s her name.”

In the distance LeAnne saw—but how much distance? She realized she had no way of knowing. It was like watching the world through some early version of a new technology, before the updates.

“Give me some help here,” Marci said.

“Help? What’s wrong?” LeAnne turned to her, which meant twisting far around to get her eye in play.

Marci looked a bit alarmed. “Hey. Nothing. Just trying to remember the name of that actress you look like.”

“I don’t look like any goddamn actress.” LeAnne faced away from her, shifted a few inches down the bench.

“Cruella De Vil,” Marci said. “Although come to think of it, she was a character, not an actress.”

By then LeAnne was barely listening. She was watching what she’d spotted in the distance, a high school track team out for a training run. LeAnne counted them—she’d developed the habit in her job of pinning down exact numbers in groups. In the dwelling in that compound the night of January seventeenth, for example, there’d been sixteen people, including her and Katie, plus two chickens. There were fourteen runners on the track team, boys and girls, pretty much in all the possible human colors, a few of the kids effortless looking and talented, but each and every one without worldly cares, which was the beauty of long runs if you were doing them right. LeAnne knew high school track.
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“Potential pole vaulter, huh?” said Mr. Adelson. Mr. Adelson was the track coach at Fremont High. He’d been a shot-putter in his own track days, had the thickest wrists LeAnne had ever seen.

“I hope so, Coach,” she said.

“Tony Iglesias seems to think you’ve got potential, for what that’s worth,” said Mr. Adelson. “What do you think of him?”

What was this? One coach was asking what she thought about another coach?

“Come on,” Mr. Adelson said. “Gotta have opinions in this life. Unless you’d rather be a sheep.”

This was new, and couldn’t be right. On the other hand, LeAnne didn’t want to be a sheep. “He’s great!” she said.

“Didn’t say to go overboard,” Mr. Adelson said. “Reminds me—how are you with falling?”

“Falling?” Or had he said “failing?” He had a funny accent, like he was from somewhere else, somewhere back east like Boston or Philly.

“Exactly. The body in uncontrolled motion from up to down and landing hard.”

“I’ve fallen off the beam like a million times, Coach. I guess I’m used to it.”

“A million times?” Mr. Adelson took a crumpled envelope from the pocket of his sweats, smoothed it out, checked some scribbling on the back. “Then how come you won all those championships?”

“I never won any of the big ones.”

“Because of falling?”

“Well, no, sir. Just someone else being better that day. There are so many little things in gymnastics.”

“So all this falling went on in practice.”

LeAnne had never thought of it that way.

“Okay,” said Mr. Adelson. He nodded his head a few times. “Okay, okay. And how are you at push-ups?”

“Mr. Iglesias loves push-ups.”

“Loves doing them himself?”

“It’s possible,” LeAnne said. “But I’ve never seen him.”

“Ha!” Mr. Adelson made a very loud noise, part laugh, part bark, startling her. “All right, then,” he said. “Let’s see a demonstration.”

“Of push-ups?”

“What else are we talking about?”

“Here?”

“Floor not clean enough for you?”

LeAnne got down on the floor. A dull green linoleum floor, and actually not that clean.

“Talking real push-ups now,” said Mr. Adelson. “From the toes.”

“Are there other kinds?” LeAnne said, facedown on the floor, ready to go.

She did a hundred, could have done a few more before the effort started to show, but Mr. Adelson stopped her. “Enough. Enough already. You’re hurting me.”
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A fountain stood in a little grouping of cherry trees. It wasn’t running, but there was water in the basin, with cherry blossoms floating on top.

“I’m supposed to be walking,” Marci said. “But I don’t feel like it. Know what I feel like? Getting wasted.”

Getting wasted? LeAnne hadn’t done much of that in her life. The night of the senior prom, where the track kids always ended up on a houseboat on Lake Pleasant; once down in the Florida Keys, also on a boat, but this one very fast; and the last day of her first weekend leave in Qatar, where she and the other CSTs had gotten off the base with its three-beer minimum and checked out a rooftop hotel bar in town, robed Saudi businessmen on one side of the dance floor and American soldiers in T-shirts and jeans on the other. And that was it.

“How would we do that, exactly?” LeAnne said.

“Get wasted? We’d need booze.”

They looked past the U-shaped entrance to the hospital and out to the road, the high school runners now gone.

“Any chance there’s a liquor store down that road?” LeAnne said.

“Even if there is, so what?” said Marci. “No way in hell I can walk there.”

A breeze sprang up. A tight little squadron of cherry blossoms took flight, wafting down into the basin of the fountain.

“How about we train for it?” said LeAnne.

“Huh?”

“Today we’ll try to get to that fountain and back. Tomorrow we’ll add a little more.”

“You sound kind of perky all of a sudden. I think I prefer your real self.”

They rose and made their way toward the fountain. LeAnne moved around, getting Marci on her left side.

“How you doing?” she said.

“My knee wants to bend,” Marci said. “But it’s fuckin’ gone. How stupid is that?”

LeAnne dropped back, studied Marci’s stride. “Maybe reach out more with the new foot.”

“Fuck you.” But Marci seemed to be reaching out more with her left foot, seemed to be lurching a bit less. Her breathing grew louder, and after a few minutes they took a break on another bench, almost at the fountain, LeAnne keeping Marci on her left. That had to be the MO from now till forever: everything on the left.

“I’m getting all these wicked thoughts,” Marci said after a while.

“Like?”

Marci took a deep breath. When she let it out, LeAnne heard a sort of thrumming, like a muffled baby rattle. A strange sound, and new to her. Was her sense of hearing stepping up in some sort of compensatory way? Maybe a whole auditory world was about to open up to her. That thought got pushed aside by the memory of her first look in the mirror after the bandages came off, the memory rising up without warning, like a tsunami, overcoming anything the least positive.

“Like I wish it was someone else,” Marci said. “Someone else and not me that it happened to.”

“What’s so bad about that?” said LeAnne.

“How about if it’s someone specific?”

LeAnne said nothing.

“Makes one hell of a difference, huh?”

“I’d have to know more,” LeAnne said. “This was in Iraq?”

“For Christ sake! Where else? I told you I was in Iraq, told you the very first day.”

LeAnne turned on her. “Amp it down, little lady,” she said. That led to a pause, kind of grim. LeAnne got a bit of a grip, lowered her voice. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Marci shot her a quick glance and turned away. “You’re one scary motherfucker, you know that?” LeAnne gazed through her oversized sunglasses at the cherry blossoms floating in the fountain. “I told you I was in Iraq,” Marci went on, her voice also lower. “You told me you were in Afghanistan. The first day.”

“What first day?”

“Monday. The first day you came to the room.”

“What’s today?”

“Thursday. But I’m talking about the Monday before.”

LeAnne thought that over.

“Thursday was always my favorite day of the week,” Marci said. And then, after a silence, “Want to know why?”

“Sure.”

“Because you’re getting jazzed for Saturday night, making plans, looking forward to everything. Which is usually better than what actually happens, but that’s okay, too. By the time the next Thursday rolled around, I was all set to be jazzed again.” She put both hands under her leg, where the prosthetic part met the stump, lifted up, and shifted its position a little. “The someone specific is Eddie Mears,” Marci said. “He was on the drive schedule, but he got the shits. I filled in. But who doesn’t get the shits? It’s a hellhole.”
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