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   In memory of

Steven Z. Miller 

   To those of us fortunate enough to have been his friend—

We try to be thankful for the time we had,

But it’s so damn hard 

   And to Steve’s family, especially Jesse, Maya T, and Nico—

When we’re strong enough, we will talk about your father

Because he was the best man we’ve ever known
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Prologue



   
    YOU NEVER MEANT to kill him.

   Your name is Matt Hunter. You are twenty years old. You grew up in an upper-middle-class suburb in northern New Jersey, not far from Manhattan. You live on the poorer side of town, but it’s a pretty wealthy town. Your parents work hard and love you unconditionally. You are a middle child. You have an older brother whom you worship, and a younger sister whom you tolerate.

   Like every kid in your town, you grow up worrying about your future and what college you will get into. You work hard enough and get good, if not spectacular, grades. Your average is an A minus. You don’t make the top ten percent but you’re close. You have decent extracurricular activities, including a stint as treasurer of the school. You are a letterman for both the football and basketball team—good enough to play Division III but not for a financial scholarship. You are a bit of a wiseass and naturally charming. In terms of popularity, you hover right below the top echelon. When you take your SATs, your high scores surprise your guidance counselor.

   You shoot for the Ivy Leagues, but they are just a little out of your reach. Harvard and Yale reject you outright. Penn and Columbia waitlist you. You end up going to Bowdoin, a small elite college in Brunswick, Maine. You love it there. The class sizes are small. You make friends. You don’t have a steady girlfriend, but you probably don’t want one anyway. In your sophomore year, you start on the varsity football team as a defensive back. You play JV basketball right off the bat, and now that the senior point guard has graduated, you have a serious chance of getting valuable minutes.

   
   
   It is then, heading back to campus between the first and second semester of your junior year, that you kill someone.

   You have a wonderfully hectic holiday break with your family, but basketball practice beckons. You kiss your mother and father good-bye and drive back to campus with your best friend and roommate, Duff. Duff is from Westchester, New York. He is squat with thick legs. He plays right tackle on the football team and sits the bench for basketball. He is the biggest drinker on campus—Duff never loses a chugging contest.

   You drive.

   Duff wants to stop at UMass in Amherst, Massachusetts, on the way up. A high school buddy of his is a member of a wild frat there. They are having a huge party.

   You’re not enthusiastic, but you’re no party pooper. You are more comfortable with smaller gatherings where you pretty much know everyone. Bowdoin has about 1,600 students. UMass has nearly 40,000. It is early January and freezing cold. There is snow on the ground. You see your breath as you walk into the frat house.

   You and Duff throw your coats on the pile. You will think about that a lot over the years, that casual toss of the coats. If you’d kept the coat on, if you’d left it in the car, if you’d put it anyplace else . . .

   But none of that happened.

   The party is okay. It is wild, yes, but it feels to you like a forced wild. Duff’s friend wants you both to spend the night in his room. You agree. You drink a fair amount—this is a college party, after all—though not nearly as much as Duff. The party winds down. At some point you both go to get your coats. Duff is holding his beer. He picks up his coat and swings it over his shoulder.

   That is when some of his beer spills.

   Not a lot. Just a splash. But it’s enough.

   The beer lands on a red Windbreaker. That’s one of the things you remember. It was freezing cold outside, in the teens, and yet someone was wearing just a Windbreaker. The other thing you will never shake from your mind is that a Windbreaker is waterproof. The spilled beer, little as it was, would not harm the coat. It would not stain. It could so easily be rinsed away.

   But someone yells, “Hey!”

   
   
   He, the owner of the red Windbreaker, is a big guy but not huge. Duff shrugs. He does not apologize. The guy, Mr. Red Windbreaker, gets in Duff’s face. This is a mistake. You know that Duff is a great fighter with a short fuse. Every school has a Duff—the guy you can never imagine losing a fight.

   That’s the problem, of course. Every school has a Duff. And once in a while your Duff runs into their Duff.

   You try to end it right there, try to laugh it off, but you have two serious beer-marinated headcases with reddening faces and tightening fists. A challenge is issued. You don’t remember who made it. You all step outside into the frigid night, and you realize that you are in a heap of trouble.

   The big guy with the red Windbreaker has friends with him.

   Eight or nine of them. You and Duff are alone. You look for Duff’s high school friend—Mark or Mike or something—but he is nowhere to be found.

   The fight begins quickly.

   Duff lowers his head bull-like and charges Red Windbreaker. Red Windbreaker steps to the side and catches Duff in a headlock. He punches Duff in the nose. Still holding Duff in the headlock, he punches him again. Then again. And again.

   Duff’s head is down. He is swinging wildly and with no effect. It is somewhere around the seventh or eighth punch that Duff stops swinging. Red Windbreaker’s friends start cheering. Duff’s arms drop to his sides.

   You want to stop it, but you are not sure how. Red Windbreaker is going about his work methodically, taking his time with his punches, using big windups. His buddies are cheering him on now. They ooh and ahh with each splat.

   You are terrified.

