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A NOTE TO THE READER


There are two ways to read this book. The first is to read it as you would any other novel, straight through from beginning to end, learning the solutions to the codes as Mia decrypts them. But if you’d like to try your hand at cryptography, pause your reading anytime you encounter this symbol:
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At this point in the story, you’ll have all the information you need to break the code yourself. Once you think you’ve solved it, resume your reading at the point where you left off and see if your wits are a match for Mia’s.




48 HOURS AGO

“Arthur Zimmermann,” he said, “checking in.”

Just four words. Simple ones, at that. But with them, he crossed the Rubicon.

The lobby of the Hay-Adams Hotel was bustling and warm, all arches, wood columns, and gold light. On the way in, he’d squeezed past a pair of lobbyists in tailored suits, their heads buried in their phones. He’d kept his head buried, too, because there were cameras in this lobby. There were eyes in this lobby.

And he was not Arthur Zimmermann.

He forced his head up and made himself meet the eyes of the woman behind the check-in desk. He gave her the best smile he could manage.

“We have you in room forty, the Federal Suite,” said the woman.

“Is that a good room?” he asked before he could stop himself.

She smiled. “It is.”

He fought back the urge to adjust his glasses. To tug at his dress shirt, or button and then unbutton his blazer.

“I’m interviewing for a clerkship with the Supreme Court,” he said. “I was told you can tell a lot about your chances by the room they book you in.” Lies. All of them.

The woman behind the desk leaned forward to whisper and wink. “It’s our finest room, Mr. Zimmermann. So don’t blow it.”

They shared the polite laugh of strangers. He took the key card, waving away her offer to have someone bring up his luggage. “Just this,” he said, hoisting his empty suitcase.

He didn’t relax when the elevator doors slid shut. Or when they opened on an empty fourth-floor hallway. Not even when the swipe of his key card caused the lock on room forty’s door to whir, a green light flashing on the display. He didn’t relax until the door clicked closed behind him. And he only relaxed then because he was new to this.

He kept the lights off and the curtains drawn as he moved to the sitting area and took off his blazer, spreading it open on the sofa in front of him. He knelt, reaching into the breast pocket and removing a leather pouch. Inside, a Cohiba cigar sat snug, and he tugged it free. His fingernails found the edge of the paper and pulled, tobacco spilling. He swept it all away, revealing a small metal tube, which he brushed clean.

His eyes now adjusted to the dark, he stood and found his way to the bathroom, shutting the door behind him. There was no window in here, so it was safe to turn on the lights. He did so, wincing at the white glare bouncing off the subway tile, stainless steel, and porcelain. The bathroom was small and sterile: a toilet, sink, and, at the far end of the narrow room, a bathtub. Even the shower curtain was blindingly white. He moved to the sink and turned on the hot tap water, removed a towel from the rack, and spread it open on the counter next to the basin. He studied his reflection in the mirror, telling himself to be patient. Once the fog of steam crept up the glass to cover his face, he pried the cap off the metal tube. Pulled the brittle piece of paper free and placed it on the open towel. He straightened, watching the paper unfurl and flatten as it pulled moisture from the humid air. He was following orders, even if he didn’t understand them.

Encryption and encipherment had gone digital, growing exponentially more complex in the process. Wars were now fought by unmanned drones and hackers in Russian server farms. Everything was on computers now. Yet he’d put his life on the line over a cipher written in ink more than 150 years ago.

No, this was a code. It was so hard to remember the difference. But a cipher encrypted individual letters. A code encrypted words or phrases. This was a code. He was, like, 90 percent sure.

Whatever it was, he had work to do. He lifted the lid off the toilet tank and fished a hand inside the cold water, removing the small metal safe he knew would be there. It was custom-built, the welds crude and unfinished. Affixed to the lid was a combination letter lock, nine dials with twelve letters on each. Nearly eighty million possible combinations. There was a pin inserted across the length of the dial, meaning the lock was open and the combination unset. That was his job. Lifting the lid of the safe, he found a clear plastic bag, the kind museums used to transport priceless documents. He slid the encrypted page into the protective sleeve and sealed it tight, setting it in the safe. Then he removed a slip of paper taped to the underside of the lid. This one was smaller, the texture like crepe or flash paper. It was meant to be burned after reading.

On it was the combination: a random string of nine letters. He was to align the dials to it, pull the pin from the lock, and rescramble the dials. Burn the slip of paper, then return the box to the tank. It was simple. Easy.

Too easy, as it turned out.

He froze. His breathing grew shallow as adrenaline tingled out from his chest to sizzle down his limbs. He turned the water off and listened. And though he heard nothing, he knew:

He was not alone.

There’d been a change in the room—a tensing and a bracing. He turned to the shower curtain.

It exploded out toward him, enveloping him. The dark shadow behind the curtain was a blur of frantic movements. Limbs pinwheeling and scrabbling, striking. He fell back, his skull cracking against the porcelain toilet bowl. The world went for a swim, and he had time for one final thought before it all went black:

This is what you get for playing spy.






