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“We sometimes encounter people, even perfect strangers, who begin to interest us at first sight, somehow suddenly, all at once, before a word has been spoken.”


~Fyodor Dostoevsky, Crime and Punishment








Part I


Legato




Chapter 1


1 August 2010. 11:44pm. Downtown Boston.


Anna headed the investigation that led to the arrest of two Arabs plotting to set off a car bomb in Times Square. The third one got away. That was a couple days ago, Providence, Rhode Island. She was back in Boston now, the first night off in two weeks, and she wanted one beer and then sex, but Klein had been gone for nearly a month. Klein—her friend with benefits. And that was it. No phone calls or e-mails asking how she was doing. Nobody making a mess in her apartment while she was at work. And nobody nagging her to open up and talk about her feelings and a relationship and work and the prospect of kids and a house. She didn’t have room in her life for that. But, she did need sex once in a while, a warm body, not her own hand.


The Green Dragon Tavern was busy, and Anna ordered Sam Adams Boston Ale and watched the waitress, a blonde college girl who didn’t look like she belonged to a sorority, take her time getting to the bar. In the seven minutes it took the girl to give the bartender the order, wait on another table, retrieve Anna’s beer, and take her time getting back, two men had approached Anna and asked to buy her a drink. One a fraternity guy that she ignored until he went away, and another, a guy in his thirties wearing a suit he’d probably bought at Kohl’s, with a circular indention on his ring finger. She pretended not to notice and told him to sit down. Guys like this didn’t ask many questions, didn’t stick around long, and they weren’t the kind of guys she had to worry about shooting her with her own gun because they found being handcuffed to the bedrail kinky. She needed someone tonight. A stranger. Not often, but tonight was one of those nights.


“So how long have you been—”


“Let’s just keep it light on the talk this go ‘round. Okay?” Anna said.


He smiled and sipped his gin and tonic.


The waitress put her ale on a coaster, and Anna said, “His tab,” nodding her head once.


Anna picked up the frosted glass and put it to her mouth. The first mouthful was always her favorite because it washed the stress of the day down the drain that was her throat. The creamy foam was thick like meringue, a Czech pour, bubbles sizzling as her upper lip found the coppery ale, and she took in that first mildly bitter mouthful, then pushed out her cheeks, letting the thick ale floss her teeth before swallowing slowly. A citrusy aftertaste filled her mouth when she exhaled, clean and clear. Before the glass found the coaster, Anna’s Blackberry rang.


“Murphy’s fucking law,” she whispered.


It was her SSA, of course, his name on the caller ID ensuring that she’d be getting anything but sex tonight. Something had just happened or else he wouldn’t have ordered her back to the office. God damn it.


“I have to go,” she said, slipping a ten-dollar bill on the table next to her nearly full glass of disappointed beer.


Mouth agape for a moment, the man said, “You don’t have to—”


“Maybe some other time,” she said on her way out, not looking back to see his reaction.


Keeping with the Blue Line Rule she kept her Bucar at the office a few blocks away, so she jogged down the alley, part red brick, part stone brick, and part concrete slab, to Union Street, the dark deciduous trees and towering glass rectangles of the New England Holocaust Memorial separating the narrow alleys of bars and restaurants from the brutalist city-hall building that seemed to cast its grey eyes over the people just across the avenue. And she kept jogging, through City Hall Plaza to Cambridge Street, where the semi-circular Government Center building followed the curve of Cambridge Street, cupping the Supreme Court building, the attorney general’s office, and the State House, its symbolic golden dome barely visible from street level. At the northern section of Government Center, where the FBI field office was located, Anna stopped and, for the first time tonight, felt the autumn-like chill in the night air, the thin veil of sweat on her skin capturing every shift in the breeze.


“Your stuff’s in the SUV,” said her partner, Jonathan Meeks.


Other FBI agents were waiting for her, each wearing a bulletproof vest. Without speaking, they got into three black Chevy Suburbans and headed down Cambridge Street. She sat in the back of the second SUV with Meeks.


“We just got a big tip from one of our CHS’s,” said Meeks, handing Anna her vest. “Mahmoud Aziz surfaced near Watertown. We have positive ID. We need to take him quickly and quietly.”


“You sound like you’re on a TV show.” She slipped on her vest. “Is Rafferty still watching Aziz’s house?” asked Anna.


“Yeah, but we don’t think he’s going there.”


Anna had been working the Aziz case for two months now. Aziz’s two partners, the ones she’d helped arrest in Providence, had not given up their partner, the bastard Anna thought was the mastermind behind this small group’s plot, so his surfacing in Boston so soon afterwards was a blessing in her eyes. Another case closed after tonight.


“I think DeLaurent has his eyes on you for the supervisor job,” said Meeks.


Anna rubbed the back of her teeth with her tongue, staring out the window at her city.


“I overheard him on the STE phone this morning talking about your role in the Russian spy case.”


“You had a pretty big role in that case, too,” she said, her laconic gaze on him now.


“You didn’t write the AAR,” he said, then looked down toward the dark floorboard.


“God dammit, Jonathan,” she whispered through gritted teeth. You better not have fucked this up. “What’d you put in the report?”


“There’s a copy on your desk.”


“If I’m going to get supervisor,” she whispered, “I want it based on the truth. And you did just as much as I did on that case.”


“It’s the biggest spy case since the end of the Cold War.”


“Jonathan—”


“Look, your instincts were right. If you weren’t part of that team, they might not have been caught.”


She turned her head back to the window. Beyond copious mature trees along the bank, she gazed at lights from MIT campus reflecting off the black Charles River, and it gave her mind ease. She wasn’t going to argue with him. She had to focus on Aziz and make sure that he would not escape again.


They sat in silence until the Suburbans stopped one block down from Waverly Street. They got out; the drivers stayed, vehicles running.


