
Chapter One

			The security line in the American Airlines terminal at JFK snaked around several times. The airport was crowded with people taking advantage of the three-day weekend—President’s Day, whatever that meant. Most people could no longer tell you which presidents the day was intended to honor. Marielle had gotten to the airport in plenty of time, but she hated waiting in any circumstance, and it was making her cranky.

			But everything was irritating her today: In the cab on her way to the airport she’d taken a call from her attorney, Reza; the option on her last novel, The Time Before the Last Time, had lapsed and the film company was not going to renew. The PEN America event that had brought her from temperate Los Angeles to New York in the dead of winter had been a listless affair, even though she’d been the keynote speaker; all anyone in her industry could talk about was the death of publishing. Even as she’d gamely delivered her prepared address about “the freedom of speech,” she couldn’t help but wonder, what good was speech if no one was listening anymore? Then, at the dinner, she’d been stuck sitting next to the man who won the Pulitzer for fiction last year, her Pulitzer—the first time she’d been nominated, and she deserved to win. But she hadn’t won, and the dance of appearing to be gracious while the winner appeared to be humble had sparked her umbrage anew.

			New York in February had never been her idea of a good time, and she was fuming about the frigid, slippery streets and the overheated rooms and the bristly competitiveness that charged the atmosphere whenever writers gathered. Her temples pounded with a hangover from the previous night; the other thing guaranteed when writers convene was that there would be a lot of drinking. 

			And she was grumpy too about having succumbed to the charms of a young journalist she’d met in the elevator of her hotel. Araceli? She thought that was it. She’d been flattered to receive the attention of a woman two decades younger than she was. Several mojitos at the reception following her speech had helped convince her that the young woman’s declaration that Mariel was her “role model” was not a red flag. Or maybe she had known but didn’t care; she’d been lonely for a long time.

			She’d been too intoxicated to remember much about the sex itself. And afterward, all the young woman really seemed to want from her was to agree to blurb her first novel, coming out next spring.

			But worse than all these things, Marielle was currently stuck on chapter seven of the first draft of a new novel.

			For Marielle Wing, the blank page was her enemy, its slick white face always taunting her to prove herself anew, a void sneering that no words would come, ever. That her true nature was emptiness. 

			Despite nine published novels, each garnering praise, or prizes or both, Marielle still found it punishing to eke out a first draft. She hated the not knowing, the clumsy stage of having to wander and flail, the struggle to bring a world into being. 

			She’d never had children. Though many lesbians did, she’d never wanted to; this barrenness she embraced, but she’d frequently likened the first draft process to labor—excruciating, protracted, and bloody. It was in subsequent drafts that she became a sculptor of language and ideas, an architect of plot, a weaver of character and theme. 

			She was trying to pinpoint the real problem of chapter seven at the same time she was checking messages on her iPhone. The security line seemed not to have moved the entire time she’d been standing there. She was only half paying attention when suddenly her body was shoved hard and propelled forward; there was a sound so loud she felt it on her skin, repeating again, again, again. The word “bomb” slowly crawled into her consciousness. Then, fire and smoke and screaming. Some people dropped to the ground; others scrambled. 

			Once she had a word for it, Marielle grew calm. She had always been someone who became unnaturally composed in a crisis. During the Northridge earthquake in ’94, her then-partner, Liana, had become unhinged as the pitching of the house had jolted them awake at 4:17 a.m. Marielle had wrapped her body around Liana’s wiry frame, rolled them off the bed and onto the floor, whispering, “It’s okay, it’s okay,” until the shaking stopped. Now, even with her ears ringing from the blasts, even as chaos surrounded her, her senses were heightened, not dulled. She dropped into a crouch and began to scan the scene. Her writer’s instinct took over. 

			That was how she happened to notice the two men who came running in her direction. Despite the pandemonium the two ran in the opposite direction of the panicked scrimmage to exit the terminal. They ran right past her and she observed details: the orange sweatshirt and gray athletic pants worn by one, the gold cross that flapped against his chest as he sprinted, the scar that had taken part of the other man’s eyebrow, and the words he yelled at his companion: “Go to Magda,” it sounded like, his accented voice cutting through the roar of sound that filled the terminal.

			Marielle, without planning it, without even fully realizing what she was doing, lifted the iPhone still clutched in her hand and snapped a photo. It was reflexive, a habit; the phone was set on camera because she often took a picture when she saw something she might want to describe later in a piece of writing. The taller of the two men, the one in orange, saw her do it; for a second their eyes locked as he passed her. Then they were gone.

			There was something else, too, a white man with short cropped gray hair and an impressive case of rosacea. Where had he come from? He wasn’t freaking out like everyone else, but surveying the terminal, scanning in all directions. He wore a uniform—NYPD, she supposed, but maybe TSA—but wasn’t running or yelling or giving directions. He was watching the scene; he was watching her watching. Without thinking any further about it, she snapped a photo of him too.

			He sprinted over to her. Wrested the phone out of her hand.

			“That’s mine!” she protested, as she snatched at empty air.

			“It’s evidence now,” she thought she heard him say. Her ears were ringing and the air was filled with shouts and crying, yet she heard his words. The glare of his blue eyes pierced her. Even his tone seemed to slice through her, so cold and sharp, maybe a hint of an accent—German? Russian? He was already moving away.

			“But how will I get it back?” she called after him.

			“We’ll find you,” the man called over his shoulder as he disappeared into the crowd.

			By this time the authorities were starting to mobilize. They began a not very well orchestrated effort to secure and evacuate the terminal. Airport police and men and women in TSA uniforms attempted to herd highly agitated passengers out into the frosty dusk. NYPD officers arrived to provide reinforcement. Some in the crowd were argumentative, and ordinarily she might have been one of them, but Marielle numbly followed the officers’ shouted commands.

