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PRAISE FOR IN THE HUSH OF THE NIGHT

“Benson has crafted a compelling story with realistic characters.”

—Associated Press

“Bringing to light the often-hidden underbelly of human trafficking crimes, Benson spins a riveting, suspenseful narrative that is as much a cat-and-mouse procedural as it is an exploration of the victim’s humanity. The FBI detail is impressively realistic and the dynamic Special Agent, Annie Marino, is terrific!”

—John Douglas, former chief of FBI’s National Center for the Analysis of Violent Crime and coauthor of Mindhunter, the basis for the Netflix television series

“With can’t-stop-reading suspense, In the Hush of the Night splits open an ugly international criminal underworld that includes Russia’s vicious FSB. Rich with details, this insider thriller has far-reaching tentacles that FBI Special Agent Annie Marino pulls together through a joint operation of the FBI, ICE, local police, and sheriff organizations across six states. Turn on your reading light and settle in for an exciting ride.”

—Gayle Lynds, New York Times bestselling author of The Assassins

“Chilling and laced with menace, In the Hush of the Night deftly tackles a horrifying, timely, and too-often-overlooked crime of our day. Annie Marino is a great character, and the author’s knowledge of the underworld is more than a little frightening. If you’re not reading Raymond Benson, you’re missing out.”

—Marcus Sakey, author of the bestselling Brilliance Trilogy and Afterlife

“A gritty, realistic story of human trafficking that introduces Annie Marino, an FBI agent unafraid to work the toughest cases. Benson’s stellar novel In the Hush of the Night twists and turns to the explosive and satisfying ending. You’ll want to hear more from Annie Marino.”

—Jamie Freveletti, internationally bestselling author of Blood Run

“In the Hush of the Night sucked me in and kept me glued to the page. Raymond Benson’s book is an intense and frighteningly authentic portrayal of the harrowing experiences inflicted on human trafficking victims by the depraved men who prey upon them for profit and twisted pleasure. FBI Special Agent Annie Marino’s compassion, strength, and dedication to the pursuit of justice for these women makes her exactly the kind of realistic hero readers crave. A captivating story that will stay with you long after you reach the end.”

—Diane Capri, New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of The Hunt for Jack Reacher series

“Raymond Benson . . . delivers a finely crafted standalone novel this time out. It provides a kick-ass heroine, a great supporting cast, and a vivid glimpse into a sordid business: the buying and selling of women to an unfortunately all-too-willing customer base. Showing admirable restraint, he emphasizes character development over gritty displays of violence, wisely leaving the more graphic elements to his readers’ respective imaginations. It’s not a cheat, however, because one of his chief strengths are his action set pieces, a prime example of which he leverages to great advantage towards the conclusion of this fast-paced, immensely pleasing offering.”

—Mystery Scene

“In the Hush of the Night is without a doubt a shocking thriller. It offers an insight into the seedy, sleazy, and lucrative world of human trafficking and sexual slavery. How it operates and most importantly, what the police can do to save victims. Don’t read late at night, alone!”

—Anne Bonny Book Reviews, five-star review
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Early May

So, you want to go to America?

The man had a pleasant voice. Rich and deep, with a solid timbre. He reminded her of a nicer version of her father.

“Yes,” she replied.

After all, it’s what she’d dreamed of doing someday. At last she had a chance.

It is an important decision, one you should carefully consider. It will change your life.

“I know.”

Yana, what is your family name?

“Kravec.”

Oh, that’s right, Borya told me. Forgive me.

He was dressed sharply. A suit. He was in his forties, perhaps? Fifties? He vaguely resembled the American actor George Clooney. It was easy to talk to him.

“Borya said you could get me a job.”

The man nodded. Nikolai was his name. Yana liked him.

That’s right. A girl like you, yes, I can get you a job in America. Beauty goes a long way in America. You’ll do just fine, believe me.

They sat in the back of the club, near the rear employee entrance. Yana had only a few minutes left before she had to dance again.

“What do I have to do?”

We need to get a photo of you so we can get a passport made and prepare your visa. Everything legal.

“How long will it take?”

He shrugged. A week. No more than two.

Yana wasn’t stupid. She knew gold didn’t grow on trees. She may have been from a small village, but she was pretty sure she could distinguish the swindlers from the honest businessmen. This was a pretty sweet deal. Could she trust him? Should she trust him? He exhibited an appearance that seemed to say he had a lot of money. Many of the Bratva types she had met—the Russian organized crime members—also wore designer clothing and smelled of wealth. Nikolai, however, possessed a softer demeanor. He was different from the toughs who occasionally visited the club.

