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			For the climbers of mountains, large and small.

			May we all someday find what we’re looking for.

		

	
		
			
				Hearts are made to be broken.

				—Oscar Wilde

			

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Getting away with it.

			That’s what people call it. Because when you do something terrible, it follows you. Forever. Even when no one ever catches you, blames you, finds out—there really is no escaping the truth.

			Maybe that’s because you never imagined that you’d be capable of such a thing. That kind of violence. Look, even now, how mealy-mouthed you are about it. That kind of violence. So polite.

			But you murdered someone in cold blood. There’s no getting around that fact.

			Premeditated? No. That’s part of the story, too. But when you let yourself remember that night, you feel the rage coursing through your body, so hot it could have melted your skin. It was an act born from pure fury. So, no malice aforethought. But hardly an accident, either.

			Justified? You’re not even sure what that word means anymore.

			You are far from the only person to blame, though. There were other people involved, the bloodshed an inevitable result of too many strong feelings at cross-purposes. Of love—in the wrong forms at forbidden moments. A collision course of fates.

			And so you can distance yourself from each step that led up to the exact moment of violence, but not the moment itself. Not your part in getting there, either. Certainly, you had a role.

			It could have ended so differently, too. But you were reckless. You all were, and now you’ve paid the price.

			It’s easy to forget that we are all just animals in the end, grunting and huffing and struggling to survive. It’s our base instincts that get us in trouble. Lust, rage, love, jealousy—not reason. Not rational thought.

			So much blood, though, my God. You never once thought about what it would be like to kill someone, except abstractly. The way everyone does. Could I do something like that if I had to? To save my own life? To protect someone I loved? To guard what was mine? But who really considers the details? How hot the blood will be on your hands, how strange it feels when it sprays your face. That it will spray in the first place. How it will look on the white bathroom tile after you’ve smeared it with a rag, because right after it happens, before the horror has fully sunk in, you will be thinking you can clean up the mess.

			You will be thinking you can make the whole thing go away.

			When you find you cannot, you run. From it, from yourself. Maybe you land somewhere on the far end of the world. Sparkling canals on one side, a colorful city on the other. A safe haven, a hiding place. Freedom.

			But then you realize: You may have gotten away, but you’re still with it. Or, rather, it’s still with you. Wherever you go, it’ll be there, living inside of you. Forever. Even now, sitting here in the warm spring sun, your eyes fixed on so much beauty, the horror of that night still sits in your chest. Some nights, as you lie alone in the dark, you can almost feel it beating like a second heart, nestled right up next to your own.

		

	
		
			
				After

				Gretchen

			
			September 12

			Gretchen was terribly cold, even with the fleece she’d thought to grab. The thin cotton pajamas she was wearing underneath were just, well, too thin. And the police station thrummed with supersonic air-conditioning. Overkill, even with the worst of the summer heat and humidity still smothering New York City like a damp, foul-smelling blanket. Perhaps this was a tactic the police used—freezing people into confessing.

			She suspected the East Village precinct was nicer than others. It had clearly been remodeled. The lovely historic facade retained, but the interior fully modernized. It was harsh and sterile, though, with fluorescent lighting, cold linoleum floors, and too much steel. The whole place also smelled of some chemically lemon cleaner, which, while nauseating, was probably better than many alternatives. Still, three hours of inhaling it was far too much. But that’s how long Gretchen had been sitting on an uncomfortable metal bench, ignored, as uniformed officers milled about, along with a handful of men (and one woman) in dress pants who must have been detectives. Everyone had been calm and polite, at least. Even the extremely intoxicated young man in handcuffs who’d been brought in wearing an oversize hooded sweatshirt and very baggy jeans had nodded Gretchen’s way. Sheepishly, too, as though she were his disappointed fifth-grade teacher.

			Then again, she might have imagined that. At this point, Gretchen wasn’t seeing anything clearly. She and Richard had been startled from a dead sleep by the sound of the doorbell. Unfamiliar in their Upper East Side co-op, where people didn’t ring your doorbell in the middle of the night. People didn’t ring your doorbell at all without permission to come to your door. No, the doormen called up in a civilized fashion from the lobby to announce visitors. And Gretchen’s “visitors” almost always came during regular business hours—dry cleaning, weekly flower arrangements, Fiona the decorator, occasionally her Pilates instructor, Ilya. Friends they were hosting for drinks or dinner. Or the children’s friends, back when her kids still lived at home. Now both smack in the middle of their fifties, Richard and Gretchen had lived in the same elegant doorman building on the corner of Fifth and East Eighty-Eighth for the past twenty-two years, overlooking the Guggenheim and just a stone’s throw from the Met. They’d moved there when the girls were just ten and eight and Becks not yet born.

			Twenty-two years of being safely tucked away from the chaos of the world, their life as close to perfect as one could reasonably get. Gretchen knew it. She’d known the whole time how wonderful it was. Not a hundred percent perfect. Nothing was perfect. But their family was good. It was her life’s work, and it had all turned out the way she’d hoped—so much warmer and more genuinely loving than her own family. A low bar. Her adult life had rendered her childhood a cold and distant memory. And Gretchen had been appropriately grateful. Wasn’t that supposed to protect them from this kind of…tragedy?

			Apparently not. The second she had heard the frantic ringing of their doorbell—obnoxious, really, given that there was no real emergency—she knew something terrible had happened. It was terrible, as it turned out. But it had already happened. At this point, there was nothing that could be done to prevent it anymore, which made all that noise seem calculated to make them panic.

			It had worked.

			Gretchen had bolted upright, heart racing. The kids. That was her first thought. Once you had children, they were forever your first thought. But her children were grown now or, in Becks’s case, mostly grown, which meant when tragedy came, it came knocking.

			Gretchen had put a hand on Richard, warm and breathing steadily in the bed next to her. He had been her second thought. Safe and sound. Thank God.

			There were another two rings, followed by pounding—five, six times in a row. Was the building on fire? Gretchen didn’t smell smoke. She shook Richard, hard. Oh, to be the dad.

			“Richard,” she said loudly. “Wake up! Someone is at the door!” He still wasn’t moving. She shoved him and shouted in his ear, “Richard!”

			Finally, he startled awake. Then another pound on the door. Richard rolled out of bed in his pajama pants and an old Dartmouth T-shirt. “What’s going on?”

			“I don’t know.”

			Together, they raced down the steps of the duplex. Gretchen held her breath as Richard yanked open the door. Five, maybe six uniformed police officers were clustered in the hallway with Joseph, the young night doorman, at the far back, gesturing helplessly. A tall, slim officer with a wispy mustache was in front. The way he was standing with his thumbs hooked in his belt loops made him look like a male stripper impersonating an officer.

			“Richard Falk?”

			Richard blinked and shook his head as if waking from a dream while Gretchen left her body entirely. Such a show of force: One of the children was dead—that must be it. If they never said which one, maybe it wouldn’t be real. But she was floating somewhere up near the ceiling now. Too far away to do anything to stop this conversation. Too far away to scream. She opened her mouth twice, but no sound came out.

			“Are you Richard Falk?” the officer repeated, louder and more insistent.

			“Yes, yes, sorry,” Richard said finally, gripping the back of his neck. “Has something happened to one of our kids?”

			The room rocked to the side. Gretchen pressed a hand against the wall to stay upright.

			“No, sir. That’s not why we’re here.” The officer held out a piece of paper. “We have a warrant to search the premises.”

			In the long, confusing moments that followed, Gretchen saw things from a blurry distance, heard them in fits and starts. Richard saying there had to be a mistake, the officers saying he could read for himself. It was all in the warrant.

			Richard stared at the paper for the longest time, trying hard to keep his face neutral. Gretchen knew the expression of her husband of thirty-four years trying, for her sake, not to have an expression. It was worse than worry.

			Sweat began to bead on Gretchen’s lip. “What is it?”

			“Frankie is dead,” Richard said finally. And when he looked at her, the agony in his eyes was overwhelming.

			And just like that, Gretchen knew that their life, perfect as it had been, was over.

			“Who?” Her heart was a bomb pulsing against her breastbone.

			“Frankie Callahan. From the Kilimanjaro trip. Looks like she’s been murdered.” He tried to clear his throat. “That’s what this seems to be suggesting.”

			She edged closer to see for herself: Murder in the Second Degree; Evidence of items belonging to Frankie Callahan. “What are they doing here, though?”

			Richard looked dumbfounded. “I have no idea.”

			

			—

			As the police officers began their search, Richard called Scotty. Scotty handled white-collar defense, but he was the only criminal lawyer they knew. He had gone to Africa with Richard and the rest of the Dartmouth crew. He had met this woman. Frankie. But Scotty didn’t answer, so Richard tried Bruce Barone instead. Bruce handled the family’s trusts and estates; he was with Wachtell, one of the best firms in the city, and Gretchen had known him for years. He’d done work for her parents—they could trust him, at least—and, most important, he picked up. Richard held the phone slightly away from his ear so Gretchen could listen in.

			“If they have a search warrant, they have a right to search,” Bruce instructed. “Have they said why they’re at your apartment?”

			“No,” Richard said. “But the warrant says someone was murdered.”

			“Cooperate, but do not make any statements of any kind, Richard.” Bruce sounded very concerned. “Do not answer a single question.”

			Richard handed Gretchen the warrant after he hung up with Bruce. “We probably shouldn’t even talk to each other,” he said. “Not with them…” He gestured toward the officers making their way around the apartment with focused precision.

			One of the two detectives, Raul Reyes—short but with very good bone structure, she couldn’t help noticing, and thick eyelashes—asked if Gretchen and Richard might come down to the precinct. You know, just voluntarily, to talk while the officers conducted the search. They were trying to gather as much information as they could about Ms. Callahan, and they had a few questions.

			“Either way, we’ll need you to leave until they’re done.”

			Gretchen waited for her husband’s polite but firm no, per Bruce’s instructions.

			“Yes, of course,” Richard said without missing a beat. “Anything we can do to help.”

			Gretchen didn’t say a word as they grabbed their jackets and one set of keys. They were not allowed to take anything else from the house, on account of the search. They could change before leaving the apartment, but only in the presence of a police officer. In Gretchen’s case that meant a glowering tattooed woman who was, quite frankly, physically intimidating. Being in a room alone with her sounded unpleasant enough, but removing her clothing while this woman watched? Absolutely untenable. She opted for grabbing her fleece instead.

			She and Richard didn’t speak again until they were alone together in their car. Well, not alone—Sam was there, driving them downtown to the East Village precinct, which was apparently the one near the…whatever had happened. But Sam had worked for them for fifteen years. He was practically family.

			“Bruce said not to answer any questions,” Gretchen said finally, “so why are we going down there?”

			“Because I have questions. I want to know why they’re at our house.” Richard sounded more angry than upset, luckily. “Besides, I don’t care what Bruce says. It would seem suspicious to say no. Would you have preferred that?”

			“Of course not,” Gretchen said, but she felt a little attacked, which hardly seemed fair under the circumstances.

			They were quiet for a moment. Then Richard exhaled heavily and reached for her hand. “It can’t hurt to be cooperative,” he said. “To keep things…calm.”

			“But why are they searching our house?” she asked again. Just the thought—those police officers with their hands all over her things, their things. Their family. It was a violation.

			He turned to look at Gretchen, his eyes searching pointedly. “I don’t know, Gretchen.” A pause. “Do you?”

			“Don’t be ridiculous,” Gretchen snapped, freeing her hand to tuck her hair behind her ear.

			“They must have a reason, though. A decent one, because a judge gave them a warrant. That’s why I want to talk to them—poke around a bit and find out.”

			And so here they were, still down at the police station at nearly six in the morning. They’d casually separated them right away. Mr. Falk, you can come right this way. Mrs. Falk, someone will be right out for you in a minute. As though this were all a routine matter. “A minute” had turned into hours; Gretchen had been sitting there for what felt like a lifetime, shivering in her Natori pajamas.

			It didn’t seem right for them to be purposely making her uncomfortable while she waited. She’d already mentioned how cold she was to at least three different officers, one of them a woman. And yet even that female officer hadn’t done anything but frown and shake her head as if the solution weren’t as simple as adjusting the thermostat or offering Gretchen a blanket or an extra jacket. Gretchen had also asked to see Richard at least a half dozen times and been ignored. Or, rather, assured: Any minute, any minute—they’re just wrapping up. They were stalling, obviously.

			Gretchen could also picture Richard in the interrogation room, doing his part, charming the pants off the officers, trotting out his man-of-the-people credentials. Taking his sweet time, his wife forgotten on a rock-hard bench in a frigid lobby, along with Bruce’s warnings about not talking to the police. She glanced at the clock on the wall. Three hours and eleven minutes now! Enough was enough. This had gone on too long. They needed a lawyer, and Gretchen still hadn’t been able to reach Scotty—her calls kept rolling straight to voicemail. She called Bruce again.

			“What are you doing down at the police station? I expressly told Richard not to answer questions!” Bruce shouted. He was a very good attorney but a very unpleasant man who was particularly condescending to women. Not surprising, given that he and her father had gotten on famously. He’d even drafted their prenup, the one she’d been mortified her parents had insisted on. “What the hell is wrong with him? Richard should know better.” That was exactly how her father had talked about Richard. “I mean, there is stupid and then there is—”

			“Oh, shut up, Bruce!” It was one thing for her to be upset with her husband, but she wasn’t about to listen to Bruce criticize him.

			She suppressed a smile as she registered Bruce’s gasp on the other end of the line. Men always underestimated Gretchen, but she’d learned long ago to use their low expectations to her advantage. When to play demure, and when to bite back.

			“Richard and I pay you, remember?” she went on. “A lot over the years, as a matter of fact. And not for your personal opinions.” Shame and love collided in Gretchen’s chest. It was hard to get adequate purchase on the moral high ground while sitting in a police station in your pajamas. “Just get down here. Now, Bruce. And do your job.”

			Gretchen hung up and stared at the phone in her trembling hand.

			“Mrs. Falk?” Detective Reyes approached, looking even more attractive in the light and not at all short. (At six-five, Richard had a way of shrinking other men.) Reyes took a seat next to her, a sympathetic but authoritative expression on his handsome face. Like a doctor there to deliver bad news—regrettable, no one to blame but the fates. “I’m so sorry to have kept you waiting, and for the middle-of-the-night disruption.”

			“ ‘Disruption’? That’s certainly an understatement, Detective. It was all extremely…dramatic,” Gretchen said, to her credit, very calmly. Detective Raul Reyes was not a man who would be moved by anger. That was obvious. “It would help to have some more information, at least—like why you’re searching our apartment in the first place. This is all quite…upsetting, to be honest.”

			She could be upset. Worry, fear, anxiety—these were female emotions men were willing to tolerate. They shrunk women down to manageable size. But Richard had never needed Gretchen to be anything other than exactly who she was, never needed her to pretend to feel any way that she did not. And she’d fallen in love with him because of it.

			

			* * *

			There was something odd but also endearing about the guy in the faded Sonic Youth T-shirt who said hello as he took the seat next to her in Carpenter Hall on the first day of Introduction to the History of Art in the Ancient World. Especially when combined with his very fastidious-looking notebooks and his perfectly organized pencil box. What college student had a pencil box?

			“Can’t wait for this,” he said, not directly to Gretchen, but she was the only one in the vicinity.

			“For art history?”

			“I think art gives the world meaning.” He said this so emphatically, Gretchen thought for a minute he might be joking. But he didn’t seem to be.

			“You’re an artist?” She didn’t bother to hide her skepticism. She would have guessed basketball player. Crew, it turned out.

			He shrugged sheepishly. “No, but if I could do anything…I’ve always felt that way since I was a little kid. I used to take art books out of the library and read them under the covers with a flashlight, like they were porn or something.” He laughed. “Things like art weren’t exactly part of the place I grew up.”

			“You still can do anything. If you want. You’re in college. That’s the whole point.”

			“We’ll see.” He searched her face for a moment. “Not sure the real world and art are especially compatible, no matter where you are.”

			Gretchen couldn’t argue with that. Sure, art was fine. Her parents were on the board of the Met, and she’d always enjoyed an afternoon there. But studying art? Art giving the world meaning? It seemed to her excessive and, well, dumb. Gretchen wasn’t sure what she wanted to do yet, but law school had popped into her mind more than once. She wanted to make a positive difference in the world. She wanted to help people.

			“I think people give the world meaning,” she added, even though she wasn’t looking to further the conversation.

			“Fair,” he said. “People first then, art second.”

			Gretchen turned to focus on the professor, who had stepped onto the stage in the huge lecture hall. She could feel the guy still staring at her.

			“Wow, you are really gorgeous,” he added. “You must know that, but still…”

			She turned her head, ready to shut him down. Some small talk in class was one thing. She didn’t appreciate being hit on, though, especially when it maybe came with a dig about her being arrogant. But he was smiling now. And his expression was so open and hopeful, she was immediately disarmed. The boys she knew dispatched compliments like heat-seeking missiles—all calculation and no heart. But this was different. This odd boy with the shaggy hair and the sincere eyes was unlike anyone she had ever met.

			“Oh, God, and smart, too. You can really see it, in your eyes.” He gave a low whistle. “That’s a dangerous combination.”

			“Dangerous for whom?” Gretchen asked with remarkable poise, given how her heart was racing.

			“Dangerous for me.” He laughed as his smile changed to something deeper and more serious. “Good for the world, probably.”

			Gretchen decided she wasn’t going to fall for any of this. “Ah, yes, the threat of the smart woman,” she shot back. “Every man’s favorite backhanded compliment.”

			“That sounded wrong, didn’t it?” He closed his eyes for a moment and lowered his head in mock defeat. “I’m Richard.” His eyes were much softer now. “Can we start again? I’ll try to get my foot out of my mouth.”

			An uncomfortable flutter rose in Gretchen’s belly. Richard didn’t seem the least bit put off by her chilly manner—“patrician,” her friend Brooks liked to say (or “bitchy,” when he was teasing her). Still, as far as Gretchen was concerned, men were a threat until proven otherwise. Besides, she wasn’t at Dartmouth for boyfriends. She was there to plan her future. She was not going to end up subject to the whims of a man. She shook her head and looked away, just as the professor began his lecture.

			Richard and Gretchen might never have spoken again had it not been for Brooks, who, it turned out, rowed crew with Richard (technically, Brooks was just the coxswain) and whom Richard asked to advocate on his behalf. Brooks assured her that Richard was a stand-up guy—a scholarship student who came from a small town near New Haven. Plus, he was genuinely smitten with Gretchen. So Gretchen gave Richard a chance. After all, Brooks was a good person, bookish and a little nerdy, sure, socially awkward even, at times. (The Dartmouth boys didn’t call him “Encyclopedia Brown” for nothing.) But he was kind, and he knew Gretchen in a way that few people did. Maybe in a way that no one did. They’d been friends since kindergarten, and she trusted him. But no one seemed more surprised than Brooks when she and Richard actually stuck.

			Within weeks Richard and Gretchen were spending all their time together. With his longish hair, beat-up car, and thrift store clothes, combined with a pristine room and diligent study habits, Richard was different from the other boys. Even his handwriting was a work of art. He had things “to make up for,” he’d said earnestly when Gretchen teased him about it, and it was true. He needed to be ready to work harder than all the private-school kids. But he also gave the best hugs and had a contagious laugh. Gretchen couldn’t always match Richard in warmth, but she loved that he was nothing like her parents.

			Within a month of dating, Gretchen had known Richard was the one. No, that was a lie. She’d known it that first day in class, hadn’t she? She’d known it the second she laid eyes on him.

			

			* * *

			“I’m sure this is all upsetting,” Detective Reyes went on—and it was either kind or patronizing, Gretchen wasn’t sure which. Everything felt slippery. But she needed to focus. She needed a foothold.

			“Richard has health problems,” she said. “They can become dangerous very quickly.”

			This was not true. Richard was very healthy and fit.

			“Your husband has health problems?” Detective Reyes asked, gesturing behind him toward the hallway where Richard had disappeared. “He seems in a lot better shape than me. And I’m, no offense, a lot younger.”

			“He has dangerously high blood pressure and an irregular heartbeat,” Gretchen said. “He takes two different kinds of medications.”

			“Didn’t he just climb Mount Kilimanjaro?” the detective asked, pronouncing the name of the mountain with what seemed like deliberate awkwardness. Kee-lee. “Isn’t that how he knew Frankie Callahan? I thought they did the climb together.”

			Gretchen laughed tightly and regretted it immediately. A woman was dead. “They didn’t know each other, Detective. It was a ten-day trip. They were acquaintances, at best.”

			The detective eyed Gretchen silently for a long, uncomfortable moment. “There’s a lot we don’t know about this situation yet, Mrs. Falk. That’s why we asked you to come down here so you could answer some questions.”

			Gretchen crossed her arms. “Well, I don’t know what we can possibly tell you.”

			He flipped open a notebook. “How about we start with why you didn’t go on this trip.”

			She wasn’t going to answer any actual questions without Bruce there, but she would entertain this chitchat if it got her closer to getting Richard out.

			“Climb Kilimanjaro?” Gretchen laughed again, breezily this time. She could regain the upper hand in the conversation. It was so obvious that Reyes was fishing for problems in their marriage when there was nothing there to find. “Do I look like someone who would do that?”

			He made a point of assessing her physically, though somehow respectfully. “I think so. Yes. Very much so, in fact.”

			Gretchen felt pleased despite herself. She knew firsthand there was a certain novelty to the well-maintained older woman—even with very attractive, much younger men. And it was nice to be reminded that she was still beautiful. She often passed for far younger, too. Some people even said forty (an exaggeration), but on a good day forty-five was a possibility.

			“Well, thank you,” Gretchen replied, adjusting herself in her seat and crossing her hands in her lap—better. “But, no, I don’t climb. I prefer to do other things with my free time.” And that was enough with the flirting. “I do need to speak with Richard now, to see that he’s taken his medication. I’m always the one to remind him. Every day. With this kind of stress, he could have a heart attack.”

			“What about when he was on that mountain?” Reyes asked.

			“What?”

			“His medication. You just said you remind him every day. Who reminded him while he was hiking?” Reyes had locked eyes with her. He knew full well that Gretchen was using the medication as an excuse.

			“He’s not a child, Detective. He can manage, obviously.” Gretchen did sometimes care for Richard like he was her fourth child, and she found it very satisfying most of the time. “I’m just saying, under these circumstances, he might forget. Anyone might.”

			Reyes stared at Gretchen, eyes narrowing. “You’re a very good wife.” This did not feel like a compliment.

			It wasn’t going to be easy to maneuver her way around this detective. He wasn’t the hostess at Le Bernardin, or the receptionist at the Racquet & Tennis Club. But Gretchen knew how to throw her weight around to protect her family. She’d been doing it for thirty-four years.

			“I’d like to go home now,” Gretchen said, leveling her gaze at the detective.

			“Of course. You’re absolutely free to leave.” Reyes gestured toward the door. “The officers are finished up at your apartment. By the time you get home, they should be gone. But I should warn you that it will probably be a mess. My apologies in advance. I have heard it can feel like a violation.”

			“What exactly were you looking for, anyway?”

			“I’m afraid I can’t get into those details.”

			“She was a stranger, Detective. An acquaintance. It’s a tragedy, what’s happened, but it has nothing to do with us.” The moment the words came out, she knew they were a mistake. She sounded like every dumb, betrayed wife in history.

			“I understand, Mrs. Falk.”

			Gretchen stayed quiet for a long moment, evaluating her options. “Would you please tell Richard that I’d like to go home now?”

			The detective eyed her intently as if trying to figure out how naïve she really was. “My partner is still speaking with him. I think they’re almost done.”

			“Is he under arrest, Detective?”

			Reyes made a face like this was absurd. “No, he is not.”

			“Wonderful—then he’s free to leave.” Gretchen might never have made it to law school, but she was not a moron. “I just want to remind him of that.”

			“Your husband is a managing director at Goldman Sachs. He’s very intelligent and capable. And he’s well aware of his rights. I’m sure he’ll leave when he’s ready.”

			Gretchen stood, smoothed her Canada Goose fleece, and straightened her pajama pants with as much dignity as she could muster. “Fine. Then I’d like to see him to say goodbye.” Her voice was trembling slightly, and Gretchen hated herself for it. She could only imagine what this detective saw when he looked at her. I can take care of myself! she wanted to scream. I’m not a victim! You have no idea what I’m capable of!

			But when Detective Reyes looked up at Gretchen, his expression was neutral. “I understand.”

			“You understand what, exactly?” Her fists were clenched and so was her jaw.

			“That this must all be very upsetting…this other woman, your husband.” Reyes’s eyes had flashed for a split second as he moved in for the kill. But his approach had been clumsy. Far too direct an angle. It snapped her right back into focus.

			“The only thing upsetting me, Detective, is being stuck here for hours in the freezing cold.” Her smile was easy, her voice polished granite. Gretchen made a show of checking the gaudy, diamond-encrusted Cartier watch on her left wrist. She hadn’t realized she’d slept with it on until she got down to the police station. It was a ludicrously flashy piece, but with this detective it could help prove her point: There could be costly consequences if they persisted with this mistake.

			Richard had bought the watch weeks ago in Paris on the way to Africa, before the tragedy. As a thank-you for Gretchen letting him go. Considering everything that had happened on the trip, Richard hadn’t felt right about giving it to her earlier; he’d waited until last night, when they were waiting for the bill at Daniel. Gretchen appreciated the gesture even if she could have done without the ridiculous item itself—not only diamond-encrusted but in the shape of a panther! Richard wasn’t usually one for obviously expensive things, and Gretchen didn’t much care for the design, but she was grateful that he’d acknowledged that she had, in the end, given him her blessing. Of course, it turned out she’d been right. He never should have gone on that trip.

			At least Richard could admit when he was wrong. Most men were far too fragile to ever cede even an inch of their power.

			“Well, I am sorry about the cold,” Reyes said. “The AC in here is ridiculous. We don’t have access in the station to adjust it.”

			“And our granddaughter has a school performance in the—well, this morning. Both of us need to be there…It’s past six. We came here voluntarily, Detective. And now, it seems, we’re being punished for trying to be helpful.”

			Detective Reyes shrugged, as though the situation had nothing to do with him. “Why don’t I mention the performance to Richard when I go back in? And he can text you. He still has his phone.”

			Still. As though he might not have it for much longer.

			“Gretchen!”

			When she turned, Bruce Barone was hurtling toward her, briefcase in hand, a blue-striped button-down half tucked in, tufts of gray hair sticking up all over. He looked addled and old and like he had indeed bolted out of bed and run right over without even looking in a mirror. Well, at least he’d done as she’d asked. As soon as he saw the detective, he slowed to a walk, smoothed a hand over his messy hair, and lifted his chin.

			Gretchen smiled slightly, smugly. “Richard’s attorney,” she said to Reyes. “He can help us sort through this.”

			They waited in silence until Bruce was a few strides away.

			“They won’t let me see Richard, and he’s been in there for three hours, Bruce,” Gretchen said.

			“Mr. Falk knows he’s free to go,” Reyes interjected evenly. “He’s been told several times.” He reached out to shake Bruce’s hand. “Detective Raul Reyes.”

			It felt like a betrayal when Bruce shook it back.

			“But you know how Richard is, Bruce…” Gretchen began. In point of fact, Bruce probably did not think of Richard as charming at all. “He gets to chatting with people he’s just met and—he’s probably forgotten all about a performance we need to be at for Oppy.” Gretchen was aware this all sounded ridiculous under the circumstances, but much better to talk about their granddaughter’s opening assembly than to mention that she was afraid Richard had forgotten he was in a police station.

			Bruce put a hand on Gretchen’s arm in a way that felt both patronizing and comforting. Quiet, dear. Let the men sort this out.

			“I need to see my client. Right now,” Bruce said. “You and I both know that we left ‘voluntary’ behind a long time ago, Detective. That’s a custodial interrogation, plain and simple. Anything you’ve gotten out of him is going to get tossed out anyway.”

			Gretchen felt such a rush of gratitude. Bruce Barone to the rescue! Who would have thought?

			Detective Reyes narrowed his eyes at Bruce for a moment. Finally, he nodded. “Right this way.”

			“Have a seat, Gretchen,” Bruce said. “This won’t take long.”

		

	
		
			Richard Falk Police Interview

			 

			3:47 a.m., September 12

			Q. You okay if we record?

			A. Sure. I just want to help.

			Q. You’re welcome to have a lawyer.

			A. I don’t need a lawyer. Like I said, I just want to find out what happened to Frankie. It would also help to know why you’re searching my apartment, though.

			Q. Can we just go over a few basic things first?

			A. Okay, sure.

			Q. How is it that you know Ms. Callahan?

			A. We traveled to Africa—well, not to Africa. We climbed Kilimanjaro as part of the same expedition.

			Q. When was that?

			A. Four weeks ago…maybe five.

			Q. And you didn’t know each other before this trip?

			A. No. We met there. I was with my college friends.

			Q. How long was this trip?

			A. Ten days.

			Q. And have you been in touch since you’ve been back?

			A. We’ve stayed friends. There was an accident on the climb. One of my friends died. It’s helped to talk to people who were there.

			Q. I’m sorry to hear that.

			A. Thank you. It was awful. And now…Is Frankie really dead?

			Q. Yes, I’m afraid so. She was murdered in her apartment. It was an extremely violent scene. Crime of passion, it looks like.

			A. That’s…awful.

			Q. Can we get you something, Mr. Falk? A glass of water, maybe? You’re white as a sheet.

			A. Yes, thank you. I’m sorry for getting so emotional—I just need a second to pull myself together. This is all very upsetting.

		

	
		
			
				Before

				Frankie

			
			September 5

			Finally, the Seventh Street door to the bar opens. But instead of Noah, another man steps in—nondescript, black sweater, jeans, baseball cap. Aggressively generic. He heads toward a table in the shadows at the back, sits alone. He doesn’t belong at Joyface. Or even downtown. And just like that, I am thinking of Richard, imagining him here. He’d be out of place, too.

			“Who are you staring at?”

			I startle and turn. Noah. “Nothing. No one.”

			“Well, that was believable,” Noah says as he takes the stool next to me.

			I motion dismissively toward his sports jacket, trying to change the subject. “You look like Clark Kent.” Noah is ridiculously gorgeous, with a Superman jaw, perfect arms, and longish, prematurely silver-streaked hair. Thick eyelashes that make it look, intriguingly, like maybe he’s wearing just a touch of mascara. He somehow gets better-looking with each passing year—and he knows it; it would be impossible not to.

			“I came straight from work,” he says, stripping off the jacket and revealing his arms. “Full-day conference. No one likes to hear themselves talk more than a bunch of psychiatrists. I swear I fell asleep six times.” He motions to the bartender and orders a beer. Then, after taking a sip, he finally turns to face me. “So, what’s wrong?”

			“Nothing’s wrong.”

			“You’re all…hunched.” He imitates the way I’m sitting. “Plus you put all these emojis in the text asking me to meet you. Something is wrong, obviously.”

			I am not an emoji person. It’s true. And deep down I know why I called Noah. Noah is who I always call when I need someone to give me advice. Especially advice I don’t want. A therapist by profession, Noah is very good at letting you talk your way into a corner where you’ll have no choice but to face the music.

			“I said I’d see him.”

			“Ahh,” Noah says.

			“What?” I ask sharply.

			He raises his palms. “I didn’t say anything.”

			“You said, ‘Ahh.’ Like you’re fucking Sherlock Holmes. Like you have it aaallll figured out.”

			“Seriously?” He raises an eyebrow. “You invited me here. On a Friday night, when my adorable husband is home on our cozy couch. With our even more adorable dog.”

			“You’re the one who recommended the climbing company!”

			“You asked me to ask my parents. They recommended it.”

			“Still, we could say this is all your fault.”

			“We could also say you’re delusional. We could say all sorts of things.”

			I dig the heels of my palms into my eyes and sag into the stool. “Ugh,” I say finally. “I’m obviously conflicted.”

			“I’d say.” He takes another swallow of his beer and waves his phone in the air. “I have about twenty texts from you saying you’ll never see him again. Just want to remind you that someone has the receipts in case you need to reference them.”

			“Okay, that was passive-aggressive.”

			Noah smiles, then reaches over to squeeze my hand. “I think just aggressive.”

			We both start to laugh, hard enough that soon my eyes water. It’s such a relief. It releases the tension that’s been building inside me since Richard texted yesterday and suggested getting together. We’ve been texting occasionally ever since we got back, but we haven’t seen each other. And I promised myself I wouldn’t see him, promised Noah, too, after I told him about the texting and how conflicted I felt. Richard is married. Sure, some of the messages have been a tiny bit flirtatious, but there is nothing about the texting that makes it specifically wrong. I flirt with Noah, too, and our other NYU friends. It’s harmless.

			But now Richard has asked to see me. I’ve had a feeling this was coming ever since he texted from Atlanta about a week ago. He was in his hotel room after the memorial service, feeling grief-stricken and alone, even though his wife was there. At least it seemed like she was. I didn’t specifically ask, and Richard didn’t specifically say anything—don’t ask, don’t tell. It’s a surprisingly effective strategy for making inconvenient realities—like a devoted wife—disappear.

			Avoiding Richard’s wife wasn’t the only reason I skipped the service. My being there would have been presumptuous. And I could tell everyone else felt the same way. At first, there was a single group chat after the climb, which included the memorial service details and other specifics about the accident’s aftermath—whether there would be an investigation, what True Altitude had to say. But soon, the climb chat petered out, the final messages suggesting that it was being picked up elsewhere, probably on their college group chat, which had existed long before they met me. I understood, but it still made me a little sad. I didn’t belong in their shared grief, but that left me all alone with mine.

			“Richard just wants to talk,” I continue after we stop laughing. “He’s upset about the memorial service. He needs a friend.”

			“A friend, right.” Noah nods thoughtfully. “Listen, you know I’ve got my opinions about Richard and—”

			“You haven’t met him.”

			“You’re right, I haven’t. But I have met you, Frankie.”

			“So you know better than anyone how unusual this is for me.”

			“But maybe that’s a sign you should, you know, inquire about why?”

			“You’re saying it’s not real.” My voice catches in a way that seems to prove his point.

			“Your feelings are real,” he says. “Of course they are. Real and important. I just don’t know if he’s worthy of them.” He squeezes my hand until I look at him. “I love you, and I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

			His eyes are so soft and sympathetic, it makes it even harder to breathe. Noah knows the extent of my damage, the depth of my carved-out core. And so he makes me feel safe and understood, but also ashamed.

			“I think it might be too late for that.”

			

			* * *

			When my bag finally tumbled out of the luggage carousel in Tanzania, I exhaled. Relief followed by a little dread. Losing my luggage had been my very last exit ramp. As I stood there waiting, I had decided that I wouldn’t be able to climb this mountain if I didn’t have my sleeping bag, or hiking shoes, or Gore-Tex this or poly-insulate that. A not-so-tiny part of me was looking for a way out. This wasn’t unusual. It was the same right before I embarked on another marathon. I loved the sign-up and the training and I loved the being done. But right before, I panicked a little. And while I grew up hiking the mountains of Colorado, the highest altitude I’d ever been was just shy of eleven thousand feet and that had been skiing in Vail with a rich friend’s parents. Summiting a nineteen-thousand-foot peak was another story entirely.

			But here I was, about to do exactly that.

			And the timing did feel perfect. After so many years of working my ass off, I was succeeding, at least in terms of my reputation. Last year I’d won an award from the Pollock-Krasner Foundation that guaranteed my first major solo show—my paintings would be going up soon at the Pearson Gallery. If it went well, I’d finally make some real money. Enough to put me in an entirely new echelon. That was the thing about being a visual artist—you could be a “hot up-and-comer” for a very long time, long enough to fizzle out before you ever arrived.

			And so, even though there were no guarantees about what would happen with the show, I’d decided to bet on myself and blow the last of my savings account to pay for the trip to Africa. It was time to clip that ill-gotten safety net. And what better way to do it than by climbing a mountain, this mountain?

			Everyone hiked in Leadville, Colorado, where I grew up. And my dad had been an excellent climber once upon a time—rock, ice, mountains. He’d always dreamed of tackling the seven summits before he traded in his adventure cape for life as an accountant with a new family in Denver. And so I’d quietly decided long ago to steal his dream of the seven summits and make it my own someday. I’d even gotten a small, poorly done tattoo of the number seven below my clavicle that had never really looked like a seven. Of course, climbing the seven summits was easier said than done as a struggling painter in mountainless New York City, even one with a secret savings account.

			But then along came the show. And this suddenly felt like the moment. Spend the last of the blood money, climb one of the seven summits—killing so many angry birds all with a single stone.

			All my friends—also devout nontraditionalists—applauded the idea of me making a fresh start, especially if it meant I’d stop dating so many young, aimless men. As for the huge mountain–climbing part? They thought that was crazy. My friends were not exactly athletes. I, on the other hand, on top of my early hiking, had been running ever since—well, ever since that night. It started as a coping strategy, but these days it was just a great way to clear my head. Thalia had been the most vocal about her concerns, which extended beyond the physical. What if I was stuck with people I couldn’t stand?

			I reached forward to grab my bright-orange duffel bag, forgetting how heavy it was with all my gear, much of which I had no idea how to use. Luckily a VIP porter took pity on me, helped haul it off the belt, and gestured toward the carts. It took a couple more minutes to make my way through customs, and then the automatic doors snapped open, depositing me out into the humid Tanzanian night. I rolled my cart toward a circle of guides holding signs, searching for my name or True Altitude on one of them.

			“Ms. Callahan!” a friendly voice, slightly accented, called out just then. When I turned, a short, sturdy Black man dressed head to toe in khaki was already reaching for my backpack. “You made it. We were beginning to worry.” He took the handle of the luggage cart and started to roll it away, cutting through the crowd as I hustled to follow. “I’m Bakari. The others are right over here.”

			As we passed through a narrow break in the bodies, I saw a group of four men, and only men, up ahead. Mid-fifties, at least. The tallest one had his back to me.

			“Here is the rest of the group,” Bakari said, indisputably motioning toward them. “Right up ahead. They’ve been waiting for you.”

			“This is…everyone?” I chirped, aiming for cheerful but leapfrogging directly to shrill.

			“Yes, you are just five,” Bakari continued. “A smaller group is better.”

			But they’re all men! I wanted to yell, because clearly he’d overlooked this detail. It wasn’t that I was intimidated. If nothing else, the art world taught you how to deal with being the only woman in any room. But that didn’t mean I enjoyed it. Besides, I’d been prepared for all couples. Now I wasn’t just the weird single lady—I was the only lady.

			“Okay, great!” I managed, forcing a smile.

			The man with his back to me turned. In his leather hat, perfectly tailored khakis, and a loose-fitting white linen shirt, he had an aging Indiana Jones aura. But it was his blue eyes that were transfixing. All I could do was stare back at him.

			This was a possibility I had definitely not accounted for.

			“I’m Richard,” he said.

			Somehow he was already right next to me, shaking my hand. I pulled away as quickly as I could, but it was too late. I’d felt it. Deep in my bones. Like a ghost moving through me.

			

			* * *

			I lie in bed staring at the ceiling after I get home, unable to sleep. Noah was right. I could have said no, could have told Richard I couldn’t meet. Because what I know is this: No matter how many times I tell myself that I’m just trying to be a good, supportive friend, it’s not true. Richard has a million friends and, oh, yes, a wife. He does not need me.

			And I do not need him. I don’t.

			As soon as I close my eyes, my phone vibrates on my nightstand. It’s late. When I lift the phone, it’s an unfamiliar number, 508 area code. Massachusetts, I think. A wrong number, probably, or spam. But my brain catches on something as I watch the call ring. Because I do know one person in Massachusetts, don’t I? Maybe. That was a long time ago.

			Finally, the call registers as missed. I wait a few more moments. No voicemail. I put my phone back down and try again to sleep, but it’s nagging at me, even though I know I’m overreacting. It’s an area code, a state, that’s all.

			Then a ding. A text notification. Shit. I peer at the screen.

			How are you?

			Richard—relief, joy, guilt. One after another, then all together, in a demented chorus. I shouldn’t be that happy to hear from him. But I am. If I learned anything climbing that mountain on the other side of the world, it’s that you can’t pretend away your feelings, no matter how inconvenient. You can’t erase them, or outsmart them, or rationalize them away. Not the real ones. Those you can’t outrun, no matter how high you climb.

			I stare at Richard’s text as if there is a chance I will leave it unanswered.

			Things are…okay. What about you?

			Okay, I guess. Actually…not great. We still on for coffee?

			My hands are damp around my phone in the silence and the dark.

			Yes. When do you want to meet?

		

	
		
			Grand Jury Transcript

			Testimony of Thalia Perez

			Conducted by Abigail Hoffman, Assistant District Attorney

			November 27

			Q. How did you become acquainted with Frankie Callahan?

			A. We met at NYU. Freshman year in college. Our rooms were down the hall from each other.

			Q. Did Ms. Callahan have many boyfriends back then?

			A. Many? I don’t think she had many. I think she had a normal amount. We were in college.

			Q. Did Ms. Callahan have a tendency to date married men?

			A. What does that have to do with anything?

			Q. Ms. Perez, can you please just answer the question?

			A. It feels like an attack on Frankie, not a question.

			Q. Are you aware of any time when Frankie Callahan had a romantic relationship with a married man?

			A. I don’t see what that has to do with anything.

			Q. Did Ms. Callahan have a relationship with a married man on one occasion or more than one occasion?

			A. I don’t know.

			Q. More than two?

			A. This is irrelevant.

			Q. Let’s try something else before I need to have you held in contempt. Did she ever speak to you about Mr. Falk?

			A. Yes.

			Q. What did she say?

			A. She told me about her trip. He was on the trip. He was in some of her stories.

			Q. Can you please be more specific, Ms. Perez? You are under oath. What exactly did Frankie Callahan tell you about Mr. Falk?

			A. This is wrong, what you’re doing.

			Q. Ms. Perez, I repeat, you are here—

			A. This is slut-shaming, plain and simple. How is this even legal?

		

	
		
			
				After

				Gretchen

			
			September 12

			Bruce was gone for more than thirty minutes. Longer than he’d suggested it would take, leaving plenty of time for Gretchen’s stomach to twist into a rock-hard knot. She needed Scotty to get down there. He was the criminal attorney and one of Richard’s best friends. He was the only person Gretchen could really trust to manage this situation.

			But she’d already called Scotty six times and sent him at least as many texts. She’d tried Hilary, Scotty’s wife, too, though of course Hilary would probably be dead asleep until past 9:00 a.m. The two women were very close friends, but Hilary was ten years Gretchen’s junior, and she liked wine…a lot. She wasn’t exactly someone to turn to in an early-morning emergency.

			Gretchen could have gone to their apartment, could have demanded that the doorman ring up until she woke them. But that would have meant leaving the police station, and Gretchen felt sure that her mere presence was keeping the police in check. The devoted wife, so sure of her husband’s innocence—it had to be giving them at least a little pause.

			The whole idea that Richard could have hurt someone, much less killed them, was absurd. Despite his size, Richard was not an aggressive person. Perhaps it was even because of his size and physical confidence that he was so gentle. He didn’t need to use force, because he intimidated people at first sight. Besides, Richard was determined to be nothing like his own brutal father. He was kind and good and sweet—almost to a fault.

			

			
				
				* * *
			

			The cross-country road trip the summer before senior year had been Richard’s idea. Gretchen hadn’t really been on board. All those hours in Richard’s rattling old Chevy? It was honestly the last thing she wanted to do, especially given that her parents had offered to send them to Paris all expenses paid, or at least Gretchen. They could have paid for the other half themselves.

			But Richard and his romantic notions! Richard and his pride! He didn’t want Gretchen’s parents paying for anything. He thought that all the two of them needed was the open road and their love, and who was Gretchen to argue when she adored Richard for appreciating the simple things in life? For being utterly without pretense? Being with Richard had cracked open the surface of the world, revealing all kinds of wild magic that Gretchen had never experienced before. With him, she’d gotten high, lying in a damp pasture without even a blanket, staring up at the stars while listening to an owl hoot. Richard claimed he was singing to his mate, which made Gretchen laugh hysterically. (She was very high.) He taught her how to play the drums, and they’d drive around the twisty back roads of New Hampshire for hours singing to the radio—very, very badly. Both of them. She stopped wearing makeup altogether and yet felt more beautiful than she ever had.

			Gretchen had never felt so completely at ease around someone, either. She’d never felt so fully herself, period. Being with Richard had cleared a path for her to find the person she was meant to be. With him she didn’t have to pretend to be sweet or demure or feminine. She didn’t need to remember to smile all the time or to always be pretty. Richard loved her whether she was smiling or not. When her hair was a ratty mess. And he really did seem to find everything she said fascinating. He was always saying she was the smartest person he knew. When he wrapped his arms around her, she felt truly safe for the first time in her life.

			Safe, but never weak. Somehow, Richard always made Gretchen feel both protected and strong at the same time.

			Brooks had once gently suggested that Gretchen was only with Richard as some kind of rebellion against her parents. And he had (in an uncharacteristically uncharitable moment) pointed out that in spite of Richard’s sketchbooks full of still lifes, he wasn’t a real artist: That fall, he was starting a job in investment banking, like so many of the rest of the boys (and some girls) from their graduating class. But Gretchen knew it was for her sake that Richard had given up on the idea of working at a museum or gallery. Brooks could get that way, a little jealous. The reality was that love changed even the closest friendships. And between her and Richard, it was love. True love. Plain and simple.

			The road trip had taken a dark turn one day when Gretchen was in a booth alone at a truck stop while Richard went to the bathroom. A filthy-looking man with a ratty beard and stains on his shirt slid right in across from her like he belonged there. And then he—well, Gretchen still didn’t like thinking about the things he’d said. Disgusting, sexual things. Things he wanted her to do to him. She’d never repeat them to anyone. And then he licked his revolting lips.

			When Richard returned a minute later, she’d been looking forward to him wiping the smirk off the vile man’s face. And yet, “I think you’re in my seat, friend,” was all he’d said, at which point the guy grunted and went on his way. Him leaving was, of course, the point. But Gretchen couldn’t help feeling disappointed. Friend? Classic Richard, really. Everyone was a friend.

			So where did that leave Gretchen, when she was supposed to matter the most?

			“You could have done something more,” she complained. Like break most of the bones in his face, she’d been thinking.

			“Why? To prove that I can?” Richard said with a shrug, seeming genuinely confused. “I think it was pretty obvious.”

			“Some women like it when a man makes them feel protected.”

			But that wasn’t even what Gretchen meant, was it? Because she did feel safe. She always did. Special—she wanted to feel special. Sometimes she worried that her need to feel singled out from every other girl in the world was a hole that even Richard could never fill.

			Richard gestured. “He’s gone. Isn’t that the important thing?”

			“Yes, well…”

			“I’m sorry, but I don’t believe in doing things for appearance’s sake—getting angry, making a scene. I thought you liked that about me.” He’d seemed so ashamed then, and Gretchen had felt awful. She did like that about him—it was a refreshing change from her father, whose drunken rages were blunted only by the fact that he routinely passed out mid-eruption.

			“I love that about you,” she’d said, grabbing his hand. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I said that. I’m sorry.”

			Richard’s own father had been like hers, except his rages had often ended with Richard’s face black and blue. And here she was, asking him to be like that?

			On the way back to the car, they’d seen the man again in the parking lot, leaning against his beat-up truck, drinking a beer out of a paper bag. He whistled at Gretchen as they passed, like she was a dog. She bristled a little but had every intention of getting back in the car and driving away as if it had never happened. She still felt so bad that she’d challenged the very quality that made Richard who he was.

			But before she knew what was happening, Richard pulled away and had the man by the throat. He’d lifted him off the ground, the man struggling and grunting. With one hand Richard was squeezing the life out of him.

			“Richard!” she’d shouted, and finally, finally, he let the man go. The guy was coughing and retching once he was free, so drunk he probably wouldn’t remember a thing.

			But the look on Richard’s face was something Gretchen would never forget—deathly, deadly cold. Like he could have killed the man.

			

			* * *

			Finally, the door opened, and Bruce emerged from a room down the hallway. Richard was nowhere in sight. Gretchen suddenly found it impossible to breathe. Things were very bad—worse even than she’d imagined. She could tell from the look on Bruce’s face.

			It took an eternity for Bruce to reach her. When he did, he just shook his head and frowned.

			“What is it?” Gretchen pressed a hand flat against her belly.

			“Richard’s been arrested for the murder of this Frankie Callahan person.”

			“No!” Gretchen shouted, and too loud. She knew it was too loud. “How did you let that happen, Bruce?”

			“Come on,” Bruce said through clenched teeth, then grabbed her by the arm. “It’s better if we talk outside.”

			Gretchen wrenched free of Bruce’s sweaty grasp. How dare he patronize her. This was exactly why she didn’t like him. “I’m not leaving here without Richard.”

			“We absolutely should not talk in here,” Bruce said more firmly. And this time it didn’t even sound especially condescending, which was—it turned out—far worse. “It won’t be good for Richard.”

			Reluctantly, Gretchen followed Bruce outside, feeling slightly dizzy. The sun had just barely risen, the light thin and gray. They crossed the street and stopped on a quiet stretch of sidewalk a block away. “Okay,” Bruce said finally, looking around and seeming satisfied that the coast was clear. “They have a witness.”

			“What?” Gretchen shouted so loudly this time it made something in her neck pop. “That’s not possible!”

			“Shh, shh!” Bruce scolded, glancing back toward the police station. He raised his palms, and Gretchen had to resist the urge to bite his big fat thumb. “You need to lower your voice.”

			“I don’t understand what you’re talking about. This doesn’t make any sense.” Gretchen stepped closer to him, heart beating wildly. “You need to tell me everything! Right this second!”

			“Gretchen, please!” Bruce shouted back, visibly alarmed by Gretchen’s emotional display. “Listen, I don’t know the details. They said they have a witness, that’s all. Also, apparently Richard made some incriminating statements.”

			“What statements!” She was still shouting. She couldn’t help it. This was spiraling so quickly.

			“Come on, breathe,” Bruce said, still with his palms up. Like she was a toddler. He was exactly like her father. She imagined her teeth sinking into the side of his hand now. She could almost taste the blood.

			But he was right that she wasn’t breathing. She closed her eyes and tried to calm herself. She was suddenly sweating from everywhere all at once, like a giant sprinkler.

			“I should never have left him alone with them.” Tears rushed into her eyes. She hated getting so emotional, but there was absolutely no way she could contain it all—dread, fear, shame, guilt. “He shouldn’t have been talking to them. I knew that. You said it. I should have put a stop to it. But you know how Richard is. He thinks he can charm his way—”

			“Gretchen, don’t do this to your—”

			“—out of anything.” Gretchen felt like a train let loose down the tracks. “The police counted on us being compliant. And it worked.” She jabbed a finger at her chest. “But I knew better. I should have dragged Richard right out of that interview room.”

			“No, no. You mustn’t blame yourself,” Bruce said, seeming somewhat comforted to be back in the role of fixer. “Anyway, they don’t have a signed waiver of his rights. I’m sure there’s a case to be made for coercion.”

			She pressed a hand to her tumbling stomach. “But what was this person supposedly a witness to?”

			“They aren’t required to be forthcoming with those details right now, unfortunately. They just said that the witness puts Richard near Frankie Callahan’s apartment at the time of the attack.”

			“Attack?”

			“I shouldn’t say ‘attack.’ That makes it sound— They were pretty light on details about the circumstances of the crime. I don’t know what they think happened to her, much less what they think he did. Frankly, it’s not in their interest to share what they have or don’t have.”

			Gretchen cupped a hand over her mouth. Everything she could think to say—he didn’t do this, there’s an explanation, this isn’t possible—was excruciating. And pointless. She closed her eyes again. Get yourself together, Gretchen.

			“I need to see him, then. Immediately.” She stood up as straight as she could, spine erect. “They’ve kept me waiting long enough.”

			“See him?” Bruce rubbed a hand over his jaw. “Gretchen, you can’t see him. He’s been arrested for murder.”

			She could feel her pulse in her fingertips. “I don’t understand. People get visitors in prison all the time.”

			“Yes, once he’s been processed and is actually in prison, but not while he’s in a precinct holding cell,” Bruce said. “I know very little about criminal cases, but they did make it very clear to me that the next step will be the arraignment. But apparently there’s some emergency issue at the courthouse today—plumbing, or sewage.” He made a disgusted face. “Only in New York City. But they’ll get it fixed, presumably, and the arraignment will be in the next day or two, certainly. In the meantime, I did get them to agree to hold Richard here at the precinct, given that he’s not your average defendant. That’s good news for him in terms of conditions. But there are no visitors allowed here aside from attorneys, or parents, in the case of a minor. They just don’t have the proper security and screening procedures in place.”

			“The next day or two,” Gretchen said. That was an eternity from now.

			Bruce nodded. “And he’ll need a top-notch criminal defense attorney before then. Is that something you can manage?”

			The insufferable tone was back. She was angry at Bruce all over again. But anger felt better than panic.

			“Yes, obviously,” Gretchen snapped.

			“Good.” He checked his watch. “Listen, I have to go.”

			“Go?” Gretchen felt desperate for him to stay, even though she absolutely did not want him there a second longer.

			“Yes, I have a…” He gestured vaguely. “But this will be okay. It will get sorted out.” He nodded. “Call me if you need help finding that attorney.”

			And with that, Bruce was gone, walking briskly uptown on the quiet, early-morning sidewalk, his hands washed clean of the filth coating every inch of Gretchen’s skin. All Gretchen could do was watch him disappear.

			“Gretchen!”

			Scotty was crossing the street toward her. “My phone was off. I’m so sorry,” he called out. He looked so much younger and more capable than Bruce. Thank God for Scotty. “I came as soon as I got your messages,” he said when he reached her. “What the hell is going on?”

			

			—

			“This is going to be okay.” Scotty squeezed Gretchen’s hand reassuringly as they sat side by side on a bench in front of Tompkins Square Park, a few blocks from the Ninth Precinct. He had listened so patiently as she gave her lengthy recap, his puppyish brown eyes soft and sympathetic. What a relief to be with someone who cared about Richard as much as she did.

			“Statements—what could he have told them, Scotty?” Gretchen said, searching his eyes.

			“It doesn’t matter.” Scotty ran a hand over the back of his thick neck. He sounded confident, though. “We’ll get him to recant. And without a signed waiver, whatever he said will be useless anyway.”

			“But still, why would he ever…”

			“Listen, even brilliant people get overwhelmed talking to the police. You’re tired and confused, they woke you in the middle of the night. It’s the police’s job to turn people upside down, and they’re really good at it. It happens all the time to my clients who are just like Richard—brilliant, well-respected leaders who should also know better.”

			“He needs to come home, Scotty. Right this instant.” She stamped a foot like a frustrated child. Oh, she had come so completely undone.

			“I know, Gretchen.” Scotty’s voice was gentle. “Let me get in there, talk to Richard, and try to sort this out. I have a few friends who handle cases like these. We’ll get him the best.” He put a warm hand on her shoulder. “Go home, take a shower. Change your clothes. Eat something, please. I’ll call as soon as I’m done talking to Richard.”

			“Are you sure? I feel like I should—”

			“What you need to do is take care of yourself, Gretchen. If Richard has been arrested, there’ll be nothing to do but prepare for the arraignment.” He stood. “I’m on this. You don’t need to worry.”

			“Are you sure?” But Gretchen felt suspended between collapsing and vomiting as she pushed to her feet. It was true: She needed a break.

			“Gretchen, not only will you kill me if I don’t handle this, but Richard and Hilary will too,” he said. “I promise. Go home, rest. That’s what Richard would want, and Hilary would insist. Let me do my job without worrying about you. This whole thing is some bullshit mistake. Overreacting will only get you in deeper trouble. That’s the way these things are.”

			

			—

			In the end, Gretchen had Sam drop her at the bottom of Central Park and then walked the rest of the way home. Twenty-nine blocks along the park, the rhythm of her legs, the chilly morning air steadying her. It wasn’t even 8:00 a.m. yet. There weren’t that many people to see her pajama bottoms, which really did look like pants anyway.

			It was also calming to focus on the task at hand—getting to Oppy’s welcome assembly. When it was over, she could tell Cassandra about the situation with Richard. But the truth was that she was still holding out hope she wouldn’t have to. That Scotty would get the police to come to their senses between now and when the curtain came down.

			By the time Gretchen was turning in to her building, she was already imagining how she’d graciously accept an apology from the police. So she was startled when she came face-to-face with Joseph, who was still on duty. He looked equally alarmed to see Gretchen—ashen, actually—but he tried to cover, smiling broadly. Even so, the whole thing was terribly awkward. Joseph was young and rather new and, under the best of circumstances, he vacillated between overly familiar and overly formal, so she wasn’t surprised when his eyes shot to the ground as if he were embarrassed for her, or maybe for himself. Both, probably.

			Gretchen cleared her throat. She would not be made to feel humiliated. Not when none of this was their fault.

			“Well, good morning, Joseph,” Gretchen said, bright and crisp. Defiant. “Beautiful day, isn’t it?”

			“Yes, ma’am,” he muttered, eyes still down.

			“Have a lovely day,” she called as she strode to the elevator.

			As soon as the doors shut, Gretchen found herself blinking back tears. She forced her shoulders square. Fanned her eyes with her well-manicured fingers. Pretend. To survive, she was going to have to pretend. And Scotty was right. She was just exhausted.

			Gretchen’s relief at reaching the apartment was short-lived. As she swung open the door, she could see that it had been utterly ransacked. In every direction, drawers were open, their possessions strewn about the floor. Detective Reyes had warned her, but nothing could have prepared her for the extent of the damage. Across the foyer in the living room, she could see that even the couch cushions had been lifted and tossed around.

			Gretchen was still standing in the entryway when she heard a key turn in the lock behind her. Lita. Their housekeeper. Lita had lived in with them ever since they’d moved into the apartment, but since Becks left for college, she worked only nine to five. Sometimes Gretchen thought about inviting her back to live. They were so fond of each other, and the house was so empty without the children. But she was worried Lita might feel obligated, and if Gretchen was completely honest with herself, Lita did seem happier now that she was living out.

			“Good morning,” Lita called cheerfully as she entered. But her smile fell and her hand went to her mouth when she saw the chaos. “Ay, dios mío!”

			Gretchen nodded. “Yes, it’s a mess,” she said. “Tu hermana?” Lita sometimes called her sister when there was a big project. And getting everything back in order definitely fit the bill.

			Lita nodded gravely. “Sí, sí.”

			Gretchen still didn’t speak much Spanish despite several genuine attempts with Duolingo—which was somehow slightly racist, according to Elizabeth. Simply employing Lita was also apparently racist, or so Elizabeth had proclaimed in high school—though neither Richard nor Gretchen could understand how paying someone far above market rate and providing health insurance and other benefits like vacation days could possibly be a bad thing. It was true that the language gap meant Gretchen’s conversations with Lita were limited, and that did always seem a little wrong. However, at the moment, her limited Spanish meant Gretchen was spared having to explain why the apartment was in such a state.

			Instead, Gretchen excused herself upstairs, glancing down at her new watch. Gaudy, it was gaudy. Gretchen had pushed the thought away when she first saw it because it had seemed cruel and ungrateful. But even after all these years of living with great wealth—partly earned by him!—Richard did still occasionally stumble in this regard. It was cute, most of the time.

			Of course, none of this would have happened if Richard hadn’t gone on the trip to begin with, and the watch was a reminder that it was Gretchen who’d eventually acquiesced. Richard and “the boys”—as he liked to call his college group—took an “adventure trip” nearly every year, hadn’t missed one since graduation. And Richard was certainly capable of such activities, even in his mid-fifties. He was an experienced hiker—Patagonia, the Alps, the Dolomites. And he was fit: He’d run the New York City Marathon twice, the last time only a few years ago. And after all he’d been through as a child, he was calm and resourceful, exceptional in an emergency.

			But Kilimanjaro was next-level, and Gretchen blamed Brooks. The whole thing had been his idea. Gretchen and Richard knew a couple who had made it within spitting distance of the summit only to have the husband suddenly felled by mountain sickness. He had stopped breathing right in front of his poor wife, who apparently hated hiking and had gone along only to be a good sport.

			“No” had been Gretchen’s unequivocal response when Richard had first floated the idea. She’d even snapped the newspaper she was reading for emphasis. “Absolutely not.”

			Richard had not backed down. And so Gretchen had argued with him, making a point of mentioning their friend who had died and subtly reminding him that—as the wife—she would have the deciding vote. So it was in their world: happy wife, happy life. All the husbands in their circle respected that rule, even the cads. And Richard was not a cad. He was one of the good ones. No, he was a great one.

			And yet, Richard had seemed out of sorts ever since he’d been promoted to co–head of investment banking at Goldman Sachs ten months before. After all his hard work, he’d finally reached the very top—the pinnacle from which there was realistically nowhere left to ascend. And, somehow, this had sucked the wind from his sails. Gretchen had gathered that maybe he needed something else to conquer, and so here was this mountain.

			Richard hadn’t said that. But Gretchen was his wife. Sometimes she knew him in ways he didn’t know himself. And so her answer had been yes in the end. To love someone that deeply you had to be willing to tolerate all kinds of risk.

