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Chapter 50

I  SIT IN WHITENESS, getting ready for my wedding. I'm wearing a fluffy white robe and white curlers in my hair. Even the separators between my freshly polished toenails are a chaste virginal white.


I smile as I suddenly notice the white roses that cover  the bathroom's entire countertop. They glow almost painfully in the undiluted Florida light that fills the room.


As I put the finishing touches on my mascara in the makeup mirror, there's a pounding on the door.


“Come out with your hands up!” Peter says through a bullhorn. “And those little panties of yours held high!”


I begin to laugh but stop as I hear the coughing sound of a gas engine being started with a rip cord. Is it a lawn mower? I think, turning toward the door.


Immediately bits of wood explode inward, spraying my face, and I see the tip of the chain saw as it cuts a slot in the door. As I watch, the spinning blade disappears, and through the hole a face appears, like Jack Nicholson's in The Shining. I think it's Peter, but it's not. It's the almost Asian face of the Jump Killer.


“How's my fair Nina?” he says, flashing me his white capped teeth.


As I turn to run, I trip on the lip of the tub. I grasp the edge of the shower curtain, but the rings pop off the rail one by one, and I fall backward into warm water. As I scramble up, I see it's not water at all but blood, and in the tub beside me, spooning like a honeymooning couple, are the dead bodies of Elena Cardenas and Ramón Peña.


Covered in blood, I scream, flailing as I see that half of Ramón Peña's face is missing, the white of his skull stark against the sea of red.

I woke up. Struggling to catch my breath, I looked up into darkness while my heart clubbed the inside of my chest. And I really thought I was going to have a heart attack when I saw a dark figure was hovering above me.


“Angel of Death,” I spat out.


“Mom?” Emma said, clicking on my bedside lamp.


My eyes burned as she started shaking my shoulder.


“Wake up, Mom,” she said. “We both overslept. I can't find my new AE shirt. You know, the nice blue one? Jeez, you're covered in sweat. Are you sick? Don't tell me you've got the swine flu?”


I wish, I felt like telling my daughter as I pulled the sheet over my head. You could get over the swine flu. I mopped my clammy brow on the other side of my pillow.


My recurring nightmares, on the other hand, were the gift that kept right on giving.


Even after almost twenty years.


“Oh, I know,” Emma said. “Too much champagne at my party last night. That's it. You're hungover.”


Emma was teasing, of course.


“Ha-ha, wise girl,” I said, lifting the cover and suddenly smiling. “Your blue shirt's crisply ironed on a hanger in my closet, Little Miss Sweet Sixteen. And you're welcome for last night's party. It wasn't like it was expensive or anything. I think it was worth having to eat cat food when I'm old, don't you?”


Emma stuck out her tongue. I stuck out mine right back. Emma and I were close, like sisters and best friends put together, only better. We even shared clothes. Which pissed her off. I guess it would piss me off a little, too, to have a mother who could fit into my jeans.


“As if you'll ever be old,” Emma said, climbing into the bed and wrapping me in a headlock. “You know how many of my stupid friends' mothers asked me if you were my older sister? Even some of Mark's Collegiate buddies were checking you out. It's really not fair. Isn't Snow White supposed to be the fairest one of all? Come on, Evil Queen. Step aside already.


“Never,” I said with a cackle.


Again, Emma was teasing. Due to death-march regimen of treadmilling and starvation, at forty I was just still in the ballpark of merely pretty. Emma, who had inherited Peter's dark, beguiling looks, on the other hand, was already nearly six feet tall and a heart-melting beauty.


I wasn't the only one who thought so, either. Every once in a while, she'd get legit offers for modeling from friends of friends. Which I told her I'd let her do over my dead body, of course.


As much as we were friends, I was very protective of her. Probably overly so. I didn't care. I knew what the world was like, how precarious, how quickly and completely destruction could follow from just one false move.


Emma was going to have a good life, a normal life, a safe life. It was all that mattered.


