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“But I like this house,” Mai Fisher replied to the suggestion it was time to move.


Her husband, Alexei Bukharin, looked up from his Internet search for real estate and leveled a mock gaze of disbelief at her.


“You’re the one who always said it was too big and empty,” he reminded.


“It is big and empty, but I like this house.  Why does being retired mean we need a new house?”


“I don’t know.  Something smaller, easier to use as a base for our leisure travels,” he replied.  “How about Florida?”


“Alexei, old people move to Florida.”


“Well, one of us is old.”  He was 57 to her 42, and he had just finished a 35-year career as a spy, mostly for the UN.  She’d been a spy since she was 19 years old.


“I didn’t notice that this morning,” she said.  “In fact, I noted some particularly youthful enthusiasm and stamina.”


“Even an old man occasionally rises to the occasion, given the stimulation of a younger wife.”


“I though we were going to continue doing analyses, mission profiling.”


“You might,” he insisted.  “I’m done with all that.”


“I need a gradual withdrawal.”


His blue eyes bored into her.  “I’m not letting you go back on your word.”


“I’m not doing that.  I’m just saying that I need to do some of the boring jobs until I get thoroughly bored with them.”


The retirement had not been forced on them by anyone, except perhaps his wishes on her.  She was still an adrenaline junkie.  He had been as well, but as he’d gotten older and stayed alive, remaining alive became foremost in his life.  Though he was far more fit than the average man his age, his reflexes had slowed.  A defector from the Soviet Union in his early 20’s, he’d become a spy because it seemed as easy way to die.  That hadn’t happened, and now he wanted to enjoy the next 30 or so years with this woman beside him.


“All right,” he sighed.  “In six months we’ll discuss this again.”


Her smile was amused, her dark eyes glinting playfully at him.  “I thought we were retired, and here you go making schedules,” she said.  She softened “schedule” into “shehjool,” as her barely faded English accent allowed.


Before Alexei could retort, their security system alerted that a car was at the gated entrance to the very house they had been discussing.  Mai walked over to the security monitors and studied the image from the gate camera.  The car was probably 15 years old, a Chevy Monte Carlo which had seen far better days.  She zoomed the camera in on the license plate.  Virginia with current month and year tags, and she entered the plate number into a computer and awaited the result.  Retired they might be, but none of their espionage paraphernalia had been disconnected.  Her query would be routed to the Virginia DMV database, and in a few moments she’d know who was at the gate.  Before that happened, a man leaned out the driver side window and pressed the button on the intercom.  Mai studied him as well.  Her age, perhaps a bit older.  Thin, sad face.


Mai spoke into a nearby microphone, “May I help you?”  The man moved to press the button again.  “You don’t need to do that,” she explained.  “Just talk.”


“Yes, ma’am.  Thank you,” the man said.  Behind her she heard Alexei snicker at the “ma’am.”  The visitor’s voice held a soft, Southern accent.


When he didn’t speak again right away, Mai queried, “Yes?”  They seldom had visitors, and there was a prominent “No soliciting” sign at the gate.  “May I help you?” she repeated, making certain he could hear the impatience.


“Yes, ma’am.  My name is DeLong Norton.”


Mai’s eyes strayed over to the computer monitor where Mr. Norton’s name and address appeared on the screen.  Charlottesville, Virginia.  Memory prickled at the back of her neck, but before she could read the driving record that filled the screen, DeLong Norton spoke again.


“I would like to speak with Natalia Burke,” he said, drawing out the syllables of the unfamiliar first name.


That got Alexei’s attention, the mention of his 20-year old granddaughter.  He rose and stood at Mai’s shoulder, where the two of them began to read the DMV information.


When no one responded, DeLong Norton added, “I, uh, found this address on the Internet.  Mr. Alex Burke.  Is this the right place?”


Spies they might have been, but they lived a cover established for themselves—Alex Burke, an investment banker, and Mai Fisher, his English, well-heeled wife.  They paid taxes, had sent Natalia to public schools, and presented everyone the believable façade, one that would translate to the Internet.


Alexei interceded.  “This is Alex Burke,” he said.  “What do you want with Ms. Burke?”  His hostility transmitted easily.


