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Prologue 

A Note on the Narrative 

 

The account of the first third of this case is not mine in 

the usual sense. 

I want to be precise about what that means, because 

precision about the nature of one’s sources is the first 

discipline of any record that intends to be useful, and I have 

spent enough years keeping records in Hamilton’s company to know 

that a narrative which does not account honestly for its own 

provenance is not a record but a reconstruction, and a 

reconstruction is a different order of evidence from observation, 

with different limitations and different risks of error. 

What follows in these first chapters is drawn from Marla 

Anders’s own journals—the legal pad she kept from the night of 

June fourteenth, when she first understood what she was looking 

at, through the four weeks of private investigation she conducted 

before she came to us. It is drawn also from the evenings she 

spent at Allen Point in August of that year, after the formal 

resolution of the case, when she sat at the kitchen table and 

walked me through the sequence of events in the particular manner 

of a person who has spent her professional life learning how to 

give the cleanest possible account of what happened and in what 

order and with what significance. She is, as I will note more 

fully when the narrative reaches the point where I was present to 

observe her directly, the most disciplined witness I have 

encountered in eleven years of these cases. She does not 
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editorialize. She does not confuse what she felt with what she 

found. She reports what she observed and attributes inference to 

itself, and if there are moments in the account that follows when 

her emotion breaks through the surface of her recording, the 

reader should understand that she allowed those moments 

deliberately, as a woman who has learned that what we feel in the 

presence of what we discover tells us something about the nature 

of the discovery that the discovery alone cannot convey. 

I have used her language where I have it. I have 

reconstructed connective tissue in my own voice where the record 

requires it. The method is not entirely different from what I 

have always done in these accounts—the record is always, to some 

degree, an act of reconstruction performed after the fact—but the 

degree of remove here is greater than usual, and honesty requires 

I say so. 

What I knew of Marla Anders before she came to us was what 

Reginald Marsh, the federal judge who referred her, told Hamilton 

in the telephone call that preceded her arrival: that she was a 

partner at Connolly & Reeve, a Boston firm specializing in 

complex commercial litigation; that she was, in Marsh’s phrase, 

one of the two or three people he would most want on the other 

side of a case if he were in trouble and could not be represented 

by her himself; and that she was in a situation that was moving 

faster than she yet understood, involving parties more dangerous 

than she yet understood, requiring, in his considered judgment, a 

mind like Hamilton’s applied to the problem before the problem 

became irreversible. 
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He did not tell Hamilton, in that first call, about David 

Lim. 

We would learn about David Lim on our own. 
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Chapter One 

“The Stadium” 

 

The first thing I did was take a photograph. 

This is worth noting because it is the instinct of a 

litigator rather than a wife, and the fact that it was my first 

instinct rather than my second or third tells you something about 

what eleven years of corporate litigation does to a person’s 

reflexes. My second instinct was to find Dana Ferrara’s hand in 

the dark and hold on to it, and that was the wife’s instinct, or 

perhaps simply the human one, and it lasted approximately four 

seconds before I let go and put my phone back in my pocket and 

said, very quietly, the words that Dana would later describe as 

the most frightening thing anyone had said to her at a concert. 

I said, “I need you to remember exactly where that section 

is.” 

Dana remembers this differently than I do. She says I was 

calm. I was not calm. I was cataloguing, which is a different 

thing entirely. 

The photograph was taken at 9:47 p.m. on the fourteenth of 

June. I know the time because I have the metadata. The image 

shows the Kiss Cam feed on the north-facing screen at Gillette 

Stadium—Section 112, lower level, row J or K from the dress of 

the people around them—and at the center of the frame: the man 

with the particular set of his shoulders that I would know in any 

crowd in any light at any distance, because I have been studying 

those shoulders for twelve years, and the woman who was dark-
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haired and laughing and leaning into him in the unself-conscious 

way of two people who have done this before, in private, many 

times, and have no immediate reason to believe they are being 

broadcast on a screen the height of a four-story building to an 

audience of seventy thousand people. 

Brian did not look up. This is the detail I have returned to 

most often in the months since. He was looking at her, and she 

was looking at the screen, and for a moment the camera held on 

them—longer than it seemed, though the metadata says four 

seconds—her expression shifted from laughter to the beginning of 

alarm and she said something to him, something I cannot lip-read 

from a photograph, and he still did not look up. He did not look 

up because he did not believe himself to be visible. He believed 

himself thirty-one miles from home and far from anyone who knew 

his name. He was in Raleigh, North Carolina. He had a hotel 

reservation in Raleigh, North Carolina, which I had helped him 

book six weeks earlier, and he had texted me at 7:15 that evening 

with a photograph of room service and a message that said, long 

day, early morning tomorrow, miss you both—the “both” referring 

to me and to our Labrador retriever, Biscuit, who was not at the 

concert and who was, at that moment, asleep on the foot of our 

bed in Newton, Massachusetts, approximately thirty-one miles from 

where Brian Anders was demonstrating, on a screen the height of a 

four-story building, that he was not in Raleigh, North Carolina. 

He was in Section 112. He had a VIP credential. He was at 

the Coldplay concert at Gillette Stadium, and the woman he was 

with was not his wife. 
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Dana said, in a whisper: “Marla.” 

I said, “I see it.” 

She said, “What do you want to do.” 

The answer to that question, in the moment she asked it, was 

nothing. Not nothing in the sense of paralysis—nothing in the 

sense of operational discipline. If he saw me, he would know what 

I knew. If he did not see me, I retained the advantage. I was not 

ready to spend this one yet. 

“Nothing,” I said. “We’re going to watch the rest of the 

concert.” 

The rest of the concert lasted forty minutes. I watched it 

without hearing it. Section 112, lower level—a VIP credential or 

a secondary-market purchase at significant expense, neither of 

which is consistent with a man who is supposed to be at a data 

center in Raleigh. The woman: dark hair, late thirties, the 

specific ease of someone technical—not the coiffed precision of a 

public-relations professional but the particular comfort of 

someone whose daily work is done in front of a screen and whose 

physical presentation is maintained but not curated. She was 

wearing a Meridian Analytics fleece over a black shirt. I noted 

the fleece.  

The concert ended. Seventy thousand people moved toward the 

exits in the organized chaos of a large venue clearing. Dana held 

my arm and I let her. We moved with the crowd toward the Route 1 

exits, and I did not look for Brian, and I did not allow myself 

to look for Brian, because looking for Brian was the one thing I 

had decided not to do. 
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Dana said, in the car: “Are you okay.” 

I said, “I’m going to need you as a witness.” 

She looked at me. Dana has known me for eight years. She 

knows the difference between when I am processing and when I am 

performing. She said, after a moment: “Of course.” 

I said, “Thank you.” 

We didn’t speak again until she dropped me at the Newton 

house at eleven-thirty. I watched her tail lights disappear 

around the corner and stood in the driveway for a moment in the 

particular June dark of suburban Boston—the air still warm, the 

neighbor’s sprinklers running, the sound of Route 9 a low 

constant in the distance—and I made a decision about what I was 

going to do next. 

 

The drive from Gillette to Newton takes thirty-one minutes 

at that hour. I drove at the posted limit, which is not my habit.  

I thought instead about the Schedule K-1. 

It had come in April, in the middle of the Hartley trial, 

which is why I had signed it without examining it. Brian had put 

it in front of me on a Sunday evening—a stack of tax documents 

requiring my signature as a co-filer—and I had signed in the 

places marked with yellow sticky tabs because I was reviewing 

depositions simultaneously and because I trusted him. The 

Schedule K-1 was for a limited liability company called Whydah 

Holdings LLC, and Brian had told me, when I briefly asked, that 

it was a passive investment vehicle: coastal property, the kind 
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of thing his financial advisor had recommended for tax 

efficiency. I had noted the name as unusual and moved on. 

I knew what the Whydah was. 

Every person who has spent time on the outer Cape knows what 

the Whydah was. The Whydah Gally, a former slave ship taken as a 

prize in 1717 by the pirate Samuel Bellamy—Black Sam, the most 

successful pirate in the recorded history of the Atlantic—and 

used as his flagship until it was driven onto a sandbar off 

Wellfleet in a nor’easter on the twenty-sixth of April of that 

year, taking Bellamy and most of his crew to the bottom in one of 

the most complete maritime disasters in the Cape’s long catalogue 

of them. The wreck lay there for two hundred and sixty-seven 

years until it was located in 1984 and found to be exactly what 

the legends had always said: a pirate ship, the only fully 

authenticated one ever recovered, now the subject of a museum in 

Provincetown and a persistent feature of the outer Cape’s self-

mythology. 

A man who names his shell company after a pirate ship that 

sank off the Cape in 1717. 

I thought about that for the rest of the drive. By the time 

I turned onto Walnut Street I had two possible explanations and I 

did not like either of them. The first was that it was a private 

joke—a man who thought of himself as a pirate of the legitimate 

business world, a self-image I had encountered often enough in 

the technology sector to find it tedious rather than alarming. 

The second was that it was something else. A marker. An inside 

reference for someone who would recognize it. A name that looked, 
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to a tax accountant or a casual spouse, like the whimsy of a 

nautically inclined executive, and that meant something specific 

to the person it was intended for. 

Brian was never careless. He had not chosen that name 

carelessly. 

 

The house was dark. I turned on the kitchen light and stood 

at the counter and made myself eat a piece of bread with butter 

and drink a glass of water, and then I went upstairs to my 

office. 

I noticed it immediately, which is not a boast but a 

professional hazard: I am a person who notices the arrangement of 

things. My desk was slightly wrong. The chair was at an angle I 

did not leave it at—I always push it square to the kneespace, a 

habit from law school that has never left me. The pencil holder 

was perhaps an inch further from its usual position. The legal 

pad on the corner of the blotter was rotated clockwise by perhaps 

five degrees. 

I stood in the doorway and did not enter the room. 

Someone who is careful, I thought. Not careless at all. 

I took out my phone and photographed the desk from the 

doorway. Then I entered the room and photographed it from two 

other angles. Then I put on a pair of nitrile gloves—I keep them 

in the top left drawer for reviewing original documents where 

chain of custody will matter—and I examined the underside of my 

desk, the underside of the pencil holder, and the bottom edge of 

the monitor stand. 
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On the bottom of the pencil holder, there was a small 

circular mark of adhesive residue. Approximately eight 

millimeters in diameter. The edges of the residue were clean—this 

had not been there for weeks and degraded. It had been placed and 

then removed. Someone had been here, had swept the room 

methodically, and had taken their equipment when they left, which 

meant they were careful and they were watching and they knew, 

before I did, that I was going to start looking. 

I photographed the residue. I set the pencil holder exactly 

where I had found it, took off the gloves, sat down at my desk, 

and opened my laptop and began. 

 

The search was systematic, which is the only kind of search 

worth doing. I began with the Massachusetts Secretary of State’s 

business entity database and the name from the Schedule K-1: 

Whydah Holdings LLC. Registered a few years back. Registered 

agent: Harwick & Tilden LLP, an address on Main Street in 

Hyannis. I ran Harwick & Tilden: a two-partner firm, primarily 

maritime and real estate transactions, incorporated years back. I 

noted both partners’ names and filed them. 

The principals of Whydah Holdings LLC were listed as two 

other LLCs, which is the standard structure for entities intended 

to be opaque: you search the entity and find entities, not 

individuals, and each entity search requires another search, and 

the structure baffles a casual inquiry and burdens a serious one. 

I was not a casual inquiry. 
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By midnight I had mapped three layers of the structure. 

Whydah Holdings LLC had two member entities: Sparrowhawk Maritime 

LLC and a third entity called Frances LLC. I recognized the 

reference immediately—the Frances was a schooner that grounded on 

the outer bar off Chatham in 1927, taking four of her crew. Cape 

Cod wreck names. Someone with knowledge of the outer Cape’s 

maritime disasters had chosen each of these names with the same 

logic as Whydah: names that looked like local color and encoded 

something else. 

Both Sparrowhawk Maritime and Frances LLC shared the same 

registered agent. The principals of both were two further LLCs 

apiece, each with Delaware registrations and nominee directors. I 

had litigated against this architecture before. I knew its shape. 

What I did not yet know was what was inside it. 

I moved to Meridian Analytics. Brian’s company—co-founded a 

few years ago, Series C funded at a valuation of four hundred 

million dollars the previous year, a platform that described 

itself as providing “enterprise data intelligence solutions.” I 

read the Technology Review profile from fourteen months ago. A 

photograph of Brian and a woman identified as Sophie Leland, VP 

of Infrastructure, Meridian Analytics, at a product launch. The 

caption called her “the architect of Meridian’s proprietary data 

pipeline.” The article described the pipeline as capable of 

aggregating and processing “unstructured enterprise data at 

scale, enabling clients to derive intelligence from data sets 

previously considered inaccessible or unmanageable.” 
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I read the phrase previously considered inaccessible or 

unmanageable several times. 

In corporate litigation, “unstructured enterprise data” has 

a legitimate meaning and a less legitimate one. The legitimate 

meaning is internal data that a company generates but doesn’t 

formally organize—email threads, meeting recordings, the 

accumulated digital sediment of an organization’s daily 

operation. The less legitimate meaning is data that a company has 

acquired through means it would prefer not to specify—scraped 

without consent, purchased from brokers operating in regulatory 

gray zones, harvested from sources that a sufficiently motivated 

litigant could establish were not lawfully available. The 

aggregation and sale of this data is an industry that exists in 

the space between law and the absence of enforcement, populated 

by companies that are brilliant and well-funded and betting that 

the regulatory framework will not catch up with them before they 

have made enough money to make the consequences manageable. I had 

litigated against two such companies. I knew their language. 

Then, almost as an afterthought—the kind of afterthought 

that is not an afterthought but an instinct that presents as one—

I typed: Meridian Analytics employee death. 

The Vineyard Gazette item appeared in the third position. 

A Meridian Analytics employee had been found unresponsive 

aboard a vessel in Vineyard Haven Harbor on a Saturday evening 

eight months prior. David Lim, thirty-four, of Somerville, a data 

operations manager with the company, had been pronounced dead at 

the scene. The medical examiner had determined the cause of death 
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to be drowning, with a blood alcohol content of point nineteen at 

the time of death. Lim had been participating in a Meridian 

Analytics executive retreat on Martha’s Vineyard. The company 

described the death as a tragic accident and expressed 

condolences to the family. 

I read it twice. Then I read it a third time with the 

attention I give to documents that contain a discrepancy the 

document is not aware it contains. 

David Lim. Data operations manager, thirty-four. Blood 

alcohol content of point nineteen. A company retreat on the 

Vineyard. Found on a boat in the harbor. 

I have a minor in forensic accounting from a continuing 

education program I completed seven years ago, and one thing that 

program taught me is that when a person dies in circumstances 

described, uniformly, by every party with an interest in the 

description, as a tragic accident, the description itself is not 

evidence. It is a choice. Choices have reasons. I had no contrary 

evidence, and I set David Lim aside precisely as I had set aside 

the listening device residue: filed, indexed, preserved, not yet 

interpreted. 

But I noted the date. Eight months ago. Eight months before 

the Kiss Cam. Eight months before I began looking at Whydah 

Holdings LLC. 

I do not know, even now, exactly when I understood that 

David Lim had not drowned accidentally. I know that I did not 

consciously understand it that night. What I understood was only 

that a thirty-four-year-old data operations manager had died on a 
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boat in Vineyard Haven harbor at a Meridian Analytics company 

retreat, and that the company Brian ran processed “previously 

inaccessible” data, and that he had built a structure of shell 

companies under Cape Cod wreck names and put them in front of me 

for signature on a Sunday evening when he knew I was too deep in 

a trial to examine what I was signing. 

I closed the laptop. I sat in the dark room and thought 

about David Lim’s parents, wherever they were, living in the 

aftermath of what had been described to them as an accident. And 

I thought about what it means to trust someone—to trust someone 

completely, the way you trust a person you sleep beside, the way 

you trust the person whose name is signed beside yours on 

documents—and what it costs when the trust turns out to have 

been, from the beginning, a structure as deliberately opaque as 

Sparrowhawk Maritime LLC. 

Then I heard Brian’s car in the driveway. 

 

He came in through the garage, as he always did. I heard his 

routine: keys on the kitchen counter, the refrigerator door, the 

sound of him standing for a moment in the kitchen in the way he 

always stood when he came home late, orienting himself to the 

house. I was sitting at the kitchen table with the light on. He 

came around the corner and saw me and stopped. 

He had changed since the concert. He was wearing a different 

shirt—the blue Oxford he keeps in his car for the kinds of 

situations that require a different shirt—and he had the 

particular expression of a person who has had forty-five minutes 
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to prepare for a conversation and is not sure whether the 

preparation was adequate. 

It was not adequate. 

I said, “Sit down.” 

He sat. I had the photograph on my phone, face down on the 

table between us. 

He said, “How was the concert.” 

He said this. I want to note it not with bitterness—I have 

moved well past bitterness—but as a data point about Brian 

Anders’s relationship to the truth, which is the relationship of 

a man who has practiced deception long enough that the habits of 

deception have become, for him, the path of least resistance even 

when the deception has already failed, even in the presence of 

its failure. 

I picked up the phone. I placed it in front of him with the 

photograph showing. He looked at it for a long time. 

“This isn’t what you think,” he said. 

“I’m a corporate litigator,” I said. “You should know better 

than to say that to me.” 

He looked at me, and there was something in his expression 

that I noted but did not, at the time, correctly identify. I 

thought it was guilt. I was wrong. What it was—and I understand 

this now, in retrospect, with the clarity of a person who has 

been given the full picture—was calculation. He was deciding, in 

that moment, how much I knew. He was trying to determine, from my 

face, whether what I had found was only Sophie Leland or whether 

it was something else. 
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“I’d like you to pack a bag,” I said. “And I’d like you to 

sleep somewhere else tonight.” 

He said, “This is my house.” 

I said, “Your name is not on the deed.” 

He knew this was true. He had been, at the time of purchase, 

happy to have it true, for the estate-planning reasons I had 

explained to him—the liability protections of sole ownership, the 

simplification of our estate structure given that my income 

substantially exceeded his at the time we bought the house. He 

had been pleased, actually, at my efficiency. He was not pleased 

now. 

He left without saying anything further. I watched the 

kitchen light from the side window until the garage door was 

fully down and his car had moved off Walnut Street. Then I went 

back upstairs. 

 

I found nothing else physically disturbed. I checked the 

landline in the study—a separate phone we kept for client calls—

and detected the faint auditory quality that suggests a secondary 

connection on the line, though I am not a surveillance expert and 

I noted this without certainty. I photographed the phone in any 

case. 

I made notes for forty minutes. The notes are the legal pad 

I would eventually hand to Dr. Wilson when he asked for the 

record, and they are the record. They cover what I had found: the 

shell companies, the registered agent, the Delaware structure, 

Sophie Leland, the Meridian data pipeline language, and David 
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Lim. At the top of the first page, I wrote the sentence I always 

write when I understand the shape of a case: What do they need to 

hide, and what have they done to hide it. 

I wrote this not in the abstract. A man does not build a 

four-layer shell company structure under Cape Cod wreck names for 

a passive real estate investment. A man does not have the home of 

his attorney wife swept for listening devices—devices 

subsequently and carefully removed—when the thing he is 

concealing is only an affair. 

The phone rang at 1:47 a.m. The screen read: Unknown. 

I answered. 

Silence. Not the silence of a bad connection—there was no 

static, no ambient sound, no hiss of a long-distance line. The 

silence of someone listening. Someone who had dialed deliberately 

and was now holding the line with the stillness of a person who 

does not want to be heard breathing. 

I said nothing. I held the line for what my phone later 

showed was fourteen seconds. Then it went dead. 

I put the phone on the table. I went to the front window and 

looked down at Walnut Street. A car was parked half a block 

north—a dark-colored Ford sedan, the plate partially visible in 

the streetlight, the first three characters consistent with a 

rental-plate format. I noted the time, the vehicle description, 

and the partial plate. I added this to the legal pad. 

Then I closed the folder—the one I had already, without 

deciding to, labeled Whydah in the corner of the cover—and I 

turned off the office light and went to bed. 
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I slept well. I was surprised, afterward, that I had slept 

well. But I think I understand it now. I slept well because the 

part of me that had been operating on instinct and inventory 

since 9:47 at the stadium had finally reached the end of the 

inventory and handed control back to the part of me that does its 

best work in full daylight with a legal pad and a clear 

objective. I knew what I was doing. I had done it before, on 

behalf of other people, in other cases where the architecture of 

concealment was elaborate and the people behind it were not 

accustomed to having someone look at what they had built and 

understand its shape. 

