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IN MEMORY OF STEPHEN MEEHAN

FOREVER TWENTY-FIVE 


Blossoms are scattered by the wind and the wind cares nothing,

but the blossoms of the heart no wind can touch

—YOSHIDA KENKO 



TIME LINE



1989–1991

• The Berlin Wall comes down. The Soviet Union collapses.

1990–1991

• Former Soviet republics and the Baltic States declare their independence.

• The Socialist Republic of Yugoslavia begins to tear apart.

• Slobodan Milosevic, Serbia’s leader, tries to rein in the Yugoslav regions of Croatia, Slovenia, and Bosnia. A bloody conflict begins as the country splits apart along ethnic/religious divides.

1992

• Reports of ethnic cleansing, concentration camps, and mass rapes, as the Serb army and militia slaughters Muslim and Christian inhabitants of towns and villages in order to create an ethnically “pure” Serb area.

• The siege of Sarajevo, in Bosnia, begins—the Serb blockade will last more than three years.

1992–1994

• Massacres committed by all sides, civilians often the victims. International peace plans fail.

1995

• 8,000 men and boys are executed by the Serbs at Srebrenica when UN safe areas in Bosnia fall to Serb forces.

• More than 250,000 are killed or wounded in the war, and a million civilians displaced.

• NATO bombs the Serb military.

• The United States forces the Serbs to join Bosnians and Croats at the peace table in Dayton, Ohio.

• War drags on in Kosovo until 2001, and NATO brands Serb leader Slobodan Milosevic a war criminal.

• Milosevic is arrested in 2001 to stand trial for war crimes but dies in prison in 2006.



PART ONE




PROLOGUE



There are many ways to reach your grave near Mostar.

You can drive by car up through resin-scented woods, or travel by bus or by train, then walk across the bridge over the bluest river in the world and climb the hill that overlooks the sixteenth-century town.

There are many ways to reach your grave, but on this day the hot summer roads are clogged with people.

For today is the Day of the Dead, when the souls here laid to rest have prayers said in their remembrance.

Today, all the local hotels are packed, for people drive from Dubrovnik and Sarajevo, from distant cities and towns, and the international media crews come from as far away as America.

They come together to pay their respects to the thousands of names and numbers, the known and the unknown, inscribed upon wood and stone that record the passing of loved ones.

Fathers and sons, mothers and daughters, brothers and sisters.

Adults and youths, children and infants.

They lie here side by side, and in different graveyards scattered across the land: Christian and Muslim, Orthodox and Jew, agnostics and unbelievers.

Some were soldiers, many were innocent civilians, and most all of them were helpless victims in a conflict not of their making.

And you, a stranger whose war this never was, are buried among them.

• • •

Your grave bears no name, simply a number. You are an unknown casualty of war, and this is where they have laid your bones.

On this day the holy men enter the cemetery and walk among the tombs, priests and mullahs and rabbis praying and chanting, and the scent of incense drenches the air.

Lines of mourners follow them. They pass your tomb.

Under a warm sun, the thoughtful among them place a flower. Children leave a toy trinket or a boiled candy. A young boy solemnly runs his hand across the smoothness of your gravestone, then giggles and runs away to join his friends.

There is no disrespect intended by his mischief, and so it should be on this day when families and friends gather to be among their departed. For when they mourn, they mourn also for you, but of you or your story they know nothing.

They can never know how much you cherished your wife; how she taught you how to love, and to trust. How she completed you, became that other half of ourselves we always seek but seldom find.

They can never know how much you worshipped your son and daughter.

How you loved to plant kisses on their necks and tickle and chase them and make them laugh. Or how you and your wife would watch them sleeping, stare down at their faces in awe and wonder: how could you both have earned the right to such happiness?

But to those mourners who wander here this day you’re just a number.

They can’t even know that you are a young man buried far from home, in a peaceful meadow where bees buzz and butterflies quiver and flowers drench the air with nectar. You are simply one dead among so many.

Finally, the holy men and priests move on, their prayers completed. Some families stay, to sit and talk to their dead, for their pain is etched far deeper than mere words can ever inscribe.

And when the sun fades, when the evening sky looks like fire and smoke, they will rise, some with tears in their eyes, to touch and plant kisses on the headstones before they drift away among the graves.

They will come again, upon the same day next year, or when memories haunt them.

If you could, if it was within your power, you would call them back and you would tell them how you came to lie here.

You would tell them that in your brief lifetime you loved and argued, were good and bad, imperfect and human. In short, you were just one young man among the many victims who lived and died here, and yours could be the story of any of them, condemned by the senseless brutality of war.

But your story is different.

Perhaps your story was always meant to be different.

And if you could, you would tell them what is important to know: that it doesn’t matter what a man or woman is, or who they are, or by what name they call their religion, or the color of their skin or the history of the blood that flows in their veins, so long as they believe in truth and redemption and forgiveness, and in the mercy and pity that dwells in the depths of each of our souls.

And if you could, you would say to them, please, listen to our story.

Listen when I tell you that if you don’t stand up to evil, then evil will stand up to you.

Come back with me to the beginning, to the very beginning, to where this story began.

Learn how we came to lie here.

Because if the world never learns from the lessons of its history, then it is condemned forever to repeat the sins of its past. 
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1981

This is how you find the one you’ll love.

Your name is David and you’re an ordinary kid—not so much a kid at twenty-one but still innocent—shy and awkward with the opposite sex, fumbling your way toward manhood.

You’re a military brat on the U.S. base near Frankfurt and you love art and girls, movies and baseball. Like all young men, you don’t see eye to eye with your parents.

It is the summer you and your father had a violent row that came to blows. The one that started off with a discussion of your lack of future plans and ended with him throwing a punch that bloodied your lip and sent you crashing against the wall.

You see the shame on his face.

The instant regret that he’d lost his temper and hit you.

That’s something that never happened before. But you don’t care. You’re angry, you want him to hurt.

Your father, the military man, the special forces tough guy who’s been to Panama and Grenada and every hot spot the U.S. military stomped their boots on in the last twenty years.

You never wanted to be a soldier. You never wanted to fill his shoes. You’re a dreamer. You want to paint, to be an artist.

That day, you tell him you’ve had enough.

You tell him he doesn’t control you anymore.

You tell him you’re leaving the family home for good.

Your mother cries and slumps on the couch.

Your father tries to stop you. You shove him away, and leave in a rage.

You love them both, but you know it’s time to stop living in your father’s shadow. Besides, you want to taste the pleasure of being twenty-one, to enjoy your summer of freedom and find some Mediterranean sun and bone-white beaches and girls, and get drunk on life.

You have a longing for change. You want to find yourself, to travel your own road.

So you pack the dented Volkswagen Golf you bought with the proceeds of a part-time bar job while you sweated in college.

You pack your paints and brushes and blank canvases, a sleeping bag and an ice box for drinks, and set out one Saturday morning from Frankfurt and drive south over the Tyrol, to Switzerland and Italy. Exhilarated, you drive that little Golf all the way down Yugoslavia’s Dalmatian coast, heading for sunny Greece.

But like the best-laid schemes of mice and men, things never work out the way we plan.

