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Is it possible to succeed without any act of betrayal?

			— JEAN RENOIR

		

	
		PROLOGUE

		He awakens suddenly, in terror. He spins his head around the spare room, searching the darkest shadows in the blue wash of moonlight, sitting bolt upright, head cocked, alert for noises. He reaches his hand across his body, and grabs the gun.

		As he becomes less asleep, he realizes what woke him. The gun won’t help. He returns the weapon to the end table, next to the ever-present water bottle. He swigs, but his stomach is roiling, and it takes a couple of seconds before he manages to swallow.

		He walks to the end of the hall, to the room he uses as an office. Just a desk and a chair in front of a window. The reflection of the moon shimmers in the Zürichsee, a block away from this Victorian pile of bricks and wrought iron, covered in blooming wisteria, its scent spilling through the windows, seeping through the walls.

		He jiggles the mouse to wake his computer, types in his password, launches the media player, and opens the live feed of streaming video. The camera is mounted high in a darkened room, focused on a woman who’s lying in bed, reading. She takes a drag of a cigarette, and flicks her ash into a big glass ashtray.

		He looks away from the invasive image on his screen to a small keypad mounted beneath the desktop. He punches buttons in rapid succession, and with a soft click the drawers unlock.

		He pulls out the stack of paper, bound by a thick green rubber band. He turns to a page one-third of the way through, and scans the text to identify the scene. He flips forward ten pages, then five. Then back two. He runs his finger down the page, and he finds it, on the bottom of page 136, just as his mind’s eye pictured it, in his sleep in the middle of the night. One word. One letter.

		I.

		He thought he’d caught every one.

		This current draft of the manuscript is the third; it will also be the final. For the initial draft, he’d written from a first-person perspective, but not his own. Because this book was going to be a memoir, publicly authored by someone else but ghostwritten—or coauthored—by him; they hadn’t decided on the exact nature of his credit.

		Then circumstances changed. When he picked up the project again, he recast the story from his own point of view, first-person singular—I did this, I saw that. This was going to be a more honest book, more transparent.

		After he’d finished, and typed THE END on the final page, and reread the whole thing, he changed his mind. He decided he needed to hide behind omniscience, and anonymity, to create the shadow of doubt about this book’s authorship. To give himself some chance of survival. So he’d pored over the entire manuscript, revising everything to third person—He drove around a long, dangerous bend. He stared in horror. Deleting passages that no longer made sense, adding sections—adding chapters—that now did.

		It was a big editorial job, but hardly a unique situation. This type of thing must happen all the time, in rewrites, revisions, reconsiderations. An author combs through every page, recasting point of view, replacing nouns and verb conjugations. Over and over and over, thousands of times.

		But he misses one of these pronouns, or two. Just a little mistake, a couple of typos. Not a matter of life or death.

	
		
			
				
					
							The Accident
							Page 488
					

				

				EPILOGUE

				There is no single person in the world who can verify the entirety of what’s in these pages. But there is one person who can come close: the subject himself, Charlie Wolfe. There are other people who could, if properly motivated, attest to the individual realities, one incident at a time, in which they had direct firsthand knowledge. Perhaps this book will be that motivation to those witnesses, an impetus to reveal their truths, to verify this story.

				But the author isn’t one of those possible witnesses. Because if what you are reading is a finished book, printed and bound and distributed into the world, I am, almost certainly, dead.

				THE END
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		CHAPTER 1

		It’s just before dawn when Isabel Reed turns the final sheet of paper. Halfway down the page, her mouth falls open, her heartbeat quickens. Her eyes dart across each typescript line at a rapid-fire pace, accelerating as she moves through the final paragraph, desperate to arrive at a revelation, to confirm her suspicions. She sucks in her breath, and holds that breath, for the last lines.

		Isabel stares at the final period, the little black dot of ink … staring …

		She lets out her breath. “My God.” Astounded, at the enormity of the story. Disappointed, at the absence of the confirmation she was hoping for. Furious, at what it means. Terrified, at the dangers it presents. And, above all, heartbroken, at the immensity of the betrayal. Betrayals.

		She puts the page down on the fat stack of paper that sits on the bedspread, next to a crumpled soft-pack of cigarettes and an overflowing crystal ashtray, a mildly snarky birthday present from a passive-aggressive colleague. She picks up the manuscript with both hands, flips it over, and uses her thumbs to align the pages. Her hands are trembling. She tries to steady herself with a deep breath, and sets the straightened pile of pages in her lap. There are four words centered at the top of the page:

		
			The Accident

			by Anonymous

		

		Isabel stares across the room, off into the black nothingness of the picture window on the opposite wall, its severe surface barely softened by the half-drawn shades, an aggressive void invading the cocoon of her bedroom. The room is barely lit by a small bullet-shaped reading sconce mounted over the headboard, aiming a concentrated beam of light directly at her. In the window, the light’s reflection hovers above her face, like a tiny sun illuminating the top of her head, creating a halo. An angel. Except she’s not.

		She can feel her body tense and her jaw tighten and her shoulders contract in a spasm of rage. She tries to suppress it, bites her lip, brings herself under the flimsiest tether of control.

		Isabel draws aside the bedspread, struggles to a sitting position. It’s been hours since she has shifted her body in any appreciable way, and her legs and back are stiff and achy—old, if she had to choose a word for her joints. Her legs dangle over the side of the mattress, her toes searching for the fleece-lined slippers.

		Along the wall, long slivers of aluminum shelves—hundreds of horizontal feet—are filled with neat stacks of manuscripts, their authors’ names written with thick black Sharpie into the sides of the stacks of pages. Tens of thousands of pages of proposed books of every sort, promising a wide assortment of entertainment and information, produced with a broad range of skill levels.