			Everyone was made to line up on the sidewalk outside the terminal. No one would be allowed into or out of the airport until a thorough search of Terminal 8 had taken place. Children cried from cold or hunger or boredom; every few minutes an adult launched into a squabble or tried to plead his case with one of the officers, or threaten a lawsuit against the City of New York, but to no avail. Whether their tickets were first class or coach, they’d all become refugees, without a destination, without shelter. 

			Marielle tried at first to make a study of her fellow exiles; work was always her panacea in any circumstance. She observed the woman in the cashmere coat who expressed outrage to anyone who would listen; the stocky African American man who kept muttering, “This is bullshit!” but after an hour the plummeting temperature overwhelmed her and she retreated into herself. The wait lasted over three hours, after which time the authorities determined there were no other bombs in the terminal and everyone might as well try to proceed to their destinations via other airlines. 

			At an agonizing pace, they were boarded onto shuttles and driven to other terminals. One by one, overworked ticket agents tried to find seats on other flights. The security processing took another two hours. At last she dragged her thoroughly chilled body to the gate and boarded an aircraft bound for Los Angeles.

			Her flight home was nerve-wracking but uneventful; like her fellow passengers, her anxiety competed with sheer exhaustion to produce a jittery numbness that pervaded the cabin. She was certain a lot of alcohol got consumed on that westbound flight. She’d downed a number of small bottles of white rum herself, along with as much hot tea as she could persuade the attendants to bring her. She often used her time on airplanes to write—the anonymity of travel providing a comfortable ambience for creativity—but there was no possibility of that tonight.

			Desperate to contain her agitation, Marielle quietly fretted about the loss of her phone and the inconvenience it would mean to her—the need to call the phone company, re-create her contact list, get a new phone and a new number and notify everyone. She conjectured that the officer must have seen her snap the young men’s photo; if they’d had something to do with the bombing, it might well be evidence. She’d been stupid to take that picture; it was not like she was some citizen journalist. 

			Marielle was grateful to slip into her own bed that night, to curl up next to her cat, Dude, who was happy to have her home and showed it by licking her neck. Still, she couldn’t fall asleep until she’d watched the CNN report on the incident, as though what she’d witnessed would be more real once reflected by the media. They’d gotten hold of some shadowy video shot on someone else’s cell phone; that person must have been in another part of the terminal, because what the video showed was mostly smoke. They also broadcast the standard commentary from officials: “No one has yet claimed responsibility for the bombing. This incident is still under investigation and we are not releasing any information at this time,” plus a few incoherent interviews with terrified passengers who huddled, shivering, outside the terminal. One couple was to have left that night on their honeymoon. There was a shot of a child’s stuffed rabbit abandoned on the curb. The banality of these images could be made to substitute for the images stored in her memory; she could almost pretend it had happened to someone else. This allowed her to drift into a deep sleep, and if she dreamed that night, she did not remember when she woke.

			The next morning the city of New York was placed on a heightened security alert; a car found abandoned in the airport parking lot contained suitcases with homemade bombs that were believed to be the same as those that were exploded in the terminal. Officials didn’t know if that meant there were other intended targets. Those bags were being examined along with evidence gathered from the site. 

			Marielle was relieved to be back in L.A. She ran for an extra half hour on her treadmill to disperse the adrenaline from the night before, then took a long shower—water conservation be damned. She read the account of the bombing in The Los Angeles Times, drinking coffee in her garden and feeling smug as she often did at living in a city where the temperature can reach eighty degrees in February. She was shaken all over again to read about the loss of life—two ticket agents, a baggage handler, and at least one passenger, several others in critical condition. Still, with the trees full of songbirds, the danger felt comfortably far away.

			Although Marielle Wing could always find something not to her liking, she also had faith she’d been born to live a charmed life. While she’d gone through her share of difficulties—the loss of her parents while she was still in college; the messy, expensive breakup with Liana—she took for granted she was endowed with a certain specialness that brought with it her success as a writer, her physical beauty, and a life of relative financial comfort. Although the events of the previous night had been harrowing, she felt a stir of satisfaction that she’d escaped back into her routine.

			An unnamed source at Homeland Security, she read, stated that they’d been following the activities of a group of young Muslim males in New Jersey who were believed to have traveled to Pakistan to receive training in a terrorist camp. She put the paper down and stared at the wall that rimmed her yard; it was glowing with magenta bougainvillea.

			She thought about the two men she’d seen running. They’d looked like boys; they wouldn’t have seemed out of place on a basketball court or plugged into an MP3 player on the subway. Then she shook off the memory, refolded the newspaper, and turned her attention to the stack of mail that had accumulated during her absence. There was an invitation to a reading and book signing by a colleague who’d been nominated the same year she’d won the National Book Award—it would be ungracious not to go—and a letter from Squaw Valley asking her to be a visiting faculty at an upcoming fiction conference. She would decide about this later.

			Marielle’s renown as a writer had not come from being a lesbian. She had neither hidden her personal life nor embraced it as a cause, and addressing the mainstream in her work had been a conscious decision. Early on, an agent had told her, “If you want a wide audience of heterosexuals to read your work, you need to write about heterosexuals.” She had taken that advice to heart. Her protagonists were strong, powerful women whose romantic attachments were with men.

			Marielle propped her feet up on a patio chair and turned her face to the sun as she began to obsess once more about what to do with chapter seven of her newest novel, Weeping Minerva. She’d begun to worry that the action—involving a woman who attends the funerals of people she does not know—was proceeding a little too smoothly, dare she say predictably? She needed something to disrupt the narrative flow, catch the reader by surprise, amp up the stakes. She was mulling over the possibility of killing off someone close to her heroine when her cordless telephone—her landline—jangled beside her. She picked it up with a curt, “Yes?” There was nothing but static on the other end. “Hello?” she repeated, annoyed at the interruption, then hung up. A salesman? She was on the “Do Not Call” list, but people still called. She returned to considering which character she might be willing to lose. After a moment she opened her laptop and began to peck at her keyboard, listless and uncertain at first, but then with increasing momentum as the scene appeared before her.

