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PART ONE

Dreams and Shadows


1

I have one of the dreams. There are only three: two are beautiful, one is violent, but all of them leave me shivering and alone.

The one I have tonight is about my husband. It goes something like this:

I could say he kissed my neck, and leave it like that, simplicity. But that would be a lie, in the most basic way that the word was created to mean.

It would be more truthful to say that I yearned for him to kiss my neck, with every molecule of my being, with every last, burning inch of me, and that when he did, his lips were the lips of an angel, sent from heaven to answer my fevered prayers.

I was seventeen then, and so was he. It was a time when there was no blandness or darkness. There was only passion, sharp edges, and a light that burned so hard it hurt the soul.

He leaned forward in the darkness of the movie theater and (Oh God) he hesitated for just a moment and (Oh God) I quivered on a precipice but pretended to be calm, and Oh God Oh God Oh God he kissed my neck, and it was Heaven, and I knew right then and there that I would be with him forever.

He was my one. Most people, I know, never find their one. They read about it, dream about it, or scoff at the idea. But I found mine, I found him when I was seventeen, and I never let him go, not even the day he lay dying in my arms, not even when death ripped him from me as I screamed, not even now.

God’s name these days means suffering: Oh God Oh God Oh God – I miss him so.

I wake with the ghost of that kiss on my flushed seventeen-year-old skin, and realize that I am not seventeen, and that he has stopped aging at all. Death has preserved him at the age of thirty-five, forever. To me, he is always seventeen years old, always leaning forward, always brushing my neck in that perfect moment.

I reach over to the spot he should be sleeping in, and I am pierced with a pain so sudden and blinding that I pray as I shiver, pray for death and an end to pain. But of course, I go on breathing, and soon the pain lessens.

I miss everything about him being in my life. Not just the good things. I miss his flaws as achingly as I miss the beautiful parts of him. I miss his impatience, his anger. I miss the patronizing look he would give me sometimes when I was mad at him. I miss being annoyed by the fact he’d always forget to fill the gas tank, leaving it near-empty when I was ready to go somewhere.

This is the thing, I think often, that never occurs to you when you consider what it would be like to lose someone you love. That you would miss not just the flowers and kisses, but the totality of the experience. You miss the failures and little evils with as much desperation as you miss being held in the middle of the night. I wish he was here now, and I was kissing him. I wish he was here now, and I was betraying him. Either would be fine, so fine, as long as he was here.

People ask sometimes, when they get up the courage, what it’s like to lose someone you love. I tell them it’s hard, and leave it at that.

I could tell them that it’s a crucifixion of the heart. I could say that most days after, I screamed without stopping, even as I moved through the city, even with my mouth closed, even though I didn’t make a sound. I could tell them that I have this dream, every night, and lose him again, every morning.

But hey, why ruin their day? So I tell them that it’s hard. That usually seems to satisfy them.

This is just one of the dreams, and it gets me out of bed, shaking.

I stare at the empty room, and then turn to the mirror. I have learned to hate mirrors. Some would say that this was normal. That all of us do this, put ourselves under the microscope of self-reflection and focus on the flaws. Beautiful women create fret and worry lines by looking for those very things. Teenage girls with beautiful eyes and figures to die for weep because their hair is the wrong color, or they think their nose is too big. The price of judging ourselves through others’ eyes, one of the curses of the human race. And I agree.

But most people don’t see what I see when I look into the mirror. When I look at myself what I see is this:

I have a jagged scar, approximately one half-inch wide, that begins in the middle of my forehead at my hairline. It shoots straight down, then turns at a near-perfect ninety-degree angle to the left. I have no left eyebrow; the scar has taken its place. It crosses my temple, where it then makes a lazy loop-de-loop down my cheek. It rips over towards my nose, crosses the bridge of it just barely, and then turns back, slicing in a diagonal across my left nostril and zooming one final time past my jawline, down my neck, ending at my collarbone.

It’s quite an effect. If you look at me in right profile only, everything looks normal. You have to stare at me straight on to get the full picture.

Everyone looks at themselves in a mirror at least once a day, or sees themself reflected back in the gaze of others. And they know what to expect. They know what they will see, what will be seen. I no longer see what I expect to see. I have the reflection of a stranger, staring out of a mask I can’t take off.

When I stand naked in front of the mirror, as I am doing now, I can see the rest of it. I have what can only be called a necklace of circular scars, each the diameter of a cigar, going from under one side of my collarbone to the next. More of the same traverse my breasts, go down across my sternum and stomach, ending just above my pubic hair.

The scars are cigar-sized because a lit cigar was what made them.

If you can put all that aside, things look pretty good. I’m small, four foot ten tall. I’m not skinny, but I am in shape. My husband used to call it a ‘lush’ figure. After my mind, heart and soul, he used to say, he married me for my ‘mouth-sized boobs and my heart-shaped ass’. I have long, thick, dark curly hair that hangs down to just above said ass.

He used to love that, too.

It is hard for me to look past those scars. I’ve seen them a hundred times, maybe a thousand. They are still all I see when I look into the mirror.

They were put there by the man who killed my husband and my daughter. Who was later killed by me.

I feel a broad emptiness rush into me thinking about this. It’s huge, dark, and absolutely nerveless. Like sinking into numb jello.

No big deal. I’m used to it.

That’s just how my life is now.

I sleep for no more than ten minutes, and I know that I won’t be sleeping again tonight.

I remember waking up a few months ago in the middle hours, just like this. That time between three-thirty and six a.m., when you feel like the only person on earth if you happen to be awake then. I’d had one of the dreams, as always, and knew I wasn’t going to be getting back to sleep.

I pulled on a T-shirt and some sweat pants, slipped on my battered sneakers, and headed out the door. I ran and ran and ran in the night, ran till my body was slick with sweat, till it soaked my clothes and filled those sneakers, and then I ran some more. I wasn’t pacing myself, and my breath was coming out fast. My lungs felt scarred by the coolness of that early-morning air. I didn’t stop, though. I ran faster, legs and elbows pumping, running as fast as I could, reckless.

I ended up in front of one of those convenience stores that fill the Valley, over by the curb, gagging and hacking up stomach acid. A couple of other early-morning ghosts looked over at me, then looked away. I stood up, wiped my mouth, and slammed through the front door of the store.