CHAPTER 1


Mia came home for the last time just after 9 P.M.

She’d spent the day summer-job hunting, handing résumés to coffee shop supervisors and bookstore managers all over Falls Church and DC. Nothing had been secured, but the odds were in her favor, even in this terrible economy. She had good grades, solid references, and plenty of interesting life experience. She expected to be socking away money soon.

Mia slid her key into the lock and opened the back door, guessing at what she’d find: A dark kitchen and a plastic-wrapped plate of leftovers waiting for her in the fridge. Her mother on the couch working on her latest article, or maybe out in the shed making more pendant necklaces or hoop earrings—the latest in her endless craft-centered hobbies. Her father in his study, working late again, but popping out to give her a hug and ask about her day. She still had plenty of time before college—an entire senior year plus summers on either side. But this was the kind of thing she’d already begun to miss, a sort of pre-nostalgia, making her long for things that were right in front of her.

Except, as she stepped inside, a different scene greeted her. The kitchen lights were on, her parents seated across from each other at the small breakfast table. They turned in near-perfect unison, glowing smiles spreading across their faces. But the stiffness in their spines, the way her father’s hands gripped the edges of the table—it all told Mia that something was wrong.

“Hi, sweetheart,” her mother said, a small quaver in her voice. “How was it?”

“How was what?” Mia asked.

There was a pause, and Mia watched her mother’s eyes flick to her father’s. Unsure. “Whatever it is you were doing,” she said, her smile forced.

“Job hunting,” Mia said, kicking off her shoes.

“That’s right. Any luck?”

“Mia,” her father said, with more bite in his voice than she was used to. “I have something for you.” He slid aside a stack of folders—some of the work he’d been bringing home every night these past few months—revealing a small wooden puzzle box, which he passed to her. “Sorry I didn’t have time to stain it.”

The wood was rough and unfinished. A combination lock hung from a hasp screwed to the lid. She tugged it, unable to resist. But no, her father never forgot to secure a lock. He had, however, forgotten to put any real craftsmanship into the puzzle box. Which was more than disappointing—it was unsettling. All the puzzles he had designed, dozens of them across the years, were meticulously made. Her father had created her first birthday scavenger hunt the year she’d turned five, and they had since become an annual tradition. She’d celebrated her fourteenth birthday by racing across London, learning England’s bloody history while cracking her father’s codes. She’d spent her eleventh birthday in Paris, using what little French she knew to crack the clues he’d left for her among the masterpieces at the Musée d’Orsay. This year—her seventeenth birthday—would make it thirteen birthday scavenger hunts over a dozen cities. These past eleven months they’d spent in Virginia were creeping up on their family record for the longest time planted in one place. And what her life had gained in stability it seemed to have lost in magic.

“Is this—” she began.

“Step one of many,” he said, interrupting.

“My birthday’s not for three weeks.”

“Thought you might like a head start.”

“Good idea, Hamilton,” her mother said.

Mia examined the symbols carved into the top of the puzzle box. It looked fairly simple. She’d have it solved in thirty minutes, not three weeks. It had to be a diversion. Something shiny to distract her from what was happening here. She set the box on the table. They wouldn’t get rid of her that easily.

“Thanks, Dad,” she said. “Looks like fun.”

She went to the fridge then, opening it and peering inside. No plate of leftovers. Another tinge of unease. She grabbed a bag of chips from the pantry.

“Aren’t you gonna tell me I’m spoiling my dinner?” she said, tossing the comment over her shoulder. When there was no laughter, no response at all, she turned back to find them sitting, silent, staring at her. Her father’s hand drummed lightly on the stack of mail next to his phone, which sat in the center of the table.

And then she saw it.

The informational packet on top of the stack of mail, stamped with the seal of Boston University. The school had beaten Mia in delivering the news.

Mia plucked it from under her father’s hand. “I guess we need to talk about this?”

Her mother sighed, leaning back in her chair.

“Mia,” her father said, “you don’t—”

“No, I do.” Mia slid into the chair between them. “I do, Dad. I’ve thought about it a lot. I love history. I really do. And I love how much you love teaching it. This isn’t me choosing between you or Mom; it’s me choosing what I’m really good at. And I just think I’m going to have more opportunities with journalism. So that means BU. I know Harvard is what you wanted, Dad. But this is what I want.”

Her father smiled. His lips were pinched and thin, pressed together so tight they turned white. “Then I’m good,” he said. “If you’re happy, I’m good.”

Mia saw tears in her father’s eyes, and she reached for his hand, squeezing it. Yes, she’d been worried her father might be disappointed. But she hadn’t expected a reaction like this.

“Dad, I haven’t made a decision yet. I’m just getting information. I didn’t know it mattered this much to you.”

“No, that’s not … I’m just very proud of you.”

Mia’s mother leaned over the table then, picking up the puzzle box and placing it back in front of Mia. Confused, Mia looked to her mother.

