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Son, after I’m gone I want you to keep up the good fight. I never told you, but our life is a war and I have been a traitor all my born days, a spy in the enemy’s country ever since I give up my gun back in the Reconstruction. Live with your head in the lion’s mouth. I want you to overcome ’em with yeses, undermine ’em with grins, agree ’em to death and destruction, let ’em swoller you till they vomit or bust wide open.

Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man


PART ONE


1

CONNECTICUT, 1992

[image: image]

I unlocked the safe beneath my desk, grabbed my old service automatic, and crept toward my bedroom doorway, stealthy until I was brought to grief by a Lego Duplo that stung the sole of my foot. I hobbled the rest of the way to the door and crouched behind it.

A few moments passed, just enough time for me to feel ridiculous. I told myself that what I’d heard was the house settling. That was always what it wound up being.

The room was still and dark; the only light was from the moon. Poochini, our German shepherd mix, was closed in your bedroom with you. He let out a single, cautious bark. I heard the whoosh of tires on asphalt—a car passing on the Boston Post Road, which was hidden just behind the tangle of woods at the back of our small house. Then it was quiet again.

That night I’d been up late working on a translation at the desk in my room, so it was after two when I’d finally shut off the light and climbed into bed. I hadn’t been able to sleep. As I was staring at the ceiling, I’d thought I’d heard a floorboard creak in the hall. Instinctively, I’d climbed out of bed and gone for my gun.

Your room was across from my own. I pictured you both asleep, and told myself I was being irrational. I told myself we were safe.

Then a man appeared in my bedroom, and my heart picked up speed as I watched him approach my bed. I lunged low at him from behind, toppling him to the floor with a crash. His gun thudded against the hardwood and disappeared into the darkness. He tried to stand, but I climbed on him, pinned him down. His lean, hard body bucked beneath mine. He shoved me off and my back collided with the bedside table. My lamp clattered to the floor. I’d lost my gun too. I tried to get to my feet, but he grabbed a handful of my hair and yanked me back down. He rolled on top of me and his hands searched for my neck. They found my mouth instead, and I bit him so hard he screamed. Spat out an expletive that was the first word uttered by either of us. I clawed the skin I could get at—his face, his arms—and struggled against his weight. He went for my neck again, and as he started to squeeze I reached behind me, flailing my arms, hoping to find the fallen lamp in the dark; instead my fingers curled around a 9mm that didn’t belong to me. I lifted it to the man’s temple. Squeezed the trigger.

The sound of the shot exploded through our quiet house. He crumpled and his weight pressed me down against the hardwood, suffocating me. I heard Poochini race into the room and your footsteps in the hall. Gasping, I struggled to push the heavy body off me, then went to turn on the overhead light and lock the door so you couldn’t see inside my room. My breath came hard and fast as I looked at the body.

“Maman?” one of you called from the hall.

“Stay there,” I barely managed to choke out, still coughing. My voice was raw and constricted from the violence done to my throat. And my senses were surreally sharp, the effect of the adrenaline coursing through me. I felt like I could see more clearly than I ever had before, and smell more keenly: The tangy scent of his blood and sweat in the air were oppressively strong. I looked at his face. Much of it was missing, but I didn’t think I recognized him. Poochini watched me check his pockets for ID, but found none. It didn’t matter—I knew who’d sent him.

“I’m coming right now,” I called to you two as I searched for my gun. I locked it back in the safe, and took the man’s with me. Poochini followed me out of the bedroom and tracked bloody dog prints all over the wood floor. I pulled the door closed behind me.

William, you were there blinking against the bright light; Tommy, you were peeking out from your room, half hidden behind the doorframe. I realized the phone was ringing.

“Blood,” you said, William, and pointed at my face.

“It’s okay,” I said. “I’m okay.” I sped down the hall, crossed the living room to the front door, and stepped outside. Peered out into the dark, but didn’t see anyone or any unfamiliar cars. I went back inside. You’d followed and were standing in the foyer. Tommy, you were crying. I wanted to pick you up but didn’t because of the blood on my clothes.

“We’re safe,” I said, hoping to soothe you as I made a circuit around the living room, Poochini following in my wake as I looked for the man’s point of entry.

