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Chapter One
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Oleg  ·  The Coast

Six weeks after Rome, she started a garden.

Not a real garden. We were in a rented house on the Ligurian coast with a terrace barely wide enough for two chairs and a table, and what she started was four terracotta pots arranged along the railing with the precision of someone who had thought about their placement for longer than the task warranted. Basil in two of them. Parsley in one. The fourth she left empty for three days, and when I asked about it she said she hadn’t decided yet, which was the most Eimee Vasari answer she could have given.

I watched her fill the watering can at the kitchen sink.

I noted the time. 7:12 a.m.

I noted the light. Late October on the Ligurian coast does something to the morning that I don’t have the vocabulary for in any of the four languages I speak reasonably well. It comes in low and flat off the water, pale gold, and it finds everything it touches and holds it there.

It found her now. Green ceramic watering can. White cotton shirt. Hair down, still sleep-creased at the back where she hadn’t looked in a mirror yet.

I had looked. I had been looking for six weeks and the thing about Eimee Vasari, the thing I had not accounted for in any of my prior professional assessments of her situation and mine, was that she did not diminish. Surveillance gives you a version of a person. Proximity gives you the rest. Most people contracted under proximity. Most people became ordinary. She became something I did not have the word for either.

I turned back to the coffee.

Six weeks is long enough to learn a person’s mornings, and I had learned hers the way I had once learned the patterns of men I was sent to remove, except that the purpose had inverted underneath me without my consent. She woke early and lay still for a while before she rose, not asleep, thinking, and I had learned not to speak into that stillness because it was where she did the work that made her dangerous. She made the coffee badly, which I had decided not to correct, because the badness was hers and I had developed an appetite for the things that were specifically hers. She read in the afternoons, paperbacks bought off a rack in the village, thrillers mostly, and she narrated their failures of procedure to me with a forensic contempt that was the closest thing to flirtation either of us had a vocabulary for. At night she slept against my back with one hand flat between my shoulder blades, and I had spent the first week awake under that hand, unable to trust it, and the second week awake under it because I did not want to miss it, and by the sixth week I slept, which was the most remarkable thing my body had done in twenty years.

I do not say this to be sentimental. I say it because a man who has spent his life staying alive by reading rooms develops, eventually, the ability to read his own, and the room I had been living in for six weeks was telling me a thing I did not want to hear, which was that I had let my guard down.

I had checked the coast, of course. Habit does not die because you fall in love; if anything it sharpens, because now there is something to lose. In the first days I had walked the village at the hours when a watcher would establish himself, and I had noted the regulars, the old men at the harbor bar, the woman who opened the alimentari, the fisherman whose routine was too consistent to be cover and too irregular to be a plant. I had driven the coast road in both directions and clocked the turnouts where a car could sit. I had found nothing. The coast was clean.

But clean is a finding with a shelf life, and mine had expired somewhere in the warmth of those weeks, and standing at the kitchen counter on the morning Dru called I felt the old unease come back into my hands like blood into a sleeping limb, the pins and needles of a man remembering that the world he came from does not forget an address simply because the man at it has stopped looking over his shoulder. Rome had ended six weeks ago. Six weeks is exactly long enough for the people who lost in Rome to finish being angry and start being organized.

“You’re staring,” she said, from the terrace.

“I’m thinking.”

“Those look similar from your face.”

I carried two cups out and set hers on the railing beside the basil. She was standing with her hands wrapped around the empty pot, looking at the sea. The water was pewter-gray this morning, a long flat line of it, and the village below was just beginning to make sounds. A scooter. Someone’s shutters. The particular quality of an Italian morning assembling itself one noise at a time.

“Dru called,” I said.

She picked up her coffee. Said nothing.

“At five. I didn’t wake you.”

“What did he say?”

I looked at the side of her face. She was watching the sea and her expression was composed in the way it always was when she was working something through privately, the slight inward quality around her eyes, the mouth not quite still.

“That the Moretti faction has made a formal request to review the dissolution terms,” I said. “Through Muro’s office. They want a seat at the table.”

“They want to salvage something.”