What I did not know yet—what I had no mechanism for knowing, 

sitting in the dark on Walnut Street at two in the morning with 

the folder labeled Whydah and the partial plate and the adhesive 

residue on the pencil holder—was how far outside the landscape of 

civil litigation I was already standing. I thought I was building 

a divorce case with unusual financial complexity. I was, in fact, 

standing at the edge of something that had already put one person 

at the bottom of Vineyard Haven harbor and that had the patience, 

the resources, and the organizational coherence to put me there 

too, if I gave it a reason. 

David Lim had given it a reason. 

I did not know that yet. 

But I was building the case. And the case would teach me 

what I needed to know. 
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Chapter Two 

“The First Shell” 

 

The morning after the stadium I made two purchases before I 

made any phone calls. This order of operations was deliberate. A 

person whose home office has been swept for listening devices and 

whose landline may carry a secondary connection does not make 

sensitive calls on equipment that has been sitting in that home. 

A lawyer who knows this and proceeds otherwise is not a lawyer 

operating at the level the situation requires. I had been a 

lawyer for eleven years and I had no intention of proceeding 

otherwise. 

The CVS on Watertown Street opens at seven. I was there when 

it opened. I bought a prepaid smartphone with a hundred-dollar 

calling card and paid cash. Then I drove to the Best Buy in 

Framingham and opened the doors with the first customers at ten 

and bought a mid-range laptop, also cash, and a sixteen-dollar 

privacy screen that prevents anyone reading over your shoulder 

from seeing what you are working on. I ate a granola bar in the 

parking lot and set up the laptop in my car and connected it to 

the store’s parking lot wifi long enough to establish a fresh 

browser profile and verify the new email address I had created 

during the night on the phone’s cellular data, which was not 

connected to our home network or to my name. Then I drove to the 

Starbucks three blocks east and used their wifi instead, because 

I was already thinking carefully about the trail I was leaving 

and where it led, and a parked car outside a Best Buy for longer 
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than a purchase requires is the kind of small anomaly that a 

careful person would note. 

I called Roger Connolly from the prepaid phone at ten-forty. 

Roger is the senior partner at Connolly & Reeve and has known me 

for nine years, and he understood, from the quality of my silence 

before I spoke, that what I was about to tell him was the minimum 

he needed to hear and not the thing itself. 

I said, “I have a family matter. I need a week.” 

He said, “Take what you need.” 

He asked no questions. This is one of the things I value 

most about Roger Connolly, which is that he has practiced long 

enough to know that there are certain sentences a person says in 

a certain voice that are not invitations to inquiry. I thanked 

him and ended the call and sat for a moment with the prepaid 

phone in my hand and a cup of coffee I was not tasting and looked 

at the Starbucks parking lot, which was not interesting, but 

which gave my eyes something to do while my mind did the part of 

the work that does not look like work from the outside. 

What I was going to do next was drive to the Cape. 

 

 

What I knew: the shell company architecture, the registered 

agent in Hyannis, the Cape Cod wreck names as a deliberate 

encoding, Sophie Leland and her role as VP of Infrastructure at 

Meridian Analytics, and the bare fact of David Lim’s death eight 

months earlier in Vineyard Haven harbor at a company retreat. 

What I had assembled from those elements was the outline of a 



Gael / Dark Harbor / 22 

structure that was too elaborate for its stated purpose and whose 

operational geography—a registered agent in Hyannis, shell 

companies named after outer Cape maritime disasters—pointed south 

and east toward the water. What I did not have was content. I had 

a shape without a substance. 

The shape told me the substance was on the Cape. I felt this 

with the specific conviction of a litigator who has followed 

evidence long enough to develop a working instinct for where it 

leads. I have learned to trust that instinct not because it is 

infallible but because the cost of ignoring it, when it proves 

right, is almost always higher than the cost of following it when 

it proves wrong. The shape said: go to the Cape. I went to the 

Cape. 

It was the third week of June and the summer was fully 

present on Route 6, the line of vehicles moving east in the 

particular patient way of people who have accepted, as the price 

of the destination, a quality of traffic that would be 

intolerable anywhere else. I was not in the frame of mind that 

usually makes the drive pleasant. I have always found something 

useful in the Cape’s approach—the way the landscape gradually 

surrenders its mainland density, the scrub oak giving way to 

pitch pine and then to the specific spare beauty of the outermost 

landscape, the light changing quality as you move out onto the 

peninsula and the weight of the continent drops away behind you. 

I find it clarifying. That morning I found it urgent, which is a 

different thing, but the drive did what the drive always does 

regardless of one’s interior weather: it put the mainland at a 



Gael / Dark Harbor / 23 

sufficient remove that I stopped thinking about Newton and 

started thinking about what was in front of me. 

 

Harwick & Tilden LLP occupied the ground floor of a 

converted Victorian on Main Street in Hyannis, two blocks from 

the harbor. I had no intention of going in. Going in would have 

told them I was looking and I was not ready for them to know 

that. I drove past the building twice at normal speed, noting the 

layout: ground-floor office with a bay window, a single brass 

nameplate beside the front door, one marked parking space with a 

placard reading H&T RESERVED. A tidy building, well-maintained, 

the kind of small firm that handles the quiet end of money rather 

than the noisy end—property transfers, estate planning, the 

maintenance work of moderate wealth that does not need to be 

advertised. 

I parked on a side street with a sightline to the building’s 

entrance and watched it for forty minutes. In that time, three 

people entered or exited: an older man in khakis who moved with 

the proprietary ease of an owner, either Harwick or Tilden; a UPS 

driver with a single package; and a woman in her sixties who 

emerged with a folder under her arm and the settled expression of 

someone who has just signed something that was a long time 

coming. No one who looked like a data infrastructure executive. 

No one who looked like a person managing a network of shell 

companies. No one whose presence was inconsistent with the 

building’s presentation. 
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This told me nothing, which was also information. Harwick & 

Tilden was a clean front—a respectable address on a respectable 

street, the kind of registered agent that provides a layer of 

legitimate presentation and asks no questions. The questions it 

does not ask are the point of it. 

I photographed the building and the parking space and the 

cars visible on the street. Then I went looking for Kevin Halter. 

 

The marine electronics dispute had been filed in Barnstable 

County Superior Court two years back: Halter Marine Systems, Inc. 

v. Frances LLC, a contract claim for eighteen thousand four 

hundred dollars in unpaid invoices for the installation of 

communications equipment. The case had been settled out of court 

in September of the same year, with the terms sealed. This had 

taken me twelve minutes to find on the Barnstable County court 

records portal, sitting in the Starbucks parking lot in 

Framingham before I left Newton. The filing gave me Kevin 

Halter’s business address: Route 28, Harwich. 

The shop was a converted boat barn on the inland side of 

Route 28, set back from the road behind a gravel lot with no 

landscaping. A hand-lettered sign above the door said HALTER 

MARINE ELECTRONICS in faded blue paint and below it a smaller 

sign said SALES—SERVICE—INSTALLATION. I parked in the gravel at 

twelve-fifteen. The lot was empty except for a pickup truck 

backed up to the barn’s side door with its tailgate down. 

Kevin Halter was a compact man in his mid-fifties with gray 

at the temples and the careful hands of someone who works with 
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precise equipment. He was at a workbench when I came in, a VHF 

radio disassembled in front of him in component groups laid out 

with the methodical tidiness of a person who knows exactly where 

each piece goes when it goes back together. He looked up when I 

entered and said good afternoon with the automatic courtesy of a 

small-business owner and then looked at me more carefully, the 

second look being the assessment the first one had prepared. 

I told him my name. I showed him my bar card. 

“I’m looking into a matter involving Frances LLC,” I said. 

“I found your name in the court filing.” 

He put down the component he was holding. “I settled that.” 

“I know,” I said. “I’m not here about the money. I’m here 

about what you installed.” 

The shop had the particular quality of a working interior on 

a warm afternoon—the specific warmth of a building that holds 

heat and the layered smell of solder and WD-40 and the salt that 

gets into everything on the Cape within a mile of water and does 

not leave. He looked at me for a long moment without speaking, 

which was itself a form of speaking. 

“I signed an NDA,” he said. 

“I understand,” I said. “I’m not asking you to violate it. 

I’m asking you to tell me whatever you’re able to tell me within 

its terms.” 

Another pause. He picked up the VHF component and set it 

down again. The radio sat on the bench between us and I had the 

brief, irrelevant thought that it was a useful object for a man 
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in his position—something to do with his hands while he made a 

decision. 

“Communications equipment,” he said, finally. “On a boat and 

at a property. That’s all I can say about the nature of the 

work.” 

“What property?” 

He looked at the window. Not out of it—at it, the way a 

person looks at a surface when they are deciding whether to use 

it as a mirror or a wall. When he spoke again his voice was the 

voice of a man who has arrived at the boundary of what he will 

and will not say and is placing the next sentence carefully on 

the right side of that line. 

“Tern Island,” he said. “Off Chatham. Private island. You 

get there by boat.” He said it in the careful monotone of a 

person delivering information he has decided he can justify 

sharing because it is a matter of public physical geography 

rather than operational detail. Then: “I shouldn’t have told you 

that. I’m going to ask you not to write it down.” 

I had already written it in the small notebook I keep in my 

jacket pocket, using the shorthand I developed in law school for 

taking notes in depositions when you don’t want the witness to 

see you writing. I did not write anything further. 

“Were you the only contractor they used?” I said. 

“You can ask.” 

“Were you the only contractor they used?” 

He was quiet for a moment. The radio sat on the bench 

between us. Outside on Route 28 a truck passed with the 
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particular heavy sound of a commercial vehicle at speed and then 

the road was quiet again. 

“No,” he said. 

Another pause, longer, with a different quality from the 

previous ones—not calculating, this time, but something closer to 

reluctant, the reluctance of a person who is about to offer 

something they have been holding back not from self-interest but 

from a recognition of what the offering might cost the recipient. 

“You should be careful,” he said. “That’s all I’m going to 

tell you. You should be careful.” 

I thanked him. I left. The gravel crunched under my tires 

and I turned east on Route 28 toward Chatham and I thought about 

what Kevin Halter looked like when he said those four words. Not 

alarmed. This was something quieter and more durable: the 

specific exhaustion of a person who has been careful for a long 

time and has found the carefulness wearing and is offering the 

warning not because it is required of him but because he is the 

kind of man who cannot entirely stop himself. 

 

Tern Island sits in Stage Harbor off the south Chatham 

coast, nine acres of pitch pine and maritime scrub accessible 

only by water. I knew it by name from the outer Cape’s geography—

a minor island, a minor footnote in the region’s history of 

eccentric summer occupancy. I did not know it had been purchased 

for $4.2 million a few years back until I found the deed transfer 

that afternoon on the Barnstable County Registry of Deeds portal, 

sitting in my car outside a bait shop on the Chatham waterfront. 



Gael / Dark Harbor / 28 

The grantor was an estate. The grantee was Frances LLC, 

represented by Harwick & Tilden as registered agent. The 

transaction had closed on November 12th, during the second month 

of the pandemic, when the Registry of Deeds was operating at 

reduced capacity and the acquisition of a nine-acre private 

island in Stage Harbor drew approximately no public attention. 

The purchase had been made without a mortgage. No lender’s 

name on the deed. Cash. 

I found a boat livery at Chatham Fish Pier that rented 

skiffs by the hour to recreational users holding a valid boating 

certificate. I have held one for years, maintained for the 

sailing weekends in Barnstable Harbor that Brian and I had taken 

in the early years of our marriage. I rented a fourteen-foot 

aluminum skiff with a four-horsepower outboard, gave bird 

watching as my reason, and was on the water by two o’clock. 

Stage Harbor in mid-June on a clear afternoon is one of the 

places on this coast that the summer visitors come back for year 

after year without being entirely able to say why, because the 

reason is partly the water and partly the light and partly 

something that is the combination of both in a particular 

proportion that exists in this specific body of water and not in 

quite the same way anywhere else. I was aware of this. I was not 

in a state to enjoy it. I kept the throttle at three-quarters and 

watched the island take shape ahead of me as I motored east. 

What I saw was not what I had expected to see. 

I had expected the Cape vernacular of old summer money—

shingle-style, sprawling, the kind of compound that announces 
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itself from the water. What I saw instead was a structure that 

was deliberately inconspicuous: a long, single-story building set 

back from the waterline behind a screen of mature pitch pines, 

the roof dark green, the exterior walls the same dark green, a 

color and material that absorbs rather than reflects light and 

does not attract the eye from the water. From a distance of two 

hundred yards it could have been a maintenance building for a 

larger estate that did not exist. From a hundred yards it was 

clearly habitable—windows, a generator housing at the east end, 

propane tanks in a padlocked cage—but it presented itself as 

small and working and uninteresting. 

Above the treeline, barely visible from my angle of 

approach, was the dish array. 

Not a residential satellite dish. Three apertures in a 

triangulated configuration, each dish between two and three 

meters across, mounted on a low steel frame at the building’s 

roof peak. I knew what a consumer VSAT system looked like—a small 

white dome, a single aperture, the kind of thing that provides 

television and modest internet access to remote properties. This 

was not that. This was a multi-aperture installation of the type 

I had seen in photographs during a litigation matter involving a 

satellite communications company two years earlier, the kind of 

setup associated with high-bandwidth enterprise data uplink in 

locations without terrestrial broadband infrastructure. The kind 

of installation you commission when you need to move large 

quantities of data into and out of a location that cannot be 

connected to a cable or a fiber network. 



Gael / Dark Harbor / 30 

I brought the skiff around to the south side of the island, 

where a dock extended into the water, and motored past it slowly 

at a distance of perhaps forty yards, holding my phone at chest 

height and taking photographs of the treeline as though the 

treeline were my subject. The dock was substantial—three cleats, 

pilings sunk deep, room for a vessel up to forty feet. There were 

no boats tied at it. At the end of the dock, on a ten-foot steel 

pole, was a camera in a weatherproof housing on a swivel mount. 

The housing was commercial grade, the kind used for perimeter 

security at warehouses and utility installations. It was pointed 

toward the water. 

I was in the water. I put the phone in my jacket pocket and 

opened the throttle and headed back toward Chatham Fish Pier. 

I was approximately two hundred yards from the island, 

bearing northwest, when the powerboat came up fast behind me. 

It was a twenty-two-foot center console with twin outboards, 

and it came from the direction of the island at a speed that was 

not consistent with recreational harbor use and that closed the 

distance between us in considerably less time than I had to 

formulate a response to its appearance. It had been at the island 

while I was photographing the dock—on the north side, the blind 

side from my approach angle—and someone on the island had watched 

the security camera feed and made a phone call, and the boat had 

launched and come around the island’s east end and found me. 

There were two men aboard. The operator was heavyset, forty 

or so, eyes forward, running the boat with the concentrated 

attention of a person who is operating a machine at its limits 
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and knows it. The second man was younger—late twenties, dark 

clothing despite the afternoon heat, a quality of physical 

stillness that is not the stillness of ease but the stillness of 

a person who has trained himself to be still because stillness is 

useful in his work. He was standing at the starboard rail, facing 

me, and when the boat came alongside at perhaps twelve yards and 

matched my speed for a moment, he looked at me. 

Directly and without expression, the way a person looks at a 

thing they are assessing rather than at a person they are seeing. 

Three seconds, perhaps four. Then he looked away and the operator 

opened the throttle and the powerboat accelerated and passed me 

and I had perhaps two seconds to understand what was coming 

before the wake hit. 

It was a substantial wake from a twenty-two-foot hull at 

speed in a confined harbor, and it reached me at the worst angle—

broadside, on the port quarter. The bow came up, the stern 

dropped, and I took water over the transom—perhaps three inches 

of bilge in the first surge—and spent thirty seconds working the 

throttle and the tiller in combination to bring the bow back 

around and keep the hull from developing a secondary roll. The 

skiff did not capsize. For thirty seconds I was operating on 

muscle memory alone. The two men had known I was there. They had 

come out to find me. They had chosen to pass close enough and 

fast enough to put me in the water if the hull geometry had been 

slightly different. 

I motored back to the pier at full throttle. I tied up the 

skiff and sat on the dock with my hands in my lap and I did 
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something I have not done since a particularly bad day in the 

Hartley trial: I counted to one hundred by sevens. It is a 

technique my first litigation partner taught me in the year I 

passed the bar. By the time I reached two hundred and forty-seven 

I had my hands back. 

I checked the photographs. Intact. I put the phone in my 

jacket pocket and went back to my car. 

 

I drove back toward Boston on Route 6, stopping at a rest 

area in Barnstable to continue working on the new laptop. The 

Cobham EXPLORER 8100—I identified the dish array by cross-

referencing its visual profile against manufacturer 

specifications for commercial VSAT systems in the two-to-four-

meter aperture range—is a maritime and remote-location satellite 

uplink system capable of sustained data transfer rates of up to 

fifty megabits per second. It is not sold to residential users. 

Its distribution is restricted to enterprise and government 

clients through authorized channels, for applications requiring 

continuous high-bandwidth uplink from remote or marine locations 

where terrestrial connectivity is unavailable. A three-aperture 

installation of the type I had photographed on the roof of the 

Tern Island structure lists at approximately $180,000. 

A $4.2 million island purchased in cash through a Cape Cod 

wreck name shell company. A $180,000 commercial satellite uplink 

system. A marine electronics contractor under NDA who had been 

paid to install communications equipment and who was now living 

with the particular vigilance of a person who has been told, in 
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terms whose meaning admitted no ambiguity, what certain 

conversations would cost him. 

I added this to the legal pad and went back to David Lim. 

 

His LinkedIn profile was still active, preserved in the 

specific limbo of a deceased person’s social media presence that 

no one has yet had the occasion or the will to deactivate. David 

Lim, data operations manager, Meridian Analytics, from three 

years ago to this past October—the October date being three 

months after his death, which meant either that someone had 

updated his end date after he died, or that his login credentials 

had been in use after he was gone. Both possibilities were worth 

noting. 

His educational background was Northeastern University, 

computer science. Previous employer: DataStream Partners, a data 

aggregation firm in Cambridge. Before DataStream, a company 

called Pellucid Systems that I could find no current record of 

anywhere in the standard databases. 

I searched Pellucid Systems directly. It had been 

incorporated in Delaware years back and dissolved not long after 

without explanation. Its only filing of substance was a patent 

application for a method of, and here I am quoting the filing 

precisely because the precision matters: “extracting and 

normalizing unstructured data from heterogeneous enterprise 

sources for downstream commercial and analytical use.” The patent 

had been abandoned before issuance. The principal listed in the 

dissolution filing was T. Voronov. The given name was listed only 
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as an initial. I searched T. Voronov in combination with Pellucid 

Systems, DataStream Partners, and Meridian Analytics and found 

nothing. The name was a wall. I noted it and filed it and moved 

on. 

Then I found the Reddit thread. 

It was on r/legaladvice, posted eighteen months before David 

Lim’s death, under the username dlim_ne. The handle was 

consistent with his initials and the standard abbreviation for 

northeastern Massachusetts, which is where he lived and worked. 

The post asked whether a Massachusetts employer could require 

employees to work aboard private vessels as part of their regular 

duties without providing maritime safety training, additional 

compensation, or boating certification. Several respondents noted 

that the answer depended on the nature of the employment 

agreement and the vessel’s classification. The poster had replied 

once, to a question asking for clarification: 

The employment agreement doesn’t mention maritime duties at 

all. The vessel is used for data transfer operations, not 

passenger transport. 

I read that sentence three times. 

A data operations manager who was being required to work on 

boats for data transfer purposes. Who had posted this question 

eighteen months before his death. Who had died on a boat at a 

company retreat on Martha’s Vineyard. Whose employer maintained a 

private island off Chatham equipped with a commercial satellite 

uplink system and a perimeter security camera on the dock. Whose 
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employer’s VP of Infrastructure described their product as the 

aggregation of data previously considered inaccessible. 

I sat in the rest area parking lot in Barnstable for a long 

time after I read that sentence. Long enough that the light in 

the lot changed quality from afternoon to early evening without 

my quite registering the transition. Then I put the laptop away 

and drove the rest of the way back to Newton. 

 

That night I stood at the kitchen window for a while. The 

backyard was the usual June dark—the garden neither of us tended 

as it should be, the shed needing its second coat of paint in two 

years, the neighbor’s air conditioner running in the heat. I was 

not looking at any of these things. I was looking at the 

aggregate of what the day had produced, which is what I do at the 

end of an investigative day when I need to understand what I have 

and what I still need. 

