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            For John Merrill Swanson

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            Balled up in pain

            and without a flashlight in the dark:

            eighty-three, sooner or later.

         

          

         
            Those who are just:

            quite a few, thirty-five.

         

          

         
            But if it takes effort to understand:

            three.

         

          

         
            Worthy of empathy:

            ninety-nine.

         

          

         
            Mortal:

            one hundred out of one hundred—

            a figure that has never varied yet.

            —Wislawa Szymborska, “A Word on Statistics”
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            Cast of Characters

         
         
            	Matthew Beaumont—a suburban father stressed by the complexities of family life in Dartford, Massachusetts.

            	Jay Coates—an aspiring actor in Los Angeles, California.

            	Ethan Dart—a singer songwriter in Austin, Texas.

            	Caroline Geddes—an English professor at the University of Michigan, lives in Ann Arbor with two cats.

            	Frank Hopkins—a longtime resident of Kennewick, Maine, owns the Windward Resort.

            	Alison Horne—currently living off the largesse of a married man in New York City.

            	Arthur Kruse—an oncology nurse grieving the loss of his husband, in Northampton, Massachusetts.

            	Jack Radebaugh—a retired businessman, recently divorced, who has moved back into his childhood home in West Hartford, Connecticut.

            	Jessica Winslow—an FBI agent in the Albany, New York, field office.
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            Wednesday, September 14, 5:13 p.m.

         

         Jonathan Grant, unless he let her know ahead of time that he couldn’t make it, always visited on Wednesday evening. His wife
            had a standing “girls’ night out” on Wednesdays—occasionally in the city, but usually in New Jersey—so Jonathan would leave
            the office by five and be at Alison’s one-bedroom apartment in Gramercy Park by five-thirty at the latest.
         

         
         Alison Horne was ready when the doorman buzzed up to let her know Jonathan was on his way.

         
         She met him at the door, and he presented her with a bottle of Sancerre, a Bulgari scarf she didn’t think she’d ever wear,
            and that day’s mail that he’d picked up from the doorman. She started to flip through the mail, but he stopped her and led
            her to the bedroom. She was in a white satin robe—it was how he liked to be greeted—and she slid back onto her bed while he
            undressed. He looked great for a man in his early seventies, full head of hair, fairly trim, but the muscles in his chest
            and arms were beginning to sag. He slid next to her on the bed, already erect, and with the red mottled skin on his face and
            neck that was a telltale sign he’d taken some kind of ED pill as soon as he left the office. Sometimes he took it just after
            he arrived, in which case they’d drink the bottle of wine first while the pill kicked in.
         

         
         Afterward, while Jonathan dozed, Alison took her second shower of the day, then dressed as though they were going to go out
            for dinner later, although that hadn’t been confirmed. She opened the wine and poured herself a glass, then looked through
            her mail. Two catalogues, an Amex bill, and an envelope with no return address. She opened it, curious, and pulled out a single
            folded sheet of paper, and stared at a list of names.
         

         
         
            	Matthew Beaumont

            	Jay Coates

            	Ethan Dart

            	Caroline Geddes

            	Frank Hopkins

            	Alison Horne

            	Arthur Kruse

            	Jack Radebaugh

            	Jessica Winslow

         

         She frowned and pressed the sheet of paper flat onto the coffee table, telling herself that she’d show it to Jonathan. A shiver went over her skin, and she shook out her limbs to make it stop. There was something vaguely threatening about receiving a list of names with no explanation. It occurred to her that it just might have something to do with Jonathan. Although she knew relatively little about him, considering the time they spent together, she did know that he had a lot of money. And people who have money usually have enemies. It made her wonder if he would recognize any of the names on the list, besides hers. 

         
         He emerged from the bedroom fully dressed, accepted a glass of wine, then looked at the sheet of paper Alison handed to him. “This mean anything to you?” she asked. 

         
         He shook his head. “What is it?”

         
         “I just got it, in the mail.”

         
         “Was this all?”

         
         “Yeah. Strange, huh?”

         
         “Strange.”

         
         He handed the list back to Alison. She asked: “We going to dinner?”

         
         “I would if I could, but I got roped into dinner uptown with some hedge fund guys. Sorry, Al.”

         
         She shrugged. When they’d first begun this relationship—a year and a half ago—she used to make a fuss when he had to leave
            her. She did it for him, mostly, till she realized that he didn’t need those kinds of reassurances. He was in it for the sex
            and the company, and she was in it for the money, and, she supposed, the sex. Before he left, he gave her a prepaid Visa card,
            telling her it was an anniversary gift, in case she didn’t like the scarf.
         

         
         “How much is on it?” she asked. Again, something she would never have asked when they were first together.

         
         “I’ll let you be surprised. Don’t try to buy a car with it, though.”

         
         After he left, Alison Horne called her best friend, Doug, and asked if he’d like to have dinner that night. On her.
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            Thursday, September 15, 10:05 a.m.

