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            For my longtime readers, with gratitude, who’ve stuck by me since The Moscow Club and allowed me to make my living as a writer.
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            The Russian soul is a dark place.

            —Fyodor Dostoyevsky, The Idiot
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         Until that day, Grant had never killed anyone. He had thought about it before, of course, the way you imagine the worst thing
            you could do if you had to. You rehearse it in your dreams, in your unconscious. Inwardly, you debate.
         

         
         How far would I go?

         
         Grant’s girlfriend was helping him cook dinner, the night before it happened. She was Sarah Harrison. She taught first grade
            in the town’s elementary school and was sweet and gentle with a core of steel. He’d been attracted to her since the first
            time he met her, at the Starlite Diner five years ago. But there remained a distance between the two of them. Entirely his
            fault. He cared about her, but there was too much he couldn’t tell her about himself.
         

         
         Sarah was making a salad while he kept watch on a chicken roasting in the oven. The kitchen of the old farmhouse was big and
            comfortable and cluttered—red-and-white linoleum floor, a tin-topped dining table, wood-paneled walls. He’d restored the house
            himself, mostly, doing the carpentry in his boat shop. The whole kitchen smelled of roasting garlic, an aroma Grant loved.
         

         
         As she chopped, Sarah told him about her day. “This girl threw up on the stairs during dismissal, and I sent her out to her
            mom,” she said. “The mom was so pissed off she called the school to complain that her daughter had vomit on her shirt. ‘Why
            didn’t you clean her up before sending her out?’ she said. So I get yelled at, and meanwhile, I had to clean up this giant
            pile of barf.” Sarah was tall and slim and had shoulder-length chestnut-brown hair and cognac-brown eyes, and she was wearing
            her old UNH sweats, maroon with fraying cuffs. (It was a chilly evening.)
         

         
         Grant tried not to laugh, but then she did, a rueful laugh, which made it okay.

         
         “How was your week?” Sarah said. “Tim still refusing to pay you a deposit?” A local fisherman named Tim Ogilvy had brought in a bare-hull fiberglass boat for Grant to finish out but refused to pay until the work was done. 

         
         “Today I told him either he gives me a couple hundred bucks for materials or I’ll put his boat in the yard and chain her to
            a tree.”
         

         
         “What’d he do?”

         
         “He paid.”

         
         “Didn’t that piss you off? That you had to do that?”

         
         Grant shrugged.

         
         “There’s that shrug. Was that too feel-y a question?” she asked.

         
         That was when his phone rang.

         
         Later, he would wish he’d never answered the call. But it was a good friend, Lyle Boudreaux (Captain Lyle, he liked to be
            called), and he didn’t phone very often.
         

         
         Sarah nodded and smiled, silently letting him know she didn’t mind if he answered it. She was peeling a cucumber.

         
         “Captain, what’s up?”

         
         “Look, Grant, I’m not feeling so hot tonight, and I don’t think I can make tomorrow morning’s trip. And I was wondering if
            you could cover for me. Some couple from New York. I don’t want to lose them as customers.” Lyle had a deep-sea fishing charter
            business and depended on repeat business.
         

         
         Meanwhile, Grant was waiting for a coat of epoxy to dry and didn’t mind making a couple hundred bucks for a morning of sailing
            Lyle’s boat. Lyle was very protective of her, a twenty-eight-foot Downeaster, but he trusted Grant. After all, Grant had built
            her.
         

         
         “Sure,” he said.

         
         “Oh, great, thank you,” Lyle said, sounding relieved.

         
         “Okay. Be at the boat at seven?”

         
         “Can you deal? I know it’s early.”

         
         “Sure.”

         
         Grant had taken Lyle’s boat out for a morning charter once before, when Lyle’s second baby was born, a few months back. She
            was a great boat, of course, and according to the maritime forecast, tomorrow was supposed to be a clear, sunny day.
         

         
         No problem, Grant told him.

         
          

         He woke just a few minutes before five the next morning, before his phone alarm sounded, and he turned it off before it could wake Sarah, who was staying over. It was still dark. He made coffee, dressed, and drove the ten miles to the harbor. He arrived by quarter of seven and found the Suzanne B docked where she always was.
         

         
         There’s a whole routine to starting up a boat. He pulled out the rods, set her up. Lyle kept a stack of folding chairs in
            the cabin so they wouldn’t get wet from condensation overnight. Grant unlocked the cabin and retrieved them, set them up on
            the deck. He checked the engine, turned on the valves. Lyle’s boat was only three years old and still looked new. He took
            excellent care of her, was fanatical about cleaning her, thoroughly scrubbing her down before and after each trip. He’d want me to do the same, Grant thought.
         

         
         He gathered the cleaning solutions from the pilothouse down below, and in fifteen minutes he’d cleaned and sanitized the Suzanne B, first with boat soap and a long scrub brush and then with Clorox bleach; finally, he sprayed the deck with an alcohol-based
            product.
         

         
         After checking the oil, Grant started the engine, let her warm up. The customers were scheduled to arrive by seven thirty,
            so there was plenty of time. He switched on the radios and talked to some of the early-bird fishermen who were out there already,
            to find out where the good fishing was. You’d think they wouldn’t want competition, and some didn’t. But a few Good Samaritans
            told him where they were having luck. It’s a bountiful ocean.
         

         
         Right at seven thirty a stout man appeared at the boat wearing a navy windbreaker and jeans and expensive-looking sneakers.
            He was balding, with curly black hair at the sides, and wore steel aviator-framed sunglasses. He had the air of an athlete
            gone to seed, soft around the middle but stocky, thick-limbed in ways that could be muscle as much as flab. He looked to be
            in his forties, and with his pasty complexion, he didn’t look much like a sportsman.
         

         
         “You’re not Captain Lyle,” the man said.

         
         “My name is Grant Anderson,” Grant said, “and I’m filling in for Captain Lyle, who’s sick today.”

         
         “All right, Captain Grant,” the man said. “My name is Frederick Newman.” He had a little tic, the cheek below his left eye twitching every so often. He was studying his phone. 

         
         “We’re waiting for your wife, is that right?” Grant said.

         
         “No, my wife is not coming,” said Newman. “She’s under the weather. She won’t be fishing with us this morning.” He had the
            barest hint of an accent, which Grant couldn’t quite place, but it made him nervous.
         

         
         “So it’s just you?”

         
         “Right.” Newman’s cheek twitched, and he resumed studying his phone. “I’m good to go, Captain Grant.”

         
         Grant gave the man a version of Lyle’s introductory spiel, Newman nodding impatiently throughout as if he’d heard it all before.
            Probably he had. Grant said he just wanted to make sure he had a good time. He showed the man all the gear, explained about
            the wire line. Newman kept nodding.
         

         
         He wanted to catch striped bass, he said; bluefish was too fishy to eat. Grant told him the secret to cooking bluefish was
            to soak it in milk for a half hour. Newman didn’t care; he wanted striper. Then he said, “Hey, how about we go shark fishing?
            Use the speargun?” His cheek twitched.
         