   Your friend is taking a beating, but you are mostly worried about yourself. That shames you. You want to do something, but you are afraid, seriously afraid. You can’t move. Your legs feel like rubber. Your arms tingle. And you hate yourself for that.

   Red Windbreaker throws another punch straight into Duff’s face. He releases the headlock. Duff drops to the ground like a bag of laundry. Red Windbreaker kicks Duff in the ribs.

   
   
   You are the worst sort of friend. You are too scared to help. You will never forget that feeling. Cowardice. It is worse than a beating, you think. Your silence. This awful feeling of dishonor.

   Another kick. Duff grunts and rolls onto his back. His face is streaked with crimson red. You will learn later that his injuries were minor. Duff will have two black eyes and numerous bruises. That will be about it. But right now he looks bad. You know that he would never stand by and let you take a beating like this.

   You can stand it no longer.

   You jump out of the crowd.

   All heads turn toward you. For a moment nobody moves. Nobody speaks. Red Windbreaker is breathing hard. You see his breath in the cold. You are shaking. You try to sound rational. Hey, you say, he’s had enough. You spread your arms. You try the charming smile. He’s lost the fight, you say. It’s over. You’ve won, you tell Red Windbreaker.

   Someone jumps you from behind. Arms snake around you, wrapping you in a bear hug.

   You are trapped.

   Red Windbreaker comes at you now. Your heart is beating against your chest like a bird in too small a cage. You reel your head back. Your skull crashes into someone’s nose. Red Windbreaker is closer now. You duck out of the way. Someone else comes out of the crowd. He has blond hair, his complexion ruddy. You figure that he is another one of Red Windbreaker’s pals.

   His name is Stephen McGrath.

   He reaches for you. You buck away like a fish on a hook. More are coming at you. You panic. Stephen McGrath puts his hands on your shoulders. You try to break free. You spin frantically.

   That is when you reach out and grab his neck.

   Did you lunge at him? Did he pull you or did you push him? You don’t know. Did one of you lose your footing on the sidewalk? Was the ice to blame? You will flash back to this moment countless times, but the answer will never be clear.

   Either way, you both fall.

   Both of your hands are still on his neck. On his throat. You don’t let go.

   
   
   You land with a thud. The back of Stephen McGrath’s skull hits the sidewalk curb. There is a sound, an awful hell-spawned crack, something wet and too hollow and unlike anything you have heard before.

   The sound marks the end of life as you know it.

   You will always remember it. That awful sound. It will never leave you.

   Everything stops. You stare down. Stephen McGrath’s eyes are open and unblinking. But you know already. You know by the way his body went suddenly slack. You know by that awful hell-spawned crack.

   People scatter. You do not move. You do not move for a very long time.

   It happens fast then. Campus security arrives. Then the police. You tell them what happened. Your parents hire a hotshot lawyer from New York City. She tells you to plead self-defense. You do.

   And you keep hearing that awful sound.

   The prosecutor scoffs. Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, he says, the defendant happened to slip with his hands wrapped around Stephen McGrath’s throat? Does he really expect us to believe that?

   The trial does not go well.

   Nothing matters to you. You once cared about grades and playing time. How pathetic. Friends, girls, pecking order, parties, getting ahead, all that stuff. They are vapors. They have been replaced by the awful sound of that skull cracking against stone.

   At the trial, you hear your parents cry, yes, but it is the faces of Sonya and Clark McGrath, the victim’s parents, that will haunt you. Sonya McGrath glares at you throughout the proceedings. She dares you to meet her eye.

   You can’t.

   You try to hear the jury announce the verdict, but those other sounds get in the way. The sounds never cease, never let up, even when the judge looks down sternly and sentences you. The press is watching. You will not be sent to a soft white-boy country-club prison. Not now. Not during an election year.

   Your mother faints. Your father tries to be strong. Your sister runs out of the courtroom. Your brother, Bernie, stands frozen.

   You are put in handcuffs and taken away. Your upbringing does little to prepare you for what lies ahead. You have watched TV and have heard all the tales of prison rape. That does not happen—no sexual assault—but you are beaten with fists during your first week. You make the mistake of identifying who did it. You get beaten twice more and spend three weeks in the infirmary. Years later, you will still sometimes find blood in your urine, a souvenir from a blow to the kidney.

   You live in constant fear. When you are let back into the general population, you learn that the only way you can survive is to join a bizarre offshoot of the Aryan Nation. They do not have big ideas or a grandiose vision of what America should be like. They pretty much just love to hate.

   Six months into your incarceration your father dies of a heart attack. You know that it’s your fault. You want to cry, but you can’t.

   You spend four years in prison. Four years—the same amount of time most students spend in college. You are just shy of your twenty-fifth birthday. They say you’ve changed, but you’re not really sure.

   When you walk out, you step tentatively. As if the ground below your feet might give. As if the earth might simply cave in on you at any time.

   In some ways you will always walk like that.

   Your brother, Bernie, is at the gate to meet you. Bernie just got married. His wife, Marsha, is pregnant with their first child. He puts his arms around you. You can almost feel the last four years shed away. Your brother makes a joke. You laugh, really laugh, for the first time in so long.