“Sure you don’t want to get started?” her mother said, still smiling like it hurt to do so. “Looks like a tough one.”

“Tougher than it looks, that’s for sure, Grace,” her father said, letting go of Mia’s hand.

And now her parents were staring at each other again. That same rigid stiffness back in their spines. Calling each other Hamilton and Grace rather than any number of pet names they used interchangeably. No, something was wrong. Her parents rarely got angry, and even more seldom fought, but it had happened often enough for Mia to develop that sixth sense kids get. The ability to anticipate tension from their posture. To know when it was time to escape to her bedroom and a pair of headphones. Now was one of those times.

Maybe this argument wasn’t about her choice of major but about what it had sparked between her parents. The first pangs of empty-nest syndrome setting in. A realization that, in little over a year, it would be just the two of them. A few more years with her father locked in his study or her mother glued to her laptop as she raced to make deadlines, and then what her father called the “long, slow death of retirement.” Still, whatever that prospective student packet from BU had set off between them, she wanted no part of it. She picked up the puzzle box and stood, more than happy now to escape to her bedroom.

On the way, she trailed a fingertip across the frames that lined one wall of the back hallway. It was a habit of hers, a way to reconnect to the cities across the globe that, at one point or another, had all been home. Taken as a whole, it was a hanging scrapbook: her mother’s career in frames. Photos of exotic cities and pages from national magazines covered nearly every inch of wall space. Her mother had been a freelance journalist all of Mia’s life, able to translate her father’s endless new academic postings into award-winning features about political unrest and social injustice. Mia saw her father as brilliant but her mother as heroic. Her mother’s smile in those photographs and the power of her words on the page had been an unfair advantage.

If her father was looking for the reason Mia was choosing her mother’s path over his, he needed to look no further than the hallway wall.






CHAPTER 2


By the time Mia had settled in her desk chair with the box in front of her, the tension between her parents had spread to her. There would be no real joy in solving this particular puzzle, given what was happening in the other room. And that was too bad, because breaking codes was Mia’s favorite thing. She’d always preferred puzzles over parties. Solitude over socializing.

Except, maybe that wasn’t totally true. Alone in her room, she could be honest with herself and admit that she could no longer remember which came first: the loneliness or her preference for it.

Mia adjusted her lamp and put on her headphones, tugged a hand through her wavy brown hair. She kept it shoulder-length, shorter than her mother’s, since she’d never much cared for the daily maintenance. She’d inherited much of her mother’s looks—full lips, gold-flecked eyes, and thick brows—but not enough of her confidence or cool indifference. It mattered to Mia that her parents were happy. It mattered that they thought she made smart, sound decisions. So, she was finding it difficult to let the conversation in the kitchen go. Still, Mia couldn’t control how her parents reacted to the decisions she made. It was her life. Next fall she’d be in college. Out on her own. She’d get a tattoo if she wanted. Vote for the Green Party. They’d have to figure out how to deal with it. In the meantime, there was a puzzle to solve.

Mia fished her leather journal out of her backpack. Purchased years ago at a small shop in Paris’s Latin Quarter, it had become an extension of her. Always in arm’s reach, it was less a diary and more an external hard drive. Mia filled it with historical details about famous codes and their creators, decryption keys too complicated to memorize, and even a few codes of her own design. This journal was where she worked things out. Where she solved problems. And each year, after she filled all the pages, she pulled the small, white book free of the leather cover and replaced it with a new, blank book. Nearly a decade’s worth of them were lined up now on her shelf, black ink shining against white spines. Holding not just information, but memories. Her life.

Mia flipped to a fresh, blank page and got to work. On the desk before her was the puzzle box—a rough wood rectangle with four symbols carved into the top:

[image: ]

A combination lock with four letter dials secured the lid to the base. Mia turned the box over in her hands. Covering the bottom was a beautiful carving of some type of plant or flower. She ran an appreciative hand over the dozens of minute grooves, calmed by the effort her father had put into this piece of the puzzle. Maybe things weren’t so different, after all.

She searched her memory, but she didn’t recognize the plant pictured in the carving. Since this was one of her father’s creations, her mind leapt immediately to the Voynich manuscript, one of the world’s most famous encrypted documents, written on vellum sometime in the fifteenth century. Filled with an incomprehensible script as well as detailed drawings of imaginary flowers and plants, it had resisted every attempt at decipherment. Only a single copy existed, and it was currently one of Yale Library’s most prized possessions. She flipped the box over and spun the letter dials to spell out YALE. Tugged on the lock. No luck. Which, to be fair, made sense.

Her father, the formidable Hamilton Hayes, solved the crossword each morning before the coffee finished brewing. He’d quite literally written the book on codes. He’d spent the past twenty years teaching the history of clandestine communication all around the globe. His expertise was what had landed him his professor job at Georgetown. It was why they’d finally spent almost an entire year in one place. The puzzles he built for her birthday scavenger hunts involved complex encryption systems with multiple layers, so she’d never crack something he’d created on her first, random guess.