“Tell me again about the job. Who will I be working for?”

At first you’ll be a waitress or a house cleaner in New Jersey, maybe New York. Everyone starts there. But then you’re free to pursue whatever you want. Some of the girls travel west to Chicago or Los Angeles. If you marry a wealthy American man, well, you will be set for life.

“I’d like to be a fashion model.”

You certainly have the qualifications, Yana. I say that with respect. You are a very beautiful girl. Our people in America know how to get you seen by members of that industry. It happens all the time.

Yana was well aware that she was attractive to men. Twenty years old, tall, slender, brunette, and quite pretty. By the time she had gone through puberty, she knew how to use her looks to get what she wanted. Unfortunately, in the tiny village of Chudovo, there weren’t many opportunities in life other than getting married to a rustic, uneducated laborer and working on a farm for the rest of her years. Yana couldn’t stomach the selection of eligible bachelors in Chudovo. She wasn’t about to throw away her dreams for one of them. As soon as she summoned the courage, Yana left home, went to the big city of St. Petersburg, and found a room in a boardinghouse on the southern side of the dark Neva River, complete with a view of the stately dome of St. Isaac’s Cathedral. The most Westernized city in Russia was a vast onslaught of culture, art, fashion, and excitement, a metropolis that, for centuries, had yearned to be a part of the West.

The fight with her parents had been the prime motivator. They couldn’t understand that she had ambitions beyond the dead end of her rural village. Her mother had argued nonstop when Yana announced she was leaving. Her father had said nothing. He was drunk. She hadn’t bothered to contact them since arriving in St. Petersburg. They could stew in their juices. Father with his daily vodka, Mother with her constant criticism. Just because Yana had been the firstborn of four children didn’t mean she always had to play surrogate parent. Would they even miss her? No. She believed her parents would only regret the loss of a servant who waited on them hand and foot.

Wouldn’t they be surprised when they received a letter from America?

Nikolai Babikov opened a folder containing illustrated brochures and an American women’s magazine, which he removed. He turned to a marked page and revealed photos of a gorgeous model in an advertisement.

This is Tania. She is from Kiev. I go to Ukraine and help girls there, too. Tania got a job with the Ford Model Agency. I helped her cross the Atlantic just fourteen months ago. I told you, I’ve arranged for many girls to move to the United States. You’re not the only one who wants to leave Russia. I don’t blame you. There are no prospects for young people here.

Yana had met Borya not long after her arrival in St. Petersburg. He was a handsome, burly bouncer at the cigarette smoke– filled Spy Bar, the trendy nightclub on Nevsky Prospect, just west of the Moyka River. As it was on the city’s main drag, not far from the Dumskaya Ulitsa area that was populated by students, the place attracted a young crowd that liked to dance. Bikini-clad girls employed by the club served as incentives for the customers by gyrating on tables in the style of 1960s Western spy movies. Go-go girls. The design of the Spy Bar was very retro, to match. More important, the booze was cheap.

She had secured a position as a go-go girl within minutes. She was tempted to phone her parents and rub it in. Yana was working on the most cosmopolitan boulevard in all of St. Petersburg, where the road was lined with more chic American shops than any other street in Russia. Sadly, it was also populated by a higher number of homeless people.

Frankly, the job paid rather poorly, but the earnings were consistent, and Yana did get to keep her own tips. It was all right. After a month on the job, though, she had mentioned to Borya that she wished she could run away to America. He told her about his friend Nikolai and the service he did for people who wanted to inexpensively emigrate to the US. Borya had said Nikolai was very good and had a one hundred percent success rate. Yana told him to set up the meeting.

And here they were.

“When do you want to take my picture?”

How about right now? He removed a cell phone from his inside jacket pocket. Stand up, your back against the wall.

“Is there enough light?”

Yes.

He took several shots.

What nights do you work here?

“Every night but Sunday.”

I will return when I have the papers. You can leave at the drop of a hat? It’s not like making a reservation on United Airlines. The exit window is tiny. Big Port is a busy place. It’s the busiest port in the country. You have to be in the right place at the right time. You’ll be saving a lot of money by doing this. If you tried to leave the country the normal way, there would be all kinds of problems. This way, you’ll have a work visa. It’s called H-2B. You can look it up on the Internet.

Her break was over. Yana stood and held out a hand. “All right. Let’s do it.”

Nikolai grasped her hand. I will be in touch. Remember—

He held a finger to his lips.

—don’t talk about it to anyone. We could get in trouble.

“I won’t.”

The man nodded, smiled, and bowed slightly. Then he said Do svidaniya and left.

