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The truth is rarely pure and never simple.

—OSCAR WILDE




Prologue

The woman jolts awake, gasping, heart pounding. Gunshots echo in her head, ones conjured in sleep. She reaches for the other side of the bed, finds it empty. Only an indentation in the sheets, now cold.

She slips out of bed and shrugs on a robe. Pads quietly into the darkened hall, bare feet cold on the wood floor. She peers through the first open door. A boy sleeps soundly, his features barely visible by the light of the moon. On to the next door. A little girl asleep in a rainbow-colored room, a night-light casting a muted glow on her innocent face. Third door now. Twin boys, asleep in twin beds. One has a thumb in his mouth. The other is snuggled up with a tattered stuffed bear.

Faint sound from downstairs draws her onward. Television, the volume low. She glimpses the screen when she’s halfway down the stairs. News, the twenty-four-hour kind. Russia. Election interference. The sort of story her husband can’t stand, always shuts off.

A few steps more and the rest of the room comes into view. The living room, cluttered with plastic toys and board games, mantel full of family pictures. And a figure in the center of the room, bathed in flickering blue light from the television. Perched on the edge of the couch, watching the screen intently. The unnatural light distorts his features. For a moment, he looks like a stranger.

He seems to sense her presence. Turns toward her, and his face breaks into a familiar, comforting smile. He mutes the television. “Another nightmare, sweetheart?” He extends an arm, an invitation to sit beside him.

She doesn’t move, only nods in response to his question.

He stands, aims the remote at the television, and the picture disappears. They’re plunged into darkness. “Let’s go back to bed.”

He walks toward the stairs, toward her, but her eyes haven’t adjusted, and he’s nothing more than a hulking shadow. He lays a hand gently on her back.

She shrinks away from it. “I’m going to stay down here.”

He hesitates, then stoops to kiss her cheek, brushes past her up the stairs. She watches him until he’s gone.

Alone in the darkness, she cinches her robe tighter. Looks into the living room, at the television screen, now black. In her mind she sees that expression on his face. Almost a smile, a twisted one. But it couldn’t be, because it looked nothing like the man she knows, the man she loves.

She tries to convince herself it was just the light. That unnerving blue flicker from the television. They don’t have secrets, not anymore.

Still, a shiver runs through her. She wraps her arms around herself.

What if he’s not who she thinks he is?

How well does she really know him?




Chapter 1

Nighttime’s always been my favorite time to run. I like the stillness. The quiet streets, empty sidewalks. It’s not the safest time to be out, sure. But in running gear, it’s not like I have much to have stolen. And as far as assault: I’m tougher than I look. Trained in defense tactics, able to hold my own. It’s the nonrandom crime that worries me more. But if someone’s coming after me, they’ll find a way to do it, regardless.

The Reflecting Pool’s off to my left, dark and glassy. Mile six of a planned ten, all under seven and a half minutes so far. A solid pace tonight, better than usual. It’s the looming storm that’s spurring me on. We’ve had a week of early spring, unseasonably warm temperatures, the kind that coax buds from bare tree branches, tulip stalks from the soil. But the weather—it can turn on a dime here in the District, and the forecast says we’re due for one last blast of winter. Wind’s already picking up.

I pass the World War II Memorial, start up the incline to the Washington Monument. I’m in my element here. Muscles working, stretching, strengthening. Pushing myself. I’m in a light jacket, running pants that hit mid-calf. My head’s bare, hair pulled back, tied up away from my neck. Eighties rock in my earbuds, but quietly. Soft enough that I’d hear someone approach, that I’m fully aware of my surroundings.

At the top, I catch a glimpse of the White House. Off to my left, glowing bright. Still gives me a thrill to see it, even after years in the city. A constant reminder that I’m close to the highest reaches of power. And where there’s power, there’s a need for what I do.

Past the monument now, heading down the incline, picking up speed. The Capitol dome is ahead, illuminated against the night sky.

A memory fills my mind, just for an instant. Me, in that wood-paneled office, all those years ago. Him, standing up from behind his desk, coming toward me …

Focus, Steph.

It’s that damned case at work that’s doing it, making me think of the past. I force my legs to work harder, push harder, move faster. Listen to the slap of my feet hitting the pavement, the staccato rhythm.

The National Mall stretches out in front of me. A straightaway, a chance to test my speed.

My legs are straining. There’s pain in my knee, but I push through. Not giving up now.

The dome looms large ahead. I see his face in my mind, once again. I can feel his hand on my arm, squeezing tight ….

Faster still, almost a sprint.