“Yes, sir.  I’m sorry to intrude.  I need to talk to her.”


“Why?”


“Sir, that’s between her and me.”


“You’ll tell me,” Alexei said, “or face the local police for trespass.”


That seemed to make the man nervous, but he apologized.  “I’m sorry, sir.  It’s kinda hard to explain.  Well, you see, I killed her mother.”


Alexei was confused until Mai pointed to an entry in the man’s driving record.  A conviction for vehicular manslaughter and DUI in April 1989, the date when nine-year old Natalia’s pregnant mother had been killed and her father seriously injured in a car accident—the reason why Mai and Alexei had been the ones to finish rearing her.


“I can understand if you feel I’m stepping out of line here,” DeLong Norton continued.  “But I got to make amends.”


“What happened to victims’ rights laws?” Alexei muttered.  “Why weren’t we notified when he got out of jail?”


“I’m not sure they apply for vehicular manslaughter,” Mai soothed.  “What do we have to fear from him?”


“He ‘sirs’ and ‘ma’ams’ his way in here then decides to take a little revenge on some of the people he may think put him in jail.”


Mai stared at him in surprise.  “And you think I’ve become paranoid and suspicious.”


“Send him away.”


“Why?  If he’s here to atone, let him do it.  If he’s not, he can’t take either one of us.”


She spoke toward the microphone again, “Mr. Norton, I’m buzzing you in.  Please drive straight ahead.”


“Thank you, ma’am.”


Alexei watched the car’s progress as camera after camera tracked its passage up the driveway.  He heard Mai open a desk drawer, and he turned to see her tucking her new Beretta 9000S in the waistband of her jeans then hiding it with her sweater.  He canted an eyebrow at her.


“Well, wouldn’t you rather be safe than sorry?” she said and left their private office to go answer the door.


DeLong Norton wore a thrift store suit of good quality but of obvious wear.  The shirt’s collar was a size or so too large for him, and his thin neck seemed lost in it.  The tie was a good match for the suit, but the knot was loose and imprecise.  His hair was freshly trimmed in a contemporary style.  When Mai held open the door for him to enter, he seemed overwhelmed, but, then, the bloody house did that to everybody who wasn’t accustomed to it.  As if the house hadn’t put him off enough, Alexei’s imposing presence cowed him even further.  Alexei stood in the family room, to his full 6’2”, his 1000-mile stare in place, his blue eyes translucent to indicate his displeasure.  As she preceded DeLong Norton, Mai gave Alexei an admonishing look, but he didn’t waver.


The focal point of the two-story family room was the fireplace, and a gas fire flickered in it.  Two leather sofas, parallel to each other, were perpendicular to the fireplace, and Mai motioned Mr. Norton toward one.  She sat on the one opposite, giving a surreptitious tug at Alexei’s hand to do the same.  Only after Alexei was seated on the edge of the sofa, elbows braced on knees and his gaze staring into Norton, did DeLong Norton seat himself, also on the edge of the facing sofa.  His adjusted his tie, his cuffs, brushed nonexistent lint from his pants, then intertwined his fingers first one way then another.


“I’m Mai Fisher,” Mai introduced.  “This is my husband, Alex Burke, Natalia’s grandfather.”


“Ma’am,” Norton said, nodding.  “Sir.  I’m…”  He stopped, his fingers again clenching and unclenching.  “I guess you know who I am.”


“Why do you want to see my granddaughter?” Alexei demanded.  When Mai put a hand on his arm, he moved away from her touch.


“I need to tell her how sorry I am,” Norton said.  “I’m not offering any excuses.  I mean, I was drunk, but I chose to be that way.  I never thought…”  He broke off again, emotion choking him.  “I didn’t know until my trial that your daughter was pregnant or how old the little girl was, but I’ve had a lot of time since to think about it.”


Neither Mai or Alexei had followed the trial, having been concerned when it took place in late 1989 with the fall of the Berlin Wall.  The prosecutor had called to inform them when DeLong Norton had received one of the longest sentences for vehicular manslaughter in Virginia—25 years.  “If we’re lucky,” the lawyer had said, “he’ll serve half that.”  Eleven years later Norton sat across from them.