What I had: a private island in Stage Harbor, accessible 

only by water, purchased in cash through a Cape Cod wreck name 

shell company, equipped with commercial satellite data uplink 

infrastructure and perimeter security, maintained in deliberate 

inconspicuousness. A marine electronics contractor under NDA who 

had installed communications equipment on the island and on a 

boat and who had warned me, with the economy of a man who had 

said all he was going to say, to be careful. A data operations 

manager whose Reddit post established that he had been required 

to work on boats for data transfer purposes and who was now dead, 

ruled an accidental drowning. A company whose VP of 
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Infrastructure was also the woman Brian had been with at the Kiss 

Cam. A dissolved precursor company whose principal bore a Russian 

surname and whose single patent application described, in the 

language of legitimate enterprise, the extraction and 

normalization of data obtained from heterogeneous sources. 

And two men in a powerboat who had come out of Stage Harbor 

to find me when I looked at their dock. 

I opened a new page in the legal pad. 

At the top I wrote: This is not a divorce. 

Below that I wrote Kevin Halter’s name and underlined it 

once. Beside it: NDA—who drafted it? Follow the NDA. 

Below that: dlim_ne—data transfer operations, vessel-based. 

Lim knew what he was doing. Lim told someone, or they believed he 

might. 

And then, at the bottom of the page, the sentence that was 

the shape of what I had assembled, even though I could not yet 

fill in every part of its content: 

Meridian is not a data company. It is a data smuggling 

operation. The island is the physical infrastructure. The boats 

are the transport mechanism. The shell companies are the 

ownership layer. Brian has been running this for at least four 

years. David Lim is dead because he understood what he was 

working on. 

I looked at that sentence for a long while. Then I closed 

the legal pad and went to bed. 

I did not sleep well this time. 
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Chapter Three 

“Whydah Holdings” 

 

The morning after Tern Island I made a list. This is not a 

therapeutic habit; it is how I work. A case that exists only in a 

lawyer’s head is not a case but an anxiety, and the first step in 

converting an anxiety into a case is to write down what you have 

and what you still need and in what order you intend to obtain 

it. I do this by hand, because writing by hand forces a 

discipline of prioritization that screen-based tools do not 

require—you cannot add an item to a handwritten list without 

committing to it, and the commitment is the point. 

The list had five items. In order: one, call Patricia Howe 

and engage her for forensic accounting review of the Whydah 

structure. Two, continue the T. Voronov search through European 

business registry databases. Three, find Marcus Webb. Four, call 

the FBI. Five, call Judge Marsh. I had not yet met any of these 

names except Voronov’s. I would meet them all before the day was 

out, and the day would be longer than I planned for. 

 

Patricia Howe runs a forensic accounting firm in downtown 

Boston, six employees, herself and a senior analyst and four 

associates she cycles through a partnership track that keeps all 

of them hungry in the productive sense of the word. I had used 

her on two previous matters—a securities fraud case some years 

back and a breach of fiduciary duty proceeding the following 

year—and in both cases she had found the thing the other side had 
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believed was adequately hidden. She has the temperament of a 

person who spent twelve years at the IRS and never stopped being 

interested in what the numbers are actually saying as opposed to 

what they appear to say, and she maintains a level of methodical 

curiosity about financial structures that I find genuinely 

enviable because it is uncontaminated by the emotional register 

in which I tend to work. 

I called her from the prepaid phone at eight-fifteen. 

“I have a financial structure I need mapped,” I said. “Shell 

companies, Delaware registrations, a Hyannis registered agent, 

possible offshore payment flows. I need a preliminary picture in 

twenty-four hours and a full analysis in seventy-two.” 

A pause. “This is through the firm?” 

“No. This is direct engagement.” 

Another pause, this one with a different quality. Patricia 

Howe was not naive about what it meant when a partner at a major 

Boston litigation firm called her directly rather than through 

the firm’s standard engagement process. It meant the matter was 

either personal or sensitive or both, and that the firm’s 

institutional infrastructure was either unavailable or 

undesirable. She understood this and she asked no questions about 

it, which is one of the reasons I had called her. 

“Send me what you have,” she said. “I’ll call you when I’ve 

got something.” 

I sent her the LLC filings, the court records from the 

Halter Marine dispute, the Delaware registration documents I had 

found through the registered agent database, and the Barnstable 
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County Registry of Deeds entry for the Tern Island purchase. I 

sent them from the clean laptop through the new email address, 

and I noted the time of transmission in the legal pad because a 

record of when information was shared and with whom is the kind 

of detail that matters in circumstances you cannot fully 

anticipate. 

 

The T. Voronov search required a commercial research 

database I subscribe to personally for matters that require 

European business registry access—a subscription I had maintained 

since a cross-border matter some years back involving a Dutch 

holding company, on the general principle that tools you do not 

have when you need them are worth more than tools you have when 

you do not. I logged in from the clean laptop through a cellular 

hotspot, not through any network associated with the house or 

with the firm. 

Taras Voronov. Born 1971, Kiev, then Ukrainian SSR. 

Education listed in a European Business Registry profile as 

economics and computer science, Moscow State University, 1989 to 

1993. A gap in the file spanning most of a decade that the 

profile fills with only the word “consultant.” From then on, a 

series of data technology ventures registered in Cyprus, 

Luxembourg, and the British Virgin Islands, each one dissolved 

and succeeded by the next in a pattern that suggested not 

business failure but deliberate evolution—each entity building on 

the previous one’s infrastructure and client relationships while 

shedding the previous one’s regulatory exposure. 
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The most recent entity, and the one currently active, was 

Atrium Data Holdings S.A., registered in Limassol, Cyprus, some 

years back. Sector: data analytics and information services. 

Beneficial ownership structure: opaque by Cypriot regulatory 

design, but with a recent public filing made in connection with a 

European data privacy regulatory proceeding that listed Voronov 

as Director. 

I stared at that name for a moment. Atrium. I wrote it in 

the legal pad. I did not yet know what it meant in the 

operational context of the Meridian structure, but I knew it was 

significant because the names Brian chose for things were never 

arbitrary, and the word atrium—from the Latin, the central open 

hall of a Roman house, the space everything else organized 

around—was too architectural and too specific to be a coincidence 

in a man who had named his shell companies after shipwrecks. The 

atrium was the center. Atrium Data Holdings was the center. 

I noted it and moved on to Marcus Webb. 

 

The wrongful termination suit had been filed in Middlesex 

County Superior Court on March 8th: Webb, Marcus J. v. Meridian 

Analytics, Inc. The complaint alleged termination in retaliation 

for internal reporting of data practices the plaintiff believed 

to be in violation of Massachusetts and federal privacy law. The 

complaint was specific: it described Webb’s role as data 

engineering lead, his discovery that January of what he 

characterized as “the systematic collection and aggregation of 

personal data obtained without the knowledge or consent of the 
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data subjects,” his report to his direct supervisor and then to 

the company’s general counsel, and his termination seven days 

later under the stated pretext of a workforce reduction that he 

alleged was not a workforce reduction because no other employees 

in his department were terminated. 

The suit was withdrawn on June 14th. Three months after 

filing. No settlement was recorded. In a case of this type, a 

withdrawal without recorded settlement means one of two things: 

either the plaintiff accepted terms that included a non-

disclosure agreement requiring the withdrawal, or the plaintiff 

withdrew under circumstances that had nothing to do with the 

merits of the case. Both possibilities had happened. The 

withdrawal was the event. The reason for the withdrawal was what 

I needed. 

I found the police report through the Somerville PD’s public 

incident log, which is accessible online for incidents reported 

in the previous thirty-six months. The report was filed on July 

14th—exactly thirty days after the suit was withdrawn. Marcus 

James Webb, thirty-one, of 44 College Avenue, Somerville, 

reporting an assault by two unknown individuals that had occurred 

at approximately eleven p.m. the previous evening outside his 

apartment building. The report listed his injuries as three 

broken ribs, a fractured left orbital socket, and lacerations to 

the face and both hands. He had been transported to Tufts Medical 

Center and treated and released two days later. The assailants 

had not been identified. The case had been closed as unsolved 

that September. 
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I read the injury description twice. Three broken ribs and a 

fractured orbital socket are not the result of a mugging gone 

further than intended. They are the result of a mugging that went 

exactly as far as it was intended to go: far enough to 

hospitalize a person for two days and to leave a set of injuries 

that take six to eight weeks to heal and that serve as a specific 

and durable reminder of what can happen when a person persists in 

a course of action that other parties wish them to discontinue. 

Marcus Webb’s LinkedIn profile had been dormant since that 

July. His Facebook account showed a last post from the following 

spring: a photograph of a desert landscape with the caption 

“Settled in.” I identified the vegetation as consistent with the 

Sonoran Desert, which placed him in Arizona or possibly southern 

New Mexico. He had not posted anything since. 

I added Webb’s name to the legal pad below David Lim’s. 

David Lim: dead. Ruled accidental drowning. Eight months 

ago. 

Marcus Webb: beaten and hospitalized. Suit withdrawn. Driven 

out of state. Thirteen months ago. 

And a powerboat in Stage Harbor, coming out of a private 

island’s protected cove, to deliver a message to a woman in a 

rented skiff who had looked at the wrong dock at the wrong time. 

I was beginning to understand the scope of what Brian had 

built, and what it cost to maintain it. 

 

The cease-and-desist letter arrived in my work email inbox 

at eleven-forty-three a.m. I know the time because I noted it. I 
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was accessing my work email through the clean laptop via a 

browser session—not through any firm-connected application, not 

through the compromised home network—and the letter had been sent 

to my professional address at Connolly & Reeve, not to any 

personal account. This was a choice on their part. They could 

have sent it to my home address or to the prepaid phone number, 

which they presumably did not have. They sent it to the firm 

because sending it to the firm was a message in itself: we know 

where you work, and we are not reluctant to make this 

professional. 

The sender was Harding Morrow & Associates, a Boston firm I 

recognized from the corporate defense bar. They specialize in 

intellectual property protection, corporate confidentiality, and 

what the industry calls “aggressive pre-litigation resolution,” 

which is a phrase that means what it says. The letter was 

addressed to me personally and to Connolly & Reeve as my 

employer, both names on the caption, which created an implicit 

institutional pressure it was designed to create: your firm is on 

notice, and your firm has its own interests in this matter. 

The substance of the letter was this: I was directed to 

immediately cease any investigation, inquiry, or legal 

proceedings related to Meridian Analytics, Inc. or any of its 

affiliates, subsidiaries, or associated entities; to return all 

documents and data obtained through what the letter characterized 

as “unauthorized means”; and to “refrain from further contact 

with any current or former employees, contractors, or business 

associates of Meridian Analytics or its affiliated entities.” The 
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letter cited potential liability under the Computer Fraud and 

Abuse Act, the Massachusetts Wiretap Act, and three other federal 

and state statutes that it cited accurately but applied in ways 

that would not have survived the first page of a responsive 

brief. 

I was not concerned about the legal theories. I was 

concerned about two sentences near the end of the letter’s second 

page, rendered in the measured language of a firm that knows 

exactly what it is doing: “Our client is aware that you have 

recently accessed certain public records in Barnstable and 

Middlesex Counties and conducted certain inquiries in the Chatham 

and Harwich areas of Barnstable County. Our client strongly 

advises that no further such inquiries be undertaken.” 

They knew I had been to Harwich. They knew I had been to 

Chatham. They knew I had accessed the Barnstable County Registry 

of Deeds and the Middlesex County court records. The Barnstable 

Registry access was through a public web portal and left no 

identifying trace I could identify. The Middlesex County court 

records portal does log user sessions, but not by identity unless 

the user is logged in, and I had accessed it as a guest. The 

Chatham visit—the boat livery—I had used my boating certificate, 

which bore my name. The Harwich visit I had made in a rental car. 

Physical surveillance, then. Not just the house. They had 

been watching me in the field, and they had been watching me well 

enough to know where I had been without necessarily knowing what 

I had found there. The letter’s language was specific about my 

locations but not about my discoveries. They knew I had been to 



Gael / Dark Harbor / 46 

Chatham and Harwich; they did not appear to know I had spoken to 

Kevin Halter, because the letter’s instruction not to contact 

“contractors” was too general to constitute knowledge. 

I did not respond to the letter. I forwarded it to Patricia 

Howe as an attachment with a single line: “This arrived this 

morning. Relevant context.” Then I set it aside and made the call 

I had been delaying since I wrote the fourth item on my morning 

list. 

 

The FBI’s Boston field office is on One Center Plaza, three 

blocks from my firm’s office. I called the main line and asked 

for the economic crimes unit. I was placed on hold for four 

minutes and transferred twice. The voice that answered identified 

itself as Supervisory Special Agent Gerald Mast. 

Agent Mast had the voice of a careful man: measured, 

attentive, unhurried in the way of someone who has learned that 

appearing unhurried is itself a form of control. I told him my 

name and my profession and then I told him, in the precise and 

organized sequence I had mentally prepared, what I had found over 

the previous three days: the shell company architecture, the Tern 

Island facility and its satellite uplink infrastructure, Kevin 

Halter’s installation work and the NDA, David Lim’s death and the 

Reddit post establishing that he had been required to work on 

boats for data transfer purposes, Marcus Webb’s wrongful 

termination complaint and the beating that had followed its 

withdrawal, the cease-and-desist letter from Harding Morrow and 

what its specificity implied about ongoing physical surveillance. 
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I gave him the LLC names, the registered agent, the Barnstable 

County deed transfer. I gave him everything I had in the legal 

pad. 

He listened without interrupting. When I finished he was 

quiet for a moment, and then he began asking questions. 

The first question was: “How did you access the company 

formation documents?” 

I said, “Through the Massachusetts Secretary of State’s 

public business entity database and the Barnstable County court 

records portal, both freely accessible to the public.” 

The second question was: “When you approached the island 

property by water, were you at any point within the property’s 

documented boundary?” 

I said I was in a navigable public waterway throughout. I 

did not land or approach the dock. 

The third question was: “Have you shared this information 

with any other parties outside of this call?” 

I said, “With a forensic accountant I have engaged for 

financial analysis.” I did not give him Patricia Howe’s name. 

The fourth question was: “Are you aware that Meridian 

Analytics may currently be the subject of an ongoing federal 

investigation?” 

I said that I was not aware of that. 

He said, “I would strongly advise you to preserve all 

materials in your possession and to refrain from any further 

independent inquiry, as parallel activity of this kind can 

significantly complicate existing federal proceedings and could, 
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depending on the nature of future actions, raise questions of 

obstruction.” He said this in the measured, careful voice of a 

man who had said it before, in this formulation or one very close 

to it. “We take the information you’ve provided seriously. 

Someone will be in touch.” 

I thanked him and ended the call. 

I sat with it for a while. 

I have been deposed seven times in my career as a witness 

rather than as counsel, and I have taken several hundred 

depositions as the examining attorney, and I know the 

architecture of an examination designed to gather information as 

opposed to an examination designed to establish what the subject 

knows and to discourage her from finding out more. Gerald Mast’s 

questions had been the second kind. He had asked me nothing about 

the operational details of the Meridian structure. He had asked 

nothing about Taras Voronov or Atrium Data Holdings. He had asked 

nothing about the nature of the data being transported or the 

identity of the buyers. What he had asked me was how I had 

obtained my information, whether I had trespassed, who else knew 

what I knew, and whether I understood that proceeding further 

could constitute a crime. 

If the FBI had an active investigation into Meridian 

Analytics, my information was valuable to it. An agent conducting 

a genuine economic crimes investigation does not respond to a 

detailed voluntary report from a credible professional witness by 

asking whether she understands the obstruction statutes. He 

responds by asking her to come in. 
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Gerald Mast had not asked me to come in. 

 

Patricia Howe called at three-forty in the afternoon. 

Twenty-three hours, not twenty-four. 

“I need to show you something in person,” she said. “Not 

over the phone.” 

We met at a coffee shop in the Back Bay at five o’clock, a 

place I chose because it has a back section with individual 

tables set well apart from each other and I had never been there 

with Brian and therefore had no particular reason to believe I 

was known there. Patricia was already at a corner table when I 

arrived, a printed summary face-down on the table in front of her 

and a coffee she had clearly not been drinking. 

She waited until I sat down before she turned the summary 

face-up and pushed it across the table. 

It was two pages. The first page mapped the Whydah Holdings 

structure in the layered format she uses for complex entity 

diagrams: the LLCs at the top, the Delaware sub-entities below 

them, and at the base of the structure, receiving quarterly 

transfers into the lowest-layer entities, a Cypriot company 

identified as Atrium Data Holdings S.A. The transfers were not 

large—forty-five thousand dollars per quarter per entity, 

laundered through a chain of intermediate transactions that 

Patricia had traced through a combination of the public filings I 

had sent her and a series of bank routing records she had 

accessed through sources she did not specify and I did not ask 

about. The total quarterly inflow to the Whydah structure from 
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Atrium Data Holdings S.A. was approximately $180,000. Annually, 

approximately $720,000. 

“That’s the visible layer,” Patricia said. She tapped the 

page. “Those are the amounts that end up in the filings. The 

amounts that start the chain are considerably larger. I haven’t 

fully mapped the upstream structure yet, but based on the 

layering pattern I’m seeing, I’d estimate the actual transaction 

size at the point of origin is between fifteen and twenty times 

the recorded amount.” 

I looked at her. “So the actual inflow to the Meridian 

operation is between ten and fourteen million dollars annually.” 

“At minimum. That’s just the Whydah structure. I don’t know 

yet how many parallel structures exist.” 

I turned to the second page. 

It was a summary of Atrium Data Holdings S.A.’s corporate 

profile, with a section at the bottom headed “Notable 

Associations.” Patricia had found, through the recent European 

data privacy regulatory filing I had already identified, Taras 

Voronov as Director of Atrium Data Holdings. What she had found 

additionally was his parallel role: Managing Partner, Volga 

Capital Group, a Luxembourg-registered investment fund with €2.3 

billion under management. 

Below that, three lines in Patricia’s handwriting: “Volga 

Capital Group—co-investment vehicles with two entities on U.S. 

Treasury OFAC sanctions list (Annex B). Interlocking 

directorships with Rodnov Strategic Partners (Vienna) and 

Karelian Data Infrastructure GmbH (Berlin). Both flagged in a 
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recent EU parliamentary report on financial structures with links 

to Russian state intelligence services.” 

I read this three times. Then I set the page down. 

Patricia picked up her coffee, which was cold, and drank it 

anyway in the manner of a person who has moved past the point 

where the temperature of her coffee is relevant. “I’m going to 

need you to tell me what this is actually about,” she said. 

“Because it isn’t a divorce.” 

“I know,” I said. 

She looked at me with the patience of a person who has spent 

twenty-five years following money through structures designed to 

resist being followed, and who has learned that the money always 

has a story and the story always has a human being at the center 

of it and the human being is always, on some level, terrified. 

“Are you safe?” she said. 

I thought about the powerboat in Stage Harbor. I thought 

about Marcus Webb’s fractured orbital socket. I thought about the 

silence on the phone line at 1:47 a.m., fourteen seconds of 

someone listening. 

“I’m being careful,” I said. 

Patricia nodded once, in the manner of a person who 

understands that this is not the same thing as yes and who has 

decided to accept it as the answer she is going to get. “I’ll 

have the full upstream mapping done in forty-eight hours,” she 

said. “Don’t use the work phone.” 

I told her I wasn’t. 
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I drove home on the Mass Pike in the early evening traffic 

and I thought about Gerald Mast and Taras Voronov and the Volga 

Capital Group and the U.S. Treasury’s OFAC sanctions list and ten 

to fourteen million dollars annually moving through a Cape Cod 

wreck name shell company structure into a private island data 

operation off Chatham. I thought about David Lim in Vineyard 

Haven harbor and Marcus Webb in a Somerville emergency room with 

three broken ribs. I thought about Kevin Halter saying, in the 

voice of a man who cannot entirely stop himself from being 

decent: “You should be careful.” 

I had been careful. I had used the prepaid phone and the 

clean laptop and the cellular hotspot and the cash purchases and 

the rental car. I had been surveilled anyway. The operation I was 

investigating had the resources to put physical surveillance on a 

woman in Newton within twenty-four hours of a Kiss Cam moment at 

Gillette Stadium, which meant the surveillance had not begun 

because I had started looking. It had begun because they had been 

watching Brian’s personal environment as a matter of routine, and 

I was part of Brian’s personal environment, and they had known 

before I did that the Kiss Cam created a risk. 

This meant they were not reactive. They were anticipatory. 

The listening device in my office had not been placed after I 

started looking; it had been placed before, and removed when I 

started looking, because leaving it in place when I was actively 

searching would have created an evidence risk they did not want 

to accept. They had made a considered operational decision to 

remove the device and shift to external surveillance rather than 
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risk its discovery by a lawyer who knew what adhesive residue 

looked like. 