         
         “We’d better not.” Shark fishing destroyed a lot of equipment. Captain Lyle wouldn’t be happy about it. Grant knew Lyle used
            a speargun recreationally for striper or bluefish or flounder fishing once in a while. It was a powerhead speargun, a .44
            magnum. Good protection against sharks. When Lyle fished for tuna, he used his speargun to kill sharks that tried to steal
            his yellowfin.
         

         
         Grant returned to the pilothouse, the enclosure that allows you to stay out of rain or direct sunlight, and took the wheel.
            They steamed out to a cove where there was a big drop-off. The Suzanne B wasn’t fast, could go maybe thirteen or fourteen knots, but she was a good, sturdy boat. Mackerel swam around the edge and
            top of the sandbar, around thirty feet down. And striped bass loved mackerel.
         

         
         Grant throttled the engine down, slowing the speed to two knots. Now they were over a school of fish, according to his fish
            finder. No other vessels were in view. Newman was sitting on a deck chair, examining Lyle’s speargun. “I went shark hunting
            with this famous guy out of Miami once,” he said. “That was awesome.”
         

         
         “Be careful with that thing,” Grant said. Threaded onto the end of the speargun was a .44 magnum bang stick, a smooth stainless-steel screw-on cylinder that held a cartridge. 

         
         Newman was studying him. “You know, you look familiar,” he said, setting the speargun down on the deck. “You always had a
            beard?”
         

         
         “Oh, yeah,” Grant said, attempting to sound casual, but his heart was drumming. “Long before it was cool.” He was pretty sure
            now that Newman’s very slight accent was Slavic. An eel of unease squirmed in Grant’s belly. It had been years since he’d
            heard a Russian accent. Newman’s fluent English had the flat American a’s of an émigré who’d spent most of his adolescence in the United States. Probably came to the U.S. as a teenager.
         

         
         Frederick Newman shook his head. He was speaking to Grant in a low voice, but Grant could barely hear him over the thrum and
            whine of the Suzanne B’s engine.
         

         
         “Excuse me?” Grant said.

         
         Newman raised his voice. “You must have known this day would come, Paul,” he said calmly.

         
         Grant’s stomach caved in on itself. He was looking at Newman’s face, at the eyes behind those aviators. They were intent,
            alert, almost the eyes of someone playing a video game, neither cruel nor kind. Grant expected that tic to return, but Newman’s
            face was absolutely placid.
         

         
         “I’m afraid you’ve got the wrong person, Mr. Newman. I’m Grant Anderson.”

         
         “You know, Paul, everyone dies one day. With me, it’s different. Clean, quick, no suffering.”

         
         Grant caught the quick flash of gunmetal. The man’s right hand. Something had taken hold of Grant, something icy and willful
            and deliberate. His heart was racing, and he felt the first prickles of sweat on the nape of his neck. He didn’t know what
            to do.
         

         
         “You’ll need to pilot the boat out another seven miles or so,” Newman said, “so we’re catching the Labrador Current. Best
            to have no body washing ashore.”
         

         
         “But you’re making a mistake,” Grant said. With a calm, slow motion, he took out his wallet and drew close to Newman. “I told you, you have the wrong man. Here, let me show you my captain’s license.” He opened his wallet to his driver’s license and displayed it, holding it too close to Newman’s face. He had no captain’s license. “See, you’ve got me confused with someone else.” 

         
         For just the briefest moment, Newman glanced down at Grant’s wallet, and in that instant, Grant lunged at the man, fist balled,
            and batted the gun out of his hand as hard as he could. The weapon went skittering and clattering across the deck and splashed
            into the water.
         

         
         Smoothly, with scarcely a pause, Newman picked up the speargun lying at his feet and hoisted it until it was pointing at Grant’s
            chest. The man seemed to know what he was doing. The gun was probably five feet long, its end just a few inches from Grant’s
            body. “You build boats for a living,” Newman said. “You’re very good at it. You know what I do for a living. Trust that I’m
            good at it, too.”
         

         
         Obligingly, Grant reset the wheel.

         
         Gesturing around at the water, the wide-open vista, Newman said, “See, in my business, this is what we call a ‘clean field
            of action.’” He glanced at something on his wrist, maybe a GPS nav device, Grant wasn’t sure. “Bring us seven miles southwest,
            Paul.”
         

         
         “Berzin send you?” Grant said, sounding resigned. He watched Newman remove the cotter pin from the cartridge at the end of
            the bang stick, the safety. So he did know what he was doing.
         

         
         “You’ve only made things harder on yourself, Paul,” Newman said. “Messier. More painful. It didn’t have to be this way.”

         
         “The currents shift a lot this time of year, you know.” Grant didn’t meet the man’s gaze but looked elsewhere. He felt the
            ocean waves gently rolling the deck, smelled the diesel. He moved very slowly and carefully toward Newman.
         

         
         With a sudden motion, he shoved the end of the speargun up and away from his chest and pointing into the air, to point at
            neither of them. His heartbeat thundered in his ears.
         

         
         What followed was a blur.

         
         They grappled over the gun, Newman yanking at the weapon, trying to gain control of it, Grant trying to grab it away from him. Grant knocked Newman to the deck, the two men struggling, fighting with each other, each of them grunting. The other man was stronger than he looked. With a guttural roar, he wrenched the speargun out of Grant’s hands, and as the distal end struck the underside of Newman’s jaw, there was a deafening blast. Grant’s face was splashed with blood. His ears rang. 

         
         At once he saw what had happened. The .44 magnum round had torn a jagged hole in Frederick Newman’s throat. Blood gouted from
            the wound, down Newman’s chest, pooling on the lacquered wooden deck. Grant’s face was beaded with blood and sweat. He squatted
            next to Newman and felt an artery in his bloody neck. There was no pulse, but he knew there wouldn’t be one.
         

         
         Grant’s stomach was roiling. Something oily rose in his throat. He hadn’t killed the man; the struggle over the speargun had
            done it. But he felt like he had just crossed some Rubicon, violated some ancient taboo, and was now on the other side of
            it.
         

         
         Staggering to his feet, he just made it to the side of the boat and vomited.

         
         He thought of Sarah and the little girl at her school.

         
         Then he took the dead man’s iPhone out of his back pocket. He looked at it. The phone’s home screen was locked. But how to
            unlock it? Would face ID do it? He held the phone up to the dead man’s face, but the eyes were closed, so it didn’t work.
         

         
         In any case, your mobile phone could be tracked, he remembered, so he had to get rid of it. Standing at the side of the boat,
            he dropped the phone into the ocean.
         

         
         Now he was operating out of purest adrenaline. Cleaning up the puddle of blood would be easy. But what to do about the body?

         
         The solution came to him instantly.

         
         Returning to the wheel, he navigated over to where the sonar fish finder told him there were sharks. A whole school of them,
            probably tiger sharks. He throttled down to two knots.
         