Yana, her insides tingling with a sudden nervousness, went back to the club floor, climbed on her table, and began to dance to the Beatles’ recording of “Twist and Shout.”

The world was about to change for Yana Kravec. Everything would be better in America.
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Late May

There goes the free weekend, Annie thought as the phone on the desk rang at six, the Friday before Memorial Day. It happened just as she had risen from her cluttered desk at the FBI Chicago field office, ready to shut down her computer, call it a day, and enjoy a full, long weekend ahead with no cases to work. A vacation of sorts.

The caller ID indicated it was the SSA.

“Hey, John,” she answered.

“Is this Special Agent Annie Marino?”

She smiled. “No, she’s left for the day. She’s going to be gone all weekend. Completely out of touch. She’s shutting off her cell phone and won’t look at it again until Tuesday morning. But if you want to leave a message, I’ll see that she gets it.”

Supervisory Special Agent John Gladden replied, “She’s gone? Why, it’s only six o’clock! Special Agents work until at least ten on Fridays before a three-day weekend. I guess I’ll just have to demote her. Make sure she never has a tap dance class ever again. Have her shuffle paper for a week or something.”

“Ha. That’s what I’ve been doing for two full days. And I’ll quit the FBI before I stop going to tap class. What do you want, John?”

“No big deal. At least I don’t think so. Maybe. You need to get in touch with Police Chief Bill Daniel in Lakeway, Michigan.”

“Michigan?”

“Yeah, Newaygo County. I know it’s not our territory, being Chicago and all, but I think they’ve got something there that will interest you.”

“What’s that?”

“A body. White female, unidentified as of yet, early twenties. Not sure of the details, but the chief alerted the Bureau when he came to the conclusion that she was probably trafficked.”

“Why doesn’t Detroit handle it?”

“They are. A Special Agent Harris Caruthers in VC-2 in the Detroit office is advising on the case.” Violent Crime-2 was the same unit Annie was in. Her squad, Civil Rights, fell under VC-2. “Turns out the vic has one of your tattoos.”

That got her attention. “The bear claws?”

“Yep. On the neck, below the right ear. Just like before.”

“Huh. I was wondering when we’d see another one. What do you want me to do?”

“Call Caruthers.” The SSA gave her the agent’s cell number. “See if this is related to those other cases you were working on.”

“I will. Thanks.”

“It’s probably not pressing enough that it’ll ruin your weekend.”

“That remains to be seen. I’ll call him. You have a good weekend.”

“Thanks, you too.” He hung up.

Annie stared at the number she’d scrawled on the notepad. Should she call now or wait until Tuesday morning?

The vic has one of your tattoos.

Nope. It couldn’t wait. She dialed the number.

“Agent Caruthers.”

“Hi, this is SA Annie Marino in the Chicago FO. I’m in the Civil Rights Squad. I understand you have a human trafficking case there in Michigan?”

“Yeah, thanks for calling. I know Rick Perrin, he’s in your squad, isn’t he?”

“No, Rick’s in VC-1, but I know him.” Violent Crime-1 was the most populous unit in the Bureau. Those folks handled serial murder, rape, theft, kidnapping, and other examples of the “hard stuff.” VC-2 often worked with VC-1, as well as with the three Residential Agencies in the north, south, and west suburbs of Chicago.

“I was talking to Rick earlier today, and he suggested I get in touch with you. He and I have worked together a lot on cases that cross the state line.”

“How can I help you?”

“I’m here in the police station in Lakeway, Michigan. Rick told me about that thing you’re—I saw your request in the database to contact you if we ever came across someone with a tattoo of bear claws.”

“That’s right. You’ve got something?”

“The Bureau was called in by the chief of police to help the locals with what looks like a kidnapping and murder here, and I was the guy who drew the lucky number. A white female who appears to have been kidnapped and held against her will was subsequently killed in a car crash. She may have been already dead when the accident happened, because she was in the trunk of the car.”

“Jesus, when was this?”

“Two days ago. The body’s still in the morgue. She had no identification. About nineteen or twenty years old.”

“Who was driving the car?”

“A guy named Vladimir Markov, with a Chicago address. He was killed in the accident, too.”

“What happened?”

“It was the middle of the night and it was raining hard. Markov was driving a 2010 Chrysler Sebring on Highway 82, not too far from Lakeway, but outside the city limits. It’s a county case, but it was caught by the police in Lakeway. It seems the car was headed for Chicago, but from where we don’t know. A bakery truck barreled toward them, and Markov skidded on the wet road. The truck plowed into the sedan. It was Markov’s fault, though, he was straddling the center line. Had a high blood alcohol level. The driver of the truck is all right.”