			About thirty minutes later, her doorbell rang. Ordinarily, she would ignore this while in the midst of writing but she had the strangest intuition that whoever was at her door was somehow connected to the phone call. Contemplating this, instead of simply stepping through the garden gate, she took the long way through the house, through the study, the dining room, then the living room. By the time she opened the front door, no one was there. Except for a gardening crew a few houses down, there was no one to be seen up and down the street. She couldn’t recall hearing a car, but her home’s thick stucco walls did filter out a lot of noise, one of the many things she loved about the house. Still, it seemed strange to find no sign of whoever had rung the bell; this was scarcely the kind of neighborhood where kids would play a prank like that. But she was also relieved not to have to interact with anyone. Might she have just imagined she heard the bell? Marielle shrugged, prepared to return to her reverie in the garden.

			It was only by happenstance that she looked down and was startled to see her iPhone lying face down on the welcome mat. For a moment, she felt disoriented—had it dropped from her purse when she’d come in last night? Of course it hadn’t. It had been confiscated by an officer after a terrorist bombing in Terminal 8.

			“We’ll find you,” she remembered him saying, and she guessed it was possible with technology these days, though she hadn’t expected it to happen so quickly. New York was three hours ahead, but someone must have gotten on a pretty early flight to have it on her doorstep by noon. Why would they go to all the trouble?

			Still, she felt relieved as she stooped to pick it up—she would now be spared the inconvenience of replacing it. How familiar its curved shape felt in her hand. Its reappearance somehow neutralized the trauma of the night before, her sense of order restored. She was about to turn it on—not because there was anyone she needed to call, perhaps just wanting to assure herself it still worked—when a black sedan sped up the narrow street and careened into her driveway. A slender African American man in a charcoal suit dashed from the passenger door and yelled, “Marielle Wing, don’t touch that!”

			She ignored him. Since adolescence, she’d bristled at any direction given to her by a man and often acted contrarily just for spite. This tendency had been nearly disastrous with traffic cops and was one reason she always worked with women editors. And chose relationships with women. Her finger hovered above the Sleep/Wake button, ready to do just what she’d been ordered not to do.

			That was the moment he tackled her, pushing her body into the hedge and throwing the iPhone with as much force as he could. It exploded in the middle of the street with an astonishing burst of flame and a powerful boom that set off a chorus of car alarms. The gardeners up the street dove for cover.

			The man leaped to his feet as soon as the explosion stopped; he quickly dialed a number into his phone and repeated her address. She slid from the hedge down onto the flagstone and remained slumped there, ears ringing and limbs shaking. The cacophony of car alarms seared every nerve. She had experienced her second bombing in less than twenty-four hours, and even though she’d been unharmed in both, her skin felt brittle and porous, useless to protect her now. 

			When at last she could concentrate, she focused her attention on the man who’d arrived just in time to keep her from blowing herself to smithereens. He was a better dresser than she would have predicted had she been inventing his character—his canary-yellow silk tie was actually sharp—but he had dark, expressionless eyes and a nervous energy that he seemed to be devoting considerable effort to containing. He appeared quite tall until she realized she was sprawled on the pavement looking up at him.

			“Ms. Wing?” He extended a hand and attempted to pull her to her feet. Her knees were reluctant, though; they buckled, threatening to send him toppling, and she had to settle for sitting on the step that led to her front door. Maybe half the car alarms had ceased of their own accord; the rest might continue until the owners of the vehicles returned. 

			The man with the yellow tie was saying something to her, but she couldn’t hear. She stared intently at his lips and eventually understood that he was introducing himself as, “Donald Watkins, Homeland Security.” She gestured wildly with her fingertips to her ears. He nodded and moved so close that she could feel his breath in her ear. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to come with me.” 

			She pulled back to look at him quizzically and saw that his face was unsmiling, as if she had done something wrong.

			Just then, the bomb squad van arrived, siren wailing and further abrading her nervous system. Two squad cars raced up and parked at either end of her street, closing it off, while a truck sped toward the middle of the block, stopping directly in front of the smoking char that had been her iPhone. One team turned its attention to examining the remains of the detonation, no doubt to gather clues about the method of bomb-making and perhaps, by extension, the bomber. Another team pushed past her and entered the front door. 

			“What are they doing?” she yelled.

			“They have to search the premises,” he responded.

			“They can’t,” she protested. “Do you have a warrant?” 

			“Don’t need one. It’s a matter of national security.” He repeated, “You’re going to have to come with me.” 

			Despite the sound that still shattered her ability to think, she insisted on verifying his credentials, more to assert her right to do so than because she disbelieved him. He patiently produced government identification. 

			“I need my purse. And my shoes.” She did need these things, but also she was stalling. She didn’t want to leave her house unguarded against these officers. She didn’t want to leave Dude. 

			Uninvited, Donald Watkins followed her inside the house, which the police were ransacking like a marauding army. Then she understood she did have to leave; if she stayed and watched, she’d be unable to keep from getting in one of these guys’ faces and would probably end up in handcuffs or worse. 

			The Homeland Security agent tried to hurry her, but she insisted, “I have to get my purse.” She darted into the next room before he could protest and made her way out to the garden, where she retrieved her laptop. As it happened she’d been using her huge purse—big enough to fit a laptop—in New York, so all she had to do was slip the computer inside and she was ready to go. 

			She wanted to take the time to locate Dude, but she imagined that after the explosion, he’d been hiding in the laundry basket in her bedroom closet, the place to which he always retreated when he was disturbed. She decided to leave him in peace, although she circled through the kitchen to make sure he had crunchies in his dish. 