“When did you get out of prison?” Mai asked.


“About three months ago.  Good behavior early release to a halfway house, where I’ll be for six more months.  I’ve got my pass here if you’d like to see it.”  He reached for his pocket, but Mai shook her head.  After a moment, Norton filled the silence.  “In prison I got job training.  Office machine repair,” he said.  He smiled with some pride.  “I always did like mechanical things, and it’s better than roofing, which is what I did before.  I’ve got a job, and I’m on probation for five years.  I got into a 12-step program in prison, and I’m in recovery now.”  Mai watched him explore their faces.  “I know this all sounds like something I made up, but it’s not,” he said.  “I just never thought knocking back two six packs after work would hurt anybody.  I’m sorry it had to be your daughter.”


“My daughter-in-law,” Alexei corrected.  His tone didn’t give an inch.


“Yes, sir.  Sorry.  I didn’t know for sure.  Is the little girl…  I guess she’s not a little girl any more.”


“No,” Mai said.  “She’s in college.”


“Did she do all right?”


“There were times that were hard,” Mai said, “but we were here to help her.”


The man nodded to himself.  “Did she ever, I mean, ask about who had done this to her mother?”


Mai’s memory reached back.  “Once, she asked if you were a bad man,” she replied.


“If you told her I was, that was the truth.”


“Actually, no, I didn’t.  Mr. Norton, we really didn’t want to know that much about you.  We explained the concept of an accident to her, and she accepted that.  But she also knew that you were drunk.  That did upset her, but as she grew older, she had a better understanding of the failings of human beings.”  After all, Mai thought, she had two gold-plated fuck-ups raising her.


“I know nothing I could say can change anything, but I want her to know I’m sorry and that if I could change it, I’d make it me who died.”


“That’s of little use, now,” Alexei said.


“Yes, sir.  I know.  Believe me, I know.”


“I don’t want you to go anywhere near her,” Alexei ordered.  “Do you understand?”


“Of course, Mr. Burke.  I figured that.  If you would just tell her what I said, I would feel like I’ve made some small amends.  I’ll never make it all up, I know, but…”


“What’s your game?” Alexei demanded.


“Excuse me?”


“What is it you want?  Money to stay away from her?  A job?  What is it?”


Norton blinked then flushed.  “None of that, Mr. Burke.  Honest.  I just wanted your granddaughter to know that I’m sorry for what I did.  That’s all.”


“That’s just too good to be true.  What’s next?  Are you going to tell us you found God while you were in jail?”


“No.  I didn’t go in much for that because it just seemed another way to duck responsibility for what I did.  God’s will and all that.  I got drunk that night and drove my car, and I killed your daughter-in-law and her baby.  I may not deserve forgiveness, but I had to ask for it, and I had to tell your granddaughter that I’m sorry.  That’s not much, but it’s all I have.”  His face changed as if he remembered something, and he slipped his hand inside his suit jacket.


Alexei was on his feet and across the space before anyone could realize it, his hand gripping Norton’s arm.  From the wince Norton gave, Mai knew it was no light touch.  And he thinks he’s slowed down, she mused.


“What are you reaching for?” Alexei demanded.


Accustomed to the authoritative tones of prison guards, Norton replied, “An envelope, sir.”


Alexei took Norton’s hand from inside the jacket, held it fast, then reached in with his other hand and removed a plain white envelope from the inside pocket.


“What is this?” he asked.


“It’s not much,” Norton said.  “I had a job in prison in the print shop.  Twenty-five cents an hour.  I saved almost all of it.  I only used some of it to buy the car outside.  There’s $9,000 there in a cashier’s check.  I know that don’t make up for anything, but I figure she, your granddaughter, should have it.”


Alexei let go the man’s arm and stepped back.  Mai could see the frown on his face as he sat down and stared at the envelope.  “Natalia Burke” had been laboriously printed on its face.


Her voice providing some calm in a room suddenly tense, Mai said, “Mr. Norton, as you can see, Natalia is quite well taken care of.”