“So the fact that she was in the trunk—”

“—led the chief to believe she’d been kidnapped. I happen to think she was a victim of human trafficking. Chicago PD checked out Markov’s address. His ex lives there but claims not to have seen Markov in two years. I called Rick about it, and he told me I should talk to you, that it’s your squad. Anyway, she’s got the tattoo on her neck, just like you described.”

Annie noted the time and said, “I’d like to see the body. You say she’s in the morgue in Lakeway?”

“Actually the morgue’s in another town, but it’s close. I was planning to go back to Detroit on Sunday. Can you drive up tomorrow? It’s about three and a half hours from Chicago. I realize it’s Memorial Day weekend.”

As she’d figured. It was the nature of the job, not relegated to Monday through Friday, nine to five. Sometimes she worked impossible hours. Luckily, the endless office paperwork contrasted with the field work, which was terribly interesting and, for Annie, something that had become a personal cause. Since this had something to do with the tattoo, the vision of a three-day vacation vanished with no remorse.

“All right,” she said. “I’ll drive up in the morning. I can be there by, what, eleven, is that okay?”

“Sure. I’ll meet you at the police station. I have your email, I’ll send you the details and the case file right now, and you can have a look at it this evening.”

“Thanks.” They exchanged cell numbers and her inbox on the computer dinged. An email from harris.caruthers, with the subject line, Bear Claws. “Looks like I got your message. Okay, see you tomorrow. Thanks for calling.”

“You bet. Have a good evening.”

Annie sat back at her desk. She opened the attachments and found typically lacking crime scene reports by the local police chief and a captain, as well as photographs and autopsy results.

No, she wouldn’t be leaving the office just yet, even though it had been a long day in her cubicle. Annie had spent it reading analyst reports, going over new case files, and catching up on bureaucratic paperwork. She was way behind and grateful for what had been two whole days of relative quiet on the tenth floor. That was rare. Most of her time was spent at any number of locations in and around Chicago, interviewing victims and suspects and interacting with the not-for-profits.

The tattoo had become something of a fixation for Annie. After studying two previous trafficking/murder cases—one in Minneapolis and one in Chicago—she was convinced there was a large white slavery network operating between the United States and Russia. The victims in those two cases—and possibly this new one—had been subjected to trafficking violations prior to being murdered. Each one bore the tattoo of a bear’s paw, claws outstretched, on the neck behind the right ear.

The Minneapolis case had occurred in 2009, the year Annie first became interested in the FBI as a career choice. She’d been twenty-four, having just received her MS in forensic psychology, and she simply applied. The acceptance came as a surprise, and then it all became a whirlwind of activity—five months of training that fall at Quantico, and then moving to New York from her Chicago home to work as an intelligence analyst in Manhattan. In 2014, she was granted the request to transfer back to Chicago, where she was promoted to Special Agent.

One of her first assignments that year after joining the Civil Rights Unit was the investigation of a different human trafficking incident—also a murder—in the western suburbs. While working the case, Annie discovered similarities to the 2009 murder. Besides sharing the same tattoo, both victims were illegal Russian immigrants in their early twenties. While the 2009 woman’s body was found in a hotel room in Minneapolis, the 2014 corpse was discovered in a dumpster on the Chicago south side. Neither case was solved. The 2014 case was such a disturbing crime that from then on, Annie kept an eye out for information regarding the “tattooed girls.”

The Michigan accident scene reports outlined what Chief Bill Daniel and Captain Mike Baines gleaned from the evidence at hand. The collision was just as Caruthers described. The woman had been locked in the trunk of the Sebring. The autopsy showed that she had been restrained, beaten, and raped prior to her death. Obviously, the driver, who was drunk, had been transporting her from one crime scene to possibly another. The sedan’s registration was bogus. It was in a name other than the driver’s and, according to Agent Caruthers, didn’t exist.

Annie transferred the files to a flash drive and shut down her computer. She would study the rest of the material at home over the leftovers of a Chinese take-out meal she’d had the night before and a glass of red wine. Her original plan of stopping for a half hour at the studio to practice the latest tap routines went out the window. So much for her misguided idea to take a dance class in her spare time!

She drove the Bureau car—the Bucar—a blue 2008 Ford Fusion, out of Chicago’s FBI field office lot on Roosevelt and headed north on Damen. The expressway on an early Friday evening was going to be madness, so Annie took the alternate route she preferred during rush hour to get home. It was a diagonal northeast slice across the near west side via Ogden and Larrabee Streets. She lowered the driver’s side window and allowed the breeze to ventilate the hot car as she turned on the A/C. At a stop light, she undid her ponytail and let her shoulder-length brown hair fall freely. In the rearview mirror, she noted that her dark Italian eyes were bloodshot from a full day of staring at a computer monitor.