		These days, everyone younger than Isabel seems to read manuscripts and proposals on e-readers; quite a few of those older, too. But she feels uncomfortable, unnatural, sitting there holding a little device in her hands. Isabel is of the generation that’s just old enough to be congenitally uncomfortable with new technologies. When she started her first job, she didn’t have a computer at her desk. A year later, she did.

		Maybe next year she’ll start using one of those things, but for now she’s still reading on paper, turning pages, making notes with pens, surrounding herself with stacks of paper, like bricks, bunkered against the relentless onslaught of the future. And for The Accident, she didn’t even have a choice. Because although nearly all new projects are now delivered to her office electronically, this submission was not.

		She shuffles down the hall, through the darkness. Turns on the kitchen lights, and the coffee machine—switched from AUTO-ON, which is set to start brewing an hour from now, to ON—and the small television. Filling the silent lonely apartment with humming electronic life.

		Isabel had been reading frantically, hoping to discover the one assertion that rang untrue, the single mismatched thread that would unravel the whole narrative, growing increasingly discouraged as page 1 at the office in the morning became page two-hundred-something at home in the evening. She fell asleep sometime after eleven, more than halfway through, then woke again at two, unable to quiet her mind, anxious to get back to it. People in the book business are constantly claiming “I couldn’t put it down” or “it kept me up all night” or “I read it in one day.” This time, all that was true.

		So at two a.m. Isabel picked up the manuscript and started reading again, page after page, through the late-late night. Vaguely reminiscent of those days when Tommy was an infant, and she was sleep-deprived, awake in a dormant world. They are very discrete periods, for very specific reasons, when it’s a normal part of life to be awake at four a.m.: it’s for making babies or caring for them, in the small desperate hours when a blanket of quiet smothers the city, but through the moth-eaten holes there’s the occasional lowing of a railroad in New Jersey, the distant Dopplered wail of an ambulance siren. Then the inevitable thump of the newspaper on the doormat, the end of the idea of night, even if it’s still dark out.

		Nothing she encountered during the 488 pages seemed false. Now she stares at the anchor’s face on the television, tuned to Wolfe … That goddamned son of a bitch …

		Her anger swells, and she loses control—

		Isabel cocks her arm and hurls the remote across the kitchen, cracking and splintering against the refrigerator door, clattering loudly to the floor. Then the heightened silence of the aftermath, the subdued thrum of a double-A battery rolling across the tile, the impotent click as it comes to rest against a baseboard.

		She feels tears trickling down her cheek, and wipes them away.

		The coffee machine hisses and sputters the final drops, big plops falling into the tempered glass. Isabel glances at the contraption’s clock, changing from 5:48 to 5:49, in the corner of the neatly organized counter, a study in right angles of brushed stainless steel. Isabel is a passionate proponent of perfect alignment. Fanatical, some might say.

		She opens the refrigerator door, with its new scratch from the airborne remote, whose jagged pieces she kicks out of her way. She takes out the quart of skim and pours a splash into her mug. She grabs the plastic handle of the carafe and fills the mug with hot, viscous, bitter, bracing caffeination. She takes a small sip, then a larger one. She tops up the mug, and again wipes away tears.

		She walks back down the now-lighted hall, lined with the family photographs she’d unearthed when she was moving out of her matrimonial apartment, into this single-woman space in a new neighborhood, far from the painful memories of her home—of her life—downtown, where she’d been running into too many mothers, often with their children. Women she’d known from the playgrounds and toy stores and mommy-and-me music classes, from the gyms and grocers and coffee shops, from preschool drop-off and the pediatrician’s waiting room. All those other little children growing older, getting bigger, Emmas and Stellas in precious little plaids, Ashers and Amoses with mops of messy curls in skinny jeans on scooters; all those self-satisfied downtown bobo parents, unabashedly proud of their progeny’s precociousness.

		She’d bought herself a one-bedroom in a full-service uptown co-op, the type of apartment that a woman chooses when she becomes reconciled that she’s not going to be living with another human being. She had reached that age, that stage, when a lifestyle starts to look permanent: it is what it is, and ever will be, until you die. She was making her loneliness as comfortable as possible. Palliative care.

		If she wasn’t allergic to cats, there’d probably be a couple of them lurking around, scrutinizing her disdainfully.

		Isabel lined this nice new hallway—parquet floors, ornate moldings, electrical outlets where she wants them—with framed photos. There she is, a smiling little toddler being held aloft by her tragically beautiful mother in Central Park, at the playground near the museum, a couple of blocks from the Classic 8 on Park Avenue that her parents couldn’t actually afford. And then hand-in-hand with her remarkably unambitious father, starting fourth grade at the small-town public school in the Hudson Valley, after they’d finally abandoned the city for their “country place,” the old family estate that they’d been selling off, half-acre parcels at a time, to pay for their life. Then in cap and gown, the high school valedictorian, bound not for Harvard or Yale or even a first-rate state school, but for a second-tier—maybe third?—private college upstate, because it offered a full scholarship, including room and board, and didn’t necessitate expensive out-of-state travel. The drive was just a few hours.

		Her parents had called her Belle; still do. But once she was old enough to understand what the word meant, she couldn’t bear to lay claim to it. She began to insist on Isabel.

		Isabel had intended to go to graduate school, to continue studying American literature, eventually to teach at the university level, maybe. But that plan was formed before she’d had an understanding of the realities of personal finance. She took what she thought would be a short-term job at a publishing house—one of her father’s school chums was a famous editor—with the irrational expectation that she’d be able to save money to pay for school, in a year, or two. She was buoyed by modest success in an enjoyable workplace during good business years, and one thing led to another. Plus she never saved a dime. By the time she was twenty-five, she no longer thought about grad school. Almost never.