I went back down the hall and into the bathroom. He’d come in through the window there. I stared at the broken glass, then looked at my reflection in the medicine cabinet. There was blood on my face and neck and T-shirt. The man had choked me so hard that he’d broken blood vessels in my cheek. I turned on the tap; as I was washing my face, the phone sounded again. I picked up the living room extension, as if in a trance. My neighbor Irena was on the line. She lived next door, close enough to have heard the shot.

“Marie! I’ve been calling. Thank god, you’re all right.” Because she was panicked, her Polish accent was especially pronounced. Irena was around my mother’s age. I went to her house sometimes to sit at her kitchen table, sip coffee, and gossip. We were bonded as conspirators. Outsiders. Neither of us was the type to talk about our past, but I’d picked up on the little hints that suggested she’d seen mayhem in her life: There weren’t many retirees in that sleepy town who could so confidently identify the sound of a gunshot in the middle of the night.

I told her I was fine, then hung up abruptly because I’d heard a siren approaching. Irena must’ve called the police. I ushered you both back to your room, told you to wait there with Poochini. The bell rang.

“Marie Mitchell?” a cop called through the front door, and rapped on it once before kicking it open. As I was pulling your door closed, several sets of boots stomped through my living room. Three cops appeared at the mouth of the hall, trapping me. All three had their weapons drawn. Still holding the gun, I put up my hands.

Two of the cops stayed at the end of the hall while the third approached me. “Put the weapon down!” he ordered. “Put it down!”

“Listen, sir, my sons are in the house,” I said as I bent to put the gun on the floor. You both were shrieking with fear.

“Do you have any other weapons on you?” he asked.

“They’re behind this door. They’re just little boys. They’re four. Please don’t—”

“Shut your mouth and answer the question,” he barked. “Anything else on you that could be a danger to us?”

“No, sir.”

The cop pressed me hard against the wall, and pain flashed through my bruised chest. As he searched me roughly, I stayed passive and compliant. He was twice my size, but if he’d shot me, they’d say in the report that it was because I posed a threat to him.

“What happened?”

Speaking as calmly as I could, not wanting to alarm him I said, “He’s in my room, sir. He was going to kill me. I live here.”

“Who is?”

“I don’t know, sir. But he’s dead.” I added, “My father’s a cop. His shield’s in my purse.” I kept a replica in a pouch with my insurance and registration, so if I ever got stopped in the car, I could casually flash it while handing over my documents.

The first cop glanced back to the other two. “She’s clear.”

As they holstered their guns, I asked if they wanted me to get the shield. The first cop shook his head. All three had finally started to relax.

“Which room’s the body in? This one?” He had his hand on the knob to my bedroom door. I nodded quickly. He opened it and went inside.

“Can I go in my sons’ room?” I asked one of the other cops, who nodded.

“Maman, I’m scared,” you said, Tommy, and clung to me.

“I know.” Not caring about the blood anymore, I crouched to put my arms around you both. I held you for as long as I could and kissed you. Then I quickly packed a backpack and shepherded the two of you and the dog out into the hall. You both tensed at the sight of the policeman. Tommy, I had to pick you up because you wouldn’t walk.

“Don’t go too far,” one of the cops called after me as I was leaving. At Irena’s house, she opened the door and threw her arms around me despite the state of my clothes. She was the only person living on our cul-de-sac that I genuinely liked.

“I have to go to the hospital.”

She hugged me again; I must’ve sounded dazed. She said, “They can stay here as long as you need.”

Before I left, I went to Irena’s kitchen, to her bedroom, to each room of her house, assessing all the points of entry while everyone, Poochini included, followed quietly. You were more vulnerable there than I would’ve liked, but I didn’t have much of a choice.

Once you realized I was leaving, you both started to cry again. As gently as I could, I had to unhook your arms from around my calves, and that was more painful to me than any of the damage done to my body. I promised I’d be back as soon as I could. I meant it.

Back at our house, a pair of EMTs had arrived. As one looked me over she told me what I already knew: My lip would need stitches. I said I’d drive myself to the hospital after the cops interviewed me, which I knew they needed to do.

The one who I’d felt most threatened by slipped on a falsely soothing posture that grated my nerves. He asked me if I needed anything, which I recognized as a prelude; he was testing the waters to see if I was ready to answer questions. I said, “Go ahead. Ask me anything you need to.”

“Start from the beginning. What happened?”