   You were wrong before—your life did not end on that cold night in Amherst. Your brother will help you find normalcy. You will even meet a beautiful woman down the road. Her name is Olivia. She will make you enormously happy.

   You will marry her.

   One day—nine years after you walk through those gates—you will learn that your beautiful wife is pregnant. You decide to buy camera phones to stay in constant touch. While you’re at work, that phone rings.

   Your name is Matt Hunter. The phone rings a second time. And then you answer it. . . .




NINE YEARS LATER






Chapter 1



   RENO, NEVADA

APRIL 18

   
    THE DOORBELL JANGLED Kimmy Dale out of her dreamless sleep.

   She stirred in her bed, groaned, checked the digital clock next to her bed.

   11:47 A.M.

   Despite it being solidly midday, the trailer remained night-dark. That was how Kimmy liked it. She worked nights and was a light sleeper. Back in her Vegas headlining days it had taken years of testing shades, blinds, curtains, shutters, sleeping blindfolds, before she found a combination that could truly keep the branding-iron Nevada sun from niggling at her slumber. The Reno rays were less relentless, but they still searched and exploited even the smallest sliver.

   Kimmy sat up in her king-size bed. The television, a no-name model she’d bought used when a local motel finally decided to upgrade, was still on with the volume off. The images floated ghostly in some distant world. She slept alone right now, but that was a condition in constant flux. There was a time when each visitor, each prospective mate, brought hope with them to this bed, brought a this-could-be-the-one optimism that, in hindsight, Kimmy realized, bordered on the delusional.

   There was no such hope anymore.

   She rose slowly. The swelling on her chest from her most recent cosmetic surgery ached with the movement. It was her third procedure in the area, and she wasn’t a kid anymore. She hadn’t wanted to do it, but Chally, who thought he had an eye for such things, had insisted. Her tips were getting low. Her popularity was waning. So she agreed. But the skin in that area had become too stretched out from past surgical abuse. When Kimmy lay on her back, the damn things fell to the side and looked like fish eyes.

   The doorbell rang again.

   Kimmy looked down at her ebony legs. Thirty-five years old, never had a baby, but the varicose veins were growing like feeding worms. Too many years on her feet. Chally would want those worked on too. She was still in shape, still had a pretty great figure and terrific ass, but hey, thirty-five is not eighteen. There was some cellulite. And those veins. Like a damn relief map.

   She stuck a cigarette in her mouth. The book of matches came from her current place of employment, a strip joint called the Eager Beaver. She had once been a headliner in Vegas, going by the stage name Black Magic. She did not long for those days. She did not, in truth, long for any days.

   Kimmy Dale threw on a robe and opened her bedroom door. The front room had no such sun protection. The glare assaulted her. She shielded her eyes and blinked. Kimmy did not have a lot of visitors—she never tricked at home—and figured that it was probably a Jehovah’s Witness. Unlike pretty much everybody else in the free world, Kimmy did not mind their periodic intrusions. She always invited the religiously rapt into her home and listened carefully, envious that they had found something, wishing she could fall for their line of bull. As with the men in her life, she hoped that this one would be different, that this one would be able to convince her and she’d be able to buy into it.

   She opened the door without asking who it was.

   “Are you Kimmy Dale?”

   The girl at the door was young. Eighteen, twenty, something like that. Nope, not a Jehovah’s Witness. Didn’t have that scooped-out-brain smile. For a moment Kimmy wondered if she was one of Chally’s recruits, but that wasn’t it. The girl wasn’t ugly or anything, but she wasn’t for Chally. Chally liked flash and glitter.

   “Who are you?” Kimmy asked.

   “That’s not important.”

   “Excuse me?”

   
   
   The girl lowered her eyes and bit on her lower lip. Kimmy saw something distantly familiar in the gesture and felt a small ripple in her chest.

   The girl said, “You knew my mother.”

   Kimmy fiddled with the cigarette. “I know lots of mothers.”

   “My mother,” the girl said, “was Candace Potter.”

   Kimmy winced when she said that. It was north of ninety degrees, but she suddenly tightened her robe.

   “Can I come in?”

   Did Kimmy say yes? She couldn’t say. She stepped to the side, and the girl pushed her way past.

   Kimmy said, “I don’t understand.”

   “Candace Potter was my mother. She put me up for adoption the day I was born.”

   Kimmy tried to keep her bearings. She closed the trailer door. “You want something to drink?”

   “No, thank you.”

   The two women looked at each other. Kimmy crossed her arms.

   “Not sure what you want here,” she said.

   The girl spoke as if she’d been rehearsing. “Two years ago I learned that I was adopted. I love my adopted family, so I don’t want you to get the wrong idea. I have two sisters and wonderful parents. They’ve been very good to me. This isn’t about them. It’s just that . . . when you find out something like this, you need to know.”

   Kimmy nodded, though she wasn’t sure why.

   “So I started digging for information. It wasn’t easy. But there are groups who help adopted kids find their birth parents.”

   Kimmy plucked the cigarette out of her mouth. Her hand was shaking. “But you know that Candi—I mean, your mother—Candace . . .”

   “. . . is dead. Yes, I know. She was murdered. I found out last week.”

