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PROLOGUE

	*FIVE YEARS AGO*

	I married Vadim Morozov on a Saturday in February, in a church so cold the priest’s breath clouded over the open Gospel.

	The Cathedral of the Holy Virgin on Twelfth Street had survived three winters of a broken boiler, and the brotherhood had paid to regild every saint on the iconostasis without once paying to fix the heat. So I stood at the altar in a sleeveless gown and let the cold have me. It was simpler than letting anything else in.

	Two hundred people filled the pews behind me in sable and dark wool. Avtoriteti from Philadelphia, from Toronto, from a casino in Atlantic City that washed more cash in a weekend than my father had touched in his life. Two old thieves had flown in from Moscow because they’d shared a cell with him once, in another country, in a decade I wasn’t alive for, and they had come to watch his daughter handed across like the last clause of a contract he hadn’t lived to sign. He’d been three months in the ground at St. John’s by then. Long enough that I’d stopped reaching for the phone to call him. Not nearly long enough that I’d stopped wanting to.

	I kept looking for a face that wasn’t going to be there.

	It was a stupid thing to do, and I did it the whole length of the service. Every time the doors at the back groaned open to let in another latecomer stamping snow off his shoes, my eyes went to them before I could stop them, hunting for the wrong brother.

	Nikolai Morozov had been promised to me when I was nineteen and he was twenty-six, in a study that smelled of my father’s cigarettes, over a glass of brandy nobody offered me. I hadn’t been asked. Girls like me weren’t asked; we were the seal pressed into the wax, the thing that made two men’s word to each other binding. My father had a name in the old world and a quiet stake in the common fund and no son to leave any of it to. The Morozovs had Brighton Beach and the boardwalk and the long gray reach of water that fed it. Marry the Sokolov girl to the Morozov heir, and the two became one thing that no one could pull apart. That was the arithmetic of it. I understood arithmetic before I understood almost anything else.

	What I hadn’t expected, sitting in that study at nineteen with my hands folded like a good daughter, was to look up and find that the heir was looking back at me like I was a person and not a clause. Nikolai had his father’s height and none of his father’s cruelty that I could find, and when the old men talked over us about territory and percentages he caught my eye across the brandy and made the smallest face — bored, conspiratorial, can you believe these two — and I’d had to bite the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing. We were married in everything but paper for the better part of a year. I learned the shape of his hands. I learned that he hummed when he thought no one could hear him and went still and careful when he knew they could. I learned what it was to be wanted by someone who didn’t need a single thing from me, which, in the world I came from, was close enough to a miracle that I let myself believe in it.

	He never came for me. That was the version everyone agreed on, in the end — that Yakov Morozov’s elder son had looked at his birthright and his bride and turned his back on both, gone in the night the way men in our world go when they decide the cost of staying is higher than the cost of leaving. For two years no one heard a word. By the time I stood at that altar the brotherhood had buried him without a body, the way you bury a man who’s shamed you: in silence, and never out loud, and never by name.

	So I married the brother who stayed.

	Vadim was thirty-three that winter and already pakhan, and he wore it like a coat cut for a larger man — like he was waiting for someone to notice it didn’t fit and hadn’t yet decided what he’d do to them when they did. He had the same dark hair as his brother and the same hard mouth and none of the warmth, as if the two of them had been poured from one mold and only one had been allowed to cool right. When the deacon lowered the wedding crown onto my head it sat a half-size too large and slid toward my eyes, and Vadim reached up and steadied the rim with two fingers. His hand was cold. Every ring on it was colder. He looked at me over the gold with an expression I would spend five years trying to read and never once learn to trust, and he said it low, under the choir, so the words were only mine to carry:

	“Smile, milaya. They’ve come a long way to see you happy.”

	So I smiled. I’d been raised by a thief. I knew how to give a room what it had paid to see.

	I told myself I could survive a marriage to a man I didn’t love. I’d survived worse — a childhood of men with guns laid casual on the kitchen table, a mother who left before I could spell her name, a father who taught me to count a banded stack of hundreds before he taught me my letters. A cold husband was a small thing measured against all of that. A cold husband I could keep.

	What I didn’t know — what no one in that freezing, gilded church knew — was that there were two devils in the Morozov line, not one. And the one I should have been afraid of was already dead to me, and would stay that way for five more years. Until the night he walked back through a door I’d long since stopped watching: alive, and ruined, and looking at me like I was the one who’d put him in the ground.

	— — —

	 

	
ONE

	FIVE YEARS WILL TEACH YOU A HOUSE.