			Gretchen checked her absurd watch again. Eight-forty a.m. She needed to get going: Oppy’s assembly. She was never late. She couldn’t be late, or Cassandra would know that something was wrong. And Gretchen was still hoping her children might never have to know about this mess. Anyway, things were going to be fine. Things were fine. All of this was nothing more than a nuisance.

			A shower. That was what she needed. A shower always made everything better.

			

			—

			Afterward, standing at one of the two sinks in their vast en suite bathroom, Gretchen saw herself in the steamy mirror. She looked awful, even after washing her face and using every single face cream and potion known to man. Puffy and exhausted, if not downright ill. No one would be mistaking her for Grace Kelly today—a compliment she’d heard regularly since she was a teenager. Cassandra would definitely know there was something wrong. Her oldest child had a nose for trouble. As a little girl, Cassandra could predict bad weather for a month’s-end birthday party with meteorological precision. In fact, all her children were that way—highly attuned. Perhaps there should have been a certain comfort in this. Friends and relatives often pointed to it as a sign of their collective intelligence.

			But it was also exhausting. Gretchen had occasionally longed for children who were far more oblivious. It would have allowed for a much greater margin of error.

			Gretchen put some moisturizer on her hands and rubbed them together. They were bonier and bonier with each passing day. Maybe she didn’t look as bad as she thought she did? Exhaustion could blur how one saw things. Makeup would make an enormous difference, she told herself. But every time she lifted the mascara wand, her hand trembled too much to risk going anywhere near her eye. She settled instead for concealer and lipstick, startling when her phone rang.

			Scotty Kaplan. When Gretchen went to answer it, the phone slipped through her fingers and crashed to the floor.

			“Hello? Gretchen?” Scotty asked when she finally managed to get the phone to her ear. “Are you okay?”

			“Yes, yes.” Her jaw was clenched so tight it was hard to speak. She drove a finger into the muscle, massaging it. “What’s happening? How’s Richard?”

			“He’s fine. In great spirits, actually. He was cracking jokes with me.”

			“But, Scotty, that’s the way he always—”

			“I know, I know—believe me,” Scotty said sincerely. “But I poked around, pressed him. He’s convinced this is going to get sorted out. He’s not looking forward to weathering the storm, but he’s ready for it.”

			Gretchen believed Scotty. Or rather she believed that Scotty believed. But part of Richard’s charm was his infectious optimism.

			“Has he eaten? Because if he’s not eating, then—”

			“He’s eating. He thinks he’ll put weight on in there. That’s one of the biggest benefits of being held at the precinct until arraignment. A lot of sandwiches, but the food’s much better than it will be—so yes, he’s eating and he’s hydrated and he even got some sleep.”

			“But why did they arrest him? Was it his statements?”

			“No, they didn’t seem to be anyone’s focus. I did have him recant, for what it’s worth. That might not be effective, but I got the sense from Richard that what he said was hardly a confession anyway.”

			“Then what is their focus? That witness?”

			“They do supposedly have someone who puts him near her apartment. But that alone wouldn’t be enough.” He paused. And there was something so awful about the silence. Finally, Scotty exhaled noisily. “Apparently they also found some kind of evidence at your apartment during the search.”

			Gretchen grabbed the counter to steady herself as she looked around the bathroom like she might spot something incriminating still there, something horrifying but in plain sight.

			“What evidence?”

			“Who knows? It doesn’t matter,” Scotty said dismissively. “So much of what prosecutors do at this stage is just grandstanding. They weaponize secrecy. Bottom line: They had probable cause to make the arrest even without Richard’s statements, which isn’t great. But that does not mean they’ve got a fraction of what they’d need for a conviction. The standards are completely different. And before we even get to any of that, we’ll get Richard out on bail.”

			“Did they say when the arraignment will be?”

			“Unfortunately, not until Monday morning. The courthouse has reopened, but now there’s a huge backlog. I actually think that’s not the worst thing. Buys us a little time.”

			“He needs to be home, Scotty.”

			“Gretchen, this is all going to be okay,” Scotty said. “I promise. Whatever this— Obviously it’s all some kind of idiotic mistake.” He hesitated again, but only for a second. “Full disclosure, I’m a little concerned about how the police ended up at your apartment so quickly. But something sent them there in less than twenty-four hours. An eyewitness wouldn’t know Richard’s name, presumably, or his address. Did any of the officers say anything about that to you?”

			“No,” Gretchen said. “Why would they?”

			“No, no—that’s what I figured. I just thought maybe off-handedly a uniformed officer might have…Sometimes they let things slip,” Scotty said. “The question didn’t occur to me until after I’d left Richard. I’ll just ask him next time. Not to worry. Also, I have a call in to three different criminal defense attorneys; that’s why the time might be helpful.”

			“I don’t understand. You are a criminal defense attorney.”

			“If this was insider trading, I’d be your guy. But we need someone who handles murders. Don’t worry—we’ll get someone really good.”

			“ ‘Get someone’?” she asked. “Why are you making it sound like we’re auditioning?”

			“In a way we are. These violent-crime guys—they like to choose their clients based on the complexity of the case or how high-profile the client is. The press that might come their way. They can afford to be selective.”

			“Good Lord.” Gretchen was disgusted. She did not want to be mixing with people who tried to capitalize on others’ misfortunes.

			“You should get Elizabeth and Becks home, too.”

			“Why would I do that?” One small bright spot was that they were far away from this mess.

			“They’ll need to be here for the arraignment,” Scotty said. “Whoever we get to represent Richard, that’s going to be one of the first things they say, I’m sure.”

			“Okay,” she said, though she could not conceive of having to contend with Elizabeth and Becks along with everything else. “And thank you, Scotty. Truly.”

			“Hang in there, Gretchen.” She gripped the edge of the bathroom counter tighter, as though he meant this literally. “Maybe try to distract yourself. Get out and take a walk or something. This is going to take some time and patience. But it is going to be okay. All you need to do is hold on, and weather the storm.”

		

	
		
			I don’t believe in coincidences. I never have. Everything happens for a reason—the good, the bad, the ugly.

			This country, this mountain—this trip—has made me realize how much time I’ve wasted. And for what? So I could be a good husband? What does that even mean? I don’t know. I do know you only live once. And that’s what I plan to do from this moment forward. Live. Before it’s too late.

			And I know it’s a sign that she’s in this place and so am I—of course it is.

			I may never have believed in that kind of thing before. Maybe I don’t even now. No magical-thinking crap for me. But I have always believed in being in the right place at the right time.

			I know how to seize an opportunity. And use the tools at my disposal.

		

	
		
			
				Before

				Frankie

			
			September 6

			“Hey there.”

			When I look up, there’s Richard, silhouetted by the sun. My breath catches. I never would have expected this of myself—this dumb girlishness. And yet, here it is. Here I am.

			I lift a hand to shield my eyes. “Oh, hi,” I say. Like we just stumbled upon each other.

			Richard shifts so that his shadow—the shade—falls over me. “Is that better?”

			My eyes blink in relief. “Thank you.”

			I can see him clearly now. In his well-fitting polo shirt, salt-and-pepper hair neatly brushed, he looks so different than the last time I saw him, when he was so exhausted and shell-shocked. He still looks sad, though. His eyes are puffy and red-rimmed like maybe he’s been crying recently. I get it. What happened was horrifying.

			“I’m sorry I’m late.” He gestures in the vague direction of the seemingly fast-moving traffic. “It took a long time to get downtown…”

			“Do you want to grab something?”

			“Um.” He looks for a long moment, warily, toward the inside of the café. Rubs a hand over his face. Is he worried about being seen? Or am I inventing a situation here where none exists? Maybe Richard really does just need a friend.

			He motions to the bench. “Can I sit?”

			“Of course.” I scooch to the side. It’s an objectively small bench.

			Richard sets his briefcase between his legs after he sits. It’s expensive-looking, stylish. His wife probably bought it for him. I wonder if he told her he had to go into the office on a Saturday. If that’s where she thinks he is right now. We stay silent for a moment, Richard staring off into the distance. Once I think I see his eyes fill with tears. I should say something comforting, but I’ve never had anyone I love die. What do I know about comforting him right now? I don’t even know him all that well, even though I somehow also feel like I know what he needs to hear.

			“The service must have been so hard,” I begin. “He was so young, and it was all so sudden—I still feel like I’m in shock. I can’t imagine how all of you feel.”

			Richard nods and his shoulders drop. “It’s crushing,” he says finally. “I should have made him turn around when he wasn’t feeling well.”

			I want to put my hand on his back, but that feels like too much. If I’m being honest, I want to wrap my arms around him. I’ve never felt such a visceral desire to comfort someone physically. And, in this situation, what else is there, really? But I won’t do that, I can’t—not with the way I feel. I clasp my hands together instead.

			“You can’t do that to yourself. I mean, I understand. I’d feel the same way. But Van made the decision to stay. We were all there.” I pause. “Have you thought about going to see someone?”

			He turns to look at me, his blue eyes aglow. “Like a therapist?”

			I shrug. “It was traumatic. A literal trauma,” I press on. “That kind of thing can get stuck in your brain, your body. There are a lot of specific approaches therapists use to help people process.”

			“You sound like you’re talking from personal experience,” he says.

			Of course I am, about the trauma. Not about the therapy. That’s all stuff I’ve picked up from Noah. I shrug. “In a way. I also have a close friend who’s a psychiatrist. He deals with a lot of trauma patients. He could give me some names if you want.”

			“Thank you,” Richard says. He seems genuinely touched.

			“I’m still having flashbacks, and I’m not sleeping. And it wasn’t one of my best friends who died.”

			“Really?” Richard looks so relieved. “I thought I was going a little crazy. It’s like a—”

			“Tape on a loop?”

			“Exactly,” Richard says. “I keep seeing the exact same images, some are of the— Some are really haunting. Some are just of things I was looking at before, I think.”

			“For me it’s the sounds,” I say. “Everything I heard right before.”

			“It’s really fucking disturbing.”

			“That’s for sure.”

			“It already helps, just talking about it like this. Gretchen’s not…” He’s quiet again, and I try to ignore the prickle of discomfort I feel at hearing her name. “She’s not great with feelings. She’s an amazing person. A truly good person, but she freezes up around big feelings. It’s like she gets overwhelmed or something. She’s very good at doing—you should have seen her at the gathering at Van’s house after the service. She had her sleeves rolled up in the kitchen washing dishes. She took care of the donation and ordered flowers. She’s incredibly thoughtful. But she can’t just sit with you when you’re upset. She could never bear when the children cried. She always had to do something about it.” He looks so confused. “Do you know what I mean?”

			“I think a lot of people are like that. Feelings are uncomfortable. They can be too much—for people who feel too much and the ones who don’t feel enough. Maybe it’s just too painful for your wife.” I can’t bring myself to say her name, but I did take her side. And that’s something.

			“She’s doing her best,” he says, then looks over at me intently. “We’re all just doing our best.”

			“I don’t mind listening,” I say. “If you just want to talk. About being sad. Or feeling guilty. Or maybe about what Van was like back when you met him. The good times.”

			He leans forward, elbows resting on his knees, hands clasped loosely together. I know from the trip that he sits that way whenever he’s considering something seriously. He was in the same position when he asked me what it felt like to paint.

			It was day six. We had been sitting at Arrow Glacier Camp, altitude 16,076 feet, watching the sun disappear behind the clouds in a kaleidoscope of orange, clutching cups of tea with our knit hats pulled low.

			“Why?” I replied. “Do you think you could be an artist?”

			It came out a little snide, but so many people think they could easily paint abstract modern art, that a child could.

			Richard laughed. “I wish. As you heard earlier from the guys, I gave it a try once upon a time, but I eventually realized there probably wasn’t much of a modern market for mediocre sketches of fruit bowls. I think I could have made a great art dealer, though, or a curator.”

			“What stopped you?”

			He shrugged. “I grew up,” he said. “Anyway, I don’t have that kind of creativity in me. But I have always wondered what it feels like.”

			No man had ever inquired about what it felt like to be me. Because not a single one had ever given a shit? Because they already thought they knew? Because I’d purposely never had the right men around me? Maybe all those things were true.

			I don’t remember what we said after that, only the way my pulse quickened. The way everything suddenly existed in such sharp relief—the colors, the textures. Like someone had just fine-tuned the settings on the world.

			It’s the way the world feels right now. Magnified.

			“Yeah,” Richard says finally. “Talking would help, I think. If you don’t mind.”

			“I’d be happy to listen.”

			

			* * *

			To mark the official beginning of the expedition, Bakari took a group photo of all of us standing behind the Mercedes jeep, the colorful True Altitude logo displayed prominently on its back tire cover. I was so much shorter than all of them except Brooks. And I was still shorter than him. It was not going to be easy, ignoring my differentness, even though it was obviously the only way forward.

			“Frankie sits there,” Bakari instructed as we climbed inside, pointing to one of two prime, freestanding seats behind the driver.

			I felt annoyed about being singled out because I was the only woman, but maybe there was no pretending I didn’t have special status.

			“I’m sure this isn’t exactly what you signed up for, a bunch of old friends,” Richard said to me quietly after everyone was in the car.

			“I tried not to have any expectations.”

			He smiled. He was in the other freestanding seat across from me, his friends chattering loudly in the row behind. “Don’t worry. We know how to hold space for newcomers.”

			There was something almost uncomfortably intimate about the moment—maybe because of the warmth in Richard’s blue eyes, only partially visible in the dark. But he wore a wedding ring. They all did. Not that I was there looking for anything other than myself. That was the whole point.

			“Thanks.” I nodded and looked back toward the window and the darkness beyond.

			I certainly had not come all the way to Africa to arrive back at the beginning—with a man who did not belong to me.

			

			—

			Luckily, the rest of the long drive to base camp was consumed by the boisterous conversation of the men. This is exactly like Peru. Don’t you dare eat goat like in Bhutan if I’m going to be trapped in a tent with you. Evidently, they’d been taking trips together like this for years and they took turns planning. This trip had been on Brooks.

			Scotty and Brooks were the talkers, nearly nonstop for the whole hour-and-forty-five-minute drive. Most of it was good-natured ribbing, trying to one-up each other. Richard seemed to be the benevolent leader, Scotty the affable comedian (often at his own expense), and Van the group’s warm, soft heart. Brooks was a little harder to figure out. Nice enough and obviously very smart, maybe even smarter than the rest of them, but also a little awkward and guarded. The nerd of the group, for sure.

			“This is my wife, Hilary,” Scotty offered at one point, handing me his phone to look at photos, carefully watching my expression. His wife was way out of his league. Scotty wasn’t unattractive, but he wasn’t as fit as Van or as charismatic as Richard. Even Brooks had a certain magnetism. Scotty was just a friendly average Joe.

			“Scotty’s most remarkable quality is Hilary,” Richard said.

			“She’s gorgeous,” I said as Scotty stared at me expectantly.

			“She’s perfect in every way,” he said, beaming. “She’s best friends with Gretchen, Richard’s wife.”

			Van and Brooks were also married. Van’s admiration for his wife seemed a little less grandiose but no less genuine.

			“And Melinda and Brooks are in a throuple with their jobs,” Scotty quipped as he and Van high-fived.

			“If by that you mean that I’m married to a woman who’s my intellectual equal, then yes,” Brooks replied. “I am.”

			Richard rolled his eyes. “Feminism thanks you, Brooks.”

			“Are we sure Melinda is a woman?” Van asked. Now everyone laughed, even Brooks.

			Melinda was apparently a partner at a prestigious D.C. law firm where she and Brooks had met years ago before he’d left to join his family’s company.

			“We’re kidding; Melinda is great,” Scotty said, though he didn’t sound sure.

			“She’ll make an excellent first lady of Grace Chemical,” Van said. “Once they hurry up and hand you the baton. You deserve that CEO slot, Brooks.”

			“Thank you, Van,” he said. “I appreciate that. Seems like there’s some kind of reverse nepotism thing going on at the moment.”

			“That’s bullshit,” Scotty said. “Van’s right. You’ve earned that job fair and square. You paid your dues.”

			“Anyway, Melinda will be the real CEO,” Richard said. “Brooks has always been just a puppet. I’m surprised they haven’t figured that out and ousted you.”

			“Great, thanks, Richard,” Brooks said, sounding wounded. Van gestured for Richard to lay off and Richard made an apologetic face. Something about Brooks’s job had rendered it off-limits for joking, it seemed.

			I had no idea what was going on beyond love and history. But I did have old friends from college who sometimes squabbled like family.

			“Just to, on purpose, change the subject,” Van said, reaching over to pat Scotty’s ample belly. He was the most obviously out of shape. “Did you do anything to prepare for this?”

			“Excuse me, Mr. Former NFL.” Scotty laughed good-naturedly. He seemed game to be the butt of any joke. “But not all of us were born with your natural physical gifts.”

			“You played in the NFL?” I asked. Even I knew this was impressive.

			Van waved off the question with one of his oversize hands. He was nearly as tall as Richard but built like a linebacker—ripped, too. “An ill-fated cameo.”

			“Come on, Van, don’t be modest,” Richard said. “You were a first-round draft pick, played for two years. You would have been an All-Star if it hadn’t been for your knee.”

			The jeep slowed, then turned off the paved main road onto a much narrower gravel track that sent the whole car vibrating.

			“God had other plans.”

			“Van’s a restaurateur now,” Richard offered by way of explanation.

			“I prefer ‘entrepreneur,’ ” Van said. “Health-conscious burgers. Called Honest Burger. Started as one, got a dozen now.”

			“He’s minting cash,” Scotty said.

			“I will be, once the sale closes,” Van added. “Everyone cross your fingers. I’m ready for retirement.”

			“Me, too,” Scotty said with a wink that was lost on me but, apparently, not the group—there was a pointed glare from Richard.

			“I thought you were rethinking the sale, Van?” he asked. “Just last week you said you were going to tell the corporate guys to take a hike.”

			Van frowned. Talk of the sale had clearly soured his mood. “Brooks and I were talking on the flight over here. He raised some good points. Can we change the subject now?”

			“So what do you do, Frankie?” Scotty asked me.

			“She’s a painter who went to NYU and then the New School for an MFA,” Brooks said, turning to eye me, then smiling with that disconcerting awkwardness of his. I must have looked like a deer in headlights. “I looked you up. Only outside addition to the crew and all that.”

			“How did you even know who was coming, Brooks?” Scotty asked, which was exactly what I was wondering. “I didn’t see a list of who was going to be on the trip.”

			“I asked True Altitude for one.”

			“Don’t take it personally, Frankie. Brooks has a thing for research and facts,” Richard said. “That’s how he got his nickname.”

			“Come on, now.” Brooks laughed. “This is never going to stop, is it? Why am I the only one with a nickname?”

			“What’s his—can I…?”

			“Encyclopedia Brown.” Brooks sighed. “I guess it could be worse.”

			“So much worse,” Richard said.

			I wished I’d thought of asking for a trip list. Would I have signed on with this group, knowing I was the only woman and only outsider? Probably not.

			“Didn’t you have a background check done on your freshman-year roommate?” Van asked.

			“And it turned out he’d been in a mental hospital for trying to poison his roommate in boarding school!”

			“That was crazy,” Richard offered. “I wonder where that guy is now?”

			“In jail, probably,” Brooks said, then turned back to me. “I was just curious—I hope you don’t mind.”

			“Of course not.” Though I did find it a bit disconcerting.

			“Is Frankie short for something?” Brooks went on. “It’s an unusual name.”

			“Now you’re insulting her name, Brooks?” Scotty asked. “Encyclopedia, take the freak pants off!”

			They all laughed now, including Brooks. I did, too.

			“Nope, just Frankie,” I said, then offered the explanation I’d given hundreds of times in my life. “It’s a family name.”

			Which was true, in a way. Frankie was the name of the man my mother had been sleeping with, dating, pursuing—her view on it changed from day to day—right before she met my father. According to my mom, in the years after my father left us, Frankie had been her one true love. She’d just never told my father, to protect his feelings. I was never exactly sure why my feelings should not have been protected, too. Still, I loved my mother. She’d nearly killed herself to take care of me—working two jobs as a nail tech and a housekeeper—and she had a huge heart. She just tended to offer it to the wrong people. She was always, always telling me to “use what God gave you” to find a husband to take care of me as fast as possible. And I would have sworn I was never listening. But I think maybe a part of me was listening. Part of me had memorized every word. But she had no advice for me anymore. It had been years since she could even recognize me, her mind so lost to Alzheimer’s.

			“Hey, Richard, remember when you took all those art classes?” Van said. “Maybe you could give Frankie here a run for her money.”

			“Ah, the drawings.” Scotty laughed. “Fruit bowl after fruit bowl after fruit bowl.”

			Van laughed, too. “Is that what they were?”

			“Okay, okay, enough.” It was Richard’s turn to roll his eyes. His cheeks were flushed when he turned to me. “They were not all fruit bowls.”

			“Nothing wrong with a good fruit bowl,” I offered, smiling at Richard.

			“Buying art, that’s what Richard loves now,” Brooks said. “You should see his apartment. It’s like an annex of the Met. That’s what happens when you make it big after you marry someone filthy rich—to be clear.”

			Richard shook his head, seeming irritated, but didn’t look back at Brooks. Scotty clapped his hands together, cutting the tension. “So, what are your paintings like, Frankie?”

			“Oh, I…” Naked women. I only paint suggestive pictures of naked women.

			I hoped Brooks hadn’t looked too closely at my work. Men sometimes got uncomfortable around my paintings—too confrontational, a gallerist had once said to me. They presented the naked female form in a way that was alluring but also painfully fractured.

			My paintings were technically a modern form of Cubism. At least that’s what I’d been told. I didn’t set out to paint in any particular way. I don’t remember setting out at all—I started painting when I was a little girl and never stopped. The work had always sprung from some instinctual place that had naturally evolved as I matured and developed my technique.

			“Do you have any photos?” Van asked.

			“I don’t have service right now.” This was true, but I also had plenty of photos saved on my phone. “Maybe if we have Wi-Fi once we get to camp…”

			“Hey, Bakari!” Brooks called up to the front. “What is the situation with phone service here? There are some things at work I need to take care of. I read there’s Wi-Fi on the mountain, right?”

			“Ha” was Bakari’s only reply.

			“Is that a ‘ha, no’?” Scotty asked. “I told Hilary I’d check in every day.”

			I was suddenly self-conscious that I had no one to check in with. Noah was my emergency contact. But his husband, Max, would probably be delighted that I wasn’t checking in.

			“We will have Wi-Fi only at base camp. A few places on the mountain there is sometimes a phone signal. But only here and there. It is difficult to predict. You will know when you see the porters using their phones. There is never any signal for the first three days.”

			Silence descended in the car. Three days. That was a long time to be off the grid even for me, and my grid was small.

			“That’s not going to work for me at the moment,” Brooks muttered.

			“Come on, it’s not like Grace Chemical can fire you,” Richard offered.

			Brooks shot Richard a look.

			“Says who?” Scotty asked. “Boards do all sorts of crazy shit. Even if the family doesn’t want it. Actually, especially then. We just had a case—”

			“Scotty!” Brooks snapped, which seemed to startle everyone. “How is that helpful?”

			Everyone stayed quiet for a moment.

			“I think we should all take it easy on Brooks,” Van offered gently. “He’s got some sharks circling the boardroom.”

			“So, Frankie—those paintings of yours…” Scotty jumped in. “Maybe you can just describe them for us.”

			Describe them. I felt disproportionately annoyed. People trying to get me to explain my work in some logical way always broke my heart a little bit.

			Richard cut in before I could respond. “Maybe she doesn’t feel like reducing her life’s work to sound bites just so you idiots can feel cultured.”

			In that moment I knew two things. Richard was a more complicated person than his friends made him seem. And I was already in trouble.

			

			* * *

			“I’m sorry,” Richard says finally. “I’ve been talking your ear off.” And crying. At one point, I saw a tear make it out of his eye before he wiped it away. It made my own chest feel tight.

			“I don’t mind,” I say. “Really. What are friends for?”

			Richard turns to look at me, narrows his eyes. “Friends.” It’s not a question, exactly.

			“Anyway, you distracted me from my own shit, which is good.”

			“What shit?” Richard asks.

			“No, no, it’s fine. We don’t need to—”

			“Come on, Frankie,” Richard says quietly.

			And really, why did I bring it up if I didn’t, on some level, want Richard to know? I didn’t mention the unknown caller to Noah because I didn’t want him to feel bad. Even after all these years, I knew he still felt guilty about what happened that night. It was his parents’ house. And he’d been off having fun somewhere at the party without me. Not that his being there would have changed anything.

			“Just some guy from a really long time ago,” I say finally. “He’s resurfaced. He called me last night. At least I think he did. It’s got me a little…unsettled.”

			“Someone you dated?”

			“Sort of.”

			Does this feel better, saying some of it out loud? I’m not sure. Just thinking about the situation still makes me feel ashamed. I know that’s ridiculous. It wasn’t my fault. Of course I know that. Or my brain knows that. My body seems to be holding on to a different set of conclusions.

			I remind myself it’s just been the one call from the 508 area code. The real problem is what I discovered when I did a little internet digging this morning. Senator Adam Foley is running for another office, this time governor of Massachusetts, which many people predict is just the next step in the long road to the White House. It makes sense that he’s showing up now, to make sure the me-shaped pothole is paved over, smoothed into oblivion.

			“What happened?” Richard’s eyes are clouded with concern.

			And that is comforting. I can and will take care of myself, the way I always have. But there is something nice about him caring.

			“It was just a phone call. He didn’t even leave a message.”

			“Then why are you…scared?”

			“I didn’t say I was scared.”

			“I know you didn’t. Sorry—I don’t mean to put words in your mouth. I—I just get that sense.”

			I take a breath. “I am scared.”

			“Do you want…I know some security people,” Richard goes on haltingly. “You haven’t told me the details, but maybe they could help.”

			A favor. So that I’d owe him. The thought shocks me awake. What am I doing? This isn’t me.

			I stand abruptly. “Thank you, Richard, but no,” I say. “I appreciate the offer.”

			He looks confused, which is fair. I’m overreacting; I know that. “Do you want to— Let’s take a walk or something?” Richard asks. “I want to hear about the show.”

			And I want him to care about my show. Because it feels good. Better than I want it to. Noah was right—I shouldn’t have met with him. What version of me genuinely believes that seeing him is going to make walking away from him easier? The version that’s an idiot.

			“Does Gretchen know you’re here with me?” I ask sharply.

			“What do you think?” Predictably, he seems annoyed.

			“I have no idea!”

			Richard closes his eyes. “No,” he says finally. “She may suspect something, though.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“A few days ago she asked about the ‘other person on the trip’ and how you were dealing with what had happened,” he says. “Seemed like a strange question to me.”

			“To care about how I was doing?” He looks at me pointedly. And fair enough. Now I am just being petulant. “Sorry.”

			“The timing was…You and I were texting the night before. It’s possible she woke up and checked my phone. There was something about her tone. She was trying to hide it, but I could tell she was angry. Really angry.”

			There have been a few messages we’ve exchanged that would make any wife unhappy. Not blatantly sexual. Of course not. But flirtatious, for sure—too many emojis and winking faces. It didn’t feel all that wrong at the time. Not like it does sitting here now in the very bright light of day.

			I feel my skin prickle. “I’m sorry…This is…I have to go. I just…We can’t do this.”

			“We’re not doing anything, Frankie.”

			“Yes, we are,” I say as I start to walk away. “Were. But not anymore.”

		

	
		
			Richard Falk Police Interview

			 

			3:58 a.m., September 12

			Q. You okay to continue?

			A. Yes, thank you.

			Q. You seem very upset about what’s happened to Ms. Callahan.

			A. Of course I’m upset. She was my friend and she was murdered.

			Q. And you cared about her?

			A. I don’t know what you’re trying to imply, or if you’re implying anything, but—of course I cared about Frankie Callahan. As I said, we were friends. Friends who went through something traumatic together. To think that something has also now happened to her—yes, it’s very upsetting.

			Q. Are you okay to continue?

			A. Can you tell me why you came to our apartment? Why you’re going through our things? I really don’t understand.

			Q. Maybe you can tell me first where you were at 11:00 p.m. on the night of September 10th?

			A. I was working late. I often do. Then I went for a drink. A client was supposed to meet me, but he canceled, so I went alone. Then I went back to the office to finish up a few things.

			Q. What time was that?

			A. I don’t know—10:00 p.m., maybe?

			Q. And then you went home?

			A. Then I fell asleep on the couch in my office. After I woke up, I went home.

			Q. And what time was that?

			A. I think around 2:00 a.m. I’m not exactly sure. I think I got home at around 2:45 a.m.

			Q. Would it surprise you to hear that we have an eyewitness who puts you leaving Frankie Callahan’s apartment at around 2:30 a.m.—shortly after the time of her death?

			A. That would surprise me, yes. It’s simply not true.

		

	
		
			
				After

				Gretchen

			
			September 12

			Ophelia was wonderful in the welcome assembly. She hadn’t had long to prepare, but she was an absolutely spectacular butterfly. At least Gretchen thought that was what she was supposed to be. It was a little hard to tell, and also not easy to focus. But Gretchen was there, and she had made it on time. She had even managed not to tell Cassandra that she thought that Ophelia was the best. Cassandra called that “comparative valuation,” and apparently it was very bad. Valuation of any kind was verboten, no matter how hard a child worked.

			Gretchen had been able to get herself pretty well pulled together by the time she’d left the house—full face of makeup, unwrinkled dress, and her nerves settled some by a cup of chamomile tea. And she had done a very good job of staying calm and behaving normally ever since she had walked through the doors of the Sloan School’s auditorium. It was true that she had almost told Cassandra everything the second she saw her. Her elder daughter was brilliant, charming, and exceedingly capable, skills that made her an excellent investment adviser, just like Richard. Actually, Cassandra was like Richard in almost every way, which probably accounted for Gretchen’s spasm of need when she saw her.

			But then Gretchen saw the joy in Cassandra’s eyes when she and Tom waved to her from their seats, one saved for her and another for Richard. Her daughter was still living in the world before, a time when their lives were lucky and beautiful. Gretchen couldn’t break her daughter’s heart, or at least not yet. Or maybe it was her own heart that she couldn’t bear breaking any further. After all, the situation would be undeniably real once she told the children. And Gretchen did still have one foot planted firmly in make-believe. The other foot was in the mounting worry she felt.

			Once the thrill of watching Ophelia perform had passed, they were trapped in the stillness of the auditorium as the assembly droned on. Gretchen had been sitting there for only thirty minutes, but it felt like a lifetime. And it was so hot. For all the money they paid to that school, the least they could do was invest in some decent air-conditioning.

			Gretchen adjusted herself in her seat, crossed her legs. She just needed to calm down. Be patient, that’s all. But as the third-grade sunflowers gathered onstage, the tingling in Gretchen’s right arm started. Could she be having a stroke? An actual stroke brought on by the stress of Richard’s arrest? That was one of the first signs, wasn’t it? That kind of tingling. In fact, her other arm felt a bit weak, too, and—she pressed a hand to her chest—her heart was racing. She was sweating again, profusely. She could feel it running in a stream down her spine. Her throat was so tight she could barely get a mouthful of air. This was some kind of stroke, for sure. If you acted quickly—she needed to get to a hospital. Now.

			Gretchen stood just as the older children, sunflowers, began to dance. “I have to get out,” she leaned over and whispered to Cassandra.

			“Mom, what are you doing?” Cassandra whispered back. “Just wait two minutes until this act is over. Then you can go.”

			“Now” was all she could manage.

			She pushed past Cassandra and down the row of seats, stamping on people’s feet, tripping on their bags. She heard angry voices hissing around her.

			Gretchen was almost there, almost to the aisle. One last big push and she’d be out, and free. Only a second away from fresh air and then—

			

			
				
				* * *
			

			Brooks pointed out the obvious when she confessed at the end of junior year that she wanted to marry Richard. They were having lunch together on campus in Foco, as they often did, and she just needed to tell someone. She was honestly giddy about the whole idea. But the stunned look on Brooks’s face had taken the wind right out of her sails.

			“Marry?” His eyes were saucers. Then he cleared his throat, pushed his glasses up his nose, and focused back on his worn copy of The Grapes of Wrath and his bowl of lunchtime Cheerios. “Your parents are going to freak,” he added under his breath, shaking his head a little bit.

			Gretchen felt a flash of irritation. Smug Brooks and his constant reading—anything about the environment, whether it be novels, nonfiction, or memoir. He devoured all of it, determined to become an enlightened expert on the natural world and how to save it. He was also head of Planet Watch, a campus group dedicated to taking volunteer trips around the globe to help with environmental cleanup. It was good work, but also quite calculated, Gretchen always suspected. Brooks Grace was going to start out as an environmental lawyer at a big firm in D.C. that had an impressive pro bono record. But he would surely one day run Grace Chemical, which had been recently rebranded as the only chemical company that genuinely cared about the planet.

			This Machiavellian marketing strategy was the brainchild of Brooks’s father, a dead-eyed great white of a man forever in search of his next meal. Brooks’s mother was genuinely lovely, though, unlike Gretchen’s. Brooks got his kindness from her. But he’d also needed to wall off so much of himself to endure his dad. That was no doubt why he’d long ago disappeared into his books. Maybe that was why Gretchen felt such an attachment to him. She’d always felt sorry for the kind, sensitive boy who was still just trying to survive his childhood. She could relate.

			“What do you mean my parents are going to freak out?” Gretchen asked Brooks, though she felt a strong tug of denial.

			“Oh, I mean, come on, Grets.” Brooks eyeballed her for a long moment. He was the only person besides her parents who called her that. It irritated Richard no end, which could have been why Gretchen had never asked Brooks to stop.

			There was so much about her family that Richard didn’t—couldn’t—understand the way Brooks did. In part, though, that was precisely what Gretchen admired about Richard—that he’d come from nothing and worked so hard to get where he was. And she knew he’d keep working that hard. He’d end up more successful than all his friends; she was sure of it. She told Richard that all the time, how much she believed in him.

			“I’m serious.” Gretchen snatched Brooks’s paperback, so he’d have to look at her. “What do you mean?”

			“Come on, Midge and Chad?” Brooks made a haughty face. “They are the biggest snobs on the planet. Didn’t they get rid of a five-year-old dog once when they found out its papers were forged?”

			Patches. Oh, God, how Gretchen had adored that dog. “I don’t understand what you’re saying.”

			But she understood exactly. Was that part of why she loved Richard—so she could prove she was nothing like her parents? No, of course not. Or if it was, it was a very small part.

			“I love Richard,” Brooks said, his mouth seeming to stick on Richard’s name. Like it was a piece of jagged glass. “He’s a great guy. One of my best friends, and he’s charming as hell. But he doesn’t exactly have the pedigree your parents are looking for.”

			“My parents will love him,” Gretchen said. “Just like I do.”

			But the truth was, even Richard had voiced concerns. He’d brought her parents up a few times after Gretchen kept inventing excuses for them not to meet.

			“Maybe you should just tell them I didn’t grow up going to a country club,” he’d offered. “Give them time to get used to the idea.”

			“Please, my parents don’t care about that!” Gretchen had lied with a flap of her hand. Of course, that was pretty much all they cared about. They’d built a marriage on appearances. They’d rooted the life of their only child in those shifting sands. Richard would never be able to charm them. They were immune to authenticity.

			No, they found it confrontational.

			Even to Gretchen, Richard did seem a little rough around the edges. Only if you looked very closely, really. Richard was smart enough to have picked up on how to dress and proper manners and all that. The basics. And he didn’t mind when Gretchen corrected him on things like which fork to hold. Some things you couldn’t fake, though: knowing which of the back bowls at Vail were the least crowded in the afternoon, for instance, or exactly how to order the right bottle of wine from a pushy sommelier. But rough edges could be smoothed over time. You could not grow a heart where none existed.

			For his part, Richard was unapologetic about being the son of an electrician and a nurse. And he was not ashamed that his father had been an abusive alcoholic and gambler who, after years of beating Richard regularly, disappeared when he was thirteen, leaving them badly in debt. And then his mom had started drinking, too. Eventually, she was let go by the hospital, and Richard had spent high school working nights parking cars to pay their bills. His mother had died when Richard was a senior in high school. He’d lived with a friend until he graduated, with his scholarship to Dartmouth in hand. And yet he stayed so hopeful. Perhaps that was what Gretchen admired most.

			But of course Gretchen’s parents were going to care that Richard’s blood was decidedly un-blue. She’d just been trying so hard to pretend otherwise. At least Richard had gotten into Dartmouth all on his own and with a full scholarship. He was captain of the crew team, for heaven’s sake. Her parents cared about achievements, too. They just frowned upon the messiness of bootstraps or the dirtying of hands required to pull them up.

			“I love Richard for who he is. That’s what matters.”

			Brooks narrowed his eyes. “Don’t do that.”

			“Do what?”

			“Live in a fantasy world,” he said. “It’s not fair to Richard.”

			“What would you suggest I do?”

			Brooks shrugged and gently pulled his book from her hands. “Make a different choice. For both your sakes.”

			“Love isn’t a choice, Brooks.”

			“Of course it is, Gretchen,” he said without missing a beat. “Everything is a choice.”

			

			* * *

			“Mom, Mom.”

			Cassandra’s face hovered right above Gretchen’s, wide-eyed and terrified. There were other grave faces, too. Strangers all ringed by light. Had Gretchen’s eyes been closed? Why was everyone looking at her? She was so confused.

			The stroke. Now she remembered.

			“Am I dead?” Gretchen asked.

			A man with soft, cool hands and large brown eyes cradled her wrist carefully in his fingers, taking her pulse. He was about Cassandra’s age and very striking. “Do you know what day it is?” he asked her. “And the month?”

			“Friday, September twelfth.”

			“Do you remember where you are?”

			“Ophelia’s school. Sloan School. The welcome assembly.”

			“Okay. Good. Are you feeling better?” The man helped her sit up. “I’m a doctor. I was called over when you passed out.”

			She was in the center aisle, splayed out on the floor. The stage was empty, the houselights up. But the auditorium was still full. Everywhere Gretchen looked, there were eyes on her. Everyone was staring. Her skirt was pushed all the way up to her thighs and twisted around her. She tried to tug it down, but before she could, Cassandra swooped in to fix it. Oh, God, this was humiliating.

			“Listen,” the man continued, addressing Cassandra now, not Gretchen. “She probably just got overheated. Maybe dehydrated. I don’t think it’s anything to worry about—but someone her age, she should probably get checked out.”

			Someone her age. Was he even old enough to be a doctor?

			“Oh, poor Ophelia,” Gretchen said, remembering her darling granddaughter. She’d made such a spectacle at her show. Of all places. “I’m so sorry. Cassandra, please tell her that I’m very sorry.”

			“Mom, she’s completely fine. All the kids are backstage. They can’t even see what’s going on.” Cassandra turned back to the man. “Thank you, Whit. We’ll take her to the doctor right now.”

			Whit? As in Whitney? Not that striking after all, and a woman’s name.

			“Is she dead?” Gretchen heard a little boy nearby ask. “She looks dead.”

			Apparently not all the children were backstage. This was horrific. Gretchen upsetting people, embarrassing Cassandra and Tom and poor Oppy.

			And to think: This spectacle was only the beginning.

			She held out a hand. “Cassandra, please help me up off this floor.”

			

			—

			An hour and a half later, Dr. Davis, their family physician, was sending Gretchen home with assurances and a prescription for Xanax. Truth be told, by the time she’d reached his office, she was feeling absolutely fine. Well, not fine. But much better. She told Dr. Davis she was sure it was stress. And then the excuse popped into her head: She’d just found out that her own mother was in the hospital—a ministroke.

			Gretchen’s mother was eighty-nine, still alive and well. She spent her days rattling around her sprawling Greenwich mansion, hosting teas and luncheons, and serving on boards. Gretchen’s father had passed suddenly three years ago—a heart attack while arguing with a stranger about a parking spot. Dying as he lived, in a rage. Her mother had barely missed a beat. If anything, she seemed relieved he was gone.

			Dr. Davis quickly agreed that a panic attack tracked with the description of her physical symptoms. And all of Gretchen’s vital signs were normal now, the most important thing.

			“Are you getting the support you need with your mom, emotional and otherwise? A health crisis like that can be its own kind of trauma for loved ones.”

			“I haven’t told many people yet,” she explained, the cherry on top of her fib sundae. “I’ve been too upset.”

			It was something of a relief talking to Dr. Davis in this way. She carefully avoided even saying Richard’s name, but it felt like a confession all the same.

			“That may be the problem,” the doctor suggested gently. “Pretending something isn’t happening is never a good idea. The body always finds a way to tell the truth.”

			

			—

			“Why didn’t you tell me about Gram!” Cassandra demanded once they were outside on the wide, pristine Fifth Avenue sidewalk. Unfortunately for Gretchen, Dr. Davis had escorted her to the waiting room and taken it upon himself to tell Cassandra he was so sorry to hear about her grandmother’s stroke.

			At least Cassandra had waited until they were outside to shout. People were staring. But Cassandra was the kind of person who drew attention even when she wasn’t making a scene. As tall as a model and just as lovely, she wore Jackie O. sunglasses and an eye-catching, tastefully cropped Burberry shirt. Cassandra had Richard’s eyes, too—the clearest blue—and her feelings were as transparent and straightforward as that color. Elizabeth and Becks had inherited Gretchen’s muddier gray-blue and, like her, everything inside them stayed hidden, a messy, indecipherable stew.

			“Hello? Mom?” Cassandra waved a hand in front of Gretchen’s face. “Anyone in there? What happened to Gram? How is she?”

			It took Gretchen a beat. “Oh, no, no. She’s fine, I promise. I just spoke with her last night.”

			“You made up that Gram had a stroke? Why would you do that?”

			It sounded bad put that way. Very, very bad. Gretchen stared down at her feet. She could feel Cassandra’s eyes boring into her, but she had no idea what to say. She could tell another lie, but that would only make it worse if— When. When she eventually had to come clean. She did know that time would come. Maybe doing so now was the only reasonable option.

			“Mom, what is going on?” Cassandra pressed when Gretchen stayed silent. But Gretchen couldn’t help herself. Her mouth felt glued shut.

			Because once she started, what was there but the whole ugly truth? She wished that there was some kind of halfway measure. A way to tell Cassandra part of what was going on without getting into all the sordid details.

			“Mom, can you please say something? This is not— You’re acting really weird. Should we call Dad? I’m worried there’s something more going on here. Something neurological…” Cassandra trailed off. Her tone was gentle, her concern real, but Gretchen winced anyway. Now she was old enough for early dementia to be a plausible concern? “You’re not acting at all like yourself.”

			No more stalling. Once Cassandra found out what was really going on, it would make it seem like she thought Richard was guilty. Gretchen needed to rip off the Band-Aid.

			“Can we sit on a bench for a minute?” Gretchen motioned toward Central Park across the street. “I’m okay. I am. But we do need to talk, Cassandra. It’s about your dad.”

			

			—

			“What is it?” Cassandra had barely waited for them to get across the street. “I’m sorry you’re upset, but you can’t do that thing you always do.”

			“What thing?” Gretchen adjusted her position on the wood-slatted bench. It was nearly as uncomfortable as the one in the police station.

			Cassandra was pacing in front of her. “Pretending everything is fine.”

			“Can you please stop with the back-and-forth?” It was making Gretchen queasy. “Anyway, I don’t know what you’re—”

			“Mom, you’re scaring me. I was already worried when Dad wasn’t at the assembly. I know you said it was work, but he never misses anything at school. Is he sick? Is it— He didn’t have a heart attack or something, did he? I swear to God if you decided you didn’t want to disrupt the day by telling me he’s in the hospital—”

			“He’s not sick, Cassandra. Your dad is fine.” Gretchen paused. “Well, I guess ‘fine’ is something of an overstatement.”

			“Mom!!”

			Gretchen’s eyes fluttered closed. “He’s been…arrested.” The words burned as they made their way out. And the weight Gretchen had hoped might lift when she shared the terrible truth only pressed down harder on her chest.

			But when Gretchen opened her eyes, she was surprised to see that Cassandra looked relieved. “Those assholes at the SEC have nothing better to do.”

			“Oh, no—it’s not that.”

			Oh, goodness. Not that bad—that’s what Gretchen’s tone suggested.

			Cassandra’s brow knotted. “Okay, what, then?”

			“The police have made a mistake, obviously. A very big one. And there will be all sorts of people having to make apologies when we finally get this—”

			“Mom, please.” Cassandra’s voice was tremulous now. And she looked exhausted. Gretchen was exhausting her. “What happened?”

			“Someone your dad climbed Kilimanjaro with—they’ve been killed, apparently.”

			“Another person from the climb is dead?”

			Gretchen met Cassandra’s gaze as calmly as she could. “Yes, I know. What are the odds?” Gretchen actually felt a little better now. Maybe Dr. Davis was right, and she just needed to keep talking about the situation. Exposed to daylight, the unsavory details might eventually lose their power. “But the police think this was murder. That’s what they’re investigating.”

			“And they think Dad had something to do with it?” Cassandra’s mouth twitched down, and her eyes started darting around. “But that’s…insane. What, wha— I don’t even understand what you’re saying. Who was killed? Where?”

			“We need to stay calm. That’s the important thing.” Gretchen felt steadier now. Cassandra’s distress was forcing her to find her equilibrium. After all, that was a mother’s job: to hold everyone and everything together while the world was falling apart. “You know how these things are. The police act first, ask questions later. It’s a mistake, of course, but they aren’t going to admit that right away.”

			As if Gretchen had great experience in such matters.

			“Where is Dad now?” Cassandra asked.

			“He’s at a police station in the East Village,” Gretchen said. “Scotty already went to see him. He’s going to bring in another lawyer to help, an expert in these kinds of cases.”

			“A police station? Let’s bail him out!”

			“We will, of course. But the arraignment is Monday. That’s when they set bail.”

			“So Dad just stays in jail all weekend? Is that safe? What if he’s assaulted?”

			Gretchen did not have a satisfactory answer for this. It was still weighing on her despite Scotty’s assurances. But she didn’t want Cassandra more worried.

			“That won’t happen,” she said. “They are holding him there because it’s the safest option. Besides, it’s not an especially full jail, and you know your dad. He’s very good at charming people.”

			“And by ‘people,’ you mean criminals?”

			“Let’s not forget where your dad came from, okay?”

			“Mom, Jesus. Bridgeport is not Rikers Island.”

			Gretchen wasn’t so sure about that.

			“Anyway, after Monday he’ll be home. Then we can take the necessary steps to put this mess behind us. It’s unfortunate and upsetting, but I’m sure that with a little time, we’ll remember it as nothing more than an inconvenience. Think about this poor woman’s family—she’s dead.”

			“Woman?” Cassandra asked. “I thought it was a guys’ trip.”

			It wasn’t as though Gretchen had left that out on purpose. It simply had not come up.

			“Your father went with his Dartmouth group, but there was a woman on the trip as well.”

			“But why is Dad in jail? Mom, they don’t just go around arresting people—not rich, white people like Dad—unless they have evidence of some kind. What did they say, exactly?”

			Gretchen certainly wasn’t going to mention any so-called statements by Richard. Or the eyewitness. Or this problem with the police arriving at their house so quickly. Or the evidence they’d supposedly found. She didn’t have any details yet. It would be wrong to share vague, alarming facts that might not amount to anything.

			“Scotty says the police don’t offer a lot of information at this stage. That’s how they keep the upper hand.” Gretchen sounded so calm now that she was even reassuring herself.

			“Mom,” Cassandra said, seeming unconvinced. “There’s more to the story, I can tell. Please just tell me.”

			“Cassie, come on. Of course they have what they think is evidence. But it doesn’t matter. Your father didn’t do this. Whatever they think, they’re wrong.”

			Cassandra shook her head. “This is insane. So, Dad met this woman on the trip and that’s it? That’s his only connection to her?”

			“That’s it, which makes the whole thing just silly.” The words came out as an exhalation; it was getting difficult to breathe again. “Don’t you need to get to the office?”

			Cassandra looked at Gretchen like she was a crazy person. “You think I’m just going to go to work now? With Dad in jail for murder?”

			“Well, if you needed to.” Gretchen stood, pulling her daughter to her feet and guiding her with admirable determination toward the curb—a taxi, an Uber, anyplace that was away from Gretchen. “You also have Oppy to worry about. You need to keep your focus there. You don’t want to upset her or Tom. I’ll be in touch as soon as I know anything more, any details at all. I promise.”

			“Mom, you just passed out! I don’t think you should be alone.”

			“The doctor said I’m fine, Cassandra. Overwhelmed, that’s all. I just need a good nap.” Gretchen’s breathing had steadied. “Besides, you know me—I’ll feel much better after I’ve taken care of logistics. Which reminds me: I need to get in touch with your father’s office.”

			“His office?” Cassandra huffed. “Have you told Becks and Elizabeth yet? That seems way more important than Goldman Sachs. What if they hear about Dad on the news?”

			“The news?”

			“If this woman was on the trip with Dad, she has—had—money. Somebody killing her will be newsworthy. And Dad? The co–head of investment banking at Goldman Sachs accused of murder? The New York Post is going to go crazy when it gets out. Hopefully, they don’t release names right away, but who knows how that works?”

			Gretchen nodded, her head throbbing. She had not let herself consider the press. The thought of a rag like the Post digging its fangs into this tawdry mess made her want to vomit. “I was going to call Becks and Elizabeth as soon as I got home.”

			Of course Gretchen was dreading it, calling Elizabeth, especially. Her middle child was prickly on a good day, though if Gretchen were completely honest, she recognized a similar sharpness in herself sometimes. But Gretchen knew how to maintain a polite veneer. And Elizabeth…well, if she knew, she did not care. Even when she was little, she had assaulted people with her opinions and her bad moods, no matter what Gretchen said. In fact, the more Gretchen said, the worse Elizabeth got, right up until her “transformation.” Also known as her entrance into a cult called the Community that preached the intersectionality of economic disparity, environmental damage, and racial injustice—according to the word of Nascent Moon, the affluent, white Berkeley graduate who’d founded the stupid thing.

			Gretchen couldn’t deny that Elizabeth had seemed almost happy ever since she joined the cult. To be clear, she disdained Gretchen and Richard more than ever. She judged them, their lifestyle, their money, their morals—they were capitalists of the first order. Never mind that she’d helped finance her group’s “off-the-grid lifestyle” with her trust fund.

			But Gretchen had decided long ago to simply wait out this chapter in her daughter’s young life. Elizabeth would eventually tire of washing her hair in a foot basin. When people asked what her middle child was doing these days, Gretchen told them she was working at a nonprofit upstate. No one in their circle cared to dig much deeper.

			Richard, on the other hand, made a big show of trying to understand Elizabeth’s unhinged point of view. There had been a whole back-and-forth about whether or not climbing Kilimanjaro was ethical, which involved a great deal of research into the racial, environmental, ethical, and socioeconomic implications of the expedition. In the end, he’d made several substantial donations to worthy Tanzanian causes and made sure that the company Brooks had hired paid local Tanzanian guides generously and was known for leaving no environmental traces. If you did all that, apparently, your climb was a real boon to the local economy—but Elizabeth had been, for some reason, even more disgusted.

			What would she think now? A dead woman? Richard in jail? If speaking to Cassandra had made Gretchen feel stressed, telling Elizabeth might result in her having an actual stroke.

			And poor Becks, her baby. He would just be— What if he fell apart again? He was so sensitive and fragile. It was never clear what might set him off, but this definitely could. Luckily, classes hadn’t even started yet at Dartmouth. He was only up there now for crew preseason.

			Gretchen’s phone vibrated. She glanced down. A blocked number. She felt a surge of adrenaline as she silenced the call.

			“Who was it?” Cassandra asked, motioning to the phone.

			A blocked number could be anything, anyone. But she had a bad feeling she knew exactly who was calling. What if the timing wasn’t a coincidence? Calm. She needed to be calm.

			“Oh, just Ilya,” Gretchen lied. “I have a session later.”

			“You’re going to do Pilates today?”

			“No, no. Of course not. I do need to cancel, though. This is my point.”

			Cassandra made a face. “You’re sure you don’t want me to come home with you?” But the last thing Gretchen needed was her hovering.

			“What will help me most is you getting back to work and your family.”

			“Mom, I don’t think—”

			“I mean it, Cassandra,” Gretchen said firmly. “This isn’t going to be solved today. I am going to need your help and support, believe me. I’m already counting on it. But right now, the best thing you can do for me, and Dad, is go home and take care of your own family.”

			

			—

			The apartment was largely put back together. Lita and her sister were dusting tranquilly in the living room as Gretchen headed straight for the stairs to avoid having to explain anything to Lita’s sister, with whom there was absolutely no language barrier. She closed the bedroom door behind her and leaned against it for a long moment. Like she was holding the entire awful situation at bay.

			She’d avoided looking at her phone the whole Uber ride home, but now she dug it out of her purse and checked for a voicemail from the blocked number. Nothing. Maybe it was a misdial.

			Of course it was them.

			Gretchen dropped down onto the bed, bag in hand, shoes still on. Shoes on in their bedroom! Proof of how completely out of control her life had become. On the opposite wall was the small abstract collage they’d bought on the trip to Paris they’d taken to celebrate Richard’s first big promotion, twenty years ago now. They’d been to Paris several times since, but Gretchen still remembered that trip (which they could have afforded to take years earlier), mostly for the ways in which it had not gone how she had wanted. It was supposed to be a celebration: Richard finally a senior vice president! At the time, the vice president title had seemed like the summit of Manhood Mountain. And, at long last, they had finally arrived! Gretchen had been sure it would mean Richard would be home more. As it turned out, there had been several more peaks to come.

			Richard had been miserable on that trip. “Succeeding” didn’t feel the way he thought it would—that was all he could say, which Gretchen found baffling. They were in Paris, for heaven’s sake, surrounded by fresh croissants and newly blooming tulips! Though perhaps a certain amount of ennui was to be expected from Richard, given that he didn’t really care all that much about material things, and he lived—or, rather, they lived—in a world centered on acquisition. Not that Gretchen could relate to his disappointment. She’d never thought she’d be just a wife and mother. But once she’d decided to pivot away from law school, she’d been fully satisfied by her one and only purpose in life—to take care of Richard and the children. To love her family. Everyone made choices. The key was to choose to see them as the right ones.

			And so she’d decided just to let Richard be while in Paris. Talking on and on about his “feelings” would have just made them worse. Instead, they’d spent hours and hours in the museums—Rodin, Picasso, the Musée d’Orsay, and, of course, the Louvre. Richard’s mood had brightened considerably. Though when he had whispered, “This is what my life should have been about,” while standing in front of The Raft of the Medusa, Gretchen had to fight back the urge to scream.

			Richard could barely draw a stick figure. She wasn’t even sure his taste in art was all that good. But she’d refrained from saying a thing, letting his malaise bounce right off her as they stopped for macarons at the place all her friends talked about. Besides, what was marriage if not giving each other the space to be a little lost?

			That afternoon they’d bought the small collage that hung on the wall opposite their bed. Richard had prided himself on being drawn to the specific one that the gallery owner proclaimed afterward was his favorite, a stupid abstract square by a young Ukrainian painter with “exceptional promise.” It seemed not to have occurred to Richard—master negotiator—that the man probably said that about every painting, and so he had spent fifty-three thousand dollars for something Becks could have painted.

			These days Richard had several dealers he worked with, and their walls were filled with acclaimed artwork, which was all well and good. But now it seemed Richard had apparently moved on to collecting the artists themselves.

			Gretchen stood up, plucked the ugly square off the wall, and looked around the room for a place to stow the enraging painting. Finally, she sat back down on the bed and slid it between her feet, slinging it so hard that the painting shot across the hardwood and cracked against the wall up by the headboard like a bowling ball.

			“Good,” Gretchen said aloud with venom that made her own skin prickle. She didn’t want to be this angry, not at Richard, not right now.

			It wasn’t until Gretchen turned back that she noticed a strange outline in the wall where the painting had hung. The safe. She’d forgotten about it entirely.

			Gretchen stood again and moved closer, tracing her finger around the edges of the square, then pressed down firmly in the center. Sure enough, a small door in the wall popped open on a spring. Behind it was the safe itself, closed and locked. Whoever had searched the room had evidently overlooked it.

			The pandemic had been the first time she and Richard ever used the safe. With all the talk of the banks shutting down, he’d put some cash in there just in case. But Gretchen hadn’t wanted to worry about things becoming that dire. She’d even refused to let Richard give her the combination.

			But now she was worried, wasn’t she? Worried that Richard had put something else in there, knowing she’d never see it.

			Gretchen took a deep breath and rubbed her damp palms together. It had to be 27-02-14, the days of the three children’s birthdays in age order—the same code they used for the garage in East Hampton, the front door of the Vail house, and their bike room in the basement. Richard didn’t use the sequence for important accounts, of course. For those, he had some app that set carefully randomized passwords.

			Richard was so cautious, so good at taking care of them. There was no way he’d have risked everything over this woman. But who could really say? In the past week or so, Gretchen had done things she would have sworn she never could have. Recklessness born of heartache was the most dangerous kind.

			Gretchen tried the numbers, slowly and smoothly. Combination locks were so fidgety. Right 27. If the code didn’t work, it didn’t mean he had something to hide. Except she had the dreadful feeling that maybe he did. Once past left and then 02. Even if he had used a different code, that didn’t mean—it didn’t mean anything.

			Right 14.

			And then the whir of the bolt sliding back inside. Thank God.

			Sure enough, inside was a stack of cash. Gretchen pulled it out. Counted quickly. Ten thousand dollars in such a surprisingly small bundle of one-hundred-dollar bills. Gretchen reached in again to be sure she hadn’t missed anything else farther back. The safe was deep. Her fingers hit on something, larger and harder than money.

			A Moleskine journal, Richard’s handwriting filling nearly the whole book when she flipped it open. When on earth had Richard started journaling? The first page began with the trip he had taken with “the boys” to Bolivia five or six years ago.

			Oh, wait, now Gretchen remembered—the whole group had decided to start keeping travel journals on that trip. It had been Van’s idea, or his wife’s, actually. She’d sent Van off with a journal and a fancy pen as a gift for each of them, and shockingly, they’d all embraced it. Gretchen had always found the whole thing a bit odd for that particular group of manly men. To whom were they writing, exactly? To whom were they going on and on about their feelings—themselves? But apparently, they’d become quite religious about it on their trips. Even Brooks, which was the hardest to believe.

			Standing there now with her incarcerated husband’s travel journal in her hands, none of it felt silly anymore. She flipped to the last entry. August 17, Africa: I’m not ready to go home. I’m not ready to say goodbye. I’m not sure I ever will be.

			Gretchen snapped the book closed. Heart racing. With a flick of her wrist, she sent the journal sailing under the bed, where it cracked against the wall with even more force than the painting had.

		

	
		
			I’ve left a mess back home. So far I’ve managed to keep a lid on it, but it’s only a matter of time before it all comes crashing down—job, marriage, reputation. Everything I’ve worked for, that I’ve built. No one warns you how it’s all so interconnected. Like dominoes. One goes and there goes the whole damn thing.

			I should have known the second they sent the “corporate coach,” a cleaned-up name for a therapist. It’s a big thing everywhere these days. You know your days are numbered when the coach turns up at your office door.

			If I do get pushed out, that’ll be a wrap on the marriage, too. She’s not going to stay if I get fired. She cares too much about what people think.

			So maybe it’s not the worst thing that I’m here on the other side of the world without a signal. Maybe I’ll come up with a way out of this disaster.

		

	
		
			
				Before

				Frankie

			
			September 7

			I head to my studio first thing in the morning. No more ill-advised coffee dates. No more talking to people I shouldn’t be talking to. The climb—all of it—needs to stay where it belongs, in the past and on the other side of the world.

			Work. That’s what I need. Funny how most people spend their time trying to escape from work when I spend all my time trying to escape into mine. It’s yet another thing that makes me feel separate, outside. In good ways and bad, depending on the day. Today, I am very grateful to have a place to hide.

			I’m also grateful to have such a lovely place to paint—pristine white walls, huge windows that bathe the space in gentle morning light. I still paint at home sometimes; there is a certain comfort in old habit. But my new studio, courtesy of the Pearson Gallery and just a block down on Great Jones near Bowery, is my little haven where all I have to think about is art. After so many years painting in a cramped corner of my cluttered apartment, it’s an incredible luxury, one that I earned without an ounce of shame.

			I raise my paintbrush and step up to my latest canvas—a woman’s figure, more realistic than I’ve done before. Still sexual and, yes, maybe confrontational. But more emotive, too. It’s a new direction for a new me, one that feels exactly right. This part I did not need to leave behind.

			Before I can touch the paintbrush to the canvas, I hear a loud ping. I pull the phone out of my back pocket. I forgot to silence it like I usually do before starting to work.

			The text is from that same 508 number. Attachment: 1 photo.

			I could just delete the message, pretend it never happened. That it was just a wrong number. Because until I look at the photo, there’s still a chance it is. Sure, the Senator is running for governor, and yes, his opponent is known for digging up dirt, so the timing of his reaching out to me—a big chunk of dirt—makes some sense. Still, it could be a coincidence, and I could be worrying for no reason.