• • •

That night you stop in Dubrovnik, on the Dalmatian coast.

You find a cheap hotel. Across the moonlit bay, beyond a flotilla of cruise ships, lies Italy. Frommer’s guide tells you that nearby Korcula Island is where Marco Polo once lived.

And that the walled town was first founded in the seventh century. But long before that it was coveted by the Romans and Greeks, and later by the Crusaders and the Byzantines.

You marvel at its beauty. You want to paint its tight cobbled streets and the way the light falls on the pale sapphire waters of the bay.

You know little about the darker side of Yugoslavia’s history; how the Balkans are torn apart by centuries-old vendettas, enmities, and grievances between Serb and Croat and Bosniak. The buried hatreds that would one day wreak havoc upon your life.

For now, you love this town. The Mediterranean lifestyle appeals to you.

You stay a week. You paint in the mornings and evenings when the light is good and afterward you go for dinner and sip a glass of wine or two.

And then one evening, sitting at a restaurant called the Marco Polo—owned by a funny little man with a hunched back named Mr. Banda, who tells you his Italian father deserted Mussolini’s army to join the partisans and settle here—a waitress with cinnamon eyes serves you.

Her dark hair is tied back in a ponytail, her skin tanned against her crisp white blouse. When she leaves your table, Mr. Banda sees you stare and he smiles.

“All the men like Lana, but she never goes out with them.”

“Why not?”

He shrugs. “All her free time, she studies. She wants to be a writer. And you, I’ve seen you paint. You want to be a painter?”

“Sure.”

Mr. Banda winks. “Two artists. You like her, yes?”

You know it in your veins. It’s not like you’re starry-eyed and violins start to play but something happens to you, because your heart quickens.

Mr. Banda tells you Lana’s from a town beyond Sarajevo, that she’s an English student at the local college. That she’s his best waitress.

He calls her over and introduces you.

She shakes your hand, and you can smell her hair. It smells of almonds. Something in those cinnamon eyes speaks to you.

She smiles when you compliment her on her flawless English and she tells you her mother was an English teacher and she’s spoken the language since childhood. When she talks to you, it’s as if you’re the only person in the world.

You stay an extra week. You’re normally shy with women, not good at small talk, but you finally get up the courage to ask her out.

She surprises you and accepts.

You go to a café for coffee and cake. You talk for hours. It’s your last night. In the café there’s even some cheesy but apt background music: KC and the Sunshine Band playing “Please Don’t Go.”

Afterward, you walk on the beach and talk some more: about art and books and music, about Shakespeare, a favorite of hers, and everything under the sun.

And you kiss.

It’s not your first kiss—there was a certain Fräulein named Frieda back in Frankfurt who could claim that distinction, as well as a big prize for alliteration—but it sure feels like it.

And now passion has you by the throat and won’t let you go.

• • •

You stay another few days.

You drive up to Mostar one afternoon and Lana brings a picnic.

This is a town she has known and loved since childhood, when her parents took her on Sunday drives. You wander among the Turkish coffeehouses, and the bazaars selling trinkets and Persian carpets.

You stand on the beautiful arched bridge that would one day be senselessly destroyed by Serb shelling and watch young men climb onto the parapet—their arms outstretched, their graceful bodies arcing as they dive from an incredible height into the bluest river you have ever seen.

Friends greet them on the riverbanks below.

An old man sells daffodils by the bridge. You buy her a bunch. Lana tells you they’re her favorite flower. And that for centuries young men have come here to earn the title “Mostari” by jumping from the bridge. Some do it as a sign of their manhood. Others to show their commitment to the woman they love.

She smiles. “Or else to prove how crazy they are.”

“Do women jump?”

“Sometimes. But mostly men. It’s dangerous. Twenty-five meters from the bridge to the water. People have been killed.”

You tell her you’ll jump.

She laughs, and says you must be mad. She peels a daffodil from the bunch and lets it fall. It flutters deep down to the river and flows fast in the blue water.

You tell her you’ll jump anyway. “Want to jump with me?”

She realizes you’re serious.

“No! David, really, it’s dangerous. The water’s always icy cold, even on a hot day. The shock to the body alone can kill you if you’re not fit.”

You look from the bridge into the river.

“I’ve read about it. The trick is to jump straight, and let your arms out a little just before you hit the water. It slows your descent.”

“David, to jump without practice would be crazy . . .”

“I worked as a lifeguard for three summers. I can dive. But twenty-five meters, that’ll be a first.”

You tear off your T-shirt, kick off your sandals, but leave on your jeans. You look down. The flowing blue water seems an awful long way. Your heart’s thudding and there’s a lump of fear choking your throat but you try not to show it.

“David, please, I beg you . . .”

You climb up onto the bridge. She tries to grasp your hand to stop you but she’s too late. You look back at her and wink. “Wish me luck.”

“David . . . !”

You jump.

The air whistles past your ears.

For a long time you plummet like a stone. The water rushes up to meet you, and you splay your hands and hit the river.

The icy cold smacks you like a brick.

When you come up gasping and sputtering for air, you wave to her.

She runs down the winding walkway to meet you on the riverbank.

You’re drenched, and laughing.

She kisses your fingertips, puts them to her lips, and then wipes your face with your T-shirt. “You’re insane, you know that, David Joran?”

“Maybe. But it felt terrific.”

• • •

She seems genuinely happy as she slips her arm though yours, and you walk together up the hill, your jeans soggy. You find a grassy meadow and beside a gnarled olive tree you picnic on the fresh cheese, bread, vine tomatoes, and the wine she’s brought from her father’s farm.

As your jeans dry in the sun, she tells you about the stories she’s written. They’re not good, they’re not bad, either, but she knows that nobody’s good at the beginning. She keeps a diary she practices her writing in.

Someday she wants to write a book that will change the world.

You tell her you’ve always wanted to be an artist, ever since as a kid you scrawled on your parents’ kitchen walls with a colorful selection of indelible markers.

And you tell her what you think is true: that she’s far too pretty for you.

She looks back at you, and for the first time you see wariness in her eyes.

You think you’ve blown it.

She tells you she’s slow to trust most men.

You tell her you feel the same.

She laughs, but when she looks into your face you know those cautious eyes of hers are not for lying.

You’re a little lightheaded from the wine and you take a penknife from your pocket and you do something juvenile, something kind of dumb but you do it anyway, because you want to show her you’re an artist.

You carve your names on the trunk of the olive tree. You carve the shape of a heart—you carve it pretty darned well—and chisel out two hands above it. On each side of the heart you carve your names: David, Lana.

When you’ve finished she looks at you.

And her eyes seem to burrow into your soul before she kisses you.

• • •

And that night, in your cheap hotel near the harbor you lie with her for the first time.

You love her face, and everything about her. You love her laugh and her voice and the way she touches your skin with her fingertips.

You hold her and talk all night. You tell her about your life. About your quarrel with your folks. She tells you about her quarrels with her own, and about her secret. You’re shocked, but you still want her. You admire her honesty. And you promise never to hurt her, never to lie.

And never to speak about her secret again. That it changes nothing.

She asks if you really mean that.

You tell her that you do.