         

         It was the most interesting piece of mail that Arthur Kruse, having just returned from physical therapy, received that morning.

         
         He opened the envelope, not expecting anything of note, and was surprised to find a short list of names, including his. He
            didn’t recognize any of the other people on the list.
         

         
         There were three hours in the day before Arthur was due for his shift as an oncology nurse at Cooley Dickinson Hospital in
            Northampton. He’d just begun reading A World Lit Only by Fire by William Manchester. Since reading A Distant Mirror over the summer, he’d found he didn’t want to leave the Middle Ages. Something about those past lives, the constant suffering, the search for God, acted as the only balm to Arthur’s state of mind since the car accident, nearly a year ago, that took the life of his husband, Richard, their cocker spaniel, Misty, and most of the function of Arthur’s left leg. He couldn’t quite believe it had been a whole year. Joan, his minister—and Arthur’s closest friend—told him it would be at least two years until he began to feel some semblance of normality, of happiness, of a return to his life, but Arthur wondered. The past endless year felt like it was just going to be repeated ad infinitum. Nothing helped. That wasn’t entirely true. Medieval history helped. He gingerly slid into his reading chair and picked up where he’d left off in Manchester’s book, not nearly as good as Tuchman’s. He read two pages, then drifted off, waking an hour before he had to be at the hospital. 

         
         His leg was always at its worst after midday napping, and he found himself limping to the kitchen to put on hot water for
            a cup of tea. While waiting for the water to boil, he looked out the window over his sink and caught a glimpse of the fox—the
            one he’d named Reynard—skirting the edge of his property. It was moving fast, and just before it ducked into the trees, it
            turned its head and Arthur thought he saw something—a small rodent maybe—in its jaws. It inexplicably made Arthur happy for
            the moment. The last time he’d seen Reynard he’d been worried about how skinny and ragged he looked.
         

         
         The day was overcast, and the willow tree down by the brook had just begun to exhibit a yellowish cast. He drank the tea at
            his computer and thought of the list he’d gotten in the mail. What had it meant? Some strange automatic mailing, a computer
            screwing up somewhere in the middle of the country and sending out some random names. It was a possibility. Ever since Richard’s
            passing he’d taken to giving small amounts of money to multiple charities, ensuring that his name was on about a hundred different
            mailing lists, probably specified as an “easy touch.” That was okay. There were worse things to be, and getting mail was actually
            something he looked forward to. He’d been one of those children who sent away for catalogues just to receive them, until his
            father found out and put a stop to it.
         

         
         He finished his tea, returned an email to Joan to let her know he was available to do the flowers for church that Sunday,
            and prepared to go to work.
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            Thursday, September 15, 11:00 a.m.

         

         Ethan Dart heard the mail flop through the slot in his apartment door. He spotted the mysterious-looking envelope right away,
            and opened it instantly, hoping that it was a response from an agent. He’d recently gone through a period of unprecedented
            productivity and sent his demo tapes out to about a dozen agents who represented songwriters. It was a stab in the dark, he
            knew, but he figured it couldn’t hurt. Inside the envelope (the postmark was from New York City, and that was promising) was
            just a single sheet of paper with a list of names, nine in all, including his. He wondered if it had been sent to him by mistake,
            possibly because he’d made some sort of short list for representation.
         

         
         He took the list, plus his mug of coffee, back to his bedroom and fired up his laptop. Ethan punched in the first name from
            the list—Matthew Beaumont—along with “songwriter” to narrow the results. Nothing came up, at least nothing that indicated
            Matthew Beaumont was another songwriter seeking representation. He tried a few more names, but lost interest. It clearly wasn’t
            a list of other songwriters or artists. It sparked an idea for a song, though, the chorus something like, “I want to be the
            last one on your list.” He grabbed a pencil, flipped over the sheet of paper, and began jotting down lyrics for a country
            song. List was both a great rhyming word—so many options—and a crappy one since the options were all clichés. Missed. Kissed. Insist. Still, he wrote three verses, and even began to hear the melody in his head. He got another cup of coffee and his guitar,
            and, after smoking the day’s first bowl of weed, began to work it out.
         

         
         He didn’t think again about the list of names until much later that night, when he was sitting at the bar at Casino el Camino
            on 6th Street in Austin, trying to come up with something clever to say to Hannah Scharfenberg, who’d been sitting with him
            for the past hour.
         

         
         “I got a list in the mail today. Eight names I didn’t know, plus mine.”

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         Ethan took a foamy sip from his just-cracked bottle of Lone Star. “Just like I said. I got an envelope addressed to me. Inside
            was a sheet of paper with nine typed names on it, in alphabetical order. And mine was one of them.”
         

         
         “They were typed?”

         
         “No, not typed, but not handwritten. They were printed. From a computer.”

         
         “Strange.”

         
         “I guess so. Good thing was I got a song out of it. ‘Last on Your List.’ Wrote the whole thing in about an hour. Kind of an
            Eric Church thing.”
         

