Playing Dead

PROLOGUE

Long island USA

Annie Carter Barolli knew that there are some things you remember forever. Your child’s first cry. When that life-changing deal comes together after years of trying. The moment you stare death in the face, and it’s not scary like you expected, not a face of bones, not a reaper; it’s bright red ribbon on a big square parcel of sky-blue, and your husband is picking it out from the pile, turning toward you holding it, smiling at you and saying Hey, wonder what’s in this one?

   That moment stays with you. You want to rewind, replay, edit the thing, take the hurt away. Splice the whole thing back together again and make it come out differently. But you can’t. Once the dice is thrown, there’s no going back.

   Annie was standing out on the big deck overlooking the Atlantic Ocean. It was a hot August night but the breeze from the sea was cooling and sweet against her skin. Inside the house, Constantine’s oceanfront mansion out here on Montauk, there was the music of a mariachi band, and laughter. A party was going on. He had come out to find her, knowing she liked to stand here, alone, and watch the soft soothing swell of the sea at night.

   Hey, wonder what’s in this one?

   The pulsating roar of the tide, and the music, and his smile. Some things you really do remember forever. He shook the parcel, she remembered that too. She would hate the sound of mariachi until the day she died.

   The actual explosion was too sudden and shocking to take in. A huge flash of light, a deafening whoomph, then smoke and a pushing-out, a propulsion of hit air that made her ears pop like a mile-high flight and brought with it the acrid smell of black powder. She felt herself hit the balcony rail, but only distantly; her hearing was gone, everything was happening in some weird, slow, dream-like state. Shrapnel sprayed. She felt a sting, distant pain, and then she was on the beach, lying on the sand, staring half-wittedly at a shell, her vision cutting in and out like a faulty light switch.

   She could hear her heart, beating very fast. The shell was ridged, pink, beautiful. A marvel of nature. Her brain felt scrambled. There were other things in the sand, too, she could see that. Things charred and blackened, and she didn’t want to look at any of those so she kept looking at the shell. She would not look at the black things. The sand was soft and her ears felt sticky. She felt tired, too; beyond tired. Exhausted, ready to sleep.

   Someone was touching her shoulder now, someone was turning her onto her back on the sand. She looked up at a million bright stars with a detached sort of wonder. Then a face loomed over her. It was Alberto, Constantine’s youngest son. His face was twisted in anguish, there were smears of soot and blood streaking his cheeks. He was checking that she was breathing. He was mouthing words, but she couldn’t hear them.

   Are you all right?

   She could read his lips. All right? She didn’t know. She was alive, at least. Her ears were hurting now, really badly. She knew this would pass. Everything did, in the end. Soon, she would be reconnected to reality. A spasm of fear shot through her at the thought of that. She started to tremble.

   She turned her head. The black things.

   She screwed up her eyes, wishing that whatever had just happened had blinded as well as deafened her. She knew what the black things were. One of them was a hand, charred so badly it looked like a mummified claw, propped up in the sand not a metre from her head. 

   There was a ring on one of the bent, scorched fingers. The gold was tarnished, the sparkle of the diamonds extinguished.

   Somewhere inside her, she felt a scream building. But she hadn’t the strength to release it.