‘I want a pack of cigarettes,’ I said to the proprietor, still gulping in air.

He was an older man in his fifties, who looked Indian to me.

‘What kind do you want?’

The question startled me. I hadn’t smoked in years. I looked at the rows behind him, my gaze catching the once-beloved Marlboros.

‘Marlboros. Reds.’

He got me the pack and rang it up. Which was when I realized I was in sweats, and had no money. Instead of being embarrassed, I was, of course, angry.

‘I forgot my purse.’ I said it with my chin jutted out, defiant. Daring him to not give me the cigarettes or to make me feel ridiculous in any way.

He looked at me for a moment. It was, I guess, what writers would call a ‘pregnant pause’. He relaxed.

‘You’ve been running?’ he asked.

‘Yeah – running from my dead husband. Better than killing yourself, I guess, ha-ha!’

The words came out sounding funny to my ears. A little loud, a little strangled. I suppose I was a little crazy. But instead of getting the flinch or look of discomfort I so wanted from him at that moment, his eyes went soft. Not with pity, but with understanding. He nodded. He reached across the counter, holding the pack of cigarettes out for me to take.

‘My wife die in India. One week before we were supposed to come to America. You take the cigarettes, pay me next time.’

I stood there for a moment, staring at him. And then I snatched those cigarettes and ran out of there as fast as I could, before the tears started rolling down my cheeks. I clutched that pack of cigarettes and ran home weeping.

The place is a little out of my way, but I never go anywhere else now when I want to smoke.

I sit up now and smile a little as I find the pack of cigarettes on the night stand, and think of the guy at the store as I light up. I guess a part of me loves that little man, in the way you can only love a stranger who shows you a kindness so perfect at a time when you need it the most. It’s a deep love, a pang in the heart, and I know that even if I never know his name I’ll remember him till the day I die.

I inhale, a nice deep lungful, and regard the cigarette, its perfect cherry tip as it glows in the dark of my bedroom. This, I think, is the insidiousness of the cursed things. Not the nicotine addiction, though that’s surely bad enough. But the way a cigarette just fits in certain places. A dawn with a steaming cup of coffee. Or lonely nights in a house filled with ghosts. I know I should give them up again, before they get their claws all the way back into me, but I also know I won’t. They are all I have right now; a reminder of a kindness, a comfort and a source of strength, all rolled into one.

I exhale and watch the smoke billow, caught here and there by little currents of air, floating and then disappearing. Like life, I think. Life is smoke, plain and simple, we just fool ourselves that it’s otherwise. All it takes is one good gust and we float away and disappear, leaving behind only the scent of our passing in the form of memories.

I cough suddenly, laughing at all the connections. I’m smoking, life is smoke, and my name is Smoky. Smoky Barrett. My real name, given to me because my mother thought it ‘sounded cool’. This makes me cackle in the dark, in my empty house, and I think as I laugh (as I have before) just how crazy laughter sounds when you’re laughing alone.

This gives me something to think about for the next three or four hours. Being crazy I mean. Tomorrow is the day, after all.

The day when I decide if I go back to work for the FBI or come home, put a gun in my mouth, and blow my brains out.


2

‘Are you still having the same three dreams?’

This is one of the reasons I trust my appointed shrink. He doesn’t play mind games, dance around things, or try to sneak up and flank me. He goes straight for the heart of it, a direct attack. As much as I complain, and struggle against his attempts to heal me, I respect this.

Peter Hillstead is his name, and he’s about as far from the Freud-appearance stereotype as you can get. He stands just under six feet tall, with dark hair, a model-handsome face, and a body I wondered about when I first met him. His eyes are the most striking thing about him, though. They are an electric blue that I’ve never seen on a brunette before.

Despite his movie-star looks, I cannot imagine transference happening with this man. When you are with him, you do not think about sex. You think about you. He is one of those rare people who truly care about those they deal with, and you cannot doubt this when you are with him. You never feel, when you talk to him, that his mind is roaming elsewhere. He gives you his full attention. He makes you feel like you are the only thing that matters inside his small office. This is what, to me, precludes having a crush on this hunky therapist. When you are with him, you don’t think of him as man, but as something far more valuable: a mirror of the soul.

‘The same three,’ I respond.

‘Which one did you have last night?’

I shift a little, uncomfortable. I know that he notices this, wonder what he’s decided it means. I’m always calculating and weighing. I can’t help it.

‘The one about Matt kissing me.’

He nods. ‘Were you able to go back to sleep afterwards?’

‘No.’ I stare at him, not saying anything more, while he waits. This is not one of my cooperative days.

Dr Hillstead looks at me, chin in his hand. He seems to be contemplating something, a man at a crossroads. Knowing that whatever path he chooses will be one he can’t take back. Almost a minute goes by before he leans back and sighs, pinching the bridge of his nose.

‘Smoky, did you know that within the ranks of my fellow practitioners, I’m not all that well thought of?’

I start at this, at the idea of it as well as at the fact that he is telling me at all. ‘Uh, no. I didn’t.’

He smiles. ‘It’s true. I have some controversial views about my profession. The primary one being that I feel we have no real scientific solution to the problems of the mind.’

How the hell am I supposed to respond to that? My shrink, telling me that his chosen profession doesn’t have any solutions to mental problems? Not exactly confidence-inspiring. ‘I can see how that might not be appreciated.’

It’s the best response I can muster at short notice.

‘Don’t get me wrong. I’m not saying that I think my profession contains no solutions to mental problems.’

And that, I think, is one of the other reasons I trust this therapist of mine. He is knife-edge sharp, to the point of clairvoyance. It doesn’t spook me. I understand it – any truly gifted interrogator has this ability. To anticipate what the other person is thinking in response to what you are saying.

‘No. What I mean is this: Science is science. It is exact. Gravity means when you drop something, it will always fall. Two plus two is always four. Non-variance is the essence of science.’

I think about this, nod.

‘That being the case, what my profession does?’ Dr Hillstead gestures. ‘Our approach to the problems of the mind? Not a science. Not yet, at least. We haven’t arrived at two plus two. If we had, I would solve every case that walked in that door. I would know, in case of depression, do A, B, C, and it will always work. There would be laws that never changed, and that would be science.’ He smiles now, a wry smile. Maybe a little sad. ‘But I don’t solve every case. Not even half.’ He is silent a moment, then shakes his head. ‘What I do, my profession? It’s not a science. It’s a collection of things you can try, most of which have worked before more than once, and, having worked in more than one case, are worth trying again. But that’s about it. I’ve stated this view in public, so … I don’t have the greatest rep among many of my peers.’