Ugh. I need that glass of wine. But if I’m going to study a case file, I might need a tad bit of CAFFEINE.

At Fullerton, she headed east toward Lincoln Park and the assigned lot for her building, the oddly named Cakewell Apartments on West Fullerton Parkway. Although the complex was populated by what seemed to be a large assortment of much younger adults—well, younger than her thirty-one years, anyway—Annie liked the location and the price. It had been the first choice on the realtor’s list when she was transferred back to Chicago. Her salary as a Special Agent allowed her to just barely afford the rent in such a trendy area, so why not? If she was going to do potentially dangerous work, she deserved to enjoy where she lived. Jogs through the park to the shore of Lake Michigan were welcome diversions and tension-releasers. Former Broadway hoofer Derek McGrath’s dance studio, where she attempted to take a weekly tap class, was two blocks away. The nightlife around her home was vibrant, and there were plenty of outstanding restaurants. Its access to public transportation was good, too. When she didn’t want to use either the company car or her personal one, a 2011 Honda Civic, the Red and Brown lines of the El were just a stone’s throw away at Clark and Fullerton. Most anything she needed was within walking distance except a grocery store. For that, she had to drive.

And there was a Starbucks on the corner across the street from the parking lot.

As she entered the coffee shop, she heard a familiar voice from one of the tables. “Oh, hey, Annie.”

She turned and smiled. It was a familiar sight—him sitting with his laptop and a cup of java.

“Hi, how are you, Jason?”

They often ran into each other; he lived in a building nearby with the help of a trust fund that a grandparent had left him. Although Jason Ward was a student five or six years younger than she, they had become friendly since she moved into the neighborhood. Frequent sightings on the street—and especially in Starbucks—had developed into a sociable relationship. Jason was the type of guy who exuded intelligence and sensitivity, which, to Annie, was counter to the macho Italian wannabe tough guys so prevalent in her adolescence. He wanted to be a writer and had already completed one novel, which was still unsold.

“Great,” said Jason. “And you? Long day fighting bad guys?”

She laughed. “Long day, yes. Fighting bad guys, not today. Just paperwork.” She ordered a beverage (half decaf—she didn’t want to be up all night) and stood in front of his table as she sipped the hot drink.

“Well, that doesn’t sound like fun,” he said. “Actually, paperwork is probably the only thing I could do at the FBI. You ready for the long weekend at least?”

“Are you kidding? I have to work tomorrow. After that— we’ll see.”

“Ugh, sorry.”

“So I haven’t seen you recently—did you graduate?”

“I did. Master of Arts. Now I can look forward to the rest of my life with a totally useless degree.” He nodded at the laptop. “And write my book.”

“That’s terrific, Jason. Congratulations. And it’s not useless.”

He rolled his eyes. “Thanks. I hope you’re right.”

“What do you have planned for the weekend?”

“Nat’s parents are throwing a big graduation party for us tomorrow up in Highland Park. She got her master’s in psychology.”

“Oh yeah? My bachelor’s is in psychology. Are you still looking at a fall wedding?”

“Yep. Next October.”

“Well, congratulations on both. Am I ever going to meet your fiancée?” Annie wondered what Nat was like. With his dark hair, blue eyes, trim build, and a nice smile, Jason was good-looking—and sharp as well.

“You haven’t met? I’m sorry. She’s over at my place a lot, I figured you’d seen each other.”

“Well, I do live in a different building, and it also seems like I’m never home. Listen, you can’t marry her unless she meets my approval, you know.”

Jason said, “Whoa, that’s a lot of pressure. I’ll get her to make an appointment.”

“You do that. Okay, I have to run. Have a good evening.”

“See ya later, Annie.”

She walked the half-block to her building, grabbed her mail from the box in the lobby, and rode the elevator to the third floor. As she unlocked her door and turned on the lights of her one-bedroom apartment, Annie grinned at herself. She could tell he found her attractive. There was always a hint of flirtation between them, despite their five- or six-year difference. It was flattering, in a way.

“Forget it, Annie,” she said aloud. “He’s taken already, and he’s too young for you.” She locked the door behind her, the cue for Aloysius to wander in from his kingly spot on the bed in the other room and meow a greeting. “Hello, and you’re too young for me, too. Are you really fourteen now?”

The cat meowed again.

“Okay, dinner’s coming up in a sec.”