		So then there she is, in a little black dress onstage at a book-award ceremony, accepting on behalf of her author who was in South America at the time, chasing a new story. And in a big white dress, aglow, in the middle of the panoramic-lens group shot, the thirty-six-year-old bride with her bridesmaids, at her wedding to a man she’d started dating a mere eight months earlier, short on time, perfectly willing to turn a blind eye to his obvious faults, the personality traits that her friends were too supportive to point out, until the safe remove of hindsight.

		That utter bastard.

		It still amazes her how quickly youth slipped away, how severely her options narrowed. Just a couple of bad relationship decisions—one guy who as it turned out was never going to commit, another who was a closeted asshole—and the infinite choices of her late twenties turned into the dwindling selection of her mid-thirties, now saying yes to any non-creepy men who asked her out at parties or introduced themselves in bars, sometimes using her middle name if the guy was on the margins of acceptability and she might end up wanting to hide behind the unstalkable shield of an alias; over the years she’d had more than a few dates with men who thought her name was something else. Half the time, she was glad for the deception.

		Another photo, a smaller print, lying in the hospital bed with Tommy in her arms, tiny and red and angry in his striped swaddling blanket and blue cap. Isabel returned to work after the standard three months, but in that quarter-year something had passed, and she was complacent to allow it. Her husband was suddenly making embarrassing amounts of money, so Isabel hired a housekeeper to go with the nanny. She started leading one of those enviable-looking lives—a four-day workweek, driving the shiny car from the pristine loft to the shingled beach house, a perfect baby and a rich handsome smart funny husband …

		And then.

		She stops at the final photo, spotlit, a small black-and-white in the center of an expanse of stark-white matting. A little boy, laughing on a rocky beach, running out of the gentle surf, wearing water wings. Isabel reaches her hand to her lips, plants a kiss on her fingers, and transfers the kiss to the little boy. As she does every morning.

		Isabel continues to the bathroom, unbuttoning her flannel top as she walks, untying the drawstring of the pajama bottoms, which crumple as she releases the knot. She pushes her panties down and steps out of them, leaving a small, tight puddle of cotton on the floor.

		The hot shower punishes her tense, tired shoulders. Steam billows in thick bursts, pulled out the bathroom door, spilling into the dressing area, the bedroom. The water fills her ears, drowning out any sounds of the television, of the world. If there’s anything else in her apartment making noise, she can’t hear it.

		What exactly is she going to do with this manuscript? She shakes water out of her hair, licks her top lip, shifts her hands, her feet, her weight, standing under the stream, distracted and disarmed, distressed. It all beats down on her, the shower stream and the manuscript and the boy and the past, and the old guilt plus the new guilt, and the new earth-shattering truths, and fear for her career and maybe, now, fear for her life.

		She slips into a soft, thick white bathrobe, towel-dries her hair. She sweeps her hand across the steamed-up glass, and examines her tired eyes, bagged and bloodshot, wrinkled at the corners. The bathroom’s high-wattage lighting isn’t doing her any favors this morning. She had long ago become accustomed to not sleeping well, for a variety of reasons. But with each passing year, it has become harder and harder to hide the physical evidence of sleeplessness.

		From the other room, she can hear the irrelevant prattle of the so-called news, the piddling dramas of box-office grosses, petty marital indiscretions, celebrity substance abuse. Steam recolonizes the mirror, and she watches big thick drops of condensation streak down from the top beveled edge of the glass, cutting narrow paths of clarity through the fog, thin clear lines in which she can glimpse her reflection …

		Something is different, and a jolt of nervous electricity shoots through her, a flash of an image, Hitchcockian terror. Something in that slim clear streak has changed. The light has shifted, there’s now a darkness, a shadow—

		But it’s nothing, she sees, just the reflection of the bedroom TV, more footage of yesterday’s international news, today. Today she has to consider the news in a whole new light. Now and forevermore.

		She gets dressed, a sleek navy skirt suit over a crisp white blouse, low heels. The type of office attire for someone who wants to look good, without particularly caring about being fashionable. She blow-dries, brushes her shoulder-length blonde hair, applies makeup. Sets contacts into her hazel eyes. She assesses herself—tired-looking, inarguably middle-aged—in the full-length mirror, and sighs, disappointed. Three hours of sleep pushes the limit of what makeup can accomplish.

		She stares again at the bottom of The Accident’s covering page: Author contact 40004026@worldmail.net. She types another e-mail—she’s already sent two of these, in the past twelve hours. “I finished. How can we talk?” Hits Send. She again receives the frustrating bounce-back message: an unrecognized address.

		That doesn’t make any sense. Who would go to the trouble of writing such a manuscript and then not be reachable? So she’ll keep trying, willing herself to believe that it’s some technical problem, something that’ll eventually get resolved. She stares at her laptop, the gradations of gray of the various windows on the screen, the silver frame of the device itself. The little black circle at the top, the pinhole camera, that she never uses, never even considers.

		She could burn the manuscript right now, in the fireplace, using the long fancy fireplace matches that her penny-pinching aunt sent as a housewarming. She could pretend she never read the submission, never received it. Forget about it.

		Or she could go to the authorities, explain what happened, let them handle it. Which authorities? Certainly not the CIA. The FBI?

		Or she could take this to the news media—the New York Times, CNN. Or even Wolfe, for that matter; that could be interesting.

		Or she could call the president; she could try to call the president. She spends a minute wondering whether it’s possible that she, a well-known literary agent at a famous agency, could get the president of the United States on the telephone. No.

		Or she could do what she knows she should, and wants to, do: get this published, quickly and quietly to protect herself, waiting for the inevitable ubiquity of the publicity—the public-ness of this book’s story, the weight of its accusations—to protect her. She can’t be arrested—or killed—in front of the whole world. Can she?