And she whispers your name in the darkness before her mouth finds yours, and you hear her muffled tears as she falls asleep in your arms.

• • •

In the weeks and months that follow you learn what it is to love. Now that she trusts you, she opens like a flower and teaches you.

That summer sings in you like never before. You know that you can never go back to the life you had with your parents. That something has changed. You’re forging your own future.

And you know that life is a journey, because your old man always told you so, and you discover why you want to take the journey with Lana.

Because your love goes deeper than desire. She’s your soul mate.

And so in the tiny church of St. Nicholas in a flurry of snow on a freezing cold Saturday in December you look at her from eyes that are proud as you both promise to love and honor.

You slip a ring on each other’s fingers—two simple gold rings Mr. Banda gave you as a wedding gift, before he takes the wedding photographs.

You honeymoon in a small hotel in the hills overlooking Sarajevo. You write a postcard to your parents and tell them that you’ve made your life here.

You move into an apartment above Mr. Banda’s restaurant. He’s good to you both. The apartment’s small—three tiny rooms—with narrow walls and a low ceiling that you can touch.

Mr. Banda jokes, “Now you know how I got my hunched back.”

But it’s warm, with a blue tiled woodstove, and best of all the accommodation comes with the jobs Mr. Banda’s offered you.

Lana studies during the day and waits on tables in the evening. You help out in the kitchens cooking and doing odd jobs and paint every free moment you can—your painting is getting better—and there’s always a market so long as you can sell your work to the tourists who flock to Dubrovnik. You’re doing okay, you’re getting by.

When the first baby comes, it’s a girl.

You’re fearful of parenthood, but when this helpless little wide-eyed cherub looks up at you, and suckles on your finger, you fall in love with her.

It takes longer than you could ever imagine for the next to arrive—six years—with four miscarriages in between and by then you have both almost given up hope.

This time it’s a boy.

But he’s tiny, barely two pounds, for he came by Caesarean eleven weeks early and the doctors didn’t think he’d make it, but somehow he did, and thrives.

With his plump cheeks and dimpled smile he will lay claim to your soul. Before you know it, he’s walking and talking. He’s good-humored, like his sister, and because he’s lived despite the odds he has a special place in your heart.

Now there are four of you in the cramped apartment, but you never knew life could be this good.

On summer days when it’s warm you spend your time on the beach, and you paint and sketch while Lana and the children play in the sand with buckets and spades, their caramel bodies healthy and happy.

On winter nights when it’s cold you all sleep in the double bed.

And when the children finally give in to rest, Lana huddles in beside you.

She tells you that she believes the seeds of what we’ll do are sown in all of us. That you and she were destined to meet. That she loves you, that she loved you the first moment she met you, and always will no matter what life brings.

She wants you to know that.

And that she’s proud to be your wife.

You both promise never to leave each other—never—no matter what.

And when she closes her eyes, you hear your family breathing as you look at their sleeping faces in the lunar light that spills its silver fingers on the floor by the bed.

And you’re happier than you have ever been.

• • •

This was all before the war came.

Before the first shells shrieked like chalk across a blackboard as they fell on Dubrovnik. Before three years of siege starved and strangled Sarajevo and blood ran in the streets.

Before the ancient vendettas and grievances and ethnic cleansing cast a malignant shadow over everyone and everything in this land, destroying all that was good and decent and human.

Before you and Lana and your children were caught up in the firestorm, and your lives were changed forever.

You recall that your father used to say that there is always a zenith in life. A moment when you reach the highest point in the arc of your happiness, and everything seems right and the angels are on your side.

If that is so, then this was that time.

For afterward you would always remember that afternoon in Mostar when you jumped from the bridge, and you carved your names upon the olive tree.

And those moonlit nights when you huddled close together for warmth, and looked with wonder on the sleeping faces of the ones you loved. 



PART TWO


THE PRESENT 
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NEW YORK


Carla Lane didn’t know it, but that day would begin with life and end with death.

Nor did she know if some fleeting premonition had passed a shadow across her dreams in the weeks leading up to that afternoon, warning her of the terrible event that was about to happen.

Perhaps it had. But all she knew for certain that day was that she was excited as she came out of the doctor’s office, and that she had never felt happier.

She spotted Jan waiting for her, sitting on a park bench across the street, reading a newspaper.

He looked up when he saw her. He flashed his usual lopsided smile, his fringe blowing in the wind, but then he looked more serious as he folded away his newspaper and came to meet her.

“Well? How did it go?”

She didn’t speak.

“Come on, Carla, don’t do this to me, honey.”

“Do what?”

“Keep me in suspense. Is it good news or bad?”

“Let’s put it this way. I’m going to be eating for two from now on.”

His face beamed, and she knew at once why she’d married this man.

“Carla, that’s terrific news.” He kissed her, slid his hand around her waist, and patted her stomach. “Can they tell yet?”

“Jan, I’m only six weeks pregnant.”

“How long before they can tell?”

“Four, five months, maybe. In all the excitement I forgot to ask. It doesn’t matter if it’s a boy or a girl, does it?”

“Not a bit. How about lunch at Barney’s to celebrate? I’ve got a rehearsal at two, so I’m out of handcuffs until then.”

A shadow flickered across Carla’s face. There was something else she had to tell Jan. Something troubling her.

“What’s wrong? You look distracted.”

“Nothing. It’ll keep until after lunch.”

“We’ll have a drink to celebrate. You think the doctor would mind?”

She slipped her arm through his. “Nothing stronger than a glass of sparkling water for me. From now on, Momma’s strictly on the wagon.”

Jan smiled, and whistled to hail a cab.
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The restaurant on Tenth Avenue was crowded. Jan was recognized as soon as they walked in. A few people said hello and wanted to shake his hand.

Jan hated the public side of his career. Limelight was something he avoided whenever he could, but now wasn’t one of those times.

Carla left her husband signing an autograph for two young couples and headed for the restroom. She overheard a customer ask the bartender, “Who’s that guy who just came in?”

“Jan Lane.”

“Who’s he?”

“Are you kidding? Only one of the brightest young pianists on the planet. He plays all over the world. He’s playing Carnegie Hall. It’s been sold out for weeks.”

Months, Carla was tempted to say, before stepping into the restroom and checking herself in the mirror—she was still trying to compose herself after hearing the doctor’s news. You’re six weeks pregnant, Mrs. Lane.

She put on a touch more lipstick and looked at her reflection. She had an interesting face. Her hair was chestnut brown, and with her full figure, dark eyes, and olive skin, men seemed to find her reasonably attractive.

Despite often subsisting on too much coffee and crackers, and kicking a ten-cigarette-a-day habit and putting on ten pounds, her face had held its own. And that was even after five years of countless trials and prosecutions.

She spent two of those years in private practice, the remaining three with the New York County District Attorney’s Office as a prosecutor in Manhattan. Prosecuting criminals and killers, robbers and rapists, the sane and the crazies, some of them monsters whose hate crimes and brutal acts of abuse sickened her.

But law was something she always wanted to practice. Ever since she watched TV courtroom scenes on Law & Order as a gawky teen she could remember craving to be an attorney, to see justice done. She never knew from where that craving came, because her parents or grandparents had no connection to the law. No brushes with it, either—no criminals, fraudsters, murderers, or thieves hanging out on her family tree—not as far as she knew.