	I knew the one in Sea Gate the way I knew my own hands — which windows swelled and stuck when the weather turned, which step on the back stairs cracked like a shot if you forgot to skip it, which rooms the men chose when they wanted to be overheard and which when they meant the words to die against the plaster. It stood at the far western tip of Brooklyn, behind the community’s private gate, where the land gave out into the Atlantic and the only neighbors were old money and older wind. From the third floor you could see the Coney Island parachute jump standing dead against the sky, a gallows somebody had forgotten to take down. Vadim had bought the place the same month he married me. People assumed the two went together. They were right, though never the way they thought.

	That night we had fourteen at the table.

	I’d done what a pakhansha does, which is everything that makes a thing look effortless. The zakuski laid out cold and correct — herring under coats, pickled mushrooms, black bread, the good caviar in a bowl of crushed ice that Galina had been crushing since four. Two bottles of Beluga already sweating in their bucket and a third in the freezer because Iosif Tarasov drank like the Soviet Union had personally wronged him and it was easier to keep up than to have him notice you’d stopped. I’d hung my husband’s house with warmth I did not feel, the way you’d dress a corpse for an open casket, and I’d done it so well that not one man at that table would ever wonder what it cost.

	They talked the way they always talked, in the loose, looping Russian of men who’d known each other thirty years — a building in Bensonhurst, a shipment held up at Newark, somebody’s idiot nephew who’d gotten himself filmed. Vadim sat at the head and said little, which is its own kind of language. He’d learned that from his father, I’d been told, though I’d never met the man; Yakov Morozov had died the winter before I was promised to his son, and the only thing of his left in the house was a small dark icon of Saint Nicholas above the study door that no one was permitted to take down. Vadim let the others fill the air and watched them do it, turning a heavy crystal glass a slow quarter-turn at a time on the cloth, and every man in the room shaped his sentences a little carefully because of it.

	Down the table, Pyotr Feldman was not drinking.

	Feldman was the lawyer — American, soft-handed, a thousand-dollar suit that didn’t fit the room and a watch that did. He’d been at the house four times in three weeks now, and he never ate, and tonight he kept his eyes on his water glass and his answers short, and twice I watched him and Vadim trade a look down the length of the table that had nothing to do with herring. The thing downtown. That was all anyone called it where I could hear. A grand jury that wouldn’t go away. A name in a sealed filing. Federal cars parked too long on streets where federal cars knew better than to park. Vadim had gone quiet and careful in a new way these last months, the way Nikolai used to go quiet when men he didn’t trust were listening, and I had filed that away the way I filed everything, without yet knowing what it would buy me.

	It was Tarasov who said it.

	He was deep into the third bottle by then, the old vor, his knuckles blued with the faded stars of a coronation that had happened before I was born, and he heaved himself up half out of his chair to make a toast nobody had asked for. He toasted Yakov, dead and gilded over the study door. He toasted the brotherhood. He toasted Brighton Beach and the boardwalk and the gray water, and the men thumped the table, and then he turned his wet old eyes down the length of it and landed them on me, and the warmth in them was real, which is what made it worse.

	“And to the next ones,” he said. “Yakov should have lived to bounce his grandsons on his knee. A house this size.” He spread his spotted hands at the high ceiling, the long table, all of it. “Empty rooms are bad luck, Vadim Yakovich. A man builds a wall this thick” — he rapped the table — “he ought to have something to put behind it.”

	The room did not go silent, because these men were too good for that. It did something quieter and worse: it kept talking at exactly the same volume while every single person in it became aware of the thing that wasn’t there. Five years married, and no child. No heir to the Morozov name, no grandson for the dead king over the door. The whisper had been in the walls of that house for two of those years, and now an old drunk had said it out loud over the caviar, kindly, the way the cruelest things are usually said.

	I felt the heat climb my throat and I did not let it reach my face. I’d had a great deal of practice.

	Vadim set his glass down. He smiled — that thin, considered smile, the one that cost him nothing and meant nothing and stopped exactly at his teeth.

	“Iosif Iosifovich, you’ve outlived your own liver and three of your wives,” he said. “Let me get my own affairs in order in my own time.” Soft. Pleasant. A blade slid back into a sleeve so smoothly you’d have called it a joke if you weren’t paying attention. The men laughed. Tarasov laughed loudest, delighted to be insulted by a pakhan, and dropped back into his chair, and the table moved on the way water moves on, closing over the place where the stone went in.

	But Vadim’s eyes had come to me while he said it. Just for a second. And there was nothing in them that I’d call kindness.

	— — —

	Katya caught me in the butler’s pantry an hour later, both of us out of the noise.