“The last thing I'd worry about is your looks, kiddo,” I said, knocking on her head with a knuckle. “Now, that brain of yours, well, that's another story.”


I ducked as she swung my pillow.


“Shit!” I screamed as I finally glanced at my iPhone charging on the night table and saw the time. “Why didn't you tell me we were so late?”
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IT WAS POURING RAIN four hours later when, umbrella-less, I decided to race from my triple-parked taxi toward the crowded Artsky's Patroon on East 46th Street. Not good. It was only a hundred feet or so, but I got completely and utterly hosed in the monsoon.


Of course, I thought, as I finally squished my way inside. It always rained when you were running late for your very first power lunch with your boss and forgot to check the weather.


To make matters oh so much better, there was a lithe and perfect Nordic hostess behind the podium inside. She acknowledged my sopping presence with a slight lift of her eyebrow. But then she smiled nicely.


“Welcome to Patroon. Name?” she asked.


I stood there as tall and regally as I could, doing my damnest to pretend that being as wet as a drowned rat was the new black.


“Nina,” I said, flicking my ruined hair out of my eyes with a hopefully gracious and professionally competent smile. “My name is Nina Bloom.”


I'd lucked out. My boss hadn't arrived yet, so I was able to do some rehab work on my makeup and hair in the ladies' room before I returned to the discreet banquette where I'd been seated.


As I waited, I kicked back for the first time and drank in the vista. Carefully seated inside the modern power-lunch mecca, big-hitter media elites in bespoke tailoring were cutting deals beside Botoxed A-list fashionistas. Among the bottles of San Pellegrino, I spotted Ivanka Trump and Anderson Cooper chatting it up.


Well, it was more like I studiously ignored Ivanka and Anderson, like we were currently not speaking. I had picked up on one or two things living in Manhattan for the last couple of decades.


After a moment, I smiled and raised my own glass of sparkling water toward the room of power players and took a sip. Given my arrival in 1994 with nothing but the clothes on my back and Emma in my belly, I had good reason to toast myself.


Most of all just for surviving.


I thought about the craziness of those first few years. The skeevy dive bar around the corner from Madison Square Garden where I worked until I started to show. The place in Chinatown where I got my first fake ID. The shoebox of an apartment in Spanish Harlem that I brought Emma home to after giving birth at Lenox Hill Hospital.


My “big-shot career,” as Emma called it, came later. After some extremely creative résumé writing and a New York Career Institute class and a whole lot of luck, I'd scored my first non-waitressing job as a paralegal at Scott, Maxwell and Bond, one of the most powerful corporate law firms in the city.


I thought working at a law firm would be just a way to make a little more money, but from the get-go I found myself enthusiastically drawn to the work. There was something so exciting about being even a small part of the cases and issues and war room strategizing. After the chaos that had been my life until that point, I found comfort in the law, its authority, its rationality, its calm and inherent nobleness.


The luckiest thing of all was that after I proved my usefulness in a class action suit, my boss, Tom Sidirov, a legendary litigator and an even better person, practically demanded that I go to City College and then Fordham Law School on the firm's dime.


It had taken almost ten years of work and night school, and thousands of logged hours on the New York City subway, but I eventually pulled it off. I became a lawyer. I'd even passed the New York bar exam on my first try.


Over the last three and half years, my career had steadily started to pick up speed. I wasn't in line to make partner anytime soon, but I had my own cases now, my own clients, even my own personal assistant.


All my hard work at the office and as a mom was starting to reap some pretty plush dividends, I thought, as I sat in the tastefully done restaurant. There weren't supposed to to be second acts in American lives, but I was giving it a pretty good go. I was finally starting to come across things I'd never dreamed I would ever again.


Stability. Fun. Dare I even say its name?


Hope.


It seemed that after two decades and a thousand miles, maybe I'd finally run far enough. For a moment there among the high-rent chatter and clacking crockery, I think I actually felt safe.


That's what made what happened next so wrong, so utterly unfair.


Because as I sat there toasting myself, it wasn't just my boss who was on his way.