“I was asleep in my room. It was three, maybe? I heard a noise in the hall and—”

“You were sleeping?”

“I was trying to sleep when I thought I heard something.”

“Mm-hmm.” The cop’s eyes ran across my face. Heat flashed up into my cheeks, as I worried that my eagerness to be as truthful as possible made me sound like I was lying. Your grandfather was a career cop, which instilled a fear of authority in me that even my own time as a Fed couldn’t cure.

The interview continued. Two coroners came through the open door. I waited around for everyone to clear out, then went to get my lip fixed. By the time I got back to our street, it was almost dawn. Next door, I looked in on you in Irena’s den. You were lying on her pullout couch under a pile of blankets. Tommy, you’re easy to miss when you’re asleep. Your brother takes up a lot of space; he’s all limbs, like a sweet little squid. But, Tommy, you curl into an impossibly tight ball.

Poochini came over to me, and I scratched him between the ears. I asked Irena in a whisper, “How were they?”

She shook her head. “It took them a long time to fall asleep.”

I threw back a corner of one of the blankets and risked waking you to kiss your foreheads. Neither of you stirred. As Irena turned back to the hall, I wished her a good night, then sat on the arm of the sofa, and watched you sleep for a while, too wired to do so myself.

MARTINIQUE, TWO DAYS LATER

The man I’d killed had been an intruder in our home; I felt no legal obligation to the situation other than to submit to an interview as I’d done on the scene. But I wasn’t sure the cops would see it the same way, so we’d left the United States on a set of fake passports that my father’s friend Mr. Ali had prepared for me a few years earlier in case of an emergency. I hope that nothing about your adult lives will require you to be as paranoid as I was. The clerk at the Jumbo Car rental desk asked how my day was going, then looked up at me from his console. The smile slid from his face when he saw my stitches and the bruise in full bloom on my cheekbone.

I briefly took off my sunglasses so the clerk could compare my face to the one in the photo. The name on the license I gave the clerk matched my passport: Monica Williams. He used that name as he handed back my paperwork, and I glanced down at you two. Your French was good enough to have understood him, but you seemed oblivious to the new name.

Outside, you climbed into the backseat of a sporty-looking red Peugeot with Poochini; the clerk had given me a free upgrade to a larger car. I loaded our luggage into the trunk, then started up the engine.

Martinique’s airport is in Le Lamentin, an industrial district, and as we sped along a factory-lined highway, I told you about the day you were born. That day we’d driven along the same road; I pointed out the window to the spot where my mother and I’d been forced to pull over when her old truck had run out of gas. We’d ended up having to hitch a ride to the maternity hospital, ten miles away. All that had happened because truck drivers for the oil refinery on the island had been on strike, refusing to deliver to any of the gas stations. On strike—it’s a very French country. When they call it an overseas department they mean it.

On that road, I’d had the first intense contraction of my labor, one so overwhelmingly, violently painful that I’d wanted to put a pin in the whole situation and come back to it later, when I was a better person. You could call that kind of pain ineffable or transcendental, which I guess it was, but the problem with both words is their positive connotation. It wasn’t pain that strengthened my character. Feeling like I was being atomized from the throat down did nothing to enhance my vision of myself. Don’t get me wrong, I’m so glad to be your mother, and for the most part I enjoyed being pregnant with you. But the endgame could’ve used some improvement.

Martinique is a beautiful country. As we continued on in the Peugeot, through the countryside, through towns, coasting down steep inclines and around sharp curves, climbing switchbacked hills, I felt like I was in a movie, although that might have been more about my mental state than the lush scenery—the only way I’d managed to get through the last couple of days was to play everything at a distance.

Tired from the flight, you boys were quiet. Not Poochini, who rode with his head sticking out of the back window, barking and panting and so excited by all the new smells that I was worried he’d jump out of the car. He was one of those dogs who was a perennial runaway. I wish I knew what got into him, so I could break him of the habit. I’d taken far too many trips up and down our cul-de-sac in my bathrobe, screaming his name at the top of my lungs.

Agathe’s farm was in Sainte-Anne, a commune at the very south of the country. As we approached a roundabout, I noticed a teenage hitchhiker waiting near it and stopped for him. He spoke to me in Creole; I answered in French that he should get in the passenger seat. Auto-stop was very common there, and Martinique was the only place on Earth where I’d pick up a hitchhiker. I owed a debt to the stranger who drove me to the hospital and wanted to pay it forward.