I give this some thought while he waits. ‘I think I can see why,’ I say. ‘Things become more about image, less about results, in some parts of the Bureau. It’s probably the same deal for the shrinks that don’t like you.’

He smiles again, a tired kind of smile. ‘Right to the pragmatic center of it as always, Smoky. At least, in things that don’t involve yourself.’

I wince inside at this. This is one of Dr Hillstead’s favorite techniques, using normal conversation as a cover for the soul-revealing zingers he shoots at you, casual. Like the little Scud missile he’d just popped in my direction: You have an incisive mind, Smoky, he’d said, but you don’t apply it to solving yourself. Ouch. Truth hurts.

‘But here I am, in spite of what anyone may think of me. One of the most trusted therapists when it comes to handling cases involving FBI agents. Why do you think that is?’

He is looking at me again, waiting. I know this is leading up to something. Dr Hillstead never rambles. So I think about it.

‘If I had to guess, I’d guess that it’s because you’re good. Good always counts more than looks good, in my line of work.’

That slight smile again.

‘That’s right. I get results. That’s not something I parade around, and I don’t pat myself on the back about it before I go to bed every night. But it’s true.’

Said in the simple, non-arrogant tones of any accomplished professional. I understand this. It isn’t about modesty. In a tactical situation, when you ask someone if they are good with a gun you want them to be honest. If they suck, you want to know, and they want you to know, because a bullet will kill a liar as quick as an honest man. You have to know the truth about strengths and weaknesses when the rubber meets the road. I nod, and he continues.

‘That’s what matters in any military organization: Can you get results? Do you think it’s odd that I think of the FBI as a military organization?’

‘No. It’s a war.’

‘Do you know what the primary problem of any military organization is, always?’

I’m getting bored, restless. ‘Nope.’

Dr Hillstead gives me a disapproving look. ‘Think about it before you answer, Smoky. Please don’t blow me off.’

Chastised, I do. I speak slowly when I reply. ‘My guess would be … personnel.’

He points a finger at me. ‘Bingo. Now – why?’

The answer leaps into my mind, the way answers sometimes did when I was on a case, when I was really thinking. ‘Because of what we see.’

‘Uh-huh. That’s part of it. I call it “See, Do, Lose.” What you see, what you do, and what you lose. It’s a triumvirate.’ He counts them off on his fingers. ‘In law enforcement you see the worst things a human being is capable of. You do things no human should have to do, from handling rotting corpses to, in some cases, killing another person. You lose things, whether it’s something intangible, like innocence and optimism, or something real, such as a partner or … family.’

He gives me a look I can’t read. ‘That’s where I come in. I’m here because of this problem. And it’s also this problem that prevents me from being able to do my job the way it should be done.’

Now I am puzzled as well as interested. I look at him, a signal to continue, and he sighs. It’s a sigh that seems to contain its own ‘see, do, lose’ and I wonder about the other people that sit across from this desk, in this chair. The other miseries he listens to, takes home with him when he leaves.

I try to picture this, looking at him. Dr Hillstead, sitting at home. I know the basics, I had checked him out in a cursory fashion. Never married, lives in a two-story, five-bedroom house in Pasadena. Drives an Audi sports sedan – the Doc likes a little speed under him, a hint at some part of his personality. But these are all flat facts. Nothing to really tell you what happens when he walks in the front door of his home and closes it behind him. Is he a microwave-dinner kind of bachelor? Or does he cook steak, sipping red wine alone at an immaculate dining table while Vivaldi plays in the background? Hey, maybe he comes home, slips on a pair of high-heels and nothing else, and does the housework, hairy legs and all.

I warm to this thought, a little secret humor. I’ll take my laughs where I can get them, these days. I make myself focus again on what he’s saying to me.

‘In a normal world, someone who’s gone through what you’ve gone through would never go back, Smoky. If you were the average person in the average profession, you’d stay away from guns, and killers, and dead people, forever. Instead, my job is to see if I can help you be ready to return to that. This is what is expected of me. To take wounded psyches and send them back into the war. Melodramatic, maybe, but true.’

Now Dr Hillstead leans forward, and I feel that we are getting to the end of it, to whatever point he’s leading toward.

‘Do you know why I’m willing to work toward that? When I know I may be sending someone back into the thing that harmed them in the first place?’ He pauses. ‘Because that is what ninety-nine percent of my patients want.’

He pinches the bridge of his nose again, shaking his head.

‘The men and women I see, all mentally shot up, want to be fixed so they can go back to the battle. And the truth is, whatever it is that makes you people tick, most of the time – going back is exactly what you need. Do you know what happens to most of those who don’t? Sometimes they turn out okay. A lot of the time they turn into drunks. And, every now and then, they kill themselves.’

He looks at me as he says this last part, and I’m momentarily paranoid, wondering if he can read my mind. I have no idea where this is going. It’s making me feel off balance, a little bit wobbly, and a whole lot uncomfortable. All of which annoys me. My response to being uncomfortable is all Irish, from my mother’s side – I get pissed off and blame the other person for it.

He reaches over to the left side of his desk, picking up a thick file folder I hadn’t noticed before, puts it in front of him and flips it open. I squint, and am surprised to see that it is my name on the tab.

‘This is your personnel file, Smoky. I’ve had it for some time, and I’ve read it through more than once.’ He flips over the pages, summarizing out loud. ‘Smoky Barrett, born 1968. Degree in criminology. Accepted into the Bureau 1990. Graduated top of her class at Quantico. Assigned to assist in the Black Angel case in Virginia in 1991, administrative capacity.’ He looks up at me. ‘But you didn’t remain on the sidelines of that one, did you?’

I shake my head, remembering. I sure hadn’t. I was twenty-two years old, greener than green. Excited about being an agent, even more excited about being a part of a major case, even if it was pretty much just desk work. During one of the briefings, something about the case had stuck in my mind, something in a witness statement that didn’t seem right. It was still turning in my head when I went to sleep, and I awoke with a four a.m. epiphany, something that was going to become familiar to me in later years. The thing was, it ended up being an insight that broke the case wide open. It had to do with what direction a window opened. A tiny, forgettable detail that became the pea under my mattress, and ended up closing the door on a killer.