She made it into law school with her grade point average, but she had to work extra hard to graduate from Columbia, cutting herself off from everything and everyone as she tried to concentrate solely on her studies. Then, after five years as a hardworking attorney, she made a devastating discovery.

She hated law and being a lawyer.

She hated the insincerity of the profession, the opportunists and the money grabbers. She’d met decent lawyers who cared about justice, but too many were simply hired guns who didn’t give a damn whether a client was innocent or guilty. Like a mortgage advisor, they’d hold your hand and be your best friend until the check arrived.

Then there were the hundreds of awful cases that sapped you.

Her last one was prosecuting a spoiled young Princeton brat who got drunk and ran over two fourteen-year-old girls in his Porsche. He’d sped away leaving their shattered bodies sprawled in the gutter. One survived; the other died in agony.

For a child to die like that filled her with a seething anger. But the accused was rich and it was his first DWI. Big bucks meant the kind of dream criminal defense team that would have made O. J. Simpson proud. The defense argued that the road was badly lit, and that the driver wasn’t drunk when he hit the girls but drove home afterward and drank because of shock.

Carla fought and wanted the maximum sentence but the judge allowed the driver to plead guilty to only a misdemeanor DWI and leaving the scene of an accident. He sentenced him to fifteen days in prison and fined him five hundred dollars.

A week later the dead girl’s mother committed suicide.

• • •

Carla felt sickened. Jan came home from a concert tour that day, and saw her looking morose. “It’s Friday. Why the Monday face?”

She grabbed her coat. “I need a walk, Jan.”

They strolled on the beach, and she told him.

“The way of the world, Carla. Nothing’s fair in love and law, you of all people know that. The law’s got an ugly side.”

“What kind of justice is it when a mother can’t face the pain of seeing her daughter’s killer go free, and then kills herself? All my effort was such a waste.”

“Ever heard of the definition of a total waste?”

“What is it?”

“A tour bus crammed with lawyers driving off a cliff with two empty seats.”

Jan always tried to lighten things.

“Funny. But if I’m not smiling it’s only because I agree with you.”

“What happened to that thirst for justice?”

“It dried up, Jan. It got sapped by battling rich lawyers who get criminals off.”

“Remember what Oscar Wilde said? Life is a bad quarter of an hour made up of exquisite moments. Don’t waste those moments. Change jobs. At least take a break from criminal law. See how you feel a year or two from now.”

“It’s not that easy. It may be drudgery but it’s well-paid drudgery.”

“Then come work with me. I need a lawyer to negotiate contracts, and I need a manager to organize concert tours. I also need someone to fill Jessie’s shoes. You’d be perfect. You can even work from home.”

Jessie, his secretary PA, had left, moving to Los Angeles.

“Are you serious?”

“There’s a cardinal rule in life: when anything gets to be drudgery it’s time to do something else. Say yes.”

She did.

• • •

She heard tales of husbands and wives working together whose marriages ended up on the skids, but working with Jan turned out to be the saving of her. A change was exactly what she needed, and she had enjoyed every exquisite moment. He was such a wise owl, sensible beyond his years.

Sometimes she would look at him and think, How did I get this lucky?

She first saw him at Columbia. He was walking across the campus with a bunch of friends, his fringe blowing in the wind, a lopsided smile on his face. They never met, but she heard rumors that Jan Lane was a promising musician.

Although she’d put any thought of boyfriends on the back burner while she struggled to graduate, afterward she’d had four years of lousy dates and failed relationships.

The last one took her to a party one stormy night in Greenwich Village, then wandered off to hit on a pretty blonde. Incensed, Carla flung her plastic cup of wine into a garbage bin and went to storm after him.

“Hey . . . am I playing that badly?”

She was so enraged she never noticed a guy playing a piano nearby. A spray of wine doused him. It was Jan, and he was playing Elton John’s “Candle in the Wind,” and playing it beautifully.

“I . . . I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to.”

He looked at her date moving off with the blonde.

“You came with that guy?”

“I thought I did. Now I just want to slap him.”

“Big mistake. Just ignore him and put it down to a life lesson.”

“And what lesson would that be?”

“That some men are about as faithful as their options.”

“That’s a good line. Is it yours?”

“I wish. Some writer said it.” He smiled, but there was genuine caring in his voice. “Anything I can do to help?”

Carla glanced over at the rain-lashed window, the trees tossing in the storm. “Did you come here with anyone?”

“A bunch of friends, but no one in particular.”

“Have you had a drink?”

“I was just about to. Why?”

“Did you drive?”

“What is this, a murder investigation?”

“Would you do me a big favor and drive me a couple of miles to where I left my car?”

“Are you serious?”

“On a night like this I could be waiting for a cab forever. I came in his car. What do you say?”

“Buy me a coffee and we’ve got a deal.”

He drove her to her car, they found a Starbucks, and Carla bought him coffee. She discovered he was a promising concert pianist, but his modesty meant she had to drag that fact out of him. She also discovered that he liked to poke fun at himself, and he certainly didn’t take his own reputation unduly seriously. They talked all evening, and he was a good listener.

It was the first time in a long while she felt comfortable with a guy.

In the following months, they dated often. She grew to love Jan’s intelligence, his gentleness, his humor, and his wisdom. It almost seemed as if they’d known each other in another life, even if she knew so little about music. They married ten months later. Home became a house in Bay Shore, Long Island, an old family clapboard that overlooked the beach.

On lazy summer days when the sea was calm they loved to swim together in the waves, and afterward on the beach they would often fall asleep in each other’s arms, under a parasol. She never thought much about family, before she got pregnant. It happened by accident. But Jan seemed so happy about it, too, and for that she felt relieved. Recently, she’d begun to suspect he was distracted in their relationship. He was spending more time away on tours, when she guessed he didn’t need to.

He began flying home a couple of days after his concerts ended, when really he could have flown straight home the next day.

Then there was the time a couple of months back when she emptied the pockets of his suit before sending it to the dry cleaners—and found a business card for a “private gentleman’s club” in New Jersey called Slick Vixens. An embossed card with the shadowed figures of two strutting, voluptuous pole dancers.

She looked up the club on the Internet.

Nothing much, but on a chat site she came across a few comment lines: “The management is pretty selective about their clientele. Men with a little class, a lot of money, and a middle-age identity crisis seems to be the common profile, or should I say the most profitable one for the owners.”

The next day she decided to drive to New Jersey.

She found the club.

Freshly painted, well decorated, a single door entrance. The only giveaway a sign that said, “Happy Hour drinks half price. Beautiful girls.”

Was it the kind of place where more than a lap dance could be bought?

She didn’t know, but it struck her as odd. It wasn’t the kind of place Jan would have hung out. Or maybe she was wrong?

Her curiosity was eating her.

She asked Jan about the card. He’d laughed it off, saying he’d been invited there by a bunch of friends but never went.

The thing was, she believed him.

She couldn’t imagine Jan being unfaithful to her.

Unless . . . unless that saying had come true. That some men are about as faithful as their options.