Before kicking off her wedge heels, Annie performed a quick succession of tap moves, reciting them in her head—

Right paradiddle, Left paradiddle

Right para para, Right paradiddle

Left paradiddle, Right paradiddle

Left para para, Left paradiddle

—and then she put down her coffee, purse, and keys and went through the night’s tasks. First, feed the cat. Second, take the leftovers from the fridge and start them in the microwave. Third, remove the Glock 27 and take off her ankle holster. Fourth, turn on the iPad that still pumped music through two speakers she’d had since college. The choice? Bonnie Raitt. Nick of Time. Her mother had been a huge fan of ’70s, ’80s, and ’90s female singer-songwriter artists, and the appreciation had soaked into Annie’s blood by osmosis. Fifth, get out of the business attire and put on a robe. She could study the case files while she ate, and, a little later, in bed. She figured she’d have to get an early start in the morning.

As she poured dry food into Aloysius’s bowl and set it on the floor, Annie reflected on the last six months without Eric. It had been difficult in the beginning, but now she was used to flying solo. She didn’t miss him anymore. Weekends alone weren’t so bad.

Which was why, she supposed, she delighted in occasionally and inadvertently flirting with younger guys who lived nearby. She told herself it was harmless. And therapeutic.

As she went to the bedroom to undress, she forgot all about both Eric and Jason. She had a case file to study.
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Jason Ward had been to his fiancée’s family home on Lyster Road in the Chicago suburb Highland Park several times, and it never failed to fill him with awe. It wasn’t among the fanciest houses on the affluent North Shore by any means, but it was still a mansion by his standards. The English Tudor-style structure was less than ten years old, and it sat on an acre of land not far from Lake Michigan. It had at least 7,000 square feet of living space on the first and second floors, and the classic two-story foyer was dominated by a grand, sweeping staircase. A basement level held an additional 3,000 square feet, plus a gym, home theater, wine cellar, and a bar. The Paleys had more bedrooms than they needed. The pool, bar, and expansive lawn in the back were a bonus.

The imported wool business must really be swell.

Jason only knew a mere 10 percent of the attendees at the graduation party—and they were all fellow students from Roosevelt. The event had begun at 11 a.m. and would last until 5. Outdoor grilling, swimming, volleyball, and heavy drinking would be the main attractions for the next six hours or so.

Natalia was dressed in a breezy summer dress with a bikini underneath for quick-change aquatics. She looked marvelous, as usual.

Note to self: pinch yourself again.

That he could land such a beautiful, brainy woman—and a wealthy one at that—was nothing short of a miracle. She was the same age as he, medium height, blonde, and into literature. That’s what he had really found attractive. She liked to read, and to a writer, that meant a lot.

Nat already had a job lined up in Chicago at a mental health facility. Jason, on the other hand, was hoping to finish his second unpublished novel, and perhaps substitute-teach to help make ends meet. Nat had temporarily moved back in with her parents for the summer, and after the wedding she and Jason would live together in his apartment in the city. That was another thing, too—Nat didn’t care what her family may have thought about her intentions to “live like a Bohemian.”

They were out by the pool where Trey, Nat’s brother, was about to throw burgers and hot dogs on a grill the size of a ping pong table.

Nat held out an empty glass. “Honey, could you go inside and bring me a refresher? The sangria is in the fridge. You might as well bring out the pitcher.”

Jason took the glass. “You lush, it’s not even noon yet!”

“Hey, I’m celebrating my graduation. You should, too, Mr. I-love-mimosas-on-Sunday-mornings.”

“I’m kidding, Nat.” He shrugged. “I’m going to pace myself since it’s so early.”

Trey had overheard. “Oh, woopsy-doo, Mr. Artiste,” he said. “Or should I say Mr. Wuss . . .” In a high-pitched voice and with prissy gestures, Trey whined, “I’m going to pace myself since it’s so early; I don’t want to get shit-faced before noon.”

Trey’s friend Mack, who was often joined to his buddy at the hip, guffawed. He handed Trey the meat for the grill in an assembly-line fashion.

“Hush, Trey,” Nat said. “Pay no attention to my jerky brother, Jason.”

“It’s okay, Nat,” Jason replied, getting up off the lawn chair. “Trey’s a war hero. He can say whatever he wants, can’t he?”

“Damn right, I can.”

Jason stepped up to Trey. “And just so you know, I got over letting playground taunts bother me when I was in third grade.” He walked away, crossing the patio and into the house as Trey and Mack glared at him.