			My heart is a jackhammer.

			What do you want? I text without opening the image.

			For you to know. The reply comes back quickly.

			For me to know what?

			That I know you haven’t changed. You should be more careful. Or other people could find out.

			What does that mean? My hands shake as I type.

			That I know where you are.

			I can’t help it. I tap on the attachment.

			It’s a photo of me and Richard from the day before.

			

			* * *

			I woke to the sun rising outside the small, square tent windows. It took me a minute to remember where I was—Tanzania, the jungle, alone. But in a fancy tent—ten-foot ceiling, proper double bed, patterned rug on the floor. The luxury base camp lived up to its description in the brochure. There was even a private bathroom attached. Rudimentary, of course. The shower produced tepid water, and the toilet was a chemical one. Still, these were extraordinary conveniences. Ones I was trying to accept that I would not see again for many days.

			I’d done my share of camping in Colorado in the years after my dad left. Not with my mom; she couldn’t imagine making herself deliberately uncomfortable when her life was already so difficult. But all my friends’ parents slept in tents every chance they got, and I went along. Personally, I’d always preferred the hiking part to the actual camping, and I was pretty sure that would still be the case. But I was willing to suck up tent life for that summit, which had come to feel like the righting of every wrong turn I’d ever taken. The Senator, yes. But even the ones that weren’t my fault, like my dad leaving.

			It was chilly and dark inside the tent, the thought of getting out of bed inconceivable. I vaguely remembered that temperatures plummeted at night in the jungle, information that had been buried somewhere in the extensive packet of materials the company had sent. I’d skimmed it all but had focused only on the need-to-knows: travel logistics, equipment list, training recommendations. Digging too deeply into any of the other details could have made me doubt myself. This mountain was nearly eight thousand feet taller than any mountain I’d ever been on, much less hiked to the top of. There was no saying I’d be able to do this, no matter how many marathons I’d run or how much climbing I’d done as a kid. Sometimes a little ignorance was bliss.

			The jungle was packed with wildlife, something that shouldn’t have surprised me. All night unidentifiable creatures had been calling out from beyond every side of the tent—birds, monkeys, something else mating, maybe, or planning a frontal attack. Were they close or far? Sound here traveled in unexpected ways. The nighttime jungle, it turned out, was a living, breathing thing—foreign and terrifying. But also hauntingly beautiful.

			I mean, not all of it was beautiful. When I’d arrived at the tent the night before, there’d been a huge black spider the size of a salad plate near the entry. Kito, the very sweet junior guide who had walked with me—as an actual guard, I was slow to realize—brushed it aside with expert tenderness. The spider landed in the grass and skittered away into the darkness.

			“Was that poisonous?” I asked.

			“No, no.” Kito laughed. “The poisonous insects are very small. You cannot see them coming!”

			“Oh, great.” I had laughed nervously.

			That was precisely why I deliberately hadn’t researched certain things before the trip. No point in facing things you couldn’t change.

			“Good morning!” An unfamiliar voice outside my tent. “Coffee out here!” I heard the rattle of a spoon as someone set down a tray on the small table outside my tent. “When you are ready.”

			“Thank you very much!” I called back as the footsteps retreated.

			I grabbed my clothes off the floor, shaking them out in search of my spider friend before pulling them on. I was as ready as I’d ever be.

			

			—

			A small carafe of coffee was set out on a silver tray alongside a china cup, cream, sugar, and a single purple flower in a small bud vase. I sat in one of the two camp chairs and took a sip. The early-morning sun flickered pink between the dense, verdant trees. The only sound was the chirping of birds. This I could do. Drink delicious coffee in a stunningly peaceful jungle. I could sit in that chair.

			It was all very fancy. Way fancier than I usually lived. There were certainly cheaper ways to climb the mountain, but if I was going to spend the last of the blood money, I might as well enjoy a few weeks in the world the Senator belonged to. Besides, after the trip, there was a good chance I’d never be able to afford something like this again.

			I jumped at motion in my peripheral vision.

			“Good morning!” Bakari poked his head around the side of the tent, and I smiled with relief. “It’s time for breakfast and the briefing,” he said, or commanded—it was a little more of a command. That was his way, I was learning, warm but firm. “You can bring your coffee.”

			“Oh, I didn’t…Can I have a minute? I’m not fully dressed.”

			Bakari smiled in an enigmatic way that seemed affectionate or patronizing or impatient—perhaps all three at once. “Yes, you can have one minute. But only one. We will all be waiting in the dining tent.”

			“You don’t need to wait. I’m not very hungry.”

			“We must always eat, hungry or not hungry. It is the way to avoid altitude sickness. And we move together always, as one.” He smiled again. “We will wait, and you will move quickly.”

			

			
				
				* * *
			

			The East Village police precinct is literally freezing, the air-conditioning turned up far too high. It’s packed with people, too. And so I’ve been leaning against a small square of cold, bare wall for two hours, waiting for someone to find time to talk to me. As soon as I indicated a “domestic issue,” the clerk in the intake room told me I’d have to wait for a uniformed officer. I’ve considered leaving a bunch of times. Going to the police seems like an overreaction now. But I’m working hard to honor my original feeling. To honor that I have feelings at all. I glance down at the filthy floor, see something that looks like it could be dried drops of blood.

			A flash of memory—and of pain. My bare knees cracking against the cold tile when he flipped me over and shoved me down. How I’d thought, in a moment of shock, that a house as nice as Noah’s parents’ should have warmer, softer floors.

			Noah grew up in a Georgetown mansion, his father a partner at some law firm, Sinclair something, which must have been a big deal, the way Noah said the name. His mother was rich by profession. Noah wasn’t out yet with his family, so he’d asked me to come stay for the holidays, standing in as his girlfriend to keep his mother from foisting every “respectable single young lady” in his direction. With my own mom scheduled to be working most of the break back home in Leadville, it was an invitation I couldn’t pass up.

			The Kings’ black-tie holiday party was like nothing I could have even imagined growing up. It was filled with successful, sophisticated people, professionally designed Christmas decorations, and servers passing endless fizzy cocktails and canapés (I was pretty sure that’s what they were called). I was seventeen and drunk within seconds. But ecstatic. I could have just walked around looking at the fancy people all night and that would have been bliss. I was Cinderella finally invited to the ball.

			But then I met eyes with him. Standing alone. Leaning back against the wall, chin slightly lifted. Staring at me like he’d just spied a miracle.

			Immediately I felt special, precious. Singled out. He was hot, too, sharp cheekbones, piercing eyes. A halo of certainty that felt like magic even from all the way across the room.

			“You look lost,” he said in my ear sometime later. I was standing at the bar fearful someone—like maybe Noah’s parents—would boot underage me for ordering a drink.

			When I turned and our eyes met, I had to grip the edge of the bar to keep upright. I’d been cursing myself for the past hour for losing sight of him.

			“Oh, no.” I laughed nervously. “Just trying to…” And then I gestured at the bar as if I’d never ordered a drink for myself. At my age, this wasn’t far from the truth.

			He smiled with half his mouth. And I felt for a perfect, endless moment like I was the only person at the party. The only person in the world.

			“The lady will have a glass of white wine,” he said to the bartender—which seemed wildly sophisticated at the time rather than cheesy—then turned back to me. “And I’ll have a whiskey.”

			Back at the police station, a pretty, petite brunette in a well-fitting uniform finally walks into the waiting room. She brushes her short hair out of her huge dark eyes. Looking at her, I feel confident she will understand what it is like to be stalked. “Ms. Callahan!” she calls, looking around.

			“Yes, hi, thanks, um, that’s me,” I stutter, waving weakly.

			

			—

			She leads the way to her desk, motioning brusquely for me to sit in the chair alongside it. She doesn’t seem like a woman who likes her time wasted.

			“What can I help you with?” She reaches for a pen and flips open a pad. “The one-two-four room said this is some kind of harassment?”

			I nod as my cheeks flush. Shame. I still feel that, don’t I? Ashamed about being here or for what happened all those years ago, I’m not sure. “Someone is harassing me.”

			“Uh-huh.” She takes notes but seems unimpressed. Fair enough. People are getting stabbed and shot and assaulted in New York City even as we speak. “How?”

			“How?”

			“They showing up at your place of work, your home? They threatening physical violence?”

			“Oh, well, no. He, um, sent a text. The threat is implied.” I pause. This sounds silly now, ridiculous, even. I dig out my phone. “You can look at the messages if you want.”

			She takes my phone, frowning as she scrolls through the messages. Taps on the photo.

			“This picture?”

			“He’s married. We haven’t— Anyway, it seems like this person is threatening to say that we’re having an affair.”

			“Uh-huh.” She looks unmoved.

			“Harassment is a crime, right? Stalking? He’s following me. Sending texts.”

			“Listen, I hear you, I do. If it continues and he escalates, it could even be blackmail.” Her tone is sympathetic, if tired. “With just this…I’ll write up the report and tell you I’ll look into it. But—” She gestures to the packed station. “You can see what we’re dealing with here. I’m just being real with you. Without imminent danger, could be a while before you hear anything. And by a while, I mean maybe never.”

			The one thing I know from all those years ago is that the Senator will stop at nothing to protect his career. I was scared back then—that was why I signed the agreement, took the money. I’ve been trying so hard not to think about it. To avoid facing it. But, God, I’m going to have to tell Richard about the photo. About the fact that someone is threatening to tell his wife. That I’ve dragged him and his family into this unseemly mess. It’s just so humiliating.

			I look around at the bedraggled crowd—it’s hard to tell the victims from the criminals.

			“But what if there is imminent danger?” I ask. And it isn’t until I say it out loud that I realize I’m afraid that there is much more at stake than Richard’s wife seeing the photo.

			“What do you mean?”

			“I think I know who’s doing it. We have a history.”

			I can almost feel his breath hot and wet against my ear like it was that night, the smell of peppermint mingled with cigarettes. Later I learned he sneaked them only when he was with me, or at least when he was away from her. And I felt special that he shared this vice with me. That had, of course, been part of his appeal to begin with—rich, worldly, sophisticated, with a dark side. He wasn’t actually a senator then. He was just an associate working with Noah’s dad, but he would be one within five years. It had, for a brief moment, felt like he could be my ticket to a whole new life.

			We weren’t even together that many more times—maybe a half dozen after that first night, over as many months—before she found out. She’d probably been on the lookout. Surely I hadn’t been the only one. I understood that now. But back then? I’d been so young.

			“Okay, who is this person?” The brusque policewoman raises her pen over her pad. She is taking this seriously now.

			When I look down, I see that my hands have started to tremble.

			“He’s…”

			But with the NDA I signed, the $450,000 check I cashed, can I even say his name in this context? I was never to utter it to anyone in connection with myself. Or at least that’s what the NYU student lawyer at the free clinic told me was the implication of the agreement.

			“Don’t sign this” had been her unequivocal advice. She wasn’t that much older than me, but I got the sense they were meaningful years. “I know he’s offering you a lot of money, but it seems to me from reading this and looking at you and seeing how upset you are that he committed a crime.”

			“It’s more complicated than that.” I’d stared down at my lap and away from her searching gaze.

			Was it really rape when you went on a date with the guy afterward? Could it ever be dating if he raped you first? I could go around in circles forever. One thing I knew for sure, though: Part of continuing to have sex with him enthusiastically had been about erasing how that first night had felt.

			“You were saying?” the officer presses when I don’t pick up where I left off. “He’s…?”

			She’s discerned the general contours—it’s the same shape that lies at the bottom of most dark situations between men and women. Theft and denial. The malleable nature of consent. A fresh wave of shame warms my cheeks. Not only might I have already violated the agreement by even coming here, but I could easily make things worse. If he wants me quiet, coming after me so aggressively seems like a weird tactic, but then the Senator did always have an anger problem. He is resourceful and persistent, too. If he decides I’m a mess that needs to be cleaned up to ensure his election—he’ll see to it that I am.

			I stand. “I don’t think I can…”

			The officer nods, looks down, considering. I am obviously not the first woman to change her mind. She is quiet for a long moment before flipping her notepad closed. Her face has softened. “Listen, you want my advice?”

			“Yes.”

			“Hire a lawyer. Have them write a strongly worded letter to this guy. Tell him to back off or you’ll pursue legal action—a restraining order, file a civil complaint, that kind of thing. A lot of people care way more about the idea of public embarrassment than they do about cops anyway.”
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			Q. Thank you for being here, Mr. Kostov. Can you tell me where you were at approximately 2:00 a.m. on September 11th?

			A. At the store.

			Q. This is a store you own?

			A. Yes, a deli.

			Q. Where is this store located?

			A. On Avenue A, near East 3rd.

			Q. Did you see anything unusual that night?

			A. This fucking city. I see unusual things every day. Crazy shit all the time.

			Q. Yes, I can imagine. But was there something that the police came to ask you about specifically?

			A. They said a girl was murdered nearby and they asked if I’d seen anything.

			Q. And had you?

			A. I wouldn’t have really thought it was anything much, but once they explained, then it seemed relevant.

			Q. What did they explain?

			A. That this girl had been murdered in a violent way—the crime scene was very bloody. And that’s when I remembered.

			Q. What did you remember?

			A. There was a guy who had paint all over him. All over his pants.

			Q. Paint?

			A. That’s what I thought it was. Until they told me about the blood. I said I wasn’t sure, but that’s what it could have been—blood.

			Q. What did they ask you to do after that?

			A. They asked me to describe him to a sketch artist.

			Q. Did they show you any photographs?

			A. Yes, after that. A few pages with six faces on each.

			Q. Did you recognize anyone from those photos?

			A. Yup.

			Q. Where did you recognize that person from?

			A. He was the guy I saw across the street from my store with the blood on his pants.

			Q. Let the record reflect that the witness selected Richard Falk from a photo array as confirmed by previous testimony.

		

	
		
			
				After

				Gretchen

			
			September 12

			Gretchen was just about to dial Becks when her phone vibrated with a text.

			She squinted at the screen. Hilary, thank God.

			Are you okay?!?! Scotty told me what happened. Do you want me to come over?

			Hilary was the best kind of friend for a moment like this—outrageously loyal and completely nonjudgmental, provided she liked you. Also, her marriage was the very definition of stormy, she and Scotty constantly at each other’s throats, then pawing each other like teenagers. Money was often at the root of their conflicts. Hilary wasn’t ashamed to admit that financial security was part of what she’d been seeking in a marriage, but it turned out that dependency was fertile soil for resentment.

			I’d love to see you. But in a couple hours? Gretchen wrote back. I have some things I need to take care of first.

			Whenever/wherever. Text me and I will be there. xx

			Gretchen forced herself to dial Becks. He’d had some real issues over the years, mostly rooted in plain old-fashioned anxiety—at least that’s what the therapists had eventually concluded. But that anxiety had manifested in some alarming episodes. Five or six stretches when Becks refused to speak at all for weeks at a time, starting when he was four and not ending until sixth grade. Selective mutism, the doctors called it. But then one day the episodes just stopped. Like a storm suddenly blown through. Richard had been obsessed with understanding why it had started. But the doctors agreed with Gretchen—better just to let it go than drive yourself crazy. People weren’t puzzles to be solved. And Becks had been fine ever since. She and Richard were ecstatic when he got into Dartmouth, and two years in, the school seemed like a surprisingly good fit. Still, this news? She didn’t really think Becks would suddenly stop talking again, but how could she know for sure? The whole thing had been so strange to begin with.

			When Becks finally picked up, it was obvious Gretchen had woken him.

			“What’s wrong?” he asked immediately. “You sound…weird.”

			Becks was a human tuning fork, just like Cassandra. Gretchen really did wish her children could listen less. What was it they were so desperate to hear?

			“Well, it’s nothing to worry about. Everyone is fine and everything will be fine. It’s just one of those situations. Like getting audited by the IRS.” Coming out with the truth was going to be easier said than done. Gretchen was going to have to work her way up to it.

			“You’re being audited by the IRS?” Becks already sounded alarmed.

			“No, no.” Gretchen paused, cycling through her options of where to start. “Someone has died, a woman your dad knew.” But knew was an overstatement—that made them sound like they were…Ten days. It was only ten days. “An acquaintance. She was on the Kilimanjaro trip. Anyway, it’s tragic, of course. Your dad is down at the police station answering questions.”

			Even including the time since the trip, it had only been a total of five weeks. How well could you really know someone in that amount of time?

			“My God.” Becks sounded very young. And very scared. “What happened to her?”

			Gretchen closed her free hand into a fist. She was going to have to get to the point.

			“She was…well, murdered,” she managed finally. “But I don’t know the details. The police aren’t sharing them.”

			“They think Dad knows something?”

			“Yes. Like I said, it’s nothing to worry about. A mistake. It will get sorted out, but it might take a minute.”

			“Can I talk to him when he gets home?” Becks did not sound convinced in the slightest that everything was okay.

			“Actually, Becks, I think it’s probably a good idea if you come home,” Gretchen said, but almost cheerfully. “I mean, later tonight would be great. But tomorrow would be okay, too. Could you check the train times?”

			There were flights, but that would have made the whole situation even more alarming.

			“I don’t understand—why do I need to come home? Am I in trouble?”

			“Trouble? Of course not!” she said. “Why would you be in trouble?” She laughed, but it sounded tinny. “It’s just, well—Dad’s technically been arrested. He’s being held by the police until his arraignment on Mon—”

			“Arrested?” Becks shouted. “Mom, what the hell are you talking about?”

			“These things happen, Becks—mistakes. They happen all the time. The important thing right now is for us to stay calm. It’s an inconvenience, that’s all. Your dad will be fine. I’m sure his biggest concern right now is that they find the person who is in fact responsible.”

			“I’ll get the next train.” Becks sounded on the verge of tears. Richard was always so much better with the kids when they were overwrought. It was like he had more room for all their feelings.

			“The arraignment is Monday, and then your dad will be released on bail. Scotty just wants the whole family to be there in a show of support. Apparently, that’s how these things are done. If it’s at all a problem, then let me—”

			Gretchen could hear him moving around. “But can you—I don’t— Why do the police think he did it?”

			The words from Richard’s journal flashed into Gretchen’s mind. I’m not ready to go home.

			“I have no idea, Becks. The why doesn’t matter. Whatever it is they think, they’ve got it wrong.”

			

			—

			Gretchen called Elizabeth next. She had momentum now. Technically, she called the number for the Community, of course, not Elizabeth directly. Elizabeth didn’t own a cell phone. That would have constituted participation in the commercial world order she was committed to dismantling. There was only one phone at the Community, in the commune’s office.

			Gretchen knew this only because Richard had visited. Even more unbelievably, he’d asked Elizabeth if he could. He’d volunteered. Gretchen had been annoyed, honestly, because it put her in the awkward position of not going. But there was no way she could have tolerated seeing Elizabeth in that context. A compound—no electricity, no flushing toilet? It was barbaric. There really was no other word for it. It made Gretchen wonder where they—she, really—had gone wrong. But Hilary had always been quick to shut down this line of thinking.

			“Sometimes they just come out batshit,” she liked to say. “Look at mine. Each one crazier than the next.”

			This was only marginally comforting. Hilary’s sons—all still in high school—were indeed wild, though in mostly unremarkable ways. Hilary was wild, too. Gretchen wasn’t surprised that the boys had turned out a bit off-kilter.

			“The Community,” a cheerful young man answered in a singsong voice after an endless amount of ringing.

			Elizabeth had met the “founder” of the Community, Nascent Moon—born Brent Pembroke; yes, those Pembrokes—when she was at Berkeley. After graduation, she had come with a small group of “followers” to found the “East Coast branch.” At least the group was nonviolent and nonsexual—as far as Gretchen knew. The best that could be said for them was that they didn’t seem to do much of anything, so they didn’t do much damage, either.

			“Can I speak with Elizabeth, please?” Gretchen asked, trying to smile as she spoke so that she might sound less irritated.

			“Can I ask who’s calling?”

			“It’s her mother,” she said, then added quickly, “And please tell her it’s a family emergency.” Otherwise, Elizabeth might refuse to come to the phone.

			“Okay, hold on a quick sec!” Why were they all so abrasively happy?

			Gretchen closed her eyes, willing herself to be calm. Patience.

			“Mom, what’s wrong?” Elizabeth sounded as young and worried as Becks had. It had been a long time since she’d called Gretchen “Mom.” All Gretchen wanted was to hold the moment.

			“Mom!” There the old Elizabeth was—loud and a little mean.

			“Elizabeth, don’t shout, for heaven’s sake.” Gretchen squeezed her eyes shut. Now, all of it out, all at once. “One of the people on the Kilimanjaro climb with your dad has been murdered and for some ridiculous reason they’ve arrested your father. It’s a mistake, of course. As you so often point out, the police make them all the time.” The last bit was an easy sell. Elizabeth hated the police even more than she hated capitalism. “It’s just an unfortunate situation. That’s all.”

			“ ‘An unfortunate situation’?” Elizabeth shouted. “Mom, what the actual fuck?”

			“It is all very shocking,” Gretchen said, trying to guide the conversation back to the point. “But I need you to come home, Elizabeth. We need to show a united front. That starts with all of us being at the arraignment on Monday.”

			“Arraignment…This is fucking insane.” Elizabeth’s anger was a relief. Gretchen wanted people to be as enraged as she was at the absurdity.

			“Scotty is bringing in an expert, someone who handles a lot of these kinds of cases.” These cases. Violent cases? Cases involving husbands? Possible affairs? All the options were horrifying.

			“Send Sam to get me,” Elizabeth said calmly. Sam? That really was next-level. Gretchen had been prepared for Elizabeth to say she’d need to hitchhike, or walk, or whatever those lunatics did to avoid modern transportation. “I’ll be ready when he gets here.”

			

			—

			Next up on Gretchen’s call list was Deborah, Richard’s assistant. As always, she answered her phone right away—weekends, nights, holidays. She was devoted to Richard.

			“Oh, I’m so glad you called!” she said. “How was the performance?”

			Right, Oppy’s assembly. That felt like lifetimes ago. It was nearly 12:30 p.m.—he was probably expected at the office around now.

			“It was wonderful. Absolutely wonderful.” Gretchen’s voice was shrill again, setting her own nerves on edge.

			“Is Richard on his way in? I was just starting to get worried—you know, I never can help myself. He has a two p.m. that I’ve pushed several times. They’ll have my head if I cancel again!”

			In her seventies, Deborah was warm and caring, but also firm. Gretchen loved that there was another woman in Richard’s life who kept tabs on him. There had been periods when Deborah and Gretchen had spoken nearly every day about Richard’s location or something personal he needed sent by messenger to some distant locale—a specific tie, his reading glasses. During the decade and a half that Richard had been working around the clock and traveling constantly, Gretchen and Deborah had functioned like sister wives, ensuring he was eating and had clean clothes and was sleeping at least occasionally. Gretchen had heard of other secretaries who were patronizing to wives. But Deborah had always made Gretchen feel completely respected.

			“He’s, um—”

			Was she really going to tell Deborah the truth? The children were one thing, but this…Richard wouldn’t be available until Monday night at the earliest, and what if it came out in the news? Not if—it was going to be in the news. She needed Deborah to do damage control at the office.

			“Is everything—everyone okay?” Deborah prompted.

			“Not exactly, no,” Gretchen began. She felt like she might choke on the shame. There was no way she could do this on the phone. “Could we…could you meet me outside the office and I’ll explain?” Too many colleagues of Richard’s would love nothing more than to see him unseated from the throne. “I’m afraid you will need to cancel the rest of Richard’s meetings for today.”

			

			—

			They agreed to meet near the Brookfield Place behind Goldman Sachs, where hordes of people spent their lunch hour dining al fresco along the Hudson River. Gretchen had never liked the area, which felt to her like an upscale suburban mall. Who wanted a mall in New York City?

			As Gretchen sat on a concrete bench waiting for Deborah, a huge cargo ship slowly eased past. It was lovely on the water, peaceful, almost. But then her phone rang, and her heart stopped.

			Blocked. She didn’t want to risk answering. But how could she not, at this point?

			“Hello?”

			“We need to meet,” came the voice on the other end. The accent was unmistakable. She gripped the back of her damp neck with her free hand.

			“I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” she said evenly despite her heart palpitations. “At the moment.”

			“Bethesda Fountain. Six p.m.” And then he was gone.

			Gretchen stared down at her phone, gripping it tightly. They wanted to be paid, surely. And that was fair. Inconvenient but fair.

			She tapped on her text thread with Brooks. Three unanswered texts to him since she’d gotten home from the police station. Gretchen had made it clear it was urgent. She really wished he would call. But Brooks had been crazed lately with the run-up to becoming CEO of Grace Chemical. They’d talked a little about it at the memorial. His father was ailing, and though Brooks was the natural successor and deserved it after so many years of working so hard, there was some kind of hostile takeover in the offing. Gretchen hadn’t been paying enough attention to the details, probably. In general, she hadn’t been there for Brooks like she should have been. She’d even ignored his calls last week when he was in the city; she’d been so overwhelmed planning the next Literary Lions gala that she simply forgot to get back to him.

			It was possible he was just away now. He’d also hinted at the memorial that he and Melinda were having problems. No surprise, given that she was the most self-involved woman Gretchen had ever met. Maybe they were together somewhere now trying to work things out. Still, Gretchen worried that Brooks had heard what had happened and was avoiding her so that he wouldn’t have to tell her what he knew about Richard and Frankie. He would never lie to her, but he also wouldn’t want to be the one to share hurtful news.

			Gretchen was just about to send Brooks another text when she saw Deborah headed her way wearing a stylish, black-flowered dress, large sunglasses, a wide-brimmed hat, and chunky jewelry. Deborah had a thrift-store chic that always made her seem surprisingly mysterious.

			“What’s going on?” Deborah was breathing heavily. “You’re white as a sheet.”

			Looking at Deborah with her perfectly applied lipstick—neither too dark nor too dry—and her beaming smile, Gretchen felt a little better already. If anyone could help her sort this out, it was Deborah. They were still a team. Wordlessly, Gretchen patted the bench next to her. She needed another minute. Just one more. Deborah seemed to sense Gretchen’s hesitation as she sat down and took Gretchen’s hand.

			“Richard’s been arrested.” Gretchen had already learned that quick and to the point was best in this situation.

			“Arrested?” Deborah gasped, hand to her chest. “What are you talking about?”

			“It’s a mistake, of course. A terrible one. That will come out, eventually. But until then the situation will need to be managed appropriately, including at the office.”

			“Is it…Does it have something to do with work? Like those managing directors at Merrill. This new district attorney seems hell-bent on making some kind of point about the financial crisis. Someone should tell him he’s twenty years too late.”

			Gretchen suddenly felt so envious of those Merrill wives, when only last week she’d been looking down her nose at them. She’d even told Richard she thought those men should do “real time.” That was before she knew how fragile her own house of glass was.

			“It’s not work related.”

			“Gretchen, you can tell me,” Deborah said, giving her hand a warm squeeze. “Whatever it is, I’m not going to believe Richard is capable of it.”

			That was true. No one was more loyal than Deborah.

			“A woman he climbed Kilimanjaro with has been killed. Murdered. I don’t know how they got from there to Richard. Turns out, the police don’t have to explain why you’ve been arrested!” Gretchen laughed a bit too loudly. And for too long. She swallowed hard. “At least not right away.”

			Deborah closed her eyes and kept them closed, her lips pressed together. Oh, God, she knew something. Something Gretchen was not sure she wanted to know. “What does she look like? This woman?”

			Gretchen shuddered. She couldn’t help it. She pulled her hand away and clasped her palms together. “Why?”

			Deborah shook her head gently, frowning. “There was a woman who showed up here earlier this week. I was just wondering if it could have been the same person.” She seemed disgusted—but at the woman, not Richard. “Richard wasn’t even here. She made it all the way up to our floor even though she was in a state—makeup smeared, hair falling out all over. She looked like she hadn’t slept in days. I have no idea how she got past security. But she was quite pretty, I suppose. If you like that sort of thing. I was just wondering if it could be the same person.”

			“No, no,” Gretchen said, though already she had doubts. “I can’t imagine she’d have that kind of audacity…They barely knew each other.”

			

			* * *

			The first time Richard had called from Africa, the connection had sputtered and stalled, but then there he was, finally, standing in an emerald-green clearing, a stunning mountain in the distance ringed with white, puffy clouds. Richard was grinning like a much younger man. Utterly elated—Gretchen hadn’t seen him so happy in years. Maybe not ever. It had been right to let him go, no matter how worried she was. And she was still worried.

			“Look at this place!” Richard had beamed, turning in a circle so Gretchen could see his surroundings, rays of light exploding behind him as the sun set. “It’s stunning! Completely unreal.”

			It was incredibly magnificent even through the phone. In the distance, Gretchen could see cocktails arranged on a table set at the edge of the hill—linens, stemware, a reasonable-size bar. A sundowner. A small group, ten or so people, stood around the table. It was hard to make them out at that distance, especially in their hats and other gear. But Gretchen thought she spotted Van. A former NFL player, he was always hard to miss.

			“Is that Kilimanjaro behind you?” Gretchen asked.

			“No, that one is Meru,” Richard said. “It’s shorter, but much steeper, apparently.” He turned and pointed. “Kilimanjaro is that one.”

			The mountain towered in the distance. A behemoth. “Oh, my,” Gretchen said, even more concerned now, but vowing to keep it to herself. “That’s stunning, and, oh, my, very tall! How are you feeling?”

			“I feel fantastic! Really good,” Richard said. “Is everyone at home okay—you, the kids?”

			“We’re all absolutely fine,” Gretchen said. “You just focus on taking care of yourself and coming home safe.”

			“I will,” Richard said, his face turning serious in the way it did when he wanted Gretchen to know that he was really listening. They were quiet for a long moment. Just staring at each other. Even with thousands of miles between them, Gretchen felt the years, in a good way. The best way. “Let me introduce you to everybody!”

			The camera jumped around then, pointed briefly at the sky and then the grass, until finally it was on Richard’s face again. He’d walked over to the group at the table. He’d also fixed his hair. “These are our guides, Kito and Bakari.” Sticking his face into the frame, Richard pointed the camera toward two smiling men, one older and stockier, the other young and thin. “You guys are going to keep us safe, right?”

			“Absolutely!” Bakari called out, lifting his bottle of Coke toward the camera. “You have nothing to worry about—Richard and his friends will all be fine!”

			Richard then shouted toward Van, Brooks, and Scotty in the distance. They were standing with some other people, one of whom could have been a woman; it was hard to tell with all the gear. Gretchen hadn’t considered that others might join the expedition, much less that one might be female. Maybe she was part of a couple. The other figures were either guides or climbers—they were too far away to be sure.

			“And the guys—hey, guys, wave to Gretchen!”

			As Richard turned back to the camera, something about the light in his eyes made Gretchen uneasy. His face was filled with pure hope. With excitement and possibility. It was a look she had seen on her husband’s face only once before. The day he first looked at her.

			

			* * *

			“Let me show you a picture, see if you recognize her,” Gretchen said. She needed Deborah to confirm the woman she’d seen was not Frankie. Gretchen tapped her way to Frankie’s website and handed the phone to Deborah.

			“Oh, no, that’s not her,” Deborah said, squinting at Gretchen’s phone, a relieved hand to her chest. It seemed they’d both been worried about the same thing. “I’m sure it was nothing. Like I said—Richard wasn’t even here, and I never mentioned it to him. The woman never came back, either.”

			“And she didn’t say who she was?”

			“No. And I didn’t ask.” Deborah made a face. “I just escorted her downstairs and out of the building. Goodness, she prattled on the whole time in the elevator about how sorry she was to be a bother. Except, of course, she looked like a person who made it her business to bother. You know the type. The kind of woman who looks to a man to solve all her problems. And if that man happens to be someone else’s husband?” Deborah shrugged and raised her hands in the air theatrically. Then her expression softened as she reached over and again squeezed Gretchen’s hand reassuringly. “Don’t you worry about Richard’s responsibilities at the office. I will take care of things here. People don’t need to know everything about everything. You just focus on taking care of the family.”

			“Thank you,” Gretchen said.

			“I wonder, though…Should I let Shawna know? Maybe she could be helpful?”

			Gretchen was drawing an absolute blank, and it made her feel addled. “I’m sorry, I don’t…”

			“Oh, she’s the corporate coach Richard was seeing.”

			Richard hadn’t mentioned anything about a coach to Gretchen. “Why would he need a coach? Was he having some sort of issue?”

			“No, no, it’s not— Shawna is available to everyone on the executive team, I think.” Deborah shook her head. She looked mortified. “Anyway, I guess there were some things—I don’t know the details. Goldman sends Shawna in at the first hint of…The company wants it to seem like they are on top of every little problem these days, even the invented ones. And not just Goldman. She told me she works with hundreds of companies. Shawna sees lots of senior people.”

			“Is she like a therapist?” Gretchen asked, still not understanding exactly what it was that Deborah was saying, only that it was clear that she was trying to claw it back.

			“Well, yes, I guess in a way.” Deborah was considering her words very carefully. “But not— I guess, yes. Richard and I didn’t talk about it. I didn’t feel like it was my place to ask.”

			Gretchen looked back out to the river, searching for the cargo ship. But it was long gone now. She felt like she might cry.

			“I’m sorry, Gretchen,” Deborah said. “I feel like I just complicated matters. I was trying to be helpful. There really is nothing to worry about.”

			“I know,” Gretchen said, rising to her feet. “Everything will be fine. Of course it will.”

		

	
		
			Life is all about expectations. And for me, so many things have turned out so much better than I ever could have hoped.

			Actually, that’s not exactly true. It’s not like I didn’t work hard for them. I wouldn’t say that I deserved all of it necessarily, but it’s also not like it was handed to me. No matter what anyone thinks.

			But then people have expectations of you. No one really warns you about that. The world wants you to fall into line. To do the things you’re supposed to. To behave. Even when you end up building a life that doesn’t work the way you want—that doesn’t make you happy.

			I blame my dad. I know, you’re not supposed to do that. You’re supposed to take responsibility—personal responsibility.

			But we are what they made us, aren’t we?

		

	
		
			
				Before

				Frankie

			
			September 7

			I’m sitting at the bar at City Grille on the Upper West Side, eyes glued to the TV. I’ve been here for forty-five minutes. Scotty is late. He warned me he might be, even though it’s just around the corner from his apartment.

			“If you don’t mind coming to me,” he said on the phone. “The kids have been a mess lately. I don’t like to go that far in case Hilary needs me back home.”

			I think back to those early days on the trip—how Scotty gushed constantly about Hilary. There was a lot of eye-rolling among the men—yeah, right. Still, Scotty’s affection for his wife was clearly genuine. It was endearing.

			The Yankees game is on, and I’m watching to avoid eye contact with two different guys who I can feel are watching me. One is two stools down to the right. The other is to my far left. Both harmless, I’m pretty sure, though the one to my right does seem like the overconfident type. Like he might slide over soon and strike up a conversation. I’m feeling wired pretty tight. If I go to shut him down, I’m going to hit too hard. All things considered, I’d prefer to avoid a hostile back-and-forth with yet another man right now.

			I’m just registering some motion to my right—the guy maybe gathering himself to make his move—when the door opens and Scotty finally hurries inside.

			“I’m so sorry I’m late. Everyone was in full meltdown tonight, including Hilary. Maybe especially her.” He smiles ruefully.

			“Is everything okay?”

			“Let’s just say having a wife who tells it like it is isn’t always all it’s cracked up to be.” But then he smiles. “Love. You take the good with the bad, right?”

			“Right,” I say, not that I’d know firsthand.

			The bartender appears in front of us just as the guy to my right storms out the door. Scotty points to my whiskey. “Another?”

			“Yes, please.” Though I’m not sure I really need another.

			“And a Diet 7UP,” Scotty says, unabashed by the bartender’s disapproving scowl. He’s quiet for a beat before turning back to me. “So…this about Richard?”

			How mortifying. Does Scotty think I called him here to get the inside scoop on Richard’s feelings for me? We’re not in seventh grade. “No, what do you— No.” The worst part is that now I do want to pump him for information. Has Richard said something to him about me?

			“Sorry,” he says. “I just thought…” He shakes his head. “I thought maybe you and he…Anyway, Brooks and I were talking at the memorial service—”

			“How is Brooks?”

			“Not great. His life is a bit of a shit show at the moment. He was about to be made CEO of his family’s company a few weeks before the trip, but he ended up gambling his trust trying to leverage some position with stock and it backfired. Brooks without his money is—” He bl0ws out a quiet whistle. “His wife will also definitely leave him.” Scotty looks worried, maybe that his own wife will do the same. “I feel bad for the guy.”

			“That’s a shame.”

			“Anyway, sorry—off topic.” Scotty glances my way. “What is up with you?”

			“I, um, called because I need some legal advice.”

			He laughs. “Oh. Hilary is always saying I should talk less and listen more. Anyway, my legal specialty is white-collar crime—insider trading, that kind of thing. So it depends what you need advice about. But if I can’t help you myself, I can try to find someone who can.”

			The bartender delivers our drinks. I take a sip of whiskey, fortify myself. “There’s someone harassing me.”

			Scotty frowns sympathetically. “I’m sorry to hear that. Do you know who’s doing it?”

			“I think so. There’s this guy. Something from a long time ago.”

			“Let me guess,” he says. “You turned him down?”

			“Something like that.”

			“Men.” He blinks a few times and clears his throat. “And I’m assuming this harassment feels threatening?”

			And just like that, I am seventeen again. I can feel the Senator tightly gripping my arm after he showed up outside my dorm. He’d been texting about the NDA for a couple days and I had been ignoring him. I was so afraid and ashamed and…sad. There had been such rage in his eyes when he confronted me. I can feel its heat even now. Maybe that’s why I feel intimidated, even though it also doesn’t exactly make sense that the Senator would suddenly use force to keep me quiet when I’ve been quiet all along.

			I nod. “He’s a threatening person, physically. And it seems like he plans on blackmailing me.” It feels disingenuous to bring all this up without mentioning Richard. But Scotty’s the only lawyer I know, and I need advice quickly.

			“So where do I come in?”

			“I went to the police earlier today, and they said I should have a lawyer write a ‘strongly worded letter.’ That it will take them a long time to look into it because he hasn’t done enough yet for it to be criminal.”

			“I could easily write something like that for you,” Scotty offers with a wave of his hand. He takes a sip of his 7UP. “I write ‘leave my client alone’ letters of one kind or another all the time. It will be mostly bluster, you should know. But a lot of what lawyers do is bluster.”

			“There’s something else that might be a problem.” I hesitate. “I signed an NDA a long time ago.”

			“An NDA related to this guy?” Scotty raises his eyebrows.

			I nod.

			“And it’s still in effect?”

			I nod again.

			Scotty grimaces. “I’m assuming you took money in exchange?” It sounds so unseemly. “Sorry to ask, but as a contractual matter it is relevant whether there was money exchanged.”

			“Yes.”

			“Well, he could argue you’re violating the agreement by even making the accusation.”

			“Accusation?” I ask. “It’s just stating facts.”

			Scotty waves his hands apologetically. “I’m not saying that in a pejorative way, but that’s what he’ll argue. You obviously can’t get someone to sign an NDA and then go around committing crimes against them they can’t report. But if the police don’t think what he’s done rises to the level of criminal behavior, then you could have a problem.”

			“He sent me threatening texts. That’s how I ended up at the police.”

			“Did the agreement say that he couldn’t have contact with you?” Scotty asks hopefully. “Usually, there’s a reciprocal aspect, but not always. You’d be surprised. But if it says he’s supposed to stay clear, and he violated it, then it doesn’t matter if what he did was criminal.”

			“I don’t remember what the agreement said,” I say.

			“Well, that could be important leverage here. The first step will be to get me a copy of the agreement so that I can review it.”

			I stare down at my drink. “I don’t have it.”

			“You lost it?” he asks. “Because I’m sure—”

			“Technically, I burned it.” It had felt like such a brave act of rebellion at the time. Now it just seems crazy and stupid.

			“You burned it?” he asks. “As in literally?”

			From the look on Scotty’s face, he is also leaning toward psychotic rather than brave.

			“Well, I’m sure your lawyer kept a copy. I can just—”

			“I didn’t have a real lawyer,” I say. “I had an NYU law student who looked over the agreement. She told me I shouldn’t sign it. But I did anyway. I just wanted the whole thing to be over. I don’t even remember her name.”

			Scotty screws up his face like he’s concentrating really hard. “That’s…”

			“I was really young,” I say. “And really upset.”

			Angry, too. I can feel it in my body even now, vibrating my bones. In the end, I’d turned all that anger at the Senator right back on myself. Let it devour my soul. But I am not that person anymore.

			“Like I said, a letter from me is only going to be so effective,” Scotty says, his tone gentle. “It could violate your agreement. It’s impossible to know without reading the NDA. But if my letter does violate it, all hell might break loose. It’s a big risk for potentially no reward.”

			I close my eyes and nod as disappointment washes over me. “Right.”

			Scotty’s discomfort is palpable. I want to thank him, to tell him he can go. But I’m too afraid I’ll start crying if I try to speak. We are quiet for a long time.

			“So, when is your show?” he asks finally. “We should all come. Or Hilary and I and Richard and Gretchen, at least. Richard could buy out your whole show like that.” He snaps his fingers. “And what I lack in buying power, I make up for in enthusiasm.”

			From the guileless way he suggests this double date, I wonder if I imagined his earlier suggestiveness about Richard and me.

			“Thank you—I appreciate that.” And I do. Though the thought of Richard with his wife at my show is painful.

			Scotty nods, staring at the TV. He hasn’t made a move yet to leave. “Have you spoken to Richard since we’ve been back?”

			The question feels heavy, probably because of the photo sitting in my texts. I consider saying no, but what if he already knows from Richard that we have seen each other? Lying could make us both look worse. Then again, so could any part of the truth.

			“We saw each other for coffee. I was sad I couldn’t be at the memorial service.” As if one has anything to do with the other.

			Scotty’s face tightens. So much for sounding casual. He stares down into his glass.

			Richard and I are a situation with no good explanation. So I scramble to create one.

			“Richard wanted some advice on buying some new art.” I know it’s not a great cover story, but it’s all that comes to mind.

			Scotty narrows his eyes. “I thought he has dealers he works with.”

			Shit. I shrug. “He said he wanted to balance his collection with some younger artists. Advice on the fall shows at some of the smaller galleries can be hard to come by.”

			Scotty looks like he might be buying it. “Richard and I haven’t spent much time together since the trip. We saw each other at the service, but even there we didn’t really talk. None of us are very good with feelings.” He hesitates, and there’s something cool about his expression when our eyes meet. “Listen, I love Richard, he’s one of my closest friends, but he’s…Some people are just too charming for their own good.”

			“Yeah,” I say, hoping we can just leave it at that. I get the general idea.

			He’s still staring at me, though. Finally, his face softens.

			“Gretchen is best friends with Hilary. All I’m saying is that I know a decent amount about Richard’s marriage.” He hesitates. “And as your friend, I feel like I should say regardless of how…I know how Richard…but he really loves Gretchen. He really does.”

			

			* * *

			We were all gathered in the lounge tent for the briefing after breakfast. The lounge was a third of the size of the dining tent, cozy and chic—leather chairs, gorgeous rug, and a small, crackling fire to combat the early morning chill. They’d made clear in the packing guide that a hallmark of Kilimanjaro was the wild swings in temperature. Cold and damp, then blistering heat all within a day, and that we’d be dangerously cold on the summit. That it might rain a lot or not at all and that snow was possible. But it was one thing to be told something, another to experience it. Already, the weather was reminding us we were no longer in charge.

			“Look at this place.” Van gestured at the fancy tea setup on a sideboard. “Remember our first trip spring break sophomore year? Driving from Dartmouth to Vegas in Richard’s car?” Van laughed. “That piece-of-shit Chevy…”

			Brooks turned to me. “You’d never know Richard grew up dirt poor. Did you even have indoor plumbing, Richard?”

			Scotty grimaced. “Whoa, Brooks, ease up.”

			“What?” Brooks blinked innocently, but his voice sounded genuinely angry suddenly. “Come on—Richard’s proud of climbing out of the gutter and up to the pinnacle of New York society! Fifth Avenue apartment! Goldman Sachs! He even hitched himself to Gretchen Dunlop—of those Dunlops!” He eyed me meaningfully, even though I had no clue who the Dunlops were.

			What I did know was that this context changed the way I saw Richard. I knew what it was like to grow up with nothing. Our electricity shut off at such regular intervals, we had flashlights stored in almost every corner.

			“Excuse me, Brooks Grace of Grace Chemical,” Richard said. “I’m sorry that never actually having to work a day in your life made you such a sore loser.”

			Sore loser?

			“Fuck you, Richard,” Brooks said.

			“Okay, Encyclopedia,” Van said, gripping Brooks by the back of the neck with one huge hand. “Let’s take a breath before you pop a blood vessel, little man.”

			Brooks shrugged Van off, then glanced Richard’s way. “Sorry. Stressful morning.”

			“Come on,” Richard said, patting him on the back. “This is what we all came for, squabbling like the old days.”

			“Hey, remember that first trip we took when everyone got the shits?” Scotty burst out laughing.

			“Ah, man, we agreed never to talk about that!” Van said, then groaned. “It was the eggs in that crap hotel we stayed in. I swear it was.”

			Now they all laughed. First Scotty and Van, then Richard and Brooks.

			“Speaking of which, I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m rethinking breakfast,” Van said.

			“Me, too,” I offered. “I think it’s the altitude. Or maybe the altitude medication.”

			“I thought it was delicious!” Scotty said.

			“That’s because you’re a human garbage disposal,” Brooks said.

			Scotty looked like he was about to argue, but he grinned instead. “I’d live on McDonald’s if it wasn’t for Hilary’s five-star tastes—Per Se, Eleven Madison Park…”

			“She’s still breaking the bank, huh?” Richard asked.

			Scotty shrugged casually. “Should I break out the pictures again? There’s a cost to everything—women, especially.”

			I kept my expression neutral, but inwardly I winced. It was awkward being privy to their casual sexist banter, but at the same time I found it strangely comforting to think that maybe all men like this—wealthy, successful, privileged—were the same. Perhaps I hadn’t chosen so poorly with the Senator after all.

			“Fellas, I’m not sure this conversation is making us look very good.”

			When I glanced up, Richard nodded in my direction. Everyone looked appropriately chastened for a beat. Was I annoyed Richard thought I needed protecting? Yes. Annoyed and a little touched.

			“Thanks, but you don’t have to be careful around me,” I said. “We should all be free to be ourselves. Otherwise, this is going to be a very long week.”

			“Amen to that,” Scotty agreed.

			“So, Frankie,” Van said. “What brings you to Africa?”

			I had rehearsed my story. A woman, traveling alone—I’d known I’d need one. But I had imagined my audience being a group of nuzzling couples, not an all-male group of old friends. I’d expected to be a different kind of outsider.

			“I just got my first solo show at a really big gallery,” I said with a faint tremor in my voice. There was a chorus of congratulations around the table, sweet and unexpected. “I wanted to celebrate, and I’ve always wanted to climb Kilimanjaro. I grew up hiking in Colorado. But it’s been a while. I’ve been in the city since college. That’s a long time not hiking.”

			I was still smiling as I glanced over at Richard. He was looking at me intently, like he could tell I was leaving something out.

			“You know, my good friend has a son who went to NYU,” Brooks said. “He’s maybe about your age. I’m not sure. Noah King?”

			I could feel my eyes bugging out. “Noah is one of my closest friends!”

			Brooks laughed stiffly. “His dad and I used to work together, back in my law firm days.”

			It was surprisingly nice having even this tiny connection between these strangers on the other side of the world and my life back home. It made me feel a little tethered, in a good way.

			“The Kings recommended True Altitude,” I said.

			“That’s funny. For us, too,” he said with one of his awkward smiles. “Small world.”

			“Good morning, everyone!” Kito called out cheerfully as he entered the lounge. “I need to take everyone’s blood oxygen and pulse now. So we have a baseline. We will do it twice a day, every day, while we are hiking. Remember, it is not a competition.”

			Kito set about passing the pulse oximeter, a small device that clipped to the end of your finger. Of course, it immediately became a competition. The goal was high blood oxygen, low pulse—and to my surprise, I won. Blood oxygen 97%, heart rate 59—numbers that were better than even Bakari’s or Kito’s. I wanted not to care. But as the only woman, I cared very much. And aside from a little good-natured grumbling, I was pleasantly surprised that no one said a sexist word.

			Apparently, it was all very random. AMS, or acute mountain sickness, was like a tsunami sprung from a lake—felling people suddenly and randomly, the vulnerable and strong in equal measure. It didn’t matter what kind of shape you were in, or how hard you had trained. Eating and drinking enough helped keep it at bay along with taking all the medications. Resting when you needed to. Praying. Even so, there were no guarantees. No one knew for sure how their body would respond to high altitude, even from one expedition to the next. It leveled the playing field in a way that felt both liberating and terrifying.

			Kito was still recording all our vitals in a little notebook when Bakari arrived with an exquisite map that he spread out over the coffee table. Crouching alongside it, pencil in hand, he traced a twisty trail.

			“We will take this route,” Bakari began, running a finger along it. “It is slightly longer, but it is the much better way.”

			“Because?” I heard myself ask, though my plan had been to limit my questions to avoid conveying weakness.

			“More days to acclimatize, and more time means we can move more slowly,” Bakari said. I appreciated the calm authority in his voice, though I wasn’t exactly sure I understood the logic. “Also, the views are much better, and the route is less crowded.”

			“But what about the Western Breach?” Van asked. “Doesn’t that mean we have to cross that?”

			The other men hummed in agreement. They understood what Van was asking. I’d seen reference to the Western Breach when I’d skimmed the True Altitude materials detailing each day of climbing—the terrain, time, elevation gained. Some days were described as harder than others, but I knew enough about climbing to know that it would be hard to translate the information into practical terms until I was on Kilimanjaro itself. It had unique topography and I’d never even been to Africa before. Besides, how did one conceptualize the 15,535 feet of elevation on day six as opposed to 13,897 on day five? Even though I had grown up in the mountains of Colorado, the numbers felt to me impossible to quantify.

			Besides, this mountain was in a league of its own.

			“Yes, the Western Breach will be on our route,” Bakari said, pointing to a spot on the map that looked like all the other spots. There was something ominous about the way he said it. A tautness to his tone, the way he didn’t look up from the map. We all stared at the spot where he was pointing.

			“I googled the Western Breach,” Brooks added. “Sounds like no joke.”

			“No. The mountain does not have a sense of humor. But the breach is day seven,” Bakari said, holding up seven fingers on two hands for emphasis. “A lifetime away. Today is today. We take this mountain as it comes—little by little, slowly, slowly.”

			Yes, exactly. I could do this.

			“Polé, polé,” Kito added in Kiswahili. “Slowly, slowly. That is the way we will get there.”

			“And in one piece, right?” Van added. “I promised the wife.”

			“No one’s died on your watch?” Scotty asked with a laugh. “Right?”

			Bakari was quiet for a long, uncomfortable moment. Oh my God, the answer is yes.

			“I have been guiding climbs for thirty years. Many things happen over so many expeditions. Last trip a woman got very sick at base camp, here.” Bakari shrugged. “Anything can happen. Several years ago a man got AMS near the summit. We brought him down right away, but…” He shook his head. “Sometimes the mountain has other plans.”

			“He was with his fiancée,” Kito added. Don’t tell us more. Don’t tell us more. “He had insisted that she finish the climb. We all thought he was getting better once we got down. But then…” Kito held up his hands. “The mountain.”

			Clearly they believed it was better to be honest. But it felt like someone had hit me in the solar plexus.

			“That’s awful,” Scotty said. “I don’t think I realized.” He looked around at everyone. “I’m not really looking to die up here, guys.”

			“No one’s dying,” Richard said, then turned to Bakari. “Right?”

			“Of course not,” Bakari said. “Because we will be careful, and we will take each day as it comes. That’s the way everyone will stay safe and healthy, and we will all summit together. You must only ever push yourself to a spot that is not too far.”

			“And how will we know where that spot is?” Brooks asked.

			“You know yourself better than you think,” Bakari said. “You already know everything you need to. It’s what brought you here.”
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			Q. Good afternoon, Ms. Hernandez. Thank you for being here today. You work for Richard and Gretchen Falk as a housekeeper, is that correct?

			A. Yes.

			Q. How long have you worked for them?

			A. Twenty-two years.

			Q. Did you ever have occasion to meet Frankie Callahan?

			A. Yes, but I did not know that was her name at the time. She never said her name.

			Q. Can you tell me how you met her?

			A. I met her in the Falks’ apartment.

			Q. Do you recall what day this was?

			A. Wednesday, September 10th. In the morning.

			Q. Who introduced you to her?

			A. No one introduced us. She was leaving the apartment when I came to work. Mrs. Falk was out for the day, but Mr. Falk was home.

			Q. Was that unusual, for Mr. Falk to be home on a weekday?

			A. Yes.

			Q. Did he explain why he was home?

			A. No. It has happened before when he has been traveling or there is an event for the children. But not often.

			Q. Did you interact with Ms. Callahan?

			A. Yes, she was coming out the door when I was coming in. We surprised each other.

			Q. This was at the front door of the Falks’ apartment?

			A. Yes.

			Q. And did she seem upset?

			A. Yes, she was crying.

			Q. Did she say why she was crying?

			A. No. I didn’t ask. I didn’t know who she was.

			Q. Did she say to you what she was doing there?

			A. No. She apologized and then she ran out of the apartment past me. Even though Mr. Falk shouted at her not to leave.

			Q. What did you do after that?

			A. I came in and started to work downstairs first. That is what I usually do. I asked him if he wanted me to go work in another part of the apartment.

			Q. And what did he say?

			A. Well, this was all on text so we could use Google Translate. But he said no, that it was okay because he was leaving soon. Then he tried to give me some money and asked that I not tell Mrs. Falk that I had seen him at home at that time because she might be upset. And that no one wanted to see Mrs. Falk upset.
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				Gretchen

			
			September 13

			Gretchen and Hilary met at Sant Ambroeus every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday before afternoon yoga. Over the years it had been a walk in the park, barre classes, for a little while a moms’ book club. These days the coffee was nonnegotiable whether or not they skipped the yoga, which Hilary was doing more frequently. This was not lost on Gretchen, nor was the fact that Hilary often ordered wine instead of a cappuccino, sometimes before noon. Stress at home, she said. Hilary’s boys were a lot, with the piercings and the bad sexual choices and nearly getting thrown out of Trinity every other week. And then there were the money problems, which Hilary had sworn Gretchen to secrecy about.

			Scotty would be mortified if Richard found out, Hilary said. And she and Scotty were already at each other’s throats about it. But lately, Gretchen had noticed the fighting seemed to be about something more than money. She even wondered if there might be another man in Hilary’s life. But Gretchen had never asked outright. That was the thing about Richard and Scotty being so close. There were things it was better not to know.

			Hilary was seated at a small round table in the back, clad in pricey, form-fitting yoga gear, her blond hair swept up in a high ponytail. Even at her age, Hilary was gorgeous and had a flawless figure, though her coarse edges could sometimes detract from her beauty. Not that Hilary could help it. In Gretchen’s experience, sophistication was a right of inheritance. It could be mimicked to some extent, but never truly learned. And besides, Gretchen loved that Hilary was occasionally crass. She had no problem telling someone they were being a bitch, or that their skirt was too short, or that they needed to chew with their mouth closed. Sometimes she could be mean—did someone ever really need to be told that they should start waxing their chin? But Hilary had no filter, and she’d be damned if she was going to apologize for being honest. As long as you stayed on the right side of her, it felt like love.

			Gretchen made her way over to the table. She already knew she’d tell Hilary everything. Well, not absolutely everything—everything relevant. Gretchen trusted Hilary completely, as completely as she trusted anyone.

			Hilary jumped to her feet as soon as she caught sight of Gretchen, rushing over and guiding her to the table by her elbow. “Come, come, sit.” Hilary pulled out a chair and snapped her fingers for the waiter. “Can we get a cappuccino and a glass of water? Quickly, please.”

			“Thank you,” Gretchen managed as she sat down. She did suddenly feel very woozy again. Maybe she should take one of those Xanaxes the doctor had given her. She did not want to make another scene.

			“Have you taken Xanax?” she asked Hilary.

			“Do you mean today?” Hilary smiled and winked.

			Gretchen rolled her eyes. “This situation with Richard—the doctor prescribed me some.” Technically for the situation with her ailing mother, but that was hardly the point.

			“I would marry Xanax if I could,” Hilary said wistfully. “It’s the perfect companion—warm and comforting and so understanding. This definitely qualifies as a time when it’s called for. How you are even upright is beyond me. Take one, for God’s sake, then we can talk.”

			“It’s, um, in my purse.” Gretchen looked down at the Saint Laurent clutch in her lap. Her arms felt locked around it, fusing it to her.

			Hilary plucked the bag from her grasp and snapped it open with the purposeful confidence of an emergency room physician.

			“Here,” she said, tapping one of the peach-colored pills out into Gretchen’s hand. Hilary handed Gretchen her own water glass. “I haven’t touched this yet.”

			“Will it—”

			“Make everything survivable?” Hilary said. “Yes.”

			Okay was all Gretchen could think. I need survival. Gretchen took the pill and swallowed it down, chugging the entire glass of water.

			“Okay, now, start at the beginning.” Hilary clasped Gretchen’s hands across the table.

			Gretchen had to steel herself once more to get the words out, fervently hoping that confessing to Hilary would alleviate the shame in a way that sharing it with the children had not.

			“Richard has been arrested for murdering the woman who was on that trip of theirs.”

			“Well, I know that part—Scotty told me.” Hilary barked out a laugh. “And that’s ridiculous, obviously.”

			She was right. The murder part was absurd.

			The bells on the café door tinkled. Gretchen looked toward the door as a woman entered, holding the hand of a blond toddler. The mother smiled down at her child as they approached the pastry case. Watching, Gretchen felt such a pang of longing. What if that kind of simple, charmed moment was over for her and Richard, for the children? And, God, her granddaughter. She shuddered, shifting around in her seat, trying to ignore a stab of fear.

			“Gretchen?” Hilary snapped her fingers. “Focus.”

			“I’m sorry. What?”

			“Why do they think he did it? I haven’t spoken to Scotty since he went to see Richard.”

			“They have someone who says they saw Richard near her apartment. Also, they claim they found evidence. At our apartment.”

			Gretchen wasn’t mentioning the so-called statements. She’d already all but erased those from her mind. As Scotty had said, whatever they were had been a product of exhaustion, nothing more, and the police wouldn’t be able to use them anyway. But she was aware of how bad it sounded that they even existed. She didn’t much like how it felt, either.

			“What did they find at the apartment?” Hilary asked.

			“I don’t know. They haven’t said. I guess they don’t have to tell you the details until the arraignment.” Gretchen took a breath. “Arraignment. God, can you imagine? How is this real?”

			Hilary was quiet for a long moment, squeezing Gretchen’s hands as she stared down at the table. Finally, she looked up, her gaze calm and steady.

			“When is this arraignment?”

			“Monday.”

			Hilary was quiet for another beat. “Take the affair off the table,” she said finally.

			“Affair? What affair?” Gretchen asked, her heart surging beneath the hand she’d put to her chest. As though such an absurd thought never would have occurred to her. “Did Scotty say something about Richard and this woman having an affair?”

			What if Hilary knew something truly devastating? Facts. Details. Specifics. What if Scotty had seen that same light in Richard’s eyes when they were on the mountain? What if he’d seen something more than that?

			“No, no. Of course not.” Hilary recovered quickly, blinking innocently in the way she always did when she was lying. “I just…Well, you know how Richard is.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Flirtatious, friendly—all those female friends…” Hilary was stammering. She’d talked herself into a corner, and she knew it.

			“Oh, that’s just Richard.” Gretchen laughed, but it sounded brittle. “Come on, it’s when they’re hiding things that you actually have to worry.”

			Hilary’s eyebrows knit together. “Right.” She forced a smile. “I guess I did always think the two of you…”

			“The two of us what?” Gretchen crossed her arms.

			Hilary looked down. When she eventually met Gretchen’s eyes, her own were soft and sympathetic. Gretchen would have preferred one of Hilary’s barbed retorts. Her pity was a very, very bad sign.

			“Listen, you know how much I love you, Gretchen,” she said. “And I don’t want to say anything that’s going to make this situation wor—”

			“Hilary, please, out with it.” Gretchen did not appreciate her marriage being judged by Hilary, of all people. It was the exact opposite of what Gretchen had come to expect from her.

			“I guess I just—I always assumed that you and Richard had some kind of arrangement. I mean from way back before the trip to Africa. I know everyone jokes about the way he is, so charming and with so many friends and all that, but if I’m completely honest, I always thought it was a little…odd.”

			“Ha!” Gretchen felt hijacked by rage. This was outrageous. “Did this occur to you because that’s the kind of arrangement you and Scotty have? That would certainly account for all your relentless bickering.” It came out in a burst of flames.