Jan had options—lots of good-looking women in the orchestra, and admiring female fans. She tried to wipe those thoughts from her mind as she washed her hands, and dried them with a cotton hand towel.

Questions raged through her mind as she looked at her face in the mirror, and right now they seemed more important.

Will my pregnancy be normal?

Will I be a good mother?

She felt anxious.

She looked down at her hands.

She was folding and unfolding the cotton hand towel in neat squares.

As far back as she could remember, whenever she felt anxiety, she always ended up folding or unfolding a hand towel or napkin, or whatever piece of cloth came to hand.

Then she felt it: a sharp twinge in her stomach that made her jerk.

Her heart stuttered. The doctor had told her to expect changes in her body, but she felt afraid. She knew friends who suffered twinges before they miscarried. Am I going to miscarry?

She prayed that wouldn’t happen.

She wanted to have a normal pregnancy.

She knew she had to be positive, even if her fear was moving to the panic zone.

She looked at her face in the mirror and told herself: I’m going to be well. I’m going to have this baby.

Then she remembered the other news she had to tell Jan.

But after lunch.

She didn’t want to upset him.

She tossed the used towel in the wicker basket and went to rejoin him.
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“If it’s a boy, what will we call him?”

“I hadn’t thought about it, Jan.”

“If it’s a girl, how about Baize, after your grandmother? Or is that too old-fashioned?”

“Don’t talk about names just yet.”

“Why not?”

“It’s almost like bad luck.”

“You think?”

Carla pushed aside her unfinished dessert. “Let’s wait until nearer the baby’s due. Are you nervous about tonight?”

“You know me, I’m always nervous before a concert.”

“You worry too much.”

“There’s a whole bunch of VIPs and dignitaries—the mayor, a slew of politicians, and visiting Arab and Russian billionaires. The kind who have nothing better to do on a Friday night than listen to a klutz like me playing.”

“You’ll knock them dead.”

“And I meant to tell you. I’ve got to fly to Europe in another two weeks.”

“But you don’t have a concert there for another five months.”

“I’ve still got business to arrange, honey. Conductors to see.”

“Nothing you can’t do over the phone?”

“I wish it was that simple.”

“Why don’t I fly with you?”

“You really think that would be a good idea now that you’re pregnant?”

“I think it’s considered still okay to fly until the sixth month.”

“I’d feel safer with you not taking that risk, Carla.”

“Don’t be silly. If it’s good enough for the Academy of Family Physicians, it’s good enough for me.”

Jan checked his watch. “It’s really just going to be a quick turnaround, a night in London, one in Paris, then fly back. But we can talk about it again.”

She put a hand on his arm. “Okay. You still want me to pick you up after the concert?”

“Sure.”

“I’ll make supper. Try not to be late.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll be off that stage faster than a bullet once I’m done. You know what else? I’ve got a plan to celebrate our news.”

“What is it?”

“The last concert’s tomorrow night. Why don’t we pack our bags on Monday, drive up to the Catskills, and stay a week. Have some time together.”

“You mean that?”

“I’ll book a cabin. One with a hot tub under the stars, the works.” He emptied his glass. “I better go. What’s wrong?”

“There was something I wanted to talk about. But it can wait.”

“Important?”

“I think so. But we’ll talk tonight. I love you, Jan.”

“Love you, too. See you later. Wish me luck.”

• • •

There are some people who claim they have the power of premonition.

A finely tuned sixth sense that alerts them to a tragedy or an accident about to happen. Carla Lane never believed she had a sixth sense.

But that afternoon, she would recall afterward, she felt a strange sense of foreboding, a feeling that something terrible was going to happen.

She put it down to hormones, to the battle raging inside her body. And maybe her recent nightmares were part of it? They certainly seemed bizarre. She would discuss them with Jan tonight. She just hoped he wouldn’t think she was crazy.

Something else bothered her. She had the distinct feeling that Jan didn’t want her to travel to London with him.

And then a thought niggled her—what if Jan was seeing someone else?

What if all those delayed trips away from home added up to an affair? That the card for the “gentleman’s club” foreshadowed a bigger problem? These things happened, as much as she dreaded admitting it. Husbands left wives even when they were pregnant.

Her unease distracted her all afternoon. Later, when she showered she felt a twinge in her stomach again.

When she started to pack an overnight case for them both, she was sure she felt it once more. Was it just nerves? Or was she overly sensitive of her own body now that she knew she was expecting?

Whatever it was, it distressed her that late afternoon as she laid out the table, the red candle waiting to be lit. Two crystal glasses stood on the white tablecloth, and she placed a bowl of cherries in the refrigerator, a damp cloth over them, Jan’s favorite fruit.

At six, he called her.

“Tell me I’m crazy, but you know what I thought?”

“What?”

“Forget about taking the cabin on Monday.”

“Why?”

“Let’s do it Sunday instead. So finish packing those bags.”

“How did rehearsals go?”

“Even better than I expected. Gotta go, Carla. See you after the concert.”

• • •

Carnegie Hall was packed with VIPs.

Carla recognized a presidential candidate among the New York mayor’s crowd, and lots of politicians and foreign dignitaries, some of their limos parked in a row on the street outside.

Jan’s picture was on the posters, the one they always used, with his blond hair falling across his forehead, his arms folded, his smiling eyes pensive.

Carla arrived midway through the concert’s second half and the manager recognized her and immediately led her to a seat in a private box.

Jan was playing Rachmaninov’s Concerto No. 2 in C Minor, with his usual intensity and energy, the spotlight on him. She never wanted to bathe in his reflected glory, that wasn’t for her, but she always felt a surge of pride whenever she watched him play.

She knew that part of the intensity in his music came from his own childhood torment, that secret well of hurt deep inside himself he never talked about. When the finale came, a storm of applause roared around the hall and everyone in Carnegie Hall rose to their feet.

Jan was called back again and again, the audience clamoring for an encore. He obliged, seating himself again at the piano. There was complete stillness and he started to play “Le Pastour” by Gabriel Grovlez.

It was so moving that the moment the last note fell the audience went wild again. Bouquets of flowers landed on the stage.

She caught Jan’s eye as he went to bow. He waved up at her, gave her the usual signal with both his open palms, all fingers splayed: see you in ten minutes.

She blew him a kiss.

• • •

They always met in the parking lot near Carnegie Hall.

She parked Jan’s Volvo in their reserved spot and it took her ten minutes to walk back. Jan hated the attention after a concert and always tried to slip away. He once told her that if he’d known being a concert pianist was so much show business, he’d have kept it simple and joined the circus.

VIP Mercs and limos began to start up, their engine fumes choking the lot.

Carla saw a metal door snap open, about a hundred yards away.

Jan came out, all smiles. He had changed into a pair of jeans and a sweater and jacket, and when he saw her he waved. Over his arm was draped a suit carrier for his tuxedo. She waved and hurried to join him.

Jan reached the Volvo first. Carla was fifty feet away and she flicked the remote to open the doors.

Jan went to tug open the passenger’s rear door when there was a brief, sharp crack, followed by a huge flash, and then a powerful explosion thundered through the parking lot.

It lasted barely a fraction of a second.