“Yes, ma’am.  I didn’t mean that she wasn’t.”  He pointed to the envelope, his face set in a stubborn expression.  “I’m not taking that back.  I’m leaving it here, and I’d really like it if you gave it to her and let her decide what she wants to do with it.”


“Of course, Mr. Norton,” Mai said, with a slight nod.  Alexei remained quiet.


“Yes, well, thank you, ma’am.”  Norton rubbed his palms on the already shiny legs of his pants and stood, Mai with him.  “I done what I came to do, and I’ll be on my way back to Charlottesville.  I have to be back in the halfway house by 9 p.m., and my job starts at 8:30 tomorrow morning.  Good evening, sir,” he said to Alexei, who showed no reaction.


At the front door Norton nodded to her then trotted down the steps to the driveway where his car was parked.  It was in even worse shape than the cameras displayed.


“Mr. Norton?” Mai called to him.  He turned back to her.


“Ma’am?”


“If your job doesn’t work out, please write to me at this address, and thank you.”


“I don’t know why you should be thanking me.”


She smiled and said, “Not too many people can strike my husband quiet.” 


Norton chuckled, his face losing its sadness.  “Yes, ma’am.”


“Good luck, Mr. Norton,” Mai said, and shut the door.


Alexei was still staring at the envelope when Mai sat beside him again.  She tucked her legs beneath her and propped her elbow on the back of the sofa to watch and wait.


“In the gulags of my home country,” he said after several minutes, “inmates never earned anything.  This man makes roughly $12,000 in 11 years and gives three-quarters of it to someone he’s never seen who spends that much in one trip to Paris.”


“And you thought he was here to shake us down,” Mai said.


Alexei looked at her, his expression softened, his eyes dark and sexy once again.  “I guess it’s a little hard to transition from a life where you mistrusted everybody to one where not everyone has your demise in mind,” he said.


“‘Mistrusted everybody?’” she asked.


“Except one’s partner, of course.  Amazing,” he said, shaking his head.  “What do we do with this?”  He held up the envelope.


“Give it to her, tell her how it got here, and let her decide.”


“That simple?”


“Some things are, you know.”


He smiled at her.  “Not you.”


“I should hope not.”


Alexei lay the envelope aside and leaned into her, his mouth finding hers so easily.
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Her long red hair up in a banana clip, Natalia Burke stared at the envelope with an expression similar to her grandfather’s.  However, she gnawed her upper lip in a gesture learned from her step-grandmother.  Mai, Natalia, and Natalia’s au pair/companion/ bodyguard, Olga, sat around the small table in the kitchen of Natalia’s apartment in Cambridge, Massachusetts.  They were on their second cup of tea as Mai had told the story behind the money.


“What do you think I should do with it?” Natalia asked Mai.  Natalia turned the envelope over and over, as if the answer to that question lay in invisible ink on its surface.


“That’s not for me to decide,” Mai replied.


Natalia stared for a moment out the kitchen window.  “God, I hadn’t thought about this in a long time,” she said.  “I’d actually forgotten about this guy, and I never even knew his name.”


“Obviously, he didn’t forget about you.”


She turned back to Mai.  “How much does a person in prison make?” Natalia asked.


“I believe he said 25¢ an hour.”


Natalia slipped a thumbnail under the flap and slit it open.  She glanced at the amount on the cashier’s check.  “Jesus Christ,” she said.  “This is, like, his entire earnings for his whole sentence, isn’t it?”


“I believe he used some of it to buy a rattletrap of a car, but that’s most of it.”


“Why didn’t you give it back to him?”


“He wouldn’t take it.  He asked us to give it to you and let you decide.”


Natalia shook her head.  “I just totally forgot about this guy,” she said again.  “Unbelievable.”


Mai sipped her tea again and waited.  Natalia stared some more at the check, then lay it on the table as she checked her watch.


“I’ve got a class in 15 minutes,” she said then drained her tea.  “Will you stay until I get back, Mummy?”


“Of course.  I’ll walk the Common and check out all the young men,” Mai said.


“Will be eyeful,” Olga commented.