   Kimmy’s legs started to feel a little rubbery. She sat. Memories rushed back in and they stung.

   Candace Potter. Known as “Candi Cane” in the clubs.

   “What do you want from me?” Kimmy asked.

   “I spoke to the officer who investigated her murder. His name is Max Darrow. Do you remember him?”

   
   
   Oh, yes, she remembered good ol’ Max. Knew him even before the murder. At first Detective Max Darrow had barely gone through the motions. Talk about low priority. Dead stripper, no family. Another dying cactus on the landscape, that was all Candi was to Darrow. Kimmy had gotten involved, traded favors for favors. Way of the world.

   “Yeah,” Kimmy said, “I remember him.”

   “He’s retired now. Max Darrow, I mean. He says they know who killed her, but they don’t know where he is.”

   Kimmy felt the tears coming to her eyes. “It was a long time ago.”

   “You and my mom were friends?”

   Kimmy managed to nod. She still remembered it all, of course. Candi had been more than a friend to her. In this life you don’t find too many people you can truly count on. Candi had been one—maybe the only one since Mama died when Kimmy was twelve. They had been inseparable, Kimmy and this white chick, sometimes calling themselves, professionally at least, Pic and Sayers from the old movie Brian’s Song. And then, like in the movie, the white friend died.

   “Was she a prostitute?” the girl asked.

   Kimmy shook her head and told a lie that felt like truth. “Never.”

   “But she stripped.”

   Kimmy said nothing.

   “I’m not judging her.”

   “What do you want then?”

   “I want to know about my mother.”

   “It doesn’t make any difference now.”

   “It does to me.”

   Kimmy remembered when she first heard the news. She’d been onstage out near Tahoe doing a slow number for the lunch crowd, the biggest group of losers in the history of mankind, men with dirt on their boots and holes in their hearts that staring at naked women only made bigger. She hadn’t seen Candi for three days running, but then again Kimmy had been on the road. Up there, on that stage, that was where she first overheard the rumors. She knew something bad had gone down. She’d just prayed it hadn’t involved Candi.

   But it had.

   
   
   “Your mother had a hard life,” Kimmy said.

   The girl sat rapt.

   “Candi thought we’d find a way out, you know? At first she figured it’d be a guy at the club. They’d find us and take us away, but that’s crap. Some of the girls try that. It never works. The guy wants some fantasy, not you. Your mother learned that pretty quick. She was a dreamer but with a purpose.”

   Kimmy stopped, looked off.

   “And?” the girl prompted.

   “And then that bastard squashed her like she was a bug.”

   The girl shifted in her chair. “Detective Darrow said his name was Clyde Rangor?”

   Kimmy nodded.

   “He also mentioned a woman named Emma Lemay? Wasn’t she his partner?”

   “In some things, yeah. But I don’t know the details.”

   Kimmy did not cry when she first heard the news. She was beyond that. But she had come forward. She risked everything, telling that damn Darrow what she knew.

   Thing is, you don’t take too many stands in this life. But Kimmy would not betray Candi, even then, even when it was too late to help. Because when Candi died, so did the best parts of Kimmy.

   So she talked to the cops, especially Max Darrow. Whoever did this—and yeah, she was sure it was Clyde and Emma—could hurt her or kill her, but she wouldn’t back down.

   In the end, Clyde and Emma had not confronted her. They ran instead.

   That was ten years ago now.

   The girl asked, “Did you know about me?”

   Kimmy nodded slowly. “Your mother told me—but only once. It hurt her too much to talk about it. You have to understand. Candi was young when it happened. Fifteen, sixteen years old. They took you away the moment you popped out. She never even knew if you were a boy or girl.”

   The silence hung heavy. Kimmy wished that the girl would leave.

   “What do you think happened to him? Clyde Rangor, I mean.”

   
   
   “Probably dead,” she said, though Kimmy didn’t believe it. Cockroaches like Clyde don’t die. They just burrow back in and cause more hurt.

   “I want to find him,” the girl said.

   Kimmy looked up at her.

   “I want to find my mother’s killer and bring him to justice. I’m not rich, but I have some money.”

   They were both quiet for a moment. The air felt heavy and sticky. Kimmy wondered how to put this.

   “Can I tell you something?” she began.

   “Of course.”

   “Your mother tried to stand up to it all.”

   “Up to what?”

   Kimmy pressed on. “Most of the girls, they surrender. You see? Your mother never did. She wouldn’t bend. She dreamed. But she could never win.”

   “I don’t understand.”

   “Are you happy, child?”

   “Yes.”

   “You still in school?”

   “I’m starting college.”

   “College,” Kimmy said in a dreamy voice. Then: “You.”

   “What about me?”

   “See, you’re your mother’s win.”

   The girl said nothing.

   “Candi—your mother—wouldn’t want you mixed up in this. Do you understand?”

   “I guess I do.”

   “Hold on a second.” Kimmy opened her drawer. It was there, of course. She didn’t have it out anymore, but the photograph was right on top. She and Candi smiling out at the world. Pic and Sayers. Kimmy looked at her own image and realized that the young girl they’d called Black Magic was a stranger, that Clyde Rangor might as well have pummeled her body into oblivion too.