SSA Perkins, whose approaching retirement had opened up the supervisor position, said, “Aziz is inside 6695, that blue and white house on the right, just before the Stop sign. Surveillance shows two entry/exit points, front and back. Ariah’s team will cover the back. Stern, Meeks, your group the front.”


Ariah’s team got back in the SUV and drove toward their drop off point. Perkins got in the other SUV.


And so they went. Four FBI agents, guns drawn, approached the blue and white house. What they didn’t anticipate was Aziz exiting the house the moment they reached the edge of the front yard. The son of a bitch saw them immediately and dashed back inside and slammed the door behind him.


It was for this reason that Anna felt Meeks should get the promotion to supervisor. Not only was he tall and muscular, but when missions strayed from the plan, he took charge. His deep voice demanded attention and compliance, which it always got. His face, covered in a short and rugged carpet under a bald head, was like iron, a boxer’s chin and deep-set eyes. His Glock 23 looked like a child’s toy in his hands. Too bad agents weren’t authorized to carry a .44 Magnum, it’d certainly be more fitting.


When Anna was in charge, as was the case in Providence, something bad always seemed to happen, which put them in this position tonight. If she had covered all the bases, Aziz would not have gotten away, she would be a beer closer to sex, and the case would be closed. The others, especially Meeks, didn’t seem to notice.


One gunshot from inside the house!


“Active shooter,” called Anna through the walkie-talkie.


Now two…three!


The four agents scattered, taking cover behind large elm trees nearest them.


Rear team was in front of them a few seconds later, the SUVs bumper to bumper at the edge of the front yard to give them cover; the drivers got out, one with a shotgun and the other an MP5.


“It’s all inside,” yelled Anna. She and the others took cover behind the SUVs. “We need to make sure there’s not an alternative way out of that place. That’s how the son of a bitch escaped in Providence.” He’d escaped through a tunnel that they had no way of knowing about. She wished arresting Aziz would be as easy as arresting the Russians had been. They hadn’t put up a fight. They’d hardly changed facial expressions when she told the ‘married’ couple to face the wall and that they were under arrest. They hadn’t spoken. They hadn’t had any weapons. They’d only sent shock through the minds of their neighbors that had “known them for years” and “thought they were great friends.”


“Ariah’s team is covering the door,” said Meeks to Anna. “Blinds are all down in back.”


Anna heard Perkins in her earpiece, “Rear team, hold your position.”


Glass breaking. The sound of shards dribbling down the porch roof was like a car driving over gravel.


Gunshots.


The lead Suburban’s windshield took the brunt of the damage, its dashboard the rest.


Anna knelt down quickly as Meeks yelled, “Which window is it coming from?”


“Top left,” said Anna.


Meeks told the others to stay down as the gunman fired an automatic weapon from the house again. Sledgehammer bullets attacked the SUV like a snare drum.


Anna’s earpiece: Perkins was calling in SWAT.


“Fuck, Anna,” said Meeks, “you’re bleeding. Get against the door.”


Anna looked down at her vest, checked her legs. “What?”


Meeks had taken the first-aid kit from his vest, ripped open a gauze packet, and, keeping his eyes forward toward the blue and white house, gun in one hand, covered the seeping wound on Anna’s neck.


“Oh, fuck!” Anna flung her free hand up toward her neck, where Meeks was applying pressure with the gauze. She hadn’t felt anything until now—a dull ache pulsed in her neck and her heart felt like it was being chiseled out of her chest. She pulled her hand away and let him help her.


“How bad is it?”


“Probably just a graze,” said Meeks.


More gunshots.


She nodded. “I’m fine, Johnnie. Thanks. I got it.”


Meeks let go of her neck. The cotton stayed in place, soaking up more of his partner’s blood. He grabbed two more packs of gauze, tore them open with his teeth, and pushed the cotton squares over the blood-soaked gauze.


She could hear the Glocks and the MP5 returning fire, then the SUV was hit by four more rounds.


Anna stared up at Meeks, his lips drawn, teeth clenched. She hadn’t seen this expression on his face before. She knew that he—


Anna’s gaze shifted to the silhouette of a man appearing in the upstairs window of the neighboring house behind Meeks. She saw the gunman take quick aim, yelled, “Get down,” as she reached to jerk Meeks to the side, her other hand raising to fire her gun. As she yanked the side of his vest, .357 Magnum shells exploded, three of them. She had gotten off one shot before being blinded by sudden flecks of Meeks’ blood stabbing her eyes, and then two thuds to her chest knocked the wind out of her. Her head jerked back and hit the metal door, then she fell forward, her head cradled in a convulsing pillow that was Meeks’ hand, most of his body falling on top of her as they fell to the ground. Eyes clasped shut, she tried to gasp for air, but nothing happened. Her body acted as if it was submerged in water and knew better than to inhale. She kept bending her left leg and then straightening it spasmodically, but the pain was still dull. Her left-hand fingers were digging into the thin grass, damp soil packing underneath her unpolished nails as she tried getting out from under Meeks, her Glock still firmly in her right hand.


She felt Meeks’ body start to convulse as she continued trying to take in air and yell the word shooter, but nothing happened. She and Meeks were going to die because of her inability to react more quickly, she thought; letting Aziz escape in Providence and now not being able to get her breath.


More gunfire from Aziz. Metal deforming and embedding.


On her eighth try, her body finally accepted a lungful of air, and she was able to roll Meeks onto his back. She gasped noisily, yelled, “Second shooter!”, and cleared her eyes with her left sleeve while taking aim at the now empty window.


In her periphery, she saw Meeks’ convulsions. Trying to move, pain knifed its way from her neck to her ear, and she fell back against the SUV door, mouth gaping, eyes taking in bleary constellations, but she kept her gun raised and ready, even if she couldn’t see.