Everything seemed to turn deathly slow and silent, as if it were happening under water, in slow motion. The car lifted; Jan’s body was blown into the air. Carla felt a tremendous force punch her body, and then everything was smothered in a waterfall of dust and masonry, metal and glass.

• • •

TV news vans with satellite dishes crowded the nearby streets, cordoned off for two blocks.

No one was allowed in or out except the police and emergency crews. An NYPD Bomb Squad truck was ushered through, its lights blazing. On a corner, a uniformed cop held back the crowds of onlookers.

“Move along now, folks, move along.”

A man approached, fit-looking, stocky, muscular, and flashed a Jersey police detective’s ID. “Hey, Officer, what’s up?”

The cop from Midtown’s North Precinct barely gave the ID a glance. If he had, he still wouldn’t have noticed it was a forgery. The off-duty looked like that southern actor who was once married to Angelina Jolie—Billy Bob Thornton, that was the guy. With a ready grin, a kind of goofy white smile.

“There was an explosion in a parking lot near Carnegie Hall.”

“Anybody hurt?”

“I heard we’re talking bodies. They’re still working the scene. Some kind of bomb, maybe a terrorist thing.”

“Sounds like you guys got the dirty end of the stick. Take it easy, man.” The guy moved off, down an empty side street. He pulled out a black Samsung cell phone, punched the number. A click sounded.

“It’s done?”

“Yeah. The problem’s gone—gone for good.”
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NEW YORK


She came awake to the sound of a man’s voice and her eyes flickered open.

She was lying in a hospital bed in the ICU. A cheerful doctor wearing a blue bandana and fresh green scrubs leaned across and took her pulse.

“Welcome back, Carla. We’ve been hoping you’d come round.”

A nurse checked the drips hooked up to both her arms, an electronic monitor flickering above. Carla felt groggy, confused, a branding iron pain in her forehead.

“Can you hear me?” the doctor asked.

“Y . . . yes. Where am I?”

“Mount Sinai Hospital. How do you feel?”

“Apart from a blinding headache, confused.”

He winked at her, patting her hand. “No hearing damage then, or at least we hope. You’re very lucky to be still alive, young lady.”

“What’s going on, what happened . . . ?” She noticed small bruises on her arms and on the backs of her hands, where drips had been inserted.

“We’ll get to that. For now I need to know how you feel. Where’s the headache? All over, or in your temples?”

She put up a hand to massage her forehead and felt a strip of bandage across it. “Right . . . right here.”

“Any other pains or aches anywhere, or blurry vision?”

“I . . . I don’t think so.”

The doctor held up two fingers, moved his hand from left to right a couple of feet from her face, and observed her eye movement. “Try to follow my fingers with your eyes. How many digits do you see?”

“Two.”

“How about now?”

“Four.”

Next, the doctor probed Carla’s ears with a lighted instrument, before he went to work with his stethoscope.

She felt the cold steel on her chest. “Please, can’t you tell me what happened?”

“What do you remember?”

“Jan was standing by our car . . . it . . . it seemed to catch fire. There was an explosion.”

“Anything else?”

Carla felt her forehead throbbing ease a little. “Everything after that is kind of vague.”

The doctor’s trained eye studied a series of old, thin scars down Carla’s right arm but said nothing. “You suffered some external cuts from shrapnel, all minor really, some bruises and concussion. You’ve been here four days.”

“You . . . you’re serious?”

“You’ve been in and out of consciousness, but mostly semi-comatose.”

Carla had completely lost track of time. She recalled the intensity of the explosion, the terrible crump. She vaguely remembered being dragged away from the blazing car and hearing the endless bleat of ambulance sirens, but after that she’d passed out and everything afterward was ghostly, disjointed. “Where’s Jan? Is he safe . . . ?” Her throat felt dry, hoarse.

The doctor finished his examination, scribbled on the chart, and hung it on the end of the bed. It was as if he hadn’t heard the question, or deliberately ignored it.

“Over the next few days we’ll want to make certain you suffered no permanent damage. If not, we’ll release you. The good news is that your scans show no internal signs of injury.”

“I . . . I’m pregnant.”

“We know. We contacted your doctor. You had a letter from him in your purse.”

“Will my baby be okay?”

“So far everything still looks all right, Carla. But we’ll talk again. Right now, there’s someone who’s anxious to see you.”

• • •

The door opened again after the doctor and nurse left and her grandmother came in.

School friends of Carla’s used to call Baize Joran the last of the hippies—she’d been to Woodstock, and wore those old colorful kaftans if the mood took her, or sometimes a diamond stud in her nose.

For a woman touching seventy-three who smoked a half pack of herbal cigarettes a day, rarely exercised beyond a touch of light housework, and was no stranger to a bottle of wine, she usually looked terrific.

Today, Baize looked burnt-out, as if she hadn’t slept in a week. Her gray hair looked even wilder than usual, and she wore no makeup. Her face was the color of ashes, her eyes raw from crying.

She flung her arms around Carla and squeezed tightly, and neither of them seemed able to let go, Carla drowning in the familiar scented haze of Baize—Elizabeth Arden perfume and the faint aroma of herbal cigarettes.

“Where’s Jan?”

Her grandmother’s desperate look said it all as she stepped back, still clutching her hand. “He didn’t make it, Carla. I . . . I’m so sorry.”

Carla looked away, and found it difficult to breathe. The reality punched her like a gunshot, carrying with it a tide of grief and disbelief. But not anger, not yet. That would come later. “Oh, dear God.”

Baize gripped both her hands.

“I’m here for you, Carla, I’m right here, sweetheart. I haven’t moved from outside your room since they brought you here.”

Carla found it difficult to breathe, her chest tight, and suddenly whatever strength she had in her body seemed to bleed out of her. She had lost the one man she had truly loved, who mattered most in her life. Her heart felt as if it were falling into a bottomless chasm.

Baize held on to her hands, said gently, “Do you feel like talking, Carla?”

“I don’t know how I feel.” She wanted to cry but somehow she couldn’t; it was as if her mind were in a deep freeze.

“I just wish Dan was still here. We could do with someone like him to help us through this. He was always so capable, so strong. I feel so helpless.”

“Tell . . . tell me about Jan.”

Baize took a paper tissue from her sleeve, dabbed her eyes. “They tried hard to save him. It seems that he took most of the force of the blast. He lasted about an hour in ER. It’s all so unreal. I still can’t believe it.”

Carla stared back at her grandmother, speechless. Jan dead. He died and she lived.

“Honey, why didn’t you tell me about the baby?”

“We . . . we’d just found out.” Racked by anguish, Carla felt hysterical, in the grip of a sudden uncontrollable urge. She went to raise herself from the bed. “I want to see Jan. I want to see him right now. Tell them to take me to the mortuary.”

Baize stopped her. “The funeral was yesterday morning, Carla.”

“Jan’s been buried?”

“Paul thought it better for the service to go ahead. He thought it better to bury his brother. We didn’t know when you’d come round.”

Carla made a fist of her hand, put it to her mouth, her eyes wet again. Every part of her body shrieked with grief. She didn’t even get the chance to say goodbye.