         
         He removed the man’s wallet from his back pocket. Opening it, he found a New York State driver’s license in the name of newman frederick g. In the man’s front pocket was a set of Porsche keys. He thought a moment. Tossing the wallet and keys overboard, he dragged
            the body a few feet over to the side of the boat, eased it over the edge, and tipped it headfirst into the shark-infested
            water with a dull splash. A cloud of dark blood instantly bloomed, and the ocean began to churn, and once again he was sick.
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         Grant tied the boat to the dock and once again scrubbed down the deck with bleach. He finished with a spray of the alcohol
            solution. No trace of blood, as far as he could discern. Just to be sure, he hosed down the deck again and washed it again
            with boat soap, and then the bleach, and then the alcohol.
         

         
         If there was an investigation, the alcohol and the bleach wouldn’t be suspicious, he thought. They’d be part of the close
            of any normal fishing excursion.
         

         
         Smelling of bleach, he put away the deck chairs and locked up the pilothouse. He said hello to a fisherman on the pier he
            knew, then made his way to the row of parked cars. There was only one Porsche parked there, a black 911. It was a very good
            car, the sort of car he once used to drive but hadn’t for a long time.
         

         
         He unlocked his truck. On the floor in front of the passenger’s seat, he set down a plastic bag containing the striped bass
            he’d caught. After his struggle with Newman, he’d forced himself to catch a fish, even though all he wanted to do was get
            home. But he had to be able to explain the time he’d spent on the water.
         

         
         As he drove home, he noticed that the leaves had turned a spectacular array of colors, from brilliant red to blazing orange
            to bright yellow and deep russet. This was why leaf peepers drove from miles away to see New Hampshire’s trees. But he wasn’t
            enjoying the foliage. His entire body was crackling with tension.
         

         
         From the truck, he called Lyle. “The guy never showed,” he said. “I waited a good long time, and he never appeared. So, hope
            you don’t mind, I took the boat out to catch some.”
         

         
         “No problem, but . . . that’s weird,” Lyle said, sneezing, sounding congested. “He even prepaid and everything. That’s really
            bizarre. Well, sorry for the trouble.”
         

         
          

         There was a creaky old joke in the boatbuilding business: How do you make a million dollars building boats? Start with two
            million.
         

         
         Grant Anderson was an excellent craftsman of wooden boats but not a great businessman. Which was ironic, since he used to be a finance guy. One problem was that he took only cash, and a lot of people preferred to pay with a credit card. Another was that he underpriced his work; he knew that. He felt lucky to have any work at all. 

         
         He’d arrived in Derryfield five years ago looking for a carpentry job and managed to get hired by Old Man Casey, a boatbuilder
            looking for an assistant. John Casey had spent his life building boats but had grown tired of sanding and painting and scraping
            and sweeping floors.
         

         
         Grant swept and sanded and scraped and painted and, along the way, learned how to build boats. Old Man Casey wasn’t much of
            a teacher, but he would answer questions.
         

         
         Grant had invited Sarah over for dinner again, and he wished he hadn’t. But he had to keep on living a normal life, as if
            nothing had happened. In the afternoon, he had filleted the striped bass and marinated it in olive oil and garlic and lemon
            juice, and now he was searing it on the charcoal grill behind the house. Fish this fresh, especially striper, was always delicious.
            But he had no appetite.
         

         
         He kept seeing the dead man’s face, the slack mouth, the ruined throat. He kept replaying that terrifying moment when the
            bang stick at the end of the speargun had struck Newman’s jaw and fired off a round. He couldn’t forget the feeling of the
            man’s hot blood running down his fingers as he lifted the body toward the side of the boat and slid it overboard.
         

         
         He was almost certain no one had seen him with Frederick Newman, but he couldn’t be sure. There was a possibility someone had seen them
            together, at the marina or out on the water. He was almost certain no one had seen him slide the body overboard—he had been out on the water a good distance from anyone—but there was
            always that nagging possibility.
         

         
         There was too much he didn’t know, that was what was tormenting him.

         
         Was it the traffic cam? Derryfield had recently installed its first traffic camera. Maybe an image of his face had gone out.
            Maybe that was how he’d been discovered after so long. After he’d been so careful. Had he been sloppy?
         

         
         A lot of people were looking for him, he knew—they’d been looking for five years. But in this small town in New Hampshire, away from any big city, he was hiding in plain sight. Live like you’re supposed to be here, he’d once read. He was Grant Anderson, carpenter and boatbuilder and good citizen of Derryfield, New Hampshire.
         

         
         He flipped the fish over to get some grill marks on the other side and moved the serving platter closer. He was thinking about
            his go-bag, his “bug-out bag,” as it was called in the books he’d read, on a shelf in the workshop. He’d have to check through
            it tonight, make sure everything was still good. He kept another bag in his truck; he should check that one over, too.
         

         
         And he wondered if tonight would be the night he told Sarah.

         
         And if so, how much should he tell her?

         
         The striper had come out perfectly. Grant could tell by looking at it. Sarah had set the table and put out a salad and some
            boiled tiny new potatoes.
         

         
         Tonight, she looked tired, but still as pretty as she’d been when he first met her at the Starlite Diner in Derryfield five
            years earlier. She was playing a bouncy, upbeat Taylor Swift song—“Shake It Off”—loud, on his speaker system, but Grant wasn’t
            feeling it.
         

         
         “How’s Mr. Madigan’s boat coming along?” They sat at the kitchen table.

         
         Distracted, he didn’t respond. She put down her knife and looked up for a moment. “Earth to Grant? You there?”

         
         “Oh, sorry. Yeah, not sure—this last batch of epoxy isn’t curing right.”

         
         “So what happens next?”

         
         “I’ll check it out again before I go to bed. May have to reapply.”

         
         “Is that going to be a problem?”

         
         “Shouldn’t be. I told Madigan November sometime. I’ll make it.”

         
         “This is delicious, Grant. What did you do with this?”

         
         “The usual. Caught it this morning, so . . .”

         
         “Well, it’s great.”

         
         He had to maintain a normal façade, keep Sarah from having suspicions, and tonight it was taking considerable effort. “Report
            cards coming along?”
         

         
         “They’re called ‘progress reports,’ and they’re taking forever.” She put butter on her potatoes. “Plus, I had an annoying email to deal with.” 

         
         “Oh?”

         
         “Atticus’s mom. Remember Atticus?

         
         “Yeah, sure. The kid who’s always wearing Star Wars T-shirts?”
         

         
         “That could describe half the class. They all wear Star Wars T-shirts. Anyway, his mother is worried because he keeps telling her he doesn’t want to go to school. This kid Atticus is
            the happiest kid, I swear. Like, the happiest kid in the class.”
         

         
         “So why does he not want to go to school?

         
         “He tells her that kids have been saying mean things to him.”

         
         “Like?”

         
         “‘Underwear Head.’”

         
         He forced himself to smile, to push his preoccupation aside. He wasn’t going to tell her yet, he’d decided. Not until he had
            to. Which could be any day . . . but not yet. He didn’t have to do it yet.
         

         
         “That’s mean, I guess?” he said after a pause. “Have they been saying actual mean things to him?”