I called it luck at the time, and downplayed myself. True luck was that the agent in charge of the task force, Special Agent Jones, was one of those rare bosses. One who doesn’t hog the glory and instead gives credit where credit is due. Even to a green female agent. I was still new, so I got more desk work, but I was on the fast track from that point on. I was groomed for NCAVC – the National Center for the Analysis of Violent Crime, the part of the FBI that deals with the worst of the worst – under the watchful eye of SAC Jones.

‘Assigned to NCAVC three years later. That’s a pretty quick jump, isn’t it?’

‘The average agent assigned to NCAVC has ten years of prior Bureau experience.’ I wasn’t bragging. It was true. Dr Hillstead continues reading.

‘A few more cases solved, glowing performance reviews. And then you were made the NCAVC Coordinator in Los Angeles in ’96. Charged with creating an efficient local unit, and repairing the relations with local law enforcement that your predecessor had damaged. Some might have thought this was a demotion, but the truth is, you were hand-picked for a difficult task. It’s where you really began to shine.’

My mind wanders back to that time. ‘Shine’ is the perfect word. 1996 was a year when nothing seemed to go wrong. I’d had my daughter in late 1995. I was appointed to the LA office, a huge feather in my professional cap. And Matt and I were going strong, strong as ever. It was one of those years where I woke up every morning excited, fresh.

Back when I could reach over and find him next to me, where he should be.

It was everything that the here and now is not, and I feel myself getting angry at Dr Hillstead for reminding me of this. For making the present all the more bleak and empty by comparison.

‘Is there a point here?’

He raises a hand. ‘Just a little bit more. The office in LA hadn’t been doing well. You were given carte blanche in restaffing it, and you picked three agents from offices around the United States. They were thought, at the time, to be unusual choices. But they proved out in the end, didn’t they?’

That, I think to myself, is an understatement. I just nod, still angry.

‘In fact, your team is one of the best in Bureau history, isn’t it?’

‘The best.’ I can’t help it. I’m proud of my team, and I’m incapable of being modest when it comes to them. Besides, it was the truth. NCAVC Los Angeles, known as ‘NCAVC Co-ord’ or internally as ‘Death Central’, did its job. Period and always.

‘Right.’ He flips through a few more pages. ‘Lots of solved cases. More glowing reviews. Some notes that you were being considered to be the first female Acting Director ever. Historic.’

All of this was true. All of it also continues to anger me, for reasons I can’t quite understand. I just know that I am getting pissed off, coming to a boil, and if this continues I am going to have an explosive meltdown.

‘Something else in your file caught my eye. Notations about your marksmanship.’

He looks up at me, and I feel blindsided, though I don’t know why. Something stirs in me, and I recognize it as fear. I grip the arms of the chair as he continues.

‘Your file states that you possibly rank within the top twentieth percentile, worldwide, with a handgun. Is that true, Smoky?’

I stare at my therapist, and I feel myself going numb. The anger is disappearing.

Me and guns. Everything he’s saying is true. I can pick up a gun and shoot it like other people grab a glass of water or ride a bike. It’s instinctive, and always has been. There’s no genus to it that you can put a finger on. I didn’t have a father who wanted a son and so taught me how to use a gun. In fact, my Dad disliked them. It was just something I could do.

I was eight years old, and my Dad had a friend who had been in Vietnam as a Green Beret. Now he was a gun nut. He lived in a run-down condo in a run-down area of the San Fernando Valley – which fitted him. He was a run-down man. Even so, to this day I remember his eyes: sharp and youthful. Sparkling.

His name was Dave, and he managed to drag my father out to a shooting range in a somewhat disreputable area of San Bernardino County, and my Dad had brought me along, maybe in hopes of keeping the trip short. Dave got my Dad to shoot a few clips as I stood watching, wearing protective earmuffs that were oversized on my little-girl head. I watched them both as they held the weapons, and I was fascinated by it. Drawn to it.

‘Can I try?’ I piped up.

‘I don’t think that’s a good idea, honey,’ Dad said.

‘Aww, come on Rick. I’ll get her a little twenty-two pistol. Let her squeeze off a couple of shots.’

‘Please, Daddy?’ I looked up at my father with my best pleading look, the one I knew, even at eight, could bend his will to mine. He looked down at me, the struggle apparent in his face, and then sighed.

‘Okay. But just a few shots.’

Dave went and got the twenty-two, a tiny little thing that fitted my hand, and they dug up a stool for me to stand on. Dave loaded the weapon and placed it in my hands, standing behind me as my Dad watched, apprehensive.

‘See the target down there?’ he asked. I nodded. ‘Decide where you want your shot to land. Take your time. When you pull the trigger, you want to do it slow. Don’t jerk it, or that will throw off your aim. You ready?’

I believe I replied, but the truth was, I barely heard him. I had the gun in my hand, and something was clicking inside me. Something right. Something that fitted. I looked down the range at the human-shaped target, and it didn’t seem far away at all. It seemed close, reachable. I pointed the gun toward it, took a breath, and pulled.

I was startled and thrilled by the jerk of the little pistol in my small hands.

‘Damn!’ I heard Dave crow.

I squinted down toward the target again, and saw that a little hole had appeared in the center of the head, right where I had wanted it to go.

‘You just might be a natural, young lady,’ he said to me. ‘Try a few more.’

The ‘couple of shots’ turned into an hour and a half of shooting. I hit what I aimed for over ninety percent of the time, and by the end of it I knew I’d be shooting guns for the rest of my life. And that I’d be good at it.

My Dad supported this habit in the years to come, in spite of his distaste for guns. I guess he recognized that this was a part of me, something he wouldn’t be able to keep me away from.

The truth? I’m scary-good. I keep this to myself, and I don’t show off in public. But alone? I’m an Annie Oakley. I can shoot out candle flames and put holes in quarters that you toss in the air. One time, at an outdoor shooting range, I put a ping-pong ball on the back of my gun hand, the same one I use to draw my weapon. It sat on the back of my hand, and then that hand flew down to grab my gun. I came back up and blew the ping-pong ball away before it could fall to the ground. A silly trick, but I found it very satisfying.