			Returning to the living room where Donald Watkins was pacing, she announced with far more composure than she actually felt, “I want my attorney to be with me during the interview.” 

			“You don’t need an attorney. You’re not a suspect here,” Watkins countered.

			The reflexive habit of a lifetime of defying male authority gave her the courage to say, “Nevertheless, I’m calling her. Where should I tell her to meet us?” 

			* * *

			One might not suppose that a lawyer specializing in intellectual property would be of much help in such a circumstance. But Reza Caldicott was not only a negotiator of contracts and deals, she was also an expert on the First Amendment and served on the Board of the ACLU. From the moment she arrived at the squat, frigid building in a remote area south of LAX, Reza was like a bulldog with Donald Watkins. 

			“Are you charging my client with something? If you’re not charging her, you can’t hold her. I insist on time alone to confer with my client.” What Reza lacked in height—barely five feet in heels—she more than made up for in belligerence. It was part of the image she carefully cultivated that she always dressed in a tailored suit of bright confrontational red.

			Donald Watkins coolly informed her that her client was not a suspect, but a witness in a terrorism case and, under new laws enacted since 9/11, she was not even entitled to counsel, but he was allowing Reza to sit in on the proceedings as a courtesy; “One,” he added, “that could be revoked at any time.” 

			Reza was unfazed. “Courtesy, my ass,” she bellowed. “You know that Ms. Wing has a public profile. You’re just hoping to avoid a stink in the press.” 

			Marielle suppressed a grimace. For all the recognition a writer might gain, in this country no man or woman of letters would ever attain the status of a rock star or a sports legend. They could lock her up and throw away the key and no one prominent, outside of a few PEN members, would even notice.

			Donald Watkins must have known this too. He made no more effort to rebut Reza’s protests, but went right to his point. “Yesterday afternoon there was a bombing at the American Airlines ticket counter at Kennedy Airport. Four people were killed; several other passengers were injured, including some children. We have reason to suspect that this is the work of a terrorist sleeper cell based in Hoboken.” 

			He continued, “We have surveillance video that shows two suspects fleeing the scene. The same video shows Ms. Wing positioned directly in the path of their escape with a clear, direct view of their faces. We need to take your statement, Ms. Wing, work with our specialist on facial recognition, and it is likely we will need you to testify against them once these suspects are apprehended.” 

			“She couldn’t have seen anything,” Reza broke in. “The noise, the smoke, the confusion. She was on her belly, trying to protect herself.” Clearly the attorney was adlibbing. 

			“Is that what the video will show?” Donald Watkins asked, waving a hand in the direction of his computer monitor.

			“Not exactly,” Marielle admitted. She was preoccupied with the chilled temperature of the room. It was February, after all; how much air-conditioning did anyone need? What she really wanted in that moment was a drink, something to settle her nerves. In the aftermath of this second bombing, it was hard for her to give her full attention.

			“Why are you so sure that video shows Ms. Wing?” Reza gamely tried again. 

			“When we saw on the security tapes that an unidentified suspect had confiscated the cell phone of a witness, had come into direct contact with her, we put considerable effort into finding her before they did.” His look appraised Marielle. “Your ‘public profile’ did help us to identify you.” 

			“What do you mean, ‘an unidentified suspect’?” Marielle was trying to follow the conversation, but it wasn’t making any sense. “He was dressed in a uniform. He said it was ‘evidence.’” He said, we’ll find you, she did not add.

			“We’ve been going over the video from the scene since it happened. The man we saw take your phone could not be identified as any of the officers on-scene. We have to conclude that he had a role in the incident.” 

			Nausea swept through Marielle. It took all her will to keep the bile from spewing onto the tidy wooden desk before her.

			“You were almost too late,” Reza argued.

			“They had the phone. They knew who and where Marielle was a whole lot sooner than we did.” Donald’s tone was not apologetic.

			“Surely you have other witnesses,” Reza began again. “The terminal was full of people.” 

			“Obviously I can’t disclose any other details of our case,” responded Donald Watkins, “but I will say that on this video Ms. Wing demonstrates a remarkable presence of mind and a singular focus. We believe she has critical details to offer us and that she will make a convincing witness at trial.” 

			“At trial!” The color in Reza’s cheeks flared to match her scarlet suit. “My client is certainly not going to testify at trial. These people have already tried to blow her up this morning. You can’t put her in that kind of danger.” 

			Donald Watkins didn’t miss a beat. “That’s why we’re prepared to enter your client into the Witness Security Program this afternoon.” 

			“Enter what? When?” Marielle had been watching the conversation like a tennis match as if it didn’t involve her, but this proposal startled her into speech. Her fingers were so cold she was sitting on her hands to try to warm them.

			“That’s outrageous,” Reza protested, “Marielle Wing is a much-honored author with a public career. She can’t just change her identity and go into hiding.” 

			“She doesn’t have a choice,” Donald Watkins said curtly, cutting to the chase. “This is a terrorism investigation; we are going to find and convict the perpetrators. The government can and will compel her testimony. If she refuses to cooperate, she will be sent to prison.” He paused before adding, “We can’t guarantee her safety there.” 

			Prison? Had she done something wrong? This episode was devolving from surreal into nightmare. Surely at any moment she would awaken. Without registering it, she’d begun to shiver.

			“We will take Ms. Wing’s complete statement. Then we are prepared to put her on a plane to another state this afternoon and begin the process of obtaining a new identity for her.” Why was he talking about her as if she weren’t sitting there? In a few weeks, he continued, they would discreetly pack up the contents of her home and have it delivered to her new location. Over time they would transfer her assets to an account in her new name and provide an income for her until she found the means of supporting herself. 

			Until that time, they would post round-the-clock security at the house in case the suspects or their cohorts were inclined to return. “Once we have apprehended our suspects, including others who may have been involved in the planning, execution, and funding of these acts, Ms. Wing will be called to testify before a grand jury to obtain our indictments. When the suspects’ cases go to trial, she will be called to testify again.” 