         
         “Not in my earshot. Maybe during recess?”

         
         He’d stopped listening. He was thinking: Had Frederick Newman sent a picture of him or a text to his colleagues? To let them
            know they’d finally found him? If so, both he and Sarah were dead.
         

         
         That thought was terrifying. He had to get his head back into the conversation.

         
         “Huh.” He was barely paying attention to what she was saying.

         
         “Why aren’t you eating, Grant? You haven’t touched your fish. It’s delicious.”

         
         “Yeah, thanks. What were you saying?”

         
         “You’re not even listening to me. I mean, what is with you? You invite me over for dinner, and you’re somewhere else.”

         
         “Sorry, I’m preoccupied.”

         
         “Something wrong?”

         
         Grant shook his head.

         
         “Why am I not surprised? You’re not there. I feel like I don’t even know who you are sometimes.”

         
         He took another tasteless bite of fish.

         
         “You’re doing that thing you always do—there’s stuff you’re not telling me, you’re always preoccupied. I can’t live like this.”

         
         “I know,” he said quietly.

         
         “I mean, you’re a great guy and everything, but I don’t know how much longer I can go on like this.”

         
         “I know,” he said again. “I understand.”

         
         “But do you? I feel like I have a lot to offer.”

         
         “You do. You’re incredible—”

         
         “Oh, yeah? You never talk about your past. I don’t know a damned thing about you. You never open up to me.”

         
         “I know, I—”

         
         “I can’t live like this.”

         
         “I get it.”

         
         “Something’s missing,” she said. “I just don’t get you.”

         
         He stood up. “I want you to have something.” He went to the cupboard under the kitchen sink and found, behind the Drano, a
            large Ziploc bag. He handed it to Sarah.
         

         
         “What’s this? A bunch of . . . cash?” She knew he accepted only cash for his work and kept a lot in the boat shed.

         
         “Yes. And a burner phone.”

         
         “What the hell, Grant . . . ?”

         
         “If anything happens to me, if I have to take off suddenly, this is how you can reach me. I’ve programmed in a mobile phone
            number for me.”
         

         
         “‘Take off suddenly’—what’s going on? Where are you going?”
         

         
         He shook his head. “Maybe nowhere. Maybe nothing will happen.” How do you even start? Grant wondered. The less she knew, the better. The safer, for her. “This isn’t the time to get into it. I just need you to
            trust me for now.”
         

         
         “That’s not good enough,” Sarah said. “I want to know what you’re talking about.”

         
         Grant paused. “Soon,” he said.
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         For the next couple of days, he watched the clock, listened for every noise, every passing car. One day, two days . . . At
            the end of day three, while he was watching a forgettable show on Netflix, trying to distract himself, the doorbell rang.
         

         
         He paused the show, went to the front door.

         
         A policeman, a thickset middle-aged man in a blue uniform. Someone Grant didn’t recognize.

         
         “Are you Grant Anderson?” the cop said.

         
         “I am,” Grant said, his heart rate quickening. “What’s up?”

         
         “I’m Detective Sergeant Frank Lundberg from the police department over in Hamlin.” Hamlin was the coastal town where Captain
            Lyle kept his boat. “I’m sorry to interrupt your evening, but mind if I ask you a couple of questions?”
         

         
         “Of course,” Grant said. “Is there a problem?” He felt a bead of sweat form behind his ear and slowly trickle down his neck.

         
         “May I come in?”

         
         Grant opened the door and showed the cop in.

         
         Settling into the chair next to the couch, Detective Sergeant Lundberg took out a notebook. “So, I’m looking into the disappearance
            of a thirty-six-year-old man from New York. His car was found over by the dock in Hamlin. A Porsche Nine-eleven. Anyway, your
            friend Lyle Boudreaux said you were supposed to take a man named Frederick Newman out on his boat, which is harbored in Hamlin,
            but he never showed. That right?”
         

         
         Grant’s heart was jackhammering, but he kept his expression neutral. Another droplet of sweat coursed down the back of his
            neck. “Exactly.” If the sweat started streaming down his forehead, it was all over. He inhaled and exhaled silently, trying
            to calm himself.
         

         
         “What time was Mr. Newman supposed to meet you?” Detective Sergeant Lundberg had a comb-over, strands of gray hair inadequately
            covering a large bald spot.
         

         
         “Seven thirty. That’s when Lyle normally takes his morning group out. I waited until, I don’t know, maybe eight thirty? And when he didn’t appear, I took the boat out for a bit by myself. Caught some striper.” He smiled casually—anyway, he hoped it looked that way. 

         
         “And you never heard from Mr. Newman, never saw him?”

         
         “Right. He never showed. That’s all I know. Sorry I can’t help you.”

         
         Lundberg leaned back in his chair. He seemed to be satisfied. Grant felt a flood of relief wash over him.

         
         “Hey, so I see you’re a boatbuilder,” the cop said. He pointed toward Grant’s workshop, the shed to the left of the house.
            “How’s the boat business these days?”
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         For the last five years he’d found himself always thinking ahead, always calculating the next step, never fully able to relax
            and enjoy his blessed life. He’d set up several motion-triggered Canary Flex cameras on the exterior of the house. He didn’t
            like surprise visitors.
         

         
         Normally, Grant found serenity in mindless tasks like painting or sanding: a chance to be in his own head and mull things
            over, let his mind wander. But the next morning, as he brushed on epoxy, his brain churned with fear—What if Newman’s body washed up onshore? What if there were security cameras in the harbor in Hamlin? Capturing video of Newman
               coming aboard the Suzanne B?

         
         Jesus, he didn’t want to think about it.

         
         He was startled by a knock at his workshop door.

         
         He put down the brush, went to the door. It was Alec Wood, the deputy police chief in Derryfield, who was also a friend of
            his and Sarah’s. Alec was tall and slim, around thirty. He was wearing his navy-blue Derryfield Police uniform.
         

         
         “This an okay time?” Alec was as un-coplike as you could be, soft-spoken and informal. He was good looking, with a strong
            jaw and a heavy brow that gave him a vaguely threatening look.
         

         
         “Sure, bud. What’s up?”

         
         Alec had once confided to Grant, after many beers, that he had originally joined the police to write a book about what it
            was like. He was a writer, once. But then he found he liked police work far more than writing, which was brutally solitary.
            He never wrote the book.
         

         
         “Listen,” Alec said, “the FBI called, and they’re on their way here to talk to you.”

         
         “The FBI? Is this about that no-show passenger again?” Grant hadn’t told Alec about his visit from Lundberg, but of course Alec knew
            about it. Lundberg would have had to get permission from the police department in Derryfield to come here and ask Grant questions
            in a missing-persons case.
         

         
         “It is. They want to talk to you. I didn’t want you to be surprised.”

         
         “Huh,” Grant said. “Why the FBI?”

         
         Alec shrugged. Nonchalantly, he said, “Dunno. It’s an interstate case. There’s that.” He smiled, but he was looking at Grant
            curiously.
         