After I dropped the kid near a second roundabout, one closer to downtown, we continued south to the farm. The second I saw my mother’s home in the distance, the tension in my jaw started to recede—I hadn’t even been aware of the grip it had on me until I felt it diminish. We were almost to safety.

The property was split in two by the main road and enclosed on both sides by barbed wire. White cows dotted the pasture, which was brown and a little dry looking but still lovely. The farmhouse was at the top of a crest—one of my many reasons for going there. The sweeping vantage point would give me a strategic advantage if anyone came looking for me. I made the sharp turn and climbed up the driveway lined with large green aloe plants, the Peugeot’s toy motor whining pitifully even in first gear. I parked beside my mother’s same old truck, we got out and crossed toward the house. I let us inside.

Comfortingly, the living room was just as I remembered it: overrun by tropical plants and rattan. On the far wall were a pair of brown floor-to-ceiling plantation shutters, and a doorway that led to the kitchen. Your grandmother was in there, humming along to the radio. I could smell bacon. A pan clattered against the burner.

“Agathe,” I called. She strode into the living room, rubbing her hands on her apron, and after I’d hugged her tightly she examined my bruises and lightly touched my cheek, her face knotted with worry.

“I know it looks bad,” I said in French. “I tried to tell you.”

She nodded. “You’re my child. It hurts to see you all bruised up. Even with a warning.”

It felt like I was being cruel by confronting her with the reality of what had happened. I wished I could’ve gone off somewhere to hide, to bear the burden of it alone. I wanted to protect her, as I wanted to protect you, and hated that I couldn’t.

“Say hello,” I said to you boys.

“I’m your grandma,” she said, using the word mémé. She bent down, and you both gave her a perfunctory kiss on the cheek. Tommy, you seemed shy, as you always were with strangers. I didn’t think either of you remembered her.

“They still speak French, right?” She stood. “They understood me?”

I nodded. “They’re just exhausted. Especially William. His ears were hurting him on the plane. He couldn’t sleep.”

“No, I’m not,” you said in French, William. “I’m not tired.”

“How about you?” Agathe asked.

“I’m fine. I think.” I was still feeling nothing at all.

She asked if you two were hungry and led you to the kitchen for breakfast. I sat on the sofa. Inhaled and exhaled slowly. At my mother’s house, two thousand miles away from Connecticut, I finally felt like I was out of danger. I was suddenly exhausted. Unable to keep my eyes open, I lay down on the sofa.

When I woke up it was dark. I leaped to my feet, alarmed at having let my guard down, then followed your voices out to the back patio. Your grandmother was telling you a bedtime story. Poochini’s tail thumped against the concrete as I stepped outside. You two were already in your pajamas, squeezed in together on the wicker sofa with Agathe.

“Maman!” Tommy called.

Looking at my watch, I was astonished to learn I’d slept for twelve hours. “Why didn’t you wake me?”

“I’m surprised they didn’t. They tore up the living room this afternoon. And you slept through a huge argument over absolutely nothing. I mean tears, screaming. The works.”

I sat on the ground next to Poochini. “Sounds like you had fun today.”

“You were dead to the world. You must’ve needed the rest.” My mother sounded pleased as she added: “Their French is good!”

“We are French at home,” you said, William.

“I try to get them to speak it with me so they retain it,” I said.

“Does that work?”

“Sort of.”

“Maman, what are stars?” Tommy, you asked this.

I looked up at the sky. I don’t think you’d ever seen so many before. At night here, we could see more of them than I even knew to imagine when I was growing up in New York, and it made me feel good to think you had just a little more knowledge, a little more access to the world than I did when I was your age.

I started to explain, muddling something about them being big balls of gas and heat and light, that the sun was also a star, that the stars were like our sun but they looked small to us because they were so far away. By the time I’d finished, you were thoroughly confused.

“Mémé said—she says Daddy’s a star. Now he is ’cause he died.” Tommy, you said this in that matter-of-fact way of yours. You added, “What star is he?”

I’d been anticipating questions about your father since you first learned to talk, but not that one. Annoyed, I looked at my mother. It had only taken her half a day to start filling your heads with her particular brand of spiritual hokum. She read my expression and gave me a small, apologetic smile. “They were asking what happens after you die. For obvious reasons.”