I thought about all of this on the Mass Pike and I arrived 

at a conclusion I had been approaching since the afternoon but 

had not quite reached until the drive gave me the kind of 

thinking space that driving on a highway in traffic provides—the 

kind that doesn’t feel like thinking because the hands and the 

peripheral attention are occupied and the central problem-solving 

faculty operates without interruption. 

The conclusion was this: I needed help that was neither 

within the legal system nor adjacent to it. The legal system—the 

FBI, specifically—had demonstrated, in the form of Gerald Mast’s 

interview, that it was either captured or compromised or both, 

and in either case was not available to me as a resource. My own 

firm was a liability rather than an asset: it was known to the 

operation, had been put formally on notice by the cease-and-

desist, and its institutional interests would, if it knew the 

full picture, counsel a caution I was not prepared to exercise. 

Patricia Howe was useful and trustworthy and working the 

financial layer, but what I needed was not financial analysis. 

What I needed was the kind of mind that could take what I had 

found and build it into something that could not be suppressed, 

discredited, or rendered moot by the institutional protection the 

operation had purchased. 

I needed someone outside all of it. Someone who had no 

institutional dependencies, no professional exposure, and the 

quality of intelligence that the problem required. 
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I called Judge Marsh from the prepaid phone when I got home. 

Reginald Marsh had been my supervising judge during a federal 

clerkship I had done the year I passed the bar, and we had 

maintained the relationship of mentor and former clerk that 

endures across decades in the legal profession when the original 

connection was genuine rather than formal. He listened to me 

without interrupting, which was his habit in the years when I 

clerked for him and remained his habit now. I gave him the 

material in the order it had assembled itself: the Kiss Cam, the 

shell companies, the island, the satellite infrastructure, the 

money and its origin in the Volga Capital Group’s orbit, David 

Lim, Marcus Webb, and Gerald Mast’s interview, which I described 

in its detail because the detail was the point. 

Marsh was quiet for a moment after I finished. Then: “The 

FBI contact. What was his name?” 

I told him: Mast. Gerald Mast. Supervisory special agent, 

economic crimes. 

Marsh was quiet again. This was a different quality of quiet 

from his ordinary listening silence. It was the quiet of a person 

who has heard a name in a context that has given it a meaning he 

did not previously have for it. 

“You need help that isn’t the Bureau,” he said. 

I told him I had reached the same conclusion. 

“I know someone,” Marsh said. “He’s in Chatham.” A pause. 

“His name is Hamilton.” 

I wrote the name in the legal pad. Below it I wrote: 

Chatham. 
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I looked at the word for a moment. The Cape. Chatham. The 

same coast where Tern Island sat in Stage Harbor with its 

satellite dishes and its security camera and its powerboat 

waiting in the cove, and where the Frances was grounded on the 

outer bar in 1927, and where the Whydah went down off Wellfleet 

in 1717 with Black Sam Bellamy and his crew, and where—I thought 

of this only now, and I do not know why it had not occurred to me 

before—Brian had chosen to set the geography of his concealment. 

The Cape was not incidental to the operation. It was the 

operation. The dead zones, the water, the character of a 

coastline that has always been about what passes through it 

invisibly, going out and coming back. 

I closed the legal pad. 

His name is Hamilton. He’s in Chatham. 

For the first time in four days I felt something that was 

not fear and not fury and not the controlled clinical urgency of 

a person working a case. I felt the quality of relief that comes 

not from a problem’s resolution but from the recognition that the 

problem has finally found its proper shape—that what had been a 

collection of fragments was now a structure, and that the 

structure had a next step, and that the next step was the Cape. 
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Chapter Four 

“The Atrium” 

 

 By the fifth day I had established a working routine, which 

is what I do when a matter becomes sufficiently complex and 

sufficiently dangerous that the absence of routine begins to cost 

me cognitive resources I cannot afford to spend. The routine was 

this: up at six, review the legal pad from the previous day, set 

the list for the current one, work on the clean laptop until 

eleven, walk to the Newton Centre CVS for something to eat 

because I was not yet confident my home delivery accounts could 

not be tracked, work until four, run the errands that required 

leaving the house, return before dark. I had not been in the 

office in four days. I had not spoken to Brian. I had not seen 

Biscuit, who had been at Brian’s sister’s house since the night 

of the stadium, which was a practical arrangement I had made on 

the second morning and that I tried not to think about too 

carefully because thinking about it carefully required an 

emotional expenditure the routine was designed to prevent. 

Patricia Howe called at seven forty-five on the fifth 

morning, earlier than I expected, which meant she had worked 

through the night. I had learned in two previous matters that 

Patricia working through the night meant she had found something 

that would not let her stop. 

“How much time do you have?” she said. 

I said I had as much time as she needed. 
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She talked for forty minutes. I took notes in the legal pad 

and did not interrupt her, because interrupting Patricia Howe 

when she is delivering a financial analysis is like stopping a 

surgeon mid-incision: the damage from the interruption exceeds 

the damage you were trying to prevent. 

 

The full upstream mapping looked like this. 

The Whydah structure—the three-layer LLC architecture with 

Harwick & Tilden as registered agent—was one of at least four 

parallel structures that Patricia had been able to identify from 

the patterns of the Barnstable County filings and the Cypriot 

entity’s public documentation. The four structures were organized 

around different geographic themes: Cape Cod wreck names for the 

Whydah group, Great Lakes shipwrecks for a second cluster of 

Illinois LLCs, Pacific Northwest maritime disasters for a third 

cluster in Washington State, and a fourth group she could only 

partially map, registered in Nevada, whose naming convention she 

had not yet identified. Each cluster had its own registered 

agent, its own layering architecture, its own apparent legitimate 

purpose. 

All four groups received payments from entities within Taras 

Voronov’s network: Atrium Data Holdings S.A. in Cyprus, a second 

Cypriot entity called Meridian Reference Data S.A.—Patricia 

paused here to let me register the name, and I registered it: 

Meridian, the same root as Brian’s company, which was either a 

careless coincidence or a specific marker, and Brian was never 

careless—and two further entities registered in the British 
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Virgin Islands whose beneficial ownership remained, for now, 

opaque. 

The total quarterly payment volume across all four clusters 

was approximately “forty-eight million dollars,” Patricia said, 

in the flat voice of a person who has spent a career being 

unimpressed by numbers and has found that this number requires 

some effort. “Annualized. That’s the conservative estimate based 

on the visible transaction records. The actual figure is almost 

certainly higher.” 

I wrote it in the legal pad. $48,000,000 annually, 

conservative. Across four parallel shell structures, all feeding 

back through a Cypriot holding network into operations Patricia 

had not yet fully traced but that she now believed included not 

only the Tern Island facility but at least two comparable 

installations in other states, based on the geographic clustering 

of the LLC structures. 

“Whatever they’re selling,” Patricia said, “they’re selling 

a lot of it, to more than one buyer, on a regular schedule. The 

quarterly payment spikes are consistent with a delivery cycle. 

They’re not selling continuously; they’re delivering in batches.” 

She paused. “I need to know what the product is. The financial 

structure tells me the scale and the regularity. It doesn’t tell 

me what’s in the box.” 

I told her I was working on that. 

I already had a direction. I had been holding it since the 

previous afternoon, when a search I had run on the clean laptop—

combining the terms “enterprise shadow data,” “physical 
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exfiltration,” and “private data brokerage” in the academic 

literature database—had returned a single result that had stopped 

me cold. 

 

Dr. Yuki Tanaka’s paper was titled “The Secondary Market for 

Enterprise Shadow Data: Structure, Scale, and the Limits of 

Regulatory Response.” It had been published in the Journal of 

Cybersecurity Law and Policy eighteen months before David Lim’s 

death. Tanaka was a research scientist at the MIT Media Lab whose 

work focused on data economics and what she called the “shadow 

data ecosystem”—the parallel market for enterprise data obtained 

without the knowledge or consent of the data subjects or the 

organizations from which it was taken. 

The paper was forty-one pages. I read all of it, which took 

me most of the previous afternoon and required two cups of coffee 

and the kind of sustained attention that I give to the key 

documents in a complex case, which is not speed-reading but close 

reading: the kind that notices not only what a document says but 

how it says it and what it chooses not to say and why those 

choices were made. By the time I finished it I understood the 

product. I understood it well enough that several things I had 

been holding separately in the legal pad had assembled 

themselves, while I was reading, into a single coherent picture. 

I will try to describe what Tanaka described, in the 

condensed terms a non-specialist can use without falsifying the 

substance. 
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Enterprise shadow data is data that exists at the margins of 

an organization’s formal data architecture: the unindexed 

communications, the biometric logs generated by building access 

systems, the financial transaction metadata stripped from payment 

processing records, the medical data harvested from employee 

wellness programs and insurance systems, the behavioral data 

generated by enterprise software that tracks keystrokes and 

screen activity for productivity monitoring purposes. 

Individually, none of these data types is particularly valuable. 

In aggregate, cleaned and normalized and cross-referenced against 

each other and against external datasets, they constitute a 

detailed portrait of an individual, an organization, or an 

industry that is more accurate and more current than anything 

available through legitimate channels. 

The entities that want this portrait are diverse. Tanaka 

categorized them: corporate intelligence operations seeking 

competitive advantage; hedge funds and quantitative investment 

firms seeking non-public market signals; state intelligence 

services or their commercial proxies seeking leverage on foreign 

individuals and organizations; and—this was the category that 

stopped me, because it was the category that described Meridian 

Analytics with the precision of a legal definition—artificial 

intelligence development firms seeking training data at a scale 

and specificity that publicly available datasets cannot provide. 

Meridian Analytics described its product as “enterprise data 

intelligence solutions.” In Tanaka’s taxonomy, it was the last 

category: a company that processed illegally obtained shadow data 
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through its proprietary AI pipeline and sold the resulting 

intelligence products to clients who also preferred not to 

specify their interest in them. The raw data came in through the 

physical transport network—encrypted drives, boats, the Tern 

Island facility as a receiving and processing point. The finished 

product went out through legitimate enterprise software channels, 

indistinguishable from any other analytics platform. 

Clean hands at the point of sale. The contamination was 

upstream and invisible. 

And then there was the Atrium. 

Tanaka devoted eight pages of her paper to what she called 

“the single most significant private clearinghouse in the 

enterprise shadow data market,” which she identified only by the 

operational name its participants used for it: the Atrium. She 

had learned of its existence through interviews with four sources 

she described only as “former participants in the secondary data 

market” who had agreed to speak to her on condition of anonymity. 

What they had described was a private brokerage—invitation only, 

no public presence, no digital footprint accessible to 

conventional search—that matched buyers and sellers of enterprise 

shadow data on a quarterly cycle, facilitated payment in Monero 

for lower-value transactions and in physical cryptocurrency 

wallets for higher-value ones, and provided, as its central 

service, a verification system that guaranteed the authenticity 

and completeness of the data being transferred. 

The physical transfer mechanism was, Tanaka wrote, 

“deliberate and architecturally significant.” The highest-value 
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data transfers did not take place over any network, dark or 

otherwise. They took place through the physical delivery of 

encrypted drives whose contents could be verified by the buyer 

before payment was released, using a key system managed by the 

Atrium. The drives were transported by private boat, charter 

aircraft, or personal courier—methods chosen specifically for 

their resistance to electronic monitoring. The Atrium’s role in 

the physical transfer was to act as escrow: holding the payment 

until the buyer confirmed receipt and authenticity of the data, 

then releasing it to the seller. 

I read this paragraph three times. Then I looked at what I 

had written in the legal pad for the Tern Island facility: nine-

acre private island, Stage Harbor, Chatham. Cobham EXPLORER 8100 

three-aperture satellite uplink. Dock with security camera. Boat 

access only. 

The island was not just a processing facility. It was a 

delivery point. The boats that came and went from Tern Island 

were carrying the encrypted drives. The satellite uplink was for 

verification—the buyer confirming data authenticity in real time 

before the drive left the island, or after it arrived, depending 

on the direction of the transaction. The dead zones of the outer 

Cape’s cellular network were not an obstacle to the operation. 

They were the reason for it. You conduct your physical transfers 

in a place where no one is watching the wireless spectrum, and 

you use your own satellite uplink for the communications that 

need to happen, and you move your product by boat in a coastal 

environment where a private vessel approaching a private dock at 
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any hour is unremarkable to everyone except a retired contractor 

walking the Rock Harbor bridge at five in the morning. 

I sat with all of this for a long moment. Then I went 

looking for the connection between David Lim and Yuki Tanaka. 

 

The connection was there. It took me twenty minutes to find 

it, which is not a long time for this kind of search, and finding 

it quickly made me trust it more rather than less, because a 

connection that is easy to find is a connection that was not 

deliberately concealed, and a connection that was not 

deliberately concealed is one that the people involved did not 

believe would matter. 

They had been wrong about that. 

Tanaka had published an article on LinkedIn eighteen months 

before her paper, a shorter piece aimed at a professional rather 

than academic audience, titled “Why Your Company’s Data Is 

Already for Sale.” The article had attracted several hundred 

comments. One of them, near the bottom of the thread, posted 

under the name David L., read: “This matches patterns I’ve been 

seeing in enterprise data pipeline architectures. The 

normalization layer is the tell. If you know what to look for in 

the transformation logic, you can see where the shadow extraction 

is happening. Happy to connect if you’re researching this 

further.” 

The profile picture beside the comment was a small 

photograph of a young man with dark hair and a narrow face. I 
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found the same photograph on David Lim’s dormant LinkedIn profile 

within thirty seconds. 

David Lim had read Tanaka’s work. He had understood it well 

enough to recognize, in the data pipeline he worked on at 

Meridian Analytics, the specific technical signatures she 

described. He had offered to connect with a researcher who was 

publicly documenting the practice he was being asked to 

participate in. He had done this from a comment section that 

Meridian Analytics’ general counsel could have been reading. 

Eight months later he was dead in Vineyard Haven harbor. 

I added this to the legal pad, below everything else, and 

then I sat at the kitchen table for a while and thought about 

David Lim at his laptop, reading Tanaka’s article, writing that 

comment with the careful professional language of a person who 

wants to say something without quite saying it, leaving his name 

where it could be found. I thought about what it costs to know 

something and to live with knowing it, to go to work every day 

and operate the machinery of something you understand to be wrong 

and to be looking, all the while, for the door that will let you 

out without destroying you on the way through. 

He had not found the door. The door had found him first. 

 

I keep my car in a monthly-lease space in a parking 

structure on Walnut Street, two blocks from the house. The 

structure uses a key card access system that logs every entry and 

exit through a mobile app that sends the account holder a 

notification and keeps a thirty-day history. I had not checked 
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the app since the night I drove to the Cape, because I had been 

using the car daily and the log had not seemed like a priority. 

I checked it that evening when I went to get the car to 

drive to the grocery store. The thirty-day history showed forty-

one entries and exits, all but one of them consistent with my own 

use: my departures and returns at the times I remembered making 

them. The one exception was an entry at eleven forty-seven p.m. 

on June 15th—the night I drove to the Cape, the night I stayed 

until nine in the evening and then drove back to Newton in the 

dark. I had not been back to the parking structure until the 

following morning. The entry at eleven forty-seven was during a 

period when my car was in Stage Harbor, Chatham, in the boat 

livery’s overnight lot. 

Someone had accessed my parking space while my car was fifty 

miles away. They had used a card that the system accepted as 

mine, which meant either my card had been cloned or someone with 

administrative access to the structure’s systems had issued a 

duplicate. They had been in the space for eleven minutes, from 

eleven forty-seven to eleven fifty-eight p.m., and had departed. 

Eleven minutes is enough time to do a number of things to a 

parked car, though not to remove it. 

I stood at the entrance to the parking structure for a 

moment and thought about this. Then I went to the car. 

I checked the rearview mirror first. I adjust it to an angle 

each time I get in and I know that angle well enough that a 

deviation of even a few degrees registers as wrong before I have 

consciously identified it. The mirror was wrong. A few degrees 
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clockwise from where I leave it, which meant someone had 

disturbed it and had attempted to return it to its original 

position and had gotten it slightly wrong. I adjusted the mirror 

and sat for a moment and then I got out of the car and put on the 

nitrile gloves I now kept in my jacket pocket at all times and I 

looked under the seats. 

Under the front passenger seat, attached to the seat frame 

rail with a pair of industrial magnets, was a GPS tracking 

device. Black rectangular housing, roughly the dimensions of a 

deck of playing cards, with a small indicator light that was not 

currently illuminated. I recognized it from the domestic violence 

protection case I had worked in my third year of practice, in 

which a client’s husband had placed three of them on her vehicle, 

two in the wheel wells and one under the seat. This one was the 

same form factor as the devices from that case, though the model 

had changed in ten years. The principle had not. 

I looked at it for a moment. Then I made a decision that I 

regarded at the time as the most useful thing I had done in five 

days. 

I removed the device from the seat rail carefully, keeping 

the magnet contact even so that the orientation sensor—if it had 

one, and the better models did—would not register a sudden change 

in position. I carried it to the far corner of the parking 

structure’s third level and placed it on the concrete ledge 

behind a structural column, magnets down, where it would report a 

consistent stationary position consistent with a parked vehicle. 

Then I went back to my car and drove to the grocery store and 
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then home, and I drove a route I had not used before, and I 

watched the mirrors. 

No one was following me. Or no one I could see was following 

me, which is a distinction that had become important in my 

thinking over the previous five days. 

 

That evening I sat at the kitchen table with the legal pad 

and I made the inventory I had been building toward since the 

first night. Not the investigative notes—those were in the pad 

itself, pages of them now, dense with names and entities and 

dates and connections. What I made was a different kind of list, 

the kind a lawyer makes when she needs to understand not the 

facts of a matter but its shape: what has been done to preserve a 

secret, and what that tells you about the value of the secret. 

They had placed a listening device in my home office before 

I began investigating. They had removed it when I started. They 

had placed a GPS tracker on my car before I drove to the Cape. 

They had sent physical surveillance after me in Harwich and 

Chatham—close enough to know my route, not close enough for me to 

make them. They had sent a powerboat to find me in Stage Harbor 

when I looked at the dock. They had retained Harding Morrow & 

Associates to send a cease-and-desist that named my firm as a co-

recipient, creating institutional pressure on my professional 

standing. They had maintained, through the FBI’s Boston office, 

an agent who had the knowledge and the specific inclination to 

warn off a credible voluntary witness rather than welcome her. 
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Against that architecture of suppression: David Lim, dead. 

Marcus Webb, hospitalized and driven from the state. Kevin 

Halter, living inside an NDA with the watchful stillness of a 

person who has been told what certain conversations cost. 

This was a forty-eight-million-dollar-a-year operation with 

connections to entities flagged by the U.S. Treasury for links to 

Russian state intelligence, with physical infrastructure on a 

private island, with a corrupted federal agent providing 

institutional cover. It had been running for at least four years. 

It had killed at least one person and severely injured another. 

And it knew, through the tracker I had found and the surveillance 

it had maintained, almost everything I had found. 

Almost. It did not know about Tanaka’s paper. It did not 

know what I had understood from reading it. It did not know I had 

found David Lim’s comment on her LinkedIn article. These were the 

things I had found on the clean laptop through a cellular 

hotspot, with no physical trail, no rental car, no boating 

certificate, no key card log. The things they could not see. 

And it did not know about Hamilton. 

 

I called the number Judge Marsh had given me at nine-fifteen 

that evening, from the prepaid phone, sitting at the kitchen 

table with Biscuit’s empty water bowl on the floor in the corner 

where I kept seeing it. 

The phone rang four times and then a man’s voice answered. 

Not a greeting—just the quality of the line changing from ringing 
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to presence, the specific attentiveness of someone who answers 

the phone by listening before speaking. 

I said, “My name is Marla Anders. Judge Reginald Marsh gave 

me this number.” 

A pause. Not the pause of a person deciding whether to speak 

but the pause of a person who has already decided and is choosing 

the right words for what he has decided. “Marsh telephoned two 

days ago,” the man said. “I’ve been expecting you.” 

The voice was measured and precise, with the quality of 

someone who chooses words the way a surgeon chooses instruments: 

for their specific function rather than their general adequacy. I 

had expected this from what Marsh had said about him, and the 

expectation was met, but the meeting of it was still notable 

because there is a difference between being told a person is a 

certain kind of mind and encountering that mind directly. I noted 

it the way I note everything now: filed, preserved, significant. 

I said, “Then you know the general nature of what I’m 

dealing with.” 

“Marsh gave me an outline,” he said. “An outline is a shape 

without a substance. I’d like the substance.” 

I said, “That will take some time.” 

“I have the time,” he said. “But not over the phone. The 

phone is for arrangements.” A pause. “Can you come to Allen 

Point?” 

I asked, “When?” 
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He said, “When you’re ready. I would suggest sooner rather 

than later, based on what Marsh described. But the decision is 

yours.” 

