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## Chapter 1 - The Professional

The dentist lived in a colonial on Westview Drive in Warwick, Rhode Island, which told you something about the dentist. The house had vinyl shutters painted to look like wood, a two-car garage with one door that didn't close all the way, and a basketball hoop at the end of the driveway with a net so weathered it hung like a defeated flag. The car was parked on the street in front of the house, which the dentist's wife had presumably requested and which was therefore the only charitable thing either of them had done in this situation.

Lenny Carver sat in his own car - a 2019 Jeep Cherokee, black, chosen because black is the color of vehicles that people don't look at - and wrote down the plate number even though he already knew the plate number. He had known the plate number for four days. The habit of writing things down was the habit of a man who had learned early that memory was a thing that failed you in proportion to how much you needed it.

The car was a 2022 Honda Accord, silver, lease through a credit union in East Providence that had made the mistake of financing a man named Dr. Gerald Fontaine, DDS, who owed them eleven thousand dollars against a vehicle currently valued at twenty-six, and who had not made a payment since the previous August. It was now February. Dr. Gerald Fontaine, DDS, had apparently decided that the credit union would forget about him. Credit unions did not forget. They called Lenny.

He watched the house for another three minutes. No movement inside. The garage light was off. The front windows were lit from somewhere deep in the house - a TV in a back room, maybe, or a kitchen, the particular blue-white of evening domesticity. The driveway contained a Subaru Outback that presumably belonged to the dentist's wife and which was not Lenny's concern. He was not here for the Subaru. He was not here for the dentist's feelings, the dentist's marriage, or the dentist's particular miscalculation about the patience of financial institutions. He was here for the Accord.

He got out of the Cherokee and walked to the Accord without hurrying.

The slim jim took eighteen seconds. He had timed himself once, years ago, and stopped timing because the numbers became a thing to worry about rather than a thing to feel good about, and feeling good about it wasn't the point either. The point was that the door opened when he needed it to open. He put the slim jim back in the inside pocket of his jacket, which was a waterproof shell with enough pockets that he'd never needed a bag, settled into the driver's seat, and reached under the dash with a tool that looked like a dentist's implement but had a different professional application.

The Accord started.

He drove it down Westview Drive and turned left on Post Road and was gone.

No lights came on in the house. No front door opened. The basketball hoop stood in the dark with its ruined net and nobody came out to yell at it.

Lenny drove the Accord to a storage facility in Cranston, where a second Cherokee was parked in the lot. He transferred the storage facility's key from his jacket pocket to the glove compartment of the Accord, locked it, and left it in the lot. Tomorrow someone from the credit union would pick it up. Tonight it was just a car in a lot, which was what it had always wanted to be.

He drove the Cherokee home. The whole thing had taken forty-one minutes, including the drive out and the drive back.
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His apartment was on the second floor of a two-family house on Cranston Street, in the part of Cranston that was close enough to Providence to be Providence in all the ways that mattered and far enough away to be cheaper. The landlord, a retired postal worker named Albert, lived downstairs and they had a relationship of mutual non-interference that Lenny considered the gold standard for human interaction. Albert did not ask what Lenny did for work. Lenny did not comment on the specific hours Albert's television was audible through the floor. These were the terms of a successful arrangement.

The apartment had three rooms and a bathroom, which was one more room than Lenny needed and three fewer than a person with a different interior life might have wanted. The living room contained a couch, a coffee table, a television mounted on the wall, and a cat named Repo, who was grey and opinionated and regarded Lenny's return from jobs with the specific blankness of an animal that had assessed you and found you neither threatening nor interesting. Lenny considered this a fair assessment.

He fed the cat, which was the first thing he did on returning from any job, on the logic that the cat had not asked to be part of this arrangement and deserved at least to be fed.