			Hilary flinched, but just slightly. “Um, no, Scotty and I are just two boring old monogamists. We argue, but that’s what people who love each other do when they are honest about their feelings.”

			“Oh, really? I thought that nonstop fighting was because you were about to get a divorce.”

			Hilary withdrew her hands from Gretchen’s and pulled herself taller in her chair. She was clearly trying not to take the bait. But Gretchen wanted a fight. And why not with Hilary? But before Gretchen could open her mouth, Hilary slipped her fingers through Gretchen’s again. She lowered her head, a dog showing its belly.

			“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you, Gretchen. I shouldn’t have said that. But I’ve heard others say it, I thought in front of you. I thought it was just an accepted thing.” She offered this gently, which only made it worse. “And I’m open-minded. That’s all I meant. Who knows? Maybe it was just me letting my imagination run wild. You know I definitely do that!” She let out a laugh that seemed somewhat forced, then lowered her voice. “Most of the time I do think that’s just the way Richard is—flirtatious, friendly, affectionate. Some people just are that way. It’s not like I thought anything specific was going on. Besides, Richard is like that with men, too!”

			It was true. It had always been true. But—an arrangement?

			“Who else says that?” Gretchen’s humiliation was a lead fist in her stomach.

			“Oh, I don’t even know. Maybe no one. Maybe it was just a sense I got.” Hilary’s face brightened suddenly. “Besides, Richard can’t even carve the Thanksgiving turkey! How could he kill someone? That’s the important part.”

			Gretchen would never have made the connection between this peculiar delicateness of Richard’s and the situation they were in. But he was absolutely squeamish about everything, the turkey being a perfect example. Scotty had to carve it every year because driving a knife into even a very dead, very cooked animal’s flesh made Richard feel sick. Also, Richard had nearly passed out at the sight of blood when Becks got stitches in middle school. The nurse at the hospital had to get a wheelchair for him. It seemed at odds, really, with how tall and masculine he was. But Gretchen suspected that, like many things, this could be traced back to his father. In addition to drawing Richard’s blood on many occasions, his father often took drunken tumbles. Once he’d cracked his head open on the corner of a coffee table in such a way that blood had poured out of him. Or so Richard said—he’d only been nine. He’d had to call an ambulance and apply pressure to the wound while they waited. He’d gone ashen recounting the details to Gretchen years later.

			“Of course he couldn’t have,” Gretchen said, though dread still coursed through her. “I’m just not sure the police will take that as actual proof.”

			“But that’s because they’re idiots,” Hilary added with a theatrical wave of her hand. “Did you, um, ever meet her?”

			“No, no. They were only on the trip together,” Gretchen lied, waiting a beat. “I don’t even know what she looks—looked like.” The second lie was unnecessary. Gretchen wasn’t even sure why she’d added it.

			Hilary reached for her phone. “What’s her name?”

			“Frankie something,” Gretchen said. “Something with a C.”

			Frankie Callahan. Gretchen knew that, too, of course. She’d known it long before the police ever knocked on their door.

			Hilary’s fingers were already flying over her phone. “That’s okay—I’ll find her.”

			“How?” Gretchen leaned closer to look at the phone screen.

			“Richard’s Instagram.” Hilary rolled her eyes. “You know how he is with that thing. Like a kid with a new toy.”

			In point of fact, Gretchen had only the vaguest idea. She wasn’t on social media herself. She believed it was a poisonous waste of time. That people debased themselves by using it. But it was a running joke among their friends and the children how many people Richard followed (everyone he met, apparently). He had posted only twice (according to Becks)—one family photograph of them from four years ago in which all the children had their eyes closed, and a snapshot he’d taken of a stranger’s particularly adorable golden retriever in Central Park. He still followed the dog’s owner, an eighty-five-year-old man who wore Sherlock Holmes–style caps even in summer. He also followed several stunning younger women. Friends joked about that, too. But in a way that made Gretchen feel like they were all in it together. And all in it together seemed to sum up Richard just perfectly: He was a warm, bighearted person. With a sprinkle of typical male naughtiness. That was the way they all were. The best of them, that is. Maybe that was what Hilary had meant when she said people talked.

			Still, Gretchen had never laughed along about the social-media nonsense. It irked her—that was the bottom line. She knew it wasn’t a good idea for her husband to be so immersed in something she had no part in. It was dangerous, in fact—especially the bit about the women. And, frankly, the whole thing was a bit embarrassing, watching Richard peer at his phone through his reading glasses as he tapped lightly on photos to like them as though the device might explode in his hands.

			But spouses were like toddlers—the one thing you absolutely did not want to do was lay down a rule you couldn’t enforce. It would only reveal the fundamentally limited nature of your power. And your leverage as a wife was ultimately quite circumscribed if you knew you’d be unwilling to blow your family apart. Even more limited if your husband knew this, too. You had to rely on the power of love. Your husband’s love. That he loved you enough not to do this or that thing that would break your heart.

			It was paper-thin ice on which to stake your survival.

			Luckily for Gretchen in this moment, Hilary was very into the whole social-media thing. Instagram, specifically. “UWSMama” was what she called herself online. Gretchen knew only because Cassandra had made fun of it. And it did sound a bit ridiculous. But also harmless enough from what Hilary had shown Gretchen—photos of her in sunglasses with a glass of wine on her stoop, buying croissants at her favorite bakery, with their Pilates instructor, Ilya—ugh, Ilya. Gretchen wished he hadn’t popped into her head when she was working on erasing him and all things related to him from her memory.

			Was this Xanax even working? She didn’t think so. Maybe she should take a second one. Now that she’d broken the seal, what difference did it make?

			“Ah, here she is,” Hilary said. “Frankie Callahan,” she spat out, like the name was something sour. Almost as if she was jealous of Frankie herself. But that made no sense. Maybe the Xanax was working.

			Hilary set the phone between them, so they could both look as she scrolled through a grid of small photos. Gretchen hadn’t seen Frankie Callahan’s Instagram account, but she knew full well from Frankie’s website that she was a voluptuous, dark-haired beauty. Fine features, huge (frankly, almost cartoonish) eyes—and what grown woman wore overalls?

			The tiny screen filled with images of Frankie’s paintings, abstracts. Without her reading glasses it was hard for Gretchen to see, though it was the kind of art that Gretchen could never make sense of, glasses or no. There were some photos of Frankie, too, but they were tasteful, artistic. There were also photos of the climb. Mostly stunning shots of the mountains, the clouds. But in one Frankie was looking over her shoulder, smiling in the light of the setting sun. It had clearly been taken by someone else. Richard? Gretchen’s hands were in fists so tight her fingernails dug into her palms.

			“Okay, you want me to give it to you straight—what I see?” Hilary asked, like a doctor about to deliver their diagnosis.

			“Um, yes,” Gretchen said, though she did not want that at all.

			“To be clear, my opinion on this whole situation hasn’t changed. This is just Richard being a man, and men—”

			“Hilary, please,” Gretchen whispered.

			“Okay. It’s just one tiny observation, but I did notice—and I know you won’t because you don’t know how these things work—that Richard has liked every single photo she posted since they met.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“Well, it’s…a lot of…attention.”

			“So, he was what? Obsessed with her? Stalking her?” Gretchen began to panic. She couldn’t help it. Every rock she turned over seemed to expose something more awful underneath.

			“Well, wait, let’s see…” Hilary clicked back to Richard’s account, then other people’s, moving so fast it was hard for Gretchen to keep up. Finally, Hilary exhaled in relief. “Scratch that. He likes every single one of a lot of people’s posts—men, too. It’s probably nothing except him being…weird.”

			Gretchen nodded, her head feeling fuzzy. She wanted this information to be more comforting than it was. But she did feel like she cared a bit less and the world was beginning to feel a little farther away. Muted. The Xanax was definitely working. No wonder it was so popular.

			“Maybe we should do some poking around and figure out what else was going on in this woman’s life?” Hilary offered with something of a mischievous smirk.

			“What do you mean?”

			Hilary started scanning the Instagram grid again. “A woman like this, I’m sure she had boyfriends, admirers, stalkers. Who knows? The police probably won’t bother looking for other suspects if they’ve already got Richard. You hear about that kind of thing all the time.”

			Gretchen must have looked horrified, because Hilary held up her palms in mock surrender. “I mean, only if you want to look into her…if you don’t, I understand. Though personally I’d never be able to stop myself.”

			Leaping into the fray with Hilary sounded ill-advised. But also irresistible. Maybe even wise. The best way to prove that Richard hadn’t done anything was to find the person who had. And Hilary was probably right about the police not looking.

			“I don’t want to be in the way,” Gretchen said. “I’m sure Scotty wouldn’t want that.”

			“Don’t you worry about Scotty—I know how to handle him.” Hilary’s face turned serious. “Besides, under these circumstances—you should also find out for sure that there wasn’t anything between them. No one is perfect. Not even Richard. You can get mad at me again, but I’m only saying this because I’m your friend and I love you. I mean, it’s one thing to stand by him through this shitstorm if there wasn’t an affair. But if there was?” She shrugged. “I’m afraid I’ll have to pack his bags for you.”

			

			—

			A few hours later, Gretchen was seated in the living room, all three children dutifully assembled, and so quickly. Yes, Gretchen thought, looking at them—they were a good family. She and Richard had done a good job.

			She felt less sure about the “top-flight criminal attorney” seated next to Scotty on the couch. Scotty’s text announcing that Mikey Pearce had “agreed” to take the case had endless exclamation points. But Mikey Pearce wasn’t at all what Gretchen had pictured. He was decidedly ugly, along with being short and, well, portly. There was also the matter of his flashy suit and too-shiny shoes. Looking at him brought to mind a lacquered bureau. But even Gretchen had to admit that the overall effect screamed expensive. Tacky, but expensive. And then there was Mr. Pearce’s watch, an enormous gold Rolex. Gretchen didn’t approve of that kind of— She pulled her sleeve down to cover the watch Richard had given her. Which was different, obviously.

			Then again, what did Gretchen know about criminal defense attorneys, successful or otherwise? Maybe judges listened more closely to a man with a garish watch. Besides, as Gretchen’s father had always said, you don’t hire a banker to fix your toilet. And a toilet was certainly an apt metaphor for the New York City penal system. Unlike Scotty, who was hardly steeped in grit, Mikey Pearce seemed like a man who would sink his teeth into an unsavory problem and not let go until he had a mouth full of blood.

			“Are you sure I can’t get you something to drink, Mr. Pearce?” Gretchen asked.

			“You already offered once, Mom,” Elizabeth hissed.

			Gretchen bristled at her daughter’s tone. Elizabeth had been far less prickly than usual since she’d gotten home. There had been no digs about Richard and Gretchen’s conspicuous consumption—not even when she saw the new couch or the new wallpaper in the living room, which, it was true, was really down to boredom. Elizabeth even looked like her old self, now in a pair of tailored slacks and a blouse that must have been in her closet at the apartment, instead of wearing the worn flowered muumuu she arrived in. Manson Family chic, Hilary called it.

			“I know, dear,” Gretchen said, shooting her daughter a cool look. “I’m just trying to be polite.”

			“Thank you, no, Mrs. Falk,” Mikey Pearce said, eyeing Gretchen intently.

			That was the way he’d been since he arrived. Very focused. Like he was trying to burrow under their skin and inspect the pattern of their veins. His powers of observation both reassured and unsettled Gretchen. She didn’t necessarily want him getting to the bottom of absolutely everything.

			“Our dad will be home Monday, right?” Becks asked. He was folded over into himself in one of the new flaxen Cisco armchairs. Gretchen had to resist the urge to go over and cover him with the cashmere Missoni throw from the couch.

			Meanwhile, Cassandra paced back and forth behind him, like some kind of exhausted, puffy-eyed panther. And now Elizabeth was piling on with her wounded, angry snapping. Whatever else could be said of her children, they were always, relentlessly, themselves.

			“Yes, definitely he’ll be home Monday,” Scotty blurted out from his perch on the edge of the couch next to Mikey, one leg bouncing. Mikey shot him a look.

			“We can’t make promises,” Mikey Pearce added smoothly. “Certainly, that’s the hope—it’s what we’ll advocate for. Given that Richard has no criminal record and is an upstanding citizen, bail should be granted. It will likely be several million dollars, though, given the charges. Ten percent cash. I can set you up with someone who can walk you through how to get it covered in practical terms, if that’s—”

			“The money won’t be a problem,” Gretchen said, wishing it hadn’t come out so forcefully. She could only imagine the disgusted expression on Elizabeth’s face. She had no intention of looking her way. But then, their ability to make bail was a relevant fact that needed to be stated plainly, for Richard’s sake. Money wasn’t a problem for them. All Mikey and Scotty needed to do was get bail granted and Gretchen would take care of the rest.

			“Great,” Mikey Pearce said, seeming genuinely relieved. “That’s helpful to know. And just to lay out the entire process so we’re all on the same page: Following the arraignment, there will be a grand jury. As a matter of New York law, they have only six days from the date of arrest to convene a grand jury. Six days. If Richard is indicted by the grand jury, there will be a second arraignment. A trial follows all of that.”

			“He does need to come home right now, though,” Gretchen said firmly.

			“I understand, Gretchen,” Scotty said. There was compassion in his eyes. So much. Too much, maybe. “Mikey here is our secret weapon. He’s a legend. He’s going to get the job done.”

			Mikey looked concerned as he turned back to Gretchen. “Again, we will do everything we can. But judges can be unpredictable. There’s a lot of discretion on bail, and unfortunately it sometimes comes down to personal biases. But ultimately, either way, a trial is based on evidence.”

			Gretchen’s face felt warm, the back of her throat burning. A trial. “That sounds—”

			“Bad,” Elizabeth said, stepping in protectively. “Really, really bad. Our dad isn’t exactly a jail kind of guy.”

			Mikey smiled gently. “I understand, but it’s also my understanding that your dad is something of an athlete. And that he came from nothing and has thrived at Goldman Sachs, arguably one of the most cutthroat companies on the planet. He’s also a nice guy. I expect he’s savvy enough to take care of himself in almost any context. And, luckily, he is being held in a newly remodeled precinct instead of central booking.” He paused, looking around at all of them. “I’m only preparing you for the possibility Richard could be denied bail. If that happens, we’ll appeal. Then we’ll have a shot at another judge, and a panel of judges from there. We won’t stop fighting. We’ll also work to get the case dismissed. And if all else fails and we end up at trial? We will press for it to move quickly. And then we will win.” Mikey paused until Gretchen looked up. “That’s the only thing that matters. We need to keep our eyes on the prize.”

			“Okay.” Gretchen nodded. She felt reassured. Mikey Pearce had a genuine, honest manner despite his flashy exterior. She found him far more forthright and trustworthy than she had expected. Also strangely warm. It was his eyes. You could see some kind of heartbreak deep inside them. Like he’d been through things of his own and wanted to help soften the blow for others.

			“So, prior to the arraignment, I need to ask if there’s anything you feel we should know.”

			“Know about what? There is nothing to know.” Gretchen sounded defensive. Even to herself. But it did feel like a trap, like Scotty and Mikey (a virtual stranger) might already know things she didn’t. They’d spoken to Richard. Who knew what he’d said? And surely Scotty had his own opinions about Frankie. Even though they’d been friends forever, he still probably thought that any man in his right mind would want to have sex with her instead of Gretchen. Were Scotty and Mikey looking at Gretchen thinking, Poor, poor old fool? No. No. This was going to be a long process with lots of questions. She needed to do better. Much better. Gretchen squared her shoulders. “My apologies. What exactly do you mean?”

			“For instance, were there any unexpected visitors here or odd calls?” Mikey asked.

			“Why would someone come by our house?” Becks asked. “If she was the person who was murdered?”

			“You’d be surprised how complicated the truth can be when it finally comes out,” Mikey said. “For instance, if there was someone in her life causing problems, maybe that person intended to have the blame fall on Richard. Or maybe he—some ex or stalker—suspected some kind of relationship between them. Even if it didn’t exist, that could still have led him to kill Frankie in a jealous rage. Anyway, anything that seemed strange in the past several weeks could be relevant.”

			“No,” Gretchen said. This was not an actual lie, not the way he’d phrased the question. “Nothing like that.”

			“My dad’s got a million friends, you know,” Becks said. He sounded a little defensive, too. Because no one had asked about Richard’s friends. “Not just her. He mentors people all the time.”

			“That’s true,” Cassandra added quietly. She’d stopped pacing and was staring at an empty spot on the carpet. “Everyone loves him.”

			“Yeah,” Elizabeth muttered. “This has got ‘mentee’ written all over it.”

			Was that sarcasm? It was impossible to be sure. She’d turned toward the windows so Gretchen couldn’t see her expression.

			Mikey Pearce laughed. “That’s generous of you to allow him to have so many female friends.”

			“Is it?” Gretchen asked sharply. “Are you married, Mr. Pearce?”

			“Not anymore,” he said, wriggling his empty ring finger. “And I’ve decided to spare another innocent woman a lifetime of certain disappointment.”

			“Well, Richard and I have been married thirty-four years. And I have always thought that a marriage should be a place where both people are encouraged to be their best selves. Richard is a magnetic sort of person. I was drawn to him because of it. It would hardly seem right to hold that against him now.”

			“Richard is just kind of that guy,” Scotty offered diplomatically. “Always has been. People fall in love with him right away. Men and women. It’s annoying.”

			Gretchen felt validated. She wasn’t inventing an idea of Richard. Others saw him that way, too.

			She turned back to Mikey Pearce. “So to answer your initial question: I don’t know of anything unusual, and neither do the children. This has all blindsided us completely.”

			Mikey stared at Gretchen for what felt like an absolute eternity. As if he were accusing her of something. Perhaps lying, which she both was and was not. Truth was such an overly roomy word. The same could be said of trust. Gretchen did trust Richard completely, but also, apparently not at all.

			“Okay,” Scotty said finally. “The night it happened—do you know what time Richard got home?”

			“No. I was in bed. It was very, very late.”

			She had been in bed when he finally got home the night Frankie was murdered. That part was true. She’d fallen asleep around 11:00 p.m., exhausted from a full day of Literary Lions nonsense. Right before she turned off the lamp, though, she’d checked Richard’s location and seen he was at the office. She checked his location all the time just for peace of mind. The children’s, too. But when Gretchen had startled awake to find the bed still empty at nearly 2:00 a.m. and no text from Richard, she’d checked his location again. It had been unavailable. It was never unavailable except when he was on a flight. And then, suddenly, about thirty minutes later, there it was: Richard’s green dot sailing up the FDR.

			A little while later, she heard Richard come in. She expected him to wake her as he sometimes did, to complain about some unreasonable client on the West Coast who had tied him up at the office so late. But he hadn’t made a peep. And Gretchen had pretended to be asleep. She couldn’t say why. Actually, yes, she could. She was afraid Richard would lie to her. And that she’d know he was lying.

			The pattern of his movements had been very strange, too. An odd rustling as he changed in the closet, of all places. Like one of those deli bags being crumpled. And afterward, Richard had left the bedroom to go back downstairs. She’d even thought she heard the front door open and close. He was going back out? Where? But after a moment, the door to their bedroom opened again. And then Richard finally slid into bed. Storm passed. Strangeness over. Not smelling of another woman’s perfume. She had checked that, too.

			In the morning, he’d said he was supposed to have a drink with a client who never showed, then fell asleep on his couch in the office while he was working. A plausible explanation for the lateness, but not for his location being unavailable. It was also one that usually would have come with a lot more complaining. Still, Gretchen hadn’t thought much of it until the police showed up at their door. After that, she didn’t want to think about it at all.

			“Is that unusual?” Mikey asked, bringing Gretchen back to the present. “For Richard to come home so late? I’d think someone as senior as him wouldn’t have to pull those hours.”

			“It happens all the time,” Gretchen said, trying not to chafe. Whose side were they on, anyway?

			“I’m only asking because sooner or later the prosecutor will,” Mikey explained—she must have made a face. Or maybe he’d just picked up on her hesitation. She was going to need to be more careful with him. Very careful. “As Richard’s team, we need all the facts. That’s the only way we can figure out how to properly manage them.”

			A lovely speech, but she still had no intention of sharing any of that strangeness about Richard’s return home with them. Not in front of the children. Not ever. It felt too awful to even think about what it might mean.

			“Richard’s schedule changes all the time,” Gretchen said crisply. “He tries to let me know, but he’s so busy. He forgets sometimes.”

			“Hilary gets furious if I try to slip into bed that late. You must be a heavy sleeper or very patient.” Scotty laughed, but really it was more of a snort. “She’ll bolt right up and then be up all night. She’s been like that ever since the kids.”

			“So, what? You don’t come home?” Elizabeth pushed back.

			“I sleep on the couch a lot.” He shrugged, but there was an iciness to the way he looked at Elizabeth. “Amazing what you can get used to.”

			“That’s fucking weird,” Elizabeth said.

			“Weird?” Scotty asked, the muscle in his jaw flexing.

			“That your wife hates you that much.”

			“Elizabeth!” Gretchen scolded when she saw the very real anger in Scotty’s eyes. He was so easygoing and warm usually. But she was also touched. It seemed like Elizabeth was, in her way, trying to defend Gretchen.

			“So, you didn’t wake when Richard came in?” Mikey prompted. “And, therefore, you don’t know what time it was, exactly?”

			“No,” she said. “I have no idea.”

			Outright lie number…well, it had already been more than one. How many lies would there be, Gretchen wondered, before all was said and done?

			

			* * *

			Gretchen’s parents had begrudgingly come to accept Richard, but Brooks had been more right than wrong about their response. Her mother, especially, never let her forget that they would have preferred she marry a young man from their world. Thus, forevermore, from her mother’s perspective, everything in Gretchen’s life that was difficult—even Becks’s colic!—was something she’d brought upon herself.

			“Life involves choices. Don’t forget that you’ve made yours,” became her mother’s favorite saying.

			But not all of Gretchen’s choices had been freely made. It had been her mother who’d shut down the idea of Gretchen going to law school, the second she announced their engagement, just weeks after Dartmouth graduation. Yes, it was quick in some ways. But they’d been dating for years. Also, she didn’t want to be separated from Richard, and it wasn’t as though her parents would have tolerated them living together. “That’s absurd. What do you need with a law degree?” her mother had demanded. “You’re getting married. You’ll have a family.”

			They were shopping for wedding dresses at Vera Wang on Madison Avenue. These were the moments when Gretchen and her mother were at their best—when her mother found value in spending time together. She didn’t much like being mother of the bride. It made her feel old. But she did like shopping for expensive things.

			“Mothers work these days,” Gretchen had shot back. “All the time.”

			“Yes, sweetheart.” Her mother had laughed. “All the dreadful ones do.”

			Gretchen never seriously considered law school again. How could she possibly when, over the years, her mother had occasionally been right about her marriage? Not right, exactly. But some of her digs had hit a little too close to home. For instance, Richard always insisting that they support themselves on his salary without the help of Gretchen’s trust didn’t exactly make life very comfortable in the early days. There had even been a few dark moments when Gretchen wondered if she should have married Brooks instead. It would have been ridiculous, of course, like marrying a brother. But deep down, she knew that Brooks would have jumped at the chance. Everyone knew it.

			But then she’d inevitably be reminded in some small way of Richard’s warmth and genuineness—picking flowers in Central Park on his way home, leaving her these lovely little notes (always specific, thoughtful) on the bathroom mirror every morning before he left for work—and that rusty deadbolt on Gretchen’s heart would slide right open. She loved who she was when she was with him. More open to possibility than she ever could have imagined.

			But it didn’t help that Richard traveled so much for work as he was climbing that (wholly unnecessary) Goldman Sachs ladder. There was nothing quite so consistent among men—regardless of their upbringing or earned success—as the fragility of their egos, and the lengths they would go to protect them.

			“Work, work, work,” her best mom friend at the time, Samantha, had sympathized one morning after Gretchen had dropped Cassandra at preschool. They were walking in the park with their younger children, and she’d been complaining about Richard’s work hours, again. It set her teeth on edge to do it, her mother’s voice worming its way into her brain like some kind of parasite. Samantha’s husband was also a banker—Credit Suisse—and her children were almost the exact same ages as Gretchen’s. The Upper East Side was filled with wealthy blond women who looked like carbon copies of Gretchen. “Cartier widows,” they called themselves proudly, referring to the lavish jewelry they received from their husbands in lieu of actual companionship. But Gretchen hated the very assumption, especially because it wasn’t her story. She was freely choosing to be with Richard, which most of the time made her feel better. Even when sometimes it made her feel like an idiot.

			“Do you know who she is?” Samantha had asked, instead of launching into her own complaints, as she usually did.

			“ ‘She’?” Gretchen asked, stomach tumbling. “What do you mean?”

			“Oh, never mind—don’t listen to me.” But the look on Samantha’s face—as far as she was concerned, Gretchen was a hapless babe in the woods who should be left alone to die a swift death. “Richard is so out in the open about everything—I’m sure he’s not actually doing anything. Also, not all husbands are mine!”

			That had always been Gretchen’s thinking. Richard mentioned lots of people and some, yes, were young women—the brilliant young lawyer on his closing, that saleswoman at Sotheby’s, the new superstar in M&A. But he talked about the young men, too. It was only people with things to hide who hid things. Was that what every dumb wife thought?

			And almost as testament to Gretchen’s faith in him, Richard had eventually offered to quit his job, shortly after that ill-fated walk with Samantha. He could tell Gretchen was unhappy, and she was the most important thing in his life, he said. But as soon as he’d offered, the whole thing felt ridiculous. What was Gretchen so upset about, anyway? She wasn’t a Cartier widow. She was an independently wealthy woman making choices. She had vowed from that moment on never to let other people’s compromises become her own. People loved solidarity in their suffering, but Gretchen was no one’s ally except Richard’s. Besides, Richard wasn’t like other men. Once they’d settled the fact that he wasn’t going to quit, he’d even encouraged her to go to law school.

			“This staying-home business,” he’d said, “it’s for the birds. You’re brilliant. You would make an incredible lawyer.” And he meant it. It was one of the things she loved most about him. He saw her as a whole person and respected every part of her—not just the aspects that served him, like a lot of men.

			“I already have my hands full here, Richard.”

			“We can get a nanny. We’ll make it work.”

			But the truth was that she would have to make it work, wouldn’t she? Juggling a career as a lawyer, raising their children, and running the household? She knew plenty of other working women, and she had yet to see it play out as anything other than a yoke around the wife’s neck. The best they could hope for was a husband who would stand to the side empathetically pointing out how unfair everything was. As well intended as Richard was, he wasn’t going to suddenly change what the world expected of him.

			“No, no, it’s just a hard phase,” Gretchen had assured Richard, and she believed it. “It will pass.”

			And some things did eventually change. Cassandra had taken her intensity off to kindergarten. Elizabeth had stayed hard, always, but Gretchen at least learned not to take her oppositional nature so personally. Becks arrived, and his sweet, dreamy nature changed the dynamic, made things easier. Other things stayed the same—like Richard’s long, unpredictable hours and his many friends, and so Gretchen focused on building their life around his busy schedule—club memberships, board seats at Lincoln Center, and a full calendar of cocktail parties with good friends. Some things simply were what they were. If you changed your expectations, then nothing was a disappointment.

			

			* * *

			“You guys know anything about your dad and Frankie?” Scotty asked, turning to the children. Gretchen bristled at his calling that woman by her first name, like they were old friends.

			But then Gretchen remembered that Scotty did know her, as much as you could know anyone after ten days. But the first name made it sound like he had had a relationship with her, which increased the likelihood Richard had.

			“Of course not,” Cassandra said, resting her chin in her palm. She sounded exhausted, bored. “There’s nothing to know. This whole thing is so insane.”

			“Our dad would never hurt anyone,” Becks said with uncharacteristic force.

			“That’s for sure,” Elizabeth chimed in. “Never.”

			“No, no,” Scotty added. “Of course he didn’t. I was asking more about Frankie in general, if he’d talked about her. I mentioned her to Hilary when I told her about the trip. Maybe he said something about Frankie’s life or her situation that might be relevant now, given what’s happened. Richard doesn’t think he said anything important. But being locked in a jail cell has a way of scrambling memories.”

			The children looked at one another and shook their heads. “No,” they mumbled in unison. He hadn’t spoken about her to the children. That was good, surely. But when Gretchen tried to lean into the thought, she found frustratingly little purchase. Wasn’t her theory that it was only the bad things that were worth hiding?

			Mikey was studying her when she glanced toward him, anticipating the next question like a blow. She relaxed her jaw. It would surely be better to seem less concerned.

			“He didn’t speak about her with any of us,” Gretchen said smoothly. “He would have had no reason to.”

			“No, no, of course not. That makes sense,” Scotty said with a quick wave of his hand.

			“We need to cast a wide net with these questions. I’m sure you understand,” Mikey Pearce said, looking at her compassionately. “Sometimes these conversations can yield important details.”

			Mikey Pearce had an unassuming way about him, but Gretchen was quickly getting the sense that it masked something far more relentless underneath. Something she wanted him to use on behalf of Richard but that she did not want directed her way.

			“I understand,” Gretchen said. “Of course.”

			“Anyway, the main thing we need at this point is for you all to be at the arraignment Monday morning,” Mikey said. “You need to present a united front—optics matter enormously. You’ll be in the front row, right behind Richard. Keep your expressions neutral, no matter what you hear. The prosecution is likely to drag out inflammatory details when they argue against bail and—”

			“What details?” Cassandra resumed her pacing.

			“We still don’t know specifics yet, unfortunately,” Mikey Pearce said. “They don’t have to share their evidence until pretrial discovery. But their story at arraignment will certainly focus on the severity of the crime, and the possibility of flight. So they’ll make your dad out to be a monster. You should not look happy to be in court. A woman is dead. You should react like you’re hearing about a serious, upsetting situation, but one that doesn’t have anything to do with you.”

			“We can do that,” Becks said. “Because it’s true—this doesn’t have anything to do with my dad.” His eyes were glassy, his voice strained.

			“Of course it’s true.” Gretchen stood and walked toward him, put her hand on his back. His T-shirt was damp with sweat and her hand stuck as she tried to rub it in a circle.

			“That’s why I need to be sure that as your dad’s attorney, I know absolutely everything,” Mickey said. “I’ve seen secrets sink even the most innocent defendant.”

			Gretchen’s secret didn’t really matter, did it? And yet to call it irrelevant was a stretch, even she had to admit.

			

			—

			“You saw Hilary?” Scotty asked as Gretchen walked him out. He sounded irritated.

			“Oh, yes. We had coffee,” Gretchen said warily. They sometimes liked to pull others into their spats—it was almost like they got off on it. But Gretchen had no bandwidth for Scotty and Hilary’s conflict du jour.

			“What did she have to say about all this?” Irritated, for sure.

			Scotty occasionally tired of Hilary’s antics—everyone did. But even his frustration usually masked a kind of good-natured affection. It seemed like Scotty secretly enjoyed his wife’s unpredictability. He liked that he had to tolerate her bad behavior. But something about his tone now—maybe she’d gone too far.

			“You know how Hilary is.” Gretchen laughed lightly. “She made me feel much better.”

			“Yeah, I do know how she is. Well, if you hear from her again, please tell her it would be great if she’d return one of her husband’s calls.”

			“Of course,” Gretchen said as they stood at the door. “Have you spoken to Brooks, by the way? Does he know what happened?”

			“Oh, no. Not unless you told him.”

			He still hadn’t responded to any of her texts.

			“No, no,” Gretchen said. “I texted him, but I haven’t heard back.”

			“It’s a good point. He might know something. Maybe she mentioned something to him on the trip.” Scotty blinked quickly and shook his head as he rubbed a hand over his forehead. “I’ll try him, too.” He hesitated for a moment. “Listen, I just want you to—I know Richard isn’t perfect. But he loves you so much, Gretchen.”

			Gretchen didn’t like the insinuation tucked into those otherwise innocuous words. “What does that mean?”

			“That he loves you.”

			“Not that—the ‘Richard isn’t perfect.’ What are you suggesting?” Gretchen’s face felt hot.

			“I’m not suggesting anything.” Scotty looked panicked—he’d stepped into a trap.

			Gretchen moved closer. “What do you know, Scotty?”

			He held up his hands. “Nothing, Gretchen. I swear. All I know is that you mean the world to Richard, and I thought, under the circumstances, that might be good for you to hear.”

		

	
		
			You met a friend today for coffee and then yoga, maybe. That’s the way you were dressed, at least. I loved watching the two of you walk together, the way you tossed your head back when you laughed. Like it was coming straight from your belly. Your laugh is one of my favorite things. Like a bud bursting into flower.

			I followed you back home afterward. You stopped to pet two dogs and say hello to three babies. Explain to me how a person is supposed to not be in love with you?

			Unfortunately, I did also see you with him later. I have no idea why you’re still talking to him, much less anything else. But I know that life is complicated. And that you can’t ever know the truth of someone else’s heart. Although I feel like I do know everything about yours that matters.

			And I know I need to be patient. That you’ll make the right choice. In your own time.

		

	
		
			
				Before

				Frankie

			
			September 8

			They’re standing outside the door to my studio when I come back from the safe, brightly lit café I’ve been hiding in for the past twenty minutes. Noah paces the Great Jones sidewalk worriedly. Tall Max has his hands jammed deep in his pockets, shoulders hiked up angrily—it makes him seem even taller. Max is even better-looking than Noah, like a very intimidating Norwegian model who rarely smiles, though Noah insists he does all the time at home. I have never been Max’s favorite. He thinks I should get my own husband, Noah confessed in a moment of drunken honesty. I almost like Max more for saying it out loud—he’s funny and smart. And he’s also not wrong about me using Noah in that way.

			I nearly texted Richard first, as if that picture of us, that picture he doesn’t even know about yet, means we’re in this together. Do I like the idea of him swooping in to my rescue? It feels a little lame, but there’s no denying that I wish I had a person right now. And I wish that person were Richard. The connection I feel every time I’m near him is ridiculous, childish in its absence of clear logic—unfortunately, knowing that doesn’t seem to be making it any less real.

			“Thank you for coming,” I say to Max. “I know you have a dinner to get to.”

			Max tries to smile, but he doesn’t get very far.

			“It’s not a problem,” Noah says. “Are you okay?”

			“Yes, just a little freaked out, that’s all.”

			“Yeah, me, too,” Max says sharply. “Remind me why we’re not calling the police?”

			“I can’t,” I say. Luckily, I’ve already worked out a good excuse. “The studio belongs to the gallery, and I think maybe I left it unlocked. I’m afraid they’ll get angry with me if they find out about the damage.”

			Not bad. Also, now that I’ve said it out loud, I’m realizing it’s true.

			“Okay,” Max grumbles. “But to be clear, I will be way more than angry if someone is still in there.”

			“I’m sure they’re not,” Noah says. “She called us like thirty minutes ago. They’ve got to be long gone by now.”

			“Great, then we can go home,” Max says.

			“Stop it, Max,” Noah snaps, which makes Max scowl even more.

			“Thank you,” I say directly to Max. “I know this is annoying, but I do really appreciate it.”

			

			—

			I follow them inside, feeling lightheaded when I see the extent of the damage. When I entered the first time, I was terrified and turned around immediately as soon as I realized someone had vandalized the studio. I registered that it was bad, but not this bad. The space has been completely destroyed, my supplies ransacked, canvases slashed. The effort it must have taken. The rage.

			The Senator. He sent another crazy text demanding I call him. But when I did, he just breathed into the phone, then hung up. Now this? It doesn’t make any sense. Unless he’s completely lost it.

			“All clear,” Max says after he checks the last dark corner. “Crisis averted.”

			“Are you going to be okay?” Noah asks me, ignoring Max’s impatient singsong tone. “Because you don’t look okay.”

			“It was probably just kids messing around,” Max says. “The kids that go to LaGuardia near my work are animals. They’d probably call this an average night out.”

			“Max, go outside. I’ll be there in a second,” Noah says.

			“Fine.” Max raises his hands and turns for the door.

			“Sorry again!” I call after him. He waves an annoyed hand over his head on the way out.

			Noah motions to the damage. “What is this, Frankie?”

			“There are some kids who hang out nearby at night, smoking pot. They seem like prep school kids. Aren’t they the worst ones?”

			“It’s a lot of anger for some random kids.”

			I’m quiet for a long time. It’s not like I need to lie to Noah. He is the one person who knows. Not about the agreement or the money—I was too ashamed to admit that to anyone. But he knows what happened at his house that night. I think he’s always felt guilty about it. That’s probably why he’s so generous with me.

			I shrug. “I think it might be the Senator.”

			“Really?” Noah’s face scrunches in disbelief. Then he looks mortified. “I’m not saying that I don’t…Obviously it could be him. But, I mean, it just seems…That was a long time ago.”

			“He’s been texting me, too.” The picture of me and Richard is not relevant. It’s not. “He’s running for governor, and his opponent is a woman who might be digging around his personal history.”

			“Shouldn’t he be trying to win you over, then? Not threatening you?”

			It’s a fair point. “I don’t know, but the texts are from him, for sure.”

			“What do they say?”

			“Nothing, really. That I should watch myself. That he’s watching me. He wanted me to call, but then didn’t speak when he answered. And now…this.”

			“Shit.” Noah looks worried. “You need to go to the police, Frankie. This situation has gotten out of control.”

			“I did.” I shake my head. “But without any actual proof or the threat of imminent danger, they can’t do anything.”

			“Let them find the proof! That’s their job.”

			We had a similar fight twenty-two years ago, after the party. But I finally put my foot down and made Noah drop it, then proved I’m not sure what point when I decided to see the Senator again.

			“I’ll try again,” I lie. I am not telling him about the NDA now. I can’t—he’ll feel betrayed. “But I’m worried about what he’ll do if he finds out I went to the police.”

			Noah leans forward and wraps me in a hug. “Frankie, I’m more worried about what he’ll do if you don’t.”

			

			* * *

			I fell down. Spectacularly. And we weren’t even climbing a cliff edge or delicately making our way on all fours up a rock scramble. The topography on the first official day of hiking from base camp to Camp One was like hiking through the woods of the Northeast. The only difference was the trees. Impossibly tall and thick and such an array of exotic greens all mixed together—I’d never seen anything so vibrant or diverse. And it was so still and hushed as we hiked. I felt moved almost to tears. After so many years in New York City, I’d forgotten how being so deep in nature left me awestruck. These days it was something I only ever felt when I was working. Painting was the only time I felt much of anything.

			Maybe that was really why I came to this place on the other side of the world. Maybe there was something else I was looking for after all, and—

			Whoosh—

			My heel slipped right out from under me at the damp crest of a small hill. But instead of catching myself as I had when it happened before, this time the other foot went, too. I landed hard on my ass. And then I was in motion, sliding down a gully. I just kept going faster and faster like I was on a Slip ’N Slide until finally I came to a stop at the bottom of the hill.

			I pushed myself up quickly, ass and legs throbbing, scrambling to reclaim my dignity—though it was far too late for that. The men all stood at the top of the hill staring down at me. The only woman on the trip had gone down in a fabulously humiliating fashion.

			If you could die of embarrassment, I was about to flatline.

			“Whoa!” Bakari exclaimed good-naturedly, already on his way to help me. “That was the express way down.” He looked at my feet when he reached me. “Here, step this way. That is not the best place to stand.”

			The reddish-brown earth was moving beneath my feet in a swirling pattern. I wondered for a moment if I’d somehow hit my head.

			Bakari tugged me forward gently. “Ants,” he said casually as he gestured to the ground.

			“What is it?” Richard called out.

			“Oh my God.” So many ants it was impossible to believe. Millions. They were the moving earth.

			“What’s the matter?” Van said nervously, walking to the edge and peering down.

			“Just ants,” Bakari called back casually.

			“But a lot of ants!” I added. Bakari’s tone hardly captured the situation. “Way more than you’ve ever seen.”

			“Ouch!” Scotty, up at the top of the hill, jumped to the side.

			“They bite,” Kito said casually. “The ants. You should shake out your pants. They are up here, too.”

			“Oh, man, they’re everywhere!” Van shouted in a panic.

			Kito guided the men down to where we were standing. My entire rear end was soaked in mud. I was already strategizing about how I would hang back within the group until it dried.

			“Jesus, that is a lot of ants,” Richard said, stepping back nervously.

			“Shit, I think they’re way up in my pant legs already!” Brooks howled.

			“Mine, too!” Scotty shouted.

			“I think they got me also,” Van groaned.

			The men danced in circles, helplessly trying to slap away the ants. Yelping. They looked ridiculous.

			“Falling down doesn’t seem so bad now,” Bakari said to me, laughing. “Let us go.”

			We hiked for five hours the first day. It was far longer and far more tiring than I had expected. Already the altitude had a subtle but noticeable effect, making everything just a little bit more difficult. I pushed harder to compensate, which only compounded my exhaustion. We were constantly shuffling places, but Richard was behind me for most of the afternoon approaching Camp One.

			“It’s amazing how you’re handling all this,” he said to me at one point.

			“You mean the falling down like an asshole?” I asked. Hours later, my cheeks still felt warm from the whole debacle, and I was ready to pounce on whatever patronizing thing he was about to say next. How you’re handling this—for a woman, for such a novice, for someone like you—wasn’t a great start. I liked Richard, and he was certainly attractive. But I suspected he’d eventually show himself to be like so many other men I’d known: a disappointment.

			“No, I mean this whole thing. I never could have come over here alone like you did.”

			My irritation was substantial, but unmoored. There was actually nothing irritating about what Richard was saying.

			“Oh, yeah, well…”

			“I mean it. It’s inspiring. Most people live their whole lives and never even think to try something like this, much less alone. And here you are—doing it.”

			My chest was tingling. My whole body was.

			“Yeah, I don’t know. Maybe let’s not count our chickens before they’re hatched.”

			After that, we hiked in silence for a long time. But the tingling stayed and stayed even through the exhaustion of a day that seemed to go on and on. By the time we were taking a short break before our last push to camp we were all struggling, Van most obviously. To his credit, he persisted without complaint, but he was breathing noticeably harder than the rest of us, a surprise given how fit he obviously was.

			“You taking the altitude medication?” Richard asked him when we stopped for a break.

			We were grabbing water and snacks, our new routine.

			“You worry about yourself” was Van’s response.

			“Come on now,” Scotty pressed. “This isn’t one of those naturopath things, is it? I get it—you’ve got a brand to protect but—”

			“I’m taking it, I’m taking it,” Van said. But it wasn’t very convincing, even to me.

			“I don’t believe you,” Richard said. “It’s all fine and good for you to push vitamins and a vegan lifestyle on people who just need to get off the couch, but this isn’t a game.”

			“Oh, leave him be, Richard,” Brooks said. “He’s a grown man who’s twice the athlete any of the rest of us have ever been. He knows his own body.”

			“I’m with Richard on this, Van,” Scotty said. “The medication isn’t optional.”

			“Ah, yes, of course. Step in line, Scotty,” Brooks said in a deep baritone. “The general has spoken.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?” Richard laughed, but he looked more confused than amused.

			“Come now,” Bakari said firmly. “Onward. Daylight is wasting.”

			

			—

			An hour later we arrived at the first camp. Our tents were already set up, lower and even smaller than I had expected.

			We were at 9,255 feet now, 2,500 feet above base camp, 2,000 feet above the point from which we had started hiking that morning after an hour’s drive to the trailhead. Two thousand feet was a very respectable elevation to have covered in a single day, and I’d held my own. More than kept up with the group, in fact. Van was doing better after a little food and rest, but now it was Scotty who was struggling.

			“The mountain has its own plans,” Bakari reminded us later as we finished dinner, acknowledging the random swings in everyone’s homeostasis. “It is important to be patient.”

			“Sorry about that earlier,” Richard said as the others rose from the table.

			We were alone for the first time since the trip started, the rest of the group headed out into the darkness, headlamps guiding their way. The air in the dining tent suddenly felt charged. It was destabilizing. There was something here. Something I wasn’t looking for, did not want. And yet it was impossible to ignore.

			Not that it mattered. I didn’t mess with married men—figuratively or literally. Never again. That had been a promise I’d made to myself and easily kept over the years. Inappropriate men, on the other hand—too young, too drunk, too creative, too distracted? Sure.

			“Sorry about what?” I asked.

			“Our bickering. Sometimes we all act like the teenagers we were when we met. But you don’t need our regressing ruining your trip.”

			“Oh, it’s okay,” I said, because who cared about that in a moment like this. The quiet. How close we were standing. Had we moved closer together or did we start that way? I could almost feel the heat of his body. “I have a group of old college friends, too. It’s like family: complicated.”

			Richard smiled. “That’s generous.”

			“You guys are easy to spend time with. It’s kind of nice disappearing into all your history. In a way, it makes it easier to forget my own for a while.”

			Richard was looking at me like he wanted to ask exactly what I meant. I saw the moment he decided not to.

			“So why are you here?” I asked quickly. “I mean, aside from the joys of regressing.”

			“That’s a good question,” he said, making a face as he tapped the table. “Lately, I’ve been trying to get to the point of all of it. I’ve been working my whole life, achieving things—and I don’t care about my job at all.”

			“So, you decided to climb one of the seven summits?”

			Richard laughed. “Wasn’t my idea, technically. But I am here now. You’re right, I should get something out of it.” He paused. “I bet you care, really care, about your work.”

			“That’s true. But don’t worry—I have lots of other problems.”

			And then we both laughed.

			“Anyway, we’ll try to keep the juvenile razzing to a minimum so as not to disrupt your peace.”

			I smiled. “Thank you.”

			The tightness was still sitting in my chest as we stepped out of the dining tent into the darkness. In the distance, the headlamps moved back and forth. I could hear quiet laughter, the sounds of singing very far away. There were at least a dozen other groups at the camp, and it was much less serene than I’d anticipated. But we’d been assured that the groups thinned out as the days passed.

			I looked up at the inky sky, so blanketed with stars that it looked like glitter-covered velvet. I felt at once so small and also infinite. “This place seems so impossible—the trees, the animals, the sunsets. I don’t even believe I’m standing here, to be honest.”

			“ ‘Faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.’ ”

			“Where’s that from?” I tucked my hands into my jacket pockets and looked up again at the sky.

			Richard laughed. “The Bible, I think. I’m not very religious, but I believe that at least.”

			“Sounds…risky.”

			We stood together for one last moment, eyes lifted to the glittering sky.

			Finally, Richard shrugged. “Maybe that’s the best part.” He slid his hands into his own pockets as he started forward toward his tent. “Sleep well, Frankie.”

			

			—

			Inside my tent, with my headlamp set up like a lantern, I was still trembling from my exchange with Richard. But no—I’d already decided. Just no. I was grateful for the focus required to get even the most basic tasks accomplished: teeth brushed, spitting out the tent flap; face cleaned with wipes; getting the right clothes laid out for the morning. Trying to figure out what the right clothes might be. I left the air mattress for last, trying and failing to inflate it the way I’d seen the tech at REI demonstrate so easily. When I tried a second time, I instantly felt lightheaded. At this altitude, some things just weren’t an option.

			I wiggled into my sleeping bag on the hard ground. And then there was only the dark and the mostly quiet. And me. Not silence, not yet. The smallest sounds traveled forever through the night air. Every cough, every shift or footstep. The rustling of some kind of creature at the outside edges of my tent. Still, so much space to think.

			About the ground—so cold and so hard.

			About that night. I was back in that cramped little bathroom at the back of the house, the noise from the party far away. The bathroom tiles cold and hard under my bare knees as I knelt to unbuckle the Senator’s pants—God, that part was thrilling. Because he was glamorous and powerful and so sure of himself. How I loved the feeling of being chosen by someone like that. Someone who knew things that I didn’t, who saw something in me that I didn’t see in myself. The sick truth was that his wedding ring made the whole thing more exciting. It made me feel mature and reckless and almost as powerful as he was. I wanted to take him in my mouth, I did. But suddenly, the Senator was on top of me. He shoved my dress up and pulled my underwear to the side. And then, so fast, he was inside me. I didn’t say no. Not out loud. But silently, a part of me was screaming. She had been screaming ever since.

			I was jolted awake sometime later by voices in the tent nearest to mine. Richard’s tent. I couldn’t make out most of the words. Just the cadence of a conversation between Richard and Van. The anger between them was unmistakable.

			“I am not” and then “…money”—that was Van.

			And then Richard: “I am not having this conversation again. I’m going to sleep.”

			“I’m done, done—done,” Van replied. A beat later there was some aggressive unzippering and zippering of Richard’s tent, then footsteps stomping away, then what must have been Van’s tent opening and closing.

			Then nothing at all.

			

			* * *

			After Noah and Max leave, I consider leaving, too. I could face the damage in the morning. At least the ruined paintings weren’t intended to be included in the show. Those I’ve already moved to the gallery. But I’m pretty sure the new series is—was—the best thing I’ve ever painted. Figures of women, more fractured than anything I’ve ever done—bolder, braver, more uncompromising. Raw. But there’s also an emotional depth to them. Like what I found in Africa has made its way into my work. The paintings feel like the first tangible proof that a new version of me might be possible. Gone now, erased again. By the Senator.

			The sooner I clean up, the sooner I can pretend this whole thing never happened—which, of course, is my specialty.

			But the destruction, it turns out, is even worse than I realized—four out of six of my newly finished canvases are sliced, as if with a knife, clean through their center. I could tuck them away somewhere, hope to figure out a way to fix them later. But I don’t think I can bear to be reminded of this feeling of powerlessness; like I’m a ballerina trapped in a sinister music box.

			Turns out the paint on the floor and walls is even more of a problem than the damaged paintings. Spray paint, I think when I look closely at the fuzzy edges—neon red, blue, yellow. The colors feel blunt and garish compared to the subtle shades of my own work. The frenzied pitch of the damage feels like someone is screaming at me.

			I try paint remover, but it immediately pulls the stain off the floor, leaving a small bleached area. Shit. It makes even more of a mess on the wall. The floor will need a professional. Not cheap, but okay—I can handle this. The damage isn’t permanent. Forward. Onward.

			I lift the first of the four damaged canvases and head for the door. There are renovations going on next door, a large dumpster out front covered in warnings blaring: No Unauthorized Use! I’ll need to get the canvases all the way inside, so no one sees. The last thing I want is for the gallery to get wind of what happened, but also for my own sake. I can’t bear the thought of leaving them abandoned on top. Like actual garbage.

			Outside on the dark stretch of sidewalk, I stand on tiptoes and peek inside the dumpster. Nearly empty, but not completely. Perfect. In the morning, more construction debris will go on top, and this nasty incident will officially be buried. Like so much else in my past.

			I close my eyes as I lift the canvas. It’s not light, and I get it only halfway up in the air before it catches the edge of the dumpster. I manage to slide it up a little farther until eventually it tilts and falls in. A second later, there’s a loud thud as it hits the bottom.

			“That bad, huh?” a voice calls.

			I startle and turn—Richard, standing under a streetlight, hands deep in the pockets of his navy-blue field jacket. My breath catches, and I feel myself blush. In my defense, the halo of light makes his blue eyes glow.

			“Oh, hi…” I’m thrilled. But also a little confused. “How did you know where…?”

			It sounds more accusatory than I intended. Richard gestures toward a neon sign in a window above my head: Crystal Ball and All. “The name stuck with me,” he says a little sheepishly. “I looked it up.”

			While we were hiking, I’d mentioned to the group my habit of getting my tarot cards read upstairs from my new studio when I was having a bad day.

			“Oh, right.” I move away from the dumpster, trying to ignore the rush of warmth moving from my cheeks to my chest. “What are you doing here?” I don’t really care. I’m just glad he’s there.

			“Why are you throwing out art?” he asks, ignoring my question.

			“Someone broke into my studio and trashed a bunch of paintings. Spray-painted all over the place.”

			“That’s— Are you okay?” He looks worried as he comes closer. “Is this—do you think it’s that guy you heard from?”

			Of course he makes that connection. Because he listens, he cares. But he’s married. What is wrong with me? God, this…whatever I feel is exhausting. I am exhausting. It is much easier, all things considered, to feel nothing. I focus on brushing the construction dust off my pants. “I don’t know. I think maybe.”

			“Can I help you clean up?” he asks.

			“It’s okay. I think I need to do that part myself,” I say. Relying on Richard’s help feels wrong under the circumstances. But I do need to tell him about the picture the Senator sent me. “If you give me a bit to clean up, though—I’ll need a stiff drink when I’m finished.”

		

	
		
			Richard Falk Police Interview

			 

			4:17 a.m., September 12

			Q. So you’re saying that you didn’t have anything to do with what happened to Ms. Callahan?

			A. Of course not.

			Q. And you were asleep in your office at the time of her murder?

			A. What time was that?

			Q. 11:00 p.m. on the 10th of September.

			A. If you’re asking was I asleep at around 11:00 p.m. on the 10th? Then, yes. But I don’t know when any murder happened other than what you’re telling me.

			Q. Is there anyone who can verify this?

			A. I don’t know. I didn’t see anyone that I can recall. Maybe the office has video. We also have key cards that I think track us checking in and checking out, elevator rides, that kind of thing. You can ask Goldman. I’m sure they’d require a warrant or subpoena or whatever. They are very protective of their information. I don’t have any control over that, obviously.

			Q. Okay, great. Thanks. Good idea. And did you text Frankie Callahan at all the night of September 10th?

			A. What do you mean?

			Q. Exactly what I just said. Did you text with Frankie the night of September 10th?

			A. I don’t remember exactly. I might have. As I said, I was working and I—

			Q. Why don’t you check?

			A. What?

			Q. You have your phone. Why don’t you check?

			A. Okay.

			Q. Your phone is right there, Mr. Falk.

			A. I don’t need to check.

			Q. I’m sorry?

			A. I texted her.

			Q. Oh, what did that text say?

			A. Sounds like you already know that, right? So why don’t we just cut to the chase?

			Q. Okay. Well, there was more than one text, wasn’t there?

		

	
		
			
				After

				Gretchen

			
			September 14

			The café on Great Jones Street across from the Pearson Gallery was small and had no table service; customers were required to order at the counter and bring a little numbered flag to their table. But it was sophisticated in a downtown way, Gretchen supposed. That was obvious from the artful way the pricey, modern pastries were displayed and the high-tech barista machines. It was early still as Hilary and Gretchen sipped their cappuccinos.

			Hilary had tracked down a decent amount of information about Frankie Callahan, thanks to her Instagram and her upcoming show. Some of it Gretchen already knew, of course. But the gallery’s website included a lengthy bio with information about where Frankie had grown up (Colorado) and where she’d attended college (NYU) and graduate school (The New School). From Frankie’s Instagram, Hilary thought she’d figured out who her closest group of friends were and had surmised she didn’t have a boyfriend. And there had been those small photos of her work. But now they were here to see her new paintings in person. The show was available to “registered users” for online viewing, but leaving that kind of digital footprint seemed unwise. So Hilary had suggested a field trip to the gallery.

			As much as Gretchen wanted to mine Frankie’s paintings for some insight into the woman who had swung like a wrecking ball into her life and—let’s be honest—to find them lacking, she couldn’t shake a sense of unease. What if the reverse turned out to be true? What if they proved she was brilliant, insightful, kind? Gretchen reminded herself for the hundredth time that it didn’t matter who Frankie had been. As dark as the thought was, she wasn’t competition for anyone anymore.

			For nearly an hour, Gretchen and Hilary nibbled croissants and nursed their coffees, waiting for the gallery to reopen. There had been one of those We Will Return Shortly signs in the window when they arrived—elegantly old-school. But the gallery was open on a Sunday, which felt lucky.

			“Would you ever live in a five-million-dollar apartment that didn’t have a doorman?” Hilary asked. She gestured with her phone to a rather unassuming door and row of buzzers, tucked a few doors down from the gallery.

			“Who says that’s how much an apartment there costs?”

			“Zillow,” Hilary said with a shrug. Gretchen had no idea what Zillow was and no interest in finding out. It was terrifying to her how much information was available publicly these days. How connected everyone was in all the wrong ways—too much intimacy with complete strangers. “I mean, what is the point of paying all that money if you’re not going to get a little service along with it?”

			“Maybe it’s exciting to live downtown,” Gretchen offered. She tried not to wonder if Richard thought so, too. If that was one of the things he’d seen in this woman—an opportunity for a different, more interesting life. For a life full of art.

			“Well, I think it’s exciting to have dry cleaning dropped off with my doorman,” Hilary said.

			“I mean the whole life that comes with it,” Gretchen said. “It’s…edgy.”

			“Ha. Edgy. Gretchen, stop sounding so rich,” Hilary said. “Only rich people pay to be made uncomfortable in the name of style.”

			For not the first time this morning, Gretchen wondered if she should have come on her own. There was something reassuring about Hilary’s matter-of-fact judgment of anything and everything, but her endless chattering was grating on Gretchen’s nerves.

			“Would you ever go on a trip like that?” Gretchen asked. “With a bunch of men you don’t know?”

			It did seem maddeningly brave. No matter how Gretchen looked at it.

			“I might,” Hilary snorted lightly, “if I could leave Scotty here.”

			“Is everything okay between you two?” Gretchen asked.

			Hilary made a face. “Come on, I’m joking. You know I couldn’t survive without that aggravating man.”

			Gretchen forced a smile as she returned her gaze to the gallery, where a stunning blonde had paused on the sidewalk. Incredibly thin and tall, she had on oversize sunglasses and was wearing a short dress with very high heels. If she wasn’t a model, she should have been. She was digging in her stylish, oversize bag—a Birkin knockoff, of course.

			“I think she’s looking for keys,” Gretchen said quietly.

			But Gretchen felt stuck to her chair. Did she really want to see Frankie’s work, after all? To even be in a space where she was so admired? Already Gretchen felt so wounded. Maybe she needed more Xanax.

			“Excellent, we’re in.” Hilary jumped to her feet before noticing that Gretchen had not moved. Her face softened, the playful gleam in her eye vanishing. “You need to stay focused on why we’re here.”

			“And why is that again?”

			“To get Richard out of jail.”

			

			—

			The gallery wasn’t large, but it was extremely chic—lots of steel and clean lines in the small entryway. Gretchen waited for the beautiful blond woman, now seated behind a sleek reception desk, to ask why they were there. But instead, she just smiled.

			“Good morning. Let me know if you have any questions. The official opening celebration has been delayed until Tuesday, but the paintings have been available for sale online for several days. A number have already been purchased.”

			A delay. Maybe they already knew about Frankie. That this was all postmortem.

			“Of course.” Gretchen smiled easily. “Thank you. We’ll let you know if we have questions.”

			Hilary had disappeared around a corner. Gretchen followed, her low heels clicking noisily on the polished floor. Despite her time in classes at Dartmouth and in museums all over the world, Gretchen didn’t really understand art. It didn’t make her feel anything at all, though she knew enough to feel a certain shame about this, especially when Richard went on and on.

			But Gretchen startled when she rounded the corner and emerged into a vast, all-white central gallery space. An enormous canvas hung straight ahead—muted pinks, reds, purples. It was of a naked woman. Abstract, but the figure’s disembodied…female parts…were certainly very easy to make out. Much easier than in real life. Outsize breasts, more than one actual…vagina. Gretchen looked around at the other paintings. More naked women. That’s what every single painting was of. Was this a sick joke?

			Some of the figures confronted the viewer, others looked away, their broken, angular bodies arranged in various degrees of open sexual display. But as strange and provocative as they were, there was something tender about them—even Gretchen had to admit that. Vulnerable. Gretchen found herself suddenly overwhelmed by sadness.

			They should never have come. Some things really were better left unknown.

			Now Gretchen was drowning.

			

			* * *

			It was Richard who reminded her of the dream when they’d gone to stay at her parents’ house. Newly pregnant with Elizabeth, she had been sitting by the pool with Richard while her mother walked the garden holding Cassandra’s puffy little baby hand and enthusiastically identifying the flowers. Her mother should have only ever been a grandmother. Midge excelled at attentive warmth in fifteen-minute increments.

			“Maybe it was this,” Richard said, drawing Gretchen’s attention. He motioned to the pool with his newspaper, his tone bright, as if he had just solved an inexplicable mystery.

			“The pool? What about the pool?”

			“That dream you used to have,” he said. “Didn’t you say you fell in once before you knew how to swim?”

			When Gretchen was little, she’d had a recurring nightmare that she was drowning in her bedroom. In her dream, she’d wake to find the water rising, her bed rocking back and forth on the waves.

			“Oh,” she said, and laughed. “God, how did you even remember that? I think I told you that on our second date.”

			“Our third,” he said, winking at her before returning to his crossword puzzle. “But who’s counting?”

			Gretchen shifted her gaze back to the garden. When she’d fallen in the pool she’d been a couple years older than Cassandra now, but not much.

			“You know, I always screamed when I woke up, like some kind of horror movie. And my parents never, ever came.” Her mother’s figure was growing blurry when Richard reached over to take her hand.

			“I would have come,” he said, squeezing tightly. “I would have come every time.”

			

			* * *

			Gretchen woke to the sound of buzzing. She had fallen asleep at the kitchen counter, her cheek pressed against the cool marble. She’d left a small puddle of drool—how embarrassing.

			The text was from Scotty.