	I had my hands flat on the cold marble of the counter and my eyes closed, just for a breath, just long enough to be no one’s wife, and then the door swung and I had them open and I was upright before I’d decided to be. It was only Katya. The relief of that — that it was only Katya — should have told me something. It didn’t.

	“They’re animals,” she said. She set down the tray she’d carried out, empty glasses, and pressed the back of her wrist to her forehead. “That old man. I wanted to put the herring fork through his hand.”

	“He’s eighty-one and he buried my father’s enemies,” I said. “He’s allowed.”

	“He’s not allowed to talk to you like you’re a brood mare.”

	I looked at her. Twenty-four, Katya, with a heart-shaped face and a quickness to her that I’d recognized in myself once, before this house sanded it down. I’d found her three years ago doing the door at a club the brotherhood half-owned, a dead avtoritet’s daughter with nothing to her name and a head for figures she didn’t know was rare. Her father had taken a bullet meant for a better man, and the brotherhood owed his blood something, and what it had been about to give her was a marriage to somebody who’d have used her up by thirty. I’d put a stop to that. I’d brought her into the house instead, and into the only thing I had that was mine — the books. I taught her the way my father had taught me, hour after hour at the long table, columns and shells and the patient art of making a number look like a different number. She had a gift. She had my gift, and I’d been glad of it, glad to the bone, because in five years she was the closest thing to family the house had given me.

	“Sit down before you fall down,” I said. “You’ve gone gray.”

	“I’m fine.” She didn’t sit. She picked up a glass off her own tray and turned it in her hands, not looking at me, and there was a flush riding high on her cheeks that I put down to the wine and the anger. “I’m fine, I just — it’s hot in there.” Her phone lit in her apron pocket; she pressed it dark through the fabric without looking. “I should go up. I’ve got the Atlantic City reconciliations to finish before morning, you said.”

	“I said tomorrow.”

	“I’d rather do it now.” She smiled, and it was a beat too bright, and she was already at the door. “Go back in before he sends someone. You know how he gets.”

	I did know how he got. I watched her go, the quick light steps of her up the back stairs, skipping the cracked one without being told because I’d told her once, two years ago, and she never forgot anything. I should have followed the small wrong note of her all the way to its source. I was tired. I let it go. That is the thing I have had to live with — not what she did, in the end, but how much of it I let walk right past me because I was too tired to look.

	— — —

	Vadim came to my room that night for the length of time it took to tell me I’d done well.

	He did that. He kept the shape of a marriage the way you keep a storefront — lit, stocked, the door unlocked, nothing actually for sale behind it. He stood in the doorway in his shirtsleeves with the collar open and a glass in his hand and told me the Toronto men had been impressed, and Tarasov had been handled, and the caviar had been right. He did not come in. He hadn’t crossed that threshold in longer than I’d let myself count. There had been a first year of cold, dutiful effort between us, both of us doing the arithmetic, both of us waiting for a child to make the contract whole and seal me into this house for good — and then the year had ended and no child had come, and Vadim had simply stopped, the way he stopped doing anything that failed to produce a return. He didn’t touch me anymore. He didn’t have to. He had the house and the name and the long gray water, and I had come bundled with the rest of it, depreciating quietly in a room he never entered.

	“You looked beautiful tonight,” he said, which was a thing he said the way other men say drive safe.

	“Thank you, Vadim.”

	He looked at me a moment longer over the rim of the glass. For half a breath I thought he might say something true. He had that in him, somewhere down under the cold — I’d seen it twice in five years, and both times it had frightened me more than the cold did. Then it passed, the way weather passes, and he tipped the last of the whiskey back and set the glass on my dresser for someone else to clear.

	“Get some sleep,” he said. “Feldman’s back in the morning, I’ll want the house quiet.” And he was gone, and the door drew shut, and I sat in the dark and listened to him cross the hall to the other end of the house, to the rooms that were his, where I had not set foot in years.

	Then I got up, and I locked my door, and I went to work.

	— — —

	There is a thing my father gave me that no one in that house knew I had, and it was worth more than my mother’s ring and my wedding crown and every cold stone Vadim had ever clasped at my throat.

	I could read the money.