“Yes.”

“From an Accord they were already in breach of.” She set the cup down. “That’s bold.”

“The Morettis have never had another gear.”

What I did not say, because I was still deciding how much of my unease to hand her before breakfast, was that the timing was wrong in a way that bothered me. A faction that wanted to salvage terms moved through lawyers and went slow; the request through Muro’s office was the slow, legitimate face of it, and the slow face did not frighten me. What frightened me was that a request like that did not arrive alone. It arrived as cover. When a faction wants to be seen doing one thing in daylight, it is usually because it is doing another thing in the dark, and the daylight request gives the dark one a place to hide. The Morettis had filed a formal review of the dissolution terms, which meant the Morettis wanted everyone watching the table, which meant I should be watching the doors.

And there was the other thing, the thing I liked even less. The request named Eimee. Not the Vasari holdings, not the territory, not the abstract machinery of succession. It named her, specifically, as a matter for further consideration, and a faction does not name a particular person in a particular document unless it has already decided that the person is a problem with a face, and the naming of a problem with a face is the first move in the removal of it. I had written enough of those documents myself, in the years I would not discuss with her, to recognize the grammar.

She turned to look at me then. The light caught the side of her face and I made myself hold her gaze and not the light. We had been living in a space for six weeks that had no name for it in criminal operations and no name for it in ordinary life either, something between protected custody and chosen, something between the mission ending and the rest of it beginning. She had not asked me to define it. I had not volunteered. We existed in the silence of it and the silence was the most comfortable thing I had ever inhabited.

“What do you want to do?” she asked.

The question landed with its full weight. Not what does Dru want, not what does the situation require, not what is the operationally correct response. What do you want.

Six weeks ago I would not have known what to do with a question shaped like that.

“I want to finish my coffee,” I said.

The corner of her mouth moved. Not quite a smile. Something that preceded one.

“And then?”

“And then I want to call Dru back and tell him that Eimee Vasari is not available for further Moretti consideration, formal or otherwise, and that any party wishing to dispute that finding is welcome to raise the matter with the panel whose ruling is already on record.”

“And Selin?”

I looked out at the water. Selin Corvo had called twice in the past ten days and I had returned neither call. Not because I had nothing to say to him, but because what I had to say required the kind of conversation that a terrace on the Ligurian coast was too small to hold.

“Selin is a separate matter,” I said.

“Oleg.”

“He’s fine.”

“He called me.” She said it simply, without accusation, which was worse than accusation would have been. “Three days ago. I didn’t mention it because you were already not mentioning his calls and I was giving you the room to do that. But he called, and he didn’t say he was fine.”

I set my cup down on the table.

Below us the village was fully awake now. The scooter again. Someone selling something in the narrow street by the harbor. A gull making its opinion known about the whole arrangement.

Lena Breit had been dead for twenty-three years. She had died in March, in a city that had known what to do with a woman’s death, file it, close it, move on. Selin Corvo had spent twenty-three years knowing the file was wrong and having no mechanism to say so, because the mechanism was the Accord and the Accord was the thing that had killed her.

That was my working theory. I had not said it out loud yet.

“I’ll call him today,” I said.

Eimee looked at me for a moment longer than necessary. Then she picked up her coffee and turned back to the sea, and I understood this to mean that she had accepted my answer and that she did not fully believe it and that she was choosing to let me get there at my own speed, which was something I was still learning to receive without needing to refuse it.

“The empty pot,” I said.

“What about it.”

“What are you going to put in it.”

She considered the question with the seriousness she gave everything she considered.

“Something that takes a long time,” she said. “Something you have to wait for.”

I picked up my cup.

Below us the sea held its flat pewter line against the sky, and the morning kept assembling itself, and Eimee Vasari stood in the light with her hands wrapped around a terracotta pot she hadn’t filled yet, and somewhere in Zurich a man named Selin Corvo had information about a dead woman that he had been carrying for twenty-three years and that was about to become the most dangerous thing any of us owned.

I finished my coffee.