		Isabel picks up her phone, and plucks a cigarette from the silver box atop the marble mantel, under her one and only piece of fine art, hanging where everyone positions their nicest framed thing. She walks out to her terrace and lights the cigarette, inhales deeply, expels smoke into the sky. She leans on the parapet and stares out at the dark, sinister-looking greens and blacks of Central Park, across to the skyline of Fifth Avenue, to the azure sky and the fiery orange ball rising in the northeast. It’s a spectacular view from up here, on her plant-filled terrace jutting out from her professionally decorated apartment, swathed in calming neutral tones. It certainly looks like a nice life that she has.

		She knows that she is the obvious—the inevitable—literary agent for this project. And there’s also one very obvious acquiring editor for the manuscript, a close friend who never met a conspiracy theory he didn’t like, no matter how ludicrous, no matter what level of lunatic the author. He used to have impressive success with this type of book, even by some of his less rational authors; there’s apparently a good-size book-buying audience out there that inhabits a space beyond the margins of sane discourse. He’ll be motivated to publish another. Especially this one, about these people.

		Isabel tries to fight off the fear that wells up inside her again. She takes a final drag of her cigarette, knocks the glowing ember off the butt, then flicks the relatively harmless fiberglass filter out into the air above Central Park West, where it seems to hover for a split-second, Wile E. Coyote-like, before falling, fluttering out of sight.

		She scrolls through her phone’s address book, finds the number, and hits Call.

	
		CHAPTER 2

		Hayden slips the bookmark into the Icelandic primer. He places the thick volume atop his spiral notebook, a short stack next to a taller stack of reference works, some newish vinyl-covered handbooks, some tattered paperbacks in various states of falling-apartness, held together by duct tape or masking tape, or bound by sturdy rubber bands. These references are increasingly available electronically, but Hayden still prefers to hold a physical book in his hands, to run his eye across the tops of pages, down the columns, searching for a word, an image, a fact. The effort, he thinks, reinforces the learning. He’s old enough to recognize that there’s a finite universe of information he’s going to be able to absorb in the remainder of his life; he wants to learn all of it properly.

		He drops to the floor, does fifty push-ups, fifty sit-ups; his late-morning mini-workout. He buttons a French cuff shirt over his undershirt, affixes his enamel cufflinks, knots his heavy paisley tie. Slips into his sport jacket, glances at himself in the mirror. Adjusts his pocket square.

		It was during his first posting overseas that he started wearing pocket squares, plain white linen handkerchiefs. He’d wanted to look like a young ambitious conformist American functionary, the type of guy who would proceed immediately from Groton to Harvard to Europe and always carry a white handkerchief, neatly squared-off, in the breast pocket of his suit jacket. He’s surprised at how many of those decisions made back then, at a time when adulthood seemed to stretch ahead indefinitely, turned out to be untemporary. Careers and hobbies, spouses or lack thereof, political beliefs and literary preferences, hairstyles and pocket squares.

		The sun is streaming through the French doors, casting brilliant white light across the whitewashed floors, the white brick walls, the white upholstery, the occasional piece of unavoidable Danish teak. In the kitchen it’s even brighter because of the reflections from the appliances. The brightness is almost blinding.

		The elaborately carved front door is covered in hundreds of years’ worth of uncountable coats of paint, scraped and chipped and deeply gouged, revealing an undercoat of pale green here, a dark blue there. He removes a matchbook from his pocket, tears out a paper match, inserts it between door and jamb, one match-length above a long gash in the wood.

		The street is leafy, sun-dappled, birdsongy. Hayden’s bicycle leans amid dozens of others in the jumbled rack on the wide sidewalk, a few blocks from the queen’s palace in Amalienborg. He hops on, pedals gently through quiet streets, to the staid brick building on Kronprinsessegade that houses the David Collection, one of the premier resources on the Continent for his new hobby, Islamic art. He spends a half-hour examining the Middle Age artifacts of the Spanish emirate, from a time when Cordoba was the largest city in Western Europe. Cordoba, of all places.

		Hayden Gray is, after all, a cultural attaché. He has a large luxurious office three hundred miles to the south, in the American Embassy in Pariser Platz, next to the Brandenburg Gate. He still makes his permanent home in Munich, but his new job responsibilities require regular appearances in Berlin, and a legitimate office there. Of course Berlin has always been a fascination for Hayden, indeed for anyone in his line of work. Los Angeles has the film business, and Paris has fashion; Berlin is for espionage. But it’s not a particularly attractive city, and the appealing things about it—a vibrant youth culture, a practically developing-world level of inexpensiveness, and the limitless energy of its nightlife—are not compelling assets for him. So he’d rather not live there.

		Back on the bicycle, alongside the lush greenery of the King’s Garden, across the bridge, and into Nørrebro, the midday street life a mixture of young native artistic types and recent immigrants, alternative bars alongside kebab joints that double as social clubs. He locks the bike just as the rain begins, quick spatters and then within seconds full-on.

		Hayden rushes to push the glossy door, climbs a long steep flight of stairs, and enters an apartment, high-ceilinged and large-windowed, but shabby, and nearly empty. The place where he’s been sleeping for the past couple of nights is a long-term lease—a quarter-century long, in fact—on the other side of downtown Copenhagen. But this one on Nørrebrogade was hastily arranged a week ago by the woman who’s sitting at the window now, a pair of binoculars in her hands.

		“Hello,” she says, without turning. She can see him in the window’s reflection.

		“Anything?”

		“No. Bore. Dom.”

		Hayden joins her at the window, looks past the immense streetlight suspended by wires above the boulevard, across to the storefront on the ground level, to the apartment above it.

		She gives him the once-over. “Nice tie,” she says. “You have anything interesting for me today?”