He made coffee. Not because it was a reasonable time for coffee - it was nine-forty in the evening - but because the dentist's Accord had been easy and easy jobs left him with a particular quality of alertness that had nowhere to go. Easy jobs were what he preferred. He preferred them the way you prefer weather that doesn't require a coat: not because it's exciting but because the absence of drama is its own kind of pleasure.

He sat on the couch. Repo settled at the far end, not touching Lenny, because Repo's policy was that contact was a concession he did not make lightly and required extended negotiation. Lenny had been negotiating for three years. He was making progress.

The coffee was good. The apartment was quiet. Lenny looked at the wall for a while.

He had been doing this for twenty-two years. Not the dentist specifically - dentists were a recent development, financially speaking, the kind of people who borrowed money they could technically afford and then decided they didn't want to be the kind of person who paid it back. His first decade had been almost exclusively cars for people who had borrowed from people who didn't do paperwork. His second decade had been a mixture. Now it was everything: cars, equipment, an occasional piece of commercial real estate where the bank needed someone to change the locks and remove the previous occupant's sense of ownership. His clients ranged from credit unions, which were legitimate, to a class of people whose business arrangements existed somewhere between the informal and the illegal, which was also legitimate in the sense that they paid him and on time.

He made no distinction between them, professionally. A repo was a repo. An asset had changed hands in a direction it was not supposed to change, and Lenny's job was to return it to the direction it was supposed to be going. The legal status of the original transaction was not his department. Questions about what the asset was, or what the debt was for, or why the creditor was specifically and unusually motivated to recover it - these were also not his department.

His department was finding things and returning them.

He was good at his department.
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The call from Sal came the next morning, while Lenny was eating toast and reading a vehicle auction listing on his phone. The auction was in Springfield, Massachusetts, on Saturday. There was a 2018 F-150 that somebody had optimistically listed at fourteen-five, which was about three thousand more than it was worth, and Lenny was composing a mental argument for why twelve-two was the number before he answered.

"Lenny." Sal Benedetti's voice was the particular voice of a man who smoked a specific number of cigarettes per day - six, on weekdays - and had been doing so since he was seventeen. It had a texture to it. "You free this week?"

"Depends on the week."

"It's a simple job. Providence. Document recovery."

Lenny put down his phone. The F-150 could wait. "Whose documents?"

"A man named Vincent Morra. He's an accountant. He works for - he does work for some people over here. He borrowed something from them that he shouldn't have, and they want it back."

This was how Sal described things. He used the passive voice for crimes and euphemisms for the people who committed them. *People over here* meant the Caruso family, who were the people who mattered on Federal Hill and who had, therefore, been mattering in Providence since approximately 1958. Lenny knew who Sal worked for. Sal knew that Lenny knew. This did not require articulation.

"What am I recovering?"

"A leather folio. Maybe a binder - they're not sure of the format, exactly. Financial documents. Records. Something Morra was holding for leverage."

Leverage. The specific ambition of a mid-level accountant who thought having information about the people who signed his checks made him safer. It generally did not make him safer. The fact that Sal was calling Lenny to go get the documents back was itself a fairly clear statement about the success of the leverage strategy.

"What's the address?"

Sal gave it to him: an apartment building on Bradford Street, Federal Hill, the neighborhood that was the old heart of Providence's Italian-American community and that still carried the physical evidence of this in its restaurants, its social clubs, its particular afternoon smell of good olive oil and someone's grandmother's sauce coming through an open window on the second floor. Lenny had grown up eight blocks from that address.

"When do they want it?"

"This week. Sooner's better."

"It's Tuesday. I'll go Thursday."

"I'll tell them Thursday," Sal said. He paused. The pause was the specific pause of a man who wanted to add something and was deciding whether to. "The documents - don't open them, is the thing."

Lenny looked at his toast. "Sal. Have you ever known me to open something I was sent to recover?"

"No."

"Have you ever known me to ask what was in something I was sent to recover?"

"No."

"Then why are you telling me not to open them?"

Another pause. Shorter. "Because they asked me to tell you."

"Fine," Lenny said. "Tell them I won't."