			“But once that’s over,” Marielle reasoned, “I can resume my life.” It could be an adventure, like being undercover for a time. It could provide a tremendous boost to the sales of her books once it all was revealed. She could even write a nonfiction account of the experience. She would be on talk shows, maybe Stephen Colbert.

			Reza looked at her with pity, shaking her head. Marielle didn’t understand.

			“There is no ‘after,’” Donald Watkins explained, finally focusing directly on her. “You will never be able to live as Marielle Wing again.” 

			“What about my career? Will I have to start publishing under some new name?” It could be a chance to break out of what she was known for, she thought desperately, try something new.

			“It’s too risky.” Donald Watkins shook his head. “You no doubt have a recognizable style, perhaps certain kinds of themes or content you deal with. These terrorists will be looking for you. They will want to keep you from testifying and after your testimony they will want to make an example of you. They will want revenge. They will declare a fatwa on you.” 

			Marielle had lived her life believing the normal rules did not apply to her. She decided, He’s just saying that because he doesn’t know how long the trial will take. He can’t stop me from living my life. 

			“So how much time do I have to prepare?” Marielle asked. “I need to let my editor know because I’ve got a manuscript due in April…”

			This time Reza placed her hand on top of Marielle’s to still her words, a gesture so uncharacteristically tender that she did in fact stop talking.

			“You have no time,” Donald Watkins replied. “They had your phone; they know your name; they found your address in less than twenty-four hours. They also know the names of every single person whose number you stored in your phone. Whoever you tell, whoever you see from this point on, you put at tremendous risk. Do you think these people would hesitate to abduct anyone you care about as a way to get to you?” 

			He continued, “And you jeopardize yourself as well. Which of your friends do you really think would endure torture to protect you?” he asked rhetorically. “This has to be seamless, leakproof. Even your attorney is here against my better judgment.” 

			“Have I gotten you in trouble?” Marielle turned to Reza.

			“I deal with risk all the time.” Reza dismissed this breezily, although intellectual property was rarely life-threatening.

			Donald Watkins appeared to be about to deliver his opinion, but Reza intercepted him with a warning glance.

			“What about my clothes? My books? What about my cat?” Marielle could hear that her voice was losing its cool detachment. Was it possible that she was really being asked to slither out of her identity like a used-up skin?

			“If Marielle were married or had children or living parents, you would have to go to the trouble and expense to relocate them as well. Let me at least go and pick up her cat,” Reza insisted. 

			Perhaps Marielle had never felt her solitary state—so necessary for a writer, she’d always rationalized—as acutely as she felt it now. No spouse, no children, no living family. Not even a steady girlfriend. She would go into exile with no one but her cat.

			In truth, she and Dude, her large, orange, neutered tomcat, were not all that close. He’d been named by Liana. After their breakup, Marielle had wanted to rename him, but the cat was undeniably Dude. 

			He liked to stretch his body against her hip when she was lying in bed, he would jump up onto her lap sometimes when she was at the computer, but he was just as willing to sink his teeth into her in response to some unfathomable displeasure. Still, the idea of never seeing him again—perhaps the only concrete notion she was able to hold onto as her entire life was sinking into oblivion—brought Marielle to near hysteria. 

			“You’re taking a terrible chance,” Donald Watkins objected. “You could be seen; you could be followed…”

			“I could be struck by lightning,” Reza interrupted. “The Rapture could descend. For chrissakes, let her have her cat.” 

			Marielle believed the only reason Watkins relented with a single reluctant nod was that he was ready to conclude this phase of the process. By saying yes he could be rid of Reza and get on with interrogating—he would call it “interviewing”—her.

			Before the attorney left the office, she took both of Marielle’s hands in hers and squeezed them. 

			“When will I see you again?” Marielle asked, gazing at her.

			Reza shook her head. “I don’t know. I’m sorry,” she said, “I’ll do everything I can, but our options are limited here.” She left in a swish of red. 

			Later in the afternoon, after being asked the same questions in a dozen different ways by Donald Watkins and two other men with the same gray aura, just as Marielle had been loaded into the back seat of a car with tinted windows and bulletproof sides, a small man in a tan suit thrust into her hands a cat-carrying case and a large tote bag. Dude greeted her with yowling complaint; he’d never liked being in a car.

			In addition to hardbound copies of all nine of her published novels, Reza had packed the bag with a few foil pouches of cat food, some water and a small dish, and a bottle of cat tranquilizers. Marielle was briefly tempted to swallow these herself. It was only later that she would find, folded up inside the pill bottle, Reza’s card with a scrawled message: “This is a secure phone. Call me at this number when you are alone.” Reading this, Marielle felt relief wash over the numbness into which she’d lapsed.

			Late that night Marielle’s private plane landed at a small military airport in what she would later learn was southeastern Michigan. She knew she was no longer in California as she gazed across the gray tarmac, a landscape made almost lunar by the cold gleam of halogen lights, rimmed by clumps of frozen snow, dirty with smog and car exhaust. The temperature was south of freezing; it seemed she had been cold for as long as she could remember. One of the men in charge of guarding her handed her his overcoat.

			A car drove her to a rundown Sheraton, where she and Dude were installed in a charmless room at the end of the hall on the fourth floor. She was introduced to Deputy Eric Orellano, a burly Latino who was staying in the room next door. This was ostensibly for Marielle’s protection, but also, she knew, to keep an eye on her. 

			That first day, there was no need; she ordered a bottle of white rum from room service, slept most of the day, and spent the rest of it in a kind of stupor. Dude, coming off the tranquilizers, was equally subdued. When the deputy knocked to ask if he could bring her any food from the coffee shop downstairs, she’d waved him away.