I can’t change the past, can’t do anything about him, not without jeopardizing everything that matters. But I can do something about the future. I can stop someone else.

I glance down at my wrist. Five-and-a-half-minute mile. I can feel the smile come to my lips.

I’ve got this. Tomorrow power gets policed.

Four in the afternoon, and Hanson’s already at the bar. I’d never pegged him as a drinker, back at Quantico. Maybe he changed. Or maybe he hid it well.

A bell chimes as I open the door, a tinny ringing echo. The place is a dive, narrow and dark, neon signs on the walls, a couple of pool tables, both in use. Journey’s playing on the sound system. “Don’t Stop Believin’.” I let my eyes adjust for a moment. He’s toward the far end of the bar, a glass in front of him, nearly full.

I walk over, feeling stares, ignoring them. I know I’m a fish out of water here. Black pantsuit, high heels, tailored wool coat. Plenty of bars in D.C. attract that sort of crowd; this isn’t one of them.

“Hey, Hanson.”

He turns. He’s thicker around the middle than last time I saw him, thinner on top. A smile spreads across his face. “Maddox. Well, I’ll be damned.”

He half stands, leans in for an awkward hug. Awkward because we haven’t seen each other in years, and because I can’t think of a time we’d ever hugged. Back at the Academy, he’d probably have greeted me with a slap on the back.

His face colors, like he knows it was the wrong move. Like it dawned on him, too late, that we’re not equals anymore. Not colleagues, not really. Onetime friends.

I avert my eyes from the flush, slip off my coat, slide onto the stool beside him. A bartender walks over almost as soon as I’m sitting.

“What can I get you?” she asks, resting her hands on the bar, leaning forward. There’s a tattoo on the inside of her wrist, a heart wrapped in spiky barbed wire. My eyes travel from that to her face, innocent looking.

“Just water, thanks.”

She walks off, and I turn back to Hanson.

“It’s been too long,” he says, recovered now.

“Long time indeed.”

“I heard you were at headquarters, but our paths haven’t crossed.”

“Till now.”

“First in our class to reach the big leagues, huh?” He lifts his glass, takes a long sip, his eyes on me the whole time.

“Guess you could say that.”

A handful of classmates are supervisory special agents, like Hanson. But I’m the first to advance beyond that. Chief of a division at headquarters, albeit a small one. Internal Investigations Section.

The bartender sets down a glass of water, wordless, and moves off.

“How’ve you been?” Hanson asks.

I take a sip of my water, then place the glass back on the bar, carefully. I turn to face him. He’s aged in the past decade, no doubt about it. But I can still see the guy who sat next to me in Criminal Evidence, who sparred with me at the gym. Who brought me soup from the cafeteria when I was laid up with the flu. Shit.

“Are you aware you’re being investigated for allegations of sexual harassment?”

The pleasant look fades. His lips part in surprise, then quickly close. His face hardens. Like a light switch, flipped. “That’s why you’re here?”

“She’s your subordinate, Hanson.”

“It’s a bullshit claim.”

“It’s the truth. You and I both know it.”

He averts his eyes, and his jaw tightens. There’s a long lull. Behind the bar, I can hear the clink of glass.

“My word against hers,” he says.

I can feel anger spark inside me. “Yeah?”

“You can’t fire me for that shit.”

“How about for time and attendance fraud?”

His mouth twitches, just the smallest bit. I can see him fighting to keep his face impassive.

“I’ve had an agent on you for the past week. I know exactly how many hours you’ve worked. And how many you’ve been paid for working.”

His eyes are burning now, but I can see the worry behind the fire.

“I also know that you’re still carrying.” I nod toward the bulge at his hip. “I know that you drove your government vehicle here, and that you’re on your second glass of bourbon.”

“What the hell, Maddox?”

I don’t say a word.

“We used to be friends.”

“That’s why I’m here.”

He waits. He’s breathing hard, his nostrils flaring slightly with each breath.

I lean toward him. “Here’s what’s going to happen. You’re going to hand over your badge, and your gun, and your keys. And first thing tomorrow, you’re going to walk into headquarters and resign.”

He snorts in contempt. “And if I don’t?”

I glance toward the door, nod in the direction. “See those two guys over there?” McIntosh and Flint are standing on either side of it, watching us. “They work for me. And they’re prepared to make a scene. Right here, right now. Breathalyzer, cuffs, the works.”

“That’s bullshit.”

“Wanna bet?”

He looks back at the door, then down at his drink. His glass is nearly empty now. His fingers have tightened around it. Left hand’s bare, but I can see the indention where the ring usually lies.