	Not the way Feldman read it, in clean lines of legal fiction. The other way — the true way, underneath. My father had sat me at a kitchen table at seven years old with a banded brick of cash and a cheap notebook and said, count it, and when I counted it right he’d said, now make it disappear, and that had been my childhood: learning where money hides and how it lies and what shape a lie takes when you flatten it across a page. The brotherhood ran the largest of its accounts through Feldman’s clean firms now, and through a derzhatel obshchaka in Queens who handled the common fund, an old man named Gleb who didn’t like me and never let me forget I was a woman in a chair that should have held a thief. But Gleb was sloppy and getting old, and Vadim had given me the household books years ago because a wife’s hands on the grocery numbers were beneath anyone’s suspicion — and what no one had ever bothered to notice was that all the rivers ran past my window if you knew how to look. I kept my own ledger. A true one, in a hand only I could read, in a place only I knew, growing fatter every year with everything they thought they’d hidden. Not because I had a use for it. Because a woman with no son and no protector and no way out keeps the one thing she can, which is knowledge, the way a drowning man keeps hold of whatever floats.

	That night I was only meant to be closing out the quarter. Ordinary work. Reconciling the household against the feeder accounts, the way I did every three months, the way Katya was upstairs doing for Atlantic City.

	And there it was. Small. A seam where the cloth didn’t lie flat.

	A little over four hundred thousand dollars, moved across the last eleven months in pieces too clean to be careless — eight, nine, eleven thousand at a time, under every threshold that makes a bank pick up a pen — out of a feeder account I’d have sworn I knew the bottom of, and into a shell I didn’t recognize. A management company. A name with no face behind it that I could find at that hour, registered to a mail drop, the kind of empty box my father had taught me to build before I could ride a bike.

	I sat back. The radiator ticked. Out past the cold glass the parachute jump stood black against a blacker sky.

	Four hundred thousand was nothing to this house. That wasn’t the thing. The thing was that it had been hidden, and hidden well, with a patience and a hand I knew — buried under exactly the kind of dull, plausible traffic that I myself would have used. Skimming, I thought first. Somebody bleeding the fund slow while Feldman and the grand jury kept everyone looking the other way. Gleb, maybe, the old fool, getting greedy in his last years. Or worse — Vadim himself, quietly moving money somewhere the Feds couldn’t reach it, building a soft place to land if the thing downtown finally landed on him.

	Either way it was a thread. And I had spent five years in a house full of locked doors with no key but this one.

	So I pulled it.

	— — —

	 

	
TWO

	IT TOOK ME TWO DAYS TO follow the money home, and I did it the way I did everything in that house — in the seams of other things, in the hours no one watched.

	The shell had been built well, but built fast. Whoever had raised it had my training and none of my time; they’d cut corners I’d have left square. The mail drop in the Bronx forwarded to a property manager in Sheepshead Bay, and the property manager’s own filings, sloppy and public, listed the unit the management company actually managed. One unit. A two-bedroom on the eleventh floor of a new glass tower on the water in Brighton, the kind of building that had gone up in the last few years on money exactly like ours — bright and anonymous, a doorman who’d been paid to develop a poor memory, balconies hanging out over the boardwalk and the sea.

	I told myself I was looking for the skim. A second set of books. A stash house where someone was parking cash the Feds couldn’t see. I told myself that the whole drive there, both hands on the wheel of the gray sedan that was registered to none of us, the heater roaring and the Belt Parkway empty and the water on my right gone the color of a knife. I am very good at telling myself things. It’s a related skill to reading the money — the ability to look straight at a number, or a fact, and decide what it’s going to mean before it has the chance to mean something you can’t carry.

	I had a key. That was the part that should have warned me, and didn’t. The property manager kept a lockbox in the lobby for the buildings he ran, and his code was his daughter’s birthday, because men like that always think no one is counting, and I had counted. So I walked into that bright lobby in a coat that cost more than the doorman made in a month, and I nodded at him the way money nods at help, and he developed his paid-for amnesia, and I took the elevator to the eleventh floor with the key warm in my fist and a story ready in my mouth about an inspection, in case anyone asked.

	No one asked. The hallway was empty and smelled of new carpet and somebody’s dinner. 11C.

	The door wasn’t a stash house door. I knew it the second I had it open — knew it in my body before my mind would say it, the way you know a house is occupied the instant you cross the threshold, by the temperature of the air and the particular quality of its quiet. Stash houses are cold and bare and smell of nothing. This smelled of a life. Of a candle burned down on the counter and coffee gone over in the pot and the specific sweetness of a perfume I knew, because I had bought it, because I had handed it across a counter at the duty-free in a airport two Christmases ago and said here, this one, it suits you, to a girl with a heart-shaped face who had blushed and said it was too much.

	I stood in the open doorway of that bright, warm, lived-in apartment and I did not move.