All of this goes through my head while Dr Hillstead watches me.

‘It’s true,’ I say.

He closes the file. Clasps his hands and looks at me. ‘You are an exceptional agent. Certainly one of the best female agents in the Bureau’s history. You hunt the worst of the worst. Six months ago a man you were hunting, Joseph Sands, came after you and your family, killed your husband in front of you, raped and tortured you, and killed your daughter. Through an effort that could only be called superhuman you turned the tables on him, taking his life.’

I am fully clothed in the numbness now. I don’t know what all this is leading to, and don’t care.

‘So here I am, in a profession where two plus two doesn’t always equal four, and things don’t always fall when you drop them, trying to help you go back to all that.’

The look he gives me is so filled with honest compassion that I have to look away from it; it burns me with its feeling.

‘I’ve been doing this for a long time, Smoky. And you’ve been seeing me for quite a while. I develop feelings about things – you’d probably call them hunches in your line of work. Here’s what my hunches have to say about where we’re at. I think you’re trying to choose between whether to go back to work or kill yourself.’

My gaze snaps back up to his, an involuntary admission that’s been shocked out of me. As the numbness rushes away from me in a scream, I realize that I’ve been played, played with great finesse. He’s talked around, rambled, prodded, keeping me unaware and off balance, and then moved in for the kill. Right for the jugular, without hesitation. And it’s worked.

‘I can’t help you unless you really lay it all on the table, Smoky.’

That compassionate look again, too truthful and honest and good for me right now. His eyes are like two hands reaching out to grab my spiritual shoulders, shaking me hard. I feel tears prickling. But my look back is filled with anger. He wants to break me, the way I’ve broken plenty of criminals in plenty of interrogation offices. Well, fuck that.

Dr Hillstead seems to sense this, and smiles a soft smile.

‘Okay, Smoky, that’s fine. Just one last thing.’

He pulls open a desk drawer and lifts out a plastic evidence bag. At first I can’t tell what it holds, but then I can, and it causes me to shiver and sweat at the same time.

It’s my gun. The one I carried for years, and the one I shot Joseph Sands with.

I can’t tear my eyes away from it. I know it like I know my own face. Glock, deadly, black. I know how much it weighs, what it feels like – I can even remember how it smells. It sits there in that bag, and the sight of it fills me with an overwhelming terror.

Dr Hillstead opens the bag, removing the gun. He lays it down on the desk in front of us. Now he looks at me again, except this time it’s a hard look, not a compassionate one. He’s done fucking around. I realize that what I thought was his best shot wasn’t even close. For reasons I don’t understand, and apparently he does, it is this that is going to break me wide open. My own weapon.

‘How many times have you picked up that gun, Smoky? A thousand? Ten thousand?’

I lick my lips, which are as dry as dust. I don’t reply. I can’t stop looking at the Glock.

‘Pick it up right now, and I’ll recommend you fit for active duty, if that’s what you want.’

I can’t respond, and I can’t tear my eyes away from it. Part of me knows I’m in Dr Hillstead’s office, and that he is sitting across from me, but things seemed to have narrowed to one world: me, and the gun. Sounds have filtered out, so that there is a strange, still silence in my head, except for the thudding of my heart. I can hear it, beating hard and fast.

I lick my dry lips again. Just reach over and take it, I tell myself. Like he said, you’ve done it ten thousand times. That gun is an extension of your hand, picking it up is an afterthought, like breathing, or blinking.

It just sits there, and my hands have stayed on the arms of the chair, stiff and clenching.

‘Go ahead. Pick it up.’ His voice has gone hard. Not brutal, but unyielding.

I’ve managed to get one of my hands to come off the arm of the chair, and I move it forward with all the force of will that I can muster. It doesn’t want to respond, and part of me, the very small part that remains analytical and calm, cannot believe that this is happening. When did an action that, for me, is close to a reflex become the hardest thing I’ve ever done?

I’m aware that sweat is streaming down my forehead. My entire body is shaking, and my vision has started to get dark around the edges. I’m having trouble breathing, and I can feel panic building in me, a claustrophobic, hemmed-in, suffocating feeling. My arm is shaking like a tree in a hurricane. Muscles spasm up and down it like a bag full of snakes. My hand gets closer and closer to the gun, until it’s hovering just above it, and now the shaking is huge, has moved to my entire body, and the sweat is everywhere.

I leap up from the chair, toppling it over backwards, and scream.

I scream, and I beat my head with my hands, and I feel myself starting to sob, and I know that he’s done it. He’s cracked me, split me open, torn my guts out. The fact that he’s done it to help me isn’t any comfort, none at all, because right now everything is pain, pain, pain.

I back away from his desk, to the left wall, sliding down it. I register that I am moaning as I do this, a kind of keening wail. It is a terrible sound. It hurts me to hear it, like it always has. It is a sound I’ve heard too many times before. The sound of a survivor who has realized that they’re still alive, while everything they love is gone. I’ve heard it from mothers and husbands and friends, heard it as they identified bodies in the morgue or got the news of death from my own lips.

I wonder that I can’t feel ashamed right now, but there’s no room for shame here. Pain has filled me up.

Dr Hillstead has moved near me. He won’t hold me or touch me – that’s not good form for a therapist. But I can feel him. He is a crouched blur in front of me, and my hatred of him, at this moment, is perfect.

‘Talk to me, Smoky. Tell me what’s happening.’

It is a voice so filled with genuine kindness that it sparks a whole new wave of anguish. I manage to speak, broken, sobbing gasps.

‘I can’t live like this, I can’t live like this, no Matt, no Alexa, no love, no life, all gone, all gone and —’

My mouth forms an ‘O’. I can feel it. I look up at the ceiling, grab my hair, and manage to rip out two handfuls by the roots before I pass out.
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It seems strange that a demon would speak with a voice like that. He stands nearly ten feet tall, he has agate eyes and a head covered with gnashing, crying mouths. The scales that cover him are the black of something that’s been burned. But the voice is twangy, almost Southern-sounding, when he speaks.

‘I love to eat souls,’ he says in a conversational tone. ‘Nothing like devouring something that was destined for heaven.’