Jason didn’t like his future brother-in-law. The guy had a big mouth and was something of a bully. Trey Paley never had anything nice to say. He was also a bit of a weird character. Today, Trey was dressed in an odd hybrid of summer beach wear and army fatigue cut-offs. Older than Nat by two years, Trey had spent some time in the army. He had the kind of he-man physique Jason could never imagine displaying, as well as several tattoos. Jason wasn’t impressed by the ink; he had always found too many tattoos a little distasteful, even though Nat had one on her left ankle.

Yeah, I’m a wuss, but at least I can diagram a sentence.

Mack was strange, too. He was from Russia or Ukraine, something like that. Never said much, just grinned at everything Trey blurted out. He was older, probably thirty or so, and was just as buff and illustrated as Trey, with bright blue eyes. Girls liked Mack even though he was short—only five and a half feet tall. His bulk made up for stature.

Angela Paley, Nat’s mother, was in the kitchen with a couple of servants she had hired for the day. They were busy preparing a gigantic salad and other side dishes, such as stuffed mushrooms, roasted root vegetables with curry and cilantro, and “pigs in a blanket” for those who didn’t want to go too chichi.

“Hello, Jason, how is it out there? Hot?” she asked.

“Not too bad.” He found the pitcher in the fridge. “Nat wants the sangria.”

“When are your parents arriving?”

“They said they’d be here by noon. Dad’s assistant manager wasn’t able to take over for him, so they had to be open for a little while this morning and close early.”

“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that. They’re closing early just to come to the party?”

“That’s right.”

Jason couldn’t tell what Mrs. Paley’s reaction was to that. Impressed? Surprised? It was no secret the woman had qualms about her daughter marrying a guy who wanted to be a writer. Not only that, his family ran an independent hardware store and was most certainly in a tax bracket far below that of the Paleys. Nevertheless, Jason liked her. While both of Nat’s parents were striking, his fiancée mostly got her good looks from her mom. Angela Paley had a popular blog covering high society news and events in the Chicago area. Jason thought it was actually well written and sometimes humorous. He believed that although Nat’s mother may have been concerned about his choice of career and financial prospects, she liked him, too. He preferred to think she did so because he wanted to be a writer; after all, she was one, too.

In fact, Nat had let slip that Mrs. Paley had once even posed nude in a men’s magazine in the early eighties. He was not to mention it to anyone. A trophy wife for Mr. Paley, perhaps?

He took the sangria back outside to the patio, where Nat was now helping one of the servants with the buns and condiments.

“Jason!”

It was Nat’s father at the back door.

“Hi, Mr. Paley.”

“What did I tell you before? You’re supposed to call me Greg.”

“Sorry, it’s a habit to always address my future fathers-in-law that way.”

“Well, stop it. I think your parents are here.”

Jason followed his future father-in-law back inside and through the house to the foyer. Greg Paley was a tall, formidable guy who might have frightened Jason a great deal if he’d had the personality of his son Trey. Instead, he was one of the nicest fathers-of-girlfriends Jason had ever met. Fifty-eight or so, the man was in excellent health. He, too, had been in the military when he was younger. The shock of white hair over rugged, Slavic features made him strikingly handsome. His grandparents had apparently somehow managed to emigrate from the newly formed Soviet Union back in the 1920s, which placed Nat in the third generation of her Russian American family.

“I’m looking forward to seeing them again,” Greg said, gently slapping Jason on the back. “Oh—here they are!”

Charlie and Tricia Ward, along with Jason’s older sister, Miranda, were just coming through the large double front door, held open by Dudley, the Paleys’ butler.

“Hey Mom, hey Dad, hey Sis,” Jason said, giving them hugs all around. “You remember Mr. Paley?” He gestured back to the host, who had his hand out.

“Glad to see you again, Charlie.” Mr. Paley shook Charlie Ward’s hand. “How was the drive?”

“Not too bad from Mount Prospect, since it’s Saturday.”

He turned to Jason’s mother and kissed her on the cheek. “Nice to see you, Tricia, how are you?”

“Fine, thank you, we’re happy to be here.”

He indicated Miranda. “And who is this gorgeous young lady?”

“Mr. Paley, this is my sister Miranda. She’s here visiting from Indiana.”

The man shook her hand. “Nice to have you here, Miranda.”

“Thank you, I wouldn’t have missed the party.”

Jason appreciated the fact that Greg Paley, unlike his wife, didn’t seem to have a negative opinion of his daughter’s choice of husband and his family. Mr. Paley also seemed to respect Charlie Ward’s independence in business. At any rate, Jason thought, by most standards his family had always lived comfortably in an upper-middle-class slot. They weren’t poor. They did quite well with that little hardware store. Jason had grown up in it, worked there, and could have taken it over. He couldn’t tell if his father was genuinely disappointed by his son’s decision not to carry on the family business, but if he was, Charlie Ward didn’t show it. Both of his parents supported whatever Jason wanted to do. Miranda worked for a not-for-profit organization in Indianapolis, where she was also seeing someone.