         
         “Bizarre,” Grant said. The word case terrified him. He suddenly felt cold. Goosebumps broke out all over his arms. He shook his head. “Thanks for telling me.”
         

         
         Alarm bells were going off in his head. He tried to look as unruffled as Alec.

         
         Had the body turned up?

         
         He swallowed. His mouth was dry. His stomach twisted.

         
         They’re on their way. What did that even mean?
         

         
         “Sure thing,” Alec said. “Listen. I don’t know what’s going on here, and I can tell you’re not about to tell me. But I get
            the sense you might be in some kind of trouble, and what I want you to know is—look, we’re pals. If you need some help, talk
            to me.”
         

         
         Grant nodded. The last thing he could do was tell Alec what was going on. “Thank you. But I’m okay.”

         
          

         After Alec left, Grant returned to the workshop. He opened a closet that was neatly stacked with fiberglass cleaners and marine
            wax and cans of marine-grade epoxy and polyurethane sealants. At the back of the bottom shelf, behind a row of anti-fouling
            paints, he found the small black Under Armour gym bag containing a several-inch-thick stack of banknotes, half twenties and
            half fifties. Just over $48,000.
         

         
         Forty-five minutes later, returning home from the town’s True Value hardware store, he stopped just before the turn into his
            long driveway.
         

         
         Alec’s police cruiser was parked up by the house.

         
         Instinct told him to hide. He quietly pulled off the road and parked the car in a copse of pines, well hidden from the main
            road and the house. His mind was racing. Why was Alec back already? What if he was there to arrest him? Yes, they were friends,
            but the law was the law, after all.
         

         
         It could be worse, he thought. Could be the Russians. They wouldn’t bother with niceties.
         

         
         The truck idling, he took out his phone, opened the Canary app, and a video window opened. He was watching a live feed of the exterior of his own house, with sound. The Canary Flex cameras’ resolution was good and clear, high-def video, 1080 pixels. One camera was mounted inconspicuously above the front door. It had a wide-angle lens, but Grant could see only Alec, standing on the porch, and part of the driveway. 

         
         Why was Alec there again? Waiting for him to return?

         
         Just then, a vehicle on the main road rocketed by him. He caught a glimpse: a black SUV, a Chevy Tahoe with official U.S.
            government plates. Its tires squealed as it passed out of sight and then slowed. Then Grant heard the familiar crunch of gravel
            as it turned up his driveway. He glanced at his phone, watched Alec Wood, from his place on the porch, turn back to look at
            the Tahoe as it approached the house. He appeared surprised.
         

         
         The Canary cameras had sound, and he was able to hear through the app as someone shouted from inside the Tahoe, “Where is
            Grant Anderson?”
         

         
         “Who are you?” he heard Alec’s voice through the Canary app.

         
         “Is Grant Anderson at home?”

         
         The black Tahoe pulled up and stopped beside Alec’s cruiser. Grant watched as two men got out, the driver and a passenger.
            The driver was bullnecked and bald, maybe in his twenties; the other had graying copper hair and looked significantly older.
            Even through the security camera app, Grant could see the apple-shaped cicatrix under the older man’s left eye.
         

         
         He instantly recognized the face.

         
         It was Berzin.

         
         The realization filled him with terror.

         
         Now the three men were speaking more quietly. Grant turned up the volume on his phone, watched the video, listening hard.

         
         “I talked to you before,” Alec Wood was saying. “You said you were FBI. Well, I called the FBI’s Boston office, and they never
            heard of you. Let me see your ID.”
         

         
         “We’re not FBI,” the younger man said. “We’re government intelligence.”

         
         “What are we talking about, CIA? NSA?”

         
         Berzin said something Grant couldn’t make out. He heard only “need-to-know.”

         
         “I want to see your credentials, or you’re going to have to leave my town.”

         
         “Right here,” the driver said, his hand out, holding some kind of paper.

         
         In the video feed, Grant watched Alec approach the driver. He looked visibly suspicious, a hand on his weapon. “Your vehicle
            is a rental. I can see the barcode sticker on the windshield.” Alec said something about running the license plate, then pulled
            out his weapon and aimed it at the two men.
         

         
         There was a sudden loud pock. Grant watched on his phone as Alec jerked sideways and then crumpled to the driveway, blood seeping from a wound in his
            chest into the gravel around him.
         

         
         Grant gasped, his heart racing. His fingers suddenly shaking, he fumbled with his phone, accidentally dropped it. Picked it
            up again, increased the volume on the video feed. He watched as Berzin looked down at Alec’s body for a moment and then ran
            back to his own vehicle, followed by his colleague.
         

         
         Grant heard the two men’s voices indistinctly. He dropped his phone onto the truck’s front passenger seat, shifted out of
            Park into Drive, and hit the gas.
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         Grant pulled the truck back onto the narrow, barely two-lane country road, taking care not to accelerate too loudly so the
            Russians wouldn’t hear him passing.
         

         
         He headed for Route 16, a north-south state highway running from New Hampshire’s seacoast to the White Mountains. He chose
            north for no reason other than because the farther north you went, the more small or unmarked roads there were, and the easier
            it was to lose someone.
         

         
         As he drove, he hit Sarah’s number on his phone. It rang five times before she answered.

         
         “What’s up?” she said abruptly. She knew that if he called her at school, it would have to be something important.

         
         “Where are you?” Grant asked.

         
         “At school. Classes are over. I’m using the photocopier. Everything okay?”

         
         “Don’t go home,” he said. He needed to project a tone of calm, suppress the fear in his voice. He had to keep her on board,
            get her to do what he asked, to understand the urgency. “I want you to call your aunt Tilda and ask if you can visit her for
            a while. Okay? Don’t go home. Everything you need you can get later. Just do not go home, you hear me? Or to my house.” Her apartment was on the second floor of a wooden triple-decker a few blocks from
            the Starlite Diner.
         

         
         “What? Why—?” Her voice sounded frantic.
         

         
         “Remember I told you one day I might have to leave suddenly? Well, this is that day. You—”

         
         “If you don’t tell me why—” She sounded panicked now.

         
         He interrupted her, speaking as calmly as he could. “Some bad people are after me, and I don’t want them going after you.
            If you go home, they’re going to take you hostage, or worse.”
         

         
         “Hostage? What are you talking about?”
         

         
         “Sarah, these are—I know this is freaking you out, but I just need you to trust me.”

         
         “Grant—”

         
         “I know you have a bunch of questions, but this isn’t the time.” He found himself short of breath.

         
         “Grant, you’re scaring the hell out of me!”

         
         “Here’s what I need you to do—”

         
         She started talking, but he cut her off. He wondered if she could hear the fear in his voice. He tried to sound firm, composed,
            resolved: “Listen to me, okay? Do you have the burner phone I gave you?”
         

         
         “It’s in my car.”

         
         “Good. Grab it and turn it on. From now on, I’ll call you on that number. Not your iPhone. Okay? Turn off your iPhone, and
            keep it off. They can use it to track you down.”
         