He wouldn't. Not because they'd asked him not to - that was irrelevant - but because he never did. The contents of the thing were someone else's business. His business was the thing itself: its location, its retrieval, its delivery. This was not a moral position. It was a professional one. People who asked what was in the box got involved with what was in the box, and people who got involved with what was in the box had a different kind of career than Lenny wanted. Short, mostly. Chaotic at the end.

He finished his toast.
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The thing about Providence - and this was something Lenny had arrived at slowly, the way you arrive at most true things, which is through the accumulation of smaller observations over time - was that it was exactly the right size for the particular kind of people who lived there. It was not big enough for ambition, which meant that the ambitious had mostly left, which meant that the people who stayed were people who had decided, consciously or not, that what Providence offered was what they wanted. What Providence offered was: loyalty, neighborhood, history, and a specific kind of crime that had been there long enough to be domestic. The Caruso family had been in Providence since the nineteen-forties. They owned dry cleaners and parking lots and a restaurant supply company. They also collected debts and moved money and occasionally, when the situation required, made decisions about people that could not be undone. But they had been doing this for so long that it had the quality of a trade, of a specific and inherited expertise, rather than something that shocked anyone.

Lenny had grown up knowing this the way you grow up knowing that certain uncles don't talk about their jobs. His father had been a union organizer - warehouse workers, mostly, the specific grinding work of men who moved things for a living - and the union had its connections, and the connections had their connections, and the connections' connections were people Lenny's father occasionally had coffee with and did not introduce his son to. His father was not a bad man. He was a man who moved in the world as he found it and made his accommodations and went home to his family and tried to be something specific within those walls, which is probably what most people are.

Lenny's mother had died when he was eleven. His father had died when he was twenty-eight, of a heart attack while watching the Red Sox lose a game that they had been winning and should have won, which was both the most and least Providence way to die that Lenny could imagine.

He had discovered his aptitude by accident, in his mid-twenties. A man his father knew had needed a car found - not stolen, just moved by someone who had borrowed it and forgotten to return it - and Lenny had found it in an afternoon. The man had paid him a hundred and fifty dollars. The next week the man had called again. The week after that, someone else called. It turned out that Lenny was good at the specific combination of skills involved: he could find things in a city because he understood cities as systems, the logic of where things went when they were supposed to disappear. He was patient in the way of someone who had never quite believed that urgency helped. And he was, crucially, a person who asked no questions.

That last part was the part that made him useful to a specific class of client. The credit unions used him because he was effective. The other clients used him because he was effective and because they did not have to explain anything to him, and for those clients the not-explaining was as valuable as the result.

He had built a practice on this. He had built a life on this, in the sense that the life was organized around the practice in the way a house is organized around its foundation: the foundation isn't what you see, but it's why the walls are where they are.
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He drove to Providence on Thursday morning. Bradford Street in late February was the specific grey-brown of New England winter that stopped just short of being beautiful and stayed there - the kind of sky you didn't photograph but lived inside. The apartment building was a three-story wood-frame, the color of old mustard, with a buzzer panel by the front door that had seven names and two blanks.

He checked the address against what Sal had given him. Third name down: *V. Morra, 1B*.

He tried the buzzer.

Nothing.

He tried it again. Held it for a count of five.

Nothing.

Lenny looked at the street. Empty. A woman walking a dog half a block north, moving away from him, not looking. He looked at the front door.

The door opened when you pushed it because the latch was broken in the way of old buildings that had given up on that particular security measure. This was common enough that Lenny always tried the door before doing anything more involved. He tried it.

It opened.

He went in. The hallway smelled of cooking and carpet cleaner and something underneath both of those things that was either the building settling or the building beginning to give up. He found 1B at the end of the hall, around a corner, past a utility closet whose door had been painted over so many times it no longer closed all the way.

He knocked. Professional knock - three times, measured, the knock of someone who was expected.

Nothing.