Baize’s grip tightened. “So many people attended the service. Paul’s devastated. He wanted me to call him as soon as you came round.”

Carla was overcome, and couldn’t speak.

“It’s not going to be easy in the coming days and months, sweetheart. But you have to stay strong. For your baby’s sake. It’s how Jan would have wanted it.”

“What . . . what do the police say?”

“They interviewed me, but I couldn’t tell them anything, and they’ve made no public statements. But a lot of VIPs attended the concert. The mayor and lots of important foreign dignitaries. The newspapers are saying it may have been a terrorist bomb. That it looks like a case of mistaken identity, and whoever was responsible picked the wrong victim.”

“A bomb?”

“The police wouldn’t confirm or deny it. But it makes some kind of sense. Why would anyone deliberately want to kill Jan?”

Carla looked toward the window, a sickening emptiness in the pit of her stomach. She had been trembling, and now she began to shake violently. She slid down her hand, felt where her baby was growing in her stomach. She should have felt joy, but at that moment she felt nothing, only despair. “I . . . I can’t believe this . . .”

“None of us can, Carla. It’s so senseless.”

The door opened and the doctor with the bandana reappeared. “Mrs. Joran, sorry to intrude but I had a question for Carla.”

He came over and took hold of Carla’s right arm, his fingertips touching the series of thin, faintly raised scars down her arm. “When did this injury happen?”

Baize replied, “A long time ago. When Carla was eleven. Why, is anything the matter?”

“Just professional curiosity. I worked in microsurgery for a time. What happened exactly?”

Baize hesitated. “An . . . an accident. Carla cut her arm badly on a broken window pane.”

The doctor let go of Carla’s arm, gave a brief smile. “It’s excellent work. The surgeon did a good job.”

He moved back toward the door. “I’m sorry for interrupting. But we’ve got some more tests to do, so we’ll need more time with your granddaughter, Mrs. Joran.” His eyes met Carla’s. “You know about Jan . . . ?”

“Yes.” Carla felt the branding iron pain again.

“I always prefer that a patient has a little time to recover before they have to be told news. That isn’t always possible. We did everything we could. If it’s any consolation, Jan wouldn’t have felt a thing. He was unconscious when they brought him in, and never regained consciousness. I’m truly sorry.”

Carla said nothing. There was nothing she could say that would have changed anything. She felt fragile. As if there were thin ice beneath her feet and it could crack at any time and plunge her into freezing water.

And then the door closed and the doctor was gone.

• • •

Later that evening, two police detectives from the Midtown North Precinct came to see her.

One was named Soames; he was about fifty, with expensive white teeth.

The second detective, Reilly, had thick, wild red hair, with muscular arms, mid-thirties.

They asked about Jan’s work, if he had any enemies, if he owed anyone money, had any connections to organized crime, or to a terrorist group, or knew anyone who did.

It seemed absurd to ask such questions of Jan, but the detectives wanted to know everything. They were very thorough men, probing her gently and tactfully, taking notes, but they seemed confused about a motive for the blast.

“Was it a bomb?”

“Yes, it was, ma’am. A pipe bomb under your Volvo.”

“How did it get there?”

“We’ve no idea yet. It could have been placed there deliberately or it could have been meant for another vehicle and rolled under your car by accident. We can’t tell yet how it was detonated until we find more evidence.”

“My grandmother said the newspapers are claiming it was a case of mistaken identity.”

White Teeth, the older of the two detectives, spread his hands. “That’s really the only sensible answer we can come up with right now. There was over a hundred and fifty VIPs and dignitaries at the concert that night. Any one of them might have been a target.”

“Don’t you have any clues?”

Red Hair ran a hand though his Celtic mop. “Not really, Mrs. Lane. We’ve a lot of backgrounds to check. This is going to take time. We’ll likely need to talk with you some more. We’d also appreciate it if you inform us if you need to leave the state or the country for any reason.”

“Why?”

“Ma’am, until we know the reason for your husband’s death, and what we’re dealing with here, I’d like to know you’re safe. So if you get any suspicious calls, or you feel in any kind of danger, you call us at once.”

They finally left, leaving her their cards, and then Carla was alone.

She felt exhausted, every part of her racked by a powerful fatigue as if her senses were shutting down; the body’s way of handling the stress and aftershock.

She looked at her hands—they were numbly folding and unfolding the corners of her blanket.

Survival was the thing, she knew. She had to get through these days, for her baby’s sake. She would do whatever she had to.

Just before midnight a nurse came and took her blood pressure and gave her a mild sedative. She closed her eyes after that, her mind lingering in that place where a flimsy curtain hangs between reality and dreams.

As she lay there, on the edge of sleep, a mad, disjointed film clattered behind her closed eyes.

The parking lot near Carnegie Hall, a smiling Jan coming toward her, the explosion, a burst of white, celestial light; the faces of a small, emaciated boy staring up at her with huge sad eyes; a woman’s frail hand, outstretched toward her. A bright lightbulb swinging in a dark room. A fluttering of snowflakes falling on woods on a cold winter’s night.

The images floated ghostlike, as if in some distant world.

Aware that she was sobbing, she drew up her legs, her hands between her knees in the fetal position, like a child seeking the comfort of its mother’s womb, until at last sleep claimed her with its velvet embrace.
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PHOENIX, ARIZONA


Sunrise.

Orange rays splaying their fingers of light across the parched desert.

The man was still awake, lounging on the couch, watching the TV screen with a blank stare.

He hadn’t slept all night and the glass in his hand was empty of Scotch. He scratched his unshaven jaw, stood, and checked the bottle.

A dribble remained.

He ran a hand though his hair. The cable TV was showing The Three Stooges. He stood there, watching the screen with sunken red eyes.

Larry hitting Moe on the head with a baseball bat and then Moe chasing Larry around in circles. He’d watched those reruns so many times as a kid and always laughed out loud at that scene. He wasn’t laughing now.

Upstairs, his wife and daughters slept. Their photographs adorned the shelves. The girls aged nine and twelve. His wife, all-American, blond, beautiful. The family photos on the walls, the ranch, the art pieces scattered about the house, all attested to his perfect life.

The ranch was on five acres in a desirable subdivision, with his studio on the side. Never a hint of trouble in his life in the last twenty years.

And now this.

He swallowed the last dribble of Scotch, and tossed the bottle on the couch.

He felt drunk.

He wanted to feel even more drunk.

To forget.

There had to be something else to drink. Vodka? Wine? Windex? Scope mouthwash as a last resort.

He could have slept, given in to exhaustion and rested his tortured mind, but he knew he wanted to wallow, to feel his pain. Like a man on top of a burning building who had a rope thrown to him from a rescue helicopter, he didn’t want that rope, not just yet: Give me a moment here, okay? Let me feel the searing agony.

He padded into the kitchen, like a sleepwalker. The suitcases were still in the corner, and looking at them made the memories crowd in on him again. He searched among the cupboards.

No alcohol.

He swore.

He needed fresh air.

He lurched toward the patio door, slid it open, the sun already warming his skin. Not branding-iron hot yet, but give it a few hours.