		“Always. Let’s see … Ah, here’s a good one: Thomas Jefferson and John Adams died on the same day.”

		“You mean the same date?”

		“I mean they died on the same exact day. And that day was July Fourth. In 1826.”

		She turns to him. “That’s not true.”

		“Oh, but it is.”

		“Huh. I give that a 9.”

		“What do I need to get a 10?”

		“I’ll know it when I hear it.” She turns back to the window, resumes her vigil.

		He removes his horn-rimmed glasses, uses his Irish linen pocket square to wipe them clean. He holds his glasses up to the light, gazes through the lenses to double-check their clarity. “This is taking a long time,” he says. Sympathetically, he hopes.

		“This is taking forever.”

		Hayden knows that she wants to go home, to Paris. Back to her husband, her children, her perfect apartment in St-Germain-des-Prés. She has been traipsing around Europe for a month now, looking for one person. One elusive, clever, dangerous man.

		“Tell me why it has to be me who’s here?”

		He watches a beautiful woman in the street pedaling slowly through the rain, one hand on the handlebars while the other holds a large umbrella, covering not only herself but also the big wooden bucket in front that contains three small children wearing raincoats with matching hats.

		“I mean,” she continues, “it’s not as if I speak Danish, or know Copenhagen well. I don’t have any special knowledge about whoever that guy is.”

		In the window across the street, the scraggly man sits at his desk, turned as always in profile. Jens Grundtvig, part-time student, part-time writer, and nearly-full-time stoner, is sometimes typing on his computer, sometimes just moving his mouse around, researching, and sometimes is on the telephone, gathering quotes, checking facts. Grundtvig seems to be putting a fact-checking polish on another man’s project, and Hayden’s task is to find that other man. After three months, Jens Grundtvig of Copenhagen is Hayden’s only substantive lead.

		“Because I trust your instincts,” Hayden says. “And to paraphrase Proust: you, Dear, are the charming gardener who makes my soul blossom.”

		She snorts. She knows that this is fractionally true, but predominantly bullshit, and that Hayden is not going to tell her the whole truth. She accepts being in the dark; it’s part of their arrangement.

		That truth is complicated, as always. And the truth is that this operation is entirely black, absolutely no record of it anywhere. The expenses for the entire team—the woman here in this apartment, the two men stationed at either end of this block, the other two who are off-duty—are funded out of a Swiss account. They’re all under-the-counter, off-the-books freelancers.

		“You’re a hero,” Hayden says, patting her shoulder.

		“That’s what I keep telling my husband,” she says. “But he doesn’t believe me.”

		“A hero, Kate, and a martyr.”

	
		CHAPTER 3

		The ringing phone, the sound of dread, of slept-through appointments or horrible news, snatching Jeff Fielder from the tenuous embrace of fitful sleep.

		He squints around the small cluttered bedroom for the offending device. Books and papers and magazines are stacked everywhere—on the desk, the bureau, the end tables, even on much of the wide-planked wooden floor. A nearly empty bottle of bourbon sits on the warped, dented floor—did he have any of that last night, when he got home?—next to his ex-wife’s second novel, the one she wrote after she left not only Jeff but also her magazine job and New York City for Los Angeles, where TV people had become interested in the magazine story she’d written about their falling-apart marriage, before Jeff was even aware it was falling apart.

		He has begun to dip in and out of the book, mostly when he’s substantially drunk. Sara is, he has to admit, a pretty good writer. But for obvious reasons he loathes her book.

		Jeff reaches for something black and shiny, in the process knocking over a precarious tower of paper that’s resting in the seat of a black Windsor chair, only to discover that the thing he has retrieved is an eyeglass case, not a phone.

		Another ring tears through his ears, his brain. He catches a glimpse of flickering red light, from there on the floor, yes, that must be the phone, under that bound galley …

		“Hello?” The two syllables come out as an amphibian croak, from a mouth filled with the dry, puffy cotton of last night’s booze.

		“Jeffrey?”

		At the sound of her voice, he sits up too fast, and his head spins. Despite himself, despite everything, his heart quickens every time he hears Isabel’s voice on the telephone. “Ungh.”

		“You okay?”

		“Mmmmm,” he says, a noncommittal noise. He glances to the dawn-gray window. “Isn’t it a little early?”

		“Don’t whine at me,” Isabel says.

		Jeff can’t tell if the edge in her voice is playful or annoyed. “And don’t be pissed at me,” he says. “Who woke up whom?”

		She snickers; he knows it’s at his whom. There can be a lot of meaning, in a little snigger, between people with a long history.

		“Listen,” she says, softer, “I’m doing you a favor, Mr. Whom.”

		“Uh-huh.”

		“Meet me for breakfast.”

		“Sure. I’ll be there in three, four minutes.”

		“I’m serious.”

		“Isabel. It’s … what time is it, anyway?”

		“Six-twenty. I’ve got something for you.”

		“Okay. But couldn’t this wait until, you know, I’m in the office? Or at least awake?”

		“No.”

		“Why?”

		“Because it’s big.”

		“You mean long? You know I don’t—”

		“No, you idiot. I mean”—a silent beat—“it’s huge.”

		Over the years, Jeff has heard some of Isabel’s pitches that were cynical, and a few that were transparently panicked. But most were earnest, and none was a lie.

		“What is it?” He’s fully awake now, and his head is no longer spinning. Pounding, yes, but he’s not dizzy.

		Maybe this is it, the book he’s been waiting for. The thing that every editor wakes up for, comes to work for, loses sleep for. The book that changes your career. Your life. As opposed to all the middling, inconsequential manuscripts and proposals that are now sitting on his desk, and in his satchel, and on his bookshelves, and in his e-reader, and even on this goddamned telephone. There are dozens of proposed books in his life, all in various stages of being considered. Or rejected. Or halfheartedly pursued. Or studiously ignored. Or merely waiting, value-neutral, in the queue for his attention, which is always more abundant in the future.