“Look but don’t touch, Mummy,” Natalia said, standing.  She leaned down and kissed Mai’s cheek.  “I’ll wait for you downstairs, Olga,” she said, grabbing her coat and her backpack.


“I would have loved to see Bukharin’s face,” Olga said, shrugging into her own coat and making certain her gun was secure in the coat pocket.


“It was priceless.  He was quite speechless for some time.”


“What did you think of this?”


“I had forgotten what it was like to forgive.”  Mai drained her teacup and took on a thoughtful expression.  “And be forgiven,” she added, half to herself.  Olga nodded in confirmation and left to do her job.


When Mai returned from her stroll amid Harvard’s finest, Natalia had returned from class and had already decided where DeLong Norton’s money would go.
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In the Shenandoah Valley, James Madison University had started out as a women’s school and eventually distinguished itself as one of the premier coed, teacher training and information technology universities in the country.  With its mostly modern architecture and a campus that sprawled on both sides of an interstate highway, it was a far cry from Harvard.  For one, it was a public, state school whose tuition was a third of what Harvard cost annually.  The students, however, weren’t much different from their Ivy League counterparts.  Jeans, school sweatshirts, and backpacks predominated in both places, and, like Harvard had been the day before, JMU was gearing up for its homecoming football game.


Mai always left an impression wherever she went, and on the campus of JMU, it was no different.  Her determined stride indicated she had a purpose, and most people she encountered automatically gave way—then turned to look.  She was dressed in her usual, dramatic black from head to toe to gloves.  Alexei had voiced the hope that now that she no longer had to foster the stereotypical dress of a spy, that she would return to the brighter colors she had worn in the past.  Mai didn’t tell him that the outcome of this day’s visit might be the event that decided her retirement wardrobe.


In the shaded courtyard of a dormitory improbably named Dingledine, Mai removed her sunglasses and pocketed them before she entered the glass doors of Wing D and climbed the stairs to the third level.  She passed several coeds and, unmistakably, their parents, who smiled at her as if she were one of them.  The door to a suite of three rooms yawned open, and she walked into the small living room.  She turned to the left to room C then stopped in front of a closed door.  From behind it, she heard two girls’ laughing voices, and she almost ran away.


Mai had stared down Serbian militias and the Oklahoma City Bomber, but the 20 year old daughter of a former FBI agent Mai had killed in cold blood was enough to send her cowering.  When she had pulled the trigger, she had had no regrets about ending the man’s worthless life, murderer that he was of 82 men, women, and children at Mount Carmel in Waco, Texas.  The remorse came a few days later when the man’s televised funeral revealed a daughter’s inconsolable weeping.  Throughout her career, it had been Mai’s principle that she would kill in nothing except self-defense, and at the death of that value and the realization that she had deprived an innocent child of a father, Mai had almost taken her own life.  Only Alexei’s desperate intervention had stopped her, but she had vowed that someday, she would apologize to the child for depriving her of her father.  DeLong Norton’s selfless act of contrition for Natalia had reminded Mai of that unpaid debt.  However, now that she was here, within reach of fulfilling that promise, old doubt emerged.


Swallowing hard and inhaling a deep breath to slow her pounding heart, Mai raised a fist and knocked.  A girl in a purple and gold cheerleader’s outfit opened and said, “Yes?”


“I’d like to speak to Hannah Forsch,” Mai said, pleased that her voice was steady.  It had taken an extra amount of time to find the girl, now a sophomore in college, because for some reason she didn’t use her father’s name.


Another girl appeared behind the cheerleader.  She was tall, dark-haired, with a heart-shaped face and gray eyes, the only feature of her father upon her.  She was dressed in tight jeans and a nice pair of suede ankle boots, and she wore a gold turtleneck beneath a bulky purple sweater.  She wore no make-up and didn’t need to.  Her lips were full and naturally a deep pink.  Her hair was long but had that tousled quality that made her look both sexy and ready for sex.


“I’m Hannah,” she said, her tone forceful and assured.  “Can I help you?”


“I’d like to speak to you privately, if you don’t mind,” Mai said.


Hannah shouldered her roommate aside and stood an arm’s length away.  “Are you a cop?  Is my mother all right?”