I looked at the kitchen. The empty bowl in the corner. The 

garden through the window, dark now, the shed in its permanent 

state of needing painting. The legal pad on the table with its 

nine pages of notes. The prepaid phone in my hand. The GPS 

tracker on a concrete ledge in a parking structure on Walnut 

Street, reporting a consistent position to whoever was watching 

it, buying me an unknown amount of time. 

I said, “I’ll come tomorrow morning.” 

He gave me an address in Chatham. He said it once, clearly, 

and did not repeat it, and I wrote it in the legal pad. Then he 

said, “Bring everything you have. The legal pad, the financial 

analysis, the photographs. All of it.” 

I said, “How did you know about the legal pad?” 

A brief pause. “Marsh said you were a litigator who thought 

by hand. A litigator who thinks by hand keeps a legal pad. It’s 

an inference, not a surveillance.” The voice carried something I 

might have identified as dry amusement if I had been less tired. 

“Good night, Ms. Anders.” 

He ended the call. 

I sat at the table for a moment with the phone in my hand 

and the pad in front of me and the address in Chatham written in 

my handwriting at the bottom of the last page. Then I went 

upstairs and packed a bag. This is something I do efficiently and 

without drama, because I have packed trial bags for cases that 
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kept me in hotels for six weeks at a time, and the discipline of 

knowing exactly what to take and what to leave is one that the 

practice of law instills by necessity. I packed for a week. I 

packed the legal pad. I packed the clean laptop and both phones 

and the nitrile gloves and the small notebook from my jacket 

pocket. 

I stood at the door of the bedroom for a moment before I 

turned off the light. The room was the room I had shared with 

Brian for six years. The bed was the bed I had bought at a shop 

on Newbury Street in the first year of the marriage, the one item 

of furniture I had chosen without consulting him because it was 

the one I cared most about and I had learned by then that his 

taste and mine diverged in ways that were small and consistent 

and that the accumulated weight of small consistent divergences 

is considerable if you give it enough years to accumulate. I had 

not thought about that bed or what it represented since the night 

of the stadium. I thought about it now for a moment. 

Then I turned off the light and went downstairs and locked 

the front door behind me. 

I drove to the Cape in the dark, on roads I had driven a 

hundred times, watching the mirror with the attention of a person 

who knows what she is looking for and does not see it, and the 

lights behind me were ordinary lights going ordinary places, and 

by the time I crossed the Sagamore Bridge the mainland had 

dropped away behind me in the way it always does and the 

particular quality of the Cape’s air reached me through the 

vents, salt and pine and the specific coolness of a maritime 
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night, and I thought: the Atrium is here somewhere in this dark. 

The boats and the drives and the money and the dead and the 

compromised and the afraid. It is all here, on this coast, in 

these harbors. 

I followed the address south toward Chatham and found Allen 

Point at eleven-forty p.m., a house at the end of a lane above 

the salt marsh, one light on in an upper window. I parked in the 

gravel drive and sat for a moment. 

The light in the window did not go out. 

I got out of the car and walked to the door and knocked. 
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Chapter Five 

“The Bureau” 

 

I want to record my first impression of Allen Point 

accurately, which requires resisting two impulses: the impulse to 

describe it as I later came to know it, and the impulse to make 

it smaller than it was. Both distortions are available to a 

person looking backward, and both are false. 

What I saw when Hamilton opened the door at eleven-forty 

p.m. was a house that had organized itself around the quality of 

its attention to the water. This is not a poetic observation; it 

is a structural one. The study was positioned to give maximum 

scope access to the sound. The kitchen window faced the salt 

marsh. The deck above the bluff faced southeast, toward Monomoy 

and the outer bars. Every sight line I could determine from the 

entry hall was calibrated to the geography of this section of 

coast, and the effect was of a house that was not decorating 

itself with its location but using it—the way a laboratory uses 

its instruments, as part of its working apparatus rather than its 

aesthetic. There was a smell of old books and salt air and 

something that might have been linseed oil from the wooden 

floors, and beneath all of that the specific cool quality of a 

house that has had its windows open to the sound all summer and 

has absorbed the water’s breath into its walls. I have been in 

this house many times since that night. The smell has never 

changed, and neither has the quality of the house’s attention to 

what is outside it, and I think now that this is not incidental 



Gael / Dark Harbor / 74 

to the work done in it but is, in fact, the condition under which 

the work is possible. 

Hamilton was not what I had expected. I had expected someone 

visibly formidable—the kind of person whose authority announces 

itself, whose presence fills a room in the conventional way of 

people who have learned that presence is a useful instrument. 

Judge Marsh had spoken of him in terms that were measured and 

specific and that had created, in my mind during the drive down, 

an impression of a person of considerable professional standing 

and considerable professional eccentricity. What I found was a 

tall man in his late fifties, spare in the manner of someone 

whose physical habits have always been instrumental rather than 

cultivated, with the quality of absolute stillness that I 

associate with people who have learned to conserve their 

expressiveness for when it matters, which is a different kind of 

formidability and, I have come to understand, a more durable one. 

He wore reading glasses pushed up on his head. He had been in the 

study when I knocked, and the study light had been on since I 

turned into the lane, which meant he had been awake and working 

at nearly midnight with what appeared to be no particular 

awareness that midnight was a remarkable hour for it. He opened 

the door and looked at me for a moment with the attention of a 

person making an observation rather than an assessment—noting 

what was there, not judging what it meant—and then he stood back 

and let me in. 

He said, “Come in. I’ll make coffee.” 
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I came in. He made coffee without asking what kind I wanted, 

which told me something, and he made it well, which told me 

something else. We sat at the kitchen table and he put the legal 

pad I had brought within reach of his end of the table without 

asking and without touching it. This small precision—the offered 

rather than the taken—was the first data point I collected about 

Hamilton, and I have since collected a great many more, but the 

first one has held up under the weight of everything that 

followed it. I am a person who forms assessments quickly and 

revises them slowly, which is a professional habit that has 

served me well in litigation and occasionally poorly elsewhere, 

and the assessment I formed of Hamilton in the first ten minutes 

at that table has required almost no revision. I pushed the pad 

toward him. He didn’t open it yet. 

He said, “Tell me what you have. Start from the beginning. 

The specific beginning, not the summary.” 

I told him. I started with the Kiss Cam at 9:47 p.m. on the 

fourteenth of June and I went through in order: the photograph 

and what the metadata established; the drive home and what I 

thought about on the drive; the Schedule K-1 and the Whydah name 

and what I knew about the Whydah; the listening device residue 

and the nitrile gloves; the midnight search that found the shell 

company architecture and Sophie Leland and the Vineyard Gazette 

item about David Lim. Hyannis and the forty minutes outside 

Harwick & Tilden. Kevin Halter and the marine electronics suit 

and his four words. Tern Island and what I saw from the skiff and 

the Cobham array above the treeline and the powerboat and the 
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three inches of bilge water in the aluminum hull on the way back 

to the pier. The cease-and-desist from Harding Morrow and what 

its specificity implied about the surveillance that had been 

following me. Marcus Webb’s wrongful termination complaint and 

the Somerville police report and the fractured orbital socket and 

the dormant social media accounts last active from somewhere in 

the American Southwest. The FBI call with Mast and the four 

questions he asked and the one closing statement he made. 

Patricia Howe and the forty-eight million dollar annual volume 

and the Volga Capital Group and the OFAC-flagged co-investment 

vehicles. Tanaka’s paper and the enterprise shadow data taxonomy 

and the Atrium as private clearinghouse and the physical 

transport mechanism and the four buyer categories. David Lim’s 

comment on Tanaka’s LinkedIn article: “the normalization layer is 

the tell.” The GPS tracker under the passenger seat and the 

eleven minutes in the parking garage and what I had done with the 

device. 

I talked for fifty minutes. Hamilton listened without 

interrupting. He did not take notes during the account itself. He 

did not change expression. He held his coffee with both hands and 

looked at the middle distance over my right shoulder in the 

manner of someone who is building something in his thinking and 

does not want the build interrupted by the performance of 

attention. I have since learned that this is how he always 

listens, and that the absence of visible reaction is not absence 

of engagement but its concentrated opposite: every detail 

entering and taking its place, nothing discarded before its 
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significance has been evaluated. I found, as I went on, that his 

quality of attention had the specific effect on me of returning 

my own precision to me. I did not reach for summary when I was 

certain I was being heard. I did not omit the small details 

because they seemed small. I gave him everything in the order it 

had happened, and the experience of doing so, which I had 

expected to be a recitation, turned out to be something else: the 

first time in five days that the account had felt complete rather 

than provisional. 

When I finished he was quiet for a moment. Then he opened 

the legal pad and read through all nine pages without stopping, 

turning each page with the careful attention of someone reading a 

primary document rather than a summary. When he was done he set 

it between us on the table and said: 

“Tell me again what Mast asked you. In the order he asked 

it. The exact phrasing, where you remember it.” 

I gave him Mast’s four questions as precisely as I had them, 

in the order they came. How I had accessed the company formation 

documents. Whether I had been within the island property’s 

documented boundary when I approached by water. Whether I had 

shared my information with other parties outside the call. 

Whether I was aware that Meridian Analytics might be the subject 

of an ongoing federal investigation. And then Mast’s closing 

statement, which I had written in the legal pad verbatim the 

evening of the call because I had known even at the time that the 

exact wording was evidence: that I should preserve my materials 

and refrain from further independent inquiry, as parallel 
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activity could complicate existing federal proceedings and could, 

depending on the nature of future actions, raise questions of 

obstruction. 

Hamilton was quiet after I finished. Then he began working 

through the questions, and the working-through was itself a 

demonstration of method. 

“He didn’t ask about Voronov.” 

I said no. 

“He didn’t ask about Atrium Data Holdings or the Cypriot 

entities.” 

No. 

“He didn’t ask about the Volga Capital connection, the co-

investment vehicles, or the OFAC-flagged designations.” 

No. 

“He didn’t ask about the island, the satellite uplink 

infrastructure, the physical transport mechanism, the delivery 

cycle, or the nature of the data product.” 

No. 

Hamilton set down his coffee. “He asked how you obtained 

your documents. Whether you had physically trespassed. Who else 

knew what you knew. And whether you understood the obstruction 

statutes.” He paused in the way he pauses when he has reached the 

end of a chain of inference and is looking at what is there. “He 

was mapping your legal exposure and your network of contacts. Not 

building a case against the operation. Establishing the perimeter 

of what can be done to you if you continue. He asked nothing 

about the operation itself because a person building a genuine 
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economic crimes case asks everything about the operation and 

nothing about the witness’s vulnerability to prosecution. The 

questions he asked are the questions of a person who already 

knows the operation and needs to establish how much the witness 

knows and how much institutional protection she has, and whether 

she can be warned off or whether stronger measures will be 

required.” 

I said that was my conclusion. 

“And he reported the call upward within the hour,” Hamilton 

said. “He had to. Someone had either briefed him on you in 

advance of your call—the surveillance apparatus identified you as 

a developing risk before you identified yourself as one—or the 

operation’s intelligence recognized your name within minutes. In 

either case, by the time you ended that call they knew you had a 

forensic accountant working the financial structure, that you had 

accessed court records in two counties, and that you had been in 

Harwich and Chatham.” He looked at me. “They did not know you had 

read Tanaka’s paper. They did not know you had found David Lim’s 

comment. Those you found on a clean device without a physical 

trail.” 

I had reached the first conclusion on the Mass Pike two days 

earlier. Hearing it stated in Hamilton’s voice with this 

precision was not reassuring in the way I had hoped coming to 

Allen Point would be reassuring. It was clarifying, which is a 

different and in some ways less comfortable thing. The 

clarification was that I had been right about all of it, and what 
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I had been right about was already frightening, and clarity only 

made it more precisely so. 

 

We worked through the material for another hour. Hamilton 

asked questions in the manner I have since come to recognize as 

his working method: not broad questions inviting narrative but 

narrow questions targeting specific data points he has not yet 

satisfied himself about. The questions had the quality of a 

person who is building something and is checking each component 

before committing it to the structure. 

He asked about the timeline of Pellucid Systems’ dissolution 

in relation to Meridian Analytics’ founding. The twelve-month gap 

interested him: he noted it without commenting on it, and wrote 

something in the brown notebook that I could not read from my 

angle. He asked whether dlim_ne had posted anywhere other than 

r/legaladvice, and I told him only the one post that I had found. 

He asked whether I had found any other connection between David 

Lim and Yuki Tanaka beyond the LinkedIn comment. I had not. 

He asked about Brian directly, and in a way no one else had 

asked me yet: not about the operation or the shell companies or 

the Atrium but about Brian as a person. His educational 

background. His career before Astronomer and then Meridian. His 

family history. What I knew of his personality, his habits, the 

character of his intelligence. I told him what I knew, which was 

considerable after twelve years of marriage, and telling it 

produced the particular disassembly I had not anticipated: 

reducing a person you have loved to data points is not a neutral 
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activity, regardless of what the data points are evidence of. 

Hamilton listened with neither sympathy nor its absence. He was 

not interested in my grief about it, and I found, to my surprise, 

that I was grateful for this rather than wounded by it. 

“His grandmother,” Hamilton said. “Kharkiv. 1952.” 

I said yes. He mentioned it once. I don’t remember the 

context. 

He wrote it in the notebook and said nothing further about 

it. I did not ask why, having already understood that Hamilton 

notes things before he explains them because the explanation is 

not ready and premature explanation is a form of contamination. 

He was holding the Ukrainian grandmother in the notebook the way 

I held David Lim in the legal pad: filed, indexed, not yet 

interpreted but not discarded. 

He asked about the Cobham array’s mounting configuration—

specifically whether the three dishes appeared to be on a common 

frame or on individual mounts. I described the photograph I had 

taken from the skiff as precisely as I could from memory: three 

apertures, roughly two to three meters each, on what appeared 

from the acute angle and the distance and the motion of the 

vessel to be individual mounts rather than a shared base frame. 

“A common frame is a fixed installation covering a single 

geographic area,” Hamilton said. “Individual mounts can be 

repositioned to acquire different satellite trajectories, which 

is consistent with a delivery operation serving buyers in 

different locations who require different orbital coverage on 

different delivery dates. If the mounts are individual, the 
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island isn’t just a receiving point. It’s a routing facility, 

capable of serving multiple buyers in multiple geographies from a 

single physical location.” He made a note. “We’ll need to confirm 

the configuration.” The “we” was not rhetorical, and it was the 

first use of that word that I understood to mean something 

specific about what was going to happen in this house. 

He asked about the Nevada cluster at some length. I gave him 

Patricia’s precise language: a fourth group she could only 

partially map, registered in Nevada, whose naming convention she 

had not yet been able to identify. He asked whether Patricia had 

determined the registered agent. 

I said a corporate services firm in Las Vegas, public 

profile too generic to yield anything on first pass. 

“The naming convention is the anomaly,” he said. “Cape Cod 

wrecks, Great Lakes wrecks, Pacific Northwest maritime disasters. 

The pattern is consistent across three clusters and it is not 

random: it is the product of a specific sensibility, someone who 

thinks in metaphors about things that are lost under water and 

not easily recovered. The Whydah lay on the bottom for two 

hundred and sixty-seven years before anyone found it. These names 

were chosen by a person who regards his concealment as similarly 

durable.” He looked at the notebook. “The Nevada group breaks the 

pattern. A break in a deliberate pattern means either a different 

designer or a different category. A different category means a 

different function. The Nevada group is where I would look first 

if I were trying to understand what this structure does not want 

you to find.” 
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I wrote this down in the margin of the legal pad: Nevada: 

different function. Look here first. 

 

I called Patricia at ten minutes to midnight. She answered 

on the second ring and delivered the news in the flattened voice 

of a person who has made peace with what she is saying but not 

with the saying of it: a federal subpoena had been served to her 

office at four-fifteen that afternoon by the FBI’s Boston field 

office, economic crimes division, compelling production of all 

financial records and analysis she held relating to Whydah 

Holdings LLC, Sparrowhawk Maritime LLC, Frances LLC, and their 

affiliated entities. The subpoena had been filed at two forty-

seven p.m. 

Mast and I had spoken at approximately eleven-thirty a.m. 

The subpoena had been filed three hours and seventeen minutes 

after our call. 

I told Patricia to retain counsel, comply fully with the 

subpoena, and keep her full analysis on a separate secured drive 

that she maintained outside the records the subpoena compelled. I 

told her she had done nothing wrong and that her legal exposure 

was minimal and that I would be in contact within twenty-four 

hours. She said she knew all of this and had already retained 

counsel and was still working and would have additional material 

on the Nevada cluster within forty-eight hours. I said the Nevada 

cluster specifically. She said that is where it gets interesting. 

I thanked her and ended the call. 
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Hamilton had heard everything from across the table. He 

said, without inflection: “Three hours and seventeen minutes.” 

I said yes. 

“Not through normal channels,” he said. “A standard economic 

crimes subpoena requires a minimum of forty-eight hours to draft, 

legal review, and file. Three hours requires a pre-existing 

template and a supervisor prepared to sign without the usual 

review process, which means Mast had that template prepared and 

waiting before you called him. He was waiting to identify the 

forensic accountant. You gave him the category; the template was 

already ready for the specific name.” He stood and went to the 

window. The salt marsh was just audible through the screen, the 

tidal water moving in the channels. “The subpoena also serves a 

secondary function beyond acquiring Patricia’s records, which 

will tell them what they already suspect she has found. It is a 

demonstration. Designed to show her the institutional cost of 

continuing. The same function the powerboat served for you in 

Stage Harbor. Official. Deniable. Unmistakable in its meaning to 

anyone who understands what it is.” 

I said there is a fourth thing they don’t know. 

He turned from the window. 

“They don’t know I’m here.” 

Something moved in Hamilton’s expression that I was not yet 

fluent enough in his register to read correctly but would later 

identify as the satisfaction he takes in an inference confirmed 

by an independent route. “No. You came on a clean device, in an 

untracked car, to an address given to you on a line they have no 
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reason to monitor. As far as the operation’s intelligence is 

aware at this moment, you are contained. A forensic accountant 

under institutional pressure. A lawyer who has been warned and is 

carrying a tracker that is sitting in a parking garage in Newton 

reporting a consistent stationary position.” He paused. “They 

believe they are managing a domestic matter that has grown 

somewhat complicated. They do not yet know it has become 

something else.” He came back to the table. “We have, at an 

optimistic estimate, seventy-two hours before the subpoena’s 

results and the tracker’s inertness together give them a picture 

that includes this house. Seventy-two hours is workable.” 

He said it the way a navigator states a bearing: not with 

urgency but with exactness, because exactness is what the 

situation requires and urgency is not useful. 

I wrote “72 hours” in the margin of the legal pad, and below 

it the date, and I felt for the first time since the parking 

garage in Newton that I knew what the next thing was. 

 

At one-thirty in the morning Hamilton said, “You should 

sleep. We’ll begin properly in the morning.” He stood and took 

his coffee to the sink. “Dr. Wilson arrives at seven. He’s a 

physician who practices in Orleans and who serves as the record 

for matters of this kind—the account, the observations, the full 

sequence. Clara is already here, she’s in the outbuilding and 

should not be disturbed before six; she’s a forensic scientist. 

Mary is Wilson’s wife, also a physician, she’ll be here by eight. 

They will all need to hear what you’ve told me, in the same order 
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and with the same specificity. Don’t summarize for their benefit. 

The details carry information that a summary loses, and we will 

need all of it.” 

I said I have been telling this story for five days. 

“You have been assembling it for five days,” he said. 

“Tomorrow morning you will tell it for the first time as a 

completed thing. That is a genuinely different experience, and it 

will produce things you have not yet seen in it.” He turned 

toward the hallway. “Guest room is the second door on the left. 

The bathroom is at the end of the hall.” 

I picked up my bag and the legal pad. I was halfway to the 

stairs when I stopped. 

The brown notebook was open on the kitchen table to a page 

that had not been empty when I walked past it on my way in an 

hour and forty minutes earlier. I could read three lines from 

where I stood. My name at the top of the page, underlined once. 

Below it: a date and a notation I could not fully read from the 

angle but that appeared to reference Pellucid Systems. Below 

that, in Hamilton’s small deliberate handwriting, a question he 

had not asked aloud and that I had not yet formulated myself. 

I said, “You’ve already started.” 

“Marsh gave me enough to start,” he said from the hallway. 

“The rest you’ve brought.” 

“What does the third line say?” 

A pause. “Who else in the Bureau besides Mast.” 