He put his hand on the door handle and turned it and the door opened.

Not broken open. Not jimmied. Just unlocked. Which was the second door in ten minutes that had opened when it shouldn't have, and two was a number that warranted attention.

He went in.
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The apartment was not large. A living room that contained a couch, a television, a bookcase with actual books in it, and a coffee table with a cup on it that had been used recently enough that the tea or coffee inside was not entirely cold. A kitchen off the left, visible from the door. A hallway to the right, toward the bathroom and presumably a bedroom.

Vincent Morra was in the kitchen.

He was on the floor, which was not where people voluntarily went. He was on his back, one arm extended, the other across his chest, and there was a specific amount of blood from a specific wound in his upper chest that told Lenny, without requiring any further investigation, what had happened and approximately when. Not long ago. The blood had not fully dried.

Lenny stood in the doorway to the kitchen and looked at Vincent Morra for a reasonable length of time.

His reaction arrived in the following order: first, a specific variety of professional annoyance, the kind that attaches itself to a job going sideways before it's even started. Then a larger, more general assessment, which was that a man was dead, and that the man who was dead was the man whose apartment Lenny was standing in, and that he had been killed recently enough that whoever had done it might still be in the building or nearby. He went back to the front door and listened. He heard the building's specific interior silence: the hum of something electrical, a creak from upstairs, the muffled sound of the woman's dog he'd seen on the street, somewhere further off now. Nobody on the stairs. Nobody in the hallway.

He returned to the apartment. He closed the front door behind him.

He did not call the police.

He had not called the police in twenty-two years of professional life. This was not a political position. It was a practical one: the police asked questions, and Lenny's clientele were people for whom questions were an expense they had not budgeted. More to the point, he was standing in a dead man's apartment where he had not been invited, for reasons he could not explain to anyone's satisfaction, and calling the police would make this very specifically his problem. It was already his problem in a general sense. He did not need to promote it.

He thought about leaving. He thought about this for approximately thirty seconds.

Then he started looking for the folio.
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The thing about searching a space that also contained a body was that it required a specific compartmentalization - not of feeling, exactly, because Lenny was not a person of violent feeling in most circumstances, but of attention. The body was a fact in the room. He noted it, worked around it, and did not look at it more than the job required. This was not callousness. It was the same quality that let surgeons do surgery: the ability to put the significant thing in the part of your mind that processes it correctly while the rest of you does the work.

He searched methodically. The bookcase first, because folios went in bookcases and because it gave him a place to start that wasn't the kitchen. The bookcase had real books - Italian literature, mostly, some in Italian and some in translation, and a row of accounting texts that were less about reading and more about reference, and at the end of the bottom shelf a gap where something had been removed. Recently, maybe. The dust was disrupted in the shape of a rectangle approximately the width of a folio.

Someone had been here before him.

He continued anyway. The couch cushions. The coffee table's single drawer, which contained a takeout menu, two pens, and a phone charger. The television cabinet, which had an enclosed lower section with two books inside - large format, art books - and nothing else.

The kitchen he did carefully and without looking at Morra more than he had to. The upper cabinets: plates, glasses, the specific organized randomness of a single person's kitchen. The lower cabinets: pots, cleaning supplies, a bottle of olive oil, three bottles of wine, two standing. The pantry closet beside the refrigerator: dry goods on four shelves, a bag of onions on the floor, and on the top shelf, spines out, a row of cookbooks.

One of the cookbooks was not quite flush with the wall.

Lenny reached past the others and took it down. *The Joy of Cooking.* A large edition, its spine well-used, its cover the particular red of a book that had been around long enough to absorb its environment. He held it by the spine and opened it and the book did not flutter open the way books do but instead revealed, in its hollowed-out interior, a small object wrapped in a cloth.

He took the cloth off.

It was a journal. Leather bound, the leather dark brown and worn at the corners. Small - roughly the size of a paperback novel. It had a hasp closure with a small brass lock, the kind of lock you found on diaries sold to twelve-year-olds in gift shops, the kind of lock that communicated *private* rather than *secure*.