	There were two coffee cups in the sink. A woman’s coat over the back of a chair — soft camel wool, and I knew it, I’d been standing next to it in a butler’s pantry two nights ago. On the kitchen island, mail. And under the mail, half-slid out where someone had left it without thinking, the way you leave things in a place you believe is safe, the corner of a glossy folder from a doctor’s office in Manhattan, and the printed name across the top of the page inside it, where I could see it from the door without taking a single step.

	Patient: Sokolova, no — Petrova. Katya.

	And behind that, from the second bedroom, down a short hall hung with a framed photograph I would have known anywhere because I had taken it myself — Katya laughing on the boardwalk, the summer I’d first brought her home — came my husband’s voice.

	Low. Easy. Warm in a way I had not heard it in five years and had stopped believing it could be. Saying her name like it weighed nothing, like it was a pleasure and not a cost. And under his voice, a laugh I knew the exact pitch of, because I’d taught the girl who owned it how to make the money lie.

	I should have left. There was nothing in that apartment I needed to see with my own eyes; I’d already seen enough to know everything that mattered, and my whole life had been a lesson in not staying in rooms one second longer than the math required. But I didn’t leave. I stood in the doorway of the place my husband had built for another woman with money I’d watched walk out the door, and I made myself stay, because some animal part of me had to have the proof in its teeth, had to be sure, had to take the whole thing in so that later, when I told myself a softer story, I would have this to hold it down.

	The hall went quiet. A floorboard shifted. And Katya stepped out of the bedroom in a man’s white shirt with her hair loose around that heart-shaped face, one hand resting low and easy on the curve of her own belly the way a woman does without knowing she’s doing it — a curve I hadn’t let myself read two nights ago in a butler’s pantry, the flush I’d blamed on wine, the phone she’d pressed dark, the work she’d suddenly needed to do upstairs and alone.

	She saw me.

	The color went out of her all at once, the way it goes out of a face that’s seen the one thing it’s been praying not to see. Her hand flew off her belly like the touch had burned her. Behind her, in the dark of the bedroom, my husband said her name again — a question this time, Katya? — and started toward the door.

	I didn’t wait to be seen by him. I’d been seen enough for one lifetime.

	I drew the apartment door shut behind me, quiet, careful, the way you’d close a door on a sleeping child, and I walked back down that new-carpet hallway to the elevator on legs that held me because I made them. I rode down eleven floors with my own face in the brushed steel for company. I nodded at the doorman with his paid-for memory and I walked out into the salt wind off the boardwalk where my father’s daughter had been raised to feel nothing in front of strangers, and I got into a car that belonged to no one, and I sat there with my hands at ten and two and I did not cry.

	Four hundred thousand dollars. A glass tower over the gray water. A doctor’s folder on a kitchen island and a hand resting on a belly that held the one thing five years of marriage had failed to give the Morozov name. Empty rooms are bad luck, Vadim Yakovich. The old man had toasted the grandsons two nights ago and my husband had looked at me with no kindness in his eyes, and I had thought it was contempt for what I couldn’t do.

	It wasn’t contempt. It was patience. He’d already done the arithmetic. He’d already moved the money and chosen the room and gotten the heir, and the only thing left in the equation was me — the seal pressed into the wax, the clause that made it binding, the depreciating bundle in a room at the wrong end of the house.

	I sat over the water until the cold came up through the floor of the car and reached my knees, and somewhere in that hour the grief in my chest cooled and hardened into the only thing my father ever taught me to do with a wound, which was to weigh it, and price it, and put it on the books.

	Then I started the engine, and I drove back to Sea Gate, and I began — quietly, patiently, in a hand only I could read — to plan how I was going to take everything they had.
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THREE

	I DID NOT SLEEP, AND IN the morning I made coffee for the man who was leaving me, and I did not spill a drop.

	That is the part no one tells you about a life like mine. There is no scene. There is no slammed door, no thrown glass, no merciful moment where the floor opens and lets you fall through it in front of everyone. There is only the next morning, and the morning has its requirements, and you meet them, because you were raised by a man who taught you that the worst thing you can do in front of an enemy is let him see the wound. So I stood in my husband’s kitchen at seven o’clock with my hair pinned and my face on, and I poured his coffee black the way he took it, and I set it at his elbow, and he said “thank you, milaya” without looking up from his phone, and I understood that he had no idea I knew. That I could stand this close to him with the whole of it in my hands and he felt nothing change in the air. Five years, and he had never once needed to read me, because he had stopped looking the year the contract failed to produce its return.

	Feldman was already at the table, soft and gray and untouched, a leather folder squared in front of him and a cup of my coffee going cold because lawyers
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