As I sat cozy and dry and warm and stupidly proud of myself, my rude awakening was already hurtling toward me, bigger and badder than ever before.
TERJEMAHAN
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AKU DUDUK DALAM NUANSA serba putih untuk persiapan pernikahanku. Aku mengenakan jubah mandi tebal berwarna putih, dan rol di rambutku juga berwarna putih. Bahkan busa yang memisah jemari kakiku yang baru saja dicat kukunya putih bak perawan suci.


Aku tersenyum ketika tiba-tiba melihat mawar-mawar putih yang menutupi seluruh meja di kamar mandi. Cerah bercahaya hampir menyakitkan mata ketika diterpa sinar matahari Florida yang memenuhi ruangan.


Ketika sedang membubuhkan sentuhan maskara terakhir, terdengar ketukan di pintu.


“Keluar dan angkat tanganmu!” kata Peter melalui pengeras suara. “Dengan celana dalam di tangan!”


Aku tertawa namun langsung terhenti ketika terdengar suara dinyalakannya mesin yang ditarik dengan tali. Pemotong rumput kah? Pikirku seraya mengarah ke pintu.


Saat itu juga serpihan kayu seperti meledak ke dalam, mengenai wajahku, dan kulihat ujung gergaji mesin sedang membuat lubang di pintu. Aku menatap, dan gergaji itu hilang, lalu di lubang muncullah sebuah wajah, seperti Jack Nicholson di The Shining. Kupikir itu Peter, tetapi bukan. Ia hampir seperti Jump Killer yang hampir seperti orang Asia.


“Apa kabar, Nina-ku yang cantik?” katanya memamerkan gigi putih yang jarang-jarang.


Ketika berbalik untuk lari, aku menabrak bibir bak. Kugapai ujung kerai shower, tetapi gelang-gelang pengaitnya terlepas satu demi satu dari tiang sehingga aku jatuh terduduk ke dalam bak berisi air hangat. Ketika berusaha keluar, baru kusadari bahwa isi bak bukan air, melainkan darah, sementara di sebelahku terbujur tubuh Elena Cardenas dan Ramón Peña dalam posisi sendok seperti sepasang pengantin baru.


Dalam keadaan berbalur darah, aku menjerit, menggapai-gapai dan berusaha keluar, ketika kulihat bahwa setengah dari wajah Ramón Peña tidak ada, hanya tengkorak putih yang kontras dengan lautan merah.

Aku terbangun. Sembari berusaha mengembalikan napasku, aku menatap dalam kegelapan, sementara jantungku berdegup kencang. Dan kupikir aku benar-benar akan terkena serangan jantung ketika kulihat sosok gelap di atasku.


“Malaikat Kematian,” cetusku.


“Ibu?” kata Emma seraya menyalakan lampu di samping tempat tidurku.


Mataku terasa perih dan ia mulai mengguncang pundakku.


“Ibu, bangun,” katanya. “Kita kesiangan. Aku tidak menemukan blus AE baruku yang biru. Ya ampun, Ibu basah keringat. Ibu sakit? Jangan-jangan terkena flu babi?”


Andai saja, begitu yang ingin kukatakan kepada putriku, lalu kutarik selimut hingga menutupi kepala. Flu babi dapat disembuhkan. Kuseka alisku yang basah pada bantal.


Sementara itu, mimpi burukku yang berulang bagaikan hadiah yang terus datang.


Bahkan setelah hampir dua puluh tahun.


“Oh, aku tahu,” kata Emma. “Terlalu banyak minum champagne di pestaku semalam. Ibu pasti mabuk.”


Tentu saja, Emma sedang bergurau.


“Haha, anak pintar,” kataku seraya membuka selimut dan mendadak tersenyum. “Blus birumu sudah disetrika, tergantung di lemari Ibu, gadis enam belas tahun yang manis. Dan mengenai pesta semalam, sama-sama. Bukan sesuatu yang mahal juga, dan Ibu rasa tidak apa-apa Ibu makan makanan kucing saja kalau sudah tua, bukan?”