“Your career’s over, Hanson. I’m giving you the chance to get out quietly. Face the consequences for the harassment, and this”—I nod toward the bourbon—“doesn’t become an issue. Neither does the fraud.”

“I have a family,” he says. “A wife, kids. A mortgage. You can’t fuck me over like this.”

Bon Jovi’s playing now—“Livin’ on a Prayer.” Fitting. “It’s your choice how it goes down.”

He glares at me. Then he pulls off his badge, slams it down on the bar between us.




Chapter 2

The cherry tree outside my brownstone is starting to bud, dozens of pink knobs closed tight like tiny fists. In a few weeks, it’ll be in full bloom, and the city will be bursting with pink blossoms. Hordes of tourists, too; they’ll clog the usually quiet sidewalks around the Tidal Basin. And then before I know it, the flowers will wilt, the color will disappear, and the sidewalks will be empty once again.

My heels click against brick as I climb the steps to my front door. Slowly, heavily, feeling spent.

I turn my key in the first lock, then the second. Step inside, shut and lock the door behind me, pause for a moment in the hall. The alarm console on the wall is lit green. Disarmed. The house is silent. I listen for some sound, any sound, but hear nothing. Might as well get used to it, I tell myself.

“Zachary,” I call up the stairs. “I’m home.” He’s Zach to his friends, has been for years now. But to me he’ll always be Zachary. I said I wouldn’t do it. Wouldn’t be like my mom, the only person who still calls me Stephanie. But when I look at him, I don’t see a teenager. I see my little boy. It goes so fast, everyone warned, and I didn’t believe it at first. Now I know truer words have never been spoken.

I wait another moment, listening, but all is still silent. I hang up my coat, toss down my keys and work bag on the table in the entryway, and walk into the kitchen, flipping the switch on my way in. Light floods the room from the fixture above the center island, bounces off dark granite, stainless steel. It’s a chef’s kitchen, remodeled when Zachary was in middle school. Perfect for home-cooked dinners. Rarely used.

I set a brown paper bag down on the island. Thai takeout, his favorite. I’d texted him earlier, let him know I’d be bringing it home. Otherwise he’d have eaten before I arrived, like he does most nights now. I was hungry, Mom, he’d say. I couldn’t wait. And I’d have had just a few precious minutes to talk with him, standing in the doorway of his room.

It’s bribery. That fact isn’t lost on me. I’m an FBI agent, bribing my son with Thai food. But it’s time with him. Precious, precious time.

I head for the fridge, open it. Sparse contents, mostly drinks. Bottled water, arranged in neat rows. Amber bottles below, all IPAs. I take one, the hoppiest of the bunch. Close the door, pop the top, take a long drink. I can already feel some of the tension start to drain away. Hanson had it coming. Black-and-white, no question about it. Power, policed.

I hear Zachary’s bedroom door open, his footsteps in the upstairs hall, then pounding down the stairs. He used to barrel down when he was younger, like he didn’t have the time to tread carefully, like he was in a hurry, always in a hurry. His pace slowed as he grew, but it still sounds like he’s thundering down. Maybe it’s his size now, the fact that he’s bigger than me. Or maybe I’m just remembering the way it sounded when he was young.

In any case, I’ll miss that sound. He swings around the corner, one hand on the banister. In jeans and a grubby T-shirt, bare feet. There’s a hint of stubble on his face, just the smallest bit, and it looks like it doesn’t belong, like he’s a boy pretending to be a man. I have to keep reminding myself that he is a man, or almost is, anyway.

“Hi, honey. How was your day?” My voice sounds falsely bright, like I’m trying too hard. I am trying too hard.

He catches the tone, recognizes it. He glances at me with a hint of suspicion, a realization that the takeout is pretext for forced bonding. “Fine.”

I wish I could take back those words, try again. I focus instead on taking off my suit jacket. Fold it neatly in half, lay it on the back of one of the barstools, smooth out the front of my blouse, adjust the holster at my hip.

When Zachary was young, locking up my gun was the first thing I’d do when I got home, even before I’d give him a hug and a kiss. I’d secure the Glock in the gun safe in my bedroom closet, because I didn’t want him to see me with it, never wanted weapons to be part of our lives. Then I’d peel off the clothes that I wore in the presence of criminals, like somehow that would keep them at a distance.

But he’s older now. He knows I carry, and he couldn’t care less. He’s never had the slightest interest in guns. And criminals can find a way in, no matter the defenses against them; haven’t I learned that one the hard way?

I pull plates from the cabinet and set them down beside the food. “School okay?” I ask, aiming to keep the words sounding neutral, conversational.