   “Take this,” she said.

   The girl held the picture as if it were porcelain.

   
   
   “She was beautiful,” the girl whispered.

   “Very.”

   “She looks happy.”

   “She wasn’t. But she would be today.”

   The girl put her chin up. “I don’t know if I can stay away from this.”

   Then maybe, Kimmy thought, you are more like your mother than you know.

   They hugged then, made promises of staying in touch. When the girl was gone, Kimmy got dressed. She drove to the florist and asked for a dozen tulips. Tulips had been Candi’s favorite. She took the four-hour trip to the graveyard and knelt by her friend’s grave. There was no one else around. Kimmy dusted off the tiny headstone. She had paid for the plot and stone herself. No potter’s grave for Candi.

   “Your daughter came by today,” she said out loud.

   There was a slight breeze. Kimmy closed her eyes and listened. She thought that she could hear Candi’s voice, silenced so long, beg her to keep her daughter safe.

   And there, with the hot Nevada sun pounding on her skin, Kimmy promised that she would.

   
   



Chapter 2


   IRVINGTON, NEW JERSEY

JUNE 20

   
    “A CAMERA PHONE,” Matt Hunter muttered with a shake of his head.

   He looked up for divine guidance, but the only thing looking back was an enormous beer bottle.

   The bottle was a familiar sight, one Matt saw every time he stepped out of his sagging two-family with the shedding paint job. With its crown 185 feet in the air, the famed bottle dominated the skyline. Pabst Blue Ribbon used to have a brewery here, but they abandoned it in 1985. Years ago, the bottle had been a glorious water tower with copper-plated steel plates, glossy enamel, and a gold stopper. At night spotlights would illuminate the bottle so that Jerseyites could see it from miles around.

   But no more. Now the color looked beer-bottle brown but it was really rust red. The bottle’s label was long gone. Following its lead, the once-robust neighborhood around it had not so much fallen apart as slowly disintegrated. Nobody had worked in the brewery for twenty years. From the eroding ruins, one would think it would have been much longer.

   Matt stopped on the top step of their stoop. Olivia, the love of his life, did not. The car keys jangled in her hand.

   “I don’t think we should,” he said.

   Olivia did not break stride. “Come on. It’ll be fun.”

   “A phone should be a phone,” Matt said. “A camera should be a camera.”

   “Oh, that’s deep.”

   “One gizmo doing both . . . it’s a perversion.”

   
   
   “Your area of expertise,” Olivia said.

   “Ha, ha. You don’t see the danger?”

   “Er, nope.”

   “A camera and a phone in one”—Matt stopped, searching for how to continue—“it’s, I don’t know, it’s interspecies breeding when you think about it, like one of those B-movie experiments that grows out of control and destroys all in its path.”

   Olivia just stared at him. “You’re so weird.”

   “I’m not sure we should get camera phones, that’s all.”

   She hit the remote and the car doors unlocked. She reached for the door handle. Matt hesitated.

   Olivia looked at him.

   “What?” he asked.

   “If we both had camera phones,” Olivia said, “I could send you nudies when you’re at work.”

   Matt opened the door. “Verizon or Sprint?”

   Olivia gave him a smile that made his chest thrum. “I love you, you know.”

   “I love you too.”

   They were both inside the car. She turned to him. He could see the concern and it almost made him turn away. “It’s going to be okay,” Olivia said. “You know that, right?”

   He nodded and feigned a smile. Olivia wouldn’t buy it, but the effort would count toward something.

   “Olivia?” he said.

   “Yes?”

   “Tell me more about the nudies.”

   She punched his arm.

   But Matt’s unease returned the moment he entered the Sprint store and started hearing about the two-year commitment. The salesman’s smile looked somehow satanic, like the devil in one of those movies where a naïve guy sells his soul. When the salesman whipped out a map of the United States—the “nonroaming” areas, he informed them, were in bright red—Matt started to back away.

   As for Olivia, there was simply no quelling her excitement, but then again his wife had a natural lean toward the enthusiastic. She was one of those rare people who finds joy in things both large and small, one of those traits that demonstrates, certainly in their case, that opposites do attract.

   The salesman kept jabbering. Matt tuned him out, but Olivia gave the man her full attention. She asked a question or two, just out of formality, but the salesman knew that this one was not only hooked, lined, and sinkered but fried up and halfway down the gullet.

   “Let me just get the paperwork ready,” Hades said, slinking away.

   Olivia gripped Matt’s arm, her face beaming. “Isn’t this fun?”

   Matt made a face.

   “What?”

   “Did you really use the word ‘nudie’?”

   She laughed and leaned her head against his shoulder.

   Of course Olivia’s giddiness—and nonstop beaming—was due to much more than the changing of their mobile phone service. Purchasing the camera phones was merely a symbol, a signpost, of what was to come.

   A baby.