         
         Hannah, a pharmacist and a rabid Longhorns fan, did not have a whole lot of interest in Ethan’s songwriting hopes and dreams,
            and he watched her eyes glaze over at the mention of his song. He bought her, and himself, a shot of George Dickel, then talked
            her into letting him walk her home. Ashley, her housemate, was away visiting her parents in Dallas, so Hannah invited him
            in. They smoked some pot, then watched half of The Royal Tenenbaums before having sex on the futon couch.
         

         
         “We have to stop doing this,” Hannah said, coming back from the bathroom, wearing one of her old softball jerseys and nothing
            else.
         

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Because you’re seeing Ashley. And I live with her.”
         

         
         “We’re not exclusive, at least that’s what she tells me.”

         
         “No, but I live with her, and if she finds out it’s going to make life around here very awkward.”
         

         
         “I think I like you more than I like her.”

         
         “It doesn’t matter.”

         
         “It matters to me.”

         
         “Trust me, things that matter to you don’t matter to anybody else. You haven’t learned that yet.”

         
         He convinced Hannah to let him stay over. This was after he’d made them both a cheese omelet they ate at the Formica breakfast
            table in the kitchen. In Hannah’s bed—a mattress on the floor, actually—they’d fooled around a little till Hannah told him
            the Ambien was kicking in and she had to sleep. She curled away from him, and Ethan, his hand still pressed up against her
            hip, thought about his day, wondering if Hannah was on to something when she told him how the things that mattered to him
            didn’t matter to anybody else. It would explain a lot about his life.
         

         
         Before finally falling asleep himself, he thought again about the list he’d gotten in the mail. He recited seven of the names
            to himself—he had a near photographic memory—but couldn’t remember the final one, probably because he’d barely looked at it.
            Then he recited the lyrics to the new song, decided they sucked donkey dick, and fell asleep.
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            Thursday, September 15, 1:44 p.m.

         

         The name that Ethan Dart couldn’t remember belonged to Jessica Winslow. On Thursday she received the list of names in an envelope
            that was addressed to Special Agent Winslow at the Albany field office of the FBI. There was a single Forever stamp in the
            right-hand corner of the envelope, and the postmark indicated the letter had come from New York City, mailed two days previously.
         

         
         It was unusual for her to receive any mail at the office, particularly something so cryptic. Just a list of names. She instinctively
            held the letter at the very edges, then dropped it gingerly onto her desk. She called her immediate supervisor, Aaron Berlin,
            asking him to swing by her office.
         

         
         “Do you know the other names?” he asked, five minutes later, peering at the letter from over Jessica’s shoulder.

         
         Even though she’d read the names on the list several times, she reread them silently to herself one more time.

         
         “Arthur Kruse is the only name that’s familiar to me, but only because my dad used to mention a friend of his named Art Kruse,
            or maybe I’m imagining it. I always assumed the last name was spelled Cruise, like Tom Cruise, though.”
         

         
         “You never met him?”

         
         “No, my dad just talked about him. Whenever anyone mentioned a lake house, or living on a lake, my dad would always say something like, ‘Back in college I spent a summer at Art Kruse’s lake house.’ We used to make fun of him for it, and that’s why I think I remember.” 

         
         “It’s an unusual name.”

         
         “What, Kruse? Not really. Not if you’re German. I’ve already looked it up on Google and I found some Arthur Kruses but they
            were all German. Germans from Germany.”
         

         
         “Hmm.”

         
         Jessica swiveled in her chair to look up at Aaron. She’d never really seen him from that angle and noticed how much dark hair
            he had in his nostrils.
         

         
         “What do you think?” she said.

         
         He shrugged. “Get it analyzed if you want. Could be nothing. Could be some computer glitch somewhere spewing out junk mail.”

         
         “Could be.”

         
         After Aaron left, she put the envelope and the letter in separate plastic bags, then moved them to her out-box. She went back
            to studying the file on the William Brundy murder trial she’d been called to testify at the following week. She kept waiting
            to hear from the prosecution that it was going to be settled before heading to trial, but now it looked like that wasn’t going
            to happen. William Brundy was a patrol officer in Stark, New York, who had killed his ex-wife by staging a break-in at her
            split-level ranch. Blood evidence and crime scene photographs had been forwarded to their office and Jessica had been given
            the job of lead investigator. She didn’t particularly mind testifying at trials, but Brundy’s defense attorney was a dickwad
            named Elliot Skenderian who always somehow managed to get under Jessica’s skin. If she owned a dartboard, she’d put a picture
            of Skenderian’s face on it.
         

         
         Before leaving the office at just after five o’clock, she took another look at the mysterious list of names and wrote them down using the Notes app on her smartphone. Maybe that night she’d catch up on The Good Wife while doing some more googling. If there was a connection between her and these people, she’d find it. The internet liked
            to give up its secrets.
         