I’m naked and tied to my bed, tied by silver chains, so thin, and yet unbreakable. I feel like Sleeping Beauty, written by accident into an H. P. Lovecraft story. Waking to a forked tongue against my lips rather than the soft kiss of a hero. I am voiceless, gagged with a scarf of silk.

The demon is standing at the foot of the bed, looking down at me as it speaks. It looks both at ease and possessive, staring at me with the look of pride a hunter gives a deer strapped to the hood of his car.

It waves the serrated combat knife it’s holding. It seems so small in those huge, clawed hands.

‘But I like my souls well done – and spicy! Yours is missing something … maybe a dash of agony and a side of pain?’

Its eyes go empty, and black saliva that looks like pus dribbles from between its fangs, sliding along its chin and onto its huge and scaly chest. The demon’s absolute unawareness of this is terrifying. Then it smiles a leering smile, showing all those pointy teeth, and shakes a claw at me, playful.

‘I have someone else here too, my love. My sweet, sweet Smoky.’

It steps aside, to reveal my Prince, the one whose kiss I should have awoken to. My Matt. The man I’ve known since I was seventeen years old. The man I know in every way a person can know another person. He is naked, and is tied to a chair. He’s been given a long, terrible beating. The kind of beating designed to harm without causing death. The kind of beating designed to feel endless, to kill hope, while keeping the body alive. One eye is swollen shut, his nose is broken, and teeth are missing behind the shredded meat of his lips. His lower jaw is formless and shattered. Sands has used his knife on Matt. I see small, deep cuts all over that face I’ve loved and kissed and cradled. There are big slashes down his chest and around his navel. And blood. So much blood everywhere. Blood that runs and drips and bubbles as Matt breathes. The demon has smeared the blood on Matt’s stomach to play a game of tic-tac-toe. I notice that the Os won.

Matt’s one open eye meets mine, and the perfection of the despair I see there fills my mind with a terrible howling. It’s a howl from the gut, a soul-shattering sound, horror put to voice. A hurricane shriek strong enough to destroy the world. I am filled with a rage so complete, so intense, so overwhelming that it destroys conscious thought with the violence of a bomb blast. This is a rage of insanity, the total darkness of an underground cavern. An eclipse of the soul.

I screech like an animal through my gag, the kind of screech that should make your throat bleed and your eardrums explode, and I slam against my bonds so hard that the chains cut into my skin. My eyes bug out, trying to burst from their sockets. If I were a dog, I would be foaming at the mouth. I want only one thing: To snap these chains and kill the demon with my bare hands. I don’t just want it to die – I want to eviscerate it. I want to tear it apart so that it is unrecognizable. I want to split the atoms that make up the demon and turn it into mist.

But the chains stay strong. They don’t break. They don’t even loosen. Through all this, the demon watches me in bemused fascination, one hand resting on the top of Matt’s head, a monstrous parody of a fatherly gesture.

The demon laughs, and shakes its monstrous head, causing its multiple mouths to mew in protest. Speaks again with that voice that doesn’t match its form.

‘There we go! Cook and baste, bake and broil.’ It winks. ‘Nothing like a little despair to bring out the taste of a heroic soul …’ A pause, and then the voice goes serious for just a moment, fills with a kind of perverse regret: ‘Don’t blame yourself for this, Smoky. Even a hero can’t win all the time.’

I look at Matt again, and the look in his eye is enough to make me want to die. It’s not a look of fear, or pain, or horror. It’s a look of love. He has managed, for just a moment, to push the demon out of the world of this bedroom, so that it’s just he and I, looking at each other.

One of the gifts of a long marriage is the ability to communicate anything – from mild displeasure to the meaning of life – with a single glance. It’s something you develop in the process of mixing your soul with your spouse’s, if you’re willing to mix your soul. Matt was giving me one of those looks, and saying three things with that one, beautiful eye: I’m sorry, I love you, and … goodbye.

It was like watching the end of the world. Not in flame and fire, but in cold, drenching shadows. Darkness that would go on forever.

The demon seems to sense it as well. It laughs again, and does a little prancing dance, waving its tail and dripping pus from its pores.

‘Ahh – amore. How sweet it is. That’ll be the cherry on top of my Smoky Sundae – the death of love.’

The door to the room opens, closes. I don’t see anyone enter … but there is now a small, shadowy figure at the periphery of my vision. Something about it fills me with desperation.

Matt closes his eye, and I feel the rage again, and tear at my bonds.

The knife goes down, I hear the wet, cutting, sawing sound, and Matt screams through his ruined lips as I scream through my gag, and Prince Charming is dying, Prince Charming is dying —

I wake up screaming.

I am lying on the couch in Dr Hillstead’s office. He is kneeling next to it, touching me with words, not hands.

‘Shh. Smoky. It’s okay, it was just a dream. You’re here, you’re safe.’

I’m shaking hard, and I’m covered with sweat. I can feel tears drying on my face.

‘Are you all right?’ he asks me. ‘You back?’

I can’t look at him. I bring myself to a sitting position.

‘Why did you do that?’ I whisper. I’m done with the pretense of being strong in front of my shrink. He’s shattered me, and he holds my heart, still beating, in his hands.

He doesn’t reply right away. He stands up, grabs a chair and brings it close to the couch. He sits down, and though I still can’t look at him I can feel him looking at me, like a bird beating its wings against a window. Tentative, persistent.

‘I did that … because I had to.’ Dr Hillstead is silent for a moment. ‘Smoky, I’ve been working with the FBI and other law enforcement agents for a decade now. You people, you are made of such strong stuff. I’ve seen all the best parts of humanity in this office. Dedication. Bravery. Honor. Duty. Sure, I’ve seen a little evil, some corruption. But that’s been the exception, not the rule. Mostly, I’ve seen strength. Unbelievable strength. Strength of character, of the soul.’ He pauses, shrugs. ‘We’re not supposed to discuss the soul, in my profession. Not supposed to believe in it, really. Good and evil? They’re just broad concepts, not things defined.’ He looks at me, grim. ‘But they aren’t just concepts, are they?’

I continue to stare at my hands.