		“Just meet me.”

		“Okay, okay. The usual?”

		“Yes. At seven-fifteen?”

		He guffaws.

		“Seven-thirty?” she counters her own opening bid, contrary to what they both know is a fundamental tenet of negotiating. He’s tempted to remain silent, to let her dig herself deeper into her own hole, to plumb the depths of her desperation, to find out how many times she will relent before forcing him to counteroffer. But it’s just a breakfast hour, and it’s Isabel. “Eight.”

		“Quarter of.”

		“Done.”

		Jeff is feeling a little better—or less bad—every second. He rises slowly, picks his way past the paper piles, past the draped and discarded clothes, over the strewn sneakers and shoes. He pushes open the creaky bathroom door, and turns on the hot tap, running the water; it’ll take at least two minutes to get hot. The old sink is rust-stained and chipped, with a wildly unprofessional patch at the drain, where it looks like somebody used Wite-Out as compound. And no matter how many times he replaces the washer, a new drip always materializes. Always. It has become part of his routine, buying and replacing washers.

		He’s an unpaid handyman. The opposite of paid: he himself does the paying, twenty-six hundred dollars a month, to buy and replace the washers in his lousy sink whose water takes forever to get hot.

		Jeff lets his razor and washcloth sit in the stream of slowly heating water, and looks at himself in the mirror, disappointed at what he sees. Yesterday ended with late hours at the office, hunched over a manuscript. Then his hard work was permanently interrupted by an off-hours phone call from one of his authors, who claimed he was being driven insane by the copy editor’s nitpicking—“pecked to death by minnows”—and demanding satisfaction. Mason actually used the word satisfaction, as if the guy wanted to challenge the poor anonymous freelance copy editor to a duel.

		“What exactly do you want from me?” Jeff asked.

		“Come get drunk,” Mason said, matter-of-factly. Mason has a lot of free-floating anger, which is both alleviated and exacerbated by his frequent excessive drinking. “I’m around the corner.”

		Jeff obeyed, because this is occasionally his job: pint after pint of ale with the occasional gratuitous shot of tequila, punctuated by a revolting plate of nachos and a gruesome order of buffalo wings with their pathetic accompaniment of plastic-cupped blue-cheese dressing and a few sticks of stringy, water-logged celery. Listening to a complaining author, perched there on the adjoining barstool in his studiously overgrown beard—seemingly a contractual obligation, these days, for young novelists—and meticulously curated vintage T-shirt, ranting and raving about all the things that authors rant and rave about. It was brutal.

		Today would be a good day to not shave. But today is Tuesday, the weekly editorial meeting, and the executives will be there, so Jeff makes a greater effort to dress professionally on Tuesdays. And, as a rule, he shaves, as he does now, with slightly shaky hands that make him nervous, especially around the Adam’s apple.

		A few years ago, Jeff himself fell victim to the ineluctable trend, and grew a full beard, bushy as a whole but scraggly in spots. The beard made him look vaguely rabbinical, and if there was one thing Jeff didn’t want to go out of his way to look like, it was his second cousin Rabbi Abe Feinberg.

		Instead of the unsuccessful beard, Jeff wears his wavy hair longish. His friends from college who earn millions from law firms and investment banks can’t have long hair. But Jeff can, so he does.

		Groomed, showered, dressed, and ready to go, Jeff takes a wrench to the bathroom sink, and removes the washer, slides it into his pocket. He’ll stop at a hardware store today, and buy a new one.

		He grabs his sport jacket from the coat closet, amid the golf bag and the skis and poles, a tennis racquet with busted strings, a canvas bag filled with balls and shoes and caps and gloves, the detritus of the recreational athlete.

		At the front door he notices an envelope pushed under the door. He looks away from it quickly, pretending that if he doesn’t pick it up, doesn’t acknowledge it, then it doesn’t really matter, or even exist. A late-rent notice. Another ledger line in his broad portfolio of financial failures.

		Chinatown is insistently awake, loud and dirty, bright and early. When Sara left him, Jeff couldn’t afford to stay in their one-bedroom in Greenwich Village. So he’d moved down here to Mulberry Street. People assume that his address is in trendy Nolita, among the boutiques and bars inhabited by beautiful people. And Jeff doesn’t necessarily disabuse anyone of this misconception. But he really lives a few blocks south of the region North of Little Italy with the silly name, in decidedly unfashionable Little Italy proper, which isn’t even truly Little Italy anymore, but a tendril of Chinatown that for a few blocks happens to be littered with mediocre Italian restaurants.

		As it turns out, Chinatown is the only conveniently located part of downtown Manhattan that Jeff can afford, above a grocery store that seems to specialize in various types of dried shrimp, which itself is above a basement-level dumpling factory, on a street choked with erratically wandering tourists and diesel-spewing delivery trucks and dense crowds of Chinese people with their red plastic shopping bags.

		Jeff had thought it’d be cool to live in Chinatown. And maybe it would’ve been, if he were twenty-five years old. But he’s not. And at this point in his life he hates this neighborhood, and the circumstances that put him here.

		And before long, he probably won’t be able to afford even Chinatown. He steps into the brand-new coffee shop on the corner, one of those joints that specify the growers and regions and acidity levels of their humanely sourced fair-trade beans. He orders a three-dollar macchiato from an alarmingly muscled and extravagantly tattooed woman wearing a wifebeater and a skullcap, operating a machine that bears more than a passing resemblance to a Lamborghini, house music thumping at seven-thirty a.m., a miasma of patchouli. This café is a shot across the bow, signaling impending rent hikes, even for small walk-up apartments with crappy leaky bathrooms.