         
         She wasn’t surprised to see Aaron Berlin at the Club Room after work, but she was surprised that he wasn’t alone. He was sitting at a booth with Roger Johnson, the outgoing special agent in charge. Roger
            spotted her entering the bar and asked her to join them.
         

         
         “I’m going to have dinner with Anthony at the bar, but thanks, anyway.”

         
         Anthony, the bartender, had a glass of Pinot Noir already poured and waiting for her when she slid onto the padded leather
            stool. She wondered briefly if it looked bad that she’d shunned her colleagues in favor of eating alone at the bar, then shrugged
            it off. Johnson was moving to the Schenectady office, and Berlin, well, fuck him.
         

         
         She drank her wine slowly, doing the Times crossword, Anthony helping her out when he wasn’t busy. She asked for a second glass plus a half order of penne with puttanesca
            sauce and a garden salad on the side. When she’d finished the crossword, only unsure about one of the answers, she slid the
            folded newspaper back into her purse, paid the bill, and prepared to leave.
         

         
         “Two Belvederes please, Anthony. On the rocks.” Aaron deposited himself onto the stool next to her.

         
         “Uh, no thanks, Aaron. I was about to go home.” Jessica looked over Aaron’s shoulder and saw Roger making his way to the exit.

         
         “One drink, Jess. Please.”

         
         She agreed, and, surprisingly, he asked her several questions about her recent life before starting in on his favorite topic:
            their affair and why it had ended.
         

         
         “You’re married,” she said.

         
         “Sort of. Not really. My wife has affairs. I know she does.”

         
         “That’s not really the point.”

         
         “Then what’s the point?”

         
         “Honestly, I don’t even know if I want to be in a relationship, but if I did want to be in one, it would be with someone closer
            to my age, someone unattached, someone without kids, someone I don’t work with, someone who isn’t a narcissist . . .”
         

         
         “I already don’t trust this guy.”

         
         Jessica smiled, even though his attempt at humor was the type of thing she had grown to dislike about him. When they’d first
            gotten involved, there had been a real intensity between them. Aaron was a little bit of a jerk—she’d always known that—but
            he took his job seriously, he had empathy, and there had been a week early on when she thought they might be falling in love.
            She sipped at her vodka with slightly numb lips and knew she’d made a mistake by agreeing to one more drink. She decided to
            change the subject. “You really didn’t think there was anything strange about that list I got in the mail?”
         

         
         Aaron was signaling Anthony with just his eyes, trying to get two more drinks. “What? That list of names? That bothered you?”

         
         “It didn’t bother me. I was just interested. It was unusual.”

         
         “I guess so. If you want, I’ll get Rick to cross-reference them in the database. Maybe there is a connection. Maybe you all won three free days at a timeshare in Fort Myers.” 

         
         “Maybe you’re right. Just some glitch in some mass mailing system.”

         
         Two more vodkas arrived, and Jessica eyed the glass, knowing that the difference between drinking it and not drinking it was
            the difference between a full night’s sleep and Aaron winding up in her bed tonight.
         

         
         She slid off the stool and began to put on her coat. “Sorry, Aaron. I need an early night.”

         
         He pursed his lips, but said, “Okay. Lunch soon?”

         
         “Sure.”

         
         Anthony glanced over at Jessica, and she thought she saw a little bit of approval in his eyes. Although he’d never said it
            out loud, Anthony was not a huge fan of Aaron. “You leaving so soon?” the bartender asked, a crooked smile on his face.
         

         
         “I am, Anthony. Thanks again, and tell Maria that I loved the penne.”

         
         Anthony was reaching for the extra vodka on the bar when Aaron stopped him. “That’s okay, T, we’ll keep it.” He poured her
            drink into his as Jessica knotted her scarf around her neck. She turned and left before she changed her mind. She really did
            need an early night.
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            Thursday, September 15, 2:00 p.m.

         

         Thursdays were Caroline Geddes’s office hours, two hours that she had begun to rely on as quiet writing time, due to the low
            number of students who stopped by to see her. That Thursday there was only one, Elaine Cheong, who dropped by unannounced,
            while two students who had previously arranged meetings didn’t show up. Caroline had taught long enough—a dozen years now—to
            see how email had transformed the student-teacher relationship. Today’s students went out of their way to do everything via
            email, or via the wiki she’d set up for some of her larger courses. They sent their late papers, their excuses, and even their
            grade-grubbing compliments, all via email. One of her male students from last year might even have sent a sexual proposition
            to her, although, despite twenty years spent parsing text, she still wasn’t sure what he’d meant by “Wish you were my teacher
            aide, know what I mean? jk.” It took her half a day to realize that jk stood for “just kidding.”
         

         
         Elaine, with tears in her eyes, explained to Caroline that she was late for the second class of the semester because of a
            problem with a faulty alarm clock and that was why she’d missed the pop quiz. “It’s not fair that I can’t make it up,” she
            said, for the second time.
         

         
         “It was a pop quiz. It’ll be a very small part of your final grade.”