I stood there for a moment with my bag in my hand and the 

legal pad under my arm, at the bottom of a stranger’s staircase 
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in Chatham at half past one in the morning. I was tired in the 

way that comes not from the absence of sleep but from the 

sustained expenditure of a particular kind of attention over too 

many consecutive days, and the tiredness was compounded now by a 

quality I was having difficulty identifying precisely, which was 

the quality of relief. Not relief in the sense of safety—nothing 

about my situation had changed in the two hours since I arrived 

at Allen Point; the subpoena was still filed, the tracker was 

still in the parking garage, seventy-two hours was still seventy-

two hours. But the relief of not carrying it alone, which is a 

different thing, and which I had not understood until this moment 

was the thing I had been moving toward since the night of the 

stadium. 

“That’s the question I couldn’t answer,” I said. 

“Yes,” Hamilton said. “Now it’s ours.” 

I went upstairs. The guest room was small and faced the salt 

marsh and the window was open and the air through it was the 

specific air of the outer Cape at night: salt and pitch pine and 

the coolness that comes off the water after dark in a way that is 

not like any mainland air and that has been, I have learned 

since, one of the primary reasons people who have lived here 

cannot entirely live anywhere else afterward. I lay down on the 

bed in my clothes and listened to the marsh doing its ordinary 

night business below the bluff. I thought about nothing 

organized, which is the state that comes just before sleep when 

the thinking machinery has finally consumed its resources and is 

coasting on the last of its momentum. 



Gael / Dark Harbor / 88 

I slept within minutes. 

I woke in the dark to the sound of the study door opening 

and closing, once, quietly. My phone said 3:47 a.m. I lay still 

and listened. From below my window came the ordinary sounds of 

the marsh, and then, at a longer interval, the sound of the study 

window being raised another inch against the still air, and then 

nothing except the water in the channels and the intermittent 

calls of the night herons working the near edges. 

Hamilton was at the window. In the dark, before four in the 

morning, watching the sound. 

I had read enough of the accounts—the brief sketches Marsh 

had given me when he made the referral, the quality of attention 

he described in the few cases he had mentioned—to know what this 

meant. It meant the case had found its shape in Hamilton’s 

thinking and the shape would not release him until he understood 

what it was saying. It meant the brown notebook on the kitchen 

table would have more lines by dawn, written in that small 

deliberate hand in the specific hours when the rest of the world 

was not competing for the problem’s attention. 

It meant he had taken it as his. Not mine handed to him, but 

his, made from mine, the way a physician takes a patient’s 

account of suffering and makes it into a diagnosis that is still 

the patient’s suffering but is now also the physician’s problem, 

which is a transformation that requires both parties and cannot 

happen without the patient’s willingness to stop carrying it 

alone. 
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I had stopped carrying it alone at eleven-forty p.m. when a 

tall man in reading glasses opened a door on a lane in Chatham 

and said, “Come in. I’ll make coffee.” 

I went back to sleep. The tide was coming in from the sound 

in the slow patient way of this coast, covering what it covers 

and withdrawing and covering again, and the herons were still 

working in the dark, and somewhere below the bluff Hamilton was 

at the window watching the water with the quality of attention 

that he brings to all the things on this coast that move in the 

dark and that carry, in the manner of their moving, the 

information he is looking for. 
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Chapter Six 

“Ghost Data” 

 

I came downstairs at six-fifteen to find Hamilton at the 

kitchen table with the brown notebook and a second cup of coffee, 

which meant he had been up long enough to have finished the 

first. The notebook had acquired a substantial number of new 

entries since I had read the three lines on the bottom of the 

page the previous night, the handwriting smaller and more 

compressed than it had been, which I would later learn is a 

characteristic of the notebook’s late stages: the writing expands 

at the beginning of a case and tightens as the structure becomes 

dense enough that economy of notation is required. I did not read 

what he had written. I made coffee and stood at the kitchen 

window and looked at the salt marsh in the early morning light, 

which was doing something specific with the color of the water in 

the channels that I had no vocabulary for and that I have noticed 

on every subsequent morning I have spent at this house without 

finding one. 

Hamilton looked up. “Wilson will be here at seven,” he said. 

“Clara is already in the outbuilding. She came across at five-

thirty.” He paused. “She found something in the sediment samples. 

She’ll tell you herself.” 

I said I don’t know what sediment samples you mean. 

“You will in an hour,” he said, and went back to the 

notebook. 
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This is one of the things I have come to understand about 

the way Allen Point works, which is that information arrives here 

from several directions simultaneously and assembles itself at 

the kitchen table, and the assembly is the point, and the 

individual fragments are not explained until they reach the table 

because explanation before assembly is premature. I have had to 

retrain some of my litigation instincts to accommodate this. A 

litigator assembles the picture before she presents it; in this 

house the assembly is collective and visible, and each person 

brings a fragment they do not yet understand in relation to the 

others, and the understanding comes from the putting-together. I 

drank my coffee and waited for seven o’clock. 

 

Wilson arrived at five past seven, which I noted because I 

would come to understand that Wilson’s punctuality is a form of 

professional respect rather than habit, and that a person who 

arrives five minutes early to something is a person who 

considered being on time and decided against it. He was a trim 

man in his early fifties with the patient quality of a physician 

who has learned to hear everything a patient says and everything 

they don’t say, and he came in with a leather journal under his 

arm and shook my hand and said he was glad I had come, and he 

meant it in the way of a person who means what they say without 

requiring you to acknowledge it. He sat at the end of the table 

that I would later learn was always his and opened the journal to 

a fresh page. 
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Clara came across from the outbuilding at seven-fifteen. She 

was younger than I expected—early thirties, with the contained 

intensity of a scientist in the middle of something that has not 

yet resolved itself—and she carried a small sealed container that 

she set on the table beside her field notebook without explaining 

it. She looked at me with the specific directness of someone who 

sizes up a new person by asking: what do they know, and how did 

they get it, and is it reliable? I had the impression that I 

passed the evaluation, though not on the basis of anything she 

said. 

Mary arrived at eight. She and Wilson exchanged a look 

across the table that had the quality of two people who have been 

working together long enough that their working relationship has 

its own communication layer that runs beneath the spoken one, and 

I noted it the way I note everything: as evidence of something I 

would need to understand as the case developed. 

Hamilton looked at the four of us and then at me. “Tell it 

from the beginning,” he said. “The same order as last night.” 

I told it. It took forty-five minutes, which was five 

minutes less than the previous night’s account, which Hamilton 

would later tell me was consistent: a complete account given 

twice runs shorter the second time because the teller has refined 

the sequence and stripped the hesitations, but the substance 

should not diminish, and it did not. I watched the four of them 

as I talked. Wilson wrote in continuous longhand, not shorthand, 

which meant he was capturing the language rather than the 

summary—the exact phrasing of Kevin Halter’s four words, the 
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verbatim text of David Lim’s Reddit post, the precise language of 

Mast’s obstruction warning. Clara listened with her eyes on the 

table in front of her, not on me, which I would later understand 

was not inattention but its opposite: she listens to evidence the 

way she examines samples, looking for what the texture of it 

reveals rather than what its surface presents. Mary listened to 

me the way she listened to patients, which was with the full and 

undivided quality of someone who is tracking two things 

simultaneously: what is being said and what is being withheld, 

not out of deception but out of the human inability to know which 

details matter. Hamilton watched all of them. 

When I finished, the kitchen was quiet for a moment in the 

way it goes quiet when something that has been in pieces has just 

found its arrangement. Then Clara reached for the sealed 

container on the table beside her field notebook and said, “I 

have something that fits into this.” 

 

Clara’s contribution was this. She had been conducting a 

seagrass survey in Stage Harbor as part of an ongoing marine 

ecology study, sampling sediment at transect stations along the 

harbor’s inner basin. The survey was unrelated to anything I had 

brought to Allen Point; it was her own independent scientific 

work, and the timing of its overlap with my investigation was 

coincidental in the sense that all coincidences in a case are 

coincidental, which is to say not coincidental at all but the 

product of the fact that when something is happening in a place, 

multiple kinds of evidence of its happening accumulate in the 
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same physical environment for different people to find through 

different methods. 

At three of her five sampling stations on the southern 

transect—the transect closest to the Tern Island approach 

channel—she had found trace quantities of a synthetic polymer 

compound that did not belong in the Stage Harbor sediment 

profile. She had identified it, through mass spectrometry in the 

outbuilding lab, as a polycarbonate composite used in the 

manufacturing of enterprise-grade encrypted storage device cases. 

Specifically, the kind of impact-resistant, waterproof housing 

used for NVMe drives in field applications where the drive must 

survive physical transport in marine or high-humidity 

environments. 

She slid the sealed container across the table. Inside, 

through the clear lid, I could see a glass specimen vial with a 

dark sediment sample in it. “Three stations,” she said. “Two of 

the three show concentrations that are consistent with repeated 

introduction into the sediment over time rather than a single 

event. Something has been moving through that channel regularly. 

The drives, or their cases, have been in the water. Not 

necessarily submerged—a boat-based transfer operation would put 

spray and runoff from the cases into the water at the approach 

channel, and the polymer degrades at the surface and settles.” 

Wilson had stopped writing. He was looking at Clara with the 

expression of someone who has just heard the piece that connects 

two things he had been holding separately. He said, “How long?” 
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Clara said, “The concentration gradient at the deepest 

station is consistent with a minimum of two years of regular 

introduction. More likely three.” 

Three years of drives moving through Stage Harbor in the 

approach channel to Tern Island. The Atrium’s quarterly delivery 

cycle across three years is twelve deliveries. At the financial 

volumes Patricia had mapped, twelve deliveries represents the 

physical transport of the data product that generated at least a 

hundred and forty million dollars in upstream revenue. 

I said this number aloud. The kitchen was quiet again for a 

moment. 

Mary said, in the measured voice she uses when she is 

translating something technical into its human content: “And 

David Lim was one of the people who moved the drives.” 

It was not a question. She was placing Lim in the picture 

the same way Hamilton places things: not as speculation but as 

inference with a sufficient evidential base. She was right, and 

hearing her say it made something settle in my understanding that 

had been adjacent to settled since I read the Reddit post but had 

not quite gotten there. 

I said yes. I believe so. 

Hamilton said, from his end of the table: “Tell them about 

the ghost data itself. What Tanaka’s paper established about the 

product.” 

 

I went through the taxonomy. Enterprise shadow data, in 

Tanaka’s framework, is data generated as a byproduct of 
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legitimate enterprise operations and extracted without the 

consent of the organizations or individuals who generated it. I 

told them what the product consisted of, as specifically as I had 

it from the paper and from what Patricia’s financial mapping 

suggested about the volume involved. 

Biometric datasets: facial recognition profiles, fingerprint 

records, voice prints, gait analysis data harvested from smart 

building security systems in corporate campuses. The 

organizations that installed those systems did not consent to 

having their employees’ biometric profiles extracted and sold; in 

most cases they were not aware the extraction was occurring 

because it was happening at the API level, exploiting access 

credentials obtained through methods Tanaka described as 

“physically proximate social engineering”—which is a technical 

phrase for what most people call insider access or, in some 

cases, coercion. 

Corporate communication logs: email metadata, internal 

messaging platform records, meeting transcriptions generated by 

AI note-taking tools whose terms of service contained, in 

language designed not to be read, provisions allowing the tool’s 

developers to retain and process the meeting content. The 

Meridian pipeline collected these records at scale across 

thousands of enterprise clients who had deployed such tools 

without reading what they had agreed to. 

Medical and genomic data from employee wellness programs: 

health insurance claims data, fitness tracker outputs, genomic 

profiles from employer-subsidized genetic testing services. This 
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category, Tanaka noted, was the most valuable per record because 

it was the most durable—a person’s genome does not change, and a 

genomic profile obtained today is as useful to a buyer a decade 

hence as it was in the year of extraction. 

Financial transaction metadata: not the transactions 

themselves but the metadata stripped from enterprise payment 

processing records—timing, frequency, counterparty patterns, 

behavioral signatures that allow the reconstruction of financial 

activity at an individual and organizational level without ever 

directly accessing account information. 

And the AI training data: vast structured datasets of 

labeled behavioral information that the artificial intelligence 

development industry needed at a scale that publicly available 

and legitimately obtained sources could not provide. Meridian’s 

proprietary pipeline processed this raw shadow data through its 

normalization and transformation layer—the layer David Lim had 

described as the tell—and delivered the finished intelligence 

product to clients who presented themselves as data analytics 

firms and who used it as training material for systems whose 

downstream applications ranged from corporate intelligence 

gathering to state-level population surveillance. 

Hamilton said, “The last category. State it precisely.” 

I said, “Artificial intelligence systems trained on 

illegally obtained personal data—biometric profiles, behavioral 

records, communication patterns, medical histories—are systems 

that know things about populations that those populations have 

not consented to disclose.” The models built from this data can 
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identify, predict, and target individuals at a scale and accuracy 

that no legitimately trained system can approach, because no 

legitimate source has ever aggregated data of this specificity 

across populations of this size. The buyers at the top of the 

chain are not purchasing analytics. They are purchasing a 

surveillance capability that their own domestic intelligence 

services cannot legally construct at home. They are buying it 

from a man running a private island off Chatham with a satellite 

uplink and a quarterly boat schedule. 

Wilson had set his pen down. He said, “And every person 

whose data was taken—whose biometric profile was extracted, whose 

messages were captured, whose genomic record was sold—none of 

them know they are in this.” 

I said no. None of them know. 

The kitchen was quiet for a moment in the way it goes quiet 

when something has been laid fully on the table and the room has 

to take its measure. Mary had her hands folded. Clara was looking 

at the specimen container. Wilson’s pen was resting unused in his 

hand, which I would come to understand is his posture when 

something has entered the record and no further notation is 

required. 

Clara said, when I finished: “And the buyers at the top of 

the chain—the Volga Capital entities—are the ones with the 

infrastructure to deploy the finished product at state scale.” 

I said that is what the OFAC designations suggest. 

She nodded and made a notation in her field notebook that I 

could not read from my angle. 
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Wilson said, “The ghost in ghost data.” He said it quietly, 

in the tone of someone naming something for the first time. “The 

data subjects don’t know it exists. The organizations it was 

taken from don’t know it was taken. It circulates through a 

market that has no official existence, and it is used to build 

systems that know things about people who don’t know they’ve been 

described. It is the data of people who believe themselves to be 

unobserved.” 

No one said anything for a moment. Outside the kitchen 

window the salt marsh received the morning light, and the sound 

beyond it was flat and bright, and everything about the specific 

beauty of this coast that makes people return to it year after 

year was present and undiminished, and none of it had any bearing 

on what was happening in the kitchen. 

 

Patricia called at nine-twenty on the clean phone. She had 

the Nevada cluster. 

“Ghost towns,” she said. “The naming convention is ghost 

towns. Nevada ghost towns specifically—towns that were 

established during the mining booms of the late nineteenth 

century and that were completely abandoned by the early 

twentieth. Rhyolite. Goldfield. Metropolis. Midas. Berlin. 

Belmont.” She paused. “All of them are real places. All of them 

are on maps. None of them have any current population or 

function. They are towns that existed and then ceased to exist 

and left only their names behind.” 

I repeated this for the table. Hamilton was already writing. 
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Wilson said, “Ghost towns. And the Cape Cod group is named 

after shipwrecks. Things lost under water. The Great Lakes group 

—” 

“Shipwrecks,” I said. “All of them.” 

“And the Pacific Northwest group.” 

“Maritime disasters. All of them.” 

Wilson looked at Hamilton. “Three clusters named after 

things lost at sea. One named after things lost on land.” He 

waited. 

Hamilton said, “The three maritime clusters are the 

transport and delivery operations. The Nevada ghost town cluster 

is something else. Something land-based. Something with a 

different kind of concealment.” He said to me: “Did Patricia 

identify the registered agent for the Nevada entities?” 

I said a corporate services firm in Las Vegas. 

“Not Harwick & Tilden.” 

“No. A different firm entirely.” 

Hamilton wrote something in the notebook and drew a line 

under it. “The Nevada cluster is not Brian Anders’s structure,” 

he said. “The maritime names are his. He chose them. The ghost 

town names were chosen by someone else, with a different 

sensibility and a different operational purpose. The Nevada 

cluster belongs to someone in the Voronov network who had a hand 

in building the financial architecture that Brian was plugged 

into rather than one he designed himself.” 

I looked at Hamilton. “Meaning the operation preceded 

Brian.” 
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“Meaning Brian was recruited into an existing structure,” 

Hamilton said. “Not its architect. Its American operator. That is 

a meaningfully different thing.” 

I sat with this for a moment. Twelve years of marriage. I 

thought I had known what Brian Anders built. I had apparently 

known only the portion he had built himself. 

 

Patricia called again at ten forty-five. The accelerated 

compliance window on the subpoena had been reduced to forty-eight 

hours by a judicial order filed that morning in federal district 

court. Forty-eight hours from service, which meant compliance was 

now required by four-fifteen the following afternoon. 

I said forty-eight hours is not a normal compliance timeline 

for financial records. 

She said, “No. It requires a showing of imminent harm or 

evidence destruction risk. Mast filed a declaration in support of 

the expedited order. I haven’t seen it yet, but my counsel says 

the court accepted it.” She paused. “There’s something else. My 

office building’s exterior security footage from yesterday 

afternoon—I asked my building management to pull it after the 

subpoena was served, just as a precaution. Two men were parked in 

a vehicle outside the building for approximately ninety minutes 

following service. They photographed everyone who entered or 

exited the building during that period.” She was quiet for a 

moment. “I’m telling you this so that you understand the 

situation clearly.” 
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I told her I understood it clearly and thanked her and ended 

the call. 

I relayed the forty-eight-hour window and the surveillance 

outside Patricia’s office to the table. 

Hamilton was quiet for a moment. Then: “The accelerated 

compliance is designed to acquire Patricia’s full analysis before 

she can act on it or transfer it to anyone else. At forty-eight 

hours from yesterday’s service, they’ll have her financial 

mapping by tomorrow afternoon. Which means by tomorrow evening 

they will know the full extent of what she has mapped, and they 

will know that the upstream structure has been identified.” He 

paused. “The men outside her building are a message. Not to 

Patricia—she already has the message. To whoever Patricia has 

been sharing information with.” He looked at me. “To you.” 

Mary said, in the specific quiet of a person who is going to 

say something that makes what she knows explicit: “Marcus Webb.” 

Everyone at the table looked at her. 

“The pattern you described,” she said to me. “David Lim and 

Marcus Webb—people who understood what the operation was doing, 

who represented a disclosure risk. Lim is dead. Webb was driven 

out of state. You said Webb’s social media has been dormant since 

this past spring.” She looked at Hamilton. “If they are 

accelerating, they will not stop at Patricia Howe.” 

Hamilton said, “They haven’t.” He opened the notebook to the 

page he had been writing on before the calls, the page I had not 

seen. “I asked Wilson to check this morning while you were 

sleeping.” He looked at Wilson. 
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Wilson said, in the careful voice of a person delivering a 

finding he would rather not be delivering: “Marcus Webb’s 

Facebook account was accessed at 11:23 p.m. two days ago from an 

IP address associated with a commercial internet service provider 

in Somerville, Massachusetts. His last voluntary post was this 

past spring. Someone used his credentials—or obtained access 

through a reset—to log into the account and presumably review his 

messages, location check-ins, and the contact information of 

anyone who had communicated with him.” 

The kitchen was quiet. 

I thought about Marcus Webb in the American Southwest, 

having reconstructed himself at what he believed was a sufficient 

distance from Somerville and Meridian Analytics and a civil suit 

he had been persuaded to withdraw under conditions he did not 

fully understand. About what it means to heal three broken ribs 

and a fractured orbital socket and then drive west and build 

something like a new life at a distance you have calculated to be 

far enough. About the specific vigilance a person carries after 

that kind of event—the way you check mirrors, the way a sound in 

the night is never entirely ordinary again, the way you have 

learned, permanently and against your will, what two men moving 

with purpose toward you looks like. 

And about what it means to have calculated the distance 

incorrectly. To have moved far enough to stop hearing from the 

thing that hurt you, and to have interpreted the silence as 

safety, when the silence was simply patience. The operation had 

not forgotten Marcus Webb. It had filed him, the way I filed 



Gael / Dark Harbor / 104 

things: indexed, preserved, not yet needed. And now it needed 

him, because the disclosure risk I had created by looking too 

closely had triggered a sweep of everyone who had ever looked 

closely before. 

Hamilton said, “The acceleration began when Mast received 

your report. Everything since—the subpoena, the surveillance of 

Patricia’s office, the access to Webb’s account—is the 

operation’s principals responding to the disclosure risk you 

represent. Brian is no longer managing this. The buyers are 

managing it now. And the buyers manage disclosure risks in a 

way.” He looked around the table. “None of us should be under any 

illusion about what we are dealing with or what they are willing 

to do.” 