Emma menjulurkan lidahnya. Kubalas menjulurkan lidah. Aku dan Emma memang dekat, seperti kakak-beradik dan sahabat karib, hanya lebih baik. Kami bahkan saling meminjam pakaian. Hal itu membuatnya kesal. Kurasa aku juga akan sedikit kesal kalau ibuku dapat mengenakan celanaku.


“Seperti Ibu akan tua saja,” kata Emma seraya naik ke tempat tidur lalu merangkul leherku. “Ibu tahu berapa banyak ibu teman-temanku yang mengira bahwa Ibu kakakku? Bahkan beberapa teman kuliah Mark mengincar Ibu. Ini tidak adil. Bukankah seharusnya Snow White yang paling cantik? Ayo, Ratu Jahat. Bangun.”


“Tidak akan,” kataku tergelak.


Emma sedang bergurau lagi. Berkat latihan treadmill dan puasa mati-matian, pada usia empat puluh, aku masih masuk kategori cukup cantik. Sementara Emma yang mendapatkan gen Peter yang gelap dan mempesona, tingginya hampir seratus delapan puluh sentimeter dan memiliki kecantikan yang dapat melelehkan hati.


Bukan aku saja yang berpikir demikian. Terkadang ia mendapat tawaran untuk menjadi model dari kenalan teman-temannya. Tentu saja kukatakan padanya langkahi dulu mayatku.


Walaupun kami seperti teman, aku sangat melindungi Emma. Mungkin berlebihan, dan aku tidak peduli. Aku tahu seperti apa dunia ini. Betapa rawannya, betapa cepat bencana dapat datang akibat dari salah langkah.


Aku ingin Emma hidup normal dengan baik dan aman. Itu yang terpenting.


“Ibu sama sekali tidak mengkhawatirkan penampilanmu, Nak,” kataku seraya mengetuk kepalanya dengan buku jari. “Tetapi otakmu, yah, lain cerita.”


Aku merunduk ketika bantalku melayang.


“Sial!” teriakku ketika akhirnya melirik ke iPhone yang sedang kuisi di meja samping dan melihat waktu. “Kenapa kau tidak memeberitahu kalau kita begini kesiangan?”
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HUJAN SEDANG TURUN EMPAT jam setelahnya ketika aku memutuskan untuk berlari tanpa payung dari taksi yang memarkir rangkap tiga menuju Artsky Patroon yang ramai di East 46th Street. Oh tidak. Aku hanya berlari sekitar tiga puluh meter, tetapi aku basah kuyup terguyur hujan deras.


Sudah pasti, pikirku ketika akhirnya berhasil menyelinap masuk. Hujan selalu turun ketika kita terlambat datang ke makan siang penting pertama bersama atasan dan lupa mengecek prakiraan cuaca.


Situasi menjadi teramat baik ketika kulihat seorang pramuria berwajah Eropa utara yang cantik dan lembut di balik meja penerima tamu. Ia mengamati penampilanku yang acak-acakan seraya sedikit menaikkan alisnya. Namun ia lalu tersenyum ramah.


“Selamat datang di Patroon. Nama Anda?” tanyanya.


Aku berdiri setegak mungkin, berusaha memberi anggapan bahwa basah kuyup seperti tikus tercebut got adalah hal yang trendi.


“Nina,” kataku seraya menyeka rambut dari wajahku, dengan senyum yang kuharap tetap terlihat anggun dan profesional. “Nama saya Nina Bloom.”


Aku beruntung. Atasanku belum datang, jadi aku masih sempat memperbaiki dandanan dan rambutku di kamar kecil sebelum kembali ke meja di ujung.


Seraya menunggu, untuk pertama kali kuperhatikan pemandangan di sekitarku. Di restoran tempat berkumpulnya orang-orang penting ini, kulihat beberapa orang elit dalam setelan jas yang dijahit khusus sedang melakukan transaksi, di meja sebelah mereka duduk beberapa fashionista papan atas yang penuh botox. Di antara beberapa botol San Pellegrino, kulihat Ivanka Trump mengobrol bersama Anderson Cooper.