         
         “I need to get an A in this class.”

         
         “Tell you what, Elaine, I’ll give you a new pop quiz right now.”

         
         Caroline pulled a piece of paper out of one of her notebooks and quickly jotted down three new questions on one of the Wordsworth
            poems that they hadn’t gone over in class that morning but which had been assigned. Caroline pushed the sheet of paper across
            to her student and told her she had ten minutes.
         

         
         “This isn’t the same quiz,” Elaine said, two distinct lines appearing on her otherwise flawless forehead.

         
         “No, it’s a new pop quiz.”

         
         Caroline pulled out a book and pretended to read it while watching the girl bite at her lower lip so hard that she left little
            teeth impressions in it. “I didn’t know we were supposed to memorize dates.”
         

         
         “Just do your best, and at least you’ll get better than a zero.”

         
         Elaine hunched herself over the paper and scrawled some answers, and just before Caroline was going to announce that time
            was up, she pushed the paper across the desk. “I still don’t think it’s fair,” she said, but almost so low that Caroline couldn’t
            hear it.
         

         
         “I’ll see you in class next week,” Caroline said, and Elaine left in a huff, her phone already in her hand. Caroline imagined she was texting someone about what a bitch her English professor was. It didn’t matter; there were twenty minutes left in her office hours. She glanced at her emails and there was nothing pressing to respond to, so she opened the email she’d received two weeks earlier from David Latour, the professor from McGill University whom Caroline had met when she’d delivered her lecture on Joanna Baillie at the Scholarly Theories Conference in Toronto over the summer. 

         
         He’d written to say how much he’d enjoyed her talk, but also to share a poem he thought she might enjoy by Louis MacNeice,
            called “Wolves.” Its opening line was “I do not want to be reflective anymore,” and Caroline had had that particular line
            trapped in her head ever since she’d read it. She reread the poem now, nearly wrote David to tell him again how much she loved
            it but stopped herself. It was enough that she’d written him once, and enough to think she might see him again at some further
            date and be able to tell him in person.
         

         
         Her office hours over, she crossed the campus to where her Prius was parked, then drove to her two-bedroom cottage in the
            Water Hill section of Ann Arbor. She’d left Fable, her adventurous cat, out all day, and was relieved to see him waiting on
            the front porch for her, relieved also that he hadn’t caught and killed a bird and left it on her doormat. He followed her
            in, pinned his gray ears back, and bolted toward the food bowl in the kitchen. Estrella, her shy orange tabby, leaped up onto
            the dining room table to greet her. Caroline flipped through the mail she’d received, pulling out a white envelope, her address
            printed out on a mailing label in Courier font. A single Forever stamp with the American flag was in the right-hand corner.
            There was no return address.
         

         
         Something about it seemed personal somehow, even though there wasn’t anything remotely personal about it. She set aside the
            excise tax bill, the solicitation letters from any one of the animal welfare nonprofits she got—Pet Smart had clearly sold her address to some sort of mailing list—and slit open the envelope with an unvarnished thumbnail.
         

         
         Inside was a single piece of paper, computer printed, the font Courier, like the mailing label.

         
         
            	Matthew Beaumont

            	Jay Coates

            	Ethan Dart

            	Caroline Geddes

            	Frank Hopkins

            	Alison Horne

            	Arthur Kruse

            	Jack Radebaugh

            	Jessica Winslow

         

         Caroline looked into the envelope to see if there was anything else, but there wasn’t. Just the single sheet of paper with
            the list of names, none of which was familiar to her, except for her own, of course.
         

         
         Estrella tried to rub her cheek against the edge of the paper, and Fable loudly mewled from the kitchen, waiting for food.
            A horrible thought went through Caroline’s mind: It is a list of death. Someone has marked us for death. She thought this automatically, in the same way that she automatically thought that every time her phone rang it was news of some unspeakable tragedy. She read the list again, then laughed internally at how morbid she’d been. Of course, if it was a list of living people, they were all marked for death, sooner or later. It was eerie, no matter what, and reminded her of that Muriel Spark book, Memento Mori. Of course, she was reading too much into what was probably a list of no consequence. But that was what she did with her
            life, that was her profession—she read into things.
         

         
         “‘I do not want to be reflective anymore,’” she recited to herself, “‘envying and despising unreflective things.’” MacNeice was onto something there, even though he’d
            probably been talking about the political situation in Germany right before World War II and not about a tendency to overanalyze.
            But in her own life, though not necessarily in her class, she allowed for personal interpretations of literary works. What
            was the next line in the poem? Was it “I do not want to be a tragic or a philosophic chorus,” then something, something, then “And after that let the sea flow over us”? Maybe tonight she’d memorize the whole poem. It was the one good thing that her mother had taught her to do. Memorize and
            recite poetry.
         

         
         Caroline rubbed Estrella beneath the chin, feeling the vibrations of her purr against her fingers. Then she went into the
            kitchen to feed Fable.
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            Thursday, September 15, 12:33 p.m.