The rich red Arizona soil stretched to distant hills. He took a deep breath and stood there looking out at the desert sunrise, as they had often stood as kids, and felt his memories attack him. He wanted to cry. But he’d cried so much these last few days he had no tears left.

Then something odd clicked in the back of his mind.

The dog.

The dog hadn’t barked.

The dog hadn’t come to greet him.

The dog always barked and greeted him with a wagging tail when he came out in the morning.

Colleen’s kennel was around the side of the house.

He’d made sure to leave enough food and water for while they were away. Now that he thought about it, he hadn’t seen or heard Colleen when they got home last night. He’d been too distracted to take any notice. The dog often wandered off into the desert alone.

He stepped out into the yard.

Taking a deep breath of air into his lungs he stretched his arms again.

That’s when he saw the black clump about fifty yards from the back of the house.

His heart beating faster, he walked out, and saw the dog lying on her side.

Colleen’s mouth was open, her tongue hanging out.

A crimson gash stained the soil around the dog’s neck where its throat had been cut.

The man recoiled, stumbling to the ground, and threw up.

He wiped his mouth and pushed himself up.

Suddenly he felt stone-cold sober.

And close to tears again.

He didn’t want his wife and daughters to see the dog. Didn’t want them to know. He looked out at the desert.

Nothing.

A few neighbors’ houses nearby, but no sign of life. Not even a whisper of wind.

Frantically, he kicked over the crimson with sandy soil until the red Arizona earth covered the blood.

Then he ran to the garage to fetch the shovel.
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NEW YORK


The sun was struggling that day, angry white waves clawing the Long Island shoreline.

Not like the kind of days when she and Jan would swim in the sea.

Baize pulled up in the driveway and switched off the engine.

Carla looked at the yellow painted door among the row of neat detached houses overlooking the gray Atlantic.

Once, the house had offered everything she and Jan wanted: peace, comfort, the sea, a place to start a family. Now it looked empty, the curtains drawn. Jan’s favorite rocking chair abandoned on the porch, next to hers.

Baize touched her arm as Carla went to climb out. “You don’t have to do this, you know. Let me come with you?”

“I’d prefer to go in alone.”

“Carla . . .”

“Please. I want to stay here tonight.”

“You really think that’s such a good idea?”

“Maybe not, but I have to.”

Baize sighed. “Okay, just let me drive over to my place and grab a change of clothes and some toiletries.”

Carla opened the car door.

“Give me a little while, okay? There are some things I need to do.”

• • •

She put the key in the yellow door. The wood creaked as she moved inside.

Home. Not that Carla could call it home anymore, not with Jan gone, but right now it was where she had to be.

The hallway was cluttered with mail. Mostly letters addressed to Mr. and Mrs. Jan Lane. She placed them on the hall table. Glancing back, she saw Baize start the car, then roll down the window and light a herbal cigarette.

Baize waved.

She waved back, and the car drove away.

In the front room, the big old Zeiss telescope on its tripod still pointed seaward. She recalled the first day she and Jan were shown the house, by a little old real estate lady named Myrtle, in her eighties and long past retirement, and who wore a hearing aid and kept reminding them, “Just remember, I’m not completely deaf, so don’t be afraid to make me an offer.”

She recalled the first time they made love here.

And the last.

Now Jan was gone. She simply couldn’t believe it, or the manner of his death—there was no logic to it.

But she still sensed him, in this house.

Her hand went down to touch her pregnant stomach, as if to reassure herself. That morning when she woke she felt a touch of nausea, but the doctor told her nausea and fatigue were to be expected in pregnancy.

She walked through every room, taking in the smells. In the bedroom, the big walnut bed was made up with white cotton sheets. She pulled back the curtains and sunlight drenched the room.

She remembered summer mornings when she and Jan would run out into the waves together, giggling and laughing like kids.

She felt that nothing could ease her anguish. She would never hear Jan’s voice or laughter again, never see him.

She felt so desolate that a part of her felt like walking down to the sea, and pushing out into the white waves, and not coming back.

For no reason she could fathom she crossed to the closet, removed all of Jan’s clothes, and flung them on the bed.

A frightening surge of anger raged through her, and it felt molten hot. She was furious at Jan being taken away from her, furious at losing him just when their life together was beginning.

Tears racked her, and she flailed her fists on the bed and tore at the clothes, until all her strength was gone and she lay there, feeling completely broken, and her eyes were red and dry.

• • •

“If it’s any consolation, I felt the same way after your grandfather died.”

“Tell me.”

“The day they called me and told me his helicopter was shot down on a training exercise, that there was no hope, I was devastated. It felt as if my entire world had ended.”

They sat in the rockers on the porch, Baize touching Carla’s arm.

“You were in school. I took all Dan’s clothes out of the closets, piled them high, and lay on top of them, sobbing my eyes out. It was as if I was trying to will him back.”

Carla always wished she’d known her grandfather better. An army colonel, he’d died when she was sixteen. “Did you have dreams, too?”

Baize laughed. “Dreams? It was like your grandma was on crack, sweetie.”

“Troubled dreams?”

“You bet. They came at me like a bayonet charge.”

“Tell me.”

“I guess it was because we’d been so close all our lives. Dan and I were high school sweethearts. It didn’t matter that we were complete opposites. He was set on a military career, but me, I was something of a wild child. He used to jokingly call me his Yoko Ono.” Baize looked across. “Why, are you having dreams?”

“More like nightmares.”

“Have you been taking any medication?”

“Only folic acid for the baby. And your herbal sleeping pills at night to relax me.”

“Tell me about the nightmares.”

“It’s like a film playing over and over in my head.”

“What sort of film?”

Carla considered. “I see Jan’s death. The explosion. A white light. But other images are mixed in with them. Images I’ve been seeing for a while now. Months maybe.”

“What kind of images?”

“Strange ones. Bizarre, I guess.”

“Describe the images, Carla.”

“A woman with her hand outstretched is reaching toward me. A frail little boy stares up at me, as if he’s pleading for something. I see a swinging lightbulb in a darkened room. I see snowflakes falling at night. It’s so real, I can almost feel their coldness.”

Baize looked concerned. “These people, the woman and the boy.”

“What about them?”

“Could . . . could you see their faces?”

“No. I try to focus on the images, to make sense of it all, but I can’t. Why?”

“But the images disturb you?”

Carla looked at her. “Of course. And they seem to be getting more frequent. I’ve had them on and off now for months. They’re even more intense since Jan died.”

“Did you ever tell Jan?”

“I meant to that day in the restaurant but I never got the chance. Why?”

Baize bit her lower lip. “I think there’s someone you ought to see, Carla.”

“Who?”

“Dr. Raymond Leon.”

“That nice man, your therapist friend?”

“Yes.”

“Why do you think that?”

“Because he helped me. And I think he can help you with the nightmares. I don’t want you being troubled, especially not when you’re pregnant. I’ll make an appointment.”

“For when?”

“Tomorrow if he can fit you in. Will you do that for me, please? It’ll make me feel better knowing you’re talking to someone.”

“Not tomorrow.”

“Why not?”

“There’s something I want to do in memory of Jan. And someone I need to see.”

• • •

That evening she booked the flight to Phoenix.

A Delta early bird leaving the next morning at seven.
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