         
         “Who, Grant? Who’s going to track me down?”
         

         
         “No one. Not if you listen to me, do what I say.” In the truck’s rearview mirror, he saw the black Tahoe loom into sight.
            He felt a jolt, a surge of adrenaline. To Sarah, he said, “Go to Tilda’s. We’ll talk soon. You just need to get a move on.
            Now!” He hit the red button to end the call.
         

         
         Now he wasn’t sure where he was going; he knew only that he had to escape these guys.

         
         But he couldn’t go to the police station in town. That he knew for sure. How could he explain who he was after they’d run
            his name through their records? Would they take him into custody? Probably.
         

         
         That was obviously out.

         
         Behind him, the Tahoe was closer. He had to outrun them, elude them. The Tahoe was fast, faster than his truck, a five-year-old
            Ford F-150 Raptor he’d bought used last year. But the Raptor had almost twice the horsepower of his pursuers’ car. He’d bought
            it not for speed but to tow commercial fishing boats.
         

         
         All this meant he wasn’t going to be able to easily outrun his enemies.

         
         And the guys in the Tahoe were armed, he knew. He wasn’t. That was the simple, terrifying fact.

         
         The only advantage he had was that he knew the roads around here and they didn’t.

         
         When he came upon U.S. Route 302, a spur off NH 16, he took it, heading west.

         
         The Tahoe, wherever it was, was far behind him.

         
         Route 302 was a two-lane road that, at this time of the year, boasted dazzling foliage. On either side were steel guardrails. He glanced in the rearview: he seemed to have lost the black Tahoe. He allowed himself a moment of relief; he let out a long breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. 

         
         Every once in a while, a Tahoe would pass by, heading east, and his breath would catch. But it would not be a black Tahoe
            driven by a completely bald man. It would be a different color, with a different driver.
         

         
         Now he knew which way he’d go. He’d take 302 toward the town of Hart’s Location, and then take Sawyer River Road, which cut
            through White Mountain National Forest. There was something about the woods of New Hampshire that felt protective, safe.
         

         
         He glanced in the mirror again. He was so far ahead of the Tahoe by now that they wouldn’t be able to tell where he’d turned
            off the highway. And not being New Hampshire natives, they’d have no idea he’d driven into the forest. It wouldn’t occur to them.
         

         
         A few thousand feet later, he saw the sign for Hart’s Location and abruptly took the left turn.

         
         Now he was on Sawyer River Road, a narrow two-lane road that sliced through the Pemigewasset Wilderness recreation area. Tall
            old-growth trees lined both sides of the road. As he drove, he continued checking his rearview. No black Tahoes. As far as
            he could see, his was the only vehicle on the road.
         

         
         Grant noticed there were no cars parked alongside the road. Odd, he thought. Hikers usually parked along this stretch of Sawyer River Road before entering the forest.
         

         
         He kept going. The road twisted and degraded until it was nothing more than a wide dirt trail. And then, suddenly, he came
            upon a gate blocking the road. A sign on it read, road closed.
         

         
         The road had evidently washed out.

         
         For a moment he paused, foot on the brake, trying to decide what to do next.

         
         If he turned around and headed back to 302, he’d either run into the oncoming Tahoe or be spotted by them. And this time,
            they’d use their weapons.
         

         
         He was trapped.
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         The sign said the road was closed, but he could easily drive around the gate and take the degraded road, for a while, anyway.
            He peered ahead. In the near distance, he saw downed trees and tree limbs. But that seemed like the only feasible option:
            driving through the woods.
         

         
         The other option, turning around and heading back to 302, would be suicide.

         
         He pulled the truck around the gate, off road and into the forest’s edge, driving over shrubs and tall grasses, until he reached
            the beginning of the forest: a row of trees that grew close together. Too close. There was no getting through. Directly in
            front of him was a cluster of small boulders blocking what seemed to be the only way to get the truck into the forest and
            hidden out of sight of his pursuers. The thick woods would help him conceal the vehicle, but he had to get through this perimeter.
         

         
         He put the Ford into 4 Low and rolled slowly toward the smallest of the boulders. He tried crawling the truck over the boulder,
            but there wasn’t enough traction to get him over it.
         

         
         He backed down, and then put the truck back into Drive, using momentum to help carry him up and over the top of the boulder.
            He heard something rip off the right side of the Ford with a metallic crunch, but he kept going. He’d reached the top of the
            boulder and found that his tires were spinning but the truck wasn’t moving forward.
         

         
         Gently, slowly, he hit the gas pedal. He started to move, and soon his tires gripped and took him over the boulder.

         
         He could see Sawyer River Road from here, which meant his truck could be seen from the road. Straight ahead of him was more
            stone, bordering the rocky bed of a dried-up stream. These boulders were smaller, and the truck clambered over them and into
            the streambed. The clamber destroyed the Ford’s undercarriage, but at least the truck wouldn’t be seen from the road now.
         

         
         Then he heard a popping sound, and the truck engine shuddered.

         
         Soon he was out of the streambed, but the steering wheel felt loose suddenly. It shook and vibrated. Also, the brake light on his dashboard was now illuminated. Something had happened to the brakes. Maybe a rock had snagged one of the brake lines. Maybe the truck was leaking brake fluid. 

         
         But at least now he was able to drive straight through the woods. Scraping between trees, threading the needle, he was soon
            deep enough into the forest that he wouldn’t be spotted.
         

         
         He noticed suddenly that he was going steeply downhill. He braked to slow the descent, the steering wheel continuing to wobble,
            but the brake light hadn’t lied: something was wrong with his brakes.
         

         
         The vehicle wasn’t stopping. It was accelerating.

         
         And as he jammed on the brake pedal, he realized too late that only the back brakes were dead. His front brakes were still
            working.
         

         
         The truck lurched, and he was thrown forward against the dashboard.

         
         He felt like he was tumbling in a giant washing machine. For a split second, he floated in midair. The truck tumbled end over
            end, back end over front. It was terrifying. He heard the crunch of metal and the shattering of glass, and he was thrown forward
            again. The world spun. He was upside down, right side up. Objects from the front seat and the back seat went flying; something
            hard hit him in the chest, and he was nearly deafened by the sounds of the crash.
         

         
         For an instant, he must have been knocked unconscious. When he came to, he found himself hanging upside down by his seat belt.
            But he was alive, and he didn’t think he’d broken anything. His heart pounded in his chest, and his ears rang.
         

         
         It took him a minute to orient himself, to figure out where the ground was. He yanked the seat belt open and dropped down
            onto the Ford’s ceiling. Now it felt like he’d hurt something. He pulled the handle on the nearest door. It wouldn’t open.
            He yanked again, kicked the door with his foot, but it didn’t move. He tried the passenger-side door, but that one wouldn’t
            open, either. He smelled gasoline. The engine was still on, he fumbled for his keys in his right front pocket and remembered
            he didn’t need a key to shut off the engine. He pressed the ignition button.
         