Mia turned the box back over and studied the four symbols carved into the top. She felt certain she’d seen them before. She leaned back in her chair, her gaze drifting up to her bookshelf. Above the white spines of her journals was a long row of books. There were hundreds of codes detailed in their thousands of pages—the entire human history of clandestine communication bound in thick leather volumes. It was an impressive, comprehensive collection that her father had helped her build. The answer to the puzzle was, no doubt, in one of these books. But where to begin? She turned the box over and over in her hands, thinking. And then, an idea struck her.

She pulled out her phone and snapped a picture of the carving, adjusting the exposure level until the details stood out. She uploaded the photo to a reverse-image website, hoping the carving was accurate enough to produce a result. It produced dozens. All identifying the plant her father had carved in the bottom of the box.

A Scottish thistle. The national flower of Scotland.

Mia leapt from her seat, the thrill of a solution racing through her. She loved this feeling. It was like drinking a glass of ice water on an empty stomach, how the sensation blossomed inside. She pulled down a book from the shelf—The Babington Plot, by one of her father’s colleagues. She flipped the pages quickly, knowing exactly what she was looking for.

Anthony Babington had been a loyalist to Mary, Queen of Scots, and had believed her to be the rightful heir to the British Crown claimed by Queen Elizabeth I. Elizabeth, fearing Mary had plans to overthrow her, imprisoned her for nearly two decades in castles and manors across England. In time, Elizabeth’s fears came true, as Mary conspired with Anthony Babington on a plot to escape Elizabeth’s custody and help lead a coup that would give her the Crown.

Mary and Babington had communicated with each other through a series of coded messages using a nomenclator—a simple encryption where letters of the alphabet are substituted with a fixed set of numbers and symbols. The nomenclator had ultimately been defeated by a process known as frequency analysis, where how often a number or symbol appears in a coded message is matched to how often a letter of the alphabet appears in the English language. The nomenclator used by Mary and Babington was broken, and the pair were executed for their crimes. But the incident had been etched into the history books. The code was preserved, retained, and reprinted. And she had a copy of it in her hands:
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“Too easy,” she said, bringing the book back to her desk. Her fingers scanned the cipher. Her eyes darted between the book and the symbols carved into the top of the puzzle box, her parents’ silent fight in the other room long forgotten. In moments, the decryption was done.
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Became:
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Mia spun the last dial. The Y slipped into place and the lock sprung open, swaying from the copper hasp. Inside lay a keychain stamped with the Harvard seal, and Mia felt another twinge of guilt. Under it, a small scrap of paper. She reached for it, her pulse quickening:


The minute you were born.



That was easy: 2:53 P.M. But now what? She had the next clue; should she go back out and interrupt their argument? Or would she have to wait three whole weeks until her actual birthday to continue the scavenger hunt? Would he really make her wait that long to get her present? Which was a car. Had to be a car. He’d given her a keychain. She took off her headphones and turned the keychain over again and again in her fingers, nervous. Giddy. Happy.

That is, until the doorbell rang.

It was too late for someone to be dropping by. Mia peered out the blinds of her bedroom window and saw a black SUV parked on the street in front of their house. It was large and tanklike, so big that it partially obscured Mia’s view of Mrs. Bradford’s house across the street. Spotlit under a streetlamp, the SUV looked serious. Official. The kind of vehicle Mia had spied crisscrossing the streets near Capitol Hill. It looked wholly out of place in their wooded, sleepy section of Falls Church, twenty minutes outside of DC.

Mia slipped the scrap of paper into her pocket and clicked off her light, snapping her bedroom back into darkness. She could hear her parents’ voices coming from the living room, her father’s raised loud enough for Mia to make out two words that sounded like a command.

Say nothing.

Mia made for her bedroom door. But when she gripped the doorknob, a shiver raced through her and she hesitated. That shiver froze her in place, and as soon as she was still, as soon as the charged darkness and the heavy silence enveloped her, she felt certain she shouldn’t take another step. That she should run to the window and scream for help.

But Mia just couldn’t resist an unsolved mystery. So, she braced herself and stepped out into the hallway.






CHAPTER 3


Her parents were seated in a pair of armchairs, which flanked the large window that dominated one wall of the living room. A bald man in a crisp black suit sat across from them on the couch, leaning forward, hands clasped. Police maybe? Or a politician? Certainly, a man who worked somewhere with a seal set into a marble floor. His body seemed all angles and edges, all tension and pressure. He flexed his fingers and Mia winced at the small popping sound they made.

Again, Mia felt the urge to run. But she couldn’t leave her parents alone with this strange man.

“Mom? Dad?” Mia said, stepping into the living room.

“Cracked it already?” her father asked, his smile forced.

“Is everything okay?”

“Mia,” the man on the couch said. “Why don’t you come join us?”

Her own name had never given her goose bumps before, but it sounded liquid, poisonous in his mouth. Was he here for her? Had she done something wrong?