He heads for the island, digs into the paper bag. He pulls out a clear plastic container, then another. Pad Thai and Panang curry. Our usual.

“Yeah.”

One-word answers. It’s about all I get from him these days. All I’ve gotten for a while now. And on the rare occasions we do talk, he’s invariably sullen.

It’ll get better. I keep telling myself that. This is just a rough patch; the teenage years always are, right? We were close once, and we’ll be close again someday. Things would probably be easier if I were mother to a girl, or father to a boy. Maybe he’d be more himself around me, less guarded, less uncomfortable.

I’ve watched Zachary with his friends, all those kids who are strangers to me, even if I knew them once, when they were young. In the parking lot at school, in pictures on social media. My son’s different with them. Expressive, happy. Engaged, too; he’s president of the Computer Club, a student government representative, a member of various honor societies. Works hard for a tech start-up after school, does all their coding, excels at it. But you’d never know any of it, the way he acts around me.

He scoops rice onto his plate, three messy spoonfuls. Then he glances over at me. His hair’s skimming his eyes in the front; he needs a haircut, but I’m not going to say anything, not now. “You? Work okay?”

“Yeah. You know, the usual.” I too aim for breezy and short. He doesn’t want to know details of my day any more than I want to discuss them. I want to talk about him, hear about him. I scoop noodles onto my plate, while beside me he layers curry onto his rice. Then, wordlessly, we switch containers. We’ve got this routine down; years of practice.

“Did you hear anything today?” I ask. He’s in the waiting phase now, college applications all submitted. I’m waiting, too. Waiting to see how far away he’ll end up. Dreading the day it all becomes real, and I become a thirty-seven-year-old empty nester.

“Nope.” He sets down the pad Thai container and walks around me to the dining room with his plate and two forks.

I grab two bottles of water from the fridge and join him. “Any day now.” I slide into the chair across from him, set my work phone down in front of me, and we start eating in silence.

The table’s too big for just the two of us, and mostly bare. It’s a nice table, heavy mahogany, eight chairs around it. Still looks brand new, even though we’ve had it for years. Don’t know for the life of me why I bought such a big table. For a brief moment I miss the old one, the scratch-riddled oak. I can picture the art projects and homework that used to clutter it, the plastic trucks and soccer balls that used to litter the floor in here, the chairs that were unfailingly askew.

I used to hate the constant state of chaos we lived in when he was young. The perpetual disarray, the noise, the mess. You’ll miss this one day, my mom had warned, and I’d rolled my eyes. Well, she was right. I miss it. Because the house was lived in, then. I have the house I always thought I wanted, the one that’s magazine-perfect, and I’d trade it for the clutter in a heartbeat.

He’s eating too fast, shoveling it in. I should say something, tell him to sit up straight, remind him of his manners. It’s my job as his mother, and besides, at this rate he’ll be done in minutes, back to his room for the night. But this time we have together seems fragile. I don’t want to break it by scolding.

I take a bite of curry and try to think of what else to ask, what to say to keep alive the conversation—or what passes for conversation these days. “Which school do you think you’ll hear back from first?” I ask.

“Maryland,” he mumbles, mouth full. He doesn’t look up and meet my eyes. University of Maryland. I’d love it if he went there, stayed near D.C., close to home. But we both know he only applied there to make me happy. Berkeley’s his first choice. Berkeley. On the other side of the country. He wants to get away from here, make a fresh start somewhere. And I can’t blame him—I just can’t bear the thought that he might stay there, never move back.

After college he wants to go to law school. Become a defense attorney. Wrong side of the law, in my opinion, but I have time to talk some sense into him. In any case, it’s nice to see him following in my footsteps, at least a little.

A lull follows, each of us chewing our food quietly. I need to try something else, a new topic of conversation, something that might elicit more than a one-word answer.

“How’s Computer Club going?” I’ve never understood that club. Such a solitary pursuit. Why make it social?

“Programming Club.” His tone’s exasperated. But I swear the focus of the group keeps changing. Freshman year it was all about robotics, then at some point it switched to coding. He even mentioned hacking at one point. Ethical hacking, whatever that is. No such thing—hacking is wrong, I remember telling him. It’s a gray area, he’d replied, his eyes flashing.

“Programming, then. How’s Programming Club?”

“I quit.”

“You what?” I ask, because I must have misheard.

“I quit.”

My fork is still suspended in front of me. “Today?” I ask, because I don’t know what else to say. I don’t understand this news.

“Couple of months ago.”

A couple of months ago? How did I not know this? “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“You didn’t ask.”