   Two days ago, Olivia had taken a home pregnancy test and, in a move Matt found oddly loaded with religious significance, a red cross finally appeared on the white stick. He was stunned silent. They had been trying to have a child for a year—pretty much since they first got married. The stress of continuous failure had turned what had always been a rather spontaneous if not downright magical experience into well-orchestrated chores of temperature taking, calendar markings, prolonged abstinence, concentrated ardor.

   Now that was behind them. It was early, he warned her. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. But Olivia had a glow that could not be denied. Her positive mood was a force, a storm, a tide. Matt had no chance against it.

   That was why they were here.

   Camera phones, Olivia had stressed, would allow the soon-to-be threesome to share family life in a way their parents’ generation could never have envisioned. Thanks to the camera phone, neither of them would miss out on their child’s life-defining or even mundane moments—the first step, the first words, the average play-date, what-have-you.

   
   
   That, at least, was the plan.

   An hour later, when they returned to their half of the two-family home, Olivia gave him a quick kiss and started up the stairs.

   “Hey,” Matt called after her, holding up his new phone and arching an eyebrow. “Want to try out the, uh, video feature?”

   “The video only lasts fifteen seconds.”

   “Fifteen seconds.” He considered that, shrugged, and said, “So we’ll extend foreplay.”

   Olivia understandably groaned.

   They lived in what most would consider a seedy area, in the strangely comforting shadow of the giant beer bottle of Irvington. When he was fresh out of prison, Matt had felt he deserved no better (which worked neatly because he could afford little better) and despite protestations from family, he began renting space nine years ago. Irvington is a tired city with a large African-American population, probably north of eighty percent. Some might reach the obvious conclusion about guilt over what he’d had to be like in prison. Matt knew that such things were never so simple, but he had no better explanation other than he couldn’t yet return to the suburbs. The change would have been too fast, the land equivalent of the bends.

   Either way, this neighborhood—the Shell gas station, the old hardware store, the deli on the corner, the winos on the cracked sidewalk, the cut-throughs to Newark Airport, the tavern hidden near the old Pabst brewery—had become home.

   When Olivia relocated from Virginia, he figured that she’d insist on moving to a better neighborhood. She was used to, he knew, if not better, definitely different. Olivia grew up in the small hick town of Northways, Virginia. When Olivia was a toddler, her mother ran off. Her father raised her alone.

   On the elderly side for a new dad—her father was fifty-one when Olivia was born—Joshua Murray worked hard to make a home for him and his young daughter. Joshua was the town doctor of Northways—a general practitioner who worked on everything from six-year-old Mary Kate Johnson’s appendix to Old Man Riteman’s gout.

   Joshua was, according to Olivia, a kind man, a gentle and wonderful father who doted on his only true relative. There was just the two of them, father and daughter, living in a brick town house off Main Street. Dad’s medical office was attached, on the right side off the driveway. Most days, Olivia would sprint home after school so that she could help out with the patients. She would cheer up scared kids or gab with Cassie, the long-time receptionist/nurse. Cassie was a “sorta nanny” too. If her father was too busy, Cassie cooked dinner and helped Olivia with her homework. For her part, Olivia worshipped her father. Her dream—and yes, she thought now that it sounded hopelessly naïve—had been to become a doctor and work with her father.

   But during Olivia’s senior year of college, everything changed. Her father, the only family Olivia had ever known, died of lung cancer. The news took Olivia’s legs out from under her. The old ambition of going to medical school—following in her father’s footsteps—died with him. Olivia broke off her engagement to her college sweetheart, a premed named Doug, and moved back to the old house in Northways. But living there without her father was too painful. She ended up selling the house and moving to an apartment complex in Charlottesville. She took a job with a computer software company that required a fair amount of travel, which was, in part, how she and Matt rekindled their previously too-brief relationship.

   Irvington, New Jersey, was a far cry from either Northways or Charlottesville, Virginia, but Olivia surprised him. She wanted them to stay in this place, seedy as it was, so that they could save the money for the now-under-contract dream house.

   Three days after they bought the camera phones, Olivia came home and headed straight upstairs. Matt poured a glass of lime-flavored seltzer and grabbed a few of those cigar-shaped pretzels. Five minutes later he followed her. Olivia wasn’t in the bedroom. He checked the small office. She was on the computer. Her back was to him.

   “Olivia?”

   She turned to him and smiled. Matt had always disdained that old cliché about a smile lighting up a room, but Olivia could actually do that—had that whole “turn the world on with her smile” thing going on. Her smile was contagious. It was a startling catalyst, adding color and texture to his life, altering everything in a room.

   “What are you thinking?” Olivia asked him.

   
   
   “That you’re smoking hot.”

   “Even pregnant?”

   “Especially pregnant.”

   Olivia hit a button, and the screen vanished. She stood and gently kissed his cheek. “I have to pack.”

   Olivia was heading to Boston on a business trip.

   “What time is your flight?” he asked.

   “I think I’m going to drive.”

   “Why?”

   “A friend of mine miscarried after a plane ride. I just don’t want to chance it. Oh, and I’m going to see Dr. Haddon tomorrow morning before I go. He wants to reconfirm the test and make sure everything is all right.”

   “You want me to go?”

   She shook her head. “You have work. Come next time, when they do a sonogram.”