He said it without drama, the way he says everything: as a 

statement of fact requiring a response rather than a fear 

requiring management. And the response was already beginning—I 

could see it in the way the four of them looked at each other 

across the table, the look of people who have worked together 

before in circumstances that required this quality of readiness 

and who are measuring the current circumstances against previous 

ones and finding them comparable. The response was already in the 

brown notebook, in the sediment sample, in Wilson’s journal. The 

response was this house, and these people, and the quality of 

attention they brought to the thing at the center of the table. 

 

At eleven o’clock Wilson went to Orleans for a patient he 

could not reschedule, and Mary went with him because she had her 
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own practice to attend to, and Clara went back to the outbuilding 

with the specimen container and her field notebook. Hamilton took 

the brown notebook to the study. I was alone in the kitchen for 

the first time since arriving, and I did what I have always done 

when I need to think without performing the thinking: I went 

outside. 

The deck above the salt marsh faced southeast, as I have 

said, and at eleven in the morning in June the light was doing 

the specific thing with the water that I had not been able to 

describe at six-fifteen and still cannot describe now. The marsh 

below the bluff was a different color than the sound beyond it—

the tidal channels running dark between the grass, the grass 

itself the particular green of a maritime plant that has been 

making its specific accommodation with salt and wind and tidal 

change for so long that the accommodation has become its nature. 

A great blue heron was working the near edge of the channel with 

the patience of a creature that does not hurry because it does 

not need to, because the thing it wants will come to it if it is 

still. 

I stood at the rail and looked at the heron and thought 

about everything that had been said at the kitchen table that 

morning, and about what it meant that this house existed and that 

these people worked in it, and about David Lim, who had 

understood what he was doing and had left his name where it could 

be found, and about Marcus Webb in Arizona being located through 

a dormant Facebook account by people who would come to find him 
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the way the powerboat had come to find me in Stage Harbor—

officially, deniably, unmistakably. 

I heard the door behind me. Wilson had come back for 

something he had forgotten, or perhaps had not forgotten but had 

decided to retrieve on his way out. He stood at the rail beside 

me for a moment without speaking, looking at the heron. 

He said, “It’s a left-banking bird. She favors the left 

approach on the dive. You can see the compensation in how she 

holds the wing.” He watched her for a moment. “She’s been here 

both summers.” 

I said nothing. The heron made her approach and did not 

commit, and pulled back, and held her position on the near edge 

of the channel. 

Wilson said, “You did the right thing. Coming here.” He said 

it in the quiet voice of a person who has considered whether to 

say it and has decided it needs saying. Then he went back inside 

and I heard his car in the lane a few minutes later. 

The heron made her approach a second time. This time she 

committed, and the dive was the specific thing that an observer 

who has watched it many times would recognize as precisely 

itself: the angle of entry, the arc of the neck, the moment of 

stillness before the water broke. She came up with something. She 

held it for a moment. Then she swallowed it and returned to the 

near edge of the channel and resumed her position. 

I stayed on the deck for another ten minutes. Then I went 

back inside, where Hamilton was at the study window with the 

notebook, and I sat at the kitchen table and opened the legal pad 
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to a fresh page and wrote at the top of it the thing that Wilson 

had said, which was not profound but which was, in the way of 

things said simply at the right moment, exactly what was 

required: 

You did the right thing. Coming here. 

Below it I wrote: Marcus Webb. Nevada cluster: ghost towns. 

Brian was recruited, not architect. Find who built the Nevada 

structure. Find T. Voronov’s American proxy. 

Then I closed the pad and waited for the afternoon. 
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Chapter Seven 

“The Penalty Clause” 

 

By the seventh day we had established the rhythm of Allen 

Point in the particular way that a house establishes a rhythm 

when the people in it are working toward something: the early 

mornings at the kitchen table, coffee made without discussion, 

the specific allocation of tasks that had organized itself 

without being discussed and that was already, by the third 

morning, as legible to me as the organizational structure of a 

litigation team I had built myself. Hamilton with the notebooks 

at the north end of the table. Wilson at the south with his 

journal. Clara in the outbuilding until something required the 

table. Mary moving between her practice in Chatham and the house 

in a pattern that served both without diminishing either. I had 

taken the east side of the table with the clean laptop and the 

legal pad, which had grown to twenty-two pages of notes in seven 

days and which Wilson had begun, I noticed, to treat as a primary 

source document, asking me occasionally to read specific passages 

aloud when he wanted the exact language rather than the summary. 

By the seventh day the table had a shape. Hamilton with the 

notebooks, working a thread of the case that was not always 

visible to the rest of us but that surfaced, at intervals, in the 

form of a question that connected two things we had been holding 

separately. Wilson with the journal and with his own practice and 

his patients and the particular way he moved between the medical 

and the investigative without appearing to change registers, 
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because for him the two were not different registers but the same 

one. Clara with the physical evidence and the outbuilding and the 

specific forensic questions she brought to the table that were 

always more precise than the questions the rest of us had thought 

to ask. Mary with the human layer, the medical and the 

psychological and the understanding of what bodies and behavior 

reveal that is not available to anyone who has not spent decades 

learning to read both. And myself with the legal pad and the 

clean laptop and the financial architecture. 

Patricia’s full financial analysis was delivered to the 

Bureau’s Boston field office at four-fifteen in the afternoon on 

the day of the expedited subpoena’s compliance deadline. She sent 

me a copy of the production cover sheet on the clean phone twenty 

minutes later. Forty-eight hours after that, Hamilton said, Mast 

would have reviewed it. At that point the operation’s principals 

would know the full extent of the financial mapping Patricia had 

completed: the four-cluster shell company structure, the 

quarterly payment cycles, the Cypriot entity network, the 

upstream Volga Capital connection, the conservative annual volume 

of forty-eight million dollars. They would know that a forensic 

accountant working for a corporate attorney in Boston had traced 

the Whydah structure to its Cypriot source within seventy-two 

hours of being engaged. They would know that the source had been 

identified. 

Hamilton said, “They already knew Patricia existed. The 

subpoena was designed to determine the depth of what she had 

found, not to discover that she was working. Mast gave them that 
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the day he filed. What the production will tell them is that the 

mapping is complete enough to be actionable.” He was quiet for a 

moment. “Which means the timeline I estimated two days ago was 

too generous. The relevant acceleration began when Mast reported 

your original call. The production only confirms what was already 

in motion.” 

I asked, “In motion how?” 

He said, “We’ll know more when we hear from Brian.” 

I had not told him that Brian might contact me. He had 

inferred it, which I was beginning to understand was the way 

Hamilton arrives at things he has not been given directly: by 

finding the shape that the available evidence makes and then 

describing what has to be at the center of it. Brian would know 

that the operation’s principals had been alerted. He would know 

that the alert had come from his end—from the domestic disruption 

the Kiss Cam had triggered. He would understand, having built 

this structure and operated it for four years, precisely what the 

principals did with alerts of this kind. He would be frightened. 

And a frightened man with twelve years of knowledge of a woman’s 

methodical intelligence would, when the thing he had been running 

finally ran out of room, reach for her. 

 

The call came to Patricia’s office landline at nine-twenty-

three a.m. on the seventh morning. She forwarded the voicemail to 

me without listening to it past the first sentence, which she 

said was sufficient for her to understand it was not for her. 
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I played it at the kitchen table with Hamilton and Wilson 

present. Brian’s voice had a quality I did not recognize from 

twelve years of marriage, which was the quality of a person 

speaking carefully in a space he believes is monitored, choosing 

each word for its weight on a recording rather than its meaning 

to the listener. The message was forty-one seconds. 

He said, “Marla. I know you’re working with someone. I know 

you’re somewhere I can’t find you, which is the right decision. 

I’m not calling to argue or explain. I’m calling because there is 

a contractual provision in the arrangement I’ve been operating 

under that activates upon a qualified disclosure event. The 

window is thirty days from activation. Activation occurred 

seventy-two hours ago, which I’m told you already know about. I 

need you to understand that after thirty days the remediation 

terms of that provision come into force and they are not 

financial. They are not something I can manage or negotiate or 

prevent. If what you’re doing is going to work, it needs to work 

inside thirty days. I’m sorry. I’m sorry for all of it.” 

The recording ended. The kitchen was quiet. 

Wilson said, in the precise tone of someone restating a 

document for the record: “A qualified disclosure event. 

Activation seventy-two hours ago. Thirty-day window.” He was 

writing as he spoke. 

I said he knew about the tracking on my car. 

Hamilton said, “He knew about the surveillance on Patricia’s 

office. The people who put the men outside her building reported 

upward, and some portion of that report reached Brian. He’s not 
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directing the principals anymore. He’s receiving their reports.” 

He looked at the phone on the table between us. “Play it again.” 

I played it again. Hamilton listened with his eyes closed, 

which is not how he usually listens but which I have come to 

understand he does when he needs to hear the language without the 

distraction of the room. 

When it finished he said, “He said the remediation terms are 

not financial. He said he cannot manage, negotiate, or prevent 

them. He said he was sorry for all of it.” He opened his eyes. 

“He is not sorry for the operation. He has been running it for 

four years and he built it with care and he is constitutionally 

incapable of the kind of remorse that extends to his own 

architecture. He is sorry that it has put you in the path of the 

remediation terms. He is sorry because he knows what those terms 

look like in practice.” 

I said, “What do they look like in practice?” 

 

Hamilton took the brown notebook to the study and came back 

with it open to a page he had written during the previous night’s 

work. I did not know, at the time, that he had anticipated this 

conversation and had prepared for it. I have since learned that 

he always anticipates this conversation and always prepares for 

it, because the question of what the other side is willing to do 

is always the question that determines everything else, and he 

answers it before it is asked because the answer shapes 

everything that follows. 
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He said, “The Atrium’s enforcement history, as best I can 

construct it from the available record.” He looked at the 

notebook. “One November, a data broker registered in Vienna—a man 

named Kirchner, who had been serving as the Atrium’s European 

distribution point for two of the buyer categories Tanaka 

describes—was found dead in his office. The Austrian authorities 

ruled it a suicide. The ruling was based on a note and on the 

position of the body and on the absence of signs of forced entry. 

Two months later, a journalist at a Vienna technology publication 

who had been investigating Kirchner’s company filed a story 

noting several inconsistencies in the suicide ruling. The story 

was published. Within six weeks, the publication had received 

legal threats from four separate entities in three jurisdictions, 

the journalist had been suspended pending an internal review of 

unnamed ethical complaints, and the story had been quietly 

retracted.” 

He turned a page. “That March—concurrent with Marcus Webb’s 

wrongful termination filing, which I do not believe is a 

coincidence—the individual serving as the operational coordinator 

for the Great Lakes cluster was arrested on federal wire fraud 

charges unrelated to the Meridian operation. The charges were 

based on financial records that, according to the indictment, had 

been provided to the Bureau by a confidential informant. The 

individual was convicted in recently and is currently serving a 

four-year sentence. The confidential informant has not been 

identified. The wire fraud charges are real—the conduct occurred—

but the decision to prosecute, and the mechanism by which the 
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Bureau came to have the records, are consistent with the 

operation using its Bureau asset to neutralize someone who had 

become a liability.” 

He closed the notebook. “Kirchner represented a delivery 

failure and a disclosure risk. The coordinator represented an 

operational vulnerability that had been amplified by Marcus 

Webb’s decision to file publicly. In both cases the remediation 

was complete: the person is either dead or incapacitated, the 

disclosure risk is eliminated, and the operation continues.” He 

looked at me. “The remediation terms are not financial. Brian 

understands this because he has watched the operation apply them 

twice.” 

The kitchen was very quiet. 

Mary said, in the voice she uses when she is going to say 

something that the room needs said clearly: “They will apply them 

again.” 

“They will apply them to anyone who represents a disclosure 

risk at the point when the thirty-day window closes,” Hamilton 

said. “Brian. Patricia. Kevin Halter, if they have identified him 

as a source. Marcus Webb, who they have already located.” He 

paused. “And this house, if they find it before we’re ready.” 

He said this in the matter-of-fact voice of a man stating a 

navigational fact. Not to frighten us. Because it was true, and 

the truth was the thing we were working with, and working with 

something requires stating it plainly. 

I asked Mary: what does that look like, medically? Someone 

who has been in the path of that kind of enforcement. 
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She looked at me for a moment with the expression of a 

physician choosing precision over reassurance, which is the 

expression I would come to recognize as her working face. “It 

depends on the method,” she said. “If Kirchner’s death was 

staged, the method is chosen for plausibility—consistent with his 

known mental state, at a time and in a place where discovery is 

probable but not immediate. Nothing requiring proximity that 

leaves physical evidence in a form that survives a preliminary 

ruling. The Austrian authorities ruled it a suicide because the 

presentation was a suicide. That is the skill of it.” She paused. 

“Marcus Webb was a different kind of enforcement. He was left 

alive. That is also a choice, and it is not a merciful one—it is 

a calculated one. You leave someone alive when the goal is 

behavioral modification rather than elimination. When you want 

the person to change what they are doing rather than simply stop 

being a risk. The method tells you the desired outcome. Webb’s 

outcome was: leave the state and do not speak. Kirchner’s outcome 

was: stop existing.” She looked at Hamilton. “For anyone in this 

house the desired outcome, from the principals’ perspective, is 

silence. Silence can be achieved more than one way.” 

Clara said nothing. She had been listening with her eyes on 

the specimen container, and she continued to look at it after 

Mary finished, and I understood from this that she was not 

disengaged but doing the thing she does when something has 

entered her working set and she is finding where it connects to 

what she already has. 

Wilson wrote something in the journal and did not look up. 
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I called Brian back at eleven o’clock. Hamilton was at the 

table. He had asked me to make the call, which surprised me until 

I understood his reasoning: Brian had called Patricia’s office 

because he did not have a number for me, which meant he did not 

have the prepaid number, which meant the call was made in 

relative desperation rather than through the operation’s 

surveillance infrastructure. If I called him back from the 

prepaid, I would be giving the number to whatever recording 

apparatus was on his phone. Hamilton said, “Use the house 

landline.” It’s irrelevant whether they get this number. They’ll 

find this house within a week regardless. What matters is what 

Brian says. 

I called from the kitchen. Brian answered on the first ring, 

which told me he had been holding the phone. 

I said I got your message. 

He was quiet for a moment. Then: “Are you safe?” 

I said, “I’m working.” 

Another pause. “They know you’ve found the structure. The 

full structure. They told me what the accountant produced.” A 

pause. “Marla. These are not people who respond to evidence or to 

legal proceedings. They are not afraid of anything the Bureau 

will do because the Bureau is doing what they’ve asked it to do. 

If you are building a case for a courtroom, you are building the 

wrong thing.” 

I said, “I’m not building it for a courtroom.” 
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He was quiet again. This quiet had a different quality from 

the others, as if the sentence had required him to recalibrate 

something he had assumed. Then: “The penalty window is thirty 

days from the qualified disclosure event. The QDE date was 

seventy-two hours ago. Which gives you twenty-seven days.” He 

said this with the precision of a man reading a contract, which 

is what he was doing, because he had been living with this 

contract for four years and he knew its terms without opening it. 

“The provision is called remediation, not enforcement. The 

language matters because remediation implies scope: it covers 

everything and everyone associated with the disclosure. Not just 

the proximate cause.” 

I understood what he was saying. Everyone at Allen Point. 

Patricia. Kevin Halter. Marcus Webb, already located in Arizona. 

I said, “You built this.” 

He said, “I know what I built.” 

I said, “How many people have you watched them remediate?” 

The silence lasted long enough that I thought he might not 

answer. Then: “Two. That I know of. One I’m not certain about.” 

His voice had the flat quality of someone reciting a fact whose 

weight he has been carrying for a long time and which does not 

get lighter in the recitation. “Kirchner in Vienna. And the man 

who ran the Great Lakes operation before the Bureau arrested him. 

I don’t know if Kirchner’s death was—” He stopped. “I told myself 

I didn’t know.” 

I said nothing. 
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“I’m going to tell you something,” Brian said. “Not because 

I deserve anything from you for telling it. Because it might be 

the only thing I have that’s actually useful.” A pause. “The 

Atrium doesn’t communicate directly with its principals. Not even 

Voronov. There is a layer between the buyers and the operation 

that I have never been able to identify. A person or an entity 

that sits between the Volga Capital structure and the Atrium’s 

operational logistics. Everything the principals know about the 

American operation comes through that layer. Everything they want 

done comes through that layer. I don’t know who it is. I have 

tried for three years to identify it and I have nothing. But 

whoever it is—they are here. Not in Europe. Here.” 

I said, “In the United States.” 

“Here,” he said again. “On the Cape.” And then: “Twenty-

seven days.” He ended the call. 

 

He ended the call. 

I sat with the phone for a moment. Twelve years of marriage 

and the last thing he said was a countdown. 

Twenty-seven days. I have been in enough settlement 

negotiations to know the quality of a person who has agreed to 

terms they cannot fulfill and who is offering you information in 

lieu of making good on them. Brian had given me the coordination 

layer not because it was the generous thing but because it was 

the only thing of value he still had to offer, and offering it 

was a way of purchasing, from me, something that even now he 

could not name directly: the possibility that whatever I was 
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building in this house might extend to him before the window 

closed. He was not apologizing. He was negotiating. 

And yet he had told me about Kirchner. And about the Great 

Lakes coordinator.  

I did not know what to do with this. I set it aside in the 

way I set aside evidence I cannot yet interpret: filed, 

preserved, not yet useful. 

I set the phone on the table and looked at Hamilton. 

He had been writing during the call, not in the brown 

notebook but on a yellow legal pad he had not had at the table 

before, the kind I use, and the writing was in the shorthand of 

someone who is capturing language rather than summary. He set the 

pen down. He read what he had written for a moment. Then he said: 

“A coordination layer between Voronov and the American 

operation. On the Cape. Not identified.” He looked at Wilson. 

“That’s the Nevada cluster.” 

Wilson said, “The ghost towns.” 

“The entities with the unidentified naming convention and 

the different registered agent and the financial structure 

Patricia couldn’t fully trace. The one cluster that doesn’t look 

like Brian’s work because it isn’t his work. It belongs to the 

coordination layer. The American proxy.” He was quiet for a 

moment with the stillness of someone assembling something in real 

time and watching it take its shape. “Who is here. On the Cape.” 

Mary said, very quietly: “Mast.” 

Hamilton looked at her for a moment. Then: “Mast is the 

Bureau asset. He provides institutional protection. The 
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coordination layer is different—it’s the person who manages the 

delivery logistics, maintains the relationship between Voronov’s 

network and the American operation, and handles the remediation 

when it’s required. A hands-on role. Not institutional cover. 

Operational direction.” He paused. “Mast and the coordination 

layer may overlap. Or they may not. We don’t have enough yet.” 

He stood. He went to the study, and when he came back he was 

carrying the green notebook. 

I did not know, at that point, what the green notebook 

represented in the sequence of Hamilton’s work. Wilson would 

explain it to me later that afternoon, when Hamilton was back in 

the study and we were washing dishes at the kitchen sink. He 

said, “Hamilton keeps three notebooks.” The yellow pad is for 

transcription—capturing language in real time. The brown notebook 

is for provisional observations, things he has noticed but not 

yet understood. The green notebook is for what he has 

established. He only opens the green notebook when he knows what 

the case is and what it requires. He has not opened it for this 

case until now. 

I said, “What changed?” 

Wilson said, “Brian told him where to look.” He dried a cup 

and set it on the counter. “The coordination layer. The Cape. 

Twenty-seven days. Hamilton now knows the shape of the problem. 

He knows the timeline. He knows the gap in the picture—the proxy—

and he knows the proxy is findable because it is local and 

because local things leave local evidence.” He looked at the 
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study door, which was closed. “He’s been patient because he 

needed the shape. Now he has it.” 

I looked at the study door too. The heron was working the 

near channel again below the bluff, the left-bank compensation as 

consistent as a signature, making her approaches with the 

patience of a creature that does not hurry because it does not 

need to, that holds its position on the near edge and waits for 

the thing it is looking for to come within range. 

 

I stood at the window for a moment before I went back to the 

table. The marsh outside was doing what the marsh on this coast 

always does at that hour—the tidal channels running with the 

afternoon light, the grass moving in the way of maritime grass 

that has adapted to the wind so thoroughly that its movement is 

no longer a response to the wind but a quality of the grass 

itself, inseparable from what it is. I had been in this house for 

seven days. I would be in it for twenty more, if the timeline 

held, and in those twenty days the people at this table were 

going to find the coordination layer and the proxy and the 

connection between the Nevada ghost town entities and whatever 

person or persons on this coast was managing the logistics of a 

forty-eight-million-dollar-a-year data smuggling operation with 

Volga Capital as its buyer and the FBI’s Boston field office as 

its institutional protection. 