Then I went inside to call Dru.
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Chapter Two
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Selin  ·  The File That Was Closed

I have kept her death certificate in the third drawer of my desk for twenty-three years.

This is not sentiment. I am a lawyer, and a lawyer keeps documents the way a surgeon keeps instruments, which is to say with respect for what they can do and no illusions about their warmth. The certificate is a single sheet of Austrian municipal paper, folded twice, the creases soft now from handling. It states that Lena Breit, born the fourth of June 1971 in Salzburg, died the seventeenth of March 2003 in Zurich. Cause of death: drowning. Manner of death: accidental.

The manner of death is a lie.

I have known it was a lie for twenty-three years, and for twenty-three years I have been unable to do a single thing about it, because the only forum in which I could prove it was a forum that did not officially exist, governed by an accord that bound me to silence, witnessed by men who would have killed me for raising it. The law I trained in had no jurisdiction over Lena’s death. The only law that did was the law that arranged it.

I am fifty-six years old. I was thirty-three when she died. I have now missed her for very nearly as long as I knew the world had her in it before me, and this past spring some private threshold in that arithmetic was crossed, and the crossing of it became unbearable to me in a way I had not anticipated.

And then, in Rome, a young woman named Eimee Vasari stood in front of a panel of three men and dismantled the Ferox Accord with nothing but language.

I was in that room. I was the second witness to the codicil. I watched her do it, and I understood, with a clarity that frightened me, that the thing which had kept Lena’s file closed for twenty-three years was finally coming apart, and that when it came apart there would be a window. A narrow one. A window in which the men who had built their lives on the Accord would be too occupied saving themselves to notice an old lawyer pulling a single thread.

I have been waiting for that window my entire adult life.

* * *
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My office is on the Bahnhofstrasse, which is to say my office is in the most expensive few hundred meters of real estate in Europe, which is to say I have done well, which is to say none of it has ever mattered. I arrived at seven, as I always do. Frau Holzer would not be in until nine. I made the coffee myself, the way Lena taught me, which is badly, because she made it badly and I have never wanted it any other way.

I took the certificate from the drawer.

Beside it I laid three other documents.

The first was a copy of the original police report from March 2003, obtained through means I will not describe, which states that Lena Breit was found in the Limmat at the Wipkingen weir at 6:40 in the morning by a man walking his dog. There were no signs of struggle. There was alcohol in her blood. The report runs to two pages. I have read it perhaps four hundred times. It is a competent document and a complete fiction, and the tell, the single tell that I have built twenty-three years of certainty upon, is in the second paragraph.

Lena Breit could not swim.

She had a terror of water that bordered on the clinical. She did not take baths. She showered with the door open. In the seven years I knew her and loved her and failed, finally and completely, to protect her, she never once went near the lake, the river, the sea, or any body of water deeper than her own ankles. The report says she was found in the Limmat at six in the morning with alcohol in her blood and no signs of struggle, and it asks me to believe that a woman who would not bathe walked of her own accord into a river in March.

I want to put down here, while I have the nerve, who she actually was, because I have noticed that in the years of carrying her she has thinned in the telling, even in my own telling, into a set of facts that prove a murder. Could not swim. Four languages. Worked for Vittorio Vasari. Died at thirty-one. These are true and they are nothing, they are the chalk outline of her, and I find I cannot send three people into danger on behalf of a chalk outline without first insisting, to myself if to no one else, that she was a living woman and not a thesis.

She laughed at the wrong moments. That is the first thing, the thing I reach for before any other, because it was the thing that undid me at the function in Vienna in 1996 where I met her. Something solemn was being said by someone important, and across the room a young woman with dark hair had to put her glass down because she could not keep her face still, and our eyes met over the gap and she did the unforgivable thing, she included me in it, she let me see that she found the solemnity ridiculous, and I, who had spent my whole life keeping my face still in rooms full of important men, felt the stillness crack, and I have dated the beginning of my real life to that crack. She was not careless. People who did not know her thought her careless because she laughed at the wrong moments, but the laughter was the most careful thing about her; she was a woman who had learned, in a family I did not yet know to fear, exactly how dangerous solemnity was, and she had decided to refuse it as a kind of armor, and the armor looked like lightness, and the lightness fooled everyone, including, for a long time, me.