“Sec…” she tried to say again, but coughing filled her throat. She could hear the faint sound of sirens interrupted with more gunfire.


Another thud, this time her left shoulder. She yelped in pain. Another bullet hit her left arm. She knew that she was going to die tonight, on this fucking lawn by this fucking asshole helping a terrorist that she shouldn’t have let get away in Providence.


Before her right hand could cover any wound, she felt her body being pulled closer toward the other Suburban, arm burning just above her elbow where the bullet had struck, the sensation like boiling oil on her skin. She willed herself to stay conscious as her warm blood soaked her shirt underneath her vest. To close her eyes would be to give up on Meeks, to give up on capturing or killing Aziz, and, most of all, to give up on life. Closing her eyes would be the last physical movement her living body would make that night. And she couldn’t fail at that, too.


Sirens closer.


Gunfire. More gunfire.


The pain in Anna’s shoulder and arm grew numb as her eyelids became heavy. She wanted to close her eyes so badly, but knew that she had to stay conscious. That god damn terrorist was not going to win. The Russians had been easy. Aziz’s partners had even gone quite easily. But not Aziz. Like a cornered animal, he had something—


“We got ‘em,” yelled the agent that had pulled her to the SUV.


She tried to focus on the agent’s face, but it was blurry. His voice sounded familiar, but she didn’t know if he had said ‘got them’ or ‘got him’. All she was certain of was the pungent stink of gunpowder burning in her nostrils, the constant draft of cold, dry air hitting the right side of her face from underneath the Suburban, and her failure tonight.


Wigwags flashed now like an obscene disco ball.


She stared up at her blurry world with a numb body. Her lips were dry.


“You’re going to be okay.”


“Meeks,” she mumbled repeatedly, sounding more like she was repeating “ks” as more figures approached.


“You’re going to be okay.”


She couldn’t move. Could hardly swallow. Is this what it felt like to be paralyzed?


Two figures in white shirts knelt down beside her. She thought they were asking her questions, but their voices sounded more like someone plucking cello strings. And she, “ks, ks, ks…”


As they strapped her to the backboard, she fought to keep her eyes open. As they lifted her up and placed her on the stretcher, she thought about what Meeks had done to the report he’d turned in covering the Russian spy arrests a few months ago. How she knew he loved her. She felt the stretcher rise, the sound of clanking and clasping metal locking into place. The thud of the stretcher as her bleeding, limp body was slid into the ambulance. She wanted to cry. Anna closed her eyes.




Chapter 2


The news about Matthew Rebeck’s death hadn’t caused a stir in the Boston suburb of Dedham except inside 221 Tremaine, where Kate Rebeck found a blue sedan parked in front of her house and two army officers standing on her doorstep. She’d invited them inside, and one told her that her husband had been killed by an IED. The chaplain was kind enough to define it as a roadside bomb. She had been asked to fly to Dover Air Force Base in Delaware to receive the body. They’d spoken slowly and handed Kate a tissue when it was obvious that she was content to let her mascara and tears fall in black drops to her black skirt.


What Kate hadn’t known those two months ago was that her teenage daughter, Lilly, had been standing by the doorway in the other room, listening in on the conversation. When Lilly heard the part about her father being killed in Afghanistan, she retreated to her bedroom. The day had been bright and sunny and cool. There were still no clouds in the sky today, Lilly noticed, gazing out her second-floor window. And her mother hadn’t tried talking to her about her father yet—two months, and hardly a word about anything.


Lilly felt obligated to cry today, but her body wouldn’t respond. She peered around the room, looking for something sentimental that might jerk a tear from her dry eyes—bare dresser, made bed, a music stand, her violin case, her backpack, her desk, a few Van Gogh and Monet posters on the wall— nothing brought her to mimic her mother’s weeping. She loved her father, but it just…just didn’t seem real. When he left, he told her that he’d see her next year, and she had prepared herself to be without a father for a full year, and that time was seven months away…nine months when those soldiers had visited to tell her mother that she was a widow. These feelings—or lack of feelings—scared her. Lilly was old enough to know that a child should cry if a parent died. To not cry probably meant that something was wrong with her, like all those sociopaths on her mom’s favorite show—Criminal Minds. It probably meant that she should see a therapist and start taking one of those pills that filled up the commercial time between scenes of those TV sociopaths killing someone or the theories of how a victimized woman or abused child would cope with their post-traumatic stress. At least that’s what her music teacher, Mr. Thompson, would say, she thought. To fill up that commercial time with anything less depressing would be downright criminal. But he was a conspiracy theorist when not at his day job.


Lilly had heard movement downstairs—boots on hardwood. Through her window, she’d watched the men dressed in camouflage walk to the blue sedan, get in, and drive away. Neither stopped to look back at the house or up at her window. Neither noticed her at all. And she didn’t care. As the sedan disappeared at the intersection, Lilly remained dry-eyed and confused.


The faint sound of her mother’s footsteps coming up the stairs stole Lilly’s attention from her memory of that day. Lilly turned around and looked at her bedroom door. Her mother knocked twice, then opened the door. She didn’t look as ragged as usual. She mustn’t have been crying as much today. Lips were pressed together like she was holding her breath. Mascara had seeped in the crescent grooves around her mouth, making the wrinkles look deeper and more pronounced as if they’d been drawn on with charcoal. It made her look much older than her thirty-five years. Kate stared into Lilly’s brown eyes from across the room and put her hands up to her mouth.


Lilly knew her mother’s intentions and knew that she wouldn’t be able to say it, so she broke the tense silence. “I miss Da…” And there it was—the lump. It came without warning, so fast, and choked her. She clenched her teeth and squeezed her eyelids together. An immense tingling sensation fluttered inside her chest, around her heart, and her stomach tightened as if she were going to vomit. Legs wobbly, she dropped to her knees and felt the first slivers of tears wet her lashes. Her mother’s arms were around her now. They were warm, and Lilly defined that warmth as love, a feeling she hadn’t gotten from her mother in several months. But her mother was not someone who would be described as affectionate.