‘You and your peers, you hoard your strength like a talisman. You act as if it has some finite source. Like Samson and his hair. You seem to think that if you break down and really open up in here, you’ll lose that strength, and never get it back.’ He’s quiet again, for a good long while. I feel empty and desolate. ‘I’ve been doing this for some time, Smoky, and you’re one of the strongest people I’ve ever met. I can say with near-certainty that none of the people I’ve treated in the past would be able to endure what you’ve suffered, are suffering. Not one of them.’

I manage to make myself look at him. I wonder if he’s making fun of me. Strong? I don’t feel strong. I feel weak. I can’t even hold my gun. I look at him, and he looks back at me, and it’s an unflinching gaze that I recognize with a jolt. I’ve given blood-drenched crime scenes that same gaze. Dismembered corpses. I am able to look on those horrors and not look away. Dr Hillstead is giving me the same look, and I realize that this is his gift: he is able to give the horrors of the soul a steady, unwavering gaze. I’m his crime scene, and he’ll never turn away in distaste or revulsion.

‘But I know you are at your breaking point, Smoky. And that means I can do one of two things: Watch you break and die – or force you to open up and let me help you. I chose the second one.’

I can feel the truth of his words, their sincerity. I’ve looked at a hundred lying criminals. I like to think I can smell a lie in my sleep. This man is telling me the truth. He wants to help me.

‘So now the ball’s in your court. You can get up and leave, or we can move on from here.’ He smiles at me, a tired smile. ‘I can help you, Smoky. I really can. I can’t make it not have happened. I can’t promise that you won’t hurt for the rest of your life. But I can help you. If you’ll let me.’

I stare at my shrink, and I can feel it all struggling inside me. He’s right. I’m a female Samson, and he’s a male Delilah, except that he’s telling me it won’t hurt me to cut my hair this time. He’s asking me to trust him in a way I don’t trust anyone. Except myself.

And …? I hear the little voice inside ask. I close my eyes in response. Yeah. And Matt.

‘Okay, Dr Hillstead. You win. I’ll give it a shot.’

I know it’s right the moment I say it, because I stop shaking.

I wonder if what he’s said is true. About my strength, I mean.

Do I have the strength to live?
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I’m standing in front of the LA FBI offices on Wilshire. I look up at the building, trying to feel something about it.

Nothing.

This is not a place I belong to right now; instead, I feel it judging me. Frowning down at me with a face of concrete, glass and steel. Is this how civilians see it, I wonder? As something imposing and perhaps a little hungry?

I catch my reflection in the glass of the front doors, and I cringe inside. I was going to wear a suit, but that felt like too much of a commitment to success. Sweats were too little. As a testimony to indecisiveness, I had opted for jeans and a button-down blouse, simple flats on my feet, light makeup. Now it all feels inadequate, and I want to run, run, run.

Emotions are rolling in like waves; cresting and crashing. Fear, anxiety, anger, hope.

Dr Hillstead had ended the session with one dictate: Go and see your team.

‘This wasn’t just a job for you, Smoky. It was something that defined your life. Something that was a part of who you are. What you are. Would you agree?’

‘Yeah. That’s true.’

‘And the people you work with – some of them are friends?’

I shrug. ‘Two of them are my best friends. They’ve tried to reach out to me, but …’

He raises his eyebrows at me, a query he already knows the answer to. ‘But you haven’t seen them since you were in the hospital.’

They’d come to visit me while I was wrapped in gauze like a mummy, while I wondered why I was still alive, and wished I wasn’t. They’d tried to stay, but I’d asked them to leave. Lots of phone calls had followed, all of which I let go to voice mail, and didn’t return.

‘I didn’t want to see anybody then. And after …’ I let the words trail off.

‘After, what?’ he prodded.

I sighed. I gestured toward my face. ‘I didn’t want them to see me like this. I don’t think I could stand it if I saw pity on their faces. It would hurt too much.’

We’d talked about it a little further, and he’d told me that the first step toward being able to pick up my gun again was to go face my friends. So here I am.

I clench my teeth, call on that Irish stubbornness, and push through the doors.

They close in slow silence behind me, and I’m trapped for a minute between the marble floor and the high ceiling above. I feel exposed, a rabbit caught in an open field.

I move through the metal detectors of security, and present my badge. The guard on duty is alert, with hard, roaming eyes. They flicker a little when he sees the scars.

‘Going to say hi to the guys in Death Central and the Assistant Director,’ I tell him, feeling (for some reason) like I have to tell him something.

He gives me a polite smile that says he really doesn’t care. I feel even more foolish and exposed, and head to the elevator lobby, cursing myself under my breath.

I end up in an elevator with someone I don’t know, who manages to make me feel even more uncomfortable (if that were possible) by doing a bad job of hiding his sideways glances at my face. I do my best to ignore it, and when we get to my floor, I leave the elevator perhaps a little faster than normal. My heart is pounding.

‘Get a grip on yourself, Barrett,’ I growl. ‘What do you expect, looking like the hunchback of Notre Dame? Get it together.’

Talking to myself works most of the time, and this is no exception. I feel better. I head down the hallway and now I’m in front of the door to what used to be my offices. Fear rises again, replacing the nonchalance I had mustered. There are parallels here, I think. I’ve gone through that door without thinking about it, more times than I can count. More times than I’ve picked up my gun. But I feel a similar fear here, in a more minor key.

The life I have left, I realize, is beyond that door. The people who make up that life. Will they accept me? Or are they going to see a broken piece in a monster mask, glad-hand me, and send me on my way? Am I going to feel eyes full of pity burning holes in my back?

I can picture this scenario with a clarity that appalls me. I feel panicked. I shoot a nervous glance down the hall. The elevator door is still open. All I have to do is turn on my heel and run. Run and just keep running. Run and run and run and run and run. Fill those sneakers with sweat and buy a pack of Marlboros and go home and smoke and cackle in the dark. Weep for no reason, stare at my scars and wonder about the kindness of strangers. This appeals to me with a strength that makes me shiver. I want a cigarette. I want the security of my loneliness and my pain. I want to be left alone so I can just keep losing my mind and —

— and then I hear Matt.

He’s laughing.

It’s that soft laugh I always loved, a cool breeze of kindness and clarity. ‘Riiiiiight, babe … high-tailing it away from danger. That’s so you.’ This had been one of his gifts. The ability to chide without ridicule.

‘Maybe it’s me now,’ I murmur.