			FYI. Brooks at some company retreat. I tried his cell, but a receptionist said he might not have a signal. Left a message at the hotel, too. If you want, here’s a link. I’m trying to track down his assistant, too. I doubt he knows anything useful anyway.

			“Hey, Mom.”

			Elizabeth loomed in the shadows of the kitchen doorway like some kind of judgmental ghost. Gretchen was in no mood to justify anything, not after seeing those paintings. “Oh, hello, honey.”

			Elizabeth stepped closer. In the light, her face didn’t look angry or judgmental at all. Only sad.

			“What if…he did it?”

			“What on earth are you talking about?”

			“Well, you look upset. You’ve looked upset ever since I got home.”

			“Of course I’m upset, Elizabeth. Your father’s been arrested,” Gretchen said. “You haven’t trusted the government for years, and now you believe that just because the police arrest someone they must have actually committed the crime?”

			Elizabeth lifted her chin, but instead of snapping at Gretchen, she remained quiet for an excruciatingly long time. It was far worse, it turned out, than her daughter’s usual frontal assault. “Mom, who was this woman?”

			“She was in Afri—”

			“I know that part,” she said. “I mean—what does she look like? What’s her story?”

			Mikey Pearce and Scotty had said her full name, but probably too quickly for any of the children to have looked her up. A small mercy that depended, Gretchen knew, on borrowed time.

			“What difference does that make?”

			Elizabeth’s eyebrows raised. “Seriously, Mommy?”

			Mommy. And just like that, all the years—years and distance, so much distance—were stripped away and discarded in a pile on the floor between them. Gretchen swallowed once, then again, but it felt already as if her entire face were engulfed in flames. There her daughter was, still staring at her. It was a test. Gretchen needed to be able to answer this simple question. For her own sake and for Elizabeth’s.

			“Well, Frankie Callahan was a gorgeous young artist with whom your father climbed Kilimanjaro. It seems she was very talented and probably charismatic and popular. According to Hilary she has many, many followers on her”—Gretchen waved a theatrical and yet also deliberately dismissive hand—“social whatever. Is this what you want to know? Are you trying to upset me further?”

			“Upset you? Is that seriously what you think I’m doing?” Elizabeth looked appalled.

			“No, of course not.” Gretchen felt annoyed and guilty now. She wasn’t trying to upset Elizabeth, but she also couldn’t face an interrogation. Gretchen rubbed her cheek. “I’m just— What is it you’re trying to tell me, Elizabeth?”

			“I’m just worried that you’re doing that thing you do.”

			“What thing that I do, Elizabeth?”

			“Pretending.”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“Mom, I was fucking snorting Ritalin and then cocaine in this house all over the place. I did it on this counter. For like two years straight. There was white powder everywhere. I left rolled-up bills out on the coffee table, and you never noticed.”

			She had forgotten all about Elizabeth and the drugs. As bad as the cult was, it was better than what came before. At least she’d been clean since she took up with the group.

			“I noticed, Elizabeth.” And she had. She had just…decided to wait it out. It was mostly Elizabeth’s friends, she had told herself.

			“So you noticed and you didn’t say anything?” Elizabeth’s mouth hung open.

			That was the thing with her younger daughter—there was never a right answer. “Elizabeth, you kept your grades up, you had friends, you seemed happy, it didn’t seem like—”

			“What about Cassandra?”

			“Cassandra didn’t do drugs.” At least Gretchen was pretty sure she hadn’t.

			“Mom! She was a fucking vombot for all of high school!”

			“A what…?” But as soon as the question came out of her mouth, Gretchen remembered the toilets.

			For at least two years, every time she went into any bathroom in the house, the toilet seat had been up. She’d scolded both Richard and Becks several times, but they’d sworn it wasn’t them. And then, poof—it had just stopped. Had she suspected?…Yes, she had. But Cassandra had never been dangerously thin. And she obviously didn’t do that nonsense anymore. She’d been pregnant, for heaven’s sake!

			“Mom, Jesus Christ. I’m in a cult!”

			Gretchen’s throat was tight. “I don’t know exactly what you’re accusing me of, Elizabeth.” Her voice trembled. “But I resent the—”

			“I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” Elizabeth shouted so loudly Gretchen’s ears rang. Her daughter’s eyes were glassy and unfocused. “I’m just worried. I’m really worried about Dad.”

			“Regardless of what you apparently think of me, your father didn’t kill anyone, Elizabeth. And that is the only thing that matters.” Gretchen was angry now. Also hurt and scared and lots of other things, but the anger was within easy reach. “And, as you said yourself, you are in a cult. I think you should ask yourself how clearly you see anything these days.”

			Now Elizabeth looked like she was going to burst into tears. Gretchen felt paralyzed, torn between the urge to wrap her arms around her daughter to comfort her and the certainty that reaching past her rage would send her insides spilling out all over the floor.

			“Yeah, great, thanks, Mom.” Elizabeth’s tone was icy again, wounded betrayal in her eyes. Gretchen blinked back tears as she watched her daughter disappear down the hall. When her phone rang, she answered without thinking, without checking.

			“You didn’t show up.” The deep voice was calm and steady but so menacing.

			Did she honestly think she could ignore people like this without consequence? Was she insane? “I’m sorry, I know. Things are just so complicated right now. My husband has been arrested and—”

			“Not my problem.”

			“No, I wasn’t saying— Of course it’s not your problem. Let’s set another time and I will—”

			“No more games or this is going to end badly, for everyone. Ask Frankie Callahan.”

		

	
		
			Grand Jury Transcript

			Testimony of Scotty Kaplan

			Conducted by Abigail Hoffman, Assistant District Attorney

			November 27

			Q. How did you know Frankie Callahan?

			A. We met while climbing Mt. Kilimanjaro.

			Q. How would you describe Ms. Callahan?

			A. You mean, physically?

			Q. If that’s the first thing that comes to mind.

			A. Is that a joke? Because it’s unprofessional.

			Q. What kind of person was she?

			A. I don’t know. She seemed like a good person. I didn’t know her.

			Q. You didn’t talk during the ten days?

			A. Sure, we chatted. She talked more to Richard.

			Q. I see.

			A. I don’t mean anything by that. They just got along, that’s all. You know, I think they kind of came from similar backgrounds.

			Q. What kind of background was that?

			A. I don’t know—not rich? My wife is like that. It’s just…different.

			Q. I see.

			A. Whatever. She was a nice person.

			Q. Did you ever meet with her after the climb?

			A. Yeah, she needed some legal advice about someone who was harassing her.

			Q. Did you give her that advice?

			A. I tried. It was complicated.

			Q. Was it your understanding that she and Mr. Falk were having an affair at that time?

			A. I didn’t have any understanding.

			Q. Did you think it was possibly true? You are under oath.

			A. I thought it was possible, yes.

			Q. Why was that?

			A. They’d had some kind of chemistry on the trip and then I found out they’d seen each other in New York. It raised…questions.

		

	
		
			
				Before

				Frankie

			
			September 8

			I was right about Joyface being a place Richard would like. He doesn’t even bat an eye when the bartender says: “Dude, we’ve got one shelf, and it’s low—Jack Daniel’s, that’s it.”

			So here we are. The lights are low, and the air seems hazy even though there is no smoking allowed. It charges the air. But all I can seem to think about are Richard’s eyes and the way the color keeps shifting in the shadows. The intense way he looked at me on the sidewalk outside my studio. As if he already knew this was the way the night was going to play out. But there are things I need to say.

			“Can we talk about something serious for a second?” Richard asks before I can launch in.

			“Okay.” I take a big swallow of my whiskey.

			“Why didn’t you call the police?” he asks. “Breaking and entering and destroying property is definitely a crime.”

			“I went to the police. They told me to have a lawyer write a strongly worded letter.” This is, strictly speaking, the truth, even if I’m messing with some pretty important chronology.

			Richard shakes his head. “That was their response to a break-in?”

			He’s obviously not buying it, but I’m just grateful he’s paying enough attention to notice the huge holes in my story. I don’t have very high standards in this regard. The men I usually date only really listen if we are talking about sex or if they hear me say their names.

			But I’m not going to lie outright. “Technically, that was before the thing with my studio, but they made it pretty clear that this kind of thing would be low priority.”

			“I think you should try again now.”

			“Okay,” I say too quickly.

			Richard’s brow furrows. “But you’re not going to.”

			I shrug. “Not right this second, no.”

			“You’re leaving something out, Frankie,” Richard says, his eyes searching mine.

			“The thing with this guy isn’t simple. It’s not just him not being able to take a hint,” I say. “I did some things I really regret.”

			“Okay, but speaking as someone who’s made his fair share of mistakes, that doesn’t give someone a right to terrorize you.”

			“I know and I appreciate the reminder.” And I do, too much. “But I did call Scotty and ask him to help write the letter. I am taking some steps.”

			“Scotty?” Richard visibly stiffens. “I just talked to him. He didn’t even tell me you’d spoken.”

			“He was probably trying to keep it confidential.”

			“Right.” Now Richard stares down into his drink. “Did you tell Scotty that you and I have been in touch?”

			I consider lying, but I am going to have to tell him about the photo, and I already feel bad enough about that. “I said that we’d had coffee because you wanted some advice about small gallery shows.”

			Richard rattles the ice in his glass. “Okay.”

			“Should I not have said that?”

			“No, no, it’s fine,” he says, notably also not mentioning that there was no need to lie. Then he smacks the bar playfully and looks around. “Listen, I’m starving. Doesn’t look like they serve food here…”

			This is my chance to say that I need to leave. To stop things right here and now. But I still need to tell him about the picture and the Senator’s threat.

			“I know a great place,” I say instead. And it feels more inevitable than wrong. “It’s not far.”

			

			
				
				* * *
			

			Morning five. I woke up in agony in my tent again at the Moir Camp. It was my calves, mostly—and my thighs and my feet. And my ass. Even my eyeballs hurt. We’d gone uphill for hours on day three, in blistering heat, and the resulting muscle pain had just stuck. There were also many, many downhills that day, which made no sense. I mean, weren’t we supposed to be climbing up? When we’d arrived at the Shira Plateau camp at the end of that long day, though, it had all been worth it: Kilimanjaro had finally come into view. But then, another thought: Oh my God, we’re not even on the fucking mountain yet. Staring at the snowcapped mountain rising impossibly from the grasslands, I’d still felt more elated than discouraged. It was breathtaking.

			And I’d since learned that we were, technically, on the mountain even then. That’s how massive—wide as well as tall—Kilimanjaro was.

			Now, more than a day of climbing later, I unzipped my tent to snow sparkling in the golden glow of the newly risen sun, dusting the ground and the tops of the bright-red tents, like sugar sprinkled over gumdrops. My breath was a white cloud as the cold rushed at me, burning my face, and yet I’d been sweating in a tank top when we’d arrived at the previous camp. They’d even cautioned us not to take a nap in our tents in the late afternoon there because we could get heatstroke. In the shadow of Kilimanjaro, even the temperature was a living, breathing thing.

			I climbed out of my tent, relieved that I’d managed to stay so warm overnight, thanks largely to the mattress pad that kept me a few inches from the hard, frozen earth. In the end, Kito had suggested that perhaps the valve was closed, making it hard to inflate. He was correct.

			I felt the sharp tightness in my chest as I yawned in the early-morning light. It was getting harder to breathe, but sneakily. I hadn’t noticed the day before until I tried to exert myself, jogging ahead to pee behind a large boulder as I had done the day before. I hadn’t gone more than a half dozen quickened steps before my heart felt like it was going to explode. I’d needed to bend at the waist for a full minute until the feeling passed.

			But aside from that and a persistent, mild nausea, I was holding up pretty well with the altitude. More than 13,500 feet now. Still more than 5,000 left to go. And with the increasing altitude, every foot now felt like three. Emotionally, I didn’t feel different yet. But there was still a ways to go. Still time. And maybe it was not so much a transformation I needed anyway. Maybe I just needed to become the woman who could forgive the girl who hadn’t made different choices.

			I heard the clank of silverware and low, muffled voices as I approached the kitchen tent. I froze when Van barked:

			“Yes, I’m fucking serious!” And then a bang, like a fist on a tabletop, followed by a rattling of dishes and glassware. “You all are my initial investors. You’re part of the IPO. Period.”

			“We don’t need the money, Van,” Richard said. “It’s yours. You built this.”

			“You think you’re the only one who likes to do things the ‘right’ way, Richard?” Van’s voice was choked with rage. “The only one who’s an upstanding citizen?”

			I was afraid to move for fear that they would realize I was listening. But I was also unable to tear myself away.

			“That’s not what I meant,” Richard said calmly. “And you know it.”

			Then Scotty responded, and very sharply—I caught only the end: “I just want to say again I disagree.”

			Richard laughed angrily. “You just disagree because you’re worried about Hilary’s Bergdorf bills! You’re not thinking about what’s best for Van.”

			“Fuck you, Richard,” Scotty said icily. “Seriously, fuck you and your smug bullshit.”

			Then a whisper near my ear. “What are you doing?”

			I startled, clamping a hand over my mouth so as not to scream. When I turned, Brooks was literally in my face.

			“Sorry,” I said. “They were all just, um, having a disagreement and I…I didn’t want to—and then I kind of got stuck here listening. It sounds pretty heated.”

			He glanced toward the tent. “Ah, Van’s restaurants in Atlanta. He’s selling the chain, and they’re taking them public. Fortunately—for my sake and the rest of the early investors’. I don’t know what they’re even arguing about. It’s done.”

			“Yeah.” I nodded as I backed a step away from him.

			Brooks noticed, staring down at my feet, then meeting my eyes intently, too intently. Like he could see the shameful truth of me.

			“Don’t worry—I won’t tell anyone you were eavesdropping,” he said. “But now you owe me.” And with that, he disappeared into the tent.

			A joke—it was a joke, and Brooks was awkward, I told myself. But there was no denying the uneasy feeling in my gut as I followed him inside, where we found Richard, Van, and Scotty eating in tense silence.

			Brooks slapped Van playfully on the back. “Why’s everyone so grumpy?”

			“No one’s grumpy,” Van said grumpily.

			Richard and Van glanced away from each other. “Hey, Encyclopedia, why don’t you go run a couple laps around the block?” Richard said. “Calm yourself down, son.”

			“Oh, go fuck yourself, Richard,” Brooks said, but his tone was light.

			Bakari and Kito entered the tent then, cheerful as usual. “How did everyone sleep?” Bakari asked.

			None of us had been sleeping. It was a reality of the high altitude.

			“Great,” I lied.

			Scotty’s eyes were puffy. “I slept like shit again.”

			“Are you okay, Van?” I asked as I sat down across from him. I could see now that he looked gray. It was alarming.

			He seemed grateful for my concern. “Don’t feel great, to be honest.”

			“You should all drink and eat,” Bakari said confidently. “Some days your body will adjust right away, and sometimes it needs time to catch up. We will check your numbers and see.”

			“Today is when things will become more challenging,” Kito said with the bright smile that somehow softened the blow whenever he delivered bad news. “The wind will be stronger, the climb more steep.”

			Richard laughed stiffly. “That’s a relief. Up until now, it’s been way too easy.”

			Bakari smiled. “Yesterday is always the most challenging day before today.”

			Kito began his usual routine with the pulse oximeter, handing it first to Brooks. I poured myself coffee and clutched the plastic mug in my hands, trying to warm my fingertips. We’d all learned quickly that this was the best way to get a higher blood-oxygen reading. It was still a competition, even if the thing we were competing against now was our own anxiety. Blood-oxygen numbers could get extremely low during the ascent, much lower than a person could ever withstand at sea level. And our resting pulse rates would rise. How we were feeling combined with the numbers was apparently the best predictor of our safety and whether we could or should continue on.

			It was scary watching the numbers get worse each day—as though we were slowly but surely killing ourselves. Which we were, in a way. By 13,500 feet, we already felt a little unwell most of the time—headache, nausea, hard time breathing, lightheadedness. And that was with daily altitude medication. It was always an option to turn back and reverse your symptoms as soon as you descended, at least theoretically. But as we’d already heard from Bakari many times, it was sometimes, in rare cases, still too late. And so how sick, exactly, was too sick? And would any of us really know when we were approaching the point of no return? The uncertainty had begun to feel like a sixth member of our crew.

			Van reluctantly took the pulse oximeter last. “Ninety,” he said. “Pulse, one hundred and five.”

			We all fell silent as Kito wrote down the numbers in his ledger. They were not good, especially for Van, who had been second to me each time. And we still had a long way to go.

			“And how are you feeling, Van?” Bakari asked.

			“The headache is still pretty bad, even though I already took four Advil.”

			Bakari nodded, rubbed his chin, considering. “Do you feel like you can go on?”

			“Yes, absolutely,” Van said without hesitating.

			Richard, Scotty, and Brooks exchanged a look, but none of them said a word—masculine bravado carrying the day.

			“Are you sure, Van?” I pressed, because someone needed to. “You should think of your family.”

			“Frankie is right,” Richard said. “I’ll turn back with you right now if you want.”

			“I’d never ask you to do that,” Van said, looking genuinely moved by Richard’s offer.

			“But I would. Happily,” Richard said. Whatever tension had passed between them earlier was forgotten now.

			Van’s expression softened as he stood. “I know that, and I appreciate it, my friend. I do.” He clapped Richard on the back. “But I’m seeing this thing through to the bitter end.”

			

			* * *

			An endless line snakes down the block when we arrive at Las Nacionales. People will wait for hours these days for a table, but I text Thalia when we get there. Any chance for two? I always feel uncomfortable asking, but Thalia insists. In fact, if the NYU gang doesn’t keep coming by the restaurant at regular intervals, we’ll get a text to the group chat: Where the fuck are all of you? Thalia is one of those hot, young, tattooed chefs that New York magazine loves to profile. Her skills are unparalleled, her story compelling—the daughter of Cuban immigrants who graduated with honors from NYU, then worked her way up from dishwasher to sous chef at some of New York City’s premier restaurants.

			“This is my friend Thalia’s first restaurant. She’s been busting her ass for years to get here. I’m so happy for her.”

			“She’s part of your college group?”

			I nod. “They’re like family. I never really had much of one growing up. My mom did her best but…”

			Richard glances my way. “My family left a lot to be desired, too.”

			Thalia appears in the doorway then, a wave of applause breaking out. Thalia is very cool, and very hard to miss.

			“It’s good to see you, my love,” she says, waving and coming outside to grab us from the line. She leans in to hug me and whisper in my ear. “Cute…but now we’re going with old?”

			Thalia says she doesn’t approve of the guys I date because they are less than me—less accomplished, less focused, less interesting—and not all that interested in me. She’s not wrong. There’s a reason my relationships always crash and burn. I’m thirty-nine years old, and ten months is the longest any of my relationships has lasted. Even I know that’s weird.

			Richard looks appropriately starstruck as Thalia seats us at what I know is her own favorite table, tucked in the corner beneath a set of stylish sconces. “Thank you so much for accommodating us,” he says.

			Thalia smiles at him, but her eyes are appraising. Then she nods as though she’s decided to bite her tongue. “It’s my pleasure,” she says. “You two make yourselves at home. And don’t worry about ordering. I’ll take care of you.”

			“Thank you for bringing me here,” Richard says, looking around like a delighted child. “It’s so…alive.”

			It stings. “Is that why you’re here with me? Because I make you feel alive? Or young?”

			He considers this for a moment. “Is that so wrong?” he asks. “I probably make you feel some way that you like, too. A way that’s more about you than about me. Isn’t that how it is with all relationships? Partly about the other person, partly about ourselves.”

			“That’s true, I guess.”

			“So—why are you here, then?”

			Because I avoid intimacy by seeking out doomed relationships? That’s what Noah would say. He has said this about some of my other boyfriends.

			“Because you make me feel safe,” I say. And that is true.

			But maybe I also want a chance to have that night, all those years ago, end differently. To rewrite history with Richard.

			“Safe.” Richard grins in a lopsided way. “I can live with that.”

			“Thalia is so talented,” I say, changing the subject as I eye the neighboring tables, all full. “It’s great to see this place doing so well. She really earned it.”

			“Like you and your show,” Richard says with an encouraging smile.

			“I had a little money saved, so I could focus on being an artist without having to wait tables. Kind of feels like cheating.”

			A stylish sommelier with an eyebrow slit and a nose piercing appears with a bottle of red wine that Thalia sent over. “This should go well with the dishes she’s preparing.”

			“Thank you.” I smile at him as he pours.

			Richard lifts his glass, we clink, and then each take a sip. “I know what impostor syndrome feels like. I get it.”

			“Aren’t you like the head of Goldman Sachs? Pretty sure you’re not faking anything.”

			“Yes, but I married a Dunlop first.” He swirls his wine. “Now, would I have been as successful if I hadn’t always known I had that to fall back on? I’m not so sure. It gave me confidence. But I also don’t think it takes away from what I’ve done. Just like I don’t think you having some savings changes what you’ve accomplished.”

			Savings. Suddenly, I want to confess every ugly detail about the Senator and the NDA. I want to spread out all my shame in front of him like a blanket, to lie naked on it with him. “Thalia built this place while having to support herself. It’s different.”

			Richard shrugs. “Everybody pays, sooner or later.”

			“Well, I’ve made a lot of stupid mistakes. I’ve brought a lot of problems on myself.”

			“I think that’s called being human.”

			This is my window—I know it is. “There’s something I need to tell you,” I begin. “It’s not great.”

			Richard looks concerned. “Okay.”

			“This guy from my past took a picture of us together when we went for coffee the other day. He texted it to me as some kind of threat. He implied he would give it to your wife.”

			“Has he asked for money?” He looks irritated but not nearly as alarmed as I would have expected.

			“Not yet.”

			“That’s probably coming.” He takes another sip of his wine. “We’ll have to cross that bridge when we come to it.”

			“You’re not upset?” I ask.

			Richard laughs. “I mean, it’s not the best.” And then we both laugh. “But listen, I’m an adult. You didn’t force me to have coffee with you. I asked you to meet me, remember?”

			“That’s true.”

			“As far as I’m concerned, we’re in this together.”

		

	
		
			Today she left the house to go to a café. She looked so beautiful. More beautiful than usual, if that’s even possible. I watched her chat with a neighbor on the way out. And she stopped to pet a dog, a huge, childlike smile on her face. God, that smile. Like she’s lit from within. Even on a crowded New York City sidewalk, she glows.

			I know. It’s pathetic. I know that.

			But what am I going to do? It’s the truth. And I’ll be damned, after everything that’s happened, if I’m going to lie anymore about how I feel or what I want.

			Life is way too short. We all know that now.

			I’ve made some mistakes. There’s no doubt about that. But none of them will matter if I have her.

		

	
		
			
				After

				Gretchen

			
			September 15

			Gretchen could see the crowd clustered outside the courthouse from a block away. Maybe they were some kind of tour group, lined up waiting to get through security, she tried to tell herself.

			“Oh my God,” Cassandra said, leaning forward from the back seat of the SUV. She and Becks were in the way-back row, Elizabeth in the bucket seat next to Gretchen’s. Sam was driving—the only normal part of all this. “Who are those people?”

			“Who?” Gretchen echoed as if she wasn’t looking right at them. She had a bad feeling she knew exactly who they were.

			“I think they’re reporters,” Becks said, squinting to get a better look.

			“Vultures. Just ignore them,” Elizabeth said as if she were well versed in navigating the press. For all Gretchen knew, she could be. “Opportunistic motherfuckers.”

			“Elizabeth, please. You know I hate that word.”

			“Motherfucker,” Becks muttered, like a child trying it on for size.

			“Sorry, but if the shoe fits…All reporters are ever trying to do is get attention and yet everyone looks to them to see what’s important. How is that a good idea?”

			“Can we maybe not get a lecture on systemic injustice right now?” Cassandra snapped.

			“Girls, please. Don’t bicker,” Gretchen said, though there was something comforting about the normalcy of it.

			Gretchen already felt sick to her stomach just imagining the questions that might be hurled her way—Mrs. Falk, are you standing by your husband? Did you know he was having an affair with Frankie Callahan? What if they phrased it like that, like it was already an accepted fact?

			She was still worried first and foremost about Richard. How he was holding up, whether he was lonely, panicked. Afraid. Plus she missed him. She understood Hilary’s point about packing Richard’s bags if he had cheated—but she had no evidence that he had. She didn’t know anything for sure yet.

			

			* * *

			Brooks was laughing at her. A great big belly laugh. And not just in her general direction—in Gretchen’s face. They were sitting on the porch of the East Hampton house in two oversize, cushioned armchairs that caught the breeze right off the ocean, the water glinting in the distance beyond the long, manicured lawn and a gorgeous row of mulberry trees. As usual, Richard was at the office.

			Gretchen shot Brooks a look and kicked his foot. “Excuse me—why are you laughing?”

			But she’d already started to laugh, too. There was nothing like the comfort of their shared history. Especially these days when she’d been feeling increasingly isolated. It was something about the women in her circle lately or perhaps the ages of the children now or Richard’s increasingly hectic schedule. Gretchen often felt like she could disappear. No, like she’d already been erased.

			“I’m laughing because you just said you wouldn’t care what Richard did for a living.”

			Brooks had his legs propped up on an ottoman, sunglasses on, his face covered with stubble. He looked so different. Not bookish at all. Actually, quite handsome, in a way Gretchen had never noticed before. She was glad to see he was finally coming into his own.

			He’d been with Gretchen and the kids at their house in East Hampton for four days, without Melinda. He hadn’t explained why she hadn’t turned up, but they often traveled separately because of their jobs. They were often just separate, period. Gretchen had pointed this out to Brooks more than once. (Women cheated, too!) But he always said he trusted Melinda. And Brooks had some unexpected time to burn, with an extended hiatus between the end of his job as an environmental lawyer in D.C. at Sinclair, Williams—one of the top firms not just in Washington, but in the country, as he liked to remind everyone—and the start of a new senior vice president role at Grace Chemical.

			Thank God Melinda wasn’t there. Gretchen could not stand that smug woman. Melinda couldn’t help but mention, at every possible turn, that she had gone to college in “Cambridge.” Every word out of her mouth dripped with condescension; she honestly seemed to think that having a job outside the home was the only measure of a person’s worth. Did Melinda not realize that Gretchen could tell exactly what she thought of her being “just a housewife”? Then again, she probably wanted Gretchen to know she looked down on her. Melinda could surely see the way that Brooks looked at Gretchen—everyone could.

			“I mean it. I don’t see how it’s funny. I wish he were home more. That matters to me much more than his résumé.”

			“I’m laughing because that’s bullshit, Grets,” Brooks went on. “You can try to pretend that it wouldn’t have made a difference to you if Richard had been a plumber. But that’s only because you were going to inherit from your parents anyway. And even then, I still think you’d have cared. You’re a snob, Grets. It’s not your fault. It’s genetic.”

			“I am not a snob!”

			But it was a fact that Gretchen admired Richard’s professional success more than she cared to admit—especially because he had made it without becoming cutthroat or manipulative. Would she have loved Richard without Goldman Sachs? Loved him for his soulful eyes and dazzling smile, his kindness, the way his voice was husky in the morning, or the way he teared up when he looked at the children’s baby pictures? Or any baby pictures, really. Gretchen certainly thought so. But—if she was completely, brutally honest—she couldn’t say for certain.

			Brooks lifted his wineglass as if to toast her. “Anyway, you’re a snob. And so am I. So is anyone who grew up the way we did. It’s an occupational hazard.” He tilted his head to the side and smiled sympathetically. “Sometimes life is easier when you stay with your own kind. That’s just a brutal fact. And that’s true wherever you come from. Come on—I’ve heard Richard complain. He doesn’t get the stupid social obligations, the tedious boards, the benefits, the miserable cocktail parties with certain other families. But you have to keep it all up.” Brooks paused. “Richard likes to…wander. And fair enough.”

			“Wander?” Gretchen sounded offended. She was offended. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“Sorry, bad choice of words. He doesn’t like social niceties. He likes to think of himself as above that kind of thing. Melinda is like that, too. All I’m saying is that—”

			“I should have married you?”

			He rolled his eyes, but the jab had hurt him. Gretchen could tell. And she felt bad. He was only trying to be a good friend, and she was being defensive.

			“I’m saying that I understand, that’s all. And I always will.”

			

			* * *

			In the end, no one spotted them until they were nearly at the courthouse door, but when it finally happened, the reporters flocked alarmingly in their direction. “Mrs. Falk, Mrs. Falk!” they shouted over and over again as they rushed up the stairs, microphones, recorders, and iPhones extended like swords, camera shutters like a cascade of tiny fireworks.

			And then suddenly the most unearthly calm overtook her. Like it had when she was little, and her father would get lost in one of his drunken rages. The kind that in Richard’s house would have ended in bloodshed, but in hers only resulted in terrifying dread. Her body was tethered to the ground, but her heart floated up and away to safety. She was a machine now with one job: protect her family.

			“Don’t look their way and move quickly,” Gretchen instructed the children. “But do not run. We have nothing to be ashamed of.”

			They picked up the pace, but they were still on a collision course with the reporters. All except Becks, who was so fast with his long legs he was already ten steps ahead. Elizabeth, Cassandra, and Gretchen were almost jogging, but not quite.

			Gretchen saw the girls as they had been once upon a time—running ahead to get to the Central Park Carousel, holding Becks’s toddler hand. She had enjoyed every second of watching them grow, the decades of loving Richard. All of that was real and true. This situation didn’t change any of it. With each pounding step, Gretchen felt more certain than ever that she was ready for this battle, whatever it entailed. No more chasing down heartbreak with Hilary, and she’d pay the money she owed, wrap up that situation. She was keeping her family together, no matter the cost.

			The second they pushed through the revolving doors, a short, round security guard charged in their direction, belly swinging, keys jangling. “No, out!” he bellowed angrily, waving a hand. “No, no, no!”

			“I’m sorry?” Gretchen asked as they jerked to a startled stop. “We have a—”

			“No, no, not you,” the guard growled, charging past them. “Out, out!” he shouted as a couple of the reporters spilled inside. “You know the rules. Hassle the families, and you’ll get banned.”

			“That’s not a rule,” a young white man shouted back. He’d been one of the ones quickest up the steps. “You can’t make something up that tramples on the First Amendment.”

			“Watch me,” the security guard said, looming over him. “And watch the chief judge back me up by parking your ass in jail while we work out the so-called legalities.”

			The rest of the reporters retreated through the doors, grumbling. Soon the young man had also disappeared.

			“Thank you,” Gretchen said as the guard walked past, motioning for them to pass through the X-ray machines.

			“Wasn’t for your sake, lady,” he said without bothering to look her way again.

			Because Gretchen was a person of no consequence there. It was a new feeling, but one she was fairly sure she was going to have to get used to.

			

			—

			The courtroom was much bigger than Gretchen had anticipated. Almost like an auditorium, it was packed with the distressed when they arrived—nervous people, angry people, fearful families. Small children. At least Gretchen’s own children weren’t little. Then again, if they had been little, she could have just hidden this situation entirely. She was so good at that.

			Gretchen felt numb as she followed Cassandra to the front row. Mikey had texted that morning to remind them to sit as close to the front as possible, right behind the defense table, in a show of support. He’d had an assistant hold spots for them. But the last thing Gretchen wanted now was to be so close.

			Cassandra tugged on her forearm. “You can’t just stand in the aisle, Mom. The guard just motioned.”

			“Oh, sorry.” Gretchen lowered herself onto the bench but stayed perched on the edge. She tried to breathe. It was not easy.

			“All rise!” a bailiff called only a second later as the judge, a large man with huge glasses and a shiny bald head, entered the courtroom with a flourish of his black robe, shoulders squared, chin lifted. Like a man who was only interested in the truth.

			The truth was on their side, Gretchen reminded herself. Richard was innocent.

			“Be seated,” the judge said curtly. Was he impatient already? Not a great sign. Mikey Pearce had said that so many decisions happened at the judge’s discretion. “Let’s get going. We’ve got a long afternoon ahead of us.”

			“Case number one-two-seven-eight-two, the People of the State of New York versus Tania DeMatteo, Your Honor,” the court clerk shouted over the crowd, turning back to hand the judge a file.

			A man stood at the prosecutor’s table, leaving another man and a woman seated. All three were young, and very energetic-looking. Hungry. Eager to draw blood, like the dogs that had gone fox hunting with Gretchen when she was young. The prosecutor buttoned his coat as another man in a suit, rail-thin and very old, made his way up from the gallery. A door to the right opened and a petite young woman was brought in wearing an orange jumpsuit. Her ringlets, high ponytail, and round cheeks made her look like a doll—she definitely seemed out of place in handcuffs.

			Her scarecrow of a defense attorney was still situating himself, all elbows as he dug through a large stack of files. He hadn’t looked toward his client, probably because she seemed to be snapping at him.

			“The charge is attempted murder, Your Honor,” the prosecutor began. “On the night of September fifth, Ms. DeMatteo stabbed Vivienne Gilio in the hallway of Ms. DeMatteo’s apartment building. There were several eyewitnesses.”

			How much stabbing happened in New York City on any given night?

			“How do you plead?” the judge asked.

			“I am not guilty, Your Honor,” the woman said forcefully with a thick Brooklyn accent.

			“On the issue of bail?”

			“Your Honor, this is an attempted murder charge. An extremely violent one. And Ms. DeMatteo has a lengthy history of assault. She should be remanded without bail.”

			No bail, and this wasn’t even an actual murder? Then again, this woman had a criminal record, and she did seem very hostile.

			The defense attorney finally spoke up, after clearing his throat in an exuberant fashion. “This was a clear-cut case of self-defense, Your Honor. There is no one who can take care of Ms. DeMatteo’s children if she is held over for trial. The question at issue is likelihood of flight—”

			“Balanced against the gravity of the offense,” the prosecutor interjected.

			The judge was quiet for a moment, paging through the file. Gretchen twisted her hands tight.

			“Bail is set at fifty thousand dollars,” he said finally. “Cash or bond.”

			Bail. What a huge relief! If this very angry woman with a criminal record had been granted bail, surely Richard would be, too. It could be dozens and dozens of times higher and that would be no problem.

			“Are you fucking kidding me?” Ms. DeMatteo shouted at the judge. “How the hell am I going to come up with that kind of money?”

			“There are options, Ms. DeMatteo,” the judge said, not unkindly. “Your attorney can explain them.”

			Two bailiffs walked her away from the defense table as her attorney exhaled audibly. “And fuck you, too!” she screamed back at him.

			“Case number one-two-seven-eight-nine, the People of the State of New York versus Richard Falk!”

			Gretchen jolted in her seat, and Cassandra reached over for her hand, squeezing it tightly. Less comfort and more of a reminder to keep it together. Cassandra was right. And then the side door opened and there he was—Gretchen’s husband, looking exhausted and shaken. He was a shell of himself. The man she had loved since she was barely more than a child herself. The man she knew better than anybody in this world. She’d had three children with him. They’d built a wonderful life.

			Gretchen wanted to rush over and wrap her arms around Richard, smooth his thick salt-and-pepper hair, which was so hopelessly tousled. Promise him everything would be okay.

			There was a loud bang as the courtroom doors closed. Mikey Pearce strode down the center aisle, looking calm and in charge.

			“You okay?” A voice at her ear. When Gretchen turned, Scotty was sliding into the bench behind her.

			“Shouldn’t you be up there?” she whispered sharply.

			“The optics are better with just Mikey. He’s the rock star in state court.” Gretchen scowled. “Trust me. I’ve got rich defendant written all over me. It won’t help Richard.”

			The female prosecutor stood. She had a very angular brown bob and a noticeably pregnant belly, which made her look like a Playmobil figurine. A crime against a defenseless woman perpetrated by a man. Who better to make that case than a fragile pregnant woman? Great.

			“The charge is murder in the first degree,” she began, sounding not the least bit fragile. “The State will prove that on the evening of September tenth, Mr. Falk gained access to Ms. Callahan’s apartment building by ringing her neighbors’ buzzers and impersonating a delivery person.” The prosecutor turned to scowl at Richard like this bit of fakery might be the lowest point of the entire situation, not the part where Frankie ended up dead. “Then, once inside the building, he murdered her in a jealous, possessive rage.”

			“Is this an opening statement or a recitation of charges, Your Honor?” Mikey Pearce asked smoothly. He suddenly seemed very magnetic. All eyes in the room were on him.

			“We have murder in the first degree,” the judge said, ignoring their back-and-forth. “How does your client plead?”

			“Not guilty, Your Honor,” Richard said. He sounded utterly broken. Gretchen covered her mouth with her hand. She was afraid she might start to cry if she had to hear that voice again.

			The judge glared at Richard for an uncomfortably frosty moment, then pressed on. “On the matter of bail?”

			“Why does the judge seem so…hostile?” Gretchen whispered to Scotty, hoping he’d dismiss her observation.

			“He wasn’t the best draw,” Scotty whispered back. “Hates wealthy defendants.”

			Unfortunately, Richard did seem wealthy somehow, even in his prison jumpsuit. It was his bearing, Gretchen supposed.

			“The People request that the defendant be remanded without bail. Given the severity of the—”

			“Your Honor, that’s absurd,” Mikey Pearce scoffed.

			“We have a confession,” the prosecutor countered. “We have a bloodbath of a crime scene.”

			Confession? Elizabeth mouthed angrily at Scotty. What the hell?

			Scotty gestured for her to be quiet.

			“Your Honor, there was no confession,” Mikey said, but almost offhandedly. “If the prosecutor is referring to my client’s so-called statements, she knows full well that they have been recanted. My client was exhausted, and they were the product of coercion. Moreover, they were made without a signed waiver of his rights. Also, we’ve seen no transcript, but from what my client has told me, calling these offhanded statements a ‘confession’ is tantamount to prosecutorial misconduct.”

			“Mmm,” the judge said, narrowing his eyes disapprovingly at the prosecutor.

			“Fine, even leaving aside the confession for the moment,” the prosecutor continued, regarding Mikey coolly, “we have a witness who saw Mr. Falk at the scene and clothes have been located at Mr. Falk’s residence with the victim’s blood on them.”

			Gretchen must have heard that wrong. She leaned forward. But there was a whooshing sound in her ears that drowned everything else out. Bloody clothes. In their apartment?

			Gretchen turned to Scotty, but he was focused on the proceedings. Finally, he reached over and squeezed her hand without looking at her. “Don’t worry.”

			The judge frowned at the prosecutor. “Blood evidence would be getting warmer, counselor. But you’re still a hell of a long way from the finish line.”

			“They have no way of knowing yet whether that’s even Ms. Callahan’s blood on those clothes.” Mikey Pearce turned to the table full of prosecutors. “They haven’t had time for a DNA match. Ms. Callahan was O-positive, judge. That includes nearly forty percent of the population, including me. Maybe it was my blood.”

			Bloody clothes. Where could they have found those? O-positive was also Gretchen’s blood type, but she hadn’t been bleeding in the house at any time recently. It made no sense.

			The judge turned back to the prosecutor. “Back to chilly, counselor.”

			“Fine, then let’s focus merely on the possibility of flight, Your Honor.” She lifted her chin defiantly. “This isn’t your average defendant. He’s a multimillionaire and a world traveler. He and Ms. Callahan met in Africa.”

			“Africa?” The judge did not seem to like this. At all.

			“Yes, Tanzania. On a climbing expedition. Mr. Falk also travels constantly for work. And he has access to liquid assets in the tens of millions, some of which is located outside the U.S. and cannot be frozen. There has never been a greater potential flight risk.”

			“Your Honor, I repeat, they have no definitive proof a crime even took place, much less a murder. They certainly have no proof that my client was responsible,” Mikey said. “Is the prosecutor suggesting that any defendant with access to significant assets can be locked up indefinitely? Just in case? Because as we all know, in U.S. v. Boustani, the Second Circuit expressly held that it was unconstitutional to hold a defendant’s financial status against them.”

			The judge frowned. “Tell that to every defendant being held at Rikers for months because they can’t scrape together a few hundred dollars for bail.”

			“Your Honor, Mr. Falk will happily relinquish his passport, submit to house detention, ankle-monitoring, and whatever other limits the court wishes to impose. But there is no conceivable reason why he should be held without bail. It’s unconscionable.”

			“Goldman Sachs also has a private plane that the defendant has access to.” The prosecutor turned so that her pregnant belly pointed at Richard like a weapon.

			“Mr. Falk is an employee of a corporation with a corporate jet used for corporate purposes. Are we really talking about holding a man in his fifties at Rikers because he works at a large company? A man who has never committed a crime in his entire life and against whom the prosecution has virtually no actual evidence?”

			“Just because the defendant doesn’t have a criminal record doesn’t make him innocent,” the prosecutor said. “There’s a first time for everything.”

			From the way the judge was now scowling at Richard, on this point he seemed to very much agree.

			“Considering only the severity of the charges and the potential flight risk—not this recanted confession and whatever else has been a part of this circus so far—the court has no choice but to remand the defendant pending trial,” the judge said finally, before turning to the prosecution. “But you had better clean up your act, counselors, or you’re going to run into serious problems well before trial. The kind of trouble that no gaggle of hungry reporters will dig you out of. Bailiff, call the next case. Let’s get this afternoon moving along.”

			“Wait, that’s it?” Elizabeth hissed at Scotty. “He’s staying in jail?”

			“Not here,” Scotty cautioned. “Let’s talk in private.”

			Already the guards were coming to get Richard. He turned back as he shuffled toward the door, found Gretchen’s eyes, and mouthed, I love you. Maybe. Gretchen wasn’t sure. She couldn’t see anything clearly anymore.

			

			—

			They gathered in one of the small private meeting rooms lining the hallway outside the arraignment courtroom.

			“You said he’d be coming home,” Cassandra barked at Scotty before the door even closed.

			“I know. I’m sorry,” Scotty said. “I’m as shocked as you.”

			Mikey held up an index finger. “For the record, I am not shocked. If you recall, I did say that bail would ultimately be at the judge’s discretion, and this judge does not like wealthy defendants.” His voice was very firm, but calm. “It’s not really any more complicated than that. We will appeal, of course. With another judge we might do better. We might not.”

			Elizabeth crossed her arms petulantly. “Well, that’s super reassuring.”

			“I’m simply trying to be honest and realistic. The denial of bail is a setback.” Mikey’s voice had softened. “There’s no arguing otherwise. And I’m sorry if you feel you weren’t properly prepared for the possibility. I had certainly hoped for a different outcome. But this has no bearing whatsoever on the possibility of us ultimately getting the charges dismissed before trial or, worst-case scenario, us proceeding to trial and your father being acquitted.”

			The certainty of his tone steadied them all. Just a setback. That was a very different way of looking at this. Gretchen squared her shoulders. It was going to be okay. It was going to be fine.

			“Mikey is right,” Gretchen said to her children, almost cheerfully, which she knew was too much but she was incapable of effectively moderating her tone. “We just need to take this one step at a time.”

			“You got pom-poms in your purse, too, Mom?” Elizabeth asked, but she sounded more sad than anything. “Pull ’em out and we can each take a turn.”

			“Don’t be an asshole, El,” Cassandra muttered, a hand to the back of her neck. “She’s just trying to—”

			“Pretend this isn’t happening? Yeah, I think we all know the drill. Pretty sure it’s not going to work this time.”

			“Hold on, hold on.” Scotty raised his palms. “Maybe everyone should just take a beat.”

			They were all quiet for a moment. But it was still tense.

			“What confession are they talking about?” Becks asked finally.

			“Your dad doesn’t remember exactly what he said,” Scotty explained.

			“He doesn’t remember confessing?” Elizabeth asked.

			“A confession isn’t always a confession. His statements were misconstrued. It happens all the time to people being questioned,” Scotty offered. “They’re under a lot of stress, exhausted, not thinking clearly.”

			“To be absolutely clear, we haven’t seen the transcript yet, so we don’t know exactly what he said—that’s the bottom line,” Mikey Pearce added. “He remembers making several different statements, and that’s not great. Seems likely they’ve latched on to something passive-aggressive like, ‘Fine, I did it,’ said in a moment of frustration. And as I said in court, the good news is that he recanted immediately, and they have no signed waiver. That’s helpful, but most important, according to Richard, he didn’t really confess.”

			“You saw how the prosecution dropped it almost immediately,” Scotty said. “They know it’s bullshit.”

			“Dropped it for now.” Mikey gave Scotty a pointed look. “At the moment, we can’t say for sure what evidence the prosecution will use. It will become clear over time, though, and we will respond as necessary.”

			“What about the bloody clothes in our apartment?” Elizabeth asked. “What the hell was that about?”

			“Let’s see what they come back with when they’re sharing actual evidence,” Mikey said. “You can hear some alarming things at an arraignment that magically vanish once more lab work comes in and it doesn’t go the way the prosecution was hoping. They don’t have a DNA match on that blood, or the body yet. Apparently, there are some issues slowing down a visual ID.”

			“They found her body?” Cassandra asked.

			“Yes, in the Hudson, near Battery Park, two days ago,” Scotty said. “As you can imagine, they’re not being very forthcoming with details, except that the condition of the body is making a visual ID difficult. Facial injuries. Also, her mother has competency issues, so I don’t think she could travel here or do a visual ID, even if one were possible.”

			“Maybe they won’t be able to go to trial if they don’t have an official ID,” Becks offered.

			“They’ll get an ID,” Mikey Pearce said. “At arraignment it’s not unusual for them to proceed without one. I know it feels like this has been going on for an eternity, but in investigative terms it’s only been a number of hours since the crime took place. State-run labs take more time than you’d think for things like fingerprints and DNA.”

			“Their theory, we gather, is that Richard moved her body to Battery Park afterward because it’s near his office,” Scotty said.

			“Well, that would be stupid,” Elizabeth said. “Doesn’t she live in the East Village?”

			“I agree that would be a very stupid thing for Richard to do. And Richard is not stupid,” Mikey Pearce said. “We’ll need to wait until they give us all the medical examiner’s findings, including a specific cause of death, before we more fully consider how best to rebut this. I’m sure their theory includes something like Richard getting interrupted when he was moving her body, panicking, and dumping her there. That he never intended to leave her near his office. Prosecutors are not stupid people, either—they can find an explanation for even the most inane theories.” He paused. “Anyway, while we wait for more details, my associates will get started on the paperwork for an appeal of the denial of bail. Don’t get your hopes up just yet, but bail appeals can sometimes succeed.”

			“Can we see him?” Cassandra asked.

			“He’s being transferred to Rikers,” Mikey Pearce said. “It can take a day or two until visitors are allowed. But we’ll let you know as soon as we get word that he’s been processed.”

			“And as soon as you know anything more. Anything at all. Even bad news,” Gretchen confirmed. “We want to be updated no matter what.”

			“You’ll know anything the minute we do,” Mikey said. “I promise.”

			“Is it still possible they don’t even have a case?” Becks asked.

			“Of course!” Scotty said. “More than possible—I think it’s likely. This has snap judgment written all over it. And judges do dismiss criminal cases.”

			Everyone looked at Scotty doubtfully. It was one thing to push unhelpful facts from the forefront of your mind; it was another to be actively delusional.

			Gretchen stood a little taller. They needed to focus on solutions. “What about other suspects? Shouldn’t you be investigating the kind of person she was? Maybe there are other people in her life who wanted to hurt her.”

			Like the many men she was probably having sex with. Gretchen couldn’t say that, but those paintings…they were just so available. It suggested that Frankie might have been, too. That was simply a fact.

			“Exactly,” Cassandra added. “For all we know, she had all sorts of enemies.”

			Elizabeth nodded vigorously in agreement.

			“The best defense is a good offense,” Becks added quietly, staring toward the door now. Gretchen didn’t love the far-off look on his face.

			“I have a whole team of investigators,” Mikey said. “They’re on it, but it will take a little time.”

			Gretchen’s mouth felt dry. “Can one of you tell me something encouraging now, please?” Her voice was trembling in a way she hated but was powerless to control. “Because this entire situation is”—she glanced at her children—“it’s unsettling.”

			When Scotty looked up at her, his gaze was unflinching. “He didn’t kill anyone, Gretchen,” he said resolutely. “That’s all that matters.”

			There was something so terribly deliberate about his tone, his choice of words. Oh, God, Scotty knew or at least suspected that Richard and Frankie had been having an affair. It was like he was casually drawing a razor down the center of Gretchen’s forehead. She could feel the blood running into her eyes.

			“But there must be something we can do,” Cassandra said. “Something more than just sitting here and waiting.”

			“We’re not going to let our dad get railroaded. This is what the government does.” Elizabeth glanced at Gretchen, a flicker of compassion in her eyes. “Whatever else he is, he definitely isn’t a killer.”

			“Agreed,” Scotty said. “We all agree on that.”

			Mikey Pearce cleared his throat. “The most important thing is for all of you to support Richard while he is in custody—visit, call, have friends visit and call. Make him feel cared for.” He paused. “Also, make arrangements with someone you trust in Richard’s office who can cover for him in the short term. As Richard’s attorneys, we’ll reach out to Goldman in a more formal way as soon as possible to be sure he’s protected.”

			“Yes, of course,” Gretchen said smoothly. “That’s already taken care of.”

			“Right now, I’d say Richard seems most worried about all of you,” Scotty added. “But he needs to be focused on helping us put together his defense. So, to the extent that you’re able, reassure him. He wants to know that the kids are okay, that they’re continuing on with their lives. He seemed especially concerned that Becks was missing school.”

			“He’ll be going back,” Gretchen said. “Elizabeth will be, too.”

			She made a face. “Gee, thanks, Mom.”

			“Beyond that, manage your lives, conserve your energy,” Mikey went on. “I know it’s not a satisfying answer, but it’s really the best thing right now. Get ready to deal with the press. They’re already on this, obviously. Get your finances in order, too—no moving or hiding assets. We don’t want even a hint of impropriety.”

			“Why would we hide anything?” Becks asked.

			“You wouldn’t,” Scotty said. “But the D.A.’s office loves to jump to conclusions. One decimal point out of place, and you’ll never get rid of them.”

			“Obviously,” Gretchen said smoothly.

			In truth, this complication hadn’t occurred to her. Those men wanted their fifty thousand dollars, and they clearly weren’t going away. And now she couldn’t withdraw that kind of money without raising questions—ones she certainly could not answer.

		

	
		
			Richard Falk Police Interview

			 

			5:10 a.m., September 12

			Q. What did you text to Frankie Callahan the night of September 10th?

			A. Something about wanting to see her right away, if I recall. I’m assuming that’s why you came to my apartment so quickly?

			Q. We saw that text, yes. You seemed agitated.

			A. Hard to tell someone’s mood in a text.

			Q. Not that hard. “Frankie, I need to see you right now. Really, please. Answer me.” Seems kind of…intense.

			A. Frankie is my friend. I needed to talk to her about a problem she was having.

			Q. At 10:37 p.m.? That was the time of the text.

			A. Yes.

			Q. What was the problem?

			A. What?

			Q. The problem Frankie needed help with?

			A. Oh, some ex-boyfriend. You should be looking into him. Maybe he has something to do with what happened to her?

			Q. What was his name?

			A. I don’t know. He was someone from her past.

			Q. Okay, from where?

			A. She didn’t say. Check her phone. He was texting her.

			Q. We will, as soon as we can get it unlocked. Your texts were right there on the lock screen.

			A. If you say so.

			Q. How did your wife feel about this relationship you had with Frankie Callahan?

			A. What relationship?

			Q. Well, you texted her that you had to see her. You were helping her with problems she was having. Almost sounds like things a husband would do.

			A. I wasn’t Frankie’s husband. I was her friend. That’s all.

			Q. Someone saw you at her apartment, Mr. Falk. Wednesday night, around the time she was killed.

			A. No, they didn’t.

			Q. Your photo was subsequently picked out of an array. Can you explain that?

			A. No. But whoever said that—they’re wrong.

		

	
		
			
				Before

				Frankie

			
			September 8

			I’m legitimately drunk by the time Richard and I leave Las Nacionales. It’s not an accident. I noticed I was getting buzzed an hour in and decided to double down. Had that third glass of wine. Maybe I want to lose my grip. Be too drunk to be fully accountable. I trip on the threshold on our way out and almost take a header.

			“Whoa! You okay?” Richard reaches back to catch me, his strong hand grabbing my forearm. It’s sudden and forceful.

			“Sorry,” I say. “I think I drank too much.” Ugh. I am a car crash in slow motion.

			I was drunk that first night with the Senator. Not drunk enough to have been incapacitated. But drunk enough to let myself make decisions I might not otherwise have made.

			This time is different, though. What if this is even real—Richard and me? Yes, he’s married. That’s one thing these situations have in common. But love happens. It changes things. People. The curve of the earth.

			God, is that what I’m thinking? That he loves me? No. That isn’t it, exactly. I am not that far gone. But there’s a feeling in my body when I’m around Richard—I’m utterly calm and hyperkinetically alive at the same time. It’s a feeling I don’t want to let go of.

			We’re halfway down the block before Richard breaks the silence. “I’m sorry if I overreacted back there, grabbing you. When you stumbled, my brain went straight to Van—”

			“Oh, I’m sorry.”

			“You don’t have to apologize. It really doesn’t take much for me to think about it,” he says. “My mind just inevitably goes to…”

			“I’m sorry. It must be so hard,” I say. “And I know I’ve said I’m sorry a million times before, but I don’t know what else to say.”

			“I don’t think there is anything else to say.” Richard shrugs. “I was talking to his wife today. She wanted some advice about how to invest, now that the sale has gone through.”

			“At least she doesn’t have to worry about money.”

			“That’s true,” Richard says. “But she was saying how much she wished she still had the restaurants now. They were such a part of Van, you know. They would have been something of him she had left. It was truly heartbreaking. That’s the thing about being married so long…”

			We fall silent then. The talk of marriage has shifted things. Maybe it’s for the best.

			“You want to hear something awful?” Richard asks.

			“I don’t know—do I?” Not if it’s about his marriage.

			“Sometimes I wish I’d seen what happened on the mountain.” He sighs. “Maybe it would be easier to process. Because as it is, it’s just a void. It’s hard not to fixate.”

			“I understand,” I say. “I’ve thought that myself. That maybe it would feel more real that way.”

			“Wait—I thought you did see it?”

			I shake my head. “No, I was in front of Van. Behind Scotty.”

			“Oh,” Richard says. He looks puzzled. “I thought somebody told me you were at the back. Maybe Brooks—I don’t remember.”

			“Who knows? It was all such chaos after. But I was definitely ahead of him. Kito, too. He came up to check on me. Maybe if he hadn’t—”

			“No, no. Don’t do that to yourself,” Richard says. “Scotty was the one who suggested we move out of the deep sand. That put us on that edge. But I’d never blame him for that. Van tripped at the worst possible moment. It was an accident. A horrifying one.” We’re walking in the general direction of my apartment, I realize. “Like I was saying at dinner, it’s better for all of us not to judge ourselves by the mistakes we’ve made…” He gives me a quick side-eye I know is meant to be playful, but it feels like I’ve been poked with something sharp.

			“Ah, so I’m the mistake.” I think about that night on the mountain, after Van died. Of course I do. I haven’t really ever stopped thinking about it. “Or I’m making a mistake?”

			Richard stops and closes his eyes, a hand on his forehead. When he finally lowers his hand and looks at me, his eyes are heavy, sad. Their usual bright blue turned almost gray.

			“You could never be a mistake, Frankie.”

			

			* * *

			As we headed toward Arrow Glacier Camp at the end of day six, the hiking had become much harder. The altitude was part of it, and the wind had picked up, blowing nonstop in our faces. There was also the cumulative toll of the preceding days: My legs felt wobbly and my eyes burned with exhaustion. The ground was more uneven, too. Loose rocks between volcanic sand slid underfoot. With every passing day, the terrain seemed born of a completely different planet—none of them Earth.

			But, my God, was it breathtaking, just as Kito had promised. Especially when the sun broke free of the clouds, or, rather, once we had broken free of the clouds. Ahead of us the summit loomed, looking deceptively close even though it was still a day or two away. Below us on either side, smaller mountains, ringed by their own clouds, marked just how far we had already come.

			A vast space opened up inside of me. I felt infinite.

			“By the way, thank you for pressing Van to be careful yesterday,” Richard said when we stopped for water. Scotty, Van, and Brooks were standing a little distance away, all smiles. Van, who had been visibly struggling the day before, was now eating a package of energy gummies with gusto, an encouraging sign.

			“He seems better today.”

			“Luckily. But it was good you made him take a second and think,” he said. “As close as we are, we hold back on doing that kind of thing.”

			“Looking out for each other, you mean?” I asked.

			“Ha. Fair enough.” Richard smiled slightly. “That’s what I like about you, Frankie.”

			“What’s that?”

			“You’re no bullshit. Most people don’t have access to their own truth, much less anyone else’s.” He hesitated, choosing his words carefully. “You tell it like it is. It’s probably that eye of yours. You see the world more clearly than most people.”

			“It’s easy to coach from the sidelines. I’m not sure I’m very good at facing things in my own life.”

			“Maybe you will be after this,” he said gently. “Maybe we all will be.”

			“I hope so.”

			Everyone was slipping back into their packs. Kito looked our way as he tugged on his hat and clipped his bag closed in front of his chest. He was more patient than Bakari, who didn’t hesitate to shout orders. Kito would wait, smiling pointedly until we eventually got moving. Each approach, it turned out, was a comfort in its own way.

			Richard stepped forward, adjusting his sunglasses and hiking his shoulders up against a fresh blast of cold wind. “You can see it in your work, too.”

			It took me a beat to process. “What do you mean?”

			“Clarity. Honesty. It’s in your paintings.”

			It was what I aimed for first and foremost in my work—to tell the truth. About love and sex and what it meant to live as a woman, both painfully exposed and dangerously hidden at the same time.

			Richard started walking toward Kito.

			“But, wait—you haven’t even seen my work,” I called after him.

			“Sure, I have.” He paused and turned around. “Before we came, I looked you up, too.”

			“But you pretended you hadn’t when Brooks mentioned it?”

			His eyes lingered on mine. “Apparently so, Frankie.”

			

			* * *

			“Everybody should be eating, eating, eating!” Bakari commanded when he entered the dining tent hours later. We’d finally stopped for the night at Arrow Glacier Camp, 16,076 feet. Such a big number. Yet still three thousand feet to go, most of it in a single day.

			Tomorrow we would cross the Western Breach.

			I was feeling okay about it, though. Maybe because I’d been so distracted by the way Richard had looked at me earlier, how he’d talked about my art. The men I dated never looked at any part of me very closely except for my naked ass. And that wasn’t even a criticism. I loved them in part for their shallowness, didn’t I? It helped me stay skating safely on the surface of things. It felt stupid even calling it dating, though. Fucking. I fucked different people for a little while here or there. Fucking and going to the movies and to museums. They were nice guys; some of them were even good huggers. But that was it. In the end, it all felt so empty and lonely. I did a good job of pretending otherwise, but that was the truth.

			“Kito will check everyone’s numbers, and then we should get to bed,” Bakari said. He ladled soup into his bowl and took a grilled cheese sandwich from the buffet. “We start at four a.m. tomorrow. To be ahead of sunrise in climbing the breach.”

			“Ahead of sunrise?” I asked quietly. “Wouldn’t daylight be helpful?”

			But no one seemed to be listening. Everyone was worried about their numbers, me included. I was feeling much worse than I had all day—unsteady, exhausted.

			“Okay, who’s first?” Kito held out the pulse oximeter.

			“Let’s get this over with.” Van reached for it, closed his eyes, relaxed his hands, and took a couple of deep breaths. “Ninety-three over eighty-five!” he said, beaming. “Pulled back from the edge! I feel so much better.”

			“The body does adjust!” Kito said. He sounded relieved himself. “That’s why we have to be so sure to go slowly. Gives everyone a chance to come back.”

			Scotty called out his numbers: 90 over 98. Then Brooks and Richard. All solid. Then me: 86 over 115. I did not say them out loud.

			My numbers had crashed. I had a blinding headache, punctuated by waves of dizziness. But when you feel so consistently subpar for days, it’s hard to register when things get worse. A pulse ox lower than 85 meant mandatory evacuation. I wasn’t there yet, but I was uncomfortably close.

			“Ninety over one-oh-five,” I lied, pulling my finger out.

			When I glanced up, Richard, who was sitting next to me, had a taut look on his face. He must have seen my real numbers. I wanted to ignore his concern. But it was like being handed a poisoned glass of water when you were dying of thirst. The liquid disappeared inside me before I had the chance to consider the consequences. Love me. Love me. My need felt frantic.

			The idea of Richard had crept in to undermine me. I needed that summit, now more than ever.

			“Ah, we’re catching up to her finally!” Van joked.

			The other men laughed somewhere out in the ether, too. But the world felt muffled and far away. Was that anxiety? The altitude? “She’s still moving faster than the rest of us,” Scotty said.

			“Way faster,” Brooks added, then raised his hands. “But we’re not calling a first-place finisher until we’re all the way to the top.”

			“Thank you, Brooks, for maintaining your title of most competitive man on the planet,” Richard said.

			“No, no,” Bakari said. “The mountain is always the only winner.”

			

			* * *

			There’s a subway station at the end of the block. My apartment is only a couple blocks away, but Richard doesn’t know that. It’s a subway I could ride somewhere, anywhere other than here.