It wasn’t real until she said it, and she hoped she’d never have to say it again. Her father was dead. It was real now. Eavesdropping hadn’t made it real. The funeral was just a lonely blur, standing and watching people cry while staring at a closed wooden coffin with yellow roses covering the lower half. Men in uniforms. Her mother sitting in a chair between the coffin and a metal stand holding a picture of Dad smiling while holding up a catfish he’d just caught at Paragon.


“We’re going to be okay,” Lilly’s mother said, rubbing her daughter’s back. She stood and pulled Lilly up with her. “We’re going to be alright.” She straightened her silky blouse, checked her blonde hair which was in a ponytail, and wiped the narrow pools under her eyes toward her ears. “We’re going to get through this.”


Lilly, eager to stop her mother from continuing to repeat herself, sniffled, then said, “I know, Mom.”


Lilly hadn’t cried in four years, and, even under these circumstances, it embarrassed her beyond flushed cheeks—it was more like feathers meandering underneath her skin and filling in her stomach. She wanted her mother to leave, but didn’t want to be mean or rude, so she just said, “I think I need to alone,” a line from a movie she’d overheard her mother watching a few nights ago.


Her mother took a deep breath and nodded. “Let me know if you,” she said, pausing, “need anything, honey. I’ll be downstairs in my bedroom.” And she left, staggering, and closed the door behind her.


Her mother’s leaving didn’t make the discomfort go away, but she was able to control her tears. She wiped her face with her shirt and gazed out the window, hearing her mother’s shoes on the steps again.


The streetlamps were on now, and what had been a blue sky was now violet. The moon was bulbous and grotesque, an orange blob hanging in the dimming sky behind bare elm-tree branches. And the sight of it demanded her attention; it cleared her thoughts as her pupils dilated and made the image blurry. She stared at it for what felt like minutes, her mind blank, her body calming, until movement on the sidewalk broke her gaze.


It was a woman walking to the side of her house, the tenant who lived in the third-floor apartment. Her parents had bought the house three years ago at her mom’s insistence. She wanted the nice Victorian home in the nice part of Boston. And Dedham was nice, but it was very expensive. They converted the triplex into a duplex, keeping the third floor open to rent. Kate went back to work, taking a second shift supervisory position at Walton-Hughes Marketing near downtown. When that wasn’t enough money to do all the renovations she had planned, they stuck a For Rent sign in the front yard. It took three days to rent the third-floor apartment. The man, a Finnish immigrant named Lester, stayed there for two and a half years—the perfect tenant—before moving on. He asked Kate if she and her husband would consider renting to a friend, and Kate agreed without consulting Matt. They couldn’t have a lapse in rent.


Lilly remembered her father being skeptical about renting to a Russian woman, but Kate reminded him how Lester had paid rent on time each month and hadn’t caused any problems. How he’d left the apartment in the same condition as the day he’d moved in. “We should be so lucky to have him recommend someone to take his place. Who cares about nationality? The Cold War’s over, Matt!”


Lester reassured him that the woman was quiet and would pay her bills on time. So, Matt, albeit reluctantly, agreed, and the woman moved in a week later. Two weeks later, Matt was aboard a plane headed to the Middle East to fight in a war that the new tenant’s countrymen knew well.


Lilly had watched this woman come and go every day, except when she was in school, jotting down notes in one of her journals like a private investigator. The tenant traveled by Metro, the station only a few blocks away, or walked—never took a taxi, never had someone pick her up, and she didn’t take the bus anywhere. She paid her mother in cash on the last day of each month when her mom got home from work, sometimes as late as midnight. Her mother never spoke about the woman, as if she was a secret stashed away in the attic as in some Gothic novel. And Lilly never asked. She didn’t even know the woman’s name. There was just something that intrigued her about the woman upstairs, and, after watching her for several months, realized that it was the woman’s loneliness, or what her music teacher might call independence, that made her watch and study the woman’s movements. Lilly saw herself being much like the tenant when she reached her adult years, if those years were anything like her current situation at Dedham High School, where Lilly found that her classmates didn’t accept her or even give her the chance to be friends. The boy she had a crush on in first period rarely glanced in her direction. The only person that really spoke to her was Mr. Thompson, her music teacher. She had written these things in her journal, too.


The Russian woman was not beautiful. Not terrible to look at either. There were just no distinguishing features about her, at least not from Lilly’s second-floor vantage point. She always dressed modestly, whether jeans and a sweater or a knee-length skirt with tights and a plain blouse or shirt to match. Lilly noticed that she usually kept her head down as if not wanting to make eye contact with anyone on the sidewalk, a technique Lilly used in the school hallways when walking from class to class. The woman was pale, had shoulder-length blonde hair, and thin lips above a firm chin. Nose a backwards checkmark. The few wrinkles on her face had Lilly guessing that she was near her mother’s age, even somewhat looked like her mother.


But, Lilly was less interested in the woman when she could see her. Watching her comings and goings, while somewhat exciting, did not draw her attention to this woman. It was what the woman did each night that made Lilly feel the strongest connection. And she needed that right now. Music. Though living alone, the woman had her music, the piano, and Lilly had her violin. Music was the important connection they had, Lilly knew. It was through music that they would never be alone.


Lilly heard the woman walking upstairs. Music began playing a minute later. It was muffled, and she could only hear the piano section of the piece. It sounded like Rachmaninov’s Trio élégiaque No. 1 in G minor, a piece she’d practiced incessantly with Mr. Thompson in September, but she couldn’t be sure. She only knew that, as seemed the woman’s custom, she was playing a CD of the piece before sitting at her piano and playing it herself.