         

         He glanced through the list, didn’t think much of it, and threw it into the kitchen wastebasket. Jay Coates had a callback
            for a commercial that day and was feeling halfway bullish about his prospects. It was an ad for instant rice, and he would
            be playing the elitist chef won over by the crappy processed rice in a box. His meeting was at three that afternoon in Burbank,
            so that gave him two hours before he’d need to be in the Beemer and on his way.
         

         
         Even though he’d gone for a short run right after he’d gotten up, he pulled out the rowing machine and did a solid hour on
            it, finally watching the NCIS episode that his friend Madison was in. It had been on his DVR for weeks, and she’d been asking if he’d watched it yet, hoping
            for notes. Notes. Jesus. It was NCIS. She had two scenes, and a total of three lines of dialogue. She played a personal trainer at a gym, and the director made
            sure her tits—he probably thought they were real—were prominently framed in both of her scenes. After watching the whole episode,
            Jay was relieved that a) it was a crappy role, and b) Madison was crappy in it. The real reason he’d delayed watching her
            big break was the fear she might have nailed it, and that it might lead to more work for her, and that was something he couldn’t handle right now.
         

         
         After parking in one of the guest spots outside of the single-story office park where Buchman Creative was housed, Jay did two quick lines of the coke he’d been saving up for just this occasion, then walked across the gluey asphalt in the near ninety-degree heat, hoping he wouldn’t start sweating before the meeting. He was ushered straight in by the doughy receptionist, who had some sort of Midwestern accent, turned down the offer of a bottled water, and asked for tap. Madison had suggested the tap-water move—made you seem down to earth, she’d said. He ran his lines again in front of the two ad writers, creeps who might be younger than he was, although he was not a hundred percent sure, plus Amy Buchman, head of the agency, who swung by because she’d just found five free minutes in the day. When he left, Jay spotted Dan Sweden in the waiting room. They both pretended not to see each other. 

         
         His manager called an hour later to tell him that they’d passed, but that Amy was impressed, and if anything else came up,
            etcetera. The call came while he’d been walking through the Brentwood Country Mart, considering buying some new sneakers at
            James Perse. Instead, he went and got onion rings at Barney’s Burgers, sat at a table, and, seething, began to look for a
            good prospect. It took twenty-five minutes but just as he was finishing his rings, he saw her. She was perfect: late twenties,
            yoga pants, not quite as pretty as she’d been told she was, and all alone. He followed her, knowing exactly how to blend in,
            not be noticed, but always keeping her in his peripheral vision. He followed her into Christian Louboutin, where she was pretending
            she could afford a pair of shoes, and asked the woman behind the desk if Tracy still worked there. She looked confused, then
            finally asked, “Do you mean Theresa?”
         

         
         “Right,” Jay said.

         
         “She works on the weekends.”

         
         “Thanks,” Jay said and left the store just as the blonde did.

         
         He trailed her to the parking lot, where she got into a silvery blue Honda Civic, probably purchased by her father when she
            turned twenty-five. “It’s a very reliable car, sweetie,” he’d undoubtedly said, then she’d kissed him on the cheek and told
            him in her little girl’s voice how much she loved her daddy.
         

         
         After she got into her car and pulled straight out of her parking spot, Jay trotted to his Beemer, managing to find her again
            on San Vicente heading east. He followed her all the way to Koreatown, memorizing her license plate number. She parked in
            front of a two-story stucco apartment building and entered through the plate-glass doors using a key on the same chain as
            her car key. This was where she lived. Jay pulled into the strip mall across the street, parked so that he could keep an eye
            on the building, and lit one of the two Parliament cigarettes he allowed himself per day. He got on his phone, and went to
            Instagram, punching in #brentwoodcountrymart, not really expecting to get a hit, but not entirely surprised when the most
            recent image, a close-up of some latte foam swirled into a heart, was posted by an abbybritell. Her pictures, mostly selfies,
            confirmed it was the blonde he’d been following. She called herself an actress, writer, and tai chi instructor.
         

         
         And like that, he owned her. Her name. Her personal photos. He knew where she lived, what she drove. And Jay knew, without a doubt, that he could murder her in the next twenty-four hours. And no one would ever catch him. There was zero connection between Jay Coates from West Hollywood and Abby Britell from Koreatown. He could imagine the headlines already. A pretty white girl murdered in Hollywood. It would be everywhere. He started to fantasize about how it would play out but stopped himself. There’d be time for that later, and, right now,
            just the fact that he’d learned her name and where she lived was giving him a hot buzz of adrenaline. He felt better as he
            pulled the car out of the lot and drove toward home. He thought he’d feel good the entire drive, but he didn’t, not really.
            It had been way too easy tracking that woman, and maybe what he really needed to do was to up the game, actually hurt one
            of those smug bitches, and then see how he felt.
         