			The second day she awakened early and famished; she called room service for a big breakfast and called the front desk for The New York Times. They claimed not to have it but she told them there’d be a big tip if they produced it within the hour. It showed up at the same time as her coffee and eggs, and she proffered a twenty-dollar bill as promised. 

			Without bothering to look at the front page, she turned directly to the Arts and Leisure page and could not believe her eyes.

			 

			BOOKS

			Marielle Wing, 51, National Book Award Winner

			and Celebrated Novelist, Found Dead

			 

			She leaped from her seat, burst into the hallway and started pounding her fist against the deputy’s door. He looked disheveled when he opened it; clearly she’d woken him up. 

			“What have you done?” She shoved the headline in his face.

			“Calm down, ma’am.” Deputy Orellano clearly had no idea what she was talking about. 

			“Let me talk to Donald Watkins.” 

			“Who?” 

			“Don’t pull this shit with me! I am not in the mood,” she bellowed, so angry her vision was red. “Watkins, the Homeland Security agent who’s responsible for me being here.” 

			“Ma’am, please keep your voice down.” 

			“If you don’t get Watkins on the phone to me right now, I’ll wake this whole goddamn building.” 

			“Go back to your room, ma’am. I’ll have someone call you as soon as I can.” 

			“Don’t fucking call me ma’am,” she raged, and slammed the door to her room behind her. A few minutes later, the phone in her room rang. Without waiting for the caller to identify himself, she answered, “When were you going to tell me, you bastard?” 

			“I didn’t know you were such an early riser. I was planning to talk to you this morning.” 

			She was staring out the window at a bleak suburban landscape. Snow flurries had been falling since she’d awakened, but seemed to melt on the gray cement below. “You have no right to kill me. I’ve been cooperative. I haven’t done anything wrong. You can’t just decide I’m dead and notify me later.” 

			“It’s for your protection,” he insisted. “I don’t want them looking for you.” 

			“If I’d known this was what you had in mind I would have taken my chances in jail.” Then she hung up.

			She went back to bed that day, even though Dude paced the room, howling. She wasn’t asleep and she wasn’t awake. She was dead. When Deputy Orellano knocked in the late afternoon and said he had her paperwork, she told him to just slip it under the door. 

			In a manila envelope was a birth certificate. Lorraine Kaminsky, born May 1, the same year as Marielle. They could have shaved off a few years, she thought. And did they have to make her a Taurus? Lorraine had been born to Herbert and Loretta Kaminsky in Highland Park, Michigan. 

			She took the paper in her hands and held it up to the light; it looked just like the real thing. Just a sheet of parchment; she could rip it in half, yet it had the power to take away everything she’d ever been and done. 

			




Chapter Ten

			Lorraine stepped up to the counter, grateful there was no line. Grateful too there were no sheriffs here at this hour of the day. A young man with a stud in his tongue and a ring through his eyebrow was behind the register. She ordered a latte and paid for it, then asked, “May I have your restroom key?” 

			She knew this was a temporary solution. She knew that once Donald found out she’d been released, he’d waste no time in canvassing the area. He’d go to the counter and show the pierced young man her picture, and the young man would say, “She asked for the restroom key. This is her latte.” 

			She prayed to be spared the humiliation of being hauled out of a public toilet at Starbucks by federal marshals. Maybe she should just go back across the street and surrender to Donald Watkins. She didn’t know for sure what would happen to her—could it be any worse than what had already occurred? 

			But she thought about seeing him backlit by the smoldering ruins of her townhouse. She opened the door to the women’s restroom, left the key inside, locked the door and closed it again. She hoped that would be a small deterrent, give her a few more minutes before they knew she was really gone.

			This Starbucks had a back door, and she opened it cautiously onto an alley and slipped outside, searching for possible avenues of escape. Despite the rain the air was hot, compared to the air-conditioning inside Starbucks. She snuck around into a space between buildings to observe what was going on across the street. She saw two of the suited men leading Tuna out of the sheriff’s station, putting her in the back of the car. Did that mean she’d been working for them all along? Or that she’d just ratted her out? Or that she was a terrorist? Or maybe they thought Lorraine would come back for her?

			She saw other marshals fanning out in each direction from the station. She saw Donald crossing the street. She ducked back into the alley.

			A few doors down, a delivery truck was parked. She recalled noticing the driver taking a break at one of the tables, eating a muffin. She sidled around the panel truck. If she could get inside, maybe she could stow away in the back.

			But this must be an unscheduled break, because the door was open and the keys were in the ignition. She didn’t have time to think about it. She jumped behind the wheel and started the truck. She prayed the piped-in jazz-lite in the coffee shop would be loud enough to cover the sound of the engine starting. She resisted the urge to gun it and proceeded instead at an orderly pace. It would take her a bit to become adept at steering this large a vehicle; fortunately the LeSabre had been good practice. She found the windshield wipers just before she took a left at the end of the alley, driving away from the sheriff’s station and the men who were looking for her.

			Now you have completely lost it, she told herself. Now you’ve actually committed a crime. Would they put out an APB? Would they shoot to kill? Don’t be dramatic. They still want you alive to testify. Or did they?

			From the looks of the beat-up panel truck, she figured it was not equipped with a Lo-Jack or other tracking system. But, although no one was pursuing her now, it wouldn’t take long for them to realize she’d left the building and that the truck was gone. It certainly wouldn’t be hard to spot her in it. Perhaps the marshals already knew about the Twin Pines Motel; how would she ever get to Dude before they did? Tuna would certainly tell them about her plan to go to Canada. Even if the young woman was innocently caught up in this, why should she be loyal? After all, Lorraine had ditched her without a second thought, thrown her to the Feds without so much as a heads-up.

			There was a chance she might get to the motel first. Maybe Tuna hadn’t said so much at the police station. Maybe she’d forget about the cat until the Feds interrogated her. Maybe Lorraine could go get Dude and be on her way.