She corrected my coffee for seven years and I never improved it, because she did not actually want it improved, she wanted the standing in my kitchen at seven in the morning telling me I had ruined it again, and when she died I kept making it badly on purpose, and I have made it badly every morning for twenty-three years, and that is either devotion or a slow penance and I have stopped trying to tell the two apart.

She was afraid of water and she was afraid of nothing else. I want that recorded too, because the people who put her in the river will have told themselves, if they told themselves anything, that she was a frightened woman, and she was not. She was the least frightened person I have ever known, with the single exception of deep water, and I learned only much later that the exception had a source, that something had happened to her as a child near water in the family she never spoke of, and that the one terror in an otherwise fearless woman was the precise terror that someone who knew her childhood would know to use. A stranger kills you with whatever is to hand. Only someone who loved you as a child knows to use the lake.

I did not know any of that in the seven years. In the seven years I knew only that she would not bathe, and I thought it a charming eccentricity, and I built our life around it without ever asking why, the way you build around the one locked room in a house you are happy in, and I have spent twenty-three years understanding that the locked room was the whole house, and that I had loved a woman with my eyes closed to the single fact that would have told me who was going to kill her and how.

The second document was the codicil. The one Eimee Vasari exposed. The secret amendment to the Accord, signed in 1994, that I had witnessed as a young lawyer who did not yet understand what he was putting his name beneath. I have a copy now. I did not, for twenty years.

The third document was a single line I had written that morning, in my own hand, on a fresh sheet, because I am the kind of man who has to write a thing down before he will permit himself to believe he means it.

It said: Find out who was on the weir.

* * *
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The telephone rang at 7:50.

I knew before I lifted it that it would be Oleg Clement, because I had called him twice and he had not called back, and a man like Oleg does not return a call until he has decided what the call is going to be. I had learned this about him in Rome. He moved the way a chess player moves, which is to say he did not move until he had seen the whole board, and the men who underestimated this about him tended to discover their error at a moment of his choosing.

“Selin,” he said.

“You took your time.”

“I did.” He did not apologize. I would not have respected an apology. “Eimee says you didn’t tell her you were fine.”

“I told her nothing of the kind, because it would have been untrue, and your Eimee is the one person on this continent I will not lie to. She hears the seams.”

A silence on the line. Not an empty one. Oleg’s silences were always occupied.

“What do you need,” he said. Not a question. An offer, stripped of the ceremony that would have made it one.

I looked at the four documents on my desk. The certificate. The report. The codicil. The single line in my own hand.

“The Accord is dissolving,” I said. “You know this better than anyone alive, because your Eimee is the one who dissolved it. When it goes, the men who protected what happened in 2003 will have other concerns. There will be a window.”

“For what.”

“For the truth about a woman named Lena Breit.” I heard my own voice do something it had not done in front of another person in twenty-three years. It did not break. It was worse than breaking. It went steady, the terrible steadiness of a thing held so long it has fused to the bone. “I have spent my life unable to ask one question, Oleg. I am going to ask it now, while the asking is possible, and I would prefer not to ask it alone.”

The silence again. Occupied. Calculating.

“Where are you,” he said.

“Zurich. Bahnhofstrasse.”

“Don’t do anything yet. Don’t pull the thread. Not until I’m there.”

I looked out the window at the gray Zurich morning, the trams beginning their runs, the city assembling itself into another day of being the most orderly place on earth, sitting on top of more buried secrets per square meter than any city has a right to.

“I have waited twenty-three years,” I said. “I can wait until Thursday.”

“Wednesday,” Oleg said, and hung up.

I returned the certificate to its drawer. I left the other three documents on the desk, in the light, where I could see them.

Then I made another cup of bad coffee, the way she taught me, and I drank it standing at the window, and for the first time in a very long time I let myself feel the thing underneath the grief, the thing I had not permitted in twenty-three years of disciplined mourning.

It was not sorrow.

It was appetite.
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