         
         But the engine wouldn’t shut off. He felt a rising panic, then realized the truck was still in Drive. Finally, he managed
            to pull the gear shift handle toward himself and get the vehicle into Park.
         

         
         The Ford’s engine shuddered and stopped. But he was stuck inside the cab, the odor of gasoline growing stronger. He had to get the hell out of there. 

         
         He kicked at the smashed front windshield again and again, leaving a jagged opening, but the shattered safety glass was held
            in place by a plastic film of some kind. With his bootheel, he stomped on the windshield again, tearing a larger opening.
            He crawled through it and tumbled to the ground.
         

         
         Steam rose from the hood of the upside-down truck, then black smoke and the acrid, burnt-plastic stench of something electric.

         
         He sprang away, running through the dense trees. Then he remembered that he had left the go-bag in the backseat of the truck’s
            cab.
         

         
         He returned to the truck, crawled in through the hole in the shattered windshield and into the cab, his feet landing on the
            ceiling. The smoke was now pluming from the engine, and he saw flames licking upward around the Ford’s upside-down hood.
         

         
         Get the hell out of here.

         
         It’s about to explode.

         
         There it was, the black duffel bag. It lay on the ceiling’s white vinyl headliner. “Come on!” he shouted to himself. Grabbing
            the duffel, he propelled himself back through the opening in the windshield and crawled out onto the beaten earth of the forest
            floor.
         

         
         Was there anything else in there he needed? Nothing important. He backed away from the wreck, which was still giving off dark
            thick smoke, the fire under the hood growing stronger. He choked on the fumes from the burning gasoline, stronger now. His
            head throbbed.
         

         
         He turned and ran away from the flaming carcass. When he was only a few hundred feet away, the Ford finally exploded with
            an immense orange flash, an ear-splitting blast, a torrent of black smoke, a great ball of fire.
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         Until the moment he laid eyes on Tatyana, Paul had been dreading the evening. His employer, Aquinnah Capital, had bought a
            table at the charity gala, and as one of the company’s star analysts, Paul had to attend. There were enough of these kinds
            of obligatory functions that he’d finally bought a tuxedo from Brooks Brothers a few months earlier. But wearing the monkey
            suit was a hassle. He was rusty on tying bow ties. Also, enduring a long evening of speeches about whomever they were celebrating—that
            took patience.
         

         
         Paul and a couple of fellow analysts from Aquinnah were standing around a small round table drinking and trying to talk over
            the crowd noise when he noticed her. She appeared to be one of the catering staff, dressed in their uniform of black trousers
            and white shirt. She was behind the bar, grabbing a couple of freshly poured champagne flutes from the bartender.
         

         
         Paul intercepted her on her way back into the crowd of partygoers. “Those spoken for?” he asked.

         
         She smiled as she held out the tray and let him take a few of the six flutes. Hers was a winning smile, an open face. “Enjoy.”
            She was in her twenties, had blue eyes and long dark lashes. Dark blonde hair pulled back in a tight ponytail. A slim waist
            and long legs. Stiletto heels. She wasn’t conventionally beautiful, but she was cute. Something about her—her gracefulness,
            maybe, or her self-confidence or the directness of her smile—or maybe all the above—appealed to him. She was a breath of fresh
            air in a stuffy room. He felt the spark of attraction.
         

         
         “Champagne any good?” he asked, hoping he sounded more laid-back than he felt in the moment.

         
         “It’s not Dom Perignon, put it that way.” She smiled, slightly amused. She had the barest trace of an accent that he couldn’t
            quite place.
         

         
         He grinned. “But not swill, either.”

         
         “Of course not. Not here.”

         
         He nodded, looking around the magnificent, strikingly lit Great Hall and Balcony of the Met, both crowded with people in tuxes and ball gowns, before turning back to the young woman’s very attractive eyes. “So,” he said. “Long night, huh?” 

         
         “Umm. It’s okay, I guess?” She said this with a quizzical shrug.

         
         This was her job, no big deal—she was used to it. She’d probably worked far more of these dull charity events than he could
            imagine.
         

         
         “And are the guests generally well behaved tonight?” he asked.

         
         “All but you.” That open smile again. “Excuse me.”

         
         Later in the evening, on the way to the bathroom, he caught a glimpse of this same woman outside, smoking a cigarette and
            looking at her phone. He reversed direction and stepped outdoors—a crisp, cool fall evening—toward her.
         

         
         “Could you spare a cigarette?” he asked. She looked up slowly, her face then registering recognition.

         
         “Sure,” she said, handing him her pack. She watched as he fumbled to extract a cigarette, then flicked a lighter in his direction.
            He leaned in, lit up—and immediately started coughing.
         

         
         She smiled. “You don’t smoke, do you?”

         
         “Candidly, I do not,” he managed to admit when he’d recovered. “Thought I’d be better at faking it.”

         
         She laughed. “What’s your name?”

         
         “Paul Brightman. You?”

         
         “Tatyana Belkin.”

         
         “Pretty name. Russian?”

         
         “Right.”

         
         “When’s your night off, Tatyana?” There was something vaguely mysterious about her, more than just her Russian name and that
            hint of an accent. Maybe the way she held her cigarette, with one hand supporting her right elbow, like in an old black-and-white
            movie. With her long neck and her long waist, she was as graceful as a swan.
         

         
         “My night off?”

         
         “Mozhet poobyedaem vmeste?” Paul said. Meaning: “Can we have dinner together sometime?” In college, he’d taken two years of Russian.
         

         
         She widened her eyes, smiled delightedly. “Tak vy govorite po-russki?” So you speak Russian?
         

         
         “A little bit,” Paul conceded in English.

         
         He asked her for her phone number. She asked for his cell, entered the digits. She started to hand his phone back, then stopped.

         
         “Actually, how about tonight?” she asked, placing her hand on his forearm. “I know a great place.”

         
         “Tonight? When?”

         
         “How about now?”

         
         “They won’t fire you?”

         
         She laughed. “I think you have the wrong idea about me. Shall we go?”

         
          

         It wasn’t until their second drink at the Hole in One, a dive bar in Hell’s Kitchen with a good jukebox, that Paul asked her
            how she liked catering, and he figured out the truth. Tatyana hadn’t been working the charity gala but, rather, attending as the guest of a friend. The white shirt he’d mistaken for cater waiter garb had
            been, she told him, a blouse from Nili Lotan, a designer she wore a lot.
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” he said. “I saw the white shirt, and I assumed . . .”

         
         She laughed. “I guarantee you that none of the staff were wearing Nili Lotan.” She seemed charmed when he admitted he didn’t
            know anything about fashion.
         

         
         She didn’t seem offended; she thought it was hilarious.

         
         “So why do you speak Russian?” she asked.

         
         “Language requirement in college.”

         
         “But why Russian?”
         

         
         “Well, I heard it was easier than Japanese or Chinese or Arabic. Plus, one of my friends told me it would look good on my
            résumé.”
         

         
         She looked dubious, took another sip of rosé.