			It was crazy to keep this vehicle. The longer she had it, the more likely she was to get caught. But the time it would take to rent or buy a car could use up any small window she might have to get to Dude. She knew it was even crazier to risk her life for a cat, but she couldn’t imagine dumping Dude at the Twin Pines where it might take the proprietor weeks to find his lifeless body. He’d been a good companion to her in exile, and she owed him something. Like those people in New Orleans who stayed on their roofs for a week rather than evacuate without their dog.

			Then she had another idea. This might be the most deranged of all, but the minute she thought of it, it felt right. She pulled into the parking lot of a grocery store. It was a big shopping day and the lot was full of cars and vans, even a few trucks like the one she eased into a space. She parked and left the truck in the middle of an aisle in the middle of the lot—it wouldn’t be easy to spot from the street. She took the keys with her in case she needed to change her mind. She didn’t bother to wipe off her fingerprints or anything—they’d know who’d taken the truck.

			The rain was little more than a mist, enough to fog Lorraine’s ersatz glasses but not enough to soak her. Not like yesterday. She hightailed it up the street, walking a few blocks before she found a gas station with a payphone. It smelled like piss and vomit inside the glass booth, but the phone seemed to be in working order. Luckily she had change from her latte. Of course there was no phone book, so she called information and found the number for the Zen Center.

			She prayed she wouldn’t get an answering machine. After four rings, a voice said, “Ann Arbor Zen Center” and she recognized the voice of Koryo.

			“Is Zenkei there?” She resorted to deep breathing again to force her voice to stay calm.

			She heard the receiver crash down and for an instant she thought he’d hung up on her, but the line stayed open and she heard the clatter of footsteps. The stern monk seemed to be delivering a lecture about personal phone calls, but she couldn’t hear the words, only the tone.

			After what seems like minutes, she heard “Hello?” It was Zenkei.

			“It’s Lorraine, but don’t tell anyone you’re talking to me. Don’t tell Koryo.” 

			“He already know. He tell me you call.” 

			That could be a problem. A really big problem. Nevertheless, she forged ahead.

			“I’m sorry to bother you, but I need your help again. I don’t really have anyone else I can ask.” She told him about her cat, how he needed a place to stay, how she couldn’t go to get him herself right now. “If you could just go get him and keep him for a day or two, then I’ll come get him, and make a generous donation to the Center.” 

			“A favor is not done for money,” he replied. She could see he was trying to puzzle out her strange and strangely urgent request.

			She gave him a few terse directions to the Twin Pines. “But here’s the thing. I need you to go right away. The longer you wait, the more dangerous it might be.” 

			“How so?” She could tell he was being discreet; he didn’t repeat the word “dangerous.” 

			“I can’t explain now, but I promise I will. Nobody is going to hurt you.” She could only hope this was true. “But there are some people who are after me, and they might know where my cat is and be waiting for me. But you don’t know where I am, so you can’t help them.” 

			She realized that if they did apprehend Zenkei, the Feds would just wait for her to contact him. “I’ll call again later tonight. If you have the cat and everything’s fine, you can tell me that. But if there’s a problem, just tell me ‘You need to correct your delusions.’”

			“You need to correct your delusions,” he repeated. “Are you all right?” 

			“I don’t know,” she answered truthfully. “But if you manage to pull this off, I will be a lot better.” 

			“How do I get in?” Again, his discretion. He made no mention of the cat or the motel.

			Shit. She had the key. She remembered the rattletrap structure; it wouldn’t be hard to break in. But she couldn’t suggest that to a monk. “There’s an old lady who runs the place. She must have an extra. I don’t think she’ll give you a hard time. She, uh, doesn’t know I brought a cat with me.” 

			“Okay, okay,” he said. She could scarcely believe he was agreeing to such a scheme, which must seem very bizarre to anyone outside it. Still he said, “I’ll go now. You call later.” 

			She hung up and felt a little giddy. Her Timex told her it was 4:12 p.m. and she had not been killed by terrorists today, nor was she in federal custody. Although she could imagine twenty things that might go wrong, she knew at least that Dude would be safe. If Donald hadn’t already gotten to him. 

			Still, she worried. Was she putting Zenkei at risk? And could Koryo be trusted? There were brief moments when she felt ingenious, an intrepid solver of problems, but just as quickly those moments would collapse and she knew she was a fool with no clue about what would result from her actions. Indeed, she needed to correct her delusions.

			Humility, Francesca would say. Since she’d started meditating, that was a concept she’d talked about a lot. There’s relief, she’d told Marielle, in accepting that we don’t have all the answers. Marielle never bought it, but Lorraine might have no choice but to embrace this virtue.

			Francesca. Her longing for her best friend welled in her as she huddled inside the fetid booth, keeping her back to the street to thwart being identified by a passing unmarked car. With the rain picking up outside, she had no idea where to go next, how to pass the hours until she could find out if her orange tomcat was safe. 

			Francesca. Lorraine could hear her laughter, a deep guffaw that sounded booze-soaked, but wasn’t. She could see the way her friend would toss her red hair before she was about to say something serious. Lorraine needed her to tell her something now.

			She still had coins in her pocket and more in her wallet. Without allowing herself to think about the consequences, she was loading quarters into the phone, punching in Francesca’s number from memory, a number Marielle used to call nearly every day.

			It would be early afternoon in Los Angeles. She could be anywhere—in her studio, at her gallery, having lunch, playing hooky to take a hike in Griffith Park. She could be meditating. With each ring, Lorraine prepared herself to hang up when the message machine kicked on.

			Instead she heard a breathy, “Digame” the greeting an affectation Francesca had picked up after a summer residency in Barcelona a few years ago. The sound of her voice sent a warm current up Lorraine’s spine.

			Lorraine hesitated a moment, and concern crept into Francesca’s voice as she said, “Hello?” 