         
         That night, after doing a hundred push-ups, then his facial routine, he called Madison to let her know he’d watched her NCIS.
         

         
         “Oh, finally. So?”

         
         “It was so, so good. Your tits . . .”

         
         “I know. They looked great. And can you believe I got three lines?”

         
         “Technically two.”

         
         “I guess so. You’re right.”

         
         “But it was all great. It’s a solid credit, Mads, you should be pleased.”

         
         “Yay. Thank you, Jay.”

         
         He didn’t tell her about the callback, but before they hung up, he did say, “And, Jesus, good makeup there at NCIS, huh?”
         

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         “You were worried, remember? You had that outbreak. You could barely tell. I mean, I could tell, but that was because I was looking for it. The makeup really covered it all up.”
         

         
         “It did,” she said. “They did a good job.”

         
         Jay could hear the insecurity creeping into her voice, and he quickly ended the call, got under the covers. He fell asleep wondering what it would be like if he had the courage to go visit Abby Britell, or some other wannabe just like her, and actually do the things to her that he dreamed of doing. Really show her who was boss. He reached down and allowed himself to wrap his hand around his dick, hard as a piece of rebar now, but didn’t allow himself to do anything more than touch it. He thought some more about Abby Britell but then he was thinking about Amy Buchman (“Amy passed, Jay, but she was really impressed”), and how he’d like to tie her up and take an actual piece of rebar and make her choke on it. It was this
            thought that finally calmed him down enough to allow him to sleep.
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            Thursday, September 15, 5:15 p.m.

         

         On his ride home from work—forty minutes of solitude that went way too fast—Matthew Beaumont recited the facts of his life.
            It was a daily routine, a way of remembering what was good, and reminding himself about the things that needed work.
         

         
         Today he told himself that Emma, his oldest daughter, was a lovely seventh grader who was beginning to show noticeable signs
            of insecurity and anxiety, just like her mother. But she was so compulsively good, such a people pleaser, that she was easy
            to forget about in the chaos of their daily lives. Pay attention to her, he told himself, make sure she knows that things
            turn out okay in the end. Alex, about to turn eight, had finally, and formally, been diagnosed as not only having ADHD, but
            also oppositional defiant disorder, which explained some of the behavior issues. Not all, as Nancy insisted. But, still, getting the diagnosis was the right first step, and would help the school system in crafting
            his educational plan. Joshua, his youngest, was fine except for the persistent sinus infections. He needed to have another
            conversation about alternative medicines with Nancy, who just kept wanting to throw antibiotics into him. Tonight was probably
            not the night, but this weekend, maybe, depending on her mood.
         

         
         He turned on to Trail Ridge Way, the long, sparsely populated road that culminated in a cul-de-sac anchored by three brand-new mansions, each in distinctly different styles. His was the Italianate one, at least it was Italianate on the outside, although distinctly Palladian, if that was the correct word, on the inside. Thinking of the house, his mind turned to Nancy. Was she better, or worse, lately? He wasn’t even sure anymore, although in the past few weeks her obsessive thoughts had been mostly about Alex, and the latest tests to determine his disorder, and less about Matthew’s “affair” with his new executive assistant. She was wrong about the affair, of course; Matthew, except for an occasional fantasy he allowed himself, usually about Ellen Matthiessen, the head of legal, had been faithful for all fifteen years of his marriage. It was true that he’d gone out for drinks with his team back in July, and had ended up walking Jada Washington back to her apartment in the South End before returning to the Back Bay to get his car, but Jada, who mostly talked that night about her obsession with The Mortal Instruments books, had reminded him more of his own daughter than any potential object of desire. His mistake had been that he told Nancy about the evening, thinking she’d be amused that his “executive assistant” had so much in common with their twelve-year-old daughter. She hadn’t been amused. She’d kept him up all that night accusing him of infidelity. He managed to convince her that nothing had happened, and spent the remainder of the summer trying to convince her that he hadn’t wanted anything to happen. But she’d been quiet about the subject for over a week now, and possibly, just possibly, it was over.
         

         
         He pulled his Lexus into the four-car garage, then sat for a moment, listening to a few more minutes of his Foo Fighters mix before heading through the vestibule into the kitchen, where Nancy, leaning against the island, was holding up a piece of paper for him to see as he entered. 

         
         “What’s wrong?” he asked.

         
         “You tell me,” she said.

         
         He approached her tentatively, just as Alex came racing into the room, wearing the ninja outfit, complete with plastic samurai
            sword, that he’d already picked out for Halloween. Matthew fended off Alex’s repeated attacks, as he took the sheet of paper
            from Nancy. It was a list of half a dozen or so names, including his. None of the other names on the list was familiar.
         

         
         “What is this?” he asked his wife, then, turning to his son, yelled “Alex! Enough!”

         
         “I don’t know what it is. It came for you in the mail today, and I’m sure I wasn’t supposed to see it, and I wish I hadn’t,
            but now that I have, I’d like to know what it’s all about. Some sort of code.”
         