		He considers himself in the full-wall mirror, a forty-something editor wearing the professorial outfit—gray slacks, herringbone jacket, blue shirt, repp tie—that’s practically standard-issue to people with his type of job, from his type of college. The only nice piece of clothing is the jacket, which is now getting threadbare, purchased at 80 percent discount at a sample sale in a Midtown hotel’s ballroom, back when his then-girlfriend Sara was trying to remake him into a more fashionable version of himself. She always had access to sample sales, and plus-one invitations to friends-and-family previews of restaurants, and gratis tickets to film screenings. The stray perks that enable permanently broke young New Yorkers to appear glamorous.

		Sara wanted everything. She wanted to be out every night, on every guest list. She wanted to rub shoulders with the rich and famous; she wanted to become one. She’d been deluded by their early relationship, when Jeff was bringing her along to awards ceremonies and book parties, back when people were still throwing book parties as a matter of course. There would be more and more, better and better, and her good-looking successful well-connected husband would help make her Big.

		When she realized that he couldn’t, or wouldn’t, she used him a final time, as fodder for her writing, on her way out the door. That book had already been turned into a goddamned play, for crying out loud. Off-Broadway. There was now a film option.

		Jeff was astounded at what some people were willing to do, to advance their careers. He was amazed to discover that he’d married one of those people. He’d married the wrong woman. Or she’d married the wrong man. Both.

		He steps out of the café. Stands on the sidewalk and takes a glance uptown, then down-, not sure what he’s looking for. Then he starts trudging north.

		Jeff will take a pill tonight. He has been sleeping badly these last few months, lying in bed, worrying. About everything. Not just at the office, where he has to admit he has been in a multi-year slump. But worried about his whole life. He has never fought for what he loved—in fact, he has never done a good job of even admitting to loving what he’s loved. It was Sara who proposed to him; it was Sara who unilaterally decided they were finished.

		But soon everything will change. Soon he’ll have another great success, like in the old days, and he too will be able to buy a decent place to live, to pay his bills on time, to save for retirement.

		Jeff wonders whether everyone has noticed his midcareer stall: his colleagues, his boss, his friends from college, from the beginning of his career, Isabel. Do people sit around, pitying him? He’s never really entertained the possibility that he’s a loser. Has he been wrong, all these decades? Do losers know it?

		These self-doubts are why he made the decision he did, three months ago. The decision to really and truly grow up, to do what needs doing in order to find his way in the world as a successful adult, to be willing to make a genuine sacrifice.

		Last night, in the pub with Mason, Jeff was halfway expecting that he’d see that other man. The one who’d accosted him, made the bizarre proposition, in that very same bar.

	
		CHAPTER 4

		Ring.

		Alexis is digging through her purse to find the phone, tossing aside keys and lipstick and a tin of mints and a compact, business cards from young editors and discount shoe stores and that British woman she met at the party and the MBA-ish guys she met after the party, at the bar, where she has to admit she was flirting like a madwoman, more so as the night wore on, as drink number three turned into numbers four and five, and finally Courtney said, “We really have to get out of here, or you’ll end up going home with a stranger and seriously regretting it. Like, seriously.”

		The caller-ID announces that it’s Isabel calling. Her boss. At 6:51 a.m.

		“Hello?” she whispers. “Isabel?”

		“Hi Alexis. Sorry to wake you.”

		“Oh, that’s all right,” she says, slipping out of bed, trying not to disturb Spencer. Before she got into the taxi at 2:00 a.m., she drunk-dialed, standing there in the teeming tenement-filled street on the Lower East Side, teetering on her high heels, watching as a giant black SUV nearly ran down a gaggle of too-drunk-to-pay-attention girls—not terribly dissimilar to herself—and she gasped and dropped her phone midsentence. A degrading denouement. “I was awake.”

		She tiptoes to the kitchen, shuts the door, takes a seat at the Ikea drop-leaf dining-table/desk/dressing-table/everything-table, an ungodly mess of jewelry and makeup and napkins and pens and a pepper mill, a small leather-bound notebook, and not one but two power strips filled with chargers—Kindle and Nook and Sony e-reader, iPad and iPhone, plus a plain old laptop computer—as well as a cellophane-wrapped brick of ramen that she intended to eat Sunday night but didn’t, too busy finishing the manuscript to do anything that resembled cooking beyond tearing open a bag of pretzels to dip in Greek yogurt. And of course the thick stack of paper, for the very unusual submission, delivered very unusually: on paper.

		“Everything okay?”

		Of the 500 queries, book proposals, and full manuscripts that arrive every year to the attention of Isabel Reed, 490 of them are digital, and at least 9 of the others are garbage. There seems to be a high correlation between paper submissions and unpublishable drivel.

		“Yeah,” Isabel says, unconvincingly. “Listen: that manuscript you gave me yesterday? Tell me again how it came to us.”

		This is what she wants to talk about? At dawn? That’s not Isabel’s style. As a rule, Isabel is an eminently reasonable boss, a valuable mentor, maybe even a genuine friend, not one of those psychopath caricatures. Which there are plenty of, in the competitive corridors of Atlantic Talent Management, and clearly elsewhere in the book business. Alexis has come to recognize that she had been damn lucky to have landed at her particular cubicle.

		“Right.” She closes her eyes and rubs them, trying to gather lucidity. “Friday. The package was dropped off during the middle of lunch—maybe one o’clock? You were definitely not in the building.”

		“In an envelope? In a cardboard box?”

		“A Jiffy bag.”

		“Who delivered it?”

		“Dunno.”

		“Well, was it Lucas? Or one of the other mailroom guys?”