I’m trying to sound defiant, but the quivering chin and sweaty palms make it hard to pull off.

I can feel him smile, gentle and smug and not really there.

Damn it.

‘Yeah, yeah, yeah …’ I mutter to the ghost as I reach out and turn the knob.

I push Matt away in my mind, and I open the door.
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I stare inside for a moment without entering. My terror is pure and clean and nausea-producing. It occurs to me that this is the core of what I hate the most about my life since the ‘big bad’ happened. The constant uncertainty. One of the qualities I always liked about myself was my decisiveness. It was always simple – decide and do. Now it’s ‘what if what if what if, no yes no maybe, stop go, what if what if what if …’ and behind it all: ‘I’m afraid …’

God, I am afraid. All the time. I wake up afraid, I walk around afraid, I go to sleep afraid. I am a victim. I hate it, I cannot escape it, and I miss the effortless certainty of invulnerability that used to be me. I also know, however much I heal, that that certainty will never return. Never.

‘Get a grip, Barrett,’ I say.

This is the other thing I do now: I wander, without ever going anywhere.

‘So change it,’ I murmur to myself.

Oh yeah – and I talk out loud all the time.

‘You one cwazy wabbit, Barrett,’ I whisper.

One deep breath and I move through the door.

It’s not a big office. Just the four of us, desks and computer stations, a small acting conference room, phones. Corkboards covered with photos of death. It looks no different now than when I was here six months ago. But the way I feel, I might as well be walking on the moon.

Then I see them. Callie and Alan, backs to me, talking to each other as they point at one of the corkboards. James is there, focused with his usual cold intensity on a file that lies open on the desk in front of him. It’s Alan who turns and sees me first. He sees me, and his eyes open wide, his mouth drops, and I am bracing myself for a look of revulsion.

He laughs out loud.

‘Smoky!’

It is voice filled with joy. And, in that moment, I am saved.
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‘Damn, honey-love, you won’t have to dress up for Halloween anymore.’ This is Callie. What she says is shocking, crass and unfeeling. It fills me with an easy joy. If she’d done anything else, I probably would have burst into tears.

Callie is a tall, skinny, leggy redhead. She looks like a supermodel. She’s one of those beautiful people; staring at her too long is like looking into the sun. She’s in her late thirties, has a Master’s in forensics with a minor in criminology, is brilliant, and lacks any social veneer at all. Most people find her intimidating. Many decide, on first blush, that she’s uncaring, maybe even cruel. This couldn’t be farther from the truth. She is loyal to an extreme, and her integrity and character couldn’t be tortured out of her. She is blunt, forever truthful, brutal in her observations, and refuses to play games – political, PR or otherwise. She would also put herself in front of a bullet for anyone she calls a friend.

One of Callie’s most admirable features is the one that’s easiest to miss – her simplicity. The face she shows to the world is the only one she has. She doesn’t believe in self-importance, and has no patience with those who do. This is probably the crux of what confuses those who judge her harshly: if you can’t take her poking fun at you, she’s not going to lose any sleep over your discomfort. Lighten up or get left behind, because – as she likes to say – ‘if you can’t laugh at yourself, you’re of no use to me.’

It was Callie who found me in the aftermath of Joseph Sands. I was naked and bleeding, screaming and covered with vomit. She was dressed to kill, as always, but she didn’t hesitate to gather me in her arms and hold me while she waited for the ambulance. One of the last things I remember before I passed out was the sight of her beautiful tailored suit, ruined by my blood and tears.

‘Callie …’

This reproval comes from Alan, quiet, serious, to the point. Alan’s way. Alan is a huge, scary-looking African-American man. He’s not just big, he is gargantuan. He is a mountain with legs. His scowl has caused more than one suspect in an interrogation room to wet himself. The irony, of course, is that Alan is one of the kindest, gentlest people I have ever known. He has a tremendous patience that I have always admired and aspire to, and he brings this to our cases. He never tires of going through the evidence, of examining the smallest thing. Nothing bores him when he is tracking a killer. And his eye for detail has broken more than one case. Alan is the oldest of us, in his mid-forties, and he brought ten years of experience as a Los Angeles homicide detective with him when he joined the FBI.

A new voice. ‘What are you doing here?’ If displeasure was a musical instrument, this would be a symphony.

It’s said without preamble or apology; blunt, like Callie, but without her humor. This comes from James. We call him Damien behind his back, after the character in The Omen, the son of Satan. He’s the youngest of us all, only twenty-eight, and he’s one of the most irritating, unlikeable people I’ve ever known. He grates on you, sets your teeth on edge, and infuriates you. If I ever want to piss someone off, James is the gas to throw on the fire.

James is also brilliant. That off-the-charts, white-hot-nova kind of brilliant. He graduated from high school at fifteen, got perfect scores on the SATs, and was wooed by every college worth a damn in the nation. He picked the one with the best criminology curriculum, and proceeded to burn his way through to a PhD in four years. Then he joined the FBI, which had been his goal all along.

When he was twelve, James lost his older sister to a serial killer with a thing for blowtorches and screaming young women. He decided that he was going to work in this office the day they buried her.

James is a closed and faceless book. He seems to live for just one thing – what we do. He never jokes, never smiles, never does anything unnecessary to the job at hand. He doesn’t share his private life, or anything else that would give a clue to his passions, likes, dislikes or tastes. I don’t know what kind of music he enjoys, what movies he prefers to watch, or even if he does.

It would be too simple and neat to think of him as just efficient and logic-driven. No, there is a hostility to James that comes out in sharp bursts. His disapproval can be acrid, and his thoughtlessness is legendary. I can’t say that he takes joy in the discomfort of others; I would say instead that he just doesn’t care about it one way or the other. I think James is forever angry at a world in which individuals like the one who killed his sister can exist. Even so, I’ve long ago stopped forgiving him for himself. He’s too much of an ass.

But he is brilliant, a brilliance forever blinding those around him, like a permanent camera flash. And he shares an ability with me that ties us together, a gift that creates an umbilicus between us, that gives me an evil twin. He can get inside the mind of a killer. He can slide into the nooks and dark places, consider the shadows, understand the evil. I can do it, too. It’s not uncommon for us to end up working together on certain parts of a case, in a very intimate sense. During those times, we get along like oil
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