Miranda leaned in to Jason and spoke softly. “I thought you said they lived in a mansion. This place isn’t so big.”

He looked at her sideways. “Is that sarcasm, big sister?”

She elbowed him. “Duh. This is pretty impressive.”

As the group moved through the foyer toward the back of the house, Jason glanced upward to the second-floor landing above the staircase. Nat’s grandfather, Maxim Paley, sat in his wheelchair, gazing down at them, his wrinkled face typically deadpan and silent.

Over a hundred guests came and went throughout the day. They all seemed to be a part of the Paleys’ country club social network, except for the twenty or so students who were friends of both Jason and Natalia. Even the mayor of Highland Park stopped by to give his regards to the couple. Live music was provided by a popular local band that played classic rock and recent pop songs. Angela Paley’s eighty-one-year-old mother got on the dance floor and gyrated with the younger men to Joan Jett’s “I Love Rock ’n’ Roll.” The food and drink kept coming. It was quite the soiree. Everyone was drunk by mid-afternoon, when a large group photo was organized and shot by many cell phone cameras.

Jason paced himself so he wouldn’t get too sloshed. Nat, on the other hand, was passed out on a lawn chair in the sun at three o’clock. Jason laid a towel over her so she wouldn’t get sunburned.

As things were winding down, Jason’s father, struck by all the opulence, pulled him aside to join him and Miranda and asked, “How much do you think Greg Paley makes a year?”

“I have no idea, Dad,” Jason answered. “They have a nice home, don’t they? Palit Wool does pretty well, I guess.”

“I’d never heard of it until you started dating Nat.”

“Me neither.”

“I had,” Miranda said. “I’ve seen some of the shawls. Very pretty. You should get Mom one for her birthday.”

“That’s a good idea, Sis. Thanks for the suggestion.” Jason looked over at Greg, who was holding his liquor quite well. The man spotted his future in-laws, gave them a wave, and sauntered over with a beer in hand.

“Enjoying yourselves?”

“Sure are, Greg, thank you,” Charlie said. “Tricia and I will have to be going soon, though. We’ve had a great time.”

“And I have a million things to do before I head back to Indianapolis tomorrow,” Miranda added.

“Well, I hope you’ve had some fun. But you know you’re welcome to stay past the end of the party and have supper with us.”

“Supper? I couldn’t eat another thing!” Charlie said.

Mr. Paley smiled broadly and turned to survey the pool and yard, where the band continued to play. There were still a few lively guests jumping in and out of the pool or playing volleyball, but much of the energy of the first couple of hours had diminished.

“Jason, have you ever been hunting?” Greg asked.

The question took him by surprise. “Hunting? Uh, no.”

“You want to go?”

Jason looked at his dad, who made an expression—say yes! Miranda, on the other hand, appeared to be horrified.

“I don’t know, I’ve never done it. What kind of hunting? Where?”

“Up in Michigan where we have our cabin, it’s a forested area with a lot of deer, even black bear.”

“I’m not sure I could shoot Bambi’s mother,” Jason said.

Greg laughed and put a hand on Jason’s back. “If you’re going to be my son-in-law, you’re going to have to learn how to hunt. You don’t have a choice.” He laughed some more, indicating he was only kidding. Jason and Charlie laughed, too, but Miranda remained silent.

“I don’t know,” Jason said. “Maybe I will sometime. When do you go?”

“Oh, usually at the beginning of the fall. September. Trey goes up there a lot more often than I do. He goes hunting all the time.” Paley leaned in, conspiratorially. “He probably does it when it’s out of season, too.” He shook his head. “That boy can be a handful.”

“Would Trey be going with us?”

“Of course! I can’t go hunting without Trey, he wouldn’t let me.”

Jason’s brief interest was dashed. The last thing he wanted to do was be cooped up in a cabin in the woods with Trey Paley.

“When I get back from my business trip, I’ll take you to the range, let you practice firing a gun.”

“What’s your business trip?” Charlie asked.

“I leave tomorrow to go overseas. I fly back and forth over the Atlantic four or five times a year. It’s part of the job. Have to check on Palit Wool’s manufacturing plant.” Greg shrugged. “I’m used to it. Sometimes Trey goes with me, keeps me company.”

“How long will you be gone?” Jason asked.

“Three weeks, probably. No more than a month, I hope.”

“Where is the plant?” said Miranda.

A loud crack in
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