         
         Paul continued: “When you tell people in an interview you took Russian, you see, it shows you accept a challenge and you’re
            willing to take the unconventional path.” He smiled, acknowledging the bullshit. “Were you born in Russia?”
         

         
         She nodded, her mouth full of pizza. She swallowed. “But I came here as a little kid, around six.” She shrugged, seeming to
            signal that she was bored with the topic, didn’t want to talk about it.
         

         
         “That’s why your English is so good. Do you speak Russian with your family?”

         
         She nodded. “So where do you work? For some hedge fund?”

         
         “Aquinnah Capital. Bernie Kovan’s company.”

         
         “I don’t know anything about hedge funds. Aquinnah?

         
         “Bernie named it after his Martha’s Vineyard house.”

         
         “You like the work?”

         
         “I do.”

         
         “You like the money, too,” she said with a knowing smile. “It’s how you men keep score.”

         
         “Not me. To me, it means safety. I grew up with a lot of financial insecurity.” He was by now mildly drunk. “My dad lost job
            after job. We didn’t have much money.”
         

         
         “So now you’re careful with money, right?”

         
         “I make good money, but I’m pretty frugal, yeah. So I never have to worry about it.”

         
         “Did you deliver papers as a kid? Riding around the neighborhood, tossing the paper onto the porch, all that?”

         
         “I mowed lawns. Made a business of it. Hired my friends as subcontractors. I got the business and a piece of each job.”

         
         “How old were you?”

         
         “Fourteen, fifteen. Another round?”
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         Researching the pluses and minuses of the various companies that Aquinnah Capital was considering investing in was one of
            Paul’s strengths and, he admitted to himself, a source of pride. He knew how to dig deep.
         

         
         So it was second nature for him to google “Tatyana Belkin” the morning after their first date—and it surprised him to come
            up empty. She didn’t pop up in any web searches; there was a concert pianist in Australia with the same name, but she looked
            nothing like the lovely woman he’d shared cocktails with the night before.
         

         
         She’d told him she was a photographer, that was her main thing; the fact that she had no web presence just added to her mystery.
            His mother had been a painter. In the few memories he had of his mother, she was either lost in a painting or sitting down
            at the supper table with paint-splotched hands.
         

         
         The next day was Saturday. In the afternoon, he texted her. Great to meet you, Tatyana. Any chance for dinner Sun. night? Saturday night seemed too soon, too presumptuous. Sunday night was already pretty aggressive. He wasn’t exactly playing it
            cool.
         

         
         Three gray dots bubbled for almost a minute, but her reply was brief. Can’t Sunday—family dinner. How’s Monday?

         
         Family dinner? Did that mean her family lived close by? Monday was a work night, but he’d gladly sacrifice a few hours of
            sleep to see her again. On Tuesday morning, he’d be guzzling coffee and Red Bull, and that was okay.
         

         
         He answered right away: Monday’s great.
         

         
         He thought quickly about where they might go. Right away he ruled out the over-the-top, pricey restaurants in the class of
            Daniel and Per Se and Jean-Georges. She was a (no doubt struggling) photographer, and he worked at a hedge fund, so that would
            be just showing off his relative wealth to her. He had colleagues who liked to do that, thinking that displaying their wealth
            made them more attractive. He could tell she wasn’t into that scene, anyway.
         

         
         She lived in the East Village, so he suggested a place around there, an intimate, unpretentious French bistro.

         
         She replied: Hmmm . . . Let’s go to Axepert.
         

         
         He replied: Sure.
         

         
         Then he looked it up. It was a bar in Tribeca where you could throw axes. He was beginning to like her more and more.

         
          

         Axepert was also Viking-themed, an industrial space with skulls and roses on the walls and a neon sign that read, i’m a fighter & a lover. Their Manhattans were served in skull glasses.
         

         
         She turned out to be good at the axe throwing—better at it, in fact, than Paul was. She had great form and several times hit
            the bull’s-eye.
         

         
         “You’ve done this before,” Paul said.

         
         She shrugged, smiled. “Practice makes perfect.” She wore straight dark jeans and white Golden Goose sneakers—he recognized
            the big gold star—and a loose-fitting ecru sweatshirt with an Isabel Marant logo on the front. Her blonde hair was down.
         

         
         She wanted to keep score. It occurred to him only after they arrived that maybe it wasn’t such a good idea to combine axe
            throwing with alcohol consumption, but he kept his opinion to himself.
         

         
         She won.

         
         Later, while they snacked on flatbread pizzas and a second round of Manhattans, he asked, “How was your family dinner last
            night?”
         

         
         Another shrug. “Like always. Every Sunday night we have dinner.”

         
         “Wow, that’s—wow. Every Sunday night. I can’t imagine.”

         
         “You’re not close with your family?”

         
         “I don’t have a family. No brothers or sisters, and my mom’s dead.”

         
         “And your father?”

         
         “He’s crazy.”

         
         “Literally crazy?”

         
         “He rejects modern society. He lives in the woods somewhere.”

         
         “You don’t know where?”

         
         “I haven’t talked to him in like twenty years.”

         
         “And I thought my family was strange.” She laughed. “A great Russian writer once said that all unhappy families are different
            in their own way.”
         

         
         “I even read that one. I remember something about railroad tracks.”

         
         “Spoiler alert.”

         
         “So is yours one of those unhappy families?”

         
         She shook her head. “I was kidding. I’d say it’s complicated.” She fell silent, and he couldn’t decide whether to pursue the
            subject. Instead, he said, “So you’re a photographer?”
         

         
         She nodded. Gave a little embarrassed smile.

         
         “You don’t have a website.”

         
         “I know.” She moaned. “I need to put one up, like, yesterday.”
         

         
         “Love to see your work.”

         
         “I’m having a show in a couple months, at the Argold Gallery.”

         
         “Really?” So she was serious, not a dilettante. “What do you take pictures of?”

         
         She looked kind of uncomfortable. “I—I guess you’d call me a street photographer.”

         
         “Like Cartier-Bresson or Robert Frank? Or Weegee?”

         
         “Oh,” she said with a relieved smile. “You know photography?”

         
         “Some. What kind of stuff do you do?”

         
         “You just have to see it. I’m not good at describing it.”

         
         “Try.”

         
         “I’m so not good at that.”

         
         “My mother was an artist. A painter. I know how hard it is to articulate what you’re trying to do in your art. So try me.”

         
         “She was? What kind of art?”

         
         “Now, that’s hard to describe, too. She painted the woods, the trees around our house in Washington State. But not in a photorealist
            way. In between abstraction and representation. She incorporated real twigs and grasses and flowers into her work. Fairy roses
            that bled pink. Strokes of bright colors. They were bold and happy paintings. Colorful and joyous, very emotional. Which was
            weird.”
         

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Because she led an unhappy life. Oppressed and stressed by my father. A very unhappy woman. Anyway.” Paul realized he was
            getting too deep too fast, and he changed direction. “Back to your work.”
         

         
         “Is she still painting, your mother?”

         
         “No, she died when I was a teenager.”

         
         “That’s terrible! What happened?”

         
         Paul shrugged
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