“Here,” the man said, patting the spot beside him. “Sit next to me.”

Mia looked from the man to her parents. Neither said a thing. But the lack of color in their cheeks told her all she needed to know. Her gaze returned to the bald man, who tapped the cushion again.

“It’s not a request,” he said.

Mia felt her throat constrict. Her breathing was too quick, too shallow. She went to the couch and sat down next to the man, who gave her knee a sharp, discomforting pat. She glanced at her parents, and they offered twin, tight smiles.

It was only then that Mia noticed the other two men. They were back in the kitchen, silently searching cabinets and drawers. They had on blue surgical gloves and moved with a slow, methodical precision. Thoroughly examining every nook and cranny, and then returning things to exactly as they were. One of them slid a drawer shut and turned, frustrated.

“Nothing,” he said. “Move to the bedrooms?”

“What do you say, Hamilton?” the bald man said. “How about we skip that step, and you just tell me where it is?”

Mia looked to her father, confused. “Dad? What’s going on?”

“Your father took something we would like back,” the bald man said. Casual. Like it wasn’t a big deal. But the SUV and the suits and the searching all said otherwise.

“You’re accusing me?” her father said.

“Where is it?”

“I don’t have it.”

The bald man studied Mia’s father for a moment, then nodded toward the hallway. The other two men disappeared down it.

Mia’s thoughts spun like tumblers on a lock, frantically searching for the right combination. But nothing made sense. Her father was an educator, something these men clearly weren’t. What could he have possibly taken that would result in this? Some artifact? Some important piece of history that he’d just, what, stolen? No. That was impossible. Her father wouldn’t even steal the neighbor’s Wi-Fi.

The man turned to her. And as though he could read her mind, he asked, “Do you know why I’m here, Mia?”

“Leave her out of it,” her father said. And something in his voice had changed. Hamilton Hayes wasn’t tall. Wasn’t strong. He wore black, thick-framed glasses and kept his salt-and-pepper hair swept back off his forehead. He liked sweaters. Slippers. But something about him in that moment melted Mia’s insides. It was as though he were growing. Stretching and swelling. His pale skin flushed red. The floor under Mia turned to sand as everything she knew began to erode.

“What do they think you took, Dad?” Mia asked.

“I didn’t take anything.”

“He’s lying, Mia,” the man said. “Though, that’s nothing new, is it, Hamilton?”

“I’m calling this in,” her father said, getting to his feet.

“Sit down.”

“No. This isn’t right.” Her father moved fast, hurrying to the mantel, sweeping up his phone and dialing. But the man was faster. He drew a handgun. Cocked the hammer. To Mia, it was the sound of something breaking.

“Put the phone down,” the man said.

Mia’s father lowered the phone and turned. And it was as though he’d become a stranger. There was something cold and foreign in his eyes. Mia sank back deeper into the couch, afraid of both men now.

“You son of a bitch,” her father said.

“Hamilton—” Mia’s mother began.

“Grace, do not!” her father shouted.

Mia looked to her mother, seated across from her. She smiled back at Mia reassuringly. But her chest heaved with the same too-shallow breath that was inside Mia. “It’s okay,” her mother lied. “It’s all going to be okay.”

Something banged back in her parents’ bedroom. Everyone jumped, eyes darting toward the sound.

Everyone except her father.

He leapt forward, tackling the bald man up and over the back of the couch. An instant later, there was a sharp crack, like a thunderclap. Mia screamed as the bullet ripped past her, stuffing exploding out of the couch cushion and drifting down like snow. She heard a struggle, then a crunching blow, and her father was back on his feet, the man’s gun in his hand.

“Grace, get Mia out of here,” her father said.

When her mother didn’t respond, Mia turned to her. And screamed again.

Her mother’s hands were clasped at her waist, a bloom of blood on her white shirt, seeping through clenched fingers. She slumped against the arm of the chair, clutching the bullet wound in her stomach.






CHAPTER 4


Mia tumbled to the floor in front of her mother, pulling her body onto her lap. Mia was crying, hysterical, but her mother’s face was calm. She looked at peace. She tucked a strand of hair behind Mia’s ear with one trembling hand.

“I’m sorry, sweetheart,” her mother whispered.

“No, it’s okay,” Mia said. “It’s all going to be okay.” She didn’t believe it any better, now that she was the one saying it.

Even as her mother lay dying in her arms, Mia felt her thoughts drifting out to points in the future. Mia thought about next year’s high school graduation. She could see what was missing from it. There were voids being created in Mia’s life as her mother’s blood soaked into the carpet. High school graduation. College graduation. Countless Christmases. A wedding. A nursery. Empty seats everywhere.

Her mother closed her eyes. “I’m so sorry.”

“It’s not your fault,” Mia said. And it wasn’t. It was these men. It was this thing they were looking for. It was her father.

Her father. She spun to him, screaming. “What did you do?”

But he wasn’t listening, because the gunshot had sent the two other men racing from the back bedrooms, their own weapons drawn. And now Hamilton Hayes—the professor who practiced catch-and-release on the spiders in their basement—was fighting all three of them.