			“Fresh…” Lorraine began. She was afraid to say much more.

			“Oh my God, it’s true.” Francesca, who could never disguise her emotions, began weeping.

			“Be careful,” Lorraine cautioned. “We can’t know who might be listening.” 

			“Where are you?” her friend demanded.

			“I can’t tell you, for that same reason. Someone could be monitoring the call.” For that matter, she thought, they could be tracing the call. She wondered how long that took. And was it harder or easier with a pay phone? “It’s safer for you not to know.” 

			“I never believed you were dead,” Francesca sobbed. “You wouldn’t just leave me like that. And to never be able to see the body…I told Reza…”

			“Is Reza okay?” Lorraine asked sharply. “Have you seen her lately?” 

			“Not for a few weeks, I guess.” She was not concerned about Reza. “And then I got that card…”

			“You got it? It wasn’t opened or anything?” 

			“Not that I could tell. I was so relieved, but…”

			“Fresh, we shouldn’t talk any more now. I don’t know if your phone is safe.” 

			“What’s going on?” 

			“I wish I could tell you…”

			“Let me help you.” 

			“You can’t. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have called. If something happens to you, I’ll never forgive myself.” 

			“Nothing’s going to happen to me,” Francesca said, with all the certainty of ignorance, as if her insistence alone could make it true. “Call me back at the dirty place. One hour,” she commanded, then hung up.

			The dirty place—their nickname for a café where they’d sometimes meet for breakfast. One cup of coffee was all it took to understand the appellation, but no one listening in would know where she meant. My brilliant Fresh. Lorraine sagged with relief against the window of the booth, grateful to have spoken to her, not quite believing that she’d have the chance to speak with her again.

			Unless they’d been listening to the call. Unless they followed her.

			She had to leave this phone booth right away. In case they’d been listening. In case they’d traced the call.

			She stepped out into the rain, now falling hard enough to obscure her vision. She thought about going back to the grocery store, pushing a cart up the aisles for an hour, but decided it would be better to put some distance between herself and the stolen truck. This stretch she was on was an industrial strip—she couldn’t think of any reason to step into an auto body shop or an upholsterers. But she had to get off the street; if they found the truck, they’d search for her in the area. She kept walking away from the grocery. The rain and Friday afternoon rush hour had congested the traffic on the street. It was bumper to bumper.

			She considered sticking out her thumb to hitch a ride. How would she appear to the people in their cars—a soccer mom turned homeless? And if someone did stop, where would she say she was going? Then across the street she spotted a truck stop diner and, right next door, a cheap two-story motel. 

			She took her life in her hands to cross the eight-lane highway, but thanks to rush hour traffic she managed to do so, and slogged her way to the motel office. She stood for a moment just inside the door, shaking the rain from her hair and rubbing her glasses on her soggy T-shirt.

			This was the other end of the sleaze spectrum from the Twin Pines. The office was white-tiled and lit by relentless fluorescent light. It smelled of gasoline. She looked up to see a tiny Asian woman slumped behind the counter.

			“Can I get a room?” Lorraine asked her. The clerk didn’t bother to look at Lorraine. A more observant person might notice that she was anomalous here, neither trucker nor hooker, but the woman at the counter had trained herself not to observe who came and went. She might not even recognize Lorraine if Donald showed her picture.

			“How long?” she wanted to know.

			“One night, maybe two.” 

			“All night?” she asked without amusement.

			Lorraine shrugged. “Is there a phone?” 

			The clerk nodded. “Forty-five dollars.” She didn’t ask for ID. There was no paperwork at all.

			Lorraine handed her a fifty dollar bill. She returned five singles and a key. “Two-seventeen,” she mumbled and then blanked Lorraine out of her mind.

			The elevator doors opened. A burly man in a black T- shirt stepped out, followed by a too-skinny woman in a too-short skirt and a halter top. They were not spending the night. Lorraine entered the elevator, which smelled of beer and sex in the couple’s wake, and suppressed a shudder as the doors closed and the car began to move up.

			Room 217 was plain and tidy, but on close inspection she couldn’t escape the feeling that nothing was truly clean. The sheets were laundered, but the polyester bedspread felt sticky. The uncarpeted linoleum appeared caked with debris. There were stains on the ceiling she didn’t want to know about. The bathroom was over-lit, with one of those little paper seals across the toilet bowl. There was a shower stall, but no tub.

			Still, she eagerly stripped the wet clothes from her body and stood under the stream of hot water. She used the paper-wrapped chip of hotel soap to scrub between her legs. She could scarcely fathom that a few hours earlier she’d been fucking a woman almost thirty years her junior, but she wanted no trace of that experience on her. She wondered: Was Tuna truly just an innocent guitar player who’d gotten caught up in her situation? 

			If Francesca were here, she might laugh, as she always had, at Marielle’s choice in partners. “You know how to pick ’em, girlfriend,” her friend would tease. Lorraine dried herself with a rough towel, wishing she had the moisturizer she’d bought this morning. Had it been just this morning? She could barely take in all that had transpired this day, and experienced a flicker of nostalgia for the boredom she’d felt when she first got to Michigan.

			She had no dry clothes to change into, so instead she ran across the tacky floor and jumped her naked body in between the sheets. She consulted her Timex on the nightstand. 4:50. About twenty-five minutes before she was supposed to call Francesca at the dirty place. 

			Then she realized there was no phone in the room. The nightstand had a lamp, but no clock and no phone. Hadn’t the woman downstairs said there was? She recalled having passed a pay phone in the hallway; was that what she’d meant?

			Now she would have to crawl back into her wet clothes and stand in the hallway as the hookers and their tricks passed by. Anything she said to Francesca might be overheard by anyone.

			Unless she didn’t call her back. 

			Unless she let the next twenty-five minutes pass into the next twenty-five and then the next, and sooner or later Francesca would leave the dirty place and
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