“No, I’m not a cop, and this is not about your mother.”


The cheerleader actually cooed.  “That accent is, like, so cool,” she said.  “Where are you from?”


“Originally from England,” Mai replied.  “Ms. Forsch, can we speak privately?”


“About what?”


“About your father.”


Hannah Forsch gave an unfeminine snort.  “My father’s dead.  He blew his brains out five years ago.”


“I know.  I’d like to talk about that.”


The girl crossed her arms over her chest and narrowed her eyes at Mai, who hid a shiver.  It was as if Hollis Humphrey’s ghost stared back at her.


“Cindy,” Hannah said, without looking at her roommate, “go on to the game.  I’ll be there in a bit.”


Cindy managed to look confused then brightened.  “Okay.  I’ll see you there.  Nice to meet you…oh,” she giggled.  “You didn’t say your name.”


“That’s right, she didn’t, Cindy.  I’ll see you at the game,” Hannah said.


Cindy waved goodbye to them both and bounced out of the suite.


“Cindy is a bit dim at times, but she is blonde,” Hannah said.  Her face took on a smirk Mai recognized as well.  “And incredibly good in bed.”


“I don’t shock too easily, Ms. Forsch.”


“So, what is your name?”


“Mai Fisher.”


“Did you work with Hollis?” Hannah asked, and Mai wondered if her thoughtless revenge five years before had changed the weeping daughter into this reluctant offspring.  


“Briefly.”


“Well, look, I’ve had enough of his former colleagues telling me how wonderful he was.  He was a selfish, egotistical coward.”


Mai managed to conceal her surprise at such an accurate characterization of the dead man and from an unlikely source.  “Why do you feel that way?” 


“He killed himself,” Hannah explained, in a tone that said she was exasperated that Mai didn’t understand.  “He could have stayed around and faced the music, but he took the easy way out.”


“Faced the music about what?”


“What is this to you?”


Mai swallowed and meted out her words carefully.  “Your father and I didn’t get along in our work, and my report on his performance at Waco was somewhat responsible for his forced retirement.  I’ve often wondered if perhaps I contributed to the frame of mind that led to his suicide.”


Liar, she called herself.


“My father barbecued 80-plus people inside a church, and some people thought he was a hero for it.  Even I did before I understood what had happened.  That’s what really pissed me off at him.  I absolutely worshipped the guy.  He could do no wrong in my eyes.  Even when I heard him carping at my mother for some little, insignificant slight like not having enough fucking ice cubes in his drink, I used to take his side.  When he died, I wanted to crawl in the casket with him and just die myself.  I wasn’t even 15 years old, and he just decides one day that he can’t take it anymore and offs himself.  So, don’t tell me any bullshit about what a wonderful cop he was or fine man he was.  If you do, I’ll laugh right in your face.”


“No, I wasn’t going to say that.  As I said, your father and I didn’t exactly get along.”


“You wouldn’t.  If you were a woman, you were only good for one thing in his eyes.  Fucking.”


Christ, Mai thought, had Humphrey molested his daughter?


Hannah saw Mai’s reaction and seemed to relent somewhat.  “I mean, he never did anything bad to me.  Everything I ever wanted, he gave me, but his whole life was a lie.  His job was to defend people in this country, but he was a vengeful prick.”


“How do you know that?”


“For my senior sociology class in high school, we had to do a paper on the person who was our hero, and then he was still my hero.  When my mother didn’t want to talk about him, I did some research.  At first I thought some of the stuff was just sour grapes, you know.  My daddy couldn’t be such a bad person.  Then, the evidence, as he would say, was overwhelming.  The first thing I did was apologize to my mother, because I wasn’t speaking to her after she decided to start using her maiden name again.  The second thing I did was change my name to hers.  I didn’t want anything associated with him.  So, if you’ve carried this guilt with you all these years, don’t.  My father created his own ‘frame of mind.’”


Mai didn’t know whether to be relieved or sad.  She had hoped that Humphrey’s daughter had been able to manage a normal life, but this absolute rejection of her father was something Mai hadn’t counted on.