			“We should go,” I say, gesturing vaguely. Ending the night there, before anything happens between Richard and me, is the right thing to do.

			Richard seems surprised. Or maybe he’s just disappointed. I am, too. But then he nods. “Oh, okay. Yes.”

			I realize he thinks I’m saying the two of us should go somewhere else—together. Somewhere more private. He’s willing to do this without any debate. Cheat on his wife of—what—thirty years? Maybe I am not the first time. I try to brush the thought aside, but now there’s a tear in our delicate fabric.

			“This is me,” I lie when we reach the subway station.

			Richard looks down the steps as if he has no idea what’s hidden in such a strange subterranean space. It seems possible he’s never ridden the subway.

			“Let me at least drop you off at home,” he says, running a hand through his hair. His face is flushed. Mine must be, too. “My driver is around the corner.”

			“Your driver?” I ask. “We took an Uber to Joyface.”

			Richard smiles a little sheepishly and stuffs his hands into his pockets. “Yeah, he was, um, outside your studio. I texted him to follow and meet me there.”

			“Why didn’t we—”

			“I didn’t want it to seem…A driver. It’s a bit over the top. I didn’t want you to think that I…” He’s actually stammering, and it is cute. There’s no getting around it. I feel my resolve slipping.

			“Oh,” I say, trying to avoid the way the streetlight is hitting Richard’s eyes. Or the way my heart is beating so hard that I think my body may be rocking along with it.

			“It’s silly to take the train.” Richard points again in the direction of his car as he starts past the stairs. Simple, matter-of-fact. Let’s go.

			But there isn’t anything simple about Richard and me sliding into the back seat of his car after this dizziness. Or the conversation that will surely take place when he walks me to my door. When he suggests he come up for a quick drink. When I say yes. When we kiss behind a closed door, my bed within easy reach.

			We are a freight train. We will crash if someone doesn’t pull the brake.

			It has to be me. Right now. I will not be this person again—the other woman. No matter how different, how real, this feels. Real and right aren’t the same.

			“I have to go.” I manage to smile in spite of the burn in my throat. I give Richard a quick, stiff hug before darting for the stairs. “Thank you for dinner.”

			“Frankie!” he calls after me.

			But I keep rushing down the stairs until I’m at the first landing, caught between one staircase leading up, one down. I look up at Richard. Ringed in light at the top of the steps, he looks beautiful. So beautiful.

			The silence stretches out. But it’s light now. It feels like alchemy.

			“I miss you,” he calls down finally. He presses a hand to his chest like he’s trying to wrap his fingers around his own heart. “I miss you.” The second time he says it, his voice breaks.

			I grip the handrail, afraid my knees are going to buckle.

			But I don’t reply. If I try to speak, I’ll start crying. Or, God forbid, I might start back up the stairs. Instead, I raise a hand, intending to wave, but it ends up more of a salute.

			I hold it together for a second more, then the tears begin to fall as I run down the rest of the stairs.

		

	
		
			Richard Falk Police Interview

			 

			5:37 a.m., September 12

			Q. Did you love Frankie Callahan?

			A. What does that question even mean?

			Q. What does “Did you love her” mean?

			A. I see the way you’re looking at me. I’m not trying to be flip. I just think—people throw around the word love all the time like it’s something completely singular. Love is a lot of different things. I’ve loved a lot of people in my life.

			Q. Women you’ve had affairs with?

			A. No. That’s not what I mean.

			Q. What were they, then? These other people you’ve loved.

			A. Friends, colleagues. Men and women. It wasn’t romantic and it had absolutely nothing to do with my marriage to Gretchen.

			Q. Is that the way the women felt toward you? That you were their friend?

			A. Of course. It would be patronizing to assume otherwise, don’t you think? Sexist, too.

			Q. So Frankie was a friend who you loved?

			A. Yes.

			Q. Were you having sex?

			A. No.

			Q. Because she turned you down?

			A. No. That’s not what happened.

			Q. So she said yes, but then something went wrong? Did she change her mind? You lost your temper.

			A. That never happened. None of it.

			Q. I’m just confused, I guess. I mean, given that text you sent, the fact that we know you were at her apartment when she was killed—

			A. That’s not true. I wasn’t at her apartment.

			Q. Maybe—then why don’t you tell me how you did feel about Frankie Callahan?

			A. “Feel”? I thought she was a very good artist. An excellent hiker. She was attractive, too, of course. But more than anything, I admired her bravery. She was a very brave person. And I liked how I felt around her.

			Q. Which was how?

			A. Young, wise. Alive. I liked her point of view. I enjoyed seeing the world through her eyes.

		

	
		
			
				After

				Gretchen

			
			September 15

			It was past 3:00 p.m. when Gretchen breezed into the Fifth Avenue Cartier store. How one entered a space like that was critical: Confidence was key to conveying a sense of belonging. Belonging was, of course, something Gretchen did not have to fake. But on this particular day, she still felt uncomfortable. To be selling a watch and under these circumstances? It had an unseemly air about it. Especially because it was this tacky watch, of all things. But sell it she would to extract herself from that other situation. Five p.m. in the park. Bills that were untraceable by the police. Once she had the cash in hand, she could make the payment and then put this ill-fated detour behind her forever.

			Gretchen strode toward the watches along the wall—she was in head-to-toe Chanel, even her clutch. Overkill, perhaps, but if ever there was a day. The man behind the counter had the smooth face of a child, along with perfectly manicured hands. She smiled at him warmly, then laid her arm casually on the counter.

			“Could you help me with something?”

			“Of course, madam,” he said, which Gretchen found irritating. Because they weren’t in London, and it wasn’t the 1800s. Nor was she eighty.

			“My husband bought a watch for me at your store in Paris, and I need to know how much it cost,” she said. “I just don’t feel comfortable wearing it, with the city being what it is these days. He keeps telling me that it’s not as expensive as it looks, but I don’t believe him. He tends to be too extravagant.” She rolled her eyes—a woman accustomed to the burdens of great wealth. Which she was.

			Gretchen had checked the Cartier website—she wasn’t an idiot—but there were several different versions of the same watch that varied wildly in price. This was typical, so the company could produce lower-priced alternatives to the most expensive pieces, with fewer stones or more affordable metal. If she was going to sell the watch, she needed to know precisely how much Richard had paid for it. She might be in a bind, but she had no intention of being fleeced.

			“I understand completely,” the young man said. “Do you have the item with you?”

			Gretchen pulled back her sleeve. “Yes, I’m wearing it right now.”

			“Oh,” he said, and it came out somewhere between a word and a gasp. “Would it be okay if…Maybe you could take it off?” He placed a small velvet tray on top of the display case. “I can run the serial number on the inside. That’s really the best way to know for sure.”

			“Of course,” Gretchen said, slipping it off her wrist and setting it down in the tray.

			“I’ll be right back.”

			He retreated to a computer two glass cases away. Gretchen watched him inspecting the back of the watch as an older colleague came over. The two exchanged words, then the older man returned with the younger. Gretchen wondered for a moment if Richard had purchased a counterfeit in Paris and they were bracing to tell her the bad news. She was very glad she’d opted for the Chanel.

			“Okay,” the younger man said, his face tight. “Let’s have you put it back on.”

			“Is there a problem?” she asked.

			“No, no,” the younger man said. “I just want to be sure you have it secured on your person, given the watch’s value.”

			“Which is what?”

			“One hundred and sixty-seven thousand dollars.”

			She felt queasy and relieved all at once. Such an absurd sum of money! But lucky for her, it was more than enough to recoup the fifty thousand dollars she needed—hopefully. She was pretty sure they paid a steeply discounted rate on the resale market. Gretchen knew nothing about how such things worked, but it was common sense. The item was used.

			“I just wanted to introduce myself,” the older man said. “Doug Miles. I sold the watch to your husband.” He extended his hand.

			“Oh, no, he bought it in Paris.” Of course, now that she thought about it, Richard had only just given the watch to her a few days ago. He’d been waiting for the right moment, he said, considering Van’s death, but she realized that he’d probably invented the part about Paris because he didn’t want her to think he’d forgotten about her while he was away. After all, what would he have done to secure a watch like that while climbing?

			“Well, I do know that he wanted it to be a surprise,” the older man went on. “It was all adorable, really. He was beaming when he spoke about you. Said that you were quite the artist.”

			

			—

			Gretchen made it two blocks down Fifth Avenue before she stopped to heave into a revoltingly filthy trash can. Right there on the sidewalk, for all of New York City to see.

			She had known. Of course she had. Not about the watch, but about her husband’s adoration. The dangerous depths of it. She’d known it as soon as Richard had called her from the side of that mountain. She’d seen it in his eyes.

			But now she didn’t just know it, she felt it. Really felt it. Like acid in her veins, flowing into every part of her body. She had been so foolish. All these years, all this time. It was like someone had suddenly flipped on all the lights—cold, fluorescent, merciless. And there she stood, chin-deep in rapidly rising water, well on her way to drowning.

			No, no, no. That was enough of that. She needed to focus on the task at hand.

			Smoothing her skirt and wiping a hand across the damp back of her neck, Gretchen walked over to a nearby hot dog vendor and bought a small bottle of water. If he’d noticed the retching, he did not seem to care. Such was city life—full of brutal mercies. That was really her only option now, too, wasn’t it? To not care. There would be plenty of time later to tend to her shattered heart.

			Gretchen gripped the icy water bottle, condensation dripping from her hand, and took a few large swallows. I am not a fool, she reminded herself. She had made calculated choices, deliberate decisions, with the information she had. Now she would simply make different ones. She crossed the street, tossing the water bottle in the empty trash can on the far corner, where it landed with a satisfying thud. Gretchen was not a victim. She never would be.

			

			—

			The small man with a grumpy demeanor turned his back to Gretchen as he inspected the watch with a magnifying glass in his dusty second-floor shop. With some quick googling and a mention of the watch’s specifications, Gretchen had found a dealer in the Diamond District who said he could meet her immediately. Now she just needed him to transform the watch into a fistful of cash.

			Finally, he turned to his computer, presumably to check the serial number.

			“Name?” he asked.

			“Gretchen Falk,” she said. “My husband, Richard Falk, bought the watch at the Midtown Cartier. I know that it’s very valuable. And I assure you that it’s real. You can look it up.”

			“Let me see your ID.” The man held out a hand for her driver’s license, his eyes still on the watch as Gretchen silently handed it over.

			“Mmm,” he said noncommittally, rolling on his stool to the computer. He skeptically compared Gretchen’s details with those on his computer screen.

			To think how Richard had presented the watch to Gretchen with such emotion, complete with a little speech about how much he loved her. How grateful he was for her—especially after what had happened to Van—how every minute they had was precious.

			Gretchen wondered what kind of speech he would have given Frankie. And why had he changed his mind about gifting it to her? Unless—what if he’d tried to give it to Frankie and had been rebuffed? Such an absurdly expensive present—there was a chance that Frankie had refused to accept it. Gretchen momentarily considered snatching the watch back from this grumpy man and crushing it under the heel of her shoe.

			But no, she needed money right now, regardless of how upset she felt. And upset was just a small fraction of it. Murderous. Rageful. That was far closer to the mark. But she already knew from experience that letting her feelings take over would lead nowhere good.

			Cash in hand.

			“I can pay you fifty thousand, certified check,” the man said when he at last rolled his stool back to her. He eyed her dispassionately over the top of his reading glasses.

			“I need cash.” She realized she sounded like a degenerate, but what difference did it make what this unfriendly little man thought of her?

			He frowned but did not seem surprised. “Forty thousand then, cash.”

			“It’s a deal.”

			

			—

			It was nearly five by the time Gretchen was on her way in an anonymous yellow cab. It had taken so long to hail one around the corner from her building. Gretchen almost always used Sam, far more than Richard; when she didn’t, she called an Uber. She was out of practice with actual taxis, which were apparently now an endangered species. But Gretchen knew better than to leave a trail. She wasn’t going to have this nothing of a situation turned into a something by police officers monitoring her credit cards.

			She was delayed further when she miscalculated the exact location of Bethesda Fountain in the park. Dead in the center but also farther south than she realized. Not the easiest place to get to from either the East or the West Side. And so she ended up having to run like a lunatic, which honestly might have been the worst part of the entire miserable day. But at least she arrived at the top of the tall staircase only three minutes late.

			I’m here, she texted before descending.

			Sit on the first bench to the right and wait. Put money on bench next to you.

			She did as she was told, moving as quickly as she could down the steps, careful not to trip. The last thing she needed was that kind of attention.

			Once she was finally seated, she tried to compose herself, watching the water spill lazily over the fountain’s edge. She’d had to get the additional ten thousand dollars from the safe, wrapping the full amount in a plastic deli bag secured with rubber bands before tucking it into the Metropolitan Opera tote that was now resting under her hand. She wanted that bag back, though it probably wasn’t worth dying for, even as a matter of principle.

			She focused on the water again, tumbling. Their life would eventually tumble forward past this, too. As if it had never happened. Gretchen could make that decision. So much of truth was a choice. What we chose to see, how we decided to interpret events. Relationships were not objective facts and figures. It was for each person to keep their own accounting, to decide which costs were the right ones to bear.

			Gretchen was startled by a rush of motion next to her. When she looked down, the tote bag was gone, and a tall, bald man in a khaki-colored jacket and jeans was striding away. Not running, but walking swiftly.

			She jumped up to follow—she wasn’t even sure why. She wanted him to have the money. But he’d already disappeared into the fading light anyway, out of view down a path, maybe, or into the crowd of wandering tourists. Gone, for sure, and along with him any hope of closure.

			

			—

			It took hours for Gretchen to calm down after she got home. Forever to fall asleep after she was in bed hours later. When she finally did, it felt like two seconds later that she startled awake. There was someone in her room.

			“What—who is that?” she shouted, scrambling back against the headboard, tugging the sheet up like a shield. The men. But she had just paid them! She blinked, hoping it was the leftover fragment of a dream, but the person was still there. “Get out of my house!”

			“Mom!” Becks’s voice. “Sorry, sorry. It’s me, sorry…”

			He stepped forward, then wobbled.

			“Becks, are you drunk? What are you even—? You’re supposed to be back at school.”

			It had taken some convincing to get him into an Uber to Penn Station. But he’d eventually agreed. Elizabeth, on the other hand, had refused to go back to the Community.

			“Nah. Not drunk. Only a couple of beers with Luke.” But when he dropped down onto the bed next to her, he almost slid off.

			Luke was a friend of Becks’s from Riverdale. He was taking a semester “off” from Duke, though the rumor was he’d failed out and was living downtown with a bunch of “street artists” or some nonsense. No one wanted to inquire too deeply with his parents. He’d always been Gretchen’s least favorite—which was saying something, given some of the people Elizabeth had associated with over the years. Luke was a troublemaker, plain and simple, had been ever since elementary school. Purposefully destructive.

			Gretchen pressed her lips closed. What would be the point of scolding Becks? He was obviously upset about Richard, and everyone processed upset differently. Maybe Becks couldn’t process it at all. He was still so young on top of being, well, sensitive.

			“Why is the room moving side to side?” he asked, gripping the comforter with his fists.

			“Come on,” Gretchen said, getting out of bed. She placed her hands on her son’s shoulders and tugged. “Let’s get you to your room.”

			Becks seemed to rally as he made his way down the hall, hugging the wall for support. “Why does Dad do this?”

			Do this—there was no getting around the phrasing. Present tense, ongoing.

			“Shh,” she soothed. “Enough of that, Becks.”

			He was drunk and talking—that was all. Look at how he was wrestling with the doorknob.

			“What?” he asked in a loud, childish whisper. “Dad’s in jail. Remember? He can’t hear me.”

			“I remember, yes.” Becks was drunk, so drunk. Ridiculous for her to be taking any of what he was saying to heart.

			“I know, I know. You like a sandy head.”

			“What?” she asked, though she wasn’t sure she wanted to know. “A sandy head?”

			“No, no.” Becks had finally managed to open the door, but remained frozen on the threshold. She wondered if he was more than drunk. Maybe he was also high. Gretchen was woefully inexperienced in such matters, despite Elizabeth’s shenanigans. “Head in sand. That’s what Elizabeth says. You like your head in the sand.”

			Becks launched himself toward his bed, flopping down face-first. “I’m sorry,” he mumbled into the pillows. “I’m sorry about everything. But I just…”

			“It’s okay, sweetheart,” Gretchen said as she tugged off one huge shoe, then another. But he had already started to snore.

			

			—

			The next day, Becks slept until nearly noon, leaving Gretchen alone in the kitchen with Elizabeth and her opinions for far too long. Cassandra had yet to arrive for the meeting with Scotty and Mikey Pearce—a briefing about additional evidence that had apparently been disclosed by the prosecution.

			Don’t worry!! Everything is going to be fine!!! Scotty had texted when he arranged the meeting.

			Too many exclamation points and not enough details. Things were bad. Very bad.

			Gretchen tried to focus on the pancakes she was making. It had been a while. These days, she and Richard split a grapefruit and maybe yogurt on a wild morning. God, pancakes. When was the last time? Even when Becks was home, he slept in long past breakfast.

			But once upon a time, things had been so different. They’d been nearly perfect, hadn’t they? Gretchen hadn’t imagined it, no matter what Elizabeth thought.

			

			* * *

			Gretchen had looked at Richard’s phone that morning two weeks ago only because she needed to see the time. That was the truth. His phone had been there on his side table, hers all the way downstairs. She could have leaned over to check the clock on her own nightstand, but something had drawn her to pick up the phone instead. Perhaps some deeply rooted instinct.

			Before Africa, Richard had always been a put-his-phone-down-and-forget-it kind of person. But since he’d gotten home, he had been fixated on it—checking for messages, scrolling through Instagram constantly. He did it even when he and Gretchen were in bed together!

			A wife could feel a real threat in her bones.

			Sure enough, that morning there had been a text right there on the lock screen from Frankie. Hope you sleep well, too. xo. The xo felt like an electric shock. Even worse, it was clearly a response to something Richard had written.

			And then there was the issue of when he must have sent the previous message. He’d probably started texting Frankie the night before, while Gretchen was reading the new Elizabeth Strout for her book club like a fucking moron. She was dying to know what his text had said—maybe there hadn’t been any xo. But Gretchen purposely didn’t know Richard’s password. She was too afraid she might be tempted to scour his phone someday. Her suspicions were rooted in ancient history that she would have sworn had been wiped clean.

			But no. This was what she had been reduced to: hoping the beautiful young woman her husband had been messaging while in bed with Gretchen was the first to send xo’s? It was utterly pathetic.

			

			—

			“What’s wrong?” Ilya had asked as soon as Gretchen had lain down on the reformer machine in his airy second-floor studio.

			Gretchen had been seeing Ilya, a former member of the American Ballet Theatre who’d emigrated from Russia when he was fourteen, for ten years—more for his warm, attentive conversation than for the exercise. He had glowing hazel eyes and sculpted features, gold-highlighted shoulder-length hair. But Ilya wore his beauty lightly, like a diamond necklace he didn’t know the value of.

			“What do you mean?” Gretchen asked as she slid herself up and down the rails of the machine. There was hardly any resistance—there never was.

			Ilya shrugged his sinewy shoulders. “You just seem distracted. Like your mind is very far away. And a little bit…sad, maybe.”

			Gretchen was quiet for a moment. “I think Richard is having an affair,” she heard herself say finally. Even though she had not been planning to. She hadn’t fully realized she suspected it herself until the words came out of her mouth.

			“What?” Ilya asked as if he had no idea who she could possibly be referring to. Then his eyes popped wide. “No!”

			Gretchen swallowed hard. “I think so,” she managed.

			“Who is she?” Ilya demanded. “This is not okay.”

			“Her name is Frankie Callahan. She’s an artist. Richard climbed Kilimanjaro with her.”

			Ilya stuck out his tongue, mock retching. Gretchen nodded pitifully and bit down on her lip as she pushed back against the machine again. The tears in her eyes were multiplying, threatening to break free.

			“You know,” Ilya said, “I have a cousin who might be able to help.”

			Gretchen stopped moving. She was suspended in midair on the reformer, legs extended straight. “Help how?”

			Ilya gestured at her to release the carriage. “Come on—take a minute.”

			Gretchen did as she was told and reached for her water bottle. “Help how?” she repeated.

			“He has friends.” Ilya gestured vaguely. “Maybe they could suggest she stay away from a man who is not her husband.” He locked eyes with Gretchen. “For instance.”

			

			* * *

			“Who are these pancakes for, exactly?” Elizabeth asked, her voice filled more with confusion and concern than disdain. Like Gretchen was a psychiatric patient.

			“All of us!” Gretchen called cheerfully. Okay, perhaps too cheerfully. “Like old times.”

			“You know I’m vegan, right?” Elizabeth said. “That I’ve been vegan for ten years?”

			“Oh, that’s…right, the butter. I’m so sorry, Elizabeth.” Gretchen meant it. Remembering these kinds of things about your children was a mother’s love. She turned to look squarely at her daughter. “I know you’re vegan, of course I do. I wasn’t thinking. I just needed to do something.”

			To Gretchen’s surprise, Elizabeth’s eyes got glassy, and she smiled sadly. “That makes sense.”

			Did her daughter feel sorry for her? Head in the sand. It was a vicious thing to be judged by your own children. Even worse when you realized they might be right.

			“This is all going to be fine, you know.”

			“Unless…” Elizabeth said very quietly.

			Gretchen clenched her teeth. “Elizabeth, please.”

			“I’m just saying, Mom…things happen.” Her voice was soft. “People have affairs. Even good people. I’m not saying that Dad is a bad—”

			“Elizabeth, this is ridic—”

			“Mom.” Her eyes were filled with…love? Looking at her daughter, Gretchen felt something welling up inside her. A sadness so overwhelming she was sure it would destroy her. Elizabeth needed to stop this right now.

			“Elizabeth, I really don’t understand why—”

			“Because it’s obvious?” Now that was the Elizabeth that Gretchen was used to—sarcastic.

			“I’m sorry, but do you have actual proof of something that I am unaware of? I mean aside from your utterly biased, self-serving assumptions.”

			Expressions moved across Elizabeth’s face, first a kind of anger, then heartbreak. Pure heartbreak. It was awful. “Mom, come on.”

			“Elizabeth, your father has supported you financially throughout this entire—”

			“Money? You want to make this about money?” Elizabeth blinked quickly. “I was trying to take your side here.”

			Her “side”? There were sides? Gretchen went to the refrigerator in search of syrup.

			“I’m just saying your father has worked really hard. He deserves our loyalty. He deserves it because we love him.” Gretchen was aware her words sounded hollow. But trying to wrap her mind around what love even meant anymore was like trying to grab a cloud.

			“I think you mean willful blindness, not loyalty.” Elizabeth was glaring at Gretchen now, but it was better than the heartbreak. Anything was. “Things happen, Mom. Affairs. Accidents. People argue. One thing leads to another.”

			Strike back. What alternative was there? In fact, it felt like Gretchen’s life might depend on it. She stepped closer to her daughter and drove a finger into the island.

			“Elizabeth, your father has done nothing wrong. Not a single thing. If you are going to be here, in my home, you need to respect that. Otherwise, you can go back to that cult of yours and stay there.”

			Elizabeth flinched, then blinked quickly—like she’d been slapped.

			“Pancakes, yes!” Becks exclaimed from the doorway. Thank God. His hair was sticking up, and he was rubbing at his puffy eyes like a little boy. “I thought I smelled them from upstairs.”

			He took the stool next to Elizabeth. “What are you still doing here?” she asked. “I thought you were going back to school.”

			“Yeah, well…” He shrugged. “I actually don’t even remember coming home.”

			“You don’t remember?” Elizabeth sounded concerned.

			Becks’s last “episode” (when he was eleven) had involved him disappearing for hours—and not being able to account for his time afterward. If it hadn’t been for how drunk he’d been the night before, Gretchen would have been alarmed.

			Becks reached for his sister’s cup of coffee, took a noisy sip, then grimaced. “Fuck, black? Ever hear of almond milk, fucking psycho?”

			“Becks,” Elizabeth pressed. “Seriously, what are you still doing here?”

			He scratched his head. “I went to hang out with Luke to, I don’t know, blow off some steam or whatever before going back to school. Anyway, we had some vodka Red Bulls, and then some more. And then I lost count.” He shrugged again. “Anyway, I want to be here. With all of you.” He looked at Gretchen. “I need to be. Classes just started yesterday, and I can email my professors and keep up on my work, talk to Coach. I’ll stay on top of everything. I promise. We don’t even have to tell Dad if it will worry him or whatever.” He hesitated. “Please, Mom. I can’t be up there all alone.”

			And what could Gretchen possibly say to that? Also, with Becks at home, she could keep an eye on what kind of toll the stress was taking on him. That was a worry all its own.

			“As long as you really do stay on top of things,” Gretchen said, pulling the first set of pancakes off the pan and stacking them on a plate. “But I really don’t think you should drink like that ever, Becks. You weren’t making any sense.”

			“You talked to me?” Becks asked. “I don’t remember that at all.”

			“We spoke briefly. I helped you get to bed, that’s all.”

			“What did I say?” He seemed nervous. Maybe he had been on something.

			“Nothing, really. You just kept apologizing.” Gretchen set the plate on the counter. “You should eat something, Becks. You’ll feel better.”

			Becks speared a fork through the top three pancakes and transferred them to his plate. He smiled lopsidedly. “You got some Tylenol floating around somewhere?”

			Gretchen smiled despite herself. A hungover twenty-year-old son on the dean’s list for computer science at Dartmouth was a problem she could deal with, the kind she could have even told the ladies at tennis about. She felt a sharp pang of nostalgia for her old life.

			“There might be some in the powder room,” Gretchen said. “Let me go check.”

			It turned out there was nothing in the powder room medicine cabinet except fancy hand lotions and expensive soaps. Gretchen checked the narrow powder room closet behind her: nothing of much use in there, either. She did have Tylenol in one of her purses, or certainly upstairs. She was closing the closet door when a small duffel at the bottom caught her eye. It was one of Richard’s Goldman bags. They had dozens at this point—the company gave them out at the annual firm outing—but what was it doing in the bathroom? Gretchen crouched down, unzipped it.

			What on earth—cans of spray paint? That made no sense. The panic was rising in her chest, coming on even faster than when she blacked out during Oppy’s performance. Then her mind settled on an obvious explanation. The wallpaper guys must have left the paint, and Lita had used one of the bags to tuck it away. Lita did that kind of thing all the time in an effort to be helpful. Usually, it was. It still was. Gretchen calmly zipped the bag, returned it to the closet, and shut the door.

			

			—

			Not every little thing was an explosive secret, Gretchen repeated to herself as she returned to the kitchen, Tylenol from the upstairs bathroom in her hand. Becks and Elizabeth were staring down at his phone, their brows both furrowed.

			“What’s going on, you two?” Gretchen asked.

			“ ‘We need to meet again,’ ” Becks said, his eyes still on his phone.

			“Meet about what?” Gretchen asked.

			Becks looked up at her and gestured to the phone. “That’s what the text says. Who is it?”

			She laughed. “Well, how on earth would I know who’s texting you?”

			“It’s your phone, Mom,” Elizabeth said. “It’s from a blocked number.”

			Oh my God. It was her phone Becks was holding. She’d left it there on the island without even thinking. Act normal.

			“Mom…hello…who is that?” Elizabeth prodded.

			“I have no idea.” Gretchen laughed and, to her credit, quite believably. “A wrong number obviously. It’s a blocked call. Or maybe some kind of prank.”

			She held out a hand and when Becks passed her the phone, she dropped it into her purse on the far end of the island. “Now, can I get you some fruit, Elizabeth? I also have some…Croissants aren’t vegan, either, are they? I really didn’t prepare properly. I should always have things in the house you can eat.” She grabbed her purse. “I’ll just run down to Vanessa’s and pick up some vegan muffins. They have so many options these days.”

			“Stop obsessing about the stupid food, Mom.” Elizabeth eyed Gretchen suspiciously. Nothing was lost on these children, nothing! Gretchen saw the moment Elizabeth willed herself to leave it, and that kindness might have been worse than anything else. Much worse. “I just mean—we’re okay, Mom. Really. You don’t have to do everything.”

			The sound of the front door opening echoed through the apartment. And a second later Cassandra called out, “Hello! Where is everyone?”

			The meeting with Scotty—he and Mikey Pearce would be there any minute. Gretchen had gotten so distracted she’d nearly forgotten all about it.

			“We’re in the kitchen!” Gretchen called back.

			“What are you doing here?” Elizabeth asked when Cassandra finally appeared.

			“And hello to you, Elizabeth. So delighted to see that you’re still here.”

			Elizabeth made a guttural noise. “Yes, Queen Cassandra. You know you’re not actually the only person who cares about this situation.”

			“Oh, fuck off, Elizabeth,” Cassandra snapped back. “Why don’t you go back to the mud people?”

			“Can you both shut up?” Becks grumbled. “I already have a headache.”

			At least their focus was on one another now, and not her texts. She went to check the time on her nonexistent watch, then glanced at the oven clock. “I need to run up and get changed,” she said casually.

			“What’s wrong with what you’re wearing?” Becks asked, motioning to Gretchen’s Lululemon yoga pants and zip-up sweatshirt.

			“Meeting with Dad’s lawyers warrants something more than athleisure. I’ll be right back. Can the three of you clean up from breakfast?”

			Cassandra held up her hands. “Wait, I didn’t even eat any—”

			“Cassandra, please!” Gretchen barked, then smiled. It wasn’t just Elizabeth who was gawking at her now—all three children were staring at her. “I’m just asking for a little help so that I can take a minute and focus on gathering myself for this meeting about a murder case against your father. Is that too much to expect from my own children?”

			“No, Mom,” Cassandra said, chastened. “Of course not.”

			

			—

			Gretchen dug her phone out of her purse. Did they want more money? She would gladly pay if they’d really go away. But would they? This was why she should never have gotten involved with people like this. Where would it end? How would she come up with more cash? She didn’t want to sell more jewelry. The watch—she felt a fresh pop of anger. This was all Richard’s fault. Whatever regrettable choices Gretchen had made, he was the one who’d invited all this drama into their lives.

			Gretchen sat down on the bed, pulled up the text chain, and quickly typed out a response.

			I paid you. This is over.

			The reply was immediate. There’s something you need to know.

			I don’t need to know anything more. We’re finished here.

			We’re finished when I say we are. I’ll be in touch.

			

			—

			Mikey Pearce wore expensive jeans, a pricey-looking T-shirt, a hoodie, and designer slip-on sneakers. Combined with his salt-and-pepper hair and heavy black eyeglasses, he looked this time more like a Tribeca movie producer than a lawyer. Seated next to Scotty on Gretchen’s living room sofa, he also looked incongruous. “No court today,” he’d offered by way of explanation when Gretchen had not-so-subtly eyeballed his outfit on arrival. She did like Mikey Pearce, but she had a hard time with inscrutable people.

			“So what’s this other evidence they have?” Cassandra asked, crossing her arms tightly.

			Mikey Pearce nodded somberly. “Well, just to backtrack for a second, they have the eyewitness who supposedly puts your dad near the scene. We still don’t know any specifics, but unfortunately the prosecution seems pretty confident that witness will hold up at trial—and I’m inclined to believe them.” He held up a finger. “As for the evidence they found here: They have a pair of your dad’s pants with Frankie Callahan’s blood type on them. No DNA match yet. That will take at least another week.”

			“What pants?” Gretchen asked. This still made no sense whatsoever.

			“We haven’t seen them,” Mikey Pearce said. “But apparently they found them in the garbage downstairs. In the basement.”

			The children all turned to look at Gretchen, but when she opened her mouth to say something calm and sensible, nothing came out.

			“But all the garbage in the whole building goes down the chute,” Cassandra said, stepping in to fill the void. “Those pants could belong to anyone.”

			“Unfortunately,” Mikey went on, “it seems they were in a plastic bag with a Pâtisserie Vanessa receipt that had your mom’s name and credit card information. The theory is that your dad removed them in your home, put them in the bag, then tossed them down the chute, not realizing the receipt was in there.”

			The rustling sound, followed by Richard going back out into the hallway. He could have been throwing something down the garbage chute. In fact, it made perfect sense. Gretchen felt sweat bead on her lip.

			They were all silent then for a long time. No one made eye contact, and Gretchen sat stock-still, resisting the urge to wipe her damp palms on her pants.

			“We’ve also gotten more details on the condition of the body,” Mikey Pearce said. “Apparently, the real issue is that there are no full fingerprints—not surprising given that Frankie was a painter working with chemicals. But again, it’s only a matter of time.”

			“There is something else,” Scotty said. “That’s also not great.”

			“Can you please—just out with all of it already?” Gretchen pleaded. “This is like death by a thousand cuts.”

			“Richard sent Frankie Callahan a text the night she died,” Mikey said. “They’ve probably gotten her phone open by now and have access to all her history, but that night in her apartment they saw the message from Richard as a preview on the lockscreen, which explains how they managed to connect him so quickly. The text said, in essence, that he needed to see her and wasn’t going to take no for an answer. It was sent shortly before she was killed—at least according to the timing of the argument a neighbor overheard, which the police are assuming correlates with her time of death. But,” Mikey went on, “it’s important to remember what they don’t have.”

			“Like what?” Becks asked.

			“Like that DNA match on the pants,” Mikey said. “Nearly forty percent of the population has O-positive blood, as I said at the arraignment, including you, Becks, and your mom. It’s hardly proof of anything.”

			“But it wasn’t Mom or Becks bleeding all over Dad’s pants,” Elizabeth pressed. “We know that.”

			“At trial, the standard is beyond a reasonable doubt,” Scotty said. “It doesn’t matter what happened. Only what could have.”

			“Exactly,” Mikey added. “What we do know for sure is that Richard was home by two fifty-three a.m. We’ve got the time stamp from a video in the lobby. And this witness supposedly saw him at nearly two-thirty a.m. near Frankie’s apartment—he couldn’t have left there, disposed of her body over in Battery Park, and still made it home to the Upper East Side all within twenty or even thirty minutes. And in what vehicle? That will add strongly to reasonable doubt.” Mikey paused. “Also, Richard shared one potentially useful lead.”

			“Which is?” Gretchen was desperate for some good news.

			“It seems Frankie Callahan was being harassed by her ex,” Mikey said.

			“How did he know that?” Elizbeth asked. “Sounds pretty personal.”

			“Frankie and your dad had been in touch regularly after the trip,” Scotty said. As if they all already knew this and it was no big thing. “They’d stayed close.”

			Close. Hearing it out loud, in front of the children, was like a shotgun blast to the chest. Gretchen pressed her hands to her breastbone, half expecting to find a giant hole.

			“Whoever was harassing Frankie is obviously also a potential suspect,” Mikey added.

			“Well, who was it?” Cassandra asked, seeming unfazed by the revelation of this “closeness.” None of the children seemed the least bit shaken. Of course they weren’t. They trusted Richard. The way Gretchen always had, up until now.

			“We don’t know yet,” Mikey said. “The police claim to be looking into it, trying to get access to her texts and all that. But obviously they aren’t motivated in the same way we are. My investigators are on it, too, but without the subpoena power of the police, it will be slow going. As we said before, Frankie’s only family is her mom, who’s in assisted living in Leadville, Colorado, and not mentally cogent. We’ll need to be careful approaching her friends, who aren’t going to be eager to help the man accused of killing her. It will be hard for the police to justify their lack of follow-up at trial, as it’s potentially exculpatory, but it’s been known to happen. We’ll stay on top of them.”

			“Oh, and the financial subpoena came,” Scotty added. “So just a reminder that now isn’t the time to move a bunch of money to an off-shore account.” He laughed in a loud, awkward burst that was met by dead silence. “My point is don’t do anything with money that you wouldn’t be willing to explain to prosecutors.”

			“But we’re allowed to use our money and credit cards and all of that, right?” Gretchen asked. “Nothing has been frozen?”

			“No, not frozen,” Mikey said. “Just keep it to necessities. You’d be shocked what the D.A.s can try to make a story out of.”

			Then it would have to be more jewelry, if it came to that.

			“Can we visit him?” Becks asked.

			Visit him. The thought hadn’t even occurred to Gretchen since this business with the watch. How was she ever going to be in the same room with Richard again? She was just so…heartbroken. God, how she longed for rage. It was a far sturdier shield.

			“Yes, you can visit him,” Scotty said to Becks. “I think that’s a great idea. Maybe your mom should go first, though?” He glanced over at Gretchen. “Rikers can be pretty tough. You might want to vet it, Gretchen.”

			“Yes, of course,” she said robotically.

			“One note of caution: When you’re there, do not talk about anything significant,” Mikey said. “Nothing at all related to the case. And try to arrange a contact visit because then at least you won’t be on the phone. But even during a contact visit, you never know what people can overhear—and there’s no such thing as spousal privilege during jailhouse conversations. Even if they can’t get your conversations admitted at trial, they can always make use of what you say in their investigation.”

			“I understand.” But Gretchen wasn’t making any promises. If she saw Richard, she had no idea what might fly out of her mouth. And maybe her husband would just have to live with the consequences.

			

			—

			She needed to lie down. That was all Gretchen could think once Scotty and Mikey Pearce were finally gone. Collect her thoughts. Confirm those men hadn’t texted again. Throw her phone out a window, so she’d never have to know if they had. Find an escape tunnel leading to a world where none of this had happened. Where Richard had made different choices. Where she had, too.

			“I have something to tell you, Mom,” Becks called after her as she started up the steps.

			“Okay,” she said, wishing she’d moved faster. She wanted to tell Becks to keep whatever it was to himself, but instead she came back downstairs and stood in front of her son. So tall now, a grown man. And yet all she could see was the child in his eyes.

			He shifted his gaze to the ground. “I’m worried about hurting your feelings.”

			“Oh, Becks, sweetheart.” She wrapped a hand around his muscular forearm. “You don’t need to worry about me. I’ll be fine, whatever it is. We need to be honest with each other.” Could hypocrisy make you feel lightheaded? “It’s the only way forward now.”

			Becks shook his head—once, twice.

			“I saw them together,” he said finally.

			“Saw who together?”

			“Frankie and Dad.”

			Gretchen reached for the banister to support herself. “What do you mean, Becks?”

			“The day before I left for school. On the Lower East Side,” he said. “Ludlow Coffee Supply.”

			None of this made any sense. “You just happened to see them?”

			“No, I, um— Dad was texting with someone and then he went to leave and he was acting…weird. And so, I guess, I followed him.”

			“What do you mean, weird?” she asked.

			Maybe Frankie Callahan had forced Richard to see her? This possibility hadn’t even occurred to Gretchen. A bright gap in the dark storm clouds.

			“Excited or something,” Becks said. “I don’t know, it— He didn’t seem like himself.”

			“Wait, when was this?”

			“The day before I left for preseason,” he said. “The weekend after you got back from Atlanta.”

			And just like that, the darkness folded in around her once more.

			“Just coffee?” Her words felt thick, sticky. “That was all?”

			“Just coffee,” Becks said. “They seemed to get into a fight or something at the end. She kind of stormed off.” His voice cracked.

			“Shhh. Shhh,” Gretchen soothed. She moved closer and wrapped her arms around her son. “It’s okay,” she said. “Everything is okay.”

			Okay. Gretchen was an addict frantic for a fix. Except the high she was chasing was hope.
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			Q. You were a senior investigating detective in the murder of Frankie Callahan?

			A. Yes. I was assigned to that case at the beginning, eleven weeks ago.

			Q. Were you on the scene in Ms. Callahan’s apartment in the early-morning hours of September 11th?

			A. I was.

			Q. How did you come to be there?

			A. An individual in an adjacent apartment overheard an argument at the premises at approximately 11:00 p.m. on September 10th. The neighbor heard what she thought might have been a scream and then sounds of a physical altercation. She wasn’t sure. When she didn’t hear anything else, she went back to bed.

			Q. And then what happened?

			A. The neighbor woke up again around 3:30 a.m., feeling concerned still. She went out into the hallway and saw that Ms. Callahan’s door was ajar. She looked inside and saw obvious signs of a struggle and a significant quantity of blood. She called the police.

			Q. What did you find when you arrived at the scene?

			A. When I arrived at the premises at approximately 4:00 a.m. on September 11th, uniformed officers were on the scene. There was broken glass, overturned furniture. Books knocked off a shelf. And, as I said, a substantial amount of blood. There was also some evidence of an attempted cleanup.

			Q. Was Ms. Callahan present?

			A. She was not.

			Q. What initial conclusion did you arrive at regarding what had taken place at that time?

			A. That there had been some kind of altercation in the apartment that had caused at least severe bodily injury to Ms. Callahan, given the amount of blood at the scene.

			Q. Did there come a time when you became convinced that a murder had taken place?

			A. When we discovered the full extent of the blood.

			Q. Where did you find that?

			A. The living room. Luminol revealed evidence of a much larger amount that had been cleaned up.

			Q. What did this lead you to conclude at that time?

			A. That Frankie Callahan had been murdered.

		

	
		
			
				Before

				Frankie

			
			September 9

			I’m sound asleep when the ringing wakes me. I see that I’ve missed five calls before this one, all from the same 508 number. The Senator. But not a single voicemail.

			“Hello?” My voice is hoarse. “Please stop calling me. I’m not going to tell anyone about us. Just please stop.”

			Silence. Followed by some breathing. A moment later, he hangs up. And then a text.

			You know you can’t ignore me, right? I know where you live. I’d find someplace better to hide.

			My hand holding the phone is shaking as I stare down at it. And then another message. This one with a new photo taken only hours earlier—of Richard and me outside the subway steps.

			

			* * *

			I dressed quickly in the pitch dark, tugging on two layers of long underwear under my hard-shell pants and fleece, then my down jacket and Gore-Tex shell, wool beanie, gloves, balaclava, glacier goggles. And on top of it all, my warmest parka. It was impossible to breathe. Sweat was already trickling down my spine.

			But as soon as I emerged from the tent, I was glad for the layers. It was brutally cold, the wind howling and burning my small patches of exposed skin. No stars overhead now. No sign of the moon. Full dark. Barely 4:00 a.m.

			It was a relief to make my way into the dining tent. Bakari, at least, was bright-eyed and excited. Van, Richard, Scotty, and Brooks, stone-faced as they ate breakfast, less so. Everyone was wearing hard hats. Before I could even inquire, Bakari handed one to me.

			“You have on all your layers?” he asked.

			“Yes, all of them.” I pressed a hand against my swollen chest as I looked at the hard hat in my hands. “I don’t feel the most…mobile.”

			Bakari smiled and nodded. “Warm is more important for now. You can always take something off.” He nodded toward the food. “Eat quickly and then we will go.”

			Once I was seated, he placed the helmet on my head, checking the fit as if I were a toddler. “Give me your light. I will put it on.” He adjusted the chin strap and secured my headlamp. “Perfect,” he proclaimed.

			“Okay,” I said tentatively, both wanting and not wanting to know exactly what the helmet was for. “Great.”

			“Kito will be in to check everyone’s numbers before we go.” Bakari clapped his hands together once, like a camp counselor.

			“Does everyone else feel like garbage?” Scotty asked once Bakari had left the tent.

			We all muttered our assent. I felt awful. Worse than the night before. There was no pretending otherwise, but I was trying to chalk it up to anxiety.

			“I’ve got a pounding headache,” Richard offered.

			“Little nauseous,” Van added, raising his hand.

			“I ate so many antacids last night that the inside of my mouth feels like a chalkboard,” Brooks said.

			We all laughed.

			“So, what exactly is the Western Breach?” My head throbbed inside my helmet. “I know it’s late to be asking, but I’ve been trying to avoid thinking too much about it.”

			“Yeah, probably too late,” Brooks said, smiling sympathetically. “The Western Breach is the steepest part of the ascent, six hours of nearly directly vertical rock scramble.” The more he talked, the more excited he sounded. Like a little kid describing a roller-coaster ride. “Physically challenging and totally exposed. So, hope you’re okay with heights. But the real issue is the rockslides.”

			“Rockslides?” I asked against my better judgment.

			“Yes. Only question is whether the rocks actually come down on top of us. You got anyone back home you want to say your last goodbyes to?” Brooks laughed awkwardly. “I’m just joking, sort of.”

			“Knock it off, Encyclopedia,” Van said.

			“I’m just giving her the facts. She asked.”

			“I did ask,” I offered. “And luckily there’s no one back home to call.” Had I said that for Richard’s benefit?

			Good Lord. I needed this summit. I needed to focus myself. I was leaving that seventeen-year-old girl up there.

			“Come on, Brooks,” Richard chimed in. “There’s a best-case scenario and a worst-case.”

			“No,” Brooks said. “Facts are facts.”

			Richard rolled his eyes. “Brooks, you sell ‘environmentally friendly’ chemicals for a living. Come on. You use facts to make whatever point serves you.”

			“Sorry, Richard, if I don’t see the truth as a relative thing, like some people,” Brooks said, and there was a real edge to his voice.

			“Come on, guys,” Van mumbled.

			“Yeah, give it a rest,” Scotty added. “If I’m going to die, I don’t want to spend my last hours on Earth listening to you assholes bickering.”

			“Okay, okay.” Bakari had stepped back inside the tent with Kito, pulse oximeter in hand. Their arrival instantly defused the tension; it was as if we all exhaled at once.

			“Bakari, can you explain the Western Breach?” Richard turned to me and winked. “You’re good at being honest and calm.”

			“Today is the most difficult part of the climb for two reasons,” Bakari said, sounding like he’d given this speech a thousand times before. Meanwhile, Kito began checking our numbers. “Several hours of a scramble—hands and feet on rocks. Very steep. It is also more elevation gain and much longer time climbing than the other days.”

			“How much more?” I asked.

			“A lot more.” Bakari smiled. “But slowly, slowly.”

			“There are also rockslides, right?” Brooks added, knocking on his helmet for emphasis.

			Oh, God, that’s what the helmets were for. I should have put two and two together, but it was like my brain kept spitting out unwelcome information instead of processing it.

			“Yes,” Bakari said, but his tone was measured. “The area we cross first today is a place where there have been rockslides in the past. Two climbers were killed—ten and fifteen years ago. And not with our company. Changes have been made to make the route safer for everyone. That’s why we leave so early. Before the sun rises.”

			“Wouldn’t daylight be helpful?” I ask.

			“Before dawn the rocks stay frozen into place,” Bakari said, as if this should have been obvious. “They cannot slide.”

			“You’re serious?” I asked. “We’re counting on ice?”

			“Nature is your friend if you accept that it is always in charge,” Bakari said, smiling. “It’s the way of the climb.”

			“We have never had a client even need the helmets,” Kito added reassuringly. “We’ve never had a problem of any kind crossing the Western Breach. But it’s always correct to take precautions.”

			Van pushed himself up from the table, his numbers fully improved and safely recorded, his red hard hat wobbling on top of his head. He reached to tighten it. “Let’s all just think positively. I’m living proof,” he said. “So, seriously, exactly how long is today?”

			“It takes as long as it takes,” Bakari said, evading the question. He never wanted to tell us how long, or how far. It wasn’t the worst strategy—for hiking and maybe for life.

			“We cross the breach, then have lunch at the crater,” Kito added. “And then we will see where we are. We may summit this afternoon.”

			“Today?” Richard asked.

			“You sound disappointed.” Bakari laughed. “We can have you hike extra if you like.”

			“It does feel sudden,” Van said. “Personally, I was hoping for an epiphany, and it hasn’t gotten here yet.”

			“Ah, second thoughts. I knew it.” Richard clapped Van on the back.

			“Knew what?” Brooks asked.

			“He’s changing his mind about the sale,” Richard said.

			Van shrugged. “You got to follow your heart, right?”

			“Goddamn idealist,” Scotty muttered, but good-naturedly. “Guess I’ll have to get rich the old-fashioned way—rifling through purses at the Racquet Club.”

			“There is still time for inspiration,” Kito said with a genuine gleam in his eyes. “Once the sun is up, you will see things most people will live their whole lives and never see.” He smiled brightly as he handed me the oximeter.

			I clipped my finger in and tried to relax. Breathe, breathe, breathe—it worked sometimes to make your numbers a little better.

			Eighty-seven ox, 108 pulse. A tiny bit better. Not mandatory go-home numbers. But still, at sea level, I would be dead.

			I pulled it off quickly. “Ninety and one-oh-five.”

			When I looked up, Richard was eyeing me. I’m fine, I mouthed when no one was looking.

			“Okay!” Bakari clapped his hands together again. “Let’s go!”

			As everyone filed out, Richard put a hand on my arm, holding me back until the voices had drifted some distance away.

			“Promise that you’ll say something if you’re not okay?” Richard asked. The concern in his eyes felt like a thing I could reach out and touch. “So I can do something—or have someone with actual skills do something.”

			“I promise.”

			Now we had a secret and a promise. Richard stared at me in silence. Finally, he moved his hand from my arm to my face. Held it there. For the longest time, I forgot to breathe. Then, Richard pulled his hand away.

			“I’m sorry,” he said once to me and then again as if to someone else. “Sorry.” He sounded winded. And then he stepped toward the exit and was gone.

			

			—

			We were quiet as we hiked single file in the frozen darkness. I tried not to notice my cheek tingling where Richard’s hand had been. Or that my legs felt shaky. I focused instead on the path in front of me, but that wasn’t easy in the dark. It wasn’t easy when the ground had shifted beneath my feet.

			I knew it was supposed to feel wrong. And it did in my head. But not at all in the rest of me.

			There were three more guides added for the rock scramble ascent over the Western Breach. They were interspersed among us, with Kito and Bakari at either end. Were they there to shield us from rocks? To catch us if we slipped?

			It was very slow going over the rocks with only the headlamps, the glow at our feet no bigger than a flashlight’s beam. The more important guidepost was the person in front of you—sliding, pitching right, leaning left, slowing as they climbed, accelerating on a downhill.

			We were all breathing hard as the terrain grew steeper. Even Kito, Bakari, and the other guides were audibly puffing. The only other sound was the crunching underfoot. With the effort, my headache had become a nail driving into the center of my forehead. No one was talking at all anymore.

			And then, suddenly, we pulled to a stuttering stop. Up ahead, Bakari was speaking to someone on a radio. I noticed a rushing sound next to us. Like the roar of a river.

			“Is that sound melting water from the glacier?” I called up to Kito.

			“That is the rocks,” Kito shouted back. They must have been raining to be making so much noise. An avalanche. “Don’t worry, they are much farther away than they sound.” He waved a hand. “And we are clear of them now.” He turned to the group and gestured behind us. “Look! Like seeing the face of God.”

			We all turned, golden light pouring over our faces as the sun broke above the edge of the rise to the east, sending pink and gold beams kaleidoscoping through the swirl of clouds far below. The ragged edge of the rock we clung to was bathed in a ruddy light. It was beyond beautiful. Radiant. Breathtaking. Luminous. Bliss. And, just like that, all my terror—not just from that moment but from the past twenty-two years—was swallowed by hope.

			Van glanced back over his shoulder. “Holy shit. Don’t. Look. Down.”

			Reflexively, we all did exactly that. The sun was up, the mist cleared. We were standing on an exposed edge of rock, nearly nineteen thousand feet in the air. Beneath us lay a bottomless abyss. One stumble and that would be it. You’d be gone.

			“You’re okay,” I said out loud to myself. “You’re okay.” I repeated it over and over again as we began to move once more, praying it would stick. “You’re fine. Just don’t look down.”

			

			—

			For the next thirty or forty minutes, I was okay. I felt less underwater, and my headache had even receded. Maybe my body was equalizing, after all.

			But then we hit the scramble. Like climbing an endless rock ladder, hands over feet, hands over feet. On and on and on. Not straight vertical, but nearly. The effort would have been intense at sea level, but at this altitude, the force of my racing heart made my chest feel like it might explode. The clouds rolled back in as we climbed, the temperature plummeting as the wind picked up off the sheer face of the mountain. I gripped the rocks more tightly. But we’d all put on our thickest gloves and pulled up our balaclavas, which made it hard to hold on, nearly impossible to navigate with the narrow line of sight and the blowing snow and the fog. No, not fog. It was clouds. We were in the clouds.

			Brooks was behind me, Scotty in front of me, Richard in front of him, Van all the way in the back. Kito last. Always. But the rest of us regularly switched places anytime we paused at the occasional brief flat stretch. We moved as a single, well-oiled machine. Despite myself, I kept trying to catch a glimpse of the side of Richard’s face. It was lovely even in the dull, gray light. Lovely and reassuring. He turned back toward me then, as if he could feel me thinking about him. He lifted a thumb, turning it left and right, asking if I was okay. My chest felt as if it might explode with joy. What was wrong with me?

			Or maybe inappropriate feelings were just human. Maybe I was. Maybe there were options other than right and wrong.

			I held up my thumb in return.

			“I’ve never seen him like this before,” Brooks said behind me.

			“Like what?” I was sure I’d misheard him.

			“He’s only ever had eyes for Gretchen as long as I’ve known him. But he’s…smitten with you.” He sounded almost impressed.

			“He’s just being nice,” I said, my heart thudding. “I am here alone.”

			“Seems to me you haven’t been alone since the second he met you.”

			

			—

			Three more hours of exhausting scrambling—hands and arms pulling, feet and legs driving, body screaming, fingers and palms aching, Brooks’s words humming happily in my heart—and we finally, at long last, crested the Western Breach.

			We stopped and bent over, trying to catch our breath and reorient ourselves to the flat, steady earth. A second later, Brooks started throwing up. Richard was coughing. Scotty sat down on the ground; I found a boulder, at least. We’d made it—up the most dangerous stretch, spit out onto the surface of the moon. Black volcanic sand stretched out in every direction, a huge, bright-white glacier in the distance like an ice cube dropped from the heavens. Our red tents were already set up about a hundred yards away, flapping loudly in the freezing wind. The air was so thin and sharp, each inhale felt like it was slicing my lungs.

			“That is it,” Bakari said, gesturing to a ridge directly above us.

			“That’s what?” Richard asked, wincing at his labored breathing.

			“The summit,” Bakari said. Then he motioned to the dining tent as we braced against another gust of wind. “Come and eat lunch. Then we can discuss our options. Check how everyone is feeling.”

			

			—

			The escalating gusts of wind shook the dining tent so hard it felt like we were inside a hurricane. We were all picking at our sandwiches—I knew I should take comfort in the fact that everyone was feeling like shit, but my headache was a vise, my fingers weirdly tingling. My hands had fallen asleep, but there was no waking them. It was fucking terrifying. And even worse, the feeling seemed to be creeping into other parts of my body. Could altitude sickness trigger a stroke?

			“Here we go!” Kito called cheerfully as he started circulating the oximeter.

			Bakari entered the dining tent. He forced a smile but seemed tense.

			“We will summit today,” he said definitively. “It’s only about an hour. Weather is moving in, so it’s better that we go now, if possible. If everyone is feeling good. And sometimes if everyone is feeling bad, it is better to go also.”

			“What do you mean?” Van asked.

			Bakari shrugged. “We are so close to the summit it can be faster to go up and over, then descend quickly if someone has started to feel sick.”

			“Are you okay, Frankie?” Scotty asked. “You don’t look so great.”

			I hadn’t realized it, but I was hunched over the table, one hand braced against it. Breathing harder than I had the whole trip. I kept squeezing my eyes shut, but my vision was definitely blurry. “I think I’m in one of those better-to-hurry-up-and-get-to-the-top situations.”

			“I have dexamethasone,” Brooks said. “Do you want some?”

			“What’s dexa…?” I asked. There were so many medications we’d talked about at various points for the altitude, malaria, stomach issues. I knew all about Diamox, which I was already on, but I had no idea what medication Brooks was talking about.

			“It reverses cerebral edema once it sets in. Or slows it down. If that’s what’s happening,” Richard said. “Brooks’s doctor was the only one who offered it. Probably because he’s delicate.” Richard smiled at his own joke, but the concern in his eyes was unmistakable.

			Cerebral edema was the part of AMS that killed you, and quickly. I knew that much. Brooks handed me the pill as Kito gave me the oximeter: “Eighty-five, one twenty,” I said. My numbers were worse again. A long time elapsed while we sat in silence. Or maybe it was seconds. Time kept stuttering forward and then reversing.

			There was something going wrong with my brain.

			I swallowed the pill.

			“I’ll be okay,” I said. “I want to finish—I need to.”

			Bakari shook his head. “Sometimes it is not your day. The most important thing is to be safe so that there will continue to be other days.” He considered. “We will wait a little while to see if the dex begins to work. There is a chance…” The usual humor in his voice was gone. “If your numbers do not improve, we will call for evacuation.”

			I nodded.

			“For now, everyone eat quickly and drink,” Bakari said. “Especially you, Frankie. Even if you do not want to.” He exited the tent again.

			I wasn’t sure if I was imagining it, but the fog lifted slightly as I finished my soup. Even the tingling in my hands had lessened—the dex, maybe. It was designed to act fast, though admittedly not that fast.

			“Thank you, Brooks,” I said. “I think the medication is starting to work.”

			“Good,” he said, shooting a look in Richard’s direction. “Side benefits of not being overconfident.”

			When I’d finished my bottle of water and drunk some tea, Kito passed me the pulse oximeter. Everyone watched as I inserted my finger and fixed my gaze on the flashing red dashes, waiting for the results to appear.

			Eighty-eight over 100.

			“Improving! Good. How do you feel?” Kito asked.

			“Better, actually,” I said. “My hands are still tingling a little, and my vision isn’t perfectly clear. But everything else—the headache and the nausea—is lessening.”

			“Her numbers are better,” Kito said to Bakari as he came back into the tent.

			But Bakari’s eyes narrowed as he regarded me seriously. “We can very easily, very safely take you down now. It is always a risk to continue. A very big risk. People do die, Frankie. Not often. But, as we have said, it happens. Do you want to continue?” He wanted to be sure the moment he put my life in my own hands was made very, very clear and for the record. “But with your numbers improving, the decision is now yours.”

			“I want to finish,” I said without hesitating. “Yes.”

			“Okay.” Bakari nodded. “And everyone else is okay to continue? We are one hour with a very steep incline, poor footing, but no scramble. Then—the summit.”

			A chorus of quiet but sturdy yeses from the group. All ready. We slowly gathered our things, adjusting our gear as we had done countless times in the preceding six days. But this was it. The end.

			There was still a chance for me to become someone else, or maybe to be all the parts of me—even that seventeen-year-old girl I judged so mercilessly.

			“Okay, then,” Bakari said, turning to face the mountain. “Slowly, slowly. To the summit.”

			

			* * *

			“Frankie—what’s wrong?” Noah sounds startled and half asleep when he finally answers his phone. It’s nearly 2:00 a.m. He keeps his phone on at night only when he is on call, and I’d been crossing my fingers tonight would be one of those nights. “What time is it?”

			I hear Max in the background. I can’t make out the words, but he sounds pissed.

			“I can call back in the morning. I’m not—it’s not—my life isn’t in imminent danger. I don’t think.”

			“Hold on one second. Just let me…” There is rustling, followed by a quiet thud, presumably his bedroom door closing. “Okay, what’s going on?”

			“No, I just—” My voice cracks. I try to compose myself. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to…”

			“I’ll be right there.”

			“But Max—”

			“Will be annoyed. And then he will get over it. Let’s face it: One more knock against you won’t matter.”

			

			—

			Twenty minutes later Noah and I sit on my couch side by side. He is holding my phone, studying the texts from the Senator. And the photos.

			“I don’t understand. What does he even want?” He scooches closer to me on the couch and zooms in on the last photo.

			“To keep me quiet, I guess? But I’ve been quiet all this time, so it doesn’t really make sense…Anyway, I keep asking, and he won’t answer.”

			Noah is wearing an old T-shirt and pajama pants underneath his jacket. I still feel bad that I woke him but also validated by how shocked he seems by the messages.

			“You need to go to the police, Frankie,” he says. “This isn’t optional anymore.”

			The jig is officially up. It is time to come clean with Noah about the NDA. Something I should have done a long time ago. My behavior really doesn’t make sense otherwise.

			“I can’t.”

			“Frankie, I know you don’t want to, but the way he’s responding to you…It’s really disturbing. Like he’s had some kind of psychotic break.”

			“I know. But it’s more complicated than that.”

			“I don’t think it—”

			“I signed an NDA,” I plunge ahead, before he can respond. “I took four hundred and fifty thousand dollars in return for never talking about what happened between us at your parents’ house, or after. I’m not supposed to ever mention his name in any context.”

			Noah crosses his arms. “What are you talking about?”

			“I told you that his wife found out, remember?”

			“Yeah, I remember that,” he says, and he seems so confused. But only for a beat. “Holy shit. Your ‘inheritance’ from your great aunt.” He seems hurt as he looks around my apartment like he’s tabulating the cost of all my things.

			“I was embarrassed, Noah.” My face feels hot.

			Noah is on his feet now. “So you lied to me for more than twenty years—because you were embarrassed?” He is really, really angry. Of course he is.

			“I didn’t lie,” I lie.

			Noah paces, shaking his head. I can practically see him flipping through a catalog of all the variations of lies I’ve told him over the years.