         
         “I have no idea. Alex, that’s enough. Go find Joshie, and see if he wants to play. Nance, why are you making that face? What do you mean, some sort of code?”
         

         
         “Well, I don’t understand what it is, that’s all.”

         
         “I don’t understand it either. It’s probably nothing, just some mistake. What was on the envelope?”

         
         Nancy turned and retrieved the envelope from the pile of mail on the granite countertop. Emma came into the kitchen and hugged
            Matthew as Alex careened off to look for his younger brother, hiding probably, since Joshua was the only six-year-old in the
            country who didn’t like play fighting.
         

         
         “There’s nothing on it. That’s why I was suspicious.”

         
         Emma took the sheet of paper from her father and began to read it.

         
         “Honestly, Nance, I have no idea.”
         

         
         “There’s an Abby Horne in my school but I don’t think there’s an Alison Horne,” Emma said.

         
         “Never mind,” Nancy said, pouring herself a glass of wine now. “It just looked suspicious. I overanalyzed.”

         
         “What did you think it was, Mom?” Emma asked, her voice verging on disdainful. Matthew had noticed that as Emma had gotten
            older she’d become more and more critical of her mother, as though she were starting to recognize some of the more erratic
            nuances of Nancy’s personality. It was not a comforting thought.
         

         
         Joshua entered the kitchen, crying, a pink welt raising up along his cheek. Matthew went to look for Alex. The samurai sword
            had been a huge mistake.
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            Friday, September 16, 7:00 a.m.

         

         Early September was the best time of year, by far. It was still summer, the normally cold Atlantic Ocean was at its warmest,
            and the tourists—the ones with brats, anyway—had gone for good. The stretch of sandy beach that led from the Windward Resort
            up to the stone jetty was practically unoccupied (one lone figure crouched near the tide pools) as Frank Hopkins took his
            morning walk about half an hour after sunrise. The sky was the sickly color of fish chowder, and there was mist hovering above
            the sand. He wore shorts and topsiders but had pulled an old cotton sweater on over his polo shirt. Unless he was mistaken,
            mornings had been a little bit cold lately. Or maybe his bones were getting cold. Getting old and getting cold, he rhymed to himself, then stopped for a moment to have a coughing fit.
         

         
         After he was moving again, he nearly stepped on the carcass of a seagull half covered by the shifting sand. There was part of a wing, an exposed spine, what looked like its beak, open slightly as though it were cawing. His stomach flipped a little, which probably had more to do with that glass of brandy he’d drunk in his room last night after closing time. He’d known it was a mistake but couldn’t help himself, propped up in his bed on four or five pillows, trying to remember what it was that Shelly had told him in the lounge, something about her husband wanting to move to Florida. She wasn’t happy about it, that much he knew, but the sound system in the lounge was getting louder and louder these days and he didn’t catch everything she’d said. He hoped that Shelly, who’d been tending bar at the Windward for over a decade, wouldn’t leave, but he supposed it was inevitable. Bartenders come and go. Just like wives, and just like the years. Still, losing Shelly would hurt. Spending every evening with her—even from opposite sides of a bar—was the best part of his day. 

         
         He looked up to see how close he was to the jetty, where he would turn around and walk back. Even though the sun was hidden
            behind an expanse of hazy cloud cover, he found himself squinting at the brightness of the sky. He stumbled slightly. What
            had he just been thinking about? Shelly leaving him? Or had he been thinking about Gloria, his second wife, and how when she’d
            left him she’d done it by simply driving away one morning and never coming back? Lately, his memories were increasingly jumbled;
            events that happened in his childhood suddenly popped into his mind as though they’d happened the day before, and things that
            were happening now, like the stalled renovations on the veranda, seemed like they were taking place in some hazy past life
            that he couldn’t quite remember.
         

         
         How had he gotten so old so fast? He really needed to cut down on his drinking. Tonight he’d tell Gloria that for every drink he had—every real drink—he’d also drink a seltzer water. That would be a good thing. Then maybe he wouldn’t wake up in the middle of the night, his mouth so dry that his tongue felt like an unused sponge. Yeah, tonight he’d start drinking more seltzer water. And no brandy while he lay in bed. And he’d get whatever the daily fish was instead of the cheeseburger. That would impress Gloria—no, not Gloria, Shelly!—and maybe she wouldn’t leave him after all. He liked the way she lowered her voice when she talked with him—it was very intimate, even though he didn’t always understand what it was she was saying to him. 

         
         He was nearly at the jetty when the disk of the sun appeared in the sky, the mist starting to burn off. His eye went to the
            barnacled rock he always superstitiously touched before turning back. The shape of the rock made him think of a child curled
            into herself, her head tucked between her thighs, her hair the black seaweed that clung to the rock at the high-tide line.
            The rock, like the beach, had stayed virtually unchanged in Frank’s long life. What was surprising on this particular morning
            was the presence of a single white envelope resting at the
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