“You’re extremely angry at your father,” Mai said.


“Been through all that with the shrink his excellent government insurance provided.”


“You need to let go of it.”


Hannah laughed.  “That’s what the shrink said.”


“Take it from me, you need to let go of it.  I’ve had that kind of anger.  It’s a killer.”


“You’re still here.”


“Yes, I am, but the day you buried your father, I saw you crying uncontrollably at the funeral.  I realized then my, uh, part in his death.”  You are such a coward, she told herself.  You came here to tell her the truth.  “When that happened,” Mai continued, “I almost did what he did.”


“Over him?  God, what a wasted bullet that would have been.”


No, Mai thought, I’m not relieved.  I gave this girl her anger.  She realized, then, that if she told Hannah the truth, she would only become some sort of obscene hero in the girl’s eyes.


“Hannah, I was extremely unprofessional as far as your father was concerned.  I might have even pushed him so far that he did what he did at Waco just to spite me.”


“He was a Goddamned FBI agent.  He should have known better.  I don’t care what judges and senators or anybody else say.  My father should have known better.  If that Koresh guy didn’t back down, my father should have.  He fucked the whole thing up because his ego was bruised.”


“Granted, but he was also a human being, just like me, just like you, with a whole lot of baggage.”


Hannah shook her head.  “Why are you doing this now?”  She gave her father’s smirk again.  “What, are you dying or something, and you’ve got to get this off your conscience?”


“No, I’m a reasonably healthy 42 year old who had her first hot flash a couple of weeks ago.  It’s just that recently someone asked forgiveness of me for a wrong he’d done, and I remembered a promise I made at your father’s grave.  I told him that one day I’d apologize to the person who was the only good thing he’d produced in his life, you.”


“Okay, fine.  You’re forgiven or whatever.”


“Forgiveness is a tricky thing.  It’s so often requested and so seldom granted.  Maybe if he were here, and he realized how you felt, he’d ask you to forgive him, but I took that opportunity from you.  I hope you can forgive that.”


Hannah’s face took on confusion.  “Look,” she said, finally, “it’s homecoming, and I’d like to see the kick-off, so, rest assured, nobody pushed my father to do anything he didn’t want.  If he wanted to kill himself, he made his own choice.  I can live with that, and someday I will forgive him for it.  But I think before I forgive you for whatever part you think you had in this, you should forgive yourself.”


Pleased that she’d made her point, Mai nodded in acceptance.  “A pretty deep insight for one so young.”


“I grew up fast.  Suicide in the family does that to you.”


“Tell me, Hannah, what if someone had murdered your father, say, in the line of duty, and then you discovered what he did at Waco.  Would you still feel this way about him?”


“Probably, and the shrink asked me that same question.”


“I guess maybe I’ve had one too many sessions myself, then, if I’m sounding like one,” Mai said, amused.


Hannah laughed at that.  “Okay, look, thank you for coming.  If you feel you needed to get something off your chest, I appreciate it.  When I’m older and not such a self-centered little shit, I’ll probably be able to think of the good things about my father—like when he cut short a big conference to get back for my soccer championship or how on one of our cross-country moves, he taught me how to swim in a succession of motel swimming pools.  I don’t know if any of that will be enough to overcome what he did to those people at Waco, but maybe someday, I’ll go ask their families for forgiveness or something.”


Relief pushed aside a familiar depression in Mai, and she nodded again.  “Well-spoken, Hannah.  I’d say your father would be proud, but you might not be ready for that, yet.  Thank you for your time, and best wishes for the home team.”


“Yeah, well, it’s just an excuse to watch Cindy’s boobs bounce around, anyway.”


“Tell me, are you really gay, or have you decided to be gay because it would royally piss Hollis off?”


Hannah’s laugh was full-throated and intense.  “The shrink asked me that, too,” she replied.  “And I think you know the answer.”
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From:  NWOGirl@harvard.edu 

To:  DNorton@officesolutions.net
cc:  mkfisher@starpower.net
10/21/2000
10:23 AM

Subject:  Cashier’s Check

Mr. Norton,

I’m sorry I wasn’t at my grandparents’ house when you came to visit the other day, but I got the check you left there.  I don’t quite know what to say, and for a while I didn’t know what to do with the money.  My grandfather and step-grandmother are, frankly, rolling in an obscene amount of money, so, it’s not like I’m in need or anything.  However, I do appreciate the fact that you felt you had to do this.