How was I supposed to know to ask? I stare at him, but he’s not looking at me. He’s focused on his food, takes another sloppy bite. I feel like wheels are turning in my head, spinning idly, not making any forward movement. “But you loved that club.”

A wry smile twists his lips, almost a smirk. “I’m a good actor.”

A strange sensation runs through me, the dizzy feeling that I don’t know this person in front of me, even though he matters more to me than anyone ever has, than anyone ever will. I watch him take another bite of his food. “Why?”

He shrugs, and I can feel the anger rising in me. This is something that deserves more than a shrug.

“Why, Zachary?”

He looks up. “I just did it for college applications. Once they were all submitted …” He shrugs again.

I realize my fork is still hovering above my plate. I lay it down slowly. I’m almost afraid to say the next words. “What about everything else? What about student government?”

He shrugs and avoids my eyes, but the answer’s clear.

“Zachary,” I breathe. I’ve taught him better than this. Surely I have. “You can’t quit like that. You have an obligation. A responsibility.”

“It’s not a big deal, Mom.”

“It is a big deal.”

His plate’s almost empty now, and I can tell from his posture, the way he’s poised to spring out of his chair, that he’s ready to escape to his room. He’s not going to get seconds. Dinner’s almost over.

“What if the colleges look into it?” I ask quietly.

“I didn’t lie. I was in everything when I applied.”

“Zachary, this is serious.”

He holds my gaze, almost defiant, and says nothing.

“You could be turned down for this,” I say.

“School’s almost over.”

“You’re jeopardizing everything you’ve worked so hard for.”

Silence crackles between us. Finally he looks away, and the instant before he does, I think I see a hint of sheepishness. In my mind he’s a preschooler again, and I see him in the kitchen on a stepstool, milk spilled all around an overturned paper cup on the countertop. I can picture those round, sad eyes, the quivering chin. I can hear his little voice. I’m sorry, Mommy.

“We’ll talk to the advisors, ask them to reinstate you,” I say firmly. Same reaction as when he was young, when he’d make a mess or break a toy or forget his homework, and he was crushed by the mistake. It’s okay, Zachary. I’ll fix it.

“Will they?” His eyes land back on me. I don’t see the sheepishness anymore. Was it ever there? Or was I just expecting it to be? What I see is frustration, like he doesn’t want my help, but knows he doesn’t have a choice.

“We’ll do whatever we can.”

“I’m gonna go do homework.” He pushes his chair back from the table.

“Okay,” I murmur, but by the time the response leaves my lips, he’s already out of the room.

I hear the faucet turn on in the kitchen, the clang as he slides his plate into the dishwasher. Moments later, his footsteps racing up the stairs. The bedroom door closing.

Then everything is quiet, once again.




Chapter 3

An hour later, the kitchen’s clean and the dishwasher’s humming softly. Pantsuit’s been traded for workout clothes, and I’m headed back downstairs, into the living room. It’s a light-colored room; white sofa and loveseat, plush white rug over the hardwood floor, glass coffee table and end tables, a treadmill in the corner. There’s an antique chess set on the coffee table, one that belonged to my grandfather. A game in progress. It’s Zachary’s turn—at least, it was. The board’s been like this for two weeks now.

We used to play quite a bit. It was sort of our thing. But games have become fewer and farther between. I’ve lost the last half dozen. And he’s lost interest. Told me he’d rather play the game online. Started talking coding and the merits of computerized play, lost me with the technical jargon.

I really need to win this one.

I step on the treadmill, start it up, the usual settings. Slow jog at first. I stare at the chessboard, like I’ve done for weeks now. He’ll move his rook, I decide. Even though he’ll lose it. His bishop’s in a better position. It’s what I’d do, anyway.

I pick up the remote and turn on the television, mounted to the wall above the fireplace. The news is on; a story about Russia. It’s always something about Russia, ever since that big disruption of sleeper cells a couple of years ago. This one’s about potential election interference. Seems to be the topic du jour.

The shot switches to a Senate hearing room. Halliday leading the questioning, Jackson testifying. I can’t watch them, not now. I increase the speed on the treadmill, change the channel. It’s a cooking program. I change it again, and it’s one of those dating shows. At that I turn it off altogether, increase the speed once again. The only sound in the room is the whir of the motor, the pounding of my feet.

The conversation from dinner creeps back into my mind. Zachary should know right from wrong; I’ve taught him that. A vague sense of dread settles over me. If he hasn’t learned it by now, isn’t it too late? There’s nothing else I can do. He’s almost gone.