Not wanting to waste time, Lilly opened her window, hoping the woman’s window was open, too, so that she could hear the music clearly. And it was open. The breeze that blew in smelled like a campfire in the rain and was cool enough to make her shiver, carrying with it the somber tones of Rachmaninov. She heard the violin and cello now, which her ceiling had concealed a moment ago.


Lilly retrieved her violin and bow from its black plastic case and stood near the window. When the CD was finished, she waited. Placing her chin on the violin’s chin rest, she held the instrument in her left hand. In her right hand, the bow. She closed her eyes. Though she knew the cello and violin were supposed to begin before the piano, she waited for the woman to start playing, then she would sneak into the piece unnoticed.


The sound of a car going by with a loud muffler…and the piano began with its four-note rising motif that spans the fifteen minute work. Lilly positioned her fingers and readied her bow. And she started playing. Softly at first, to get in rhythm with the woman’s piano playing. It took a few starts and stops, but she was in sync with her by the first crescendo one minute into the piece, keeping the volume low so the woman would not hear her.


Eyes tightly shut, her mind filled with colors, dark oranges, maroon, and black, all tightly woven together and dark for miles in every direction like nimbostratus clouds hovering over the prairie. The deeper sound of the cello crept into her mind, grazing the fine hairs on the back of her neck, and she didn’t feel the cold anymore. She stayed this way, orange rain pouring out of black clouds and pooling in maroon pits now, losing track of time, but realizing that she had entered the last episode of the elegy where the tempo crawls and the notes are deep and sonorous, slow slides of the bow holding the note for several seconds—the funeral march. And then it was over, seeming to last a few seconds but a quarter of an hour had passed.


Lilly held the bow to her side, pulled the violin away from between her chin and shoulder, and opened her eyes to a dark, deserted street outside her window. She wondered, as she did each night, if the woman upstairs knew that she eavesdropped on her and played along with her when she’d play pieces Lilly was familiar with. And what did it matter if she did? It didn’t stop the woman from playing. Maybe the woman knew that Lilly played along and enjoyed it just as much as Lilly did. Or more.


Lilly wanted to meet the woman upstairs, but she didn’t know how to approach her. She couldn’t even make friends with other girls her own age, let alone a woman her mother’s age that probably didn’t speak English well. Never mind the fact that her father hadn’t completely trusted the woman because she was Russian, regardless of Lester’s recommendation.


She placed the violin in its velvet-lined case and locked the bow into the holder. She draped the blanket over the instrument, checked the reading on the hygrometer, and made sure the humidifier did not need water. It didn’t, so she gently closed the case and fastened the draw-tight latches before sitting it upright next to her bed.


When Lilly left her bedroom, the feathers came back, just not as intense. It prompted her to go to the kitchen and put some water in a teakettle, light the burner, and have a mug of chamomile tea. Before the kettle whistled, she walked to the other side of the house to her parents’ bedroom and knocked on the door.


“I’m making some tea, Mom. Do you want any?”


There was no answer. So, she waited a few seconds before opening the door. The bedroom was dark, but an outline of light emitted from the edges of the bathroom door like in some horror movie, and the sound of water clapped down on a plastic bathtub. She inched the door open and said again, “Mom?”


Her mother’s voice was scratchy as if she had laryngitis when she said, “Yeah.”


“Do you want some tea?”


“No.”


“Okay.” And she shut the door.


If she’d tried to say more to her mother, she knew the lump would return and that she’d start crying again, so she was thankful for the short responses. She took in a deep breath and turned around. Lilly was glad the light was off now, knowing that pictures of her father were hiding in the shadows staring at her. That was why her mom had the lights off so often, she thought.


In the kitchen, Lilly took the whistling kettle off the stove, filled a mug with steaming water, and dropped in a teabag. She turned the stove off and replaced the kettle mechanically. She wasn’t much of a tea drinker, but a commercial she had seen while her mother was watching television a few nights ago had given her the impression that tea calmed your nerves, and the woman in the ad had a warm fire going in the fireplace, fleece pajamas, a golden retriever laying on a rug in front of the fire, and, most importantly, a relaxing smile. What Lilly wanted was the relaxed smile, the feeling that everything was okay.


When Lilly got to the top of the staircase, she turned to her right, where the staircase would have continued if a locked door wasn’t blocking the path. It led to the third floor where the woman lived. A double-key deadbolt kept either side from intruding on the other. She was certain her mother had the key, but had no idea where she kept it. It would be easy to snag it if it was on her key ring, wait for the tenant to leave, then unlock the door and sneak upstairs to find out more about the woman she’d spent so much time watching and listening to. Find out her name and if she had any family. And maybe find out where she went every day and where she worked. If she worked.


In a few seconds, Lilly was back downstairs. Her mother’s purse was in a basket next to the front door. She set her tea on the floor, then unzipped the black faux-leather purse. The keys were sitting there like a present she’d just opened. Forgetting her tea, she ran back up the stairs and knelt in front of the door. The first key was silver, and she slid it in slowly and smoothly, a light tick sounding as the key’s teeth connected with each pin the key slid under, but it didn’t turn. The second, a copper-colored key, went in with some force, grinding metal against metal, and Lilly worried that she was making too much noise. She put her ear to the door, but she didn’t hear anything on the other side. So, she pulled the key out and tried the third key. It had Wal-Mart branded on the bow, and it went in smoothly. This key turned with ease.


Her heart jack-hammered the back of her chest now, and she quickly relocked the door. Taking in a deep breath, now two and three more deep breaths, Lilly smiled and made her way back down the stairs, slipping off the key before replacing them in her mother’s purse and zipping it back up.