“Is that bad man a star?” Tommy asked, apparently finding the logic in this more appealing than what I’d just told you.

“I don’t know,” I said pointedly to Agathe. “Mémé, is he?”

“No,” she said. “If you’re bad, you don’t become one. You come back to Earth to try again to be good.”

“Where’s that photo album I gave you?” I asked. It was in her room.

“Let me show you a picture of your daddy before he became a star,” I said when I returned to the porch, grudgingly endorsing my mother’s fiction. I pulled a photo from the album, the one of my sister and a soldier in uniform. William, you’re too quick for me. You slipped off the sofa and managed to pluck it from my hand. I watched as you brought it close to your face and inspected it in the lamplight.

“Be careful!” your brother scolded as he came over and tried to snatch the picture from you. I took it, told you to get on the sofa and sit nicely. Crouching in front of you, I held the photo out so you both could see. “That’s him and Aunt Helene.”

“Is she a star?” William asked. “She is,” Agathe said.

“’Cause Daddy’s a star why—umm …” William, you covered your upper lip with your tongue for a moment as you thought. “Why can’t he come back?”

“You mean, after you die, why can’t you come back and be alive again?”

You nodded.

“That’s a hard one,” I admitted. “Why’d he die?” William asked. “That’s a hard one too.”

The nature and quantity of the questions you ask are staggering. As is how much the both of you talk. Until you came along, I hadn’t realized how quiet my life had been. As I was trying to figure out what else to tell you, Tommy, you put your hand on my cheek. “Maman?”

I looked down at your sweetly stern little face.

“Don’t be sad.”

I smiled at the seriousness of the command. It made me think of how much like your father you are. You believe you can correct me, my feelings, purely through the force of your will. That impulse at its most essential is what your father understood love to be. And, William, you are just as full of energy as he was. Just as fast. Just as impatient. Just as generous. I wondered all the time what kind of men you’d be. I hoped that if I could help you focus all that energy and will, you’d be as extraordinary as your dad was.

“Okay. For you,” I said, and kissed your cheek.

That was yesterday evening. Later, Tommy, you woke up from a nightmare screaming and scared the hell out of your brother. I went to your room to bring you water and rub your back, then lay at the foot of the bed you’re sharing until you both fell back asleep.

Now it’s early in the morning. It’s dark out, and the house is still. Agathe is asleep in my uncle’s old room because she insisted I stay in hers, which is much larger and across the hall from yours. The furniture here is all oversized. Resting on the giant vanity is the only artifact from our house in Queens, a framed photo that my father took during his photography phase.

It’s from Christmas 1962. I’d wanted our Airedale, Bunny, to wear a Santa cap for the picture, so to please me, Helene is trying (and failing) to keep him from shaking it off his head. Bunny’s a brown blur, and she’s glaring at him in openmouthed frustration. I’m grinning though. Helene was like a little mother to me: always more dedicated to my happiness than to her own. It’s my favorite photo of us.

Last night on the porch, I told you your daddy died because he was in a war, that he was in a plane and it got shot down. What I said corresponded with what I’d already told Agathe: Your father was an American soldier who’d died in the line of duty, and his family wanted nothing to do with us. I knew my mother didn’t believe that cover, because I wouldn’t have believed it. Every lie I’d told her about your father has come with a silent dare for her to call me on it. She never has.

I’d found the picture I showed you in one of the boxes of my sister’s things that Pop was storing in her room.

In it she’s in her backyard in North Carolina poised over a decrepit barbecue with tongs. The man in the photo is smiling and holding a beer and looking down at whatever’s smoking on the grill. He’s handsome. The only thing I know about him is his name. Ray. I’m a hypocrite. How can I be annoyed with your grandmother for telling you a fairy tale, then turn around and do the same thing?

I’ve pulled my mother’s armchair up to the vanity, and I’m sitting here, trying to put as much of our story down on paper as possible before you wake up. While I can’t explain why death is irreversible, I can explain why your father died. I can explain who he really was and what he meant to me. I can tell you who sent that man to our house and why. I’m writing this to give you honest answers to the questions I hazard to guess you’ll ask while you’re growing up. I’m writing it all down here just in case I’m not around to tell you.
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