			“I’m sorry. I was seventeen, Noah, and I was confused and upset and…”

			“No, no, no.” His voice is icy. “Because what about last week and last year and the year before that?” he asks, his eyes glassy. There is sadness beneath the anger. “Were you young and confused then, too? I’ve risked my marriage to be there for you, Frankie. Time and again. And you’ve been— I don’t even know who you are.”

			I search his eyes for a way in. He always leaves a crack for forgiveness. “I’m sorry, Noah,” I say. “I am so sorry.” Because what else is there to say?

			But it’s clear something is broken between us. “Me, too, Frankie,” he says on his way out the door. “Me, too.”

		

	
		
			Grand Jury Transcript

			Testimony of Noah King

			Conducted by Abigail Hoffman, Assistant District Attorney

			November 27

			Q. What is your relationship to Frankie Callahan?

			A. We’re friends. I’m one of her best friends. From college.

			Q. Did Ms. Callahan speak to you about her trip to Africa?

			A. Yes.

			Q. What did she tell you?

			A. A lot of different things. It was a big trip.

			Q. Could you be slightly more specific, Mr. King? What did Ms. Callahan say about Mr. Falk?

			A. She talked about Richard, yes. They had a connection that was pretty intense for Frankie.

			Q. What kind of connection?

			A. A romantic one.

			Q. And that ended in Africa?

			A. No.

			Q. They had a romantic relationship when they returned to New York?

			A. Not a relationship, no. Nothing happened.

			Q. But they saw each other?

			A. Yes, coffee and dinner. That kind of thing.

			Q. Then how do you know there wasn’t physical intimacy?

			A. Frankie would have told me.

			Q. Did she tell you about the NDA she signed with Senator Foley?

			A. I knew what had happened. But not about the agreement until recently.

			Q. So Ms. Callahan lied to you?

			A. It wasn’t a lie. She never lied about it.

			Q. Did she tell you that she’d been to Mr. Falk’s apartment? We have video of her there on the morning of September 10th in her pajamas.

			A. He videotaped her?

			Q. The video is from the lobby.

			A. She was in the lobby in her pajamas? That doesn’t even make sense.

			Q. We agree, Mr. King. It doesn’t make any sense at all.

		

	
		
			
				After

				Gretchen

			
			September 16

			Gretchen felt lightheaded by the time Sam dropped her off downtown. It was official: The news had hit the papers. She’d struggled to keep her composure as she scrolled quickly through article after article, surveying the extent of the damage. Mercifully, the details were still pretty vague, pending notification of Frankie’s family maybe, which was apparently difficult given her mother’s health situation. Man Arrested for Brutal Girlfriend Slaying, a small mention in the New York Post. But the other articles didn’t jump to the same conclusions. Young Woman Murdered in East Village. Richard’s name wasn’t anywhere, either, thank God. Scotty had a PR person doing preemptive damage control; that was probably also the reason for the press’s continued restraint. But they weren’t going to hold off forever. Richard had been arraigned now. The clock was ticking.

			“Thank you, Sam,” she said. “If you can stay in the neighborhood, I’ll text when I’m done.”

			“I’ll be right here, Mrs. Falk, if you need anything.” And the way he said it—she was so grateful for the kindness of people like Sam, standing by them.

			Gretchen took a few steadying breaths as she walked around the corner to Ludlow Coffee Supply. She didn’t want Sam to see where she was headed; what if he had dropped Richard in the exact same spot to meet Frankie? What if Sam had seen them together? Could Frankie have been in their car?

			No, Richard wouldn’t do that, she assured herself. But then he’d already done things that she would have sworn he was not capable of, hadn’t he?

			

			* * *

			Richard was still sound asleep. He’d gotten home very late the night before. In those early days of his being a managing director, that was hardly unusual. Even when he wasn’t traveling—which was at least every other week, for several days at a stretch—Richard worked around the clock. Gretchen had expected this latest promotion to finally mean less work. Even Richard confessed he was surprised at the sustained intensity of his job, but that was the nature of investment banking. It was a pie-eating contest where the prize was always more pie.

			And so Gretchen had gotten up that Saturday and left Richard in bed. The children weren’t yet awake, either, but they’d be so anxious to see him once they were. The least she could do was to run interference, buy Richard a little more rest. Then they would have the whole rest of the weekend to enjoy as a family.

			When Gretchen got down to the kitchen to make breakfast, Richard’s suit jacket was crumpled in a pile beneath a chair, his briefcase and wallet on the side table. She opened Richard’s briefcase to put his wallet inside, tucking it into the large pocket. Her husband did best with everything in one place. The truth was she liked this role—keeping Richard in order. It gave her life a kind of purpose that went beyond raising the children. More enjoyable and less obligatory. Richard needed her and she needed him—that was love.

			She searched his suit jacket pockets for his keys. Best to have those in his briefcase, too. He left without them all the time. The briefcase (Burberry, purchased by Gretchen, of course), on the other hand, Richard never forgot. Like an appendage, or maybe a security blanket, especially in the early days, when Gretchen sensed he’d felt outclassed and in over his head.

			The first pocket of his suit jacket was empty. No keys in the second, either. But there was a slip of paper. Gretchen fished it out, spotting Richard’s keys on the floor in the foyer. As she retrieved them, she noticed the open bottle of wine on the counter. Red. From across the room, she could see the half-full glass, and—was that a stain under the glass on the marble?

			The wine was one from their collection. To call it a special-occasion bottle would have been an understatement. And not only had Richard opened it; he hadn’t even bothered to recork the bottle.

			The dropped jacket, the keys in the entryway, the wine—had Richard been drunk when he got home? Gretchen had noticed he was completely naked when she woke up, which was unlike him. He also didn’t usually get drunk.

			The slip of paper felt very heavy in her hand as she held it up to the light. It was a receipt from the Crosby Street Hotel for $565.43. Gretchen had only heard of the very chic, newly opened boutique hotel because Hilary had sent her a New York Times article about how the hotel represented a move away from old-guard luxury establishments like the Plaza in favor of “downtown cool.” I’ll take luxury over cool any day! Hilary had quipped.

			The receipt was dated the day before. When Richard had supposedly been in Chicago. And yet, there was the receipt in Gretchen’s hand. His credit card number. His signature. Proof, unequivocal—but of what?

			It was only proof of a lie, of a hotel, she told herself. There was an explanation. There had to be.

			And so a decision had to be made.

			Gretchen crumpled the receipt into a tiny ball as she walked toward the powder room off the kitchen, the one with the vibrant gold wallpaper covered in huge green palm leaves. She stood in the little bathroom, hand clenched into a fist, staring at her reflection in the gold-framed mirror. Tired. Old. That was how she looked.

			She dropped the ball into the toilet and flushed, watching as it swirled away down into the New York City sewers.

			Gretchen didn’t say a word to Richard, not about the mess or the receipt. Made it all the way through the weekend just fine. But then came Monday. He went off to work, and she stayed in bed the whole day, crying—after she’d seen the girls off to school. Had let Becks watch cartoons all day. At one point, he came into her room and asked why she was crying. He sounded scared. Gretchen felt a tug of guilt but lost her patience when he refused to go back to the family room.

			“Becks, get out!” she’d thundered. And he must have run out then, because when she opened her eyes only a second later, he had vanished.

			It was self-indulgent, yes. But everyone was entitled to fall apart once in a while. Except she didn’t bounce back like she’d expected. After two days, she was still upset enough that she considered confronting Richard. She wasn’t sure she’d be able to get over it, otherwise. But then Becks had suddenly stopped talking for the first time, and she was frantic. There was no more time for Gretchen to worry about herself or her marriage. Her children came before her feelings. They always would.

			

			* * *

			Ludlow Coffee Supply was filled with rough-hewn wood and the rich smell of coffee beans. To one side were old-fashioned roasting machines, beans tumbling in a quietly rattling waterfall off a small belt. Thankfully, the shop was empty at that hour, apart from a young male barista with a nose ring and a single tattoo of several birds running down the inside of his forearm. He smiled at Gretchen with unexpected warmth.

			“How are you today?” he called out as Gretchen hovered near the door. Patient and kind—he was probably new to the city, maybe from the Midwest.

			“I’m good, thank you,” she answered. But she still could not get herself to move.

			She was suddenly struck by the full absurdity of this endeavor. Becks had already told her he had seen Richard and Frankie at that coffee shop together. So what exactly was she there to figure out? Did she think Becks had invented his story? No, she did not. But maybe if she unearthed enough supplementary facts, the whole thing could be contextualized.

			The barista tilted his head to the side. “Can I…How about the special of the day? It’s a matcha macchiato. I made it up, but I am not biased when I say it’s spectacular.”

			She took tentative steps toward the counter. “Oh, no—but thank you. I wanted to ask if you’d seen someone in here.”

			“Do you have, like, a picture or something, maybe?”

			“I do,” Gretchen said. “It’s my husband and his, um, friend. She’s maybe not just a friend, you know.” She met his gentle brown eyes. “That’s what I’m trying to figure out.”

			“I get it,” the young man said, frowning sympathetically. “Always better to have the facts.”

			“Is it?” Gretchen asked quite genuinely.

			“Definitely.” He sounded so sure—the providence of youth.

			Gretchen put her phone on the weathered wood counter and slid it toward the young man. She’d found a group shot with Richard and Frankie next to each other in Richard’s folder of trip photos on the computer. Gretchen had emailed the photo to herself and then cropped out everyone else. She’d been proud of her editing skills, but blown up like that, Frankie and Richard did seem unnecessarily close to each other.

			Only a couple of the many group shots had included Richard and Frankie standing side by side. If they’d spent every second of the trip together, wouldn’t there have been more pictures of them next to each other? Unless that was precisely why there were not more. Because Richard had been conscious of hiding it. This was the terrible truth about most evidence. It could prove anything you wanted.

			The barista studied the image without touching her phone.

			“Well, I know Frankie. She’s in here all the time with Thalia. I’ve never seen that guy, though.” He shrugged. “I’m here a lot, but not always.”

			“Thank you,” Gretchen said.

			The answer she wanted—he hadn’t seen them together. But instead of relief she felt only dread. Because this entire interaction simply drove home the truth. This was pathetic. She was pathetic.

			“Thalia owns Las Nacionales around the corner on First Avenue, near East Second. She would know if Frankie and him…Maybe you should try asking her.”

			

			—

			It was just past four, Las Nacionales empty apart from a handful of employees setting up for dinner service when Gretchen stepped inside. It was an inviting restaurant, cozy but also chic, with exposed wood beams, brick walls, and a sophisticated Cuban farm-to-table menu that was certainly adventurous. Stalling, she’d taken a moment outside to peruse it in the window. She could not for the life of her imagine Richard ever eating there.

			“We don’t open until five p.m.”

			When she turned, there was a woman behind the bar—she must have been bent over when Gretchen walked in. She had fine, sharp features, flawless olive skin, and very short black hair. Expensive-looking tank top, muscular yoga arms. Striking, but in a harsh way, complete with nose ring and tattoos—apparently a requirement for living below Fourteenth Street.

			Gay, Gretchen surmised—nonjudgmentally, of course. Though apparently it was offensive to jump to conclusions about people’s sexuality even when you were not judging. How one was supposed to not come to such conclusions, she wasn’t sure. But that’s what Becks had told her in no uncertain terms. Everything was “fluid” these days.

			“I’m sorry to bother you,” Gretchen began. Her voice sounded strangled. “Can you tell me where I can find Thalia?”

			“You found her.” The woman didn’t seem especially happy about this fact.

			Gretchen was suddenly very aware that this slightly frightening woman was Frankie’s friend. How close a friend, Gretchen didn’t know. Certainly, she must be grief-stricken. And she probably wasn’t going to jump at the chance to help the wife of the accused. But maybe, woman-to-woman, she’d take pity on Gretchen, if she phrased her questions the right way. On some level, she probably wanted the truth, too, whatever it was.

			“My husband has been maybe…” Her mouth was so dry, like it was stuffed with cotton. She cleared her throat and tried again. “It’s, um, possible my husband was having an affair with your friend Frankie. That would be on him, of course. This—Frankie didn’t do anything wrong. She—he’s the one who’s married. But I’m just trying to find out if it happened.”

			“Recently?” Here it came. He’s the one who did it, isn’t he? The banker?

			They were eventually going to get there. The only question was how long it would take. And whether Gretchen would make it out in one piece after this terrifying tattooed woman launched at her.

			She braced herself. “Yes, in the past few weeks.”

			Thalia narrowed her eyes. But otherwise, no outsize emotional response. She actually seemed…calm. Maybe they weren’t such good friends after all? “You have a picture of him?”

			Gretchen nodded as she dug her phone out of her bag.

			“To be clear—I am on Team Frankie. I love her like a sister. You hear me?” Thalia eyed Gretchen, waiting for an actual response.

			“Yes, of course.”

			“The only reason I haven’t thrown you out is because I have a bad feeling about him. If he’s the guy I’m thinking of.”

			Have—present tense. Did she not know that Frankie was dead? That anything related to her was, by definition, past tense?

			“Bad feeling?”

			“Creepy.” She shrugged. “I get that he’s your husband—if it’s the same guy. But if you’re here, you must want the truth. It’s the creep factor—that’s why I don’t think Frankie should be seeing him. The whole married thing is your problem, not Frankie’s.”

			More present tense. Without a family to call, maybe this was what happened. News stalled. And given that the police already thought they had their man, there’d be no reason for them to ask questions of Frankie’s friends, at least not yet.

			Gretchen held up her phone. “This is a picture of my husband.”

			Thalia made a dismissive clucking sound and shook her head.

			“That’s definitely him. I mean, for the record, Frankie claims they’re just friends. But I don’t buy it and neither does Noah.”

			“Noah?”

			Thalia looked up from the phone. “Another friend of ours from college. He’s like a human lie detector. He and I were just texting. Frankie’s been ghosting both of us.” She paused. “She gets that way when she knows we don’t approve of a new boyfriend, which is basically always. Although usually they are way younger, not way older.” She paused. “No offense.”

			“Maybe they were just friends?” Past tense. Shoot.

			Thalia frowned. “Sorry, no, not just friends.”

			“That’s a feeling you had or you saw something?”

			Thalia rolled her eyes. “That would be anybody’s feeling within a five-block radius. He just seemed kind of…fixated. Stalker vibes.” She hesitated. “I’m sorry. I’m sure this is…but you should give yourself credit. Most people don’t want to know the truth, about anything.”

			Gretchen nodded. “Okay, well, thank—”

			“Shit, I forgot the most important thing,” she said. “He came back.”

			“He came back?”

			“Yeah, your…he…” She shook her head. “Frankie doesn’t even know this because she’s been dodging me the past few days. Or she’s away—I guess that’s possible.”

			Thalia looked off into the distance. It wouldn’t be long before she learned that her friend was dead, Richard arrested. After that, there was no way she’d be talking to Gretchen again. This was her last chance to get answers, even to questions she didn’t want to ask.

			“What do you mean he came back?”

			“He left with Frankie,” Thalia said. “But then he comes back, like twenty minutes later. Alone. Asks me for her address.”

			“Her address?”

			“I don’t know if they got into a fight or something. Said he wanted to send flowers to her apartment.”

			“Did you give him her address?”

			“Are you fucking shitting me?” Thalia scoffed. “Frankie’s apartment is right around the corner. If she wanted him to know where she lived, she would have told him herself.”

			

			—

			Gretchen walked a couple blocks before texting Sam to pick her up. She needed air. By the time she messaged him, it took her a minute to even figure out where she was. Across the street was a little cluster of benches alongside a playground and basketball courts. Be there in 10, he wrote right back. Traffic’s bad.

			She sat down and watched a crew of shirtless young men jostling for the ball. She might be old now, but she wasn’t dead.

			“I need to be sure we’re clear,” a voice right next to her said. He was standing behind her, but she didn’t need to turn around to recognize the voice.

			Ten minutes—who knew what this man could do to her in that time? “Clear about what?”

			He came around to sit on the bench next to her, but some distance away. Put a folded newspaper in the large space between them. When Gretchen turned to look at him, he motioned toward the street with a finger.

			“I don’t like being dragged into situations like this.”

			“Dragged in? I don’t know anything about—”

			“The girl’s dead.”

			When she turned her head back toward him to object, he shook his head. Just once. It was enough. She returned her gaze to the street. “Well, I know that, but I—”

			“I don’t like it. I don’t want anything to do with it.”

			“Okay, fine. Great,” Gretchen said more testily than was appropriate under the circumstances. But she really had had enough. “I don’t want anything to do with it, either.”

			“You don’t seem to be hearing me.”

			“I am—but, as you can imagine, I have quite a few things on my plate at the moment and—”

			“Lady, you hired us to scare her. And when we show up, she’s already dead. What kind of game you playing?”

			“Game? I had no idea she was dead. How could I have known that?”

			“I’ve got no fucking idea. All I know is that you got us mixed up in this shit.”

			“You want more money, is that it?”

			He laughed. Then he was silent for too long.

			“No.” He picked up his newspaper and stood. “But if anyone finds out about our association with this situation, I give you my word: Cassandra, Elizabeth, and Becks will all be dead by the next morning.”

		

	
		
			She needs to know. She deserves to. Is sharing the truth a little self-serving, too? Maybe. But it can be both things. Good for her and good for me. But it can’t come from me. It would seem like I have ulterior motives, which I guess I do. But that doesn’t change the facts.

			I love her. I know that much for sure. And, right now, that’s exactly as simple and complicated as it seems. Sometimes you can just know something, though. That someone is the one, for instance. She feels the same way. Deep down. All the rest of it, the things she does that don’t fit—they’re just theater.

			We’ve been speaking the same language from the start.

			When I see her across a room, her face bathed in light, she is the only thing that matters to me. Like today in the Temple of Dendur at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. She sat facing what was left of that building, just sat and sat and sat. Staring at it with this far-off look on her face. I wanted so badly to go over and ask her what she was thinking, to crawl inside her head and stay there.

			But not today. Not yet. This thing is going to take time. It’s a project that needs the right approach. A delicate one. But that’s okay. I’m a patient man. And I’ve got time.

		

	
		
			
				Before

				Frankie

			
			September 10

			It’s still early when I wake up. Though “wake up” is an overstatement. I’ve hardly slept at all. But a pale-gray light is pouring in through my windows. Morning. I can finally give up and pretend the long, miserable night never happened. Not to mention everything before: the Senator, the NDA, Noah. God—Noah.

			And then there’s Richard’s text, the one I got shortly after Noah left. Can we see each other again? I feel like there are things I still need to say…

			I continue to ignore the message. Or rather try to ignore it. That’s a better way of putting it. I need to tell Richard about this second photo. Warn him that the Senator really does seem unstable, that he might tell Richard’s wife. Is there a tiny part of me that secretly hopes he won’t care because he plans to tell his wife himself—because he really wants to be with me?

			Maybe.

			Is that even what I want? It’s so easy to lose sight of your own feelings when you’re focused on trying to understand the contours of someone else’s.

			I roll out of bed and head to the kitchen. Coffee. That’s what I need. As it’s brewing, I glance down the long hallway toward the back room—technically it’s the bedroom, but I use it as the living room, so I can watch the sun rise from my bed. No matter where I sleep, the railroad layout is odd and awkward and the apartment is small—compact front room, skinny kitchen, tiny back bedroom. The front door in between. But I love this apartment. It feels like the place I was always meant to be.

			I think again of Richard’s last text, try to read between the lines even though it’s hardly necessary. He wants to see me again. Sent at 1:36 a.m. Because he couldn’t sleep either.

			And so what? Richard can be a catalyst to this new life of mine. But he shouldn’t be a part of it. Neither should the Senator. This new life is mine.

			Noah, on the other hand—I’ll make it up to him somehow. He’s joining Max upstate this weekend at their house in Rhinebeck. He’s always in a better mood after being upstate. When he gets back, I’ll throw myself at his feet. I can start now with a text.

			You’re right to be angry, Noah. All I can say is how much you mean to me as a friend. You’re the last person I’d ever want to hurt. I will do anything to make it up to you. Please don’t give up on me. I’m more sorry than you’ll ever know. xo Frankie

			I stare at the message after I hit send. No immediate ellipses. He needs time. I have to believe he’ll eventually come around.

			For now, I’ll try to focus on painting. My work has always been my home. Maybe, someday, I’ll find the right person to meet me there.

			

			* * *

			The summit was everything I’d hoped for and yet nothing like I’d imagined—vast and snowcapped and endlessly flat. Deserted, too, but for the sign marking it as the highest point in all of Africa, one of the highest in the world. I started crying when I saw it in the distance. We were so high that it felt like you could reach up and touch the cerulean sky.

			We’d made it. I had made it.

			It had been touch-and-go up until the very end. The last stretch of climbing was way worse than I’d expected. Short, like Bakari had said. Only about an hour. And this time we could see the real end—there would be no more false summits. But something about the wide-open topography and the accumulated exhaustion meant that the more we hiked, the farther away the final ridge seemed. The pitch was nearly vertical and without rocks to grab. The freezing wind had also picked up again, tearing at the bits of exposed skin around our eyes.

			I sucked down three gel packets as we went, waiting and waiting for the usual sugar high. But my body was so spent, I felt nothing.

			And then, all at once, we were there. The final few steps, the last ridge just a low line of stones. Then a plane of white under a brilliant, cloudless blue sky. I bent over for a moment, head throbbing as the tears came. A flood of so many emotions at the exact same moment. Joy. Relief. Delight. Triumph.

			But also a strange sort of grief. It was time to say goodbye to the broken girl I’d been carrying all these years, the girl with a brave, open heart. Too open. It was time to lay her down. To let her be. I knew it, and I was ready. But long-overdue closure is also a kind of loss. You need to recalibrate your equilibrium in its wake.

			We paused briefly for group photos at the sign marking the summit and spent a few more moments taking it all in. I cried the whole time. Silently. But deeply. I wasn’t the only one.

			We didn’t linger. I was feeling better, and I said as much. But Bakari was convinced we shouldn’t press our luck. Apparently, a woman with another group earlier in the season had been happily snapping photos at the summit when she suddenly crashed. And she’d been fine the entire climb.

			“Did she recover?” I asked after Bakari recounted the story to get us moving along.

			Bakari shook his head. “No, she did not.”

			

			—

			Sure enough, I started backsliding as we began to descend. My vision blurred, and the tingling returned to my fingertips. I felt like a giant marionette, all jutting knees and thrusting elbows, and I had to focus hard just to keep my body in proper walking alignment.

			Bakari took up the front, followed by Scotty, then Richard, me, Van, and Brooks. Kito was bringing up the rear. We stayed mostly quiet on the descent, except for the usual warnings: “Watch,” “Left,” “Heads up,” in spots where there was a loose rock or where the sand was especially deep.

			Kilimanjaro was as wide as a ski slope on the back side, the terrain now deep sand. Every fifth or sixth step you’d slide, sometimes wrenching your back or twisting an ankle. We were all complaining. After about an hour, we moved out of the sand to the side of the trail, where the footing was easier. While we were on the rocky edge, it was nowhere near as perilous as the Western Breach. Yet Bakari warned us several times to watch our step. Meanwhile, the light turned a magic gold as the sun sank. And despite everything, a sense of peace flooded me. I couldn’t stop smiling.

			“Everything you were hoping for?” Richard asked. He glanced back at me over his shoulder.

			“One thousand percent,” I said.

			Richard laughed. “Glad to hear it, Frankie.” I floated for a moment on the sound of my name, so warm and full.

			Brooks must have said something snide, but he was too far back for me to make it out. But I did hear Van, who was right behind me. “Leave it alone, Brooks.”

			Our train stretched out as people tired at different rates. At one point, I avoided a large rock that Richard and Scotty had stumbled over in front of me. “Watch,” I called, or rather mumbled—my brain was moving so slowly. Then Kito was at my side, in the deeper sand.

			“How are you feeling?” he asked.

			“Tired,” I answered truthfully. I was struggling, and it was a relief to be honest about it. No one could send me home early now.

			Kito nodded. “Me, too.”

			“That makes me feel better.”

			He smiled. “You look better, too. You were very pale before the summit.”

			“I’m better than then, for sure.”

			“You let me know if you need anything. Or want to take a break. We can always—”

			“Oh!”

			Van. A surprised little gasp. Then scrambling feet, sliding sand, rustling fabric. Kito turning. Running back.

			My heartbeat in my ears.

			“Van!” Terror.

			We all rushed to the edge of the mountain. But Van was just…gone.

			“He tripped on that rock. He tripped,” someone said. Or did they? Maybe I just felt guilty I hadn’t called it out loud enough. Had I called it out at all?

			We all raced over to the edge. Van was splayed out motionless on an outcropping of boulders below, blood quickly pooling around his head.

			“No,” I whispered. And more than once.

			Someone else kept shouting his name. “Van! Van! Van!”

			As if he were just lost. As if he simply needed to know which way to go.

			Scotty, I think, maybe.

			Or Brooks or Richard.

			Or it could have been me.

			There was shouting then and rushing among the guides as they tried to figure out how to get down to Van. Ropes, pulleys—it was a very organized effort, but none of it seemed to be working. Calls to emergency services. After a few minutes or twenty or maybe thirty, Kito and two other guides were tasked with continuing with the rest of us to camp. Bakari would stay behind. There was nothing we could do to help, they said. And holding us at that altitude, running out of daylight when we were all so taxed already, wasn’t safe.

			“They’re right,” Richard said grimly. “We should keep moving. This isn’t good for any of us.”

			We did as we were told. By the time we arrived at the first camp on the descent, the sun was a brilliant red-hued circle at the edge of the horizon, the clouds a dazzling pink, a golden blanket below. It gave the moment a splendid kind of horror.

			So did the buzz of the camp. It was much busier than any of those we’d stayed in before. The waves of excited laughter from climbers who’d just successfully summitted echoed from every corner like a taunt.

			Have some respect! Someone is dead, I wanted to scream. I might have, too, if I could have managed to say a word.

			I was haunted by that “Oh!” from Van. Surprise, but in a simple, ordinary way. Like Oh, there are my keys or Oh, I’ve lost my balance. Not Oh, I’m about to die. I wondered if Van had thought in those brief moments as he fell that they were probably his last.

			At what point during a fatal fall did a person realize just how much trouble they were in?

			We were ushered into the dining tent. Or we must have been. Because the next thing I knew we were dropping down into chairs around our usual table. But with one person fewer than there had been. No one moved, not to unzip layers or even to take off their gloves. No one rushed in with food, either. We just sat there, motionless and stunned. Kito ducked out, saying: “We will give you a minute. Drink water. Call if you need anything.”

			“Did anyone see what happened?” Brooks asked once Kito was gone. “Van was behind me.”

			“I didn’t,” Richard answered.

			“He was behind me, too,” Scotty said, pointing out the obvious. Everyone had been behind Scotty. All of us seemed to be having a hard time processing anything.

			“Maybe he’s…” Richard couldn’t even get the whole thought out. “Maybe he’ll make it. People survive all sorts of things. And Van is…tough.”

			I swallowed hard. This was awful, every part of it. And I felt like an intruder. I wanted to disappear, but it felt rude to remove myself.

			Brooks shook his head. “It was at least a hundred feet. And the blood around his head. They have to get him all the way to the helipad and then…”

			“Long odds,” Scotty said. “But you never know.”

			“No. You don’t,” Richard said gravely. “You don’t know at all.”

			

			* * *

			I step up to the huge blank canvas, paintbrush raised. This is my favorite part, always. The moment before—when anything is possible. All hope, no limits. My pulse quickens, but it’s a good feeling this time. It’s about this moment. I’m not running from the past anymore.

			I close my eyes and breathe in through my nose. Exhale forcefully. Focus on the birds in the tree outside filling my apartment with birdsong. Today I can hear them clearly, even with the windows closed.

			I go to the place inside me that knows what I’m trying to say in my work, even before I do. Then I open my eyes and draw the brush in a wide burnt-orange stripe to the right of the canvas. Just like that, it is the edge of the horizon. A figure in the foreground, a woman, looking off at some point in the distance. Yes, that’s right.

			Bang!

			A thunderous clap. Like some heavy piece of wood or metal being dropped flat from a significant height. What the hell was that?

			I set down my paintbrush carefully and head toward the front door. It must be a fallen light fixture in the hall or a piece of the ceiling—yet I feel terrified as I put my hand on the doorknob. Then something at the back of the apartment catches my eye: my long white curtains, billowing in the breeze. From a wide-open window. A window I definitely closed and locked the night before. And yet there’s no doubt about it—the living room window that leads to the fire escape is wide open.

			Someone has broken in. The Senator. He could be in here with me still.

			I jerk the apartment door open and sprint barefoot toward the fire stairs. Bang! as the fire door shuts behind me. That’s the sound I heard—it was the fire door slamming shut behind someone.

			Whoever was in my apartment went out this way. Not whoever: the Senator. Of course it was him. For all I know, he could be waiting down a flight, or up. I’m frozen on the landing, staring down at the gray-painted stairs, hand on the icy metal handrail. Go. Go. Go. Don’t just stand here.

			Finally, I get my feet to move one step, then two, until I’m racing down the stairs, flight after flight. So many, it feels like, even though I only live on the third floor. My eyes stay locked on my feet as I run, my legs like rubber bands. And then I sprint through our long, narrow lobby, past the row of skinny mailboxes. Out onto East Third Street. It’s quiet that early. Except for the birds—they are out front, too. I stare up at my favorite tree, the full one right outside the door. The one I can see as I lie in my bed, the leaves almost brushing my window.

			It isn’t until the building door eases shut with a quiet click that I think, Keys. But it’s already too late. I pat my white silk pajama pants. No pockets. No keys. No phone. Then I look down at my feet—they’re bare. I’m standing barefoot on an East Village sidewalk at dawn. Shaking. Because who knows if the Senator is even really gone?

			I need to call someone. To go somewhere. All of which would be a hell of a lot easier with my phone.

			I step close to the front window of the boutique downstairs, cupping a hand around my face. It’s quiet, dark, and empty—of course it is at this hour. The only person in sight is a sturdy gray-haired woman walking my way with extremely cool oversize glasses and a tartan scarf tied at her neck, a little white terrier on a leash at her feet. She’s eyeing me with thinly veiled disgust as she approaches. Someone dressed like me at this hour is never a welcome sight in New York City. She exhales, irritated. But resigned.

			“You need help?” she asks without a trace of a smile.

			New Yorkers are assholes ninety-eight percent of the time. But that last two percent will save your life.

			“I locked myself out,” I say, pointing to my window. “I thought someone was in my apartment, so I ran out.” It sounds stupid. Paranoid.

			The woman scowls as she looks up at the windows. “I’ll call the police.” She’s already dug her phone out of her dramatically oversize jacket pocket.

			“No police,” I say too forcefully. But if the Senator is already this angry, what will he do if he thinks I called the police? “I mean—I was wrong. No one is there. I forgot that I left the window open. I overreacted. Anyway, it’s a long story. I just need to reach someone who has my keys.”

			“Call whoever you like, then.” She sizes me up for a beat, then hands over her phone. “I still think it should be the police. We pay their salaries. The least they can do is show up at a time like this. Instead of harassing innocent citizens.”

			I call Thalia first. She doesn’t live far, and she has a set of keys. But it just rings and rings, then finally goes to voicemail. I send a few quick texts, too—nothing. It is only six-thirty in the morning, and Thalia often doesn’t get home from work until past three. She’s out cold. There’s Noah, but he’s not talking to me, and asking for his help at this hour seems unwise.

			The woman is staring at me harder now. I can feel it. She wants her phone back. New Yorker solidarity goes only so far. I have Richard’s number memorized. In my defense, it’s one of those that’s easy to recall—1333 are the last four digits.

			My first message explains that it’s me texting from a stranger’s phone. Can I ask a favor? I then write. As soon as I hit send, I want to claw the message back.

			But ellipses appear instantly, and I smile despite myself. I need to tell him about the new photo the Senator sent, anyway. The threat is escalating.

			Of course. Anything. What’s going on?

		

	
		
			Richard Falk Police Interview

			 

			5:54 a.m., September 12

			Q. Your wife must have been angry about Frankie.

			A. My wife?

			Q. Yeah, Gretchen. Been waiting out there for hours. Loyal woman. She’s freezing to death, teeth chattering, the whole bit. But she’s not going to budge. She’s that devoted to you.

			A. She is an incredible woman.

			Q. But someone like that—I’d imagine she’d get pretty angry if she found out she’d been betrayed. Maybe she took matters into her own hands.

			A. What are you talking about?

			Q. We’re looking into Gretchen, too. I mean, if what you’re saying is true and you didn’t have anything to do with what happened to Frankie—my next stop would be your wife.

			A. That’s ridiculous.

			Q. It’s common sense.

			A. Leave her alone.

			Q. Tell me what really happened, Mr. Falk, and I will.

			A. I don’t even want you talking to her—do you hear me?

			Q. You seem very angry, Mr. Falk.

			A. I am angry. Gretchen doesn’t deserve to be dragged into this.

			Q. Maybe you should have thought about that before you had an affair with Frankie Callahan.

			A. I did not have an affair with Frankie Callahan!

			Q. Late-night texts? She was at your apartment, Mr. Falk. In her pajamas.

			A. I did not hurt Frankie. I did not have an affair with Frankie.

			Q. But maybe your wife thought you did. Maybe she went to confront Frankie Callahan based on the way things looked. Things got out of hand. It won’t take us much to get to probable cause. I bet she’ll cave pretty fast under intense questioning.

			A. Then arrest me.

			Q. You did kill Frankie Callahan?

			A. Sure. Whatever you say. Just leave Gretchen alone.

		

	
		
			
				After

				Gretchen

			
			September 16

			In the car home, Gretchen called Hilary. “Could you do something for me?”

			“Anything,” Hilary answered without hesitation. Gretchen heard the din of the city in the background, followed by an odd whistling, as if Hilary were blowing into the phone.

			“Are you smoking?” Gretchen asked. That was new. Or maybe not. With Hilary, one never really knew.

			“I plead the Fifth,” she said. “What do you need?”

			“Can you track down someone named Noah using Frankie’s Instagram? I need to talk to him.”

			“Noah. No last name?”

			“No, but I think they were close friends, and they went to college together. Does that help?”

			“Maybe. That’s not the most common name. But then again, she does have a lot of followers.” There was admiration in Hilary’s tone—and Hilary didn’t admire anyone.

			“How many is a lot?” Gretchen felt petty for caring. And yet she did. Gretchen cared about this online world her husband was a part of, a world in which she had no currency.

			“Close to a hundred K.”

			A hundred thousand people cared about Frankie. They wanted to look at her photos. Stare at her face. She was attractive, of course, but this was a whole different level of attention. What if Thalia was right? What if Richard had been stalking Frankie? And what if that had led to…

			Hilary jumped in to fill the silence. “Don’t worry, don’t worry. They’re probably all bots.” But it was obvious she didn’t really think that. “What is Richard saying?”

			“Saying?” Gretchen asked as the car pulled up in front of her building.

			“Oh, I thought you would have at least talked on the phone by now…I was just wondering if he had any theories about who might be responsible.”

			Ever since they’d seen Frankie’s paintings, Hilary hadn’t uttered a word about a possible affair. It was an act of charity, Gretchen suspected. It made her feel like a terminal case.

			“I don’t know what theories Richard might have,” Gretchen said to Hilary, picking up the pace as she headed into the lobby. Perhaps she could outrun the idea of ever speaking to her husband again. “I haven’t actually talked to him yet.”

			“Oh, Mrs. Falk,” the doorman called out as she strode quickly toward the elevator. This had become her M.O. Move quickly, but don’t be frantic. She had no reason to think that her neighbors knew what was happening. But the co-op board was notoriously gossipy, pumping the doormen constantly for intel. Police at someone’s door would certainly qualify. “Your mail.”

			“Hold on, Hilary,” she said, forcing a casual smile as she came back to collect the huge stack of envelopes. How many days had it been? Richard always got the mail. “Thank you, Joel. Hilary, I’m getting on the elevator. I might lose you.”

			“You should go see him, Gretch,” Hilary continued, as the elevator doors slid shut. “Get it over with. Ask him about her. Look him in the eye when he answers and see if you believe him.”

			“And what if I don’t believe him?” Gretchen asked. God, it was so hard to admit.

			“Then you’ll deal with it. And I’ll be here to hold your hand,” Hilary said. “But you can’t pretend this away, Gretchen. You just can’t. I mean this with love—you have to start facing things.”

			

			* * *

			Gretchen had to tell someone about Richard, but she was as surprised as anyone that the person she picked was her own mother. Later, she would ask herself whether she’d done that on purpose to wake herself up, like splashing cold water on your face. Because she could have guessed what her mother would say even before she uttered a word.

			For nearly a whole year after Gretchen found the receipt from the Crosby Street Hotel, she kept her mouth shut and tried to pretend that it had never happened. That she’d never seen that stupid scrap of paper. And she was also careful to keep her gaze averted from anything else potentially incriminating, lest she stumble on something even worse. She didn’t reach into Richard’s pockets, didn’t look at his texts, didn’t ask him details about his schedule.

			But then someone started calling the house and hanging up. It could have been anyone. Telemarketers or someone pranking the children. But Gretchen worried it was the woman Richard had been seeing, or screwing, or whatever he called what they’d done at the hotel. Fucking—that’s what it was. Gretchen hated that word. It was just so…crass. Like describing two animals. But maybe dirty talk was what really turned Richard on because he had never fully shed his terrible upbringing.

			Regardless, with the hang-ups, Gretchen began to truly seethe, her anger growing and growing until it spiraled out of control.

			Soon it had leached into every part of her life. She existed in a constant state of barely suppressed rage. Became someone she didn’t even recognize. But it wasn’t until she screamed at poor five-year-old Becks when he spilled a glass of juice by accident—a completely innocent accident—that she realized she couldn’t live this way anymore.

			Which left what?

			She considered leaving Richard. Her distrust was a cancer, so maybe the only reasonable solution was to cut it out. To cut him out. She even met with a divorce attorney. Confidentially, of course. A friend of a friend from Choate, in Westchester, of all places. Gretchen couldn’t risk word getting out in the city—their circle of friends devoured bad news like flesh-eating bacteria.

			The Westchester lawyer had assured Gretchen that she was in an excellent position financially. Her multimillion-dollar inheritance belonged to her—in a trust from her grandfather—because she received it long before she and Richard ever married. There was also a very good chance that she would be entitled to half of all the marital assets, including everything Richard had ever earned.

			But Gretchen wasn’t worried about money. She was worried about what getting a divorce would do to the children. About what it would do to her. It was one thing to be “just” a homemaker when you had an actual home to make. But the handful of divorced women she knew all had careers or had always wished they’d had careers. The divorce had been their chance at a second life.

			Gretchen didn’t want a new life. She wanted to keep on taking care of Richard and the children. She wanted the choices she’d made not to be bad ones because Richard couldn’t keep his hands off other women—was that so very much to ask?

			And yet, she still couldn’t bring herself to ask him about the receipt or Chicago or about other women in general. What if he admitted it? What if Richard said that he loved someone else?

			And so she ended up in Greenwich, talking to her mother.

			Gretchen and her mother hadn’t ever been big on heart-to-hearts. Her mother had an icy streak. No, she was an icy streak. But who else could Gretchen trust with the ugly truth about her marriage? At least she knew for sure that her mother wouldn’t tell anyone.

			Her mother had listened on the back porch, stirring her iced tea, expressionless, as Gretchen shared her concerns, just enough to get across how bad the situation was, but perhaps not the full shameful reality. After all, her mother had a bottomless appetite for the unseemly.

			When Gretchen was finished, her mother made a small snorting noise and kept staring out into the distance. And then she was just…silent.

			“I’m sorry, dear, what’s the question?” she asked finally.

			Now it was Gretchen’s turn to snort. “The question is whether or not I should leave Richard.”

			“A divorce?” Now there was an actual burst of laughter.

			“Yes, a divorce, Mother. He cheated on me. I’m convinced. At least once, maybe more than that. And he’s—I mean, I can ask him to stop, but…”

			“Do you think he will?” her mother asked.

			“Stop?”

			“Yes, if you say: ‘Husband of mine, I politely request that you stop whoring around.’ Do you think he will say: ‘Oh, wife of mine, I had no idea it bothered you! Of course, I will cease immediately sticking my manhood places it does not belong!’ ” And then she really laughed. Loud and shrill.

			Gretchen shuddered. Her mother’s use of the word manhood, like something out of a bad romance novel, was especially horrifying. Just that one sentence was as close as they’d ever come to a sex talk. “This isn’t a joke, Mother.”

			“Oh, I’m being deadly serious, dear,” she said. “Divorce Richard, expose your children and this family to the shame of your failure—only to what? Marry another man who will do the exact same thing to you?”

			“You don’t know that.”

			“Yes, I do,” she hissed. “Because they all do it. Every. Last. One. Of. Them. Did you honestly think you were so special, so beautiful, so smart that it wouldn’t happen to you?”

			And then Gretchen almost asked: Are you saying that Dad cheated? But the truth had been looming there her whole life, just out of view. Hidden, but only because Gretchen had averted her eyes. Just like she was doing now.

			“I’m surprised,” Gretchen had pressed.

			“About what?” her mother asked, adjusting her oversize sunglasses on her pale, bony but somehow still very striking face.

			“That you, of all people, would tell me to stay. You didn’t want me marrying Richard in the first place.”

			Her mother took off her sunglasses and turned to look at Gretchen. A grimace played at her lips. “But you went ahead and married him anyway, didn’t you? The beautiful boy who would be loyal to you because he was poor. Because you held the power. But you turned your poor boy into a rich and handsome man. So, it’s your rickety bed. You need to grow up, my dear, and start lying in it.”

			

			* * *

			It turned out the only way to visit someone in Rikers was by riding a packed, rattling old school bus over the bridge and getting patted down at the visitors’ center. And that was only the beginning of the degradation. By the time Gretchen stood in a long line of visiting family members at the Central Welcome Center—which must have been meant ironically—with an enormous German shepherd walking up and down sniffing everyone, she felt like a completely different person. Stripped down, yes, but to some unexpected iron core.

			Then there was a second bus after the Rikers Island Central Welcome Center security screening. Rikers, it turned out, wasn’t a single prison—it was many different prisons spread across the island, which was ringed by fencing and barbed wire. Like some kind of horrifying boarding school.

			The second bus was in far worse shape than the first, rusted and dented with sagging seats. It smelled distinctly of feces, and the bus driver neither spoke nor made eye contact with anyone, jerking especially hard at each stop so that the visitors onboard were jostled uncomfortably. Punishment, perhaps, for whatever it was their family members had done.

			And what if Richard was guilty? What then? Gretchen no longer felt sure of anything.

			

			—

			She was left to wait in the extremely grim and very filthy Otis Bantum visiting area for nearly twenty minutes, which was several lifetimes too long. According to Mikey Pearce, the Otis Bantum Center was one of the better options because it housed only “detained” inmates, not convicted ones. In other words, at least some of the men there were theoretically innocent. For that reason, it was one of the facilities that allowed “full-contact” visits. Gretchen had set aside the rest of Mikey’s advice long before she even boarded the first bus. It didn’t matter if someone was recording every word she said—Gretchen was going to get the answers she needed. The rest was Richard’s problem.

			The visiting area was dotted with nearly two dozen tables and folding chairs, each filled with someone waiting for their inmate. The tables were close, but not so close that Gretchen was worried anyone would overhear. Besides, the other women—and it was almost all women, wives, girlfriends, maybe a mom or two—seemed too shrouded in grief to bother paying attention to anything or anyone else.

			Finally, the side door opened, and the inmates started filing in, past the desk at the front where a guard had checked Gretchen’s ID, then compared it to the required online sign-up again. Gretchen hadn’t seen Richard yet—the line was moving slowly, each inmate pausing to sign in. Gretchen’s chest tightened when she finally spotted him, looking older and thinner. A little anger leaked from Gretchen’s sails.

			No, she reminded herself. Not this time. She could care about Richard, could love him forever, even. But that didn’t change what needed to be done right now.

			As soon as Richard saw Gretchen, he broke into a huge smile. He even stood taller. That was the point of the steadfast wife, wasn’t it—to prop up her husband when things were at their bleakest? Gretchen felt a fresh wave of rage.

			“I’m so glad you’re here,” Richard said as he sat down. “You’re a sight for sore eyes.”

			“You look…tired,” she managed.

			Richard nodded. “It’s, um, impossible to sleep.” He motioned in a circle next to his head with his handcuffed hands. “The noise at night. People jabbering on, arguing, snoring. It’s also freezing in here.”

			Gretchen thought of the way she’d felt sitting in the police station that first night. She’d have frozen to death before she abandoned Richard. She squeezed her hands together so tightly they began to throb.

			“I’ll mail earplugs and a sleep mask,” Gretchen said robotically. Already, this was harder than she thought. “And maybe some warmer socks?”

			Richard smiled at her, the fine lines in his face crinkling. “That would be great. Except probably you can skip the eye mask. That’s not going to play well with the other guys in here.” He leaned across the table. “Are the kids holding up, all things considered? It would be okay if you erred on the bright side. I could use some good news.”

			“Oh, could you?” Gretchen felt like a coiled spring.

			Richard frowned, visibly befuddled. Fucking befuddled—it was a better word than she’d realized. Perfect for this absolutely ridiculous situation.

			“What’s wrong, Gretchen?” Richard asked. “I mean apart from me being in here. You seem…angry.”

			“Who is Shawna—some counselor, Deborah said? Why were you seeing her? Were you having problems at work?”

			“No.” Richard looked offended. “I asked to see her. She’s a therapist, and I felt…like I needed someone to talk to.”

			Gretchen felt even more irritated. “Did it help?”

			“No, she was too…corporate.”

			They were quiet for a moment.

			“The kids are fine,” Gretchen said finally, attempting to swallow over the burning in her throat. “Becks is still home, but he’s worked it out with his professors, and Elizabeth is going to hang around for a bit, which has been—nice, actually.” And it was, now that Gretchen thought about it. “Maybe a little time away from that place will be a good thing for her.”

			Richard looked encouraged. “Oh, wow,” he said. “If something good could come out of this…”

			Gretchen pressed her lips closed for a moment. “Sure.”

			“I really am so glad you’re here,” Richard went on, rubbing his palms up and down his pants. “I miss you so much, Gretchen. That’s been the hardest part of being in here.”

			She thought of the texts he’d sent while lying in their bed. She thought of the watch. She thought of that Crosby Street Hotel receipt crunched in her fist. All of it, a trail of gasoline leading to a deep reservoir inside her. She breathed in through her nose, then out in a long stream through her mouth. But it was no use.

			And then, just like that: Boom.

			“That’s the hardest thing about being at Rikers Island?” Her voice was trembling with fury. “Not the threat of violence, or the loss of freedom, or the inedible food, or the lack of sleep, or the fear of going to prison for the rest of your life—it’s being separated from little ol’ me?”

			Richard’s brow furrowed. “What’s going on, baby?”

			He hadn’t called Gretchen that since they were young and wildly in love. She could almost feel his hands on her shoulders, trying to steer her in the direction he wanted.

			“I know, Richard.”

			“You know what?” he asked, his own irritation starting to poke through. He wasn’t used to his charm offensive failing.

			“All of it. You and Frankie. The texting. Ludlow Coffee Supply, Las Nacionales. You needed an address to send flowers? The watch.” He glanced down at her wrist. “It’s gone. I sold it. Not that I would have worn it here.”

			“You sold it?” He sounded appalled.

			“I needed cash. It’s a long story—you know all about those, right?” She glared at him. “You didn’t buy the watch for me anyway, Ri—”

			“What are you talking about?” he demanded angrily.

			“Don’t.” Gretchen calmly raised a finger. “Please have enough respect for me after thirty-four years of marriage not to lie to my face. Think to yourself: ‘She’s probably not pulling all these details out of thin air. I mean, that would be quite remarkable.’ ” She came up for air, let him twist in the silence. “The salesman at Cartier remembered you, Richard. He asked me about my art. Not to mention that Becks saw you two together at Ludlow Coffee Supply.”

			“Becks? I don’t—” But then Richard’s eyes flickered shut. He shook his head. His shoulders slumped with resignation. “We were friends, Gretchen. That’s all.” But it was halfhearted, at best.

			“Okay. The watch, then—explain that to me. No one buys that kind of gift for a friend, Richard. And learning about it in the store from the salesman was like getting stabbed in the face. So thank you for that.”

			“Gretchen, come on, nothing—”

			“Stop!” She shouted so loudly that a couple of the guards looked in her direction. She lifted a hand in apology, which seemed to satisfy them. Then she turned back to Richard. “Even if nothing happened beyond what I know—those things are bad enough. And, by the way, I also know about the Crosby Street Hotel.”

			“The Crosby Street Hotel?” He pretended to have no idea what she was talking about.

			“Yes, years ago? I found a receipt for a night you stayed there when you claimed you were in Chicago.” Her eyes had started to burn from glaring at him. “Tell me the truth, Richard. The whole truth, or I swear I’m done helping you.”

			His mouth moved, but he stopped himself. Instead, he looked away, across the room toward another couple grinning delightedly at each other like they were on a first date. It was sweet. And sad—Gretchen felt sad for herself. She was not sure about facing the truth. What if it was even worse than you imagined?

			“It was one night, Gretchen.” His voice was rough. “Not even. A few stupid, wasted hours that I regretted immediately. It didn’t mean anything to me, Gretchen. It wasn’t about her. I was just—” He fell silent, shrugged. Then he turned to her, eyes searching—for sympathy, understanding, a way out. “Overwhelmed, the job, the family. This life of ours.”

			“Oh, so our life is the problem?”

			Awkwardly, Richard ran the fingers of his handcuffed hands through his hair. “That’s not what I meant. Just the friends and the obligations and the Hamptons and the tennis club. I thought eventually I’d feel at home in it all.” He grimaced as if the words were physically painful. “I love you, Gretchen. So much. But I’ve never loved all of that.”

			“And so you fucked other women?” He flinched—and boy, was it satisfying. “Because you don’t like the Hamptons?”

			His eyes stayed on his hands, now in his lap. “I don’t know, maybe my childhood…I probably needed a real therapist. Not a corporate coach.” He paused. “It was only that one time, all those years ago. And for the life of me now, I can’t explain why, but I thought it would make it easier to breathe. I don’t even remember her name.”

			Gretchen didn’t realize she was crying until a tear dripped onto her skirt. She wiped at her eyes, pressed her hands to her hot cheeks. “That makes it so much better,” she whispered. She needed to finish now, to get him to tell her the rest of it. “And Frankie, Richard? The watch, the dinner, you were texting her. I saw the messages.”

			His eyes shot up to hers, but he seemed to think better of whatever ludicrous complaint he was about to make about an invasion of his privacy. “Nothing happened between us. Not like a hotel or anything like that. It was all make-believe. I got swept up in the…flirtation, the possibility, that’s all.”

			“That’s all, huh?” Gretchen said quietly. “That and a hundred-and-sixty-seven-thousand-dollar watch.” She was no longer crying. Her face felt like a dried husk.

			“She just—being around her made me feel alive, and young. Like there was still time for me to be whoever I wanted to be…”

			“An artist?” Gretchen didn’t try to hide the disdain she felt.

			Richard looked wounded now, and a little embarrassed. “Something like that, I guess.” He paused. “But I never gave her the watch! I realized it was stupid and impulsive. I didn’t want to give it to her. I should have just returned it, but then I thought if anyone deserved a gift—it was you. I love you, Gretchen. I’ve loved you since the second we met.”

			Richard looked stricken. He could see the damage he had done. Actually, he looked afraid—not sad or remorseful or heartbroken or guilty. He looked terrified.

			“You’re worried that I won’t help you with your case, aren’t you?”

			He made a face, then exhaled sharply. “Maybe I deserve that.”

			“You do,” Gretchen said calmly. “The fact that Frankie was beautiful probably didn’t hurt, either.”

			“No one will ever be as beautiful to me as you. No one.”

			“Oh, shut up, Richard,” she snapped. “This is insulting to my intelligence. And nauseating, frankly. You know, when I went to that restaurant where you had dinner, they said you were obsessed with her.”

			“Obsessed? That’s not true,” he said. “It’s not.”

			“But her friend, that restaurant woman, will eventually tell the police that, you know.”

			“She was being stalked, but it was some ex-boyfriend. He even took photos—”

			“Good God, stop talking.”

			“Anyway, he’s definitely the one who did this.” He paused. “Unless, I mean…”

			“Don’t say another word, Richard,” she said, glancing around the room full of people.

			“I don’t know,” he said, eyeing her pointedly. “People do all sorts of things, for all kinds of reasons, especially when they’re upset. Everyone has a breaking point, Gretchen.”

			“What are you suggesting?”

			He motioned for her to lower her voice. “I know about her studio.” Now it was his turn to look around, conscious, it seemed, of not saying too much. “That’s part of how I ended up here. You know—my pants?” He raised his eyebrows.

			“What the hell do the pants have to do with me?”

			“Come on. I found the paint. The damage to Frankie’s studio? I know it was you.”

			“Richard, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

			“We can leave it,” Richard said. “We should leave it while we’re in this place. I’m just saying: You and I both know there’s more to this situation.”

			“No, Richard, I do not know. I have no idea what you’re talking about.” She glared at him.

			They were quiet for a long moment.

			“How bad is this situation, Richard?” Gretchen asked finally.

			Richard gestured to the Rikers visiting room. “I mean, I’d say the situation is not great.”

			She wasn’t going to let him wriggle away like that. This wasn’t a game. She leaned in and lowered her voice.

			“Just yes or no.” She was asking whether he’d done it, without saying the words. “I am here. And I will agree to stay here, for the sake of our children, for the duration of this situation. Provided you tell me the truth right now. If I find something out later, I will leave. I mean it. Even if it hurts your case. Maybe I will even leave in such a way as to be sure it does.”

			Richard’s face moved through anger to sadness, then settled on resignation. And in the silence, it was impossible for Gretchen to breathe.

			“I did not kill Frankie,” Richard said. And there was a look on his face, a knowing look—that was the word that came to mind. “Did I have a crush? Maybe. Did I cross a line with her? I think you would probably feel I did. I’m not proud of that. And I am sorry, truly. I’m going to make it up to you if I get that chance. But, in this situation, I’d say there’s been a fair amount of bad judgment to go around.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?” Gretchen noticed she was gripping the sides of her chair. She forced herself to let go.

			Richard shrugged. “It means even the most perfect people can let their anger get the best of them, Gretchen. Even you.”

		

	
		
			I followed them for the whole loop—into the park and back. They stopped there and talked for a while with long faces. Like maybe they were even talking about how she was upset, unhappy. How she wanted to change things, finally.

			Because that’s the thing: I know there are problems. I know all about it. And I understand. I know her in a way no one else can. Some people are just connected that way. They don’t even need to talk about it.

			Later, I followed him sneaking out to see her. Together like it’s nothing. It’s not right. Not at all. For her. For me. It’s cruelty all around. And to what end? Why not just come clean and let everyone finally be happy?

			And so that’s what I’ve decided. To make sure everyone tells the truth. I owe it to her. I owe it to myself. She feels the same way. I know it. The way I know my own thoughts.

			Things for me aren’t great right now. But what’s that saying: Things are always darkest before the dawn.

			And she’s the key to turning on the lights.

		

	
		
			
				Before

				Frankie

			
			September 10

			Richard’s apartment building is stunning in that old-world, Upper East Side way—intimidating, too. As the Uber Richard sent pulls away, I stand on the sidewalk, self-conscious about my bare feet and pajamas. I look down at myself, at the mess I’m in. The mess I am.

			We never should have spoken after we came back home.

			

			* * *

			I woke up in my tent, headlamp on, halfway in my sleeping bag, still wearing all my layers, including my parka. What the hell? Then, slowly, it all came back: Van, the rock, the way he cried out. Just the one time. Then the silence. That fucking awful silence.

			For hours we’d held out hope that somehow he would survive.

			While we waited for word, Bakari found a bottle of whiskey secreted at another campsite and proffered it as we sat dazed in the dining tent. He told us to be careful—drinking at altitude was risky. But the waiting was too excruciating to face clear-headed.

			And then the news had finally come: Van was dead. His body already being transported to a hospital near the airport to be readied for the trip home.

			We all got drunk. It didn’t take much. We weren’t any less sad, but after a while it became harder to feel. And then, well, I didn’t really remember.

			I checked my watch: 6:13 a.m.

			Someone coughed—in my tent. I startled.

			“It’s okay. It’s okay,” Richard said. When I rolled over, he leaned across the tent and handed me my water bottle. “Here, drink this.”

			“What happened?” I asked.

			“Bakari was right about the whiskey,” Richard said. “It hit us hard. You most of all. Probably a body mass thing, but you just put your head down on the table all of a sudden. You were half asleep while we walked you back here and got you into your sleeping bag. You okay now?” Richard looked sad sitting on his sleeping bag in the pale morning glow in the tent.

			“Yes, I think I’m…really hungover? Or that could be altitude.”

			“Both, probably. Or the shock,” Richard said.

			“Is Van really…”

			Richard nodded and looked away. “Yeah. It’s going to be so brutal—his wife, you know? They just—they were really, really in love. Not just married, you know? She’s going to be dev—” His voice cut out.

			“I’m so sorry.” I reached out and put a hand on his hiking boot. I meant to do it only for a second. I intended to lift my hand away. But I could not. I did not.

			Richard and I were kissing before I fully realized what was happening. It was tentative at first. But then we exploded against each other, hands digging under layers of clothing to find bare skin. I was on top of him, my hips pushed forward against his. Hands searching every part of each other. It wasn’t until I reached for his belt that I felt a jolt of shame. I was already pulling away when I heard a voice outside the tent.

			“Hello, Frankie.”

			A moment later, Kito was inside squatting beside me, checking my numbers: 92 over 89. Solid, by any measure. I’d had to stall and stall before slipping the pulse oximeter onto my finger, chatting until my heart had slowed.

			“You will be okay,” Kito said. “We will watch carefully, but we are headed down now. You should quickly improve. We will have breakfast and then set off.”

			“Thanks, Kito,” Richard said. “We’ll be over in a second.”

			After he left, Richard sat back down on his sleeping bag. The silence grew long and heavy.

			I will not let myself confuse need with love.

			“You really spent the whole night in here?” I asked.

			“Yeah,” Richard said, his eyes on his watch as he adjusted and readjusted it. “I was worried.”

			“Thank you,” I said. “For looking out for me.”

			As the sun broke over the horizon, it set the inside of the tent on fire. We were face-to-face, Richard’s hat off, his hair tousled. I was close enough to notice the streaks of gray at his temples, the fine lines near his eyes. And yet he still looked youthful to me, and his eyes glittered with kindness. How different my life might have been if I’d met someone like Richard first, before the Senator. Before everything about me got turned inside out.

			“I’ve wanted to look out for you since the second we met,” he said. Each word felt weighted. Deliberate. He was quiet for a beat. “Do you know what I mean?”

			“I know exactly.”

			He took my hand. But somehow the moment felt like an ending—inevitable, sad, necessary. I don’t remember who let go first.

			A minute later, or an hour or five, we were packed up and headed down the mountain.

			Two days later we were on our way home. In between had been hours filled with grief and gutting phone calls to the States, informing people about the accident. No calls for me, of course. I didn’t have anyone I needed to tell. And so my trip ended in a weird, stunted kind of grief. I hadn’t known Van well, and yet I knew him in such a strangely intimate way, which left me with no place to put his death.

			All I had left was my longing for Richard, which also felt somehow like grief. And my hope, cut short by tragedy—which made it easy to ignore all the other problems with our connection. We still felt like an unsolved puzzle when we said goodbye at the airport.

			A puzzle I knew I should not bring home to New York.

			

			
				
				* * *
			

			I have my reasons for ending up at Richard’s apartment building—I’m scared, I need a place to go, I can’t reach anyone else. But I could have tried more people. I could have waited at some brightly lit café until Thalia woke up. I can still leave now. It’s not too late.

			And yet, he’s part of the situation. Richard has a right to know the context, to understand how dangerous the Senator might be. There is a very real possibility he will go to Richard’s wife—just out of spite.

			But deep down, I know none of these is the real reason I’m here. I can’t leave the puzzle unsolved

			A moment later I’m inside Richard’s immaculate marble lobby, an extravagant arrangement of fragrant lilacs on the reception desk helmed by a tall, young doorman.

			“I’m here to see the Falks. They know I’m coming.” I smile and motion to my outfit, trying not to hate myself for my very deliberate, very false use of they. “I got locked out of my apartment. Sorry about the…no shoes.”

			The doorman leans over, eyes widening when he spies my bare feet. “Oh, yeah, you can’t…No.”

			“Can you please call up? Or I can just go…” I gesture toward the elevator.

			He frowns as he snatches up the phone. A moment later, his voice is much softer and more submissive. “I have a young lady here, a…” He looks my way and raises his chin, asking for my name.

			“Thalia,” I say, hoping that Richard will remember. Another lie so easily told. And now Richard and I have yet another secret. How many more before we are comprised entirely of lies?

			

			—

			Richard is standing at the door when I step off the elevator. He waves me into the apartment like an excited teenager, and I feel a pang of regret. Whatever my legitimate reasons, this is why I really came.