She picked up her mug of tea, steam still meandering atop the light brown pond, and went to her freezing room, where she closed her window, sipped the tea, and read a handful of pages in The Diary of Anne Frank for her English class before going to sleep, the key she had stolen from her mother sitting atop her nightstand.




Chapter 3


Alexei Volkov felt that he was on the right path, even though he was only twenty-three miles into the United States when pulled over by a Vermont State Police trooper. The package he’d been instructed to pick up in Canada was something he could not let the police or anyone else see. He didn’t even know what the item was, as it remained inside a locked briefcase in his trunk.


While the cop did whatever cops do for the five minutes before approaching the vehicle, Alexei stared at the cracked and nearly-deserted I-91 macadam. He had been speeding. Eighty into sixty-five. The trooper had been sitting in a nook just around the curve, hiding behind unkempt bushes like a cat, he thought, hunkered down and ready to lash out and strike the next thing that passed.


As the trooper approached the car, Alexei remembered to switch the radio station to NPR, which was playing Performance Today. As instructed, he adjusted the volume so that it would be obvious what he was listening to, but not loud enough to be rude. He rolled down his window. The cool air quickly swirled through his Altima and overpowered the heater, which was set on low.


“Do you know why I pulled you over today, sir?”


The trooper was young but didn’t seem nervous. Wasn’t cocky either. Just normal, as if they were two guys standing in line at Wal-Mart chatting, he thought. The thick jacket the trooper wore looked inviting to Alexei, who was already starting to get cold.


“Yes, sir,” Alexei said, trying to sound as respectful as he could, keeping eye contact. Keeping his hands in plain sight. Not making any sudden movements, even though he wanted to turn the heater on high.


“Where are you coming from and where are you headed?”


“Montreal. Headed home to Boston, sir. Back to my wife and kids.”


“Okay.” He asked for and received Alexei’s license, registration, and insurance card, then went back to the cruiser.


Alexei stayed calm. He kept the window rolled down, but turned the heat on high and adjusted the vents so that the hot air hit him directly. His jacket was in the trunk, so he knew getting it was out of the question. Each time the arctic air would blow down from Canada and chill him, he thought about his colleagues teasing him, saying that a man from St. Petersburg should be used to the cold, that cold was a Russian’s friend. That he had no business complaining unless it was about the summer heat. And he would laugh it off, come up with some retort, and then they’d all get back to work or to watching the game or to eating hamburgers off the grill.


Alexei stared at the pavement again, occupying his mind. He considered the maintenance needed to keep the interstate in like-new condition: the amount of tax dollars spent (millions), the number of construction jobs created (hundreds), the additional safety provided to reduce accidents (much), and even the extended life of commuters’ tires (several months to a year). When he had the entire plan mapped out and complete, the trooper was still in his cruiser, so Alexei closed his eyes and turned the radio volume up a few notches, focusing on the distinct timbres of the instruments, trying to relax. He fixated on the string section, predominately the violins, their eerie voices singing high above the staff. There were a few moments when he heard wind instruments, not the big brass, but something small like a clarinet or flute, he didn’t know which. And it didn’t matter now because the officer was back and had tapped him on the shoulder.


Startled, Alexei opened his eyes and turned the radio down. After one breath, he regained composure and made eye contact with the trooper again. “Sorry.”


“You haven’t been drinking today, have you, sir?”


“No,” replied Alexei with the beginning of a fake laugh. “Sometimes, I get lost in the music.”


“Have you gotten enough sleep to be driving safely?”


“Yes, sir.”


“I’m going to need you to get out of the vehicle now, sir.”


Alexei let out a quiet, deep breath, careful to keep his shoulders up and not let them hunch over—that would be a sign of defeat, of giving up.


If the trooper hadn’t taken so long, Alexei would have gotten his speeding ticket and been on his way. How was he supposed to keep his mind occupied when there was nothing around but the cracked and potholed interstate highway? And trees, lots of leafless trees. No animals…a few birds. No other cars. Just him and the state trooper; the flashing lights on the cruiser were reflecting in his rearview mirror and making his eyes throb with pain, the cold air attacking the microscopic holes in his sweater and chilling his skin. Everything would be okay as long as the trooper didn’t want to search the vehicle.


Alexei complied. He moved slowly, pulling on the door handle, the trooper opened it all the way after the click, and Alexei stepped out one foot at a time, rising slowly, and kept his hands at his sides.


“You don’t have any weapons on your person or in the vehicle, do you, sir?”


“No, sir.” All this for having my eyes closed is ridiculous.


“Any drugs in the car or on your person?”


“No, sir.” This was getting ugly too quickly. What the hell was in that briefcase? He hoped it wasn’t a weapon. He’d been assured that it wasn’t drugs or money, which was why he’d agreed to do these trips, a personal courier service for a man that called himself Hawthorne. It was Alexei’s way of tying up favors owed to old friends.


“Okay, step to the front of the vehicle and place your hands on the hood. I’m just going to give you a quick pat-down.”


Alexei did as he was told, by both the trooper and by Hawthorne’s instructions—always comply with a cop’s command, and don’t give them any reason to suspect you of anything.


The trooper produced one wallet, and that was it. “What was the purpose of your visit to Canada, sir?”


“That’s none of your business,” he whispered.


“What was that, sir?”


He turned his head toward the trooper. “I went on business.” He didn’t know how much longer he’d be able to comply with this trooper before taking control of the situation. In St. Petersburg, cops knew to leave him alone. They knew his car and knew to ignore it if it happened to be speeding. That perk didn’t travel with him to the United States. Here, he was just like everyone else.


“Business?”


“Yes,” said Alexei, pointing his right hand at his MIT parking sticker on his windshield, then putting it back on the hood.


“You work at MIT,” he said, with a slow nod followed by a “hmmt.” The trooper gazed inside the vehicle, looking at anything in plain sight.


“I had a meeting at University of Montreal.”