I increase the speed again, make myself run harder, faster. I know I’m not handling it well, the prospect of Zachary leaving. Kids leave for college all the time; parents become empty nesters. It shouldn’t be this difficult. Maybe it’d be different if I had a partner, someone to make the nest feel less empty. Or if I had someone else to confide in—family or close friends. But Mom’s the only real family I’ve got, and I can’t talk to her about this, can’t let her know I’m struggling. I can just see the disapproval on her face. I knew you couldn’t do it, Stephanie.

And I’ve never been close to the women I should be friends with, contemporaries at the Bureau. The ones with kids are in the throes of young motherhood, days I’m long past. The rest seem to be reveling in couplehood, that exclusive club that’s closed to singletons. Add to that the fact that I investigate the investigators, and other agents tend to keep their distance.

Years ago, I’d have confided in Marta. Longtime friend, an analyst over at the CIA, one of the few people I trusted—and the only one I almost shared my biggest secret with. But those days are done. That’s what I got for insisting on doing the right thing. Lost my closest friend. Stop it, Steph. I force the thought from my mind.

I’ve thought about seeing a professional. Sitting in some psychiatrist’s office, on some couch, a tissue box at my side, and just spilling everything while she nods along, scribbles down notes on a legal pad. Tells me it’s okay to feel that way, gives me ways to cope. But I’ve heard the stories at work, agents who’ve sought help and then promptly had their careers stagnate. Or worse, implode. Getting help would be tantamount to sacrificing my career. And God forbid I ever took an antidepressant. How would it look on the stand to admit I’m under the influence of a drug, even a legal one?

Anyway, it doesn’t matter. I can figure out exactly what a psychiatrist would say. I play the game sometimes; I imagine I’m on the couch, across from her. She talks with me, dispenses advice, says things like You’re not losing him forever and Your relationship will improve and There’s still so much to look forward to.

I focus on the pounding of my feet. The rhythm is comforting, predictable. Running’s my escape lately, the best way to keep my mind from drifting to places I don’t want it to go. Today, it doesn’t seem to be working. Zachary’s almost gone.

I press the stop button, hear the beep in response. The motor slows, my footsteps slowing in unison. Down to a slow jog, then a fast walk. I hop off just before it comes to a complete stop, wipe the sweat from my forehead with a hand towel. There’s a familiar feeling running through me, a current of anxious restlessness, a worry that everything’s out of order.

That face, on the news. Zachary’s smirk, the one that made him look like a stranger. I give my head a frustrated shake, but the images stick in my mind.

I head for the kitchen, open the cabinet under the sink. There’s the plastic tub of cleaning supplies, perfectly organized. I reach for the canister of disinfectant wipes, pull out a wet cloth, start scrubbing the countertops. They’re clean, sure. But an extra pass won’t hurt.

It’s on to the appliances next, inside and out. Then the floors. Sweep, then Swiffer. It’s what I do when life seems out of control, try to make my house perfect. The psychiatrist would have a field day with that one.

I head to the living room next, duster in hand. At the entryway I catch sight of the chessboard and pause. If anything in here needs dusting, it’s probably that.

I could ask him to come down, finish the game. He might. But I don’t want him to say no. And I don’t want him to think I’m pushing. It’s better to let him come to me, tell me when he’s ready.

But he’s not coming to me. It’s been two weeks. Isn’t it time I go to him? So what if he says no?

At least I’d have tried.

I set down the duster on the coffee table and walk upstairs before I can change my mind.

His bedroom door’s open, but across the hall the bathroom door’s closed. I hear the shower turn on, and I feel a rush of disappointment. His showers take forever. It was a battle years ago, until I finally threw in the towel, stopped pounding on the door.

There goes chess. It was probably a bad idea anyway.

I turn around to head back downstairs, and I catch sight of his room through the open door. Overflowing laundry basket, a pile of clothes on the floor. Unmade bed. McDonald’s cup on top of the bookcase, no coaster, probably leaving a ring.

It’s the cup that does it. I walk into the room, breathe in the faint, unmistakable reek of teenage boy. Over to the bookcase, pick up the cup, wipe off the ring of condensation with my other hand. No stain at least. Something else catches my eye—a crumpled Chipotle bag on the floor, over near his bed. I scoop that up, too, tuck it under my arm.

I take a last look around. I can still hear the shower, and who knows what other fast-food remnants are in this mess. I bend and check under the bed. No sign of trash. I move some of the clothes on the floor, just to see if anything’s buried there. Nothing, thank God.

I head to the closet next, a large walk-in. There’s a row of hanging clothes, collared shirts and button-downs and a suit. Shelves off to one side, with stacks of clothes in varying states of disarray. The top one holds everything he wears on a regular basis—jeans, a handful of solid-colored T-shirts, hoodies—all barely folded. The lower shelves are more organized—summer shorts and swimsuits on one, clothes he’s outgrown below that.