Yah, sebenarnya lebih seperti berusaha tidak melihat Ivanka dan Anderson, seperti teman yang sedang bermusuhan. Ini termasuk satu-dua hal yang kupelajari sejak tinggal di Manhattan dua dekade terakhir.


Setelah beberapa saat, aku tersenyum lalu kuangkat gelas air bersodaku ke arah ruangan lalu kuseruput isinya. Mengingat kedatanganku tahun 1994 hanya dengan pakaian di punggung dan Emma dalam rahimku, aku berhak bersulang untuk diriku sendiri.


Terutama karena telah bertahan hidup.


Kuingat kehidupan gilaku di tahun-tahun pertama. Bar bawah tanah  yang tidak menyenangkan di dekat Madison Square Garden di mana aku bekerja hingga kehamilanku terlihat. Tempat di Chinatown tempat aku membuat tanpa pengenal palsu pertamaku. Apartemen sepetak di Spanish Harlem tempat aku pertama membawa Emma pulang setelah melahirkan di Lenox Hill Hospital.


“Karir hebat”-ku, begitu sebutan Emma, datang belakangan. Setelah menulis daftar riwayat hidup dengan sangat kreatif dan mengambil kelas di New York Career Institute ditambah keberuntungan besar, aku berhasil mendapatkan pekerjaan pertama non-pramuniaga sebagai asisten pengacara di Scott, Maxwell and Bond, salah satu kantor pengacara paling berpengaruh di kota ini.


Awalnya, aku bekerja di kantor pengacara untuk mendapatkan uang lebih banyak, tetapi setelah menjalaninya, ternyata aku menjadi sangat antusias dan tertarik. Ada sesuatu yang menyenangkan dari menjadi bagian dari kasus, masalah dan strategi debat, sekecil apapun itu. Setelah menjalani hidup yang berantakan hingga saat itu, kutemukan kenyamanan dalam hukum, otoritasnya, rasionalitasnya, kemuliannya yang tenang dan hakiki.


Keberuntungan terbesarku adalah ketika aku berhasil menunjukkan kemampuanku pada sebuah kasus kelompok, lalu atasanku Tom Sidirov, yang seorang pengacara legendaris dan pria yang sangat baik memaksaku sekolah di City College dilanjutkan dengan Fordham Law School atas biaya perusahaan.


Aku membutuhkan hampir sepuluh tahun bekerja dan kuliah malam, serta ribuan jam menggunakan subway New York, namun akhirnya aku berhasil. Aku menjadi seorang pengacara. Aku bahkan lulus ujian pengacara tingkat New York pada usaha pertama.


Tiga setengah tahun terakhir ini, karirku mulai menanjak. Aku belum bisa membuat rekanan dalam waktu dekat, namun aku sudah mendapatkan kasus sendiri, memiliki klien sendiri, bahkan memeliki seorang asisten pribadi.


Kerja kerasku di kantor dan sebagai ibu sudah mulai menuai hasil yang memuaskan, pikirku ketika duduk di restoran yang ditata dengan selera tinggi ini. Seharusnya orang di Amerika tidak mendapatkan kesempatan seperti ini dalam hidupnya, tetapi aku sedang menjalaninya. Aku mulai menemukan hal-hal yang aku tidak pernah mimpi akan temukan kembali.


Kemapanan. Kesenangan. Beranikah aku menyebutnya?


Harapan.


Setelah dua dekade dan lebih dari seribu kilometer, mungkin aku sudah cukup jauh berlari. Untuk sesaat, di antara pembicaraan tingkat tinggi suara dentingan peralatan makan, aku merasa aman.


Dan itulah yang membuat kejadian berikutnya begitu salah, begitu tidak adil.


Ketika aku duduk dengan nyaman, hangat, kering dan dengan bodohnya bangga akan diriku, sesuatu bangkit dan bergerak cepat ke arahku, lebih besar dan buruk dari sebelumnya.