		“Um, no. It was some guy I don’t know.”

		“As in, you don’t know his name? Or you’ve never seen him before?”

		“Never seen him before, I don’t think. The truth is I didn’t get a good look at him—really, I didn’t get any look at him—I was on a very, very long call with Steph Bernstein, who was having a massive meltdown about all the negative reader reviews on Goodreads, which have been sort of vicious, on top of that brutal daily Times review. Did you ever call her back, by the way? She’s pretty anxious to hear the feedback about her new proposal.”

		“Oh God. I really don’t want to.” That promised to be one of those bad-news conversations with a disappointed client that is the bane of an agent’s life.

		“So, anyway, I’m pretty sure I didn’t know the guy who delivered it. I sort of assumed he was from another department, like commercial or talent or something, or, y’know, accounting. Whatever.”

		“Was there anything to give any idea who it came from? Or where?”

		“Like, um, what?”

		“I don’t know,” Isabel says, exasperation rising in her voice. Isabel sounds too frustrated, for this line of questioning, this early in the morning. “Like a postmark? A postage meter’s stamp? Anything written on the package?”

		“No, not that I remember. Sorry.”

		“And there’s no other contact info for the author? No note, or letter, or anything?”

		“Just that e-mail address, on the cover page. Have you tried that?”

		“Yeah. All I get is an error bounce-back.”

		“Weird.”

		“Isn’t it? So … You read it over the weekend? All of it?”

		“Yes.” It sort of ruined Alexis’s weekend. And Courtney gave her so much shit about her weekend geek-out that Alexis caved, agreeing to a Monday-night revelry that runs utterly counter to her work ethic. Which is how she ended up at a book-launch party, with Courtney and her friends from the Columbia publishing course, huddled together in their chunky eyeglasses and liberal-arts degrees, inhaling pinot grigio and cubes of dried-out Manchego.

		Courtney is only two years older than Alexis, but she has her own office—a tiny little windowless cube, with glass walls that face the door to the book-storage room across the corridor, but still: a door. And her own clients, at least some of them. And her own business cards.

		Meanwhile Alexis has been entry-level for two years, nothing but incremental cost-of-living pay increases and no additional vacation time. Two years of answering someone else’s phone, wearing the headset nine or ten hours a day—wearing that damn headset in the halls, at her desk, in the bathroom. Two years of filing someone else’s contracts, mailing someone else’s bound galleys, reading someone else’s submissions. Assisting someone else’s life, instead of living her own. And taking someone else’s calls, at seven fucking o’clock on a Tuesday morning. Even if that someone is the famous—or once famous—Isabel Reed.

		“Isabel?” she asks. “What’s this all about? Did you actually read it?”

		“Oh, yes. It’s incredible.”

		“Right? I had no idea how Wolfe Media got started. And all that business in Europe with the CIA? And that accident? Unbelievable.”

		“That may be exactly the right word. Do you believe it?”

		“You don’t?”

		“It’s hard to say. There’s so much … negative, isn’t there? Maybe too negative to be credible?”

		Alexis wonders if Isabel might be right. Or if Isabel’s judgment is clouded. “You know him, don’t you?”

		“Charlie Wolfe?”

		“Yeah.”

		“No,” Isabel says. “Not really. We met a handful of times, long ago.” For a few seconds the phone line is filled with nothing but breathing. Then, “Alexis, have you told anybody about the manuscript?”

		Alexis is seized with panic. “Like who?”

		“Like anyone?”

		“No, no,” she instinctively lies. But there was of course Courtney. And their friend James from ICM. And then—oh God—that British woman, the subsidiary-rights director at McNally & Sons, maybe named Camille, something-or-other …

		What the hell was she thinking? She was thinking that this is what you’re supposed to do, with a hot new property: talk about it. Make people want it, expect it. Try to create an air of inevitability about it.

		But she can see now that she’d been too eager. Too early. She’d wanted to feel like a grown-up, like she had grown-up responsibilities, even though she wasn’t, and didn’t. She wanted her job to catch up to her ambition.

		And—fuck!—there was that tweet of hers, @LitGirl, late Sunday night: Can’t stop reading #AccidentByAnonymous! My new favorite author. But who ARE you, Anonymous?

		“Good,” Isabel says. “And the report—did you write it at work?”

		“Um, yeah?”

		And of course her Facebook status over the weekend, LOVING this anonymous manuscript that’s ruining my weekend.

		“It’s not on your laptop? At home?”

		This makes Alexis nervous in a new way. Why should Isabel care where the reader’s report was written? “No …”

		“And do you have a copy of the manuscript? At home? Or in the office? Did you make yourself a photocopy?”

		Alexis says a knee-jerk “No” while staring at her copy sitting right in front of her. She’d made this set of pages because she was sort of hoping she’d be allowed to run with this project—utter slush, with no referral—herself. But this hope was obviously irrational. Another misjudgment. It’s hard to see clearly with ambition clouding your eyes.

		“Okay,” Isabel says. “Okay, thanks. I guess that’s it for now. I’ll be in by nine-thirty. See you then.”

		Alexis’s heart sinks. “Not today” meekly. “Remember?”

		A long, painful pause. “Oh.” Isabel hadn’t remembered. “Personal day?”

		“Yeah … doctor’s appointment, errands … Is that still okay?”

		“Sure, fine.” Though it doesn’t sound like it. “See you tomorrow.”

		Alexis takes a deep breath, overwhelmed by all the lies she just told.

		She retrieves her handbag from the bedside. Spencer is still snoring, oblivious. She rummages around for the British woman’s card—her name is apparently Camilla—and turns it over to the scrawled cell number. Sometimes, Alexis’s job seems like an endless series of humiliating calls. She takes a deep, steadying breath, and places yet another one.
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