The bald man’s lip was split, one eye swelling shut. Her father had stripped the other two of their weapons—Mia could see the pieces scattered across the floor. Her father was bleeding. From his forehead and his nose and his mouth and his knuckles. She heard a cracking sound like bones breaking. A thud as a skull collided with the brick fireplace. But Mia couldn’t take it in. Couldn’t comprehend it. In fact, she couldn’t move. She felt something draining out of her, like she was a bathtub with the stopper pulled. Sound and color and feeling faded to nothing, and she sat motionless on the floor as the fight raged around her.

At some point it all stopped. And the silence that fell after was louder than the gunshot that had kicked it off. Her father turned to her, a fine mist of blood coating his glasses. He took them off and wiped them with a sleeve, a move so casual that it was, to Mia, the most horrifying part of it all. It broke the spell. Sound and color and feeling rushed back in. Mia choked on her breath, gasping as she saw the bloodied, motionless men on the floor. Unconscious. Oh, please, God, just be unconscious.

Her stomach lurched at the thought. She pitched forward, gagging, and threw up onto the carpet in front of her. Her vision blurred, and she pressed her palms against her temples, eyes squeezed shut. And it was only then, as she seized back control of herself, that she realized what was missing.

Her mother.

Mia looked down at her empty lap, at the sick soaking into the carpet. She stood, but too fast, her legs nearly buckling. She screamed for her mother, spinning in a quick circle, seeking.

There.

Not her mother but a smear of blood, snaking the short distance to the shattered kitchen door and the backyard beyond.

Her father raced past, Mia close behind him. She pushed through the doorway and into the backyard, where the coolness and the silence rushed over her in waves.

Her mother was lying on her stomach in the flower garden, clawing at the dirt. Her beautiful mother, life pouring out of her and soaking into the soil beneath. She pulled at the earth below her, digging. To Mia, it made a horrifying kind of sense. She knew that animals did it. That soldiers in war did it. She knew that trauma and shock could cause the ancient parts of our brains to take over. But she had never expected to see it.

Her mother was digging her own grave.

Mia heard sirens approaching through the throbbing gush of her own pulse.

“Stay with me!” her father shouted, flipping her mother onto her back, his fingers fumbling and failing to stem the bleeding.

“Help,” her mother said, struggling against him. She got halfway onto her stomach again, her nails dragging through dirt. She clutched at her stomach, blood bubbling at the corner of her mouth and dripping down her cheek.

The sirens grew louder. Her father glanced over his shoulder toward the sound, eyes wide with panic. He bent low and Mia’s mother whispered something into her father’s ear that Mia couldn’t hear. Then he kissed her, once, her blood smearing onto his lips. He wiped it, and a stray tear, away with a quick backhand and got to his feet, turning to Mia.

“Stay with Mrs. Bradford,” he said.

“What?” Mia said.

“I have to go.”

“You have to help Mom!”

“I can’t, Mia. It’s too late.”

“Too late? She’s right there!”

“I can’t stay.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Help,” her mother said again, rolling back onto her stomach.

“Help her!” Mia screamed.

But her father backed away. “I can’t.”

“What did you do, Dad?”

“You don’t understand.”

“What did you do?” And her scream wasn’t an accusation. It was a guilty verdict. Her father took a step forward, anger flaring up in him. But the sirens were too loud. Too close. He put a hand over his heart as though his word still meant something.

“I will make this right,” he said.

And then he ran, disappearing into the woods behind their house.

Mia wanted to chase after him. Tackle him. Scream her hate at him. But all she did was stand there, stunned into silence, and watch him run.

“Mia,” her mother said, the word a gurgle into the ground. Mia dropped to her knees and turned her back over.

“No,” her mother said, weak and half-lucid. “No. Help.”

“Help is coming, Mom. Hold on!”

Mia leapt to her feet, mind scrambling for a way out of this. Any solution at all. Wild-eyed and panicked, she ran for the back door, surging inside, screaming for these strange men to help her.

But they were gone.

No bodies on the carpet. No blood on the mantelpiece or the wall. For one dizzying moment, she wondered if this all was some horrible hallucination. A cruel dream. Then she saw the blood on her own hands and reality came rushing back.

She returned to her mother, who was—thank God—still alive. But now there was something in her mother’s hand, something solid and gold. A necklace, a new one. The latest creation from her mother’s latest hobby. But this one seemed to lack any real thought in the design, any real meaning or sentiment. Grace pulled it from around her neck and passed it to Mia like a bequest. Pressed it into her palm as though it could stand in for a life she’d never see.

“You…” her mother choked out, blood dribbling from her lips. “You…”

“I’m just holding on to this for you,” Mia said, slipping it into her pocket. “You’ll get this back once you feel better.”

But it was a lie. Even Mia knew that. This necklace was a remember me. It was an I love you.

It was goodbye.