The bottom shelf catches my eye. It’s stacks of his old T-shirts, soccer and Little League and basketball. He’d added them once to a pile of old clothes I was going to donate; I noticed them and put them back in his closet. I’m not even sure why I did it. Maybe I didn’t want to concede that those days were over, that there was no going back, no finding the time to attend the games I’d missed.

There’s something on top of one of the stacks. A brown paper bag, the fast-food type, or smaller maybe—the kind I used to pack his lunches in, that year he didn’t want a lunchbox. It’s pushed to the back, almost against the wall, nearly hidden from view.

I bend for a closer look. The bag’s folded and creased, something inside.

I reach for it without thinking. There’s weight to it; it’s not trash.

And the feel of it, the shape of it—I know instantly what it is.

There’s a terrible sensation bubbling inside me, like I know what’s about to happen and I’m powerless to stop it. Like my world is intact but it’s about to be shattered.

I unfold the top of the bag. My fingers are trembling.

I pull the edges apart.

I look inside. And then I see it.

A gun.




Chapter 4

It’s a Glock 26. Like mine, but smaller. A subcompact, easier to conceal.

Zachary has a gun in his closet.

A memory fills my mind, one I haven’t thought of in years. We were at the park, Zachary and me, back when he was in preschool. I sat on a bench, reading a report, keeping one eye on him. He was wearing corduroy pants and a bright blue shirt. He was waiting for the big twisty slide, the one he loved, and a little girl in pigtails cut in front of him. An instant later he shoved her out of the way, hard; she toppled to the mulch and burst into tears. I bounded off the bench, grabbed him by the arm, led him away. Never do that! I’d yelled, my voice brimming with fear and desperation. I glanced back and she was still on the ground, sobbing as if her heart would break; her mother was by her side, comforting her, brushing mulch off her knees. I bent to Zachary, furious with him, scared at the same time. How dare you try to hurt someone like that? And then his face twisted, his eyes filled with tears, his bottom lip quivered. I’m sorry, Mommy.

Another memory takes its place. Rushing into the principal’s office when Zachary was in sixth grade, seeing him sitting there, stone-faced, kicking his heels against his chair. Beside him, another boy, another mother. The boy’s nose was bloodied, one eye already swollen shut. The mother was glaring at me. What happened? I breathed, my attention firmly on my son. He shrugged, no emotion on his face, none whatsoever. And all I could think of was his father. What if he’s like his father?

A shiver runs through me.

Why the hell does Zachary have a gun in his closet? There’s absolutely no good reason my seventeen-year-old son has a handgun hidden in his closet.

Is he being bullied? Does he feel like he needs to protect himself?

I look down at the gun again, more closely this time. Find the chamber indicator, that little square bump, protruding ever so slightly from the slide: the gun’s loaded. My hands are trembling.

He’s been distant lately, sure. A stranger, almost. But this? This?

What if I don’t know him, not anymore?

I take a shaky breath, then another, try to marshal the thoughts swirling inside me.

I have to turn him in.

I have to call the local police, tell them I found a gun in my son’s closet. What other choice do I have?

My son’s going to jail.

The shower falls silent. The sudden absence of sound makes me freeze.

I fold over the top of the bag. Move, as quickly and quietly as I can, out of his room, down the hall. Into my own bedroom, ease the door shut behind me. Then into my closet, shut that door, too.

I unlock the safe, drop the bag inside, lock it again, then sink down to the carpet.

Zachary has a gun.

A loaded gun.

Shock and disbelief slowly start to give way to anger.

I stare at the keypad on the safe until my eyes blur. Then, abruptly, I get to my feet. Leave my bedroom, walk blindly to his. Rap on the closed bedroom door, harder than I have to, fist clenched tighter than it needs to be.

How dare you do this?

“Yeah,” he says, his voice muffled through the door. It’s the same syllable I always hear from the hallway, the intonation that means I can come in.

I open the door. He’s sitting cross-legged on his bed, a textbook open in front of him. Blue flannel pants and a blue T-shirt, bare feet, damp hair.

“Zachary, I need to talk to you.”

He watches me, his expression even. Waits for me to say something else.

“What, Mom?” he finally says.

“What do you think?” I hear the sarcasm in my voice. I’m so worried and scared I can’t think.

Another pause. He’s eyeing me carefully. Suspiciously, almost.

He has his father’s eyes.

The thought feels like a slap. It has every time it’s crossed my mind, ever since he was a baby. Because he’s mine. I raised him.