   “Okay.”

   Olivia kissed him again, her lips lingering. “Hey,” she whispered. “You happy?”

   He was going to crack a joke, make another double entendre. But he didn’t. He looked straight into those eyes and said, “Very.”

   Olivia moved back, still holding him steady with that smile. “I better pack.”

   Matt watched her walk away. He stayed in the doorway for another moment. There was a lightness in his chest. He was indeed happy, which scared the hell out of him. The good is fragile. You learn that when you kill a boy. You learn that when you spend four years in a maximum-security facility.

   The good is so flimsy, so tenuous, that it can be destroyed with a gentle puff.

   Or the sound of a phone.

    

   Matt was at work when the camera phone vibrated.

   He glanced at the caller ID and saw that it was Olivia. Matt still sat at his old partner desk, the kind where two people face each other, though the other side had been empty for three years now. His brother, Bernie, had bought the desk when Matt got out of prison. Before what the family euphemistically called “the slip,” Bernie had big ideas for the two of them, the Hunter Brothers. He wanted nothing to change now. Matt would put those years behind him. The slip had been a bump in the road, nothing more, and now the Hunter Brothers were back on track.

   Bernie was so convincing that Matt almost started to believe it.

   The brothers shared that desk for six years. They practiced law in this very room—Bernie lucrative corporate while Matt, barred from being a real attorney because he’d been a convicted felon, handled the direct opposite, neither lucrative nor corporate. Bernie’s law partners found the arrangement odd, but privacy was something neither brother craved. They had shared a bedroom for their entire childhood, Bernie on the top bunk, a voice from above in the dark. Both longed for those days again—or at least, Matt did. He was never comfortable alone. He was comfortable with Bernie in the room.

   For six years.

   Matt put both palms on the mahogany top. He should have gotten rid of the desk by now. Bernie’s side had not been touched in three years, but sometimes Matt still looked across and expected to see him.

   The camera phone vibrated again.

   One moment Bernie had it all—a terrific wife, two terrific boys, the big house in the burbs, partnership in a big law firm, good health, loved by everyone—the next his family was throwing dirt on his grave and trying to make sense of what happened. A brain aneurysm, the doctor said. You walk around with it for years and then, bam, it ends your life.

   The phone was on “Vibrate-Ring.” The vibrate ended and the ringer started playing the old TV Batman song, the one with the clever lyrics that basically consisted of going nah-nah-nah for a while and then shouting “Batman!”

   Matt pulled the new camera phone off his belt.

   His finger hovered over the answer button. This was sort of weird. Olivia, despite being in the computer business, was terrible with all things technical. She’d rarely used the phone and when she did, well, she knew Matt was at the office. She’d call him on his landline.

   
   
   Matt pressed down on the answer button, but the message appeared telling him that a photograph was “incoming.” This, too, was curious. For all her initial excitement, Olivia had not yet learned how to use the camera feature.

   His intercom sounded.

   Rolanda—Matt would call her a secretary or assistant but then she’d hurt him—cleared her throat. “Matt?”

   “Yes.”

   “Marsha is on line two.”

   Still looking at the screen, Matt picked up the office phone to talk to his sister-in-law, Bernie’s widow.

   “Hey,” he said.

   “Hey,” Marsha said. “Is Olivia still in Boston?”

   “Yep. In fact, right now, I think she’s sending me a photo on our new cell phone.”

   “Oh.” There was a brief pause. “Are you still coming out today?”

   In another move signaling familyhood, Matt and Olivia were closing on a house not far from Marsha and the boys. The house was located in Livingston, the town where Bernie and Matt grew up.

   Matt had questioned the wisdom of returning. People had long memories. No matter how many years passed, he would always be the subject of whispers and innuendo. On the one hand, Matt was long past caring about that petty stuff. On the other, he worried about Olivia and about his upcoming child. The curse of the father visited upon the son and all that.

   But Olivia understood the risks. This was what she wanted.

   More than that, the somewhat high-strung Marsha had—he wondered what euphemism to use here—issues. There had been a brief breakdown a year after Bernie’s sudden death. Marsha had “gone to rest”—another euphemism—for two weeks while Matt moved in and took care of the boys. Marsha was fine now—that was what everyone said—but Matt still liked the idea of staying close.

   Today was the physical inspection of the new house. “I should be out in a little while. Why, what’s up?”

   “Could you stop by?”

   “Stop by your place?”

   
   
   “Yes.”

   “Sure.”

   “If it’s a bad time . . .”

   “No, of course not.”

   Marsha was a beautiful woman with an oval face that sometimes looked sad-sack, and a nervous upward glance as if making sure the black cloud was in place. That was a physical thing, of course, no more a true reflection on her personality than being short or scarred.

   “Everything all right?” Matt asked.

   “Yeah, I’m fine. It’s no big deal. It’s just . . . Could you take the kids for a couple of hours? I got a school thing and Kyra’s going to be out tonight.”

   “You want me to take them out for dinner?”

   “That would be great. But no McDonald’s, okay?”

   “Chinese?”

   “Perfect,” she said.

   “Cool, I’m there.”

   “Thanks.”