Her mother’s eyes fluttered and stilled, her scrabbling fingers coming to rest on the dirt.

“Mom!”

“It burns,” her mother said, staring up into nothing.

“I know. Just stay with me, please!”

“Your father…”

Her mother was dying, and she didn’t need to know what Mia knew. That the man they had called husband and father had fled from what he’d done. So, Mia lied. “He went to get help. He loves you so much.”

Her mother’s fading eyes looked at the wound in her stomach. She lifted a dirty, bloody hand and studied it, confused. Then she looked at her daughter one last time and spoke three final words. And those words were all it took. Seventeen years of good memories and scavenger hunts and trying desperately to live up to his shining example. All for nothing. Her mother’s final three words wiped away any doubt or confusion and cauterized her hate. Turned it into scar tissue, solid and immovable.

“How could he?” she said.

And then Mia’s mother closed her eyes for good.






CHAPTER 5


Her hands were still wet from the bathroom sink. Her fingertips left a trail of droplets on one of the hallway picture frames as she traced them across the image, hunting for her mother in the crowd. This was Mia’s favorite photo. The faces in it were defiant and proud. Hopeful. And there was her mother—dark, curly hair piled high on her head, wide smile beaming those same emotions back at the camera lens.

“I’ll never forget that night,” her mother said, joining Mia in the hallway. “There were so many kids there. No older than you are now. The Egyptian government tried to silence them, tried to turn off the internet, so what did they do? They got up. They left their houses. They showed up in a public square, no fear, and they changed their country.”

“Did anyone die?”

Her mother considered the question. “Revolutions are always deadly.”

“But everybody looks hopeful.”

“They were.”

“You look happy.”

Her mother looked at Mia. “That’s because I was thinking about you.”

“Me? Why?”

“I was thinking how lucky you were to be born in a place and a body where you wouldn’t have to march, or protest, or risk things. A place where those fights had already been fought for you.” Her mother reached out and dried the wet trail on the glass with the pad of her thumb. Her smile fell away. “But I guess a lot’s changed.”

Her mother had reported stories about every country her father had dragged them to. His postings at Oxford or Tel Aviv University had translated into her hard-hitting pieces on Brexit or the Gaza Strip. She’d written about the struggle for freedom and human rights in places far removed from this one. But since they’d moved back to the US, her mother’s passport had stayed in her dresser drawer. She’d found plenty to write about here at home. In fact, her career had never been more successful. Her coverage of the failing economy and the protests it was sparking across the country had placed her byline in the country’s most important publications. She had two million followers on social media. She’d even spent a few Sundays on cable news. The latest framed articles on the wall were all about this country, this government. About the people who were marching in these streets.

Her mother was staring at one of those stories now, and Mia could see her eyes glossing over with tears. She blinked them back and turned to her daughter. “It’s a privilege to stand on the sidelines while others fight.”

“You think I stand on the sidelines?”

“I don’t mean you, specifically.” Her mother looked back at the wall and sighed. “But I also do. You’re very smart, Mia. A hell of a lot smarter than me. I suspect even smarter than your father. Using all that intelligence on puzzles? On the past? I worry that’s wasting it. You shouldn’t squander your gifts on history when the future could really use them.”



Mia opened her eyes, the dream—no, the memory—drifting away like smoke. Tears wet her cheeks, and she wiped them with the back of her hand.

There had been plenty of mornings over the past three weeks where Mia had forgotten. In those brief, beautiful moments just after waking, Mia would yawn and stretch, her face turning to the sunlight streaming in through the window, and for a second, everything would be okay.

But then she would remember—it wasn’t her window, and it wasn’t her house. That’s when the grief would come flooding back in. The pain and the anger would pour into the hole in her heart, filling the empty space where her family should have been.

That tide of grief was nearly overwhelming. Still, each morning, Mia got up, because movement was the only thing that could hold it back. She ate breakfast, she went to work at the coffee shop, she made lattes. She went for long walks. She ignored the advice of her boss, her coworkers, and the county-mandated counselor who told her to take time to grieve. She brushed off the looks of pity about her mom and tuned out the constant gossip about her father that swept down the streets of the neighborhood. She deflected it all because to let it in would be to drown.

The past three weeks had been filled with questions from people with badges. And that was the problem. The questions kept coming because they weren’t buying her story. She’d told them all about the three men, over and over. Kept her story the same no matter how many times they tried to poke holes in it, insisted it was the truth no matter how much they pressed. But they didn’t believe her, because there was no evidence of anyone else. To them, there was simply a dead wife, a husband on the run, and a daughter too damaged and destroyed to accept it. These officers and agents had begun to treat her as some broken girl maddened by trauma. They hadn’t come right out and said it, but she could sense it in the way they shot each other quick glances, the way they lowered their voices and put comforting hands on her shoulders. There was nobody else, not to them.

Hamilton Hayes was a killer. Her father was guilty.