I hope I can explain what I’m about to say properly.  I loved my mother very much.  She was great.  She was a doctor, and she was going to concentrate on researching viruses.  Sometimes I used to think that maybe if she’d lived, she would have found the cure for AIDS or Ebola or something like that.  She was that smart, but after she died it made me feel good to think that because it meant that I wasn’t the only one who lost her—the whole world did.  When you can share that kind of pain, it’s a big help.  My dad loved her a lot, so much that when she died, he just couldn’t be a father to me anymore.  I never did get to see the baby brother she was carrying, but my Dad remarried a couple of years ago, and I now have a brother who’s almost two.

I’m not saying this to make you feel bad, because after my mother died, I came to live with my grandfather and his wife.  I think now that that was the best thing that ever happened to me.  The Buddhists would say that I chose to lose my mother so that I could find my real path.  That might sound a little weird, but my life after my mother died has been incredibly full and meaningful.  My grandfather has taught me all kinds of things.  Like, he and I built a boathouse together when I was 11 years old.  Just him and me.  My step-grandmother showed me by her example that women can do anything and that the only thing that stops anyone from success is themselves.

If my mother had lived—and I do wish she had—I wouldn’t have learned these things.  I would have learned other things, and I wouldn’t be the person I am today.  I wouldn’t be a bad person or anything.  I just wouldn’t be me.  The life I have had has been the best.

I know you feel badly about what happened to my mother, and I never did think you were evil.  I just couldn’t understand why it had to be my mother.  From what you said to my grandparents, I know you think the same thing.

I wish you luck with your job.  Knowing my step-grandmother—she’s really a soft touch in some ways, just not where I was concerned a lot of times—she probably offered you a job.  She has people all over the world who work for her because she felt sorry for someone or she felt responsible for something that happened to them.  And that was maybe the best lesson she ever taught me—that we’re all connected in this world and that from the deepest tragedy can come the greatest joy.

So, here’s what I’ve decided to do with the money you gave me.  I had my step-grandmother do some research on your job, and I learned that you have to go from place to place to repair office equipment in your own car.  She told me what yours looked like and how old it was.  I also know that it’s important for your job that you have reliable transportation, and if you lose that job, it looks bad for your probation.  Here’s the joy that’s going to come out of the tragedy that happened 11 and a half years ago on a rainy highway:  In a couple of days, someone will deliver a new car to you.  Not really a new car, but new to you.  Using some pretty tough negotiating skills my step-grandmother taught me, I got the used car dealer to let it go for exactly $9,000.  It’s in much better shape than the one you had, and it’s in excellent mechanical condition—I made sure of that.

Now, I’m sure you’ll say that this is not exactly what you had in mind for me to do with your money, but you did tell my grandparents that it was up to me what to do with it.  This is what I want to do with it; this is what will make me happy, and another thing my step-grandmother taught me was my hard-headedness.  You really don’t have a choice, you see.  ;-)

I guess in this world today, you had to ask for forgiveness because a lot of people never give it automatically when they should, but I really forgave you a long time ago, maybe even before I realized it.  It’s what my mother would want.

Please feel free to e-mail me back, if you like.  I’d like to hear how you like the car and so forth.  

Thank you and best wishes,

Natalia Burke

P.S.  If my step-grandmother did offer you a job, take it.  She pays really, really well. NB

#


When Mai didn’t respond, Alexei leaned against her, and kissed her temple.  Their desk chairs side by side, they had read the copy of Natalia’s e-mail together.  Mai had often downplayed the four miscarriages she’d experienced in their marriage by saying they had occurred because she would have been a bad mother.


“What a good mother you are,” he told her.  “She is this incredibly good person because of you.”  She looked at him, and he masked his surprise.  For the first time in years, her eyes showed him true emotion.


“This was one thing I didn’t fuck up,” she said.