In my mind I see him again as a child, his face lighting when he saw me walk into his daycare room. Running over, wrapping his little arms tight around my neck, giving me sloppy kisses. I see him picking me a sticky bouquet of dandelions from the patch of grass in our backyard. Presenting his Mother’s Day card, a crumpled sheet of construction paper with crayon-scribbled hearts.

That’s my Zachary. That sweet boy.

He wouldn’t have a gun.

But there’s a gun in his closet.

“You’re hiding something from me, Zachary.” The investigator in me says the words, even as the mother in me doubts them. What if he’s not? What if there’s some other explanation?

What if it’s not his?

His eyes don’t leave mine. He starts to towel his hair.

“And I know what it is.” It’s the investigator talking again. The mother in me is waiting for the confusion, the blurted denial.

Because of course that gun’s not his. It can’t be.

The color drains from his face. He looks away.

No.

When he glances back at me, there’s guilt all over his face.

Shit.

The investigator in me feels satisfied, justified. The mother in me, devastated.

I stare at my son.

Zachary, what have you done?




Chapter 5

I flinch as the guilt in his eyes hardens into defiance. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Mom.”

Don’t lie to me. “Yes, you do.”

Silence. He holds my gaze, says nothing. His expression looks bland. His face looks like his father’s.

I reach out a hand to the doorframe, steady myself. “Tell me why you need it.”

His brow furrows. “What?”

“The gun.”

He blinks. “What are you talking about?”

“Why do you need a gun, Zachary?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Bullshit.” Still, uncertainty unmoors me. He looks perplexed now, genuinely so. But in my mind I see his smirk at the dinner table. I’m a good actor.

“Are you afraid of someone?” I ask.

“No!” His brow furrows deeper. He pulls his eyes away from me, looks around the room. In a helpless way, almost, like he’s searching for an answer, a way to respond. Like he’s truly confused.

And his eyes never reach the closet. Wouldn’t they, if he knew the gun was there? Wouldn’t that be reflexive? A natural instinct?

I’m a good actor. “Just tell me why,” I insist.

“Why don’t you believe me?” He drops the towel, shuts his textbook, hard. Gives me a look that’s even harder.

The question stings. The betrayal on his face stings. I’m his mother; of course I should believe him.

But he’s hiding something. I saw the guilt on his face.

“Zachary, just tell me the truth.”

He shakes his head. “I really don’t know what you’re talking about.” He looks genuine. He sounds genuine.

But he said himself he’s a good actor. He had time to recover from the initial accusation, prepare himself for the next questions. I’ve questioned proficient liars; I know how convincing they can sound.

The fact of the matter is, there was a weapon in Zachary’s closet. And if it’s his, if he’s planning to hurt someone, I need to go to the police. I need to stop him.

But what if it’s not his?

What if he really, truly doesn’t know the gun was there?

What if someone else left it there? I don’t know who his friends are anymore. I don’t even know who he’s had over.

What if that’s what he’s hiding? The fact that he’s associating with people he shouldn’t. That he’s brought them into our home.

“Mom?” he says.

We stare at each other. I wish I knew the thoughts running through his head right now. I wish I knew him better.

“Why do you think I want a gun?”

Want a gun. Not have a gun. The word choice isn’t lost on me. It’s that sort of mistake that tends to trip people up, that helps make the distinction between the guilty and the innocent. I’m trained to spot those mistakes.

“You’re not leaving this house, Zachary, until you tell me why you have a gun.”

“I don’t have a gun!” He says it with an incredulous laugh, like I’ve gone mad. His eyes don’t leave mine, and his pupils don’t change.

I believe him.

My instinct, my training, tell me that he’s being honest, that he doesn’t know there was a weapon in his closet.

He’s hiding something. And he lied to me about it. But the gun? He seems truly confused.

Prints. I’ll bring the Glock into the office, dust it. Figure out who’s—

Three knocks at the front door make me freeze. I’ve always tensed when someone approaches my home. It’s my profession, maybe. Or my past. Enemies exist; I know that all too well. And no place is truly safe.

An image flashes through my mind, just for an instant. I’m in that wood-paneled office, and those hands are on my arms, fingers digging into my flesh.

And then, just as fast, another memory takes its place. I’m in the car, speeding down the barren stretch of highway, eyes on the rearview mirror, hands tight on the wheel. I hear Zachary’s small voice from the backseat. Are we safe, Mommy?

Three more knocks downstairs, louder this time, more insistent. I’m not expecting anyone. I don’t think Zachary is, either. He gives a petulant shrug.

“Stay here
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