   The image started coming in on the camera phone.

   “I’ll see you later,” he said.

   She said good-bye and hung up.

   Matt turned his attention back to the cell phone. He squinted at the screen. It was tiny. Maybe an inch, no more than two. The sun was bright that day. The curtain was open. The glare made it harder to see. Matt cupped his hand around the tiny display and hunched his body so as to provide shade. It worked somewhat.

   A man appeared on the screen.

   Again it was hard to make out details. He looked in his mid-thirties—Matt’s age—and had really dark hair, almost blue. He wore a red button-down shirt. His hand was up as though waving. He was in a room with white walls and a gray-sky window. The man had a smirk on his face—one of those knowing, I’m-better-than-you smirks. Matt stared at the man. Their eyes met and Matt could have sworn he saw something mocking in them.

   Matt did not know the man.

   He did not know why his wife would take the man’s photograph.

   
   
   The screen went black. Matt did not move. That seashell rush stayed in his ears. He could still hear other sounds—a distant fax machine, low voices, the traffic outside—but it was as though through a filter.

   “Matt?”

   It was Rolanda Garfield, said assistant/secretary. The law firm had not been thrilled when Matt hired her. Rolanda was a tad too “street” for the stuffed shirts at Carter Sturgis. But he’d insisted. She had been one of Matt’s first clients and one of his painfully few victories.

   During his stint in prison, Matt managed to accrue enough credits to get his BA. The law degree came not long after his release. Bernie, a powerhouse at his uber-Newark law firm of Carter Sturgis, figured that he’d be able to convince the bar to make an exception and let his ex-con brother in.

   He had been wrong.

   But Bernie was not easily discouraged. He then persuaded his partners to take Matt in as a “paralegal,” a wonderful all-encompassing term that, for the most part, seemed to mean “scut work.”

   The partners at Carter Sturgis didn’t like it, at first. No surprise, of course. An ex-con at their white-shoe law firm? That simply wouldn’t do. But Bernie appealed to their purported humanity: Matt would be good for public relations. He would show that the firm had heart and believed in second chances, at least in theoretical spin. He was smart. He would be an asset. More to the point, Matt could take on the large bulk of the firm’s pro bono cases, freeing the partners to gouge the deep pockets without the distraction of the underclass.

   The two closers: Matt would work cheap—what choice did he have? And Brother Bernie, a major-league rainmaker, would walk if they didn’t agree.

   The partners considered the scenario: Maybe do good and help yourself? It was the kind of logic upon which charities are built.

   Matt’s eyes stayed on the blank phone screen. His pulse did a little two-step. Who, he wondered, is that guy with the blue-black hair?

   Rolanda put her hands on her hips. “Earth to doofus,” she said.

   “What?” Matt snapped out of it.

   “You okay?”

   
   
   “Me? I’m fine.”

   Rolanda gave him a funny look.

   The camera phone vibrated again. Rolanda stood with her arms crossed. Matt looked back at her. She did not get the hint. She rarely did. The phone vibrated again and then the Batman theme started up.

   “Aren’t you going to answer that?” Rolanda said.

   He glanced down at the phone. The caller ID blinked out his wife’s phone number again.

   “Yo, Batman.”

   “I’m on it,” Matt said.

   His thumb touched on the green send button, lingering there for a moment before it pressed down. The screen lit up anew.

   A video appeared now.

   The technology was improving, but the shaky video display usually had a quality two steps below the Zapruder film. For a second or two, Matt had trouble focusing in on what was happening. The video would not last long, Matt knew. Ten, fifteen seconds tops.

   It was a room. He could see that. The camera panned past a television on a console. There was a painting on the wall—Matt couldn’t tell of what—but the overall impression led him to conclude that it was a hotel room. The camera stopped on the bathroom door.

   And then a woman appeared.

   Her hair was platinum blonde. She wore dark sunglasses and a slinky blue dress. Matt frowned.

   What the hell was this?

   The woman stood for a moment. Matt had the impression she did not know the camera was on her. The lens moved with her. There was a flash of light, sun bursting in through the window, and then everything came back into focus.

   When the woman walked toward the bed, he stopped breathing.

   Matt recognized the walk.

   He also recognized the way she sat on the bed, the tentative smile that followed, the way her chin tilted up, the way she crossed her legs.

   He did not move.

   From across the room he heard Rolanda’s voice, softer now: “Matt?”

   
   
   He ignored her. The camera was put down now, probably on a bureau. It was still aiming at the bed. A man walked toward the platinum blonde. Matt could only see the man’s back. He was wearing a red shirt and had blue-black hair. His approach blocked the view of the woman. And the bed.

   Matt’s eyes started to blur. He blinked them back into focus. The LCD screen on the camera started to darken. The images flickered and disappeared and Matt was left sitting there, Rolanda staring at him curiously, the photographs on his brother’s side of the desk still in place, and he was sure—well, pretty sure, the screen was only an inch or two, right?—that the woman in the strange hotel room, the woman in the slinky dress on the bed, that she was wearing a platinum-blonde wig and that she was really a brunette and that her name was Olivia and she was his wife.
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