“Care if I take a look inside your vehicle?”


Alexei closed his eyes tightly and realized he was now grinding his teeth. Or maybe his teeth were chattering because he was freezing. He had to keep his wits, but this trooper seemed to have a sixth sense telling him that there was something hidden in this vehicle, that this man he had pulled over was dirty somehow, MIT or not. Alexei wanted to take the trooper’s head in his hands and twist until he heard enough tearing and snapping to ensure the man was dead. He would not go to jail under any circumstances. The problem was that the trooper had already put his information in his computer, so there would be no question who killed the son of a bitch. Alexei had no choice. He opened his eyes and said, “Sure,” with a forced smile.


The trooper got in the driver’s seat and rummaged around the middle console and glove box. Neither contained anything suspicious. He got back out of the car and noticed Alexei shivering.


“Don’t you have coat, sir?”


Alexei was silent for several seconds. If he said no, and then the trooper continued to search the vehicle to find Alexei’s coat in the trunk, then he would have caught him in a lie and suspicions would arise. Every word Alexei had spoken and every move he’d made would be put in question, more so than it probably already was. However, if the trooper had not planned to continue searching the vehicle, and Alexei replied affirmatively, the sight of the briefcase could raise questions, and the trooper might get curious. He might open the briefcase and find something that could send Alexei to jail or could cost the trooper’s life if Alexei killed him in order to protect himself from incarceration. It was a catch-22, and he didn’t like it. His only option was to defer, to give a response that didn’t answer the initial question.


“I’m okay,” he said.


“You can take your hands off the hood now.” The trooper handed Alexei his papers and license back.


“Thank you.” He took his wallet off the hood and slipped it in his right pants pocket. Alexei got control of his teeth so that they wouldn’t chatter.


“We’ve been cracking down on drug smugglers from Canada and cigarette smugglers from the US, so I appreciate your cooperation. Make sure you stay focused so that you get home safely,” the trooper said. “I’m going to let you off with a warning today, sir.”


“Thank you, officer. You are very kind.” It was nearly impossible to keep his shoulders straight, but he did it. He wanted to slump them, give them a break from staying at attention like a British grenadier.


“Have a nice day, sir. And drive safely.” The trooper walked back to his cruiser, turned off the flashing lights, then drove away.


Alexei got in his car, rolled up the window, and sat there for a few minutes getting warm, then pulled back onto I-91 and set the cruise control at sixty-five miles per hour, then he let out a sigh of relief and let his shoulders slump down in exhaustion. He adjusted the rearview mirror so he could see the trunk was safely closed.


A little over four hours later, Alexei was back in Boston on the MIT campus, McGovern Institute, where he worked as an assistant to the neurotechnology group. He’d been there for three years and had gotten to know the professors and researchers well. Had been to their houses for cookouts, joined them after work for a beer, and was viewed as one of them by now, even though he didn’t have a PhD.


His shoulders ached as if he’d been carrying a heavy backpack. He opened the door to his dim office with the leather briefcase in his right hand. Inside, a man was sitting in a chair in front of his desk. The faint light coming in through the window behind the man made him look like a shadow, and it startled him.


“Any problems?” the man asked, his voice like a radio announcer or audio-book narrator.


“I was pulled over in Vermont, but he didn’t search the car.” Alexei didn’t know how deep Hawthorne’s hands could get inside state-police records, so he didn’t want to take any chances. His role in all of this was almost complete. There was no need to muddy the waters if he didn’t have to.


“You followed the rules then. Just like I told you.” Hawthorne stood up. “Make them think you’re sophisticated, innocent, and they’ll let you go, even with your Russian accent.” He straightened his sleeves. “Keep your eyes on them, and never look toward what you don’t want them to see. Look like you’ve got something to hide—”


“And they’ll find it,” Alexei said sardonically, then held the briefcase forward.


As Hawthorne approached him, his shoes sounding like a horse’s hooves on the tile floor, light from the hallway erased the shadow, revealing the man’s pale, clean-shaven face, his Roman nose sticking as far out as the stingy brim of his grey fedora. He was wearing a dark brown suit with a maroon shirt, no tie. Hawthorne always looked the same, always wore dark clothes. A GQ cover imitator, but he didn’t have the star look in his face. Rugged, premature wrinkles as if he’d been a druggie not so long ago.


Hawthorne slid his hand into the briefcase handle gently, and Alexei let go. The man’s expression did not change.


“Did they give you any trouble in Montreal this time?”


He was referring to Alexei’s previous trip to Canada, when the men Alexei met were different than the previous contacts, and they said that they did not trust him, therefore they did not give him the package, therefore forced him to return to Boston empty-handed. They hadn’t been rude or violent, just a calm “No.” And when he told Hawthorne about it, his expression did not change then either. He just nodded and walked out of Alexei’s office.


“No. Whatever your message had been went through loud and clear.”


Hawthorne reached in his inside jacket pocket, pulled out an envelope, and handed it to Alexei. “Until next time.”


Alexei didn’t want there to be a next time. He remained standing, watching as Hawthorne approached the door, opened it, then tilted his head, making sure that his hat obscured his face from the cameras. The echo of his shoes on the tile sounded like a heartbeat slowly fading away. The traveling had gone on for eleven months now, once a month to Montreal to pick up a package and bring it back, each trip worth five thousand dollars and one step closer to paying his debt to Boris for getting him and his sister out of Russia in 1990 when everything fell apart, when their family was taken from them. Alexei had been assured that these packages would not contain drugs, money, or body parts. He was picking up information, and they needed someone who was not involved to ensure the packages would not be opened. But he knew that it couldn’t have been legal; otherwise, they would not have taken him through the steps necessary to make himself look innocent if pulled over on his road trips. He knew that it was a form of espionage, and that he was risking everything he’d built in his new life. But debts had to be paid, even twenty-year-old debts. And if this was what Boris wanted, even if he was channeling it all through this Hawthorne fellow, then so be it. Get it paid so he could live out his life with his family, see his children grow up in a world far less bleak and violent than his had been. The only bad his children had witnessed came in the form of vandalism after the arrests earlier that year when ten Russian spies were caught. Those who had heard Alexei speak knew that he had come from that region, and spray cans got emptied on their property, along with a few other small incidences. Kid stuff really. But even the vandalism hadn’t been a problem for the past few months. It withered away as the news stopped headlining the case.