			The hallway is as fancy as the lobby, lavishly textured yet tasteful wallpaper, a delicately patterned, luxurious runner setting off polished hardwood. The carpet squishes between my bare toes as I make my way to Richard’s door.

			Richard smiles, shaking his head. “What happened?” he asks in a loud whisper, pointing at my feet.

			I put my finger to my lips. I’ll tell you when I’m inside. And then I am. Inside. Standing in Richard’s stately marble foyer, which opens to a gleaming kitchen on the left, a sprawling living room lined with massive windows on the right, an elegant staircase in between. A duplex. It’s all pristine, sparkling white, dotted with navy-blue accents in the living room, mint-green in the kitchen. It’s so…serene. That’s my first reaction.

			My second reaction hits me with stunning force. I am a trespasser in this woman’s home, pure and simple. I am invading a place of serenity that she created for her husband and children. Worse, I’ve convinced myself there’s something noble about what’s happening. Or fated. That I have no choice. But everyone chooses, all the time. I’ve decided that how I feel is more important than pretty much anything else. Including what’s right.

			And so what does that make me—a monster, a whore? Or just lonely, human. Alive. Maybe I am all those things—and always will be—whether I climb one mountain or a hundred.

			“What’s going on, Frankie?” Richard asks. He sounds concerned as he leads me into the kitchen. “Come sit. Let me get you some water.”

			“Are you sure it’s okay that I’m here?”

			“Absolutely fine. Gretchen’s off at tennis and then headed straight to a full day of benefit meetings, so you’ve missed her.” On his way to the sink, he reaches out as if to put a hand on my shoulder but stops short. His hesitation sucks the wind out of me. “I’m glad you’re here. I was going to text you again. Something has been bothering me.”

			I brace myself. “Oh, yeah—what’s that?”

			“Are you sure that Van was right behind you?”

			This is what he wants to talk about? “You mean before he fell?”

			He nods. “It’s been bugging me ever since we talked about it after dinner at Las Nacionales.”

			“Yeah, I think so.” I replay those last moments again. “I can’t be a hundred percent sure, but I remember Van said something, and he was right behind me. Then Kito came up to ask me if I was okay, so it would have been Van and then Brooks in back.”

			Richard rubs his chin, deep in thought. “But Brooks said he was in front of Van, that’s why he didn’t see what happened.”

			“Maybe he felt bad?” I shrug. “Wanted to pretend he didn’t see it?”

			“That doesn’t sound like Brooks,” Richard says. “He also made a lot of money because Van didn’t get down from the mountain. He was going to call off the sale.”

			“I thought Brooks was rich already.”

			“Yes, but I found out from Scotty that Brooks had to leverage some position in his dad’s company right before the trip. It cleaned him out, apparently. Plus, his wife left him before we went to Tanzania. Scotty told me that, too.”

			“You really think he’s capable of what you’re suggesting?” I asked.

			It’s Richard’s turn to shrug. “I grew up believing that pretty much anyone is capable of anything. And Brooks…I’ve known him a long time and he’s always had some kind of chip missing. I’m not sure most people notice, or they just think he’s odd. Gretchen definitely doesn’t see it. But the whole nerd persona always struck me as a bit of an act. Brooks is a wolf in sheep’s clothing. Did you notice?”

			“I don’t know.” I had seen something, though, hadn’t I? When Brooks had come up behind me that day outside the dining tent. Something genuinely sharp and menacing beneath all the awkwardness.

			“Maybe I’ll message Kito and see if he knows—he walked past them on his way to check on you.” He pauses. “Anyway, let’s get back to you in your pajamas and no shoes…”

			“There was somebody in my apartment,” I say. “I got scared and ran out. Left my keys.”

			Richard takes a step toward me. “What do you mean? Who was in your apartment?”

			It sounds even worse now that I’ve said it out loud. “I don’t know. I started painting and then I heard a noise and…the window was open. I ran out the front door. I never saw who it was.”

			“You left the window open?”

			“No.” His clear blue eyes are so filled with concern it makes my chest ache. “That’s the thing—I didn’t. I specifically checked them before I went to sleep. I always do. They were closed. And locked.”

			“That’s terrifying,” Richard says. This time he does put his hand on my shoulder, squeezing it quickly. “This is the same guy, with the picture?”

			I nod. “And he sent another one of us together.”

			“Holy shit. Did you call the police this time?”

			“No,” I say. I am on the verge of tears. “I can’t. I have to talk to a lawyer first. It’s a long story, but I signed this agreement, and I don’t think I can—” My vision blurs, tears running down my cheeks. “I’m sorry…”

			Sorry that Richard isn’t mine. Sorry that I can’t call the police like a normal person. Sorry that I’m standing here in some other woman’s home, with her husband.

			“You don’t need to apologize to me.”

			“What if he sends the pictures to your wife?”

			“I’d rather he didn’t.” He hesitates before moving his hand down to my upper arm. “But if it happens, we’ll deal with it.”

			A part of me loves hearing this. But a bigger part of me knows that I deserve better. What am I doing?

			“Has he asked for money?”

			“Not yet,” I say. “He does seem unstable, though. His messages are just really…They don’t even make any sense. Why threaten me, when I’ve stayed quiet all this time?”

			“You’re right: It doesn’t make sense. Which seems all the more reason to call the police.”

			“Maybe I will.” Richard flashes me a skeptical look. “I mean it. I just need to get home, get dressed.”

			He shakes his head like he is shedding the thought. “You know, Gretchen will be out for the whole day. Won’t be back until late.”

			He smiles at me then. It’s not a simple smile.

			“I need to leave,” I say, the words both a shield and a sword.

			Richard seems to consider pushing, thinks better of it. He nods as he removes his hand from my arm. And I feel relieved. “Let me at least get you a pair of flip-flops. From one of the girls’ rooms, maybe. I don’t think Gretchen wears them.”

			The way he mentions his wife so casually is destabilizing. It’s making me feel like I’ve imagined the part of this that’s wrong. Or maybe I’ve just imagined the whole thing.

			But the reality is that the soles of my feet are raw. And I could use some shoes. “Yes, thank you,” I say. “If you have some you don’t mind me borrowing, that would be great.”

			“Okay, but please just sit back down. Drink the glass of water, for God’s sake,” Richard says as he walks into the foyer. “I’ll be right back.”

			My mouth feels like it’s lined with fleece. I pick up the glass and drain it quickly, head over to the sink to refill it. Tucked in a corner of the counter, there’s a little bag from Cartier. Jewelry bought for his wife, waiting there for her to open in their home.

			“Got ’em!” Richard calls out as he returns, beaming. He’s gripping a pair of flip-flops as he crosses over to the kitchen table where I’ve been sitting, staring at that Cartier bag. Wondering how I got into this mess. “These were my daughter Elizabeth’s.”

			“You’re sure she won’t miss them?”

			“They’re ten-dollar flip-flops, Frankie. You can keep them,” Richard says. “Also, she’s never here. She’s in some kind of cult.”

			“What?”

			“It’s a long story.”

			“Thank you,” I say. My heart is pounding as I slip them on. “Can I use your bathroom before I leave?” I want to blow my nose, maybe splash water on my face. I need to pull myself together.

			“Of course.” He motions down the hall. “There’s a powder room right there.”

			

			—

			The little bathroom is comically gold. A teeny tiny explosion of vulgarity in a world of otherwise tasteful restraint—gold-leaf wallpaper, gold-framed mirror. At least the toilet is not gold. There are no tissues or toilet paper in sight. I check underneath the small vanity. Nothing but pricey room spray and even pricier hand soap. Maybe the wife isn’t so perfect, after all.

			There’s a closet across from the toilet. No toilet paper there, either. As I’m closing the door, my eye catches on a Goldman Sachs gym bag at the bottom of the closet. The bag is partially unzipped, exposing something that isn’t gym clothes. I crouch down for a closer look.

			Cans of spray paint—red, yellow, blue. The same three neon colors that were used to destroy my studio.

		

	
		
			Grand Jury Transcript

			Testimony of Crime Scene Investigator Celia Leland

			Conducted by Abigail Hoffman, Assistant District Attorney

			November 27

			Q. Can you describe the state of the blood evidence when you arrived at Ms. Callahan’s apartment?

			A. There was a significant amount of blood, and also blood spatter. There were also large sections of floor that appeared clean to the naked eye, but blood residue was detected when using luminol, a chemical used to reveal traces of blood residue.

			Q. What did you conclude?

			A. The volume of blood residue combined with the significant volume of actual blood at the scene was indicative of catastrophic injuries to the victim.

			Q. Catastrophic?

			A. Fatal. There were approximately two liters of blood found and evidence of significant additional blood that had been cleaned up. That amount of blood loss is not survivable.

			Q. Your office found a body in connection with this case, correct?

			A. Yes. The body of a female in her thirties in the Hudson River near Battery Park.

			Q. And you identified that body as Frankie Callahan’s?

			A. Not officially, but we did believe it was her at the time of the arraignment and for several days thereafter. The physical description matched—hair and eye color, height and weight. The body’s damaged fingerprints were consistent with Frankie Callahan being a painter. The wounds were also consistent with the blood evidence, and there was a partial tattoo in the chest area that was in the right approximate location and, from what was visible, the right approximate shape. There had been a lot of sharp-force damage to the body, stab wounds, making a facial identification impossible, and DNA and dental records were not available to us at arraignment.

			Q. But it wasn’t her body?

			A. No. Ultimately, the DNA was not a match. The body was not Frankie Callahan’s. This was established shortly after the arraignment.

			Q. Does this kind of misidentification happen often?

			A. I wouldn’t call it a “misidentification.” Our office offered a preliminary identification based on the limited information at our disposal and in the limited time available prior to arraignment. But no, it does not happen often. It happens more often than a layman might think, but it requires a unique set of circumstances.

			Q. And that unique set of circumstances was present here?

			A. Apparently.

			Q. Could you please answer yes or no?

			A. Yes.

			Q. What did you do once you had established that the body did not belong to Frankie Callahan?

			A. We alerted the prosecution’s office, and they began reevaluating the evidence.

		

	
		
			
				After

				Gretchen

			
			September 18

			Mikey and Gretchen were seated in the living room. He’d asked to speak to Gretchen alone, without Elizabeth, who’d complied with surprisingly little fuss. Becks wasn’t home, hadn’t been home for hours, even though Gretchen had texted several times. She needed to speak with him.

			“First off, I’m here as Richard’s attorney,” Mikey began. “But also as yours.”

			“Why would I need a lawyer?”

			The men. Oh, she had a bad feeling now. Yes, that man had claimed he’d had nothing to do with what happened. But who knew what was true?

			Mikey pulled a document from his briefcase. “This is just a precaution. For confidentiality purposes. Don’t want anyone trying to argue that something you tell me isn’t privileged because I’m not your lawyer.” He placed the paper on her Cézanne coffee-table book and handed her a pen. “It’s a retainer agreement.”

			“Yes. I understand,” she said, panic rising in her throat as she quickly signed. She returned the pen to him. “Now can you tell me what this is about?”

			“Okay. I need you to listen carefully,” he said. He seemed to be steeling himself. “The DNA on Richard’s pants is not back yet. But when it does come back, which will be soon, it’s going to match Frankie Callahan’s. It’s her DNA, Gretchen.”

			“I don’t understand what you’re saying.” Bang, bang, bang went her heart. “Did—did Richard say he was there?”

			“Yes. He was there, but he did not kill her.” Mikey held eye contact with Gretchen. There was something careful about it—gentle and firm—like he was holding her upright with the force of his gaze. “He was in her apartment that night.”

			“Oh my God.” Gretchen clamped a hand over her mouth.

			Mikey held up a palm like a stop sign. “It’s not what it sounds like. When he arrived, she was already dead.”

			“That’s what he told you?”

			“Yes, and I believe him. And to be honest, I don’t always believe my clients,” he said. “Anyway, that’s why her blood is on his pants. It’s extremely damaging evidence, obviously. Regardless of how it got there.”

			Gretchen felt like she might retch. “This is not happening.”

			“It’s going to be okay,” Mikey said, though even he didn’t sound convinced. “The important thing is that he didn’t do it, Gretchen.”

			“Stop saying my name!” she shouted, regretting it immediately. “I’m sorry. It’s just making me feel…worse.”

			“It’s okay,” Mikey said. He was quiet then, leaving Gretchen at a loss. But at least he didn’t tell her to breathe or stay calm or make any of the usual infuriating suggestions.

			“I’m sorry, but this is…” Facts. That was what mattered now. “What does this…mean?”

			“We need to use whatever you know to help Richard while still keeping you out of harm’s way. I promise.”

			What did he mean? Keep her out of harm’s way?

			

			* * *

			Richard and Gretchen had been married for ten years when Richard finally tried to put his foot down. He wanted to celebrate Christmas in their home, with their own Christmas tree. He wanted to start building their own traditions. After all, they had two children now.

			“Next year,” Gretchen had said as she did every year. “I promise.”

			This was a lie. Nothing he said would ever change the fact that they needed to go home for the holidays. To her childhood home. Her parents expected it. It was expected in general. Richard didn’t have his own family to visit, which, in the early years, had made the matter slightly less complicated. But he wasn’t especially comfortable in Greenwich, with all the social obligations that accompanied spending the holiday there—Christmas dinner for thirty, the cocktail party at the club, and the annual caroling party at the Finches’.

			It was all a little over-the-top. Gretchen could see that. Certainly, these kinds of celebrations were not as fancy elsewhere, but Richard didn’t seem to understand that these gatherings were what it meant to be part of a community, a family.

			From the moment they arrived in Greenwich this particular year, everything had felt slightly off. The girls had been cranky, and Richard’s mind seemed to be elsewhere. On the night of the caroling, Gretchen had a bad feeling when her father started drinking hours before. It was always something of a boozy affair, but this year he was fully drunk before cocktails had even begun. “Drunk and oppositional”—that was what her mother always called it, as if he were a toddler. But that was downplaying matters. Her father was extremely nasty when he was drunk, picking fights with anyone he could find. Men, usually. But not this year. This year his focus was on Gretchen.

			“Why did we even send you to Dartmouth?” he’d asked as they gathered in the foyer, bundling into their coats while the cars idled in the driveway.

			The Finches lived only a few houses down, but it was a freezing-cold night, so her parents’ drivers would take them. Gretchen knew the extravagance drove Richard to absolute distraction. Who doesn’t drive their own car?

			“What are you talking about, dear?” her mother asked, though only an idiot would have missed that this line of conversation wasn’t worth pursuing. Her father had been picking on Gretchen all night. Her hair, her clothing, the baby weight. That last one a joke about the price Richard had to pay for children—losing his wife’s figure. Richard had glared at him before turning to Gretchen, who had motioned to let it go. But Richard didn’t approve of ignoring her father’s “oppositional” behavior. Easy for him to say when his own drunk father was long gone.

			Her father’s face was flushed as he leaned back against the wall, coat on, highball in hand. “I’m saying, look at her.” Gretchen was crouched down, zipping Elizabeth’s jacket. “Breeding doesn’t require an education.”

			Gretchen had closed her eyes and kept her back to him. Would Cassandra and Elizabeth remember this? The moment when her father spoke to her that way, and she let him? But the two girls were obliviously giggling.

			“Hey, Chad,” Richard said. His voice crackled with anger. “Talk to my wife like that again, and I will level you.”

			Her father laughed. “How dare you—”

			“And you won’t get back up.”

			Her father left her alone for the rest of the evening. It wasn’t until they were being driven back to the house, the children asleep, that they spoke of it.

			“We don’t have to go back inside,” Richard had said. “We could get in our car with the kids and go home.” He hesitated, took her hand, and squeezed it until she looked at him. “We could leave our life behind there, too, if you want. Start new.” And when Gretchen turned to look at him, his eyes were so hopeful.

			Gretchen felt like she might cry. “Leave behind your whole career and our apartment and all the children’s friends?”

			He nodded, his eyes filled with love. “All I’ve ever needed was you.”

			

			* * *

			“Gretchen,” Mikey said, drawing her attention back to their conversation. “Richard told me about the spray paint.” His eyebrows were raised expectantly. He clearly believed this was the moment Gretchen was going to fill in some sort of gap.

			“What spray paint?” Cluelessness could be an art, in and of itself.

			“Apparently, someone broke into Frankie Callahan’s studio and vandalized it.” He paused. “Richard told us he found cans of spray paint and other related items in your home. He suggested you might know something about the damage?”

			“He thinks I broke into her art studio and vandalized it? Me?” He was right: She wasn’t just going to sit there. But vandalism?

			Mikey’s gaze was unwavering, and disconcerting. “He doesn’t know, Gretchen. The only explanation he could come up with was that you must have…” He paused. “When Richard went to Frankie’s apartment the night she was killed and saw what had happened, he panicked. Because he was concerned that maybe…” He nodded at Gretchen.

			Becks. He’d been following Richard and Frankie. Becks whose troublemaking friend Luke lived with “street artists.” No. No. No.

			“Gretchen?” Mikey pressed.

			“He thought that I…” She couldn’t even finish the sentence. “Unbelievable.”

			“To be clear, he started trying to clean up only because he was trying to protect you. So the blood on his pants is Frankie’s. That’s also why he panicked when the police turned their attention to you, why he started making incriminating statements. He was concerned there was something to cover up.”

			“Did he move her body?” Gretchen asked softly.

			“God, no.” Mikey waved a hand. “When he got there, the door was open and there was blood everywhere, but no body. She had already been moved.” He hesitated as if to give her another opportunity to explain what had happened. Did Mikey Pearce actually suspect her? “In any case, the police don’t seem to know about the studio damage yet. But surely Frankie told someone other than Richard. So if you’re saying it wasn’t you, it would be helpful to tell the police.”

			“Fine. It was me,” she said. “We will need to keep that to ourselves.”

			

			—

			It took forever for Mikey Pearce to leave. He wouldn’t stop with questions to which there were no safe answers; it was with no small amount of relief that Gretchen finally saw him to the elevator. She was heading upstairs when the doorman called up again. A moment later, Deborah was in the foyer. She had on a long-sleeved pink dress with huge white flowers, a Zabar’s tote bag over her shoulder, and a casserole dish in her hands.

			“Lasagna,” Deborah said, smiling sheepishly as she stepped into the foyer. “It’s ridiculous. You must have someone who cooks for you. The last thing you need is my lasa—”

			“No, no. Thank you.” Gretchen felt genuinely overcome by the simple kindness. She took the glass dish, gripping it like a flotation device in front of her. “It’s perfect. I don’t remember the last time I ate something.”

			Deborah rested a hand on Gretchen’s back. “Come. I’ll make us some tea,” she said, steering Gretchen to the kitchen and depositing her at the counter as she heated water and let Gretchen point her toward the correct cabinets.

			While the tea was steeping, Deborah took a seat next to Gretchen and explained that she had some work-related papers that required Richard’s signature. She wasn’t sure of the procedure for that sort of thing—she offered this matter-of-factly as though they were discussing how to get something to Richard while he was vacationing in the Caribbean.

			“I’m sure his lawyers will know how to go about it.” Deborah placed a folder on the marble counter, pressing down on it with her hand. “Are you holding up okay, Gretchen?”

			It was only then that Gretchen realized she’d folded back the tinfoil and was eating Deborah’s cold lasagna right out of the pan with a fork. Had apparently been at it long enough to polish off a solid corner.

			“It’s delicious, Deborah,” she said as if she’d known all along exactly what she was doing. As though it were completely normal to eat cold lasagna out of the pan. She secured the foil and stood up to put the fork in the sink, before rubbing her hands together, brushing off imaginary crumbs.

			“Why don’t you sit down, Gretchen?” Deborah looked concerned.

			Gretchen nodded—that did seem like a good idea—but her phone rang before she could join Deborah at the counter.

			“Oh, my…that’s her,” Deborah exclaimed as she reached for the phone and handed it to Gretchen.

			“Who?”

			“The woman who came to see Richard at the office,” Deborah said, pointing to the screen. “That’s her picture on your phone. She’s calling you right now.”

			When Gretchen looked down, there was Hilary’s glamorous photo—sun hat, bathing suit—smiling back at her.

			

			—

			Hilary opened the door in her bathrobe, seeming completely unsurprised to see Gretchen even though she hadn’t called or texted in advance. Maybe she’d been anticipating this confrontation all along.

			“Hey, doll.” She kissed Gretchen on the cheek. Despite the robe, she had a full face of makeup on and her hair was done. She also reeked of alcohol. “We’ve got to leave for a few—or I mean…” She scrunched her face playfully. “I mean, I’ve got to leave in a few. I need to meet Scotty at Eleven Madison. Some stupid client he’s trying to impress, even though he knows I fucking hate that place. The maître d’ is such a dick. It’s like, Listen, dick, you do know you work in a restaurant?”

			“Scotty’s not here?” Gretchen asked, relieved.

			“Nope, and I’m already late. So come in, come in. Sit with me for a minute and I can be even later! You want a cocktail?” she called over her shoulder as she swayed toward the open kitchen. “Don’t worry. I’m not as drunk as I seem.” She refilled her glass. “I am more drunk.”

			“Yes, as a matter of fact, I would like a drink.” Actually, Gretchen wanted five.

			“Alrighty, now we’re talking!”

			Hilary had an affair with Richard? Gretchen had been turning the possibility over and over in her head since Deborah left. But it simply would not stick. She didn’t believe it any more than she believed that Richard had killed Frankie—she simply rejected it on a cellular level. But then again, maybe her whole life was built on a shoddy foundation.

			“Clase Azul.” Hilary grinned delightedly as she handed Gretchen a very full tumbler of clear alcohol and joined her on the sleek white sectional that was much more comfortable than it looked.

			Scotty and Hilary lived in one of those storied prewar buildings on Central Park West that was not the Dakota but could have been. Hilary’s tastes were very modern, though, and she’d insisted on an exorbitant gut renovation that had blown out most of the apartment’s walls. And installed nearly all white furnishings, despite the boys.

			Gretchen stared down at her glass. “What is Clase…”

			“It’s very expensive mezcal. Just drink it. Oh, and I have good news!” She dug her phone out of her robe pocket and tapped the screen. Google Maps was open to a street view of an address in the West Village. “Noah King! He lives here.”

			“You found him?” Gretchen zoomed in on the image for a closer look. It was a doorman building. Very nice. “You’re sure he lives here?”

			“Pretty sure,” Hilary said, taking her phone back and draining her glass. “A master class in cyberstalking, if you ask me. Dr. Noah King is not on social media. But Frankie mentioned him by name—first and last—one time in the caption of one post she made about some NYU reunion two years ago. I googled his name and NYU and eventually, voilà. He’s a shrink.”

			On one level, Gretchen regretted asking Hilary to find him. Every new rock she’d turned over so far seemed to have something even darker and uglier underneath. But then—there was the matter of the spray paint.

			Gretchen had called Luke’s mom, Mathilda, the moment Deborah had left the apartment.

			“Oh, hi, Gretchen!” Mathilda sounded thrilled to hear from her.

			After enduring a little chitchat, Gretchen had finally gotten to the point.

			“This is going to sound like an odd question, but could you tell me what kind of street art Luke does? A friend’s daughter is interested in learning more.”

			“Graffiti!” Mathilda said, not bothering to hide her disdain. “Spray-painting, to be more accurate—can you imagine? But believe it or not, a gallery just reached out about selling some of his ‘work.’ Apparently, there’s actually a market for that kind of thing.”

			All signs now pointed to Becks as the person who had destroyed Frankie’s studio. And then there was Luke, who would have happily encouraged mayhem for the sake of mayhem. But what if it hadn’t stopped at Frankie’s studio? What if Becks had been upset enough to go to Frankie’s apartment and confront her?

			That was why Gretchen still needed to talk to Noah. Maybe he knew the name of the ex-boyfriend who had been stalking Frankie. She didn’t care who it was. She just needed a suspect other than her son.

			“Thank you,” Gretchen said to Hilary, staring at her friend. Her best friend. She took a sip of her drink, willing herself to go on. “Hilary…did you sleep with Richard?”

			Hilary spat out a mouthful of mezcal onto her impractical white shag carpet. Then she barked out a laugh as she sat up. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

			Her shock seemed genuine. Still, Gretchen did not feel as relieved as she had hoped she would be. “Richard’s secretary, Deborah—she said you were at Goldman. That you wanted to confront him about something.”

			Hilary closed her eyes for a long time, far too long.

			“I know you think she walks on water, but that woman is a judgy bitch,” she said finally. “I knew the second I spoke to her that she’d make it her mission to snitch.”

			“Snitch?”

			“Okay, fine. Not the point.” Hilary waved a hand, erasing the word. “Scotty told me that Frankie came to him for some legal advice a week or so ago. She said someone was harassing her. But she also said that she and Richard had been seeing each other. Scotty made me promise not to say anything to you.” She took a sip of her drink. “So I went there to tell Richard to go fuck himself.”

			“Oh.” Gretchen felt…nothing. She was completely numb. What a fool she had been. Had everyone known but her?

			“Hey, I’m sorry,” Hilary said quietly, grabbing Gretchen’s hand and squeezing it. Gretchen could see the gesture, even if she couldn’t feel it. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. I could have ignored Scotty. And I was going to. I told him if he didn’t make Richard tell you, that I would. And then…she was dead.”
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			(Cont.)

			Q. Okay, so what was your understanding of the connection between Mr. Falk and Ms. Callahan?

			A. That it was exactly that—a connection. There was no relationship.

			Q. What do you know about the events that took place late at night on September 10th and in the early-morning hours of September 11th?

			A. On the advice of counsel, I plead the Fifth Amendment on the grounds that anything I say might incriminate me.

			Q. Do you know what happened in Frankie’s apartment that night?

			A. On the advice of counsel, I plead the Fifth Amendment on the grounds that anything I say might incriminate me.

			Q. Do you know who was in the apartment that night?

			A. On the advice of counsel, I plead the Fifth Amendment on the grounds that anything I say might incriminate me.

			Q. Do you know, Mr. King, where Ms. Callahan is now?

			A. On the advice of counsel, I plead the Fifth Amendment on the grounds that anything I say might incriminate me.

		

	
		
			
				Before

				Frankie

			
			September 10

			Turns out, the management company had a set of keys to my apartment. By the time I pick them up, Thalia has also called me back, offering to help. But I can’t bear to return her call. If I hear her voice I’ll fall apart. So instead of responding to her, I walk over to the East River, then south. My thoughts keep returning to what I will do with Richard’s daughter’s surprisingly comfortable flip-flops—keep them, wear them, throw them out. The comfort of minutiae is sometimes not small at all. I walk all the way to the bottom of Manhattan and across the Brooklyn Bridge, watching the tourists ambling by in a steady stream. Lives going on in the face of mine falling apart again and again.

			Richard destroyed my paintings and trashed my studio—finally, the thought I’ve been avoiding sticks. And then he swooped in to the rescue. Did he just get lucky with the Senator’s texts starting up again at the same time? Richard couldn’t have been responsible for those. No one knows about the Senator except Noah.

			When I’m finally back at my building, I ask my elderly neighbor Hans to stand by while I double-check that the apartment is empty. He agrees, though he seems both suspicious and confused as he stands in the entryway in his dress pants and striped tank top.

			“Okay, it’s fine. You can go,” I say apologetically when I’m done.

			“You are sure?” he asks, scowling. This is the most Hans and I have ever spoken. I resist an overwhelming urge to hug him.

			“Yes, thank you.”

			After he’s gone and I’m finally home alone behind my closed apartment door, the levee breaks. I start to cry. I slide down until I’m kneeling on the floor, elbows against the hard wood.

			There is nowhere left for me to go, and I am scared. Really, really scared. And so, finally, I call the police.

			“You’re saying someone broke in this morning?” the operator asks, not attempting to hide her skepticism.

			“Yes.”

			“But they didn’t take anything? And you didn’t actually see anyone. And now they’re gone.”

			“They were here,” I repeat. My voice is shaking.

			“Okay,” the operator says. She may very well believe me, but she also doesn’t sound concerned.

			“He’s been harassing me. He also broke into my art studio and trashed that.”

			I’m pretty sure it was the Senator who broke into my apartment, Richard my studio. But what difference does it make if they are two different people? That’s the police’s job to figure out.

			“Then there’s an open case. You should call those detectives directly.”

			“I didn’t report the first incident.” A long pause. “It’s someone who—it’s an ex-boyfriend. He’s really angry.” I almost say it out loud: He raped me. I almost do. “I’m scared. Can you please just send someone?”

			Maybe by the time they get here I’ll finally be ready to tell the whole story.

			“I’ll put in a report,” she says, then lowers her voice. “Listen, if they don’t show up within an hour, call back. And maybe say there’s someone in your apartment right then? You hear what I’m saying?” Lie—that is the point she is making. Lie, when here I am finally trying to tell the truth. “With a crime in progress, a car goes out right away.”

			“Thank you,” I say. “I will.”

			After I hang up, I manage to paint the rest of the day. I am so amped on adrenaline, I don’t even notice that the police never arrive. When I finish, I swear I’ve only been working a few hours, but it’s dark when I step back and see what I’ve been up to in the hours lost to my unconscious. It’s a portrait of me. More realistic than anything I’ve ever done. I’m sitting alone in the apartment, facing the windows, wearing my favorite painting overalls. It could have been a mournful, lonely image. But there is something strangely hopeful about it. Almost celebratory—but quietly so, like a whisper. I sit for a long time on a kitchen chair some distance away from the canvas, just staring at it. I can feel my whole body unspooling. That person in the painting—she is going to be okay. She is okay.

			I’ll call the police again. I’ll keep calling until someone comes. Until someone makes the Senator—and Richard, I guess—answer for what they’ve done.

			I stand, raise my brush again to quickly smooth over one last overly harsh edge before I make the call. But then a creak right behind me, the floorboards.

			I freeze.

			Someone is there. In my apartment.

			They’re already right behind me.
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			Q. How did you first meet Frankie Callahan?

			A. On a trip to Kilimanjaro.

			Q. Were you in love with her, Mr. Falk?

			A. No.

			Q. Did you have romantic feelings for her?

			A. I think I’d call it a crush. She was tied up in the climb—and that was a very emotional experience for me, for a lot of reasons, including the death of a close friend.

			Q. But you had romantic feelings for her also, didn’t you? You are under oath, Mr. Falk.

			A. Yes. Some.

			Q. Do you know what happened to Ms. Callahan, Mr. Falk?

			A. No, I do not.

			Q. Were you at one point charged with her murder?

			A. I was. The charges were dropped shortly after the arraignment.

			Q. But you were convicted of a related crime?

			A. Tampering with evidence. I wasn’t convicted, though—I pled no contest as part of a plea agreement.

			Q. You’re still considered convicted even if you pled no contest.

			A. I stand corrected.

			Q. Were you in Frankie Callahan’s apartment in the early-morning hours of September 11th?

			A. Yes.

			Q. What were you doing there?

			A. We’d had a—not a fight—a misunderstanding earlier. And I wanted to clear it up.

			Q. What was the fight about?

			A. She thought I’d done something to her studio, which I hadn’t.

			Q. Because she found spray paint in your apartment?

			A. Yes.

			Q. Originally you thought maybe your wife had killed her?

			A. Yes. But I was wrong about that. Completely and totally wrong, obviously.

		

	
		
			
				After

				Gretchen

			
			September 19

			Gretchen decided to approach Noah King down at his office instead of at home. It seemed safer that way and also less threatening. Surely he knew what had happened to Frankie by now, so he wouldn’t be happy to see Gretchen either way. But for Becks she would do it. For him, she would do anything. She needed to find Frankie’s ex-boyfriend before the police started sniffing around her son.

			It was just after 5:00 p.m. as she waited near the entrance to his stately Beaux Arts office building on Thirty-Third and Park, scanning the tired faces of people exiting the building. Finally, Noah King appeared, even more attractive than he had been in his headshot, certainly more attractive than any psychiatrist should safely be. But he also looked stressed, face drawn, dark circles under his eyes. Maybe just grieving. He turned right, headed swiftly toward the subway entrance. Gretchen had to jog to keep up.

			“Dr. King?” Gretchen called out. And he jumped. Not just startled—literally jumped. Like a fugitive on the run. She hadn’t called out that loudly. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to…” Perhaps all psychiatrists were jumpy—accustomed to, or afraid of, being accosted by patients. “I’m here about your friend Frankie.”

			Noah blinked several times in rapid succession. “What about Frankie?” he asked. “Are you with the police? Because I was in Rhinebeck the whole time. I’ve already told you that. You can ask my husband, Max.”

			He knew she was dead. That much was obvious. Gretchen wasn’t sure why he needed an alibi, or why he seemed so nervous offering it. She added him to her mental list of non-Becks suspects.

			“I’m not with the police.” Coming clean felt like the only option. “I’m—my husband is the man who’s been arrested for her murder.”

			“Richard?” Noah asked.

			“She talked to you about him?”

			He nodded. “A little.” He looked up then, toward the top of the skyscraper he’d just exited, chewing on his lip, considering—maybe whether to tell her to go to hell? “What can I do for you?” His tone was cool but polite.

			“My husband didn’t do this. I don’t have any way of convincing you, but it’s the truth.” She paused, hoping it might give her words more weight. “I need your help. I know there was an ex-boyfriend harassing her. Sounds like maybe he’s responsible. But the police don’t know his name and aren’t trying to find out.”

			Noah looked up again as if the answer might be written in the sky. “Tell your lawyers to look into Senator Adam Foley. He raped Frankie when she was seventeen. He just showed up again recently.” He cleared his throat. “I already told the police, but they didn’t seem to care. Not when they already have your husband.”

			“Thank you.”

			“I have to go,” he said. When he lowered his eyes to hers, he looked genuinely pained. “I helped you and I was polite. Please don’t mention my name to the police. Don’t even tell them you spoke to me. I have my own reasons for never wanting to talk to them again.”

			

			—

			Gretchen could hear Becks and Elizabeth talking somewhere inside the apartment. She willed her shoulders to release as she continued inside. It was more important than ever to stay calm. She’d called Mikey Pearce as soon as she left Noah and dropped the Senator Adam Foley bombshell.

			“Yes, thank you,” he’d said, but she could tell that Senator Foley’s name was old news as far as he was concerned. “The police told us about that tip from one of Ms. Callahan’s friends. But they also said that Foley appears to have an alibi.”

			“Appears?”

			“They said he does have an alibi. But I’d like to verify that myself before we just move on. That said, I don’t think we can count on using him in any meaningful way for Richard’s defense.”

			Which meant that Gretchen also couldn’t count on using him to protect Becks.

			“Where have you been?” Elizabeth asked when Gretchen finally made her way into the living room.

			Her children were lying on opposite ends of the couch, their legs entwined the way they used to do when they were younger and more innocent. Before anything bad had happened. She wanted to leave them that way forever.

			“I was with Hilary,” Gretchen said. A lie, not a lie. What difference did any of the details make now? “Becks, I need to speak with you privately. It won’t take long.”

			“Privately?” Elizabeth snapped.

			“I’m just trying to be respectful of Becks, that’s all.”

			Becks stared at Gretchen. Finally, he dropped his head. He knew where this was going.

			“It’s fine, Mom,” he said quietly, after a long silence. He untangled himself from Elizabeth, then sat up on the couch. “I don’t care if Elizabeth knows.” There was a chilling resignation in his voice.

			Becks had been angry enough to destroy Frankie’s studio. Had he been even angrier than that? Had he had one of his episodes? Maybe he didn’t even remember. Things happen. People argue. Accidents. Elizabeth was right about all that. Becks could still be exactly the same person Gretchen knew and yet something horrible still could have happened.

			“Okay.” She clasped her hands together to steady herself. When that didn’t work, she rested them on the back of the couch. She didn’t like how physically far away she was from her son. Like they were on opposing sides. She came around and took a seat in the armchair next to the couch. “You told me you followed her and Dad. Were you angry, Becks? Maybe at Frankie?”

			Elizabeth looked horrified. “Mom, what the fuck are you—”

			“It’s okay,” Becks said. “I was angry at her. Really angry.” He looked down for a minute. “At Dad, too. But maybe more at her. I wanted her to leave our family alone.”

			“Did you…Becks, did you break into her studio and do something to her paintings?” Gretchen asked. “With spray paint?”

			Becks stood and walked over to the windows, crossing his arms as he looked out. He hadn’t answered, but his silence spoke volumes.

			“Becks…” Gretchen pressed.

			“I followed her home after she and Dad had coffee. So I knew where she lived, and then, I don’t know, I just hung around. Like all night,” he said. “Early the next morning, I followed her to her studio. And then really late that night, Luke and I got totally wasted…Luke had this paint, so we went back to her studio. I’m not saying it was all him, or that following her was good. But Luke kind of went nuts. Cutting up her paintings and stuff. I wouldn’t have done all that. But I did want to do something…”

			“Becks,” Elizabeth said quietly. She cupped her hand over her mouth. “This is so bad. What if they go after you instead of Dad?”

			“That’s not going to happen. It’ll be okay.” Gretchen walked over to her son, wrapped her arms around him, and kissed the back of his head. “I’m sorry, Becks,” she said, even though she wasn’t even exactly sure what she was apologizing for. “I am so sorry.”

			

			—

			“Oh, hello, Mrs. Falk.” Leo sounded surprised and nervous on the intercom. The doormen were all that way with her now. As though it were Gretchen who’d been accused of a crime instead of Richard, and that crime was murdering doormen.

			“Yes, Leo?”

			“There are, um, some police officers here for you?” His voice raised at the end as if it were a question.

			Becks. She felt sick.

			“Tell them they’ll need to speak with our lawyer.” There was no way in hell she’d let the police up without an attorney present. She’d learned that lesson the hard way.

			“Oh, um, okay—hold on just one…”

			There was murmuring in the background during which Gretchen debated hanging up. Maybe it was high time to just let the chips fall.

			“They, um, want me to tell you that it’s not related to the situation involving Mr. Falk. It’s about a friend of yours who’s gone missing.” Leo’s voice hitched, and there was more mumbling in the background. Clearly, he was repeating the officer’s words. “They want you to know that it’s kind of an emergency. They just need to come up and ask you some questions.”

			“Which friend?” she asked. She wasn’t buying this story.

			“They’re saying that they really need to tell the rest in person on account of confidentiality and all that.” Leo sounded pained. It wasn’t like he had the power to stop the police anyway. When Leo spoke again, he was whispering. “Also, they seem really adamant. I think they’re coming up—either way.”

			“Fine. Send them up.”
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			Q. Senator, can you please state your full name for the record?

			A. Adam Charles Foley.

			Q. How did you know Frankie Callahan?

			A. We met at a party over 20 years ago.

			Q. That party was thrown in Washington, D.C., by Leonard King, the father of Noah King, is that correct?

			A. Yes. We were colleagues at Sinclair, Williams.

			Q. Did you have a sexual relationship with Frankie Callahan?

			A. Yes, very briefly.

			Q. How old was she at that time?

			A. She was a college student.

			Q. How old was she?

			A. I thought she was 18, but I later found out she was 17.

			Q. Was the relationship consensual?

			A. Yes.

			Q. But you had her sign an NDA in exchange for $450,000?

			A. My wife was—I was trying to save my marriage.

			Q. Have you been in touch with Ms. Callahan since the signing of that agreement?

			A. No. Never.

			Q. She told people you were harassing her.

			A. I know. But the police investigated. They checked my cell phone records and all of that. They confirmed that it wasn’t me.

			Q. What about in person? Did you at any time in the past two years see, or attempt to see, Ms. Callahan in New York City?

			A. No. I haven’t seen or tried to see her since we signed the NDA. It had a clause that prohibited me from contacting her.

			Q. Have the police confirmed that?

			A. Yes, and I was in Portugal on vacation with my family when all of this happened.

			Q. Did you know Brooks Grace?

			A. Yes, we worked together at Sinclair, Williams in D.C. before I entered public office. We were friends back then.

			Q. Did he know about your relationship with Frankie Callahan?

			A. Unfortunately, yes. I confided in him after a night of heavy drinking. My wife was threatening to leave me. I wasn’t thinking clearly. I told him what had happened with Frankie. And about the NDA. I said way too much. I regretted it immediately. This is the kind of guy who can figure out how to use anything to his advantage.

		

	
		
			
				Before

				Frankie

			
			September 10

			I still have my back turned. Maybe I can run before the Senator grabs me. I can feel how close he is—the heat of his body. Too close for me to get away. I look down at my canvas, the easel with my painting supplies. The scraper knife. It’s like a big razor. I don’t know how sharp it really is, but I snatch it from the easel and extend the blade before I spin around.

			It’s not the Senator.

			It takes me a minute to process the face. I blink a few times. Still, it makes no sense. He makes no sense. Not here.

			“Brooks?”

			I do not feel relieved, though. Not at all. I feel a flash of hot, then cold. This is very bad. Brooks. Standing here in my apartment, looking exhausted and disheveled. As if maybe he made his way to my apartment from D.C. on foot. Like he hasn’t slept in days. Weeks.

			“What are you doing here, Brooks?” I make a point of gesticulating with the paint scraper. Trying to draw his attention to the fact that I’m armed, with a maybe sharpish weapon. My body feels like it’s got an electric current running through it. Paint knife or not, I’m in serious, serious danger.

			Brooks steps closer. “I’m here because we can help each other, Frankie. I just need you to hear me out.”

			Brooks is between me and the door. If I try to run, he could grab me. And he seems unconcerned about the scraper—if he’s even noticed. He killed Van. Or at least Richard thinks it’s possible.

			I need to stay calm. Try to talk my way to safety.

			“Okay, Brooks. I’ll hear you out. But outside. This is making me uncomfortable.”

			A flicker of something hateful moves across his face. “Oh, come on, Frankie. You must be used to that by now.”

		

	
		
			
				After

				Gretchen

			
			September 19

			Gretchen didn’t recognize the two uniformed officers—a tall woman and her much slighter male partner—from the search or the police precinct. She was relieved. That suggested they really were there about something else entirely.

			“Gretchen Falk?” the female officer asked, flashing a badge in the hallway.

			She waved them inside.

			“Has something happened to Hilary?” She was too nervous for niceties.

			“Hilary?” the man asked, checking his notes.

			“You’re here about my friend Hilary Kaplan, right?” Gretchen asked. “Wait, sorry. Why are you here?”

			“Do you know a Brooks Grace?” the female officer asked.

			“Yes, I know— He’s a friend of ours.” A rising tide of dread nibbled at the edges of her confusion. “What about Brooks?”

			All the calls and texts he left unanswered. Retreat or not, it was odd.

			“Have you seen him in the past week?” The female officer was scribbling in a notebook.

			“He lives in D.C.,” Gretchen said. “He’s on a company retreat. There’s no phone service.”

			“Actually, he’s been in New York City for more than two weeks. Staying just down the street at the Plaza Hotel,” the male officer said.

			Gretchen felt lightheaded. She pressed a hand against the foyer wall to steady herself.

			“Do you mind if we…” Gretchen gestured behind her. “Can we just go to the kitchen for a second? I could use a glass of water.”

			“Of course,” the female officer said.

			Gretchen sat at the round kitchen table with its five chairs. Becks and Elizabeth came out from the living room to stand behind her. So many memories at that custom-made, raw-poplar table, so many good ones. And now this. All of this. Gretchen smoothed her hands over the intentionally worn tabletop, like she was tracing the complicated history leading up to this moment. She must have been doing it for a while. When the female officer spoke again, she sounded concerned.

			“Are you okay, Mrs. Falk?”

			“Mom?” Becks asked.

			“Yes, I’m sorry. Becks, can you get me that water?” Gretchen said, then turned to the police officers. “As you may know, there’s been a lot going on with my family. It has me a bit overwhelmed. You coming here asking about Brooks—I didn’t even know he was in New York. He didn’t tell me, which would be very strange. He’s friends with my husband, but we’re also childhood friends. Anyway, our other friend Scotty told me he was at a retreat.”

			“Well, he was invited to that retreat,” the female officer said. “As a courtesy. As of two weeks ago, he no longer works for Grace Chemical.”

			“He’s about to be CEO. That’s not possible.”

			“Apparently there were some issues,” the female officer said. “The board removed him.”

			“It’s possible he stopped at the retreat to check in,” the male officer said. “But prior to that he also checked into the Plaza. They have him on surveillance video. He was supposed to check out on Monday. When he didn’t, housekeeping overrode the do-not-disturb and went in. They found all his personal belongings, passport included. No sign of him.”

			The female officer held up a Moleskine notebook in a plastic bag. “They also found this journal, an accounting of his day-to-day, um, activities while he was here. It reveals his emotional state, in detail.” She nodded at her partner.

			“Were you having a relationship with Brooks Grace?”

			Gretchen shot the man a scathing look. “No, of course not.”

			The officer proceeded undeterred. “He seemed to think you were.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“His wife hasn’t heard from him, but they’ve apparently been separated for several weeks. There’s been no activity on his cell phone since late last Wednesday night. The signal dropped—turned off, destroyed. Or the battery died. Hard to say. No further use of his credit cards, either,” the male officer said. “And you haven’t heard from him?”

			Late last Wednesday. The time Frankie was killed.

			“Mrs. Falk?”

			“I haven’t heard from him, no. As I said, we’ve had our hands full. It’s possible I missed something, but I really don’t think so.”

			The female officer frowned. “Relationship or no—seems like, from the journal, you’ve certainly been Brooks’s real focus while he was here.”

			Gretchen pressed her fist to her stomach, trying to stem the rising tide of nausea. “What do you mean?”

			The woman’s eyes were filled with concern. “I’m sorry to be the one to tell you this, but he’s been following you, recording your movements. Seems like he was…obsessed.”

		

	
		
			I always did love Gretchen. From the very start, even when we were little kids. Who wouldn’t love her? And I did always believe we would eventually be together. Even after she and Richard got together. Once they were married…I did start to lose faith. But even then, I’ve got to be honest, I figured eventually we’d find our way back to each other.

			And I knew—I just knew she felt the same way. She was always, always hinting at it. I mean, who stayed friends with a guy that way unless there were some kind of other feelings going on? And every time we talked about her marriage, I could tell she was fishing around to see if I’d leave Melinda…

			She and I are simply meant to be. Especially now. Because, yeah, the rest of my life is kind of shit at the moment. Did I ever imagine getting pushed out of my own fucking company? For erratic behavior, no fucking less? And then there’s the money. Yeah, sure, the influx from Van’s restaurants is helpful. But it’s not enough.

			But as far as I’m concerned, it’s all a sign that now is the time for Gretchen and me. That our life can finally start.

			And Frankie and Richard can ride off into the sunset, too.

			It’ll be a happily ever after for everyone.

		

	
		
			
				Before

				Frankie

			
			September 10

			“Don’t look so worried!” Brooks barks out a strange laugh that makes him seem completely fucking deranged. “We can help each other, Frankie. That’s why I’m here.”

			“Brooks, you need to leave.” My voice is trembling. Sweat has gathered on my upper lip. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but you need to get out of my apartment. Right now.” I motion toward the door.

			Space between us. That’s what I need. But Brooks doesn’t budge. And he’s still blocking my path to the door. I think again of Van.

			“You were here earlier?” I ask, trying to distract him as I take a step back. I adjust my fingers on the handle of the knife, try to imagine using it. But my palms are damp. My grip could easily slip. “In my apartment this morning?”

			“I’m here now so that we can both get what we want. You with Richard. Me with Gretchen,” he says, ignoring my question. “The second I realized it was you on that mountain, I knew. And then Richard got so fixated on you—and the answer was clear. You were the answer. To all my problems.”

			“Oh my God. You knew the Senator?”

			“The Senator, yeah.” He smirks. “Adam used to drink a lot. Back when we worked together at Sinclair, Williams. And he talked way too much,” he says, his mouth twitching. “Ironic, given the NDA.”

			“You’ve been the one texting me?” A 508 area code could have been anyone. Anyone who knew I had good reason to be afraid of someone from Massachusetts. And I fell for it. I fell for the whole thing. No wonder he didn’t want to talk on the phone. Think. “Leave right now or I’ll call the police.”

			Brooks smirks as he pulls a phone from the back pocket of his filthy-looking khakis. My phone. I must have left it in the other room. “That will be difficult without this.” He tucks it back into his pocket. “I just need you to hear me out, Frankie. Then I’ll go.” But the look on his face—even he doesn’t believe that.

			I feel the scraper in my hand again. Brooks isn’t a big guy, but he could still easily overpower me. What if I miss? All of this seems much simpler in the movies. So certain and swift.

			Think. Think. Think. Talk your way out of this, Frankie. Pretend you’re listening. “Okay, Brooks. What is it?”

			“Richard.”

			“What about Richard?”

			“I saw you leave Richard’s, Frankie. I know you and he—”

			“Nothing. He and I, nothing,” I say. “I was locked out. That’s all. Richard and I are just friends.” My voice is trembling.

			“Friends,” Brooks snorts. “I was there on the mountain, Frankie. I saw it. We all saw it. He was infatuated—and so were you.”

			“Nothing happened then, either, Brooks.” Although that isn’t the complete truth, is it?

			He starts to laugh—too hard and too loud. “I want Richard’s wife, and you want Richard. It’s an even trade. We help each other. Everyone ends up happy.”

			Sore loser. That’s what the tension on the mountain was about. Brooks wanted Richard’s wife. He still wants her.

			“I don’t want Richard.”

			“Yes, you do,” Brooks says. He shrugs. “You know what? Okay, fine. Let’s pretend you don’t. We can still make some kind of arrangement. Gretchen is hanging by a thread. All she needs is to hear that you two have had an affair and she’s going to leave Richard. I know it. She just needs someone to say it—a woman, someone who’s not me. I’ve been trying to tell her for years. Do it and then you can run off with some other guy, for all I care.”

			“Do what, exactly?”

			“Call Gretchen and say you slept with Richard. Then I’ll leave.”

			There’s no way he’s just going to go. I raise the scraper. “Get out, Brooks. Now.” He stares at it for a long moment. When he looks up, he does not seem surprised or afraid.

			“Before you think of doing anything crazy with that—whatever it is you’re holding—I wrote an email that will send automatically to my wife tomorrow if I’m not around to stop it, explaining that you and I have been having an affair, you’ve been acting unstable, and you have a history. If you know what I mean. So if anything happens to me, she’ll be sure you’re prosecuted. She is one vengeful bitch, trust me.”

			“Leave, Brooks. Now.”

			“Fine. Then how about money?” he goes on. “You and I both know you’re willing to do all sorts of things for money.”

			“Did you push Van?” I ask.

			He just stares and stares at me, his face chillingly expressionless, eyes empty. He doesn’t jump to deny or defend. He doesn’t do anything. It’s like he’s not even in there anymore. Like no one is.

			I wave the scraper in front of me. “Get the fuck out of my apartment, Brooks.”

			“I will, just as soon as you make one quick call.” He holds my phone out again.

			But we both know he’s not leaving me alive to tell everyone the truth afterward.

			Run. It’s my only option. I stare down at the phone in his hand and count—one one-thousand, two—

			I launch myself toward the door. Sprinting across the apartment. Arms pumping.

			I am knocked forward. My knees crack against the hardwood. And Brooks’s hands are on the back of my neck. Shoving me down against the floor, my face pressed to the side. But the scraper. It’s still in my hand. And I am just an animal. An animal about to die.

			I shove back once with all my weight. But it’s no use. The rest is a blur. A struggle. Brooks shouts, “Knock it the fuck off!”

			And then, suddenly, my arm is free for a second—one second—and the scraper knife is swinging. Swinging. I am swinging it. Until it sticks, sickeningly. With a wet, tearing sound.

			Brooks freezes, grabs his neck. The awful gurgling sound he makes. The blood is everywhere.

			And it’s all over me.

		

	
		
			Grand Jury Transcript

			Testimony of Investigating Detective Raul Reyes

			Conducted by Abigail Hoffman, Assistant District Attorney

			November 30

			Q. Thank you for returning to testify for a second time. This is a complex case—a case within a case, actually—and we just want to be sure that the grand jurors hear the evidence in the order easiest to understand.

			A. “Complex” is a good word.

			Q. You testified earlier that you had assumed at first that the blood at the scene indicated that Frankie Callahan had been murdered. Did you eventually learn that conclusion was incorrect?

			A. Yes, when the DNA results came back and revealed that the blood was not Frankie Callahan’s. And also that the body was not hers.

			Q. What did you do when you found out the blood was not hers?

			A. Well, first off, we created a new case for the Jane Doe we had found.

			Q. Did you eventually identify her?

			A. Yes, Carole Rybak. She was a cleaner at one of the offices nearby. That’s why her fingerprints were damaged.

			Q. Aside from beginning a separate investigation into Carole Rybak’s murder, what did you do?

			A. We had to release Richard Falk. Because we couldn’t prove that he killed Frankie Callahan if we had no evidence that she was actually dead.

			Q. Did you believe him to be innocent?

			A. No. He had that blood on his clothes. So I believed he did something. And it didn’t seem like he was being truthful. But I had no idea what crime had been committed at that point.

			Q. Did you eventually discern that a crime had taken place?

			A. Yes.

			Q. And what crime was that?

			A. The murder of Brooks Grace.

			Q. How did you learn it was Brooks Grace who had been murdered in Frankie Callahan’s apartment?

			A. We investigated, interviewed witnesses, followed up on leads. Collected evidence. Brooks Grace was missing, and it seemed possible he was involved. We got a DNA match to him for the blood in the apartment. And then his wife got an email implicating Frankie. Rather, she opened it then. There had been a delay because she and Brooks Grace were separated.

			Q. And what was the result of all that evidence collected?

			A. Frankie Callahan was charged with the murder of Brooks Grace.

			Q. Which has resulted in this grand jury here today. Is this your case, Detective?

			A. No, it isn’t. It was given to another detective. Under the circumstances, it seemed wise to give the investigation a fresh start.

			Q. Did you or anyone else ever place Frankie Callahan under arrest?

			A. To my knowledge, she remains a fugitive. That’s why this is a prosecution in absentia.

			Q. You seem to think that’s funny.

			A. It’s better than nothing, I guess. I just don’t think there’s any way in hell you’re ever going to find her. Someone able to pull something like this off? They know how to not get found.

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			Two Years Later

			I agreed to let him come today. Richard. I’ve been watching Oppy three afternoons a week since Cassandra’s new baby came, giving her a few extra hours to herself. I take her to the big playground in Central Park, the one on the East Side with the wood chips that smell of cedar. The one that was Cassandra, Elizabeth, and Becks’s favorite when they were small. It’s Oppy’s favorite, too.

			But I don’t have much time today. Classes have started—we’re two weeks into the fall semester—and I have to be at my Intro to Civil Procedure lecture in an hour. NYU Law School. Part of me feels foolish being the oldest person in class. But a far bigger part of me feels like it’s exactly where I’m supposed to be.

			So Richard and I will overlap, briefly, to share the babysitting. We have only seen each other in passing since he got out. Eighteen months for interfering with a police investigation and tampering with evidence. He was moved to Queensboro Correctional Facility, a more humane place than Rikers Island, to serve his time. Or so Scotty and the children said; I never visited, myself. We were separated then, as far as I was concerned. We’re still separated now.

			I stayed at Richard’s side until he pled no contest. The optics were important. Because he is still the father of my children. And because whatever he’d done had been, at least in part, to protect me. But then I needed protecting only because of what he’d done in the first place.

			A lot of romantic obsessing about Frankie and some kissing was what he claimed it amounted to—Richard had finally “come clean” in a long letter he’d sent me while he was in prison. So much of it had already come out through pretrial testimony before the plea. All the times they’d met in New York, the time he’d wanted to go home with her. All the flirtatious texting. That one time in Africa. But no sexual intercourse. This seemed so very important to Richard. Much less so to me. When your heart has been blown to pieces, who cares about the precise trajectory of the blast?

			And Brooks. I’m not sure I have processed that fully yet, such a strange mix of horror and yet also sadness, for the boy and man I once knew, and loved—even if, it turned out, Brooks had a darkness, a cruelty in him that I’d somehow never seen. Maybe I too badly needed him to be good. Needed the way he cared about me to mean something.

			Richard and I are not yet divorced. But with each passing day, a reconciliation becomes, for me, less and less likely. The further I drift from my marriage, the more clearly I can see it. Or maybe it’s just myself I can make out. Either way, Richard and I now seem such an odd fit. I can’t say if we started out that way, or if, in time, we grew in different directions. I do know that I truly loved him once. And that he loved me.

			If only love were enough.

			I watch now as Richard pushes Oppy on the swings. He looks like he’s struggling with the effort, trying to protect his back as he responds to her demands. “Higher, higher, Granddad!” And when he does, the air is filled with the music of her giggling. Richard looks over at me and smiles with his whole face. I still feel it. The fluttering in my stomach. But it’s much softer now. Like a whisper. Or a ghost.

			What matters now is this moment. How I live it. I am sure only of one thing: where to start. And that’s with the truth about myself.

			

			—

			The Venice Biennale is packed—not just my exhibition area, of course. Every corner of the opening reception buzzes with gorgeous people in glittering gowns. Champagne glasses held like afterthoughts. But an inordinate number of people seem to be clustered in the exhibition area where my paintings are displayed.

			Guy won’t notice me standing there, watching. He doesn’t know what I look like. No one does. So I can safely stand right here, fading into the background like any other attendee. But it’s nice to watch him across the room, very dashing and, well, French, in his perfectly tailored suit. He gestures passionately at one of my portraits, explaining it with words I can’t hear to a group that is hanging on his every word. Guy is a renowned Parisian gallery owner, that rare breed who is equal parts salesman, genuine connoisseur of art, and champion of unknown artists. He stumbled on a painting of mine hanging in a tiny café in Saint-Rémy. I’d lived there as Thalia Noah for six months, had gifted the painting to a café owner I’d befriended during my stay. She wouldn’t share my email with Guy when he said he wanted to buy the painting, but she did pass along his message. And so, sell the painting I did. When you’re living the way I am—forever on the run—cash is crucial.

			It was Noah I called that night, right after it happened. He showed up and helped me move Brooks—of course he did. There, always, when I needed him most. He has never told me exactly where he buried Brooks. But over the years he’s talked about the empty woodlands that extend for endless acres beyond Rhinebeck. The kind of place if you got lost, you’d never get found. The same goes for Brooks’s body, hopefully. Noah also gave me cash for the flight and taxi, plus some extra. I haven’t been in touch with him since, and it seems the police have never connected him to anything—thank God. Someday I hope I’ll be able to tell him how grateful I am. But then, some things exist forever beyond words.

			After Guy bought my painting, we started exchanging emails in which he was effusive but always respected my need for privacy. “Banksette,” he called me at first, but with obvious affection. Our friendship started with long emails about my work, then art in general, the life, then our own lives. Soon it moved from emails to texting, more casual, more frequent. And it all felt so natural, like we’d known each other our whole lives. It’s different than what I felt with Richard, less intense, perhaps, but also deeper and more comforting. With no push-pull roiling inside me, I’m left only with my actual feelings, which are maybe stronger than I’m ready to admit.

			After I sold that first painting, I moved on from Saint-Rémy to Berlin, then Copenhagen, then Milan (never one place more than six months, a new name every time). It’s been surprisingly effective. So was leaving the country only hours after what happened, while they still believed I was dead—long before they realized it was Brooks who had been killed. I bought a plane ticket to Amsterdam and then disappeared. It’s not hard to do in the borderless EU.

			Guy eventually convinced me to let him represent my work, which I agreed to on the condition of my continued anonymity. It was necessary for my personal safety, I explained, feeling a little guilty that it made me sound like a victim of abuse rather than a murderer. But I have come to realize that the boundary between victim and perpetrator can be porous.

			The painting Guy’s pointing at now is a reinterpretation of the one I was working on when Brooks appeared in my apartment that night. For a long time, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to revisit it, but the work felt like a breakthrough. A new beginning. According to Guy, it represents a bold new take on modernist, feminist Cubism—transformed into something boldly and confrontationally representative. A fractured image rebuilt whole. So far it seems he was right about the market for it. The price point for my sales has been twice what it was at Pearson. I told Guy I wouldn’t be coming to the show, even after he insisted that I reconsider. I deserved to enjoy my moment, he said. And so here I am at the Venice Biennale, hiding in the shadows in a room full of strangers.

			To say that I feel happy would be an overstatement. That night—what I did—will stay with me forever. Even now, standing in the twinkling lights of Venice, amid the party buzz, I can feel how much danger I was in. Brooks killed Van. He would have killed me, too. I am sure of it. Still, I must live with the blood that remains no matter how often I wash my hands.

			This is not a life I ever expected to live, running from a crime I committed, but of which I am also not guilty. I do have this moment right now, though. I have my work being seen and understood, my art in this celebrated show. But not under my real name. And so I have some things, but not all. I have a strange but not insubstantial kind of freedom. I have deep laughter with new friends, and I am surrounded by unimaginable beauty. As I watch Guy talking animatedly on the other side of the room, his lovely hands dancing in the air near my favorite painting, I can imagine possibility, hope, and joy on this new horizon. I need only to be brave like I was on that mountain in Africa. As I will surely need to be brave again in different ways, for different reasons. Because that is life, always and forever.

			And so, at long last, I push off the wall and step out of the shadows and into the light.
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