Lenny looked at it.

This was not a folio. This was not a binder. Sal had said *leather folio, maybe a binder*, which was the kind of description you gave when you were not sure what you were looking for and were describing the category rather than the thing.

He tried the lock. It was engaged. He took a pen from his jacket pocket - the same jacket, the same pocket - and inserted the narrow tip of the pen into the hasp and applied a specific amount of lateral pressure and the lock opened. It was not a real lock. It was a suggestion of a lock.

He opened the cover.

Handwriting. Small and precise, slanting slightly left, a hand that had been formed somewhere between Italian schools and American ones, written in both languages, sometimes in the same sentence. A date at the top of the first page: September 4th, 2001. Below the date: a name, in Italian, that Lenny recognized as a name in the Caruso organization, and a number, and a description of something that Lenny read once and then closed the journal and held in his hands.

This was not financial records.

He stood in Vincent Morra's kitchen, next to Vincent Morra's body, holding a leather diary with a broken twelve-year-old's lock, and thought about several things in rapid succession. He thought about the gap in the bookcase where something had been removed before he got here. He thought about Sal's specific instructions: *don't open them*. He thought about the fact that he had, in twenty-two years, recovered cars and equipment and once a printing press and twice things that were clearly not what he'd been told they were, and he had in all of those cases done his job and asked no questions and been fine.

He thought about leaving the journal in the kitchen and walking out of the apartment with nothing.

He thought about this for about as long as it takes to think through something you're not going to do.

He put the journal in his jacket pocket. It fit. He rearranged the cookbooks so the gap was not immediately obvious. He left the kitchen.

He went through the living room, paused, and looked through the apartment once more - not searching, just looking, the way you look at a place you know you won't be coming back to. Whatever the gap in the bookcase had held before someone else got to it, it was gone. Whatever the journal was, he had it now.

He was at the front door when he thought of something else. He turned around and looked at the cup on the coffee table. Tea. Still warm when he'd come in. Morra hadn't made himself a cup of tea. Someone else had.

He left.
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On the street, the February light was the same grey-brown it had been an hour ago. He walked to his car, which was parked half a block north of the building. He did not hurry. He did not look back at the building.

He was almost at the Cherokee when he saw the car.

A dark blue sedan, parked on the opposite side of Bradford Street, two buildings down from Morra's. Engine off. The driver's side window had a slight fog on it, which meant the window had been up and someone had been breathing inside it for a while. The driver's seat had a person in it, though the angle and the fog made specifics difficult. They were not looking at Lenny. They were looking at the building.

Lenny got into the Cherokee. He started it and drove in the direction away from the sedan, north on Bradford, and turned left on Atwells.

He drove three blocks and pulled over and took out his phone and called Sal.

It rang four times and went to voicemail.

"It's Lenny," he said. "Call me."

He sat in his car outside a diner he knew on Atwells Avenue, where someone inside was stacking chairs on tables even though it was barely noon, and held the journal in his hands, and thought about nothing in particular.

This was a lie. He was thinking about several specific things. But he was thinking about them in the manner of a man who preferred not to think about things - quickly, at a distance, the way you look at something bright without looking directly at it.

He drove back to Cranston. The journal was in his jacket pocket. Repo was asleep on the couch when he got home and did not acknowledge his return, which Lenny found appropriate.

He put the journal on the kitchen table.

He made coffee.

He sat down and looked at it.

Then, because he was a man who had spent twenty-two years being professional about things he didn't ask questions about, and because professional meant you understood the parameters of the situation before you decided what to do about it, he opened it.

Just to understand the parameters.
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## Chapter 2 - The Accountant's Apartment

The first entry was dated September 4th, 2001, and the handwriting on that page was different from the handwriting later in the book. Younger, somehow, though Lenny could not have said what made handwriting young - something in the
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