And Mia realized how inconsequential the truth was now. Because they were right. He was both of those things. Those three men were extras, ancillary to what had happened. Whatever they had wanted, whoever they were didn’t matter. Not really. All that mattered to Mia was a mother in the ground and a father in the wind.

There was a light knock on her bedroom door, and then it eased open. Mrs. Bradford’s soft, wrinkled moon of a face slipped into the gap. She was a study in roundness. Her face, waist, eyes—even her brittle dome of silver hair—all smooth and gentle. Edgeless. Today her smile seemed to glow. No, it was glowing. Lit from underneath by a candle.

Oh no.

“Happy birthday to you…” Mrs. Bradford sang, inching farther into the room as Mia collapsed back onto the bed and covered her head with her hands. The song ended and Mia opened her eyes, a blueberry muffin sprouting a lit candle hovering before her. “Make a wish,” Mrs. Bradford said.

What to wish for? Her mother alive? Her father back? Answers? An explanation from someone on why her life had gone nuclear, vaporizing every inch of solid ground under her feet? It was impossible to choose, so Mia wished for nothing. She closed her eyes and puffed her cheeks. Snuffed out the candle and managed a smile for Mrs. Bradford’s benefit.

“Are you going to sleep the whole day away?” Mrs. Bradford asked.

“What time is it?”

“Quarter after two.”

“Seriously?”

“It’s okay.” Over the past three weeks, those words had become Mrs. Bradford’s catchphrase. “Did you see?” she asked after an awkward silence.

Taking Mia’s expression as a no, Mrs. Bradford went to the bedroom window and raised the blinds. From her spot on the bed, Mia could see her house across the street. The yellow police tape surrounding it had come down. The vehicles on the lawn were gone, muddy tracks the only evidence they’d ever been there.

“They’ve finished the investigation,” Mrs. Bradford said.

Three weeks had been long enough for them to decide her father was a ghost. Mia hadn’t heard from him since the night he’d run for the woods. No calls, emails, or texts—as though he’d died that night, too. Mia had been clinging to the fragile hope that all those officers and agents would turn up the truth. Would give her a reason for all of it, some kind of explanation. But now, after three weeks, they were giving up, too. They were gone. And with them went Mia’s last hope for answers.

“Not a bad present, is it?” Mrs. Bradford said, sitting on the edge of the bed and pulling the crimped paper from around the muffin.

“What?”

“They’re done. No more questions. All that awfulness is over.”

Mia managed a small nod. But she knew the real awfulness—the world moving on and expecting her to do the same—was just getting started. Still, she accepted the muffin top when Mrs. Bradford passed it to her.

“Happy birthday to me,” Mia said.

This was the worst one. Dead last on the list. She’d spent every other birthday, back as far as she could remember, in the same wonderful way. Pancakes with strawberries and whipped cream. An out-of-tune duet from her parents at the exact minute of her birth, 2:53 P.M. A box or envelope or piece of paper slid across the table with a wink. And Mia setting out on step one of her annual birthday scavenger hunt.

Mia swallowed sugar and blueberries and was racked by another crippling ache over all that she’d lost. Her parents, yes. But more than that. All her memories, too. It was as if they were turning black at the edges, like someone had taken a match to her life. She couldn’t close her eyes without seeing blood leaking from her mother’s lips or her fingers digging in the dirt. As for her father? She was actively deleting the memories of him. She chose to remember him now only as she had last seen him: turning and running just when Mia had needed him the most.

“So, any fun plans for today?” Mrs. Bradford asked, not realizing that the question was a hand grenade.

“I have to work,” she lied.

“On your birthday?”

“The people need their coffee.”

“What about after work? Going to do something with friends?”

Mia offered a smile. Empty, but good enough to pass inspection. “Yup,” she lied again.

She’d never been great at keeping friends, since she’d lived most of her life with her suitcases packed. But she’d always managed to make a handful of casual ones during the months she’d spend in a city, and maybe one or two would hang on longer, a friendship existing over text messages and social media. She’d made better, stronger friendships this past year in Falls Church, but her junior year had ended the week before everything had fallen apart, and she felt grateful for that. Easier to avoid her classmates if there was no longer a classroom. Mia had ignored the check-in texts and concerned calls from her handful of casual friends until they’d slowed and finally stopped.

Mrs. Bradford wet a fingertip and dabbed it at the crumbs on the wrapper, no longer knowing what to say. After a long moment, she nodded and stood. “Well, I hope you have a very happy birthday.”

“Thanks. I will.” Lying was just that easy for her now.

The door shut and Mia was alone. Again.

She would spend the rest of this day like she’d spent all of her days off these past three weeks: walking far and fast, cutting across the city as though she were water running down rocks. Avoiding everyone. Getting as far from this block as possible before having to turn back. She knew most people would cling to friends during something like this. Would take Mrs. Bradford’s offered compassion gratefully. But not Mia. Blame it on the transient way she’d been raised. Blame it on so many moves that even the post office couldn’t keep up. Blame it on her father. In fact, yes. Blame him.

It was one of the two emotions she had left.
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