It was getting late and colder. Alexei closed his office door and turned on his desk lamp. He took a half-empty bottle of Stolichnaya and a jigger from his top drawer, and filled the jigger to the brim. After sitting the bottle on his clean desk, he downed the double shot and gently put the glass next to the vodka. The burn was welcoming, starting in his throat and seeming to coat his stomach like Pepto-Bismol. It took all of two minutes to relax him and dull the pain in his shoulders.


Before sitting down in his chair, he picked up the 5x7 photograph of his wife Emily and two children, Nina and Victor, which he’d taken at Navy Pier in Chicago three months ago during their summer vacation. The children were a year apart and had started private school in September, the only good use of the money he was getting. Emily still worked part-time at the library. The photo was taken on their last night in Chicago, and the final night of the fireworks. Nina had—


A knock on Alexei’s door, and he dropped the picture frame and heard the glass crack when it hit the floor.


“Fuck,” he said, and got up. Who would be at his office so late? It wasn’t Hawthorne…he would have heard Hawthorne’s footsteps. And the door to get inside the building was locked; someone would need the passkey to get inside. Could it be Jenny? She and Jin Won were the only ones that would ever come in after hours, but not on a Saturday. No one showed up on Saturdays, especially after eleven o’clock at night. Besides, they would have announced themselves, not just beat on his door. Unless Hawthorne let someone in on his way out, but that didn’t seem like something he would do.


Alexei approached the door slowly. He couldn’t remember if he had locked the door or not, and the vodka wasn’t serving as liquid courage at the moment. He wanted a weapon. His idea of an unexpected visitor at night meant trouble or the police. And the police didn’t knock when they were there to take you to jail.


Another knock.


Whoever was outside knew Alexei was there, so he didn’t have a choice but to respond. He’d reached the door and noticed that it was locked.


“Mr. Volkov,” came a voice from the other side of the door. “Please open the door so that I may speak with you.”


Alexei recognized the accent as Russian, but not Petersburg Russian, southern Russian. He got the bottle of vodka and held it by the neck in his left hand. With his right, he unlocked and opened the door to find a man that looked of Arab descent standing in the dimly lit hallway. He was dressed like an American businessman, suit grey, hat obscuring.


“How the hell did you get in here?” asked Alexei, keeping the bottle behind his leg and out of the man’s sight. He didn’t feel more confident. At this point, he just wanted to go home to his family. And the man made him nervous. The Arabs he was familiar with were usually anti-Russian—Chechens—and this man’s accent placed him in that region. Furthermore, this man knew his name.


“I just want to talk,” the man said. “May I come inside and talk to you?”


“No. You need to leave.” He gripped the bottle more tightly. He was taking this man’s kindness as completely fake. Who knew what his intentions were?


“I’m not going anywhere until we talk.” His voice had dropped a few octaves. “And I don’t think Boris would appreciate your turning me away so rudely, Alexei.”


The words penetrated his skin, tiny needles at his pores. Alexei stepped aside and let the man enter. They sat across from each other, Alexei in his office chair, the man in the chair Hawthorne had been in a few minutes ago. Alexei put the bottle back on his desk, along with the broken picture frame, face down. The man looked at it for a few seconds, then turned his attention back to Alexei.


“You’re Chechen, aren’t you?” asked Alexei, already knowing the answer. He had never liked Chechens, especially after a decade of news reports blaming Chechens for several bombings in Russian cities, especially Moscow.


“Yes, and I need some information,” the man said, an ugly smile spreading across his dry face. “And you’re the person to get it from.”


Alexei sat back in his chair, not responding. He knew Chechens were as dangerous to him as Al Qaeda was to Americans. Namedropping Boris or not, Alexei had this strange feeling, that if he had a pistol, he’d shoot the man where he sat, even though he’d never killed a human being. Or even an animal for that matter. Nothing above an insect… And that kindheartedness, he knew, was what drew Emily to him. And what drew her even closer to him was how he was with his children. He knew that most fathers felt something different, an unconditional love, once their children were born, but he never thought he’d be one of them, and this man trying to get him involved in something deeper, and he knew that’s what he wanted, bothered him. He didn’t want to do it. He didn’t even want to continue picking up information in Canada, but it paid his debts to Boris. And it wasn’t like Boris to pile on extras like this, if that’s what was happening here. He didn’t know this man, but more disturbing was that somehow this man knew him and about his secrets, his past. Hawthorne had told him that he was in direct contact with Boris, no middle men, so no one else should know anything. But there had to be a leak somewhere. He couldn’t let that leak turn into a flood.


“What’s your name?” asked Alexei.


“You can call me Brother.”


That wasn’t going to happen.


“What is it you think I can help you with? And why the hell are you coming to me?”


“You work here, in neurotechnology. You have access to the labs and information. I need some of this information.”


“That’s illegal.”


“As is transporting certain materials across international borders.”


“I don’t know what you’re talking—”


“I know about Hawthorne, and your dealings with him are over,” he said matter-of-factly.


How could he know so much? Had he been watching him? And if so, for how long? For the eleven months? For eleven years? Had he been in Russia so long ago, and was he part of some horror back there? “You need to leave right now,” said Alexei, not meaning to speak those words aloud.
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