I thought about what Marsh had said when he gave me 

Hamilton’s name: that he was the right mind for the problem 
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before the problem became irreversible. Now I knew what 

irreversible looked like. 

But we had twenty-seven days. And the green notebook was 

open. 

I dried my hands and went back to the kitchen table and 

opened the legal pad to the next clean page. 

At the top I wrote the date and below it Brian’s sentence, 

which was the most important thing he had said in the call and 

the most important thing he had said in twelve years of marriage, 

though he had not understood it in those terms and I had not had 

the words for it until Wilson said them at the sink: 

The coordination layer is here. On the Cape. 

Local things leave local evidence. We had twenty-seven days 

to find it. 
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Chapter Eight 

“The Proxy” 

 

Hamilton did not sleep on the eighth night. I know this 

because I heard him on the stairs at two-fifteen, and then the 

study light was on when I looked through the gap in the guest 

room curtains at four, and when I came down at six he had three 

things on the kitchen table that had not been there the previous 

evening: the green notebook, open to a page that already had 

substantial entries; a printed copy of a European Business 

Registry profile that he had asked me to retrieve from the 

commercial database two days earlier and that I had forwarded to 

the house’s printer without knowing what he wanted with it; and a 

hand-drawn diagram on a yellow legal pad that mapped a set of 

corporate connections I did not yet fully understand but that had 

the shape of something that had been incomplete until recently 

and was now complete. 

I made coffee and did not speak. I have learned in eight 

days that the quality of Hamilton’s silence before he chooses to 

speak is itself information, and that the information it conveys 

is: not yet. He is not withholding; he is finishing. When he is 

finished he will speak, and what he says will be complete rather 

than partial, and the completeness will be worth the waiting. 

At six-forty-five Wilson arrived. At seven-ten the clean 

phone received a message from Clara: she was coming in from the 

outbuilding and had something from the previous afternoon’s 

fieldwork that the table needed to see. At seven-twenty the 
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outbuilding door opened and she came across the marsh path with 

her field notebook and a second sealed specimen container and the 

expression she has when she has found what she went looking for 

and is already thinking about what it means. 

Hamilton looked at her when she sat down and said, “Stage 

Harbor. What did you find?” 

She said, “Start with yours. I want to hear the full picture 

before I add to it.” 

He looked at her for a moment with what I have learned to 

read as approval, though it is registered only as a slight 

stillness, nothing anyone who did not know him would notice. Then 

he turned to the yellow pad and the green notebook and began. 

 

Before Hamilton spoke, the clean phone rang again. It was 

Patricia. 

She said, “Halter Marine Systems was broken into last night. 

Harwich police took the report at six this morning. Whoever did 

it knew exactly what they wanted—the filing cabinets in the back 

office were forced and the installation records for the previous 

four years were taken. Everything else in the shop is intact. The 

electronic equipment on the workbench, the inventory, the 

register. They took paper records and nothing else.” 

I said he kept paper records of the Tern Island 

installation. 

“Marine electronics contractors in Massachusetts are 

required to maintain installation documentation for four years by 

the state licensing board,” Patricia said. “Halter would have had 
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the full technical record of what he installed, where, the 

specific equipment models and configurations, the wiring 

schematics, the commissioning reports. All of it is now gone.” 

She paused. “He called me because he didn’t have a number for 

you. He’s frightened. He wants to know if he should leave.” 

I relayed this to the table. 

Hamilton said, “Tell him yes. Tell him to go somewhere he 

has been before and stay there and not to use his usual phone.” 

He said it without hesitation, the way he says things that have 

already been decided in his thinking before they are asked. “And 

tell Patricia the same.” 

I called Patricia back and relayed both instructions. She 

said she had already arranged to stay with her sister in 

Providence and had a burner phone ready. I had not known this 

about Patricia Howe—that she owned a burner phone as a matter of 

general professional preparedness—and it made me like her 

considerably more than I already did. 

Wilson wrote the break-in and the stolen records in the 

journal and looked at Hamilton. “They’re removing the physical 

evidence of Halter’s work,” he said. “Not intimidating him. 

Eliminating the documentary record.” 

“Both,” Hamilton said. “The theft is both. He knows what was 

taken and he knows why it was taken, and he is now aware that 

they know who he is and where he works and what he has in his 

filing cabinet. That is an effective threat without anyone saying 

a word.” He paused. “But you’re right that the primary purpose is 

the record. They are moving to eliminate the physical evidence 
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before the thirty-day window makes it relevant to a proceeding. 

Which tells us that they are beginning to regard a proceeding as 

a possibility. The subpoena produced Patricia’s analysis, which 

established the financial picture. The Halter records would have 

established the physical installation.” He looked at me. “Do you 

know what he photographed of his own work? Did he keep copies 

anywhere other than the paper files?” 

I said I don’t know. I only met him once. 

“Wilson,” Hamilton said. Wilson looked up from the journal. 

“When this is over, find out whether Halter kept digital backup 

records. Not now—after.” He turned to the table. “Clara.” 

 

Clara opened her field notebook and the second specimen 

container and set both on the table. She had been in Stage Harbor 

the previous afternoon, she said, on the eastern transect of her 

seagrass survey. The transect took her along the inner harbor’s 

mainland edge, past the commercial properties that occupied the 

waterfront between the Stage Harbor Marine Service facility and 

the eastern channel entrance. She had been sampling at the 

standard stations. 

At the third station on the eastern transect she had noticed 

something she had not previously had reason to notice because she 

had not previously been looking for it: a low commercial building 

set back from the waterline behind a chain-link fence, with a 

small dock and a security camera on a pole at the dock’s end. The 

building was unremarkable in every respect except two. The first 

exception was the roof, which carried a single satellite dish in 
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a configuration consistent with a Cobham system smaller than the 

Tern Island installation but of the same product family—a Cobham 

EXPLORER 5075, a single-aperture VSAT system with a maximum 

uplink rate of ten megabits per second, suitable for data 

verification purposes rather than primary transfer. The second 

exception was the sign above the building’s landward entrance, 

which read MIDAS COAST STORAGE AND LOGISTICS LLC—PRIVATE 

PROPERTY. 

Midas. One of the Nevada ghost town entities Patricia had 

identified in the fourth cluster. 

Clara had photographed the building from the water, 

maintaining the appearance of routine seagrass sampling. She had 

taken fourteen photographs over the course of forty minutes, 

approaching and withdrawing on the standard transect path. She 

had documented the satellite dish configuration, the camera 

positions, the dock dimensions, and—through a gap in the fence’s 

rear section that was not visible from the water but that she had 

been able to partially observe on her closest approach—the 

presence of a ventilation unit on the building’s rear exterior 

consistent with server climate control. 

She slid the specimen container across the table. Inside was 

the now-familiar sediment vial. “Same polymer compound as the 

Tern Island transect,” she said. “Higher concentration. The Stage 

Harbor mainland node is more active than Tern Island, based on 

the sediment loading. Or it has been active for longer. Possibly 

both.” 

I said, “What is the building’s function?” 
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She said, “The Tern Island facility processes the raw data 

after physical delivery. It’s the extraction and normalization 

layer—where the ghost data is cleaned and transformed into the 

finished product. The mainland building is where the finished 

product goes next. It has road access. The dock is for receiving 

drives from Tern Island. The road is for distributing what Tern 

Island produces. It’s the distribution node. The place the 

product leaves the Cape and enters the delivery chain.” 

Hamilton said, “And the Cobham 5075 on the roof.” 

Clara: “Verification. When a buyer receives a delivery and 

confirms data authenticity, the confirmation signal goes through 

the 5075. It’s not the primary uplink—that’s Tern Island’s three-

aperture array. It’s the receipt acknowledgment system. The 

transaction isn’t complete until the verification signal comes 

back through this node.” 

Wilson said, writing as he spoke: “So the full picture is: 

data is extracted through Meridian’s pipeline and delivered 

physically to Tern Island. Tern Island processes it and transfers 

the finished product by boat to the Stage Harbor mainland 

facility. The mainland facility distributes by road and handles 

buyer verification. All transactions are conducted without 

touching any public network.” 

“And the whole infrastructure is registered to entities 

named after things that no longer exist,” Mary said quietly. 

Hamilton was writing. He said, without looking up: “There is 

one more thing, Clara.” 

She said, “I was followed.” 
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She had noticed a white pickup truck at the second station 

on the eastern transect, parked in the lot of a marine supply 

store with a sightline to the water. It had still been there when 

she finished the fourth station. When she trailered her kayak and 

drove north on Stage Harbor Road toward Route 28, the truck was 

two vehicles behind her. It followed her to the Route 28 

intersection and then turned west while she turned east. She had 

photographed the plate at the Stage Harbor Road light. She had 

run it through the state motor vehicle database on her phone: 

registered to a company called Eastern Coastal Logistics LLC, 

incorporated in Nevada, agent of record a corporate services firm 

in Las Vegas. 

Hamilton looked at Wilson. Wilson said, “The same registered 

agent as the ghost town cluster.” 

I said, “Do they have her identity yet?” 

“Not yet. But within hours. A plate query runs through the 

Bureau’s vehicle registration database in under an hour, and Mast 

has that access. A plate trace on Clara’s vehicle leads to this 

address in two steps.” He looked at Clara. “Don’t return to Stage 

Harbor by water. The fieldwork cover is compromised.” 

Clara nodded once, the nod of a scientist receiving a 

constraint and already reorganizing her plans around it. “The 

sediment samples I have are sufficient for the physical evidence 

record,” she said. “I don’t need to go back for additional 

collection.” 

“They have mobile surveillance on the Cape,” Hamilton said. 

“Stationed near the Stage Harbor facility. They photographed 
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Clara and took her plate. They will identify her vehicle within 

hours if they haven’t already, and when they do, they will trace 

her to this address.” He was quiet for a moment. “We have less 

time than twenty-seven days. We may have days. Possibly less.” 

 

I want to record carefully what Hamilton said next, because 

it was the moment I understood that the case had moved entirely 

out of my hands and into his, and that the movement was not a 

loss but a necessity, and that understanding it as a necessity 

rather than a surrender was the discipline the next phase 

required of me. 

He said, “I want to tell you what I’ve found, and then I 

want to ask you to do something.” He looked at me. “The two 

things are connected.” 

He told us about Richard Harwick. 

Richard Harwick, born 1968, Brookline, Massachusetts. 

Harvard Law 1993. Associates at Cabot, Pierce & Gray in Boston 

for eight years, specializing in corporate real estate 

transactions and maritime law. Left the firm then, and here the 

public record produces a gap of five years, in which Harwick does 

not appear in any Massachusetts bar association directory, any 

court filing, any business registration, or any publication 

indexed in the standard legal databases. He is, for those four 

years, professionally invisible. 

Hamilton had spent the night filling in the gap. The 

Massachusetts Board of Bar Overseers maintains a disciplinary 

record but no location record for attorneys who are not actively 
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registered in the state. Harwick’s registration had lapsed one 

October, which is consistent with a voluntary departure from 

practice rather than a disciplinary matter. A lapsed registration 

can be reinstated on application; Harwick reinstated his one 

March, two months before filing the Harwick & Tilden LLP articles 

of organization. The reinstatement paperwork listed a Hyannis 

address for the resumption of practice. Between the lapse and the 

reinstatement—four years and five months—there is no address for 

Richard S. Harwick in any U.S. domestic database Hamilton could 

access. 

He had found him in a different kind of record. Some years 

back, a Richard S. Harwick is listed as an attendee at two 

private maritime law seminars convened in Nicosia, Cyprus, by a 

professional association whose membership roster includes several 

names that appear, in the European financial intelligence reports 

Hamilton had been reviewing, as persons of interest in the 

investigation of offshore data brokerage entities. The seminars 

are not themselves significant—they are legitimate professional 

events, well-attended, unremarkable. What is significant is that 

Harwick attended them from a registered address in Limassol, 

Cyprus, at the same address as a corporate law practice that is 

listed, in the recent Cypriot regulatory filing, as Atrium Data 

Holdings S.A.’s legal representative. 

He establishes Harwick & Tilden LLP in Hyannis, the 

registered agent for Whydah Holdings and its affiliated entities. 

The year after, he registers as the agent of record for the first 

of what will become four Cape Cod coastal property transactions 
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associated with the operation. He has been the operation’s Cape 

Cod legal infrastructure since before the physical facilities 

existed. 

Hamilton set down his pen. “The gap. I spent last night with 

it. A Harvard-trained maritime attorney with eight years of 

corporate experience disappears from the professional record for 

four years and then reappears in Hyannis with a new practice and 

a client whose business he has apparently been preparing for 

during the invisible years.” He pushed the printed European 

Business Registry profile toward me. It was the profile I had 

retrieved and sent to the printer two days earlier without 

understanding why he wanted it. “Read the second page.” 

I read it. The second page of the Atrium Data Holdings S.A. 

corporate profile, filed with the Cypriot Securities and Exchange 

Commission in connection with the recent regulatory proceeding 

that had listed Voronov as Director, also listed, in a subsidiary 

field that I had not noted when I first found the profile, the 

company’s legal representative for European regulatory matters. 

The name of the firm was a Limassol corporate law practice I did 

not recognize. The name of the individual attorney of record was 

Richard S. Harwick, listed with an address in Hyannis, 

Massachusetts. 

I looked at the page for a moment. Then I looked at 

Hamilton. 

“Harwick spent the gap years in Cyprus,” he said. “Working 

with Voronov’s network as its American legal counsel before the 

American operation existed. He came back to the Cape to build the 
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legal infrastructure the operation required. The registered agent 

services are his visible function. His actual function is 

coordination: he manages the relationship between Voronov’s 

principals and the American operation, he handles the physical 

logistics of the Cape facilities, and he serves as the conduit 

through which the remediation instructions are transmitted when 

the principals require them.” He paused. “Harwick is the proxy 

Brian couldn’t identify. He was invisible to Brian because he 

predates Brian. He built the structure into which Brian was 

recruited, and Brian had no reason to look for its architect 

because the structure was simply the environment he operated in.” 

Wilson said, “Harwick arranged the Kirchner remediation.” 

“Almost certainly. And the arrest of the Great Lakes 

coordinator. He has the Bureau relationship through Mast, and he 

has the operational authority to direct remediation from the 

principals’ instructions. He is the American face of everything.” 

Hamilton looked at the green notebook. “And he is in Hyannis. Two 

blocks from the harbor. In an office building we have photographs 

of.” 

 

He said, “Now the thing I want to ask you to do.” 

He asked me to write a complete account of everything Brian 

had said to me during the course of our marriage that was 

relevant to the operation. Not the legal pad—that was the 

investigative record. A separate document: everything I 

remembered Brian saying about his work on the Cape, about Harwick 

if he had ever mentioned him, about the structure or the clients 
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or the language he used for the operation when he referred to it 

at all. Every offhand sentence, every answer to a question I had 

asked without knowing what I was asking about. Every time he had 

been on the phone in the kitchen and I had registered, without 

attending to, a name or a number or a phrase that I could now 

retrieve from memory because memory of this kind is retrieval 

rather than reconstruction—the thing was always there, it simply 

required the right key. 

I said that will take time. 

“You have this afternoon,” he said. “I need it before 

tonight. We are going to move quickly now, and the document you 

write this afternoon will be the basis of what we do next.” He 

looked at me with the direct quality of attention he reserves for 

things he needs the other person to fully understand. “You are no 

longer the person driving this case. You are the primary source. 

That is not a diminishment—it is the most important role in what 

comes next. But it requires that the source document be 

complete.” 

I understood what he meant. A litigator knows the difference 

between building a case and being a witness in it, and she knows 

that the transition between the two roles is the moment when the 

case has enough structure to move without her driving it. I had 

been building this case for eight days. It now had enough 

structure. The driving was his. 

I took the legal pad and went to the deck. 
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The deck faced southeast and caught the full afternoon light 

on a clear June day, and in another context I would have found it 

pleasant. I sat with the legal pad on my knees and I did the 

thing I had been trained to do in depositions and that I do 

naturally in any circumstance that requires accurate memory 

retrieval: I started at the beginning and I did not skip forward. 

Beginning means the first moment, not the first relevant moment, 

because the first relevant moment is identified only in 

retrospect and retrieving it first contaminates the sequence. The 

first moment was one summer, the first summer Brian had spoken of 

the Cape Cod work in terms that, in retrospect, were more 

operational than I had understood them to be at the time. 

I wrote for four hours. The afternoon light moved across the 

salt marsh and the tide came and went in the channel below the 

bluff and the heron made her approaches with the consistency of 

something that has been doing what it does for longer than any of 

the other things in the landscape have existed. I wrote 

everything I could recover: every phone call Brian had taken in 

the kitchen at Allen Point during our summers here, every 

business trip explanation, every name he had mentioned in the 

context of Cape Cod work, every time he had used the word 

“Harwick”—and he had, twice, I found them both in the retrieval, 

once once, in the context of “the Hyannis people” and again when 

he had said, without explanation, that “Harwick had handled the 

Chatham matter.” I had not asked what the Chatham matter was. I 

had been making dinner. 



Gael / Dark Harbor / 136 

I wrote it all down. The small things and the large ones, 

the things I had registered and set aside and the things I had 

simply not heard because a person does not hear what they have no 

reason to attend to, and I had no reason to attend to any of this 

until the Kiss Cam at 9:47 p.m. on the fourteenth of June changed 

the entire category of what required attention. 

At four-thirty I brought the pages to Hamilton in the study. 

He was at the desk with the green notebook and the diagram from 

the yellow legal pad and the European Business Registry profile, 

and he took the pages without looking up and set them beside the 

notebook and placed his hand on them in the specific gesture of a 

person receiving something they have been waiting for and that 

has arrived at the right time. 

He said, “Thank you.” 

I said, “Find him.” 

I did not mean: find Richard Harwick and bring him to 

justice, which is the thing a litigator means when she says find 

him, because justice and its institutional mechanisms were what I 

had learned, in eight days on the outer Cape, to regard with a 

specific wariness that had not been part of my professional 

worldview before Mast’s three-hour subpoena and Kirchner’s death 

and the stolen filing cabinet in Harwich. What I meant was: find 

what he has done in a form that cannot be suppressed, and find 

who he has done it with, and build the picture to the point where 

the picture itself becomes the case. The way this house builds 

things. 
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Hamilton looked at me over the green notebook. He said, 

“That’s what the notebook is for.” 

I went back to the kitchen. Wilson was at the table with his 

journal. Clara had gone back to the outbuilding. Mary was at the 

window with a cup of coffee, looking at the marsh in the late-

afternoon light. Outside on the sound a sailboat was making its 

way east toward Monomoy, white sails and a dark hull, moving at 

the specific unhurried pace of a vessel that has the wind it 

needs and is in no danger of losing it. 

Wilson said, without looking up from the journal: “How do 

you feel?” 

I thought about it. I said, “Like someone who has finished 

the thing she was doing and is waiting to find out what she does 

next.” 

He looked up then, with the expression he has when he is 

writing something down in the journal rather than in the medical 

record—a slightly different quality of attention, more lateral, 

more interested in the texture of the thing than its clinical 

content. He said, “That’s a reasonable description of where we 

are.” He wrote something. “I’ll tell you one thing. In the cases 

I’ve been part of, the moment when Hamilton opens the green 

notebook is the moment the case stops being a question and starts 

being an answer. We don’t always like the answer. But we get it.” 

I thought about what Wilson had said: the case stops being a 

question and starts being an answer. I had spent eight days 

building the question with the specific tools available to a 

corporate litigator operating alone: the shell company searches, 
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the court records, the forensic accountant, the direct 

investigation in the field. I had built the question as far as it 

could be built by those tools. The answer required different 

tools—the kind that could find a man in a Hyannis law office who 

had spent four years in Cyprus building a legal infrastructure 

for a criminal enterprise, and who had come home and spent 

sixteen years maintaining it without leaving the kind of evidence 

that corporate litigation tools find, because he had specifically 

designed it to resist those tools. 

The tools in this house were different. Clara’s sediment 

samples and her field notebooks. Wilson’s patient journal and his 

Orleans patients and the quality of listening that had been 

accumulating observations for two summers on this coast. Mary’s 

medical practice and the human layer it provided. And Hamilton at 

the window in the dark, building something in the green notebook 

that was not a legal case and was not a corporate investigation 

but was something else entirely—a kind of picture that could be 

built only by a kind of attention, applied from the outside of 

the problem rather than from within the institutional structures 

the problem had been designed to defeat. 

The sailboat passed out of sight around the point. The marsh 

below the bluff held its afternoon color. In the study the light 

was on and it would stay on well into the night, and by morning 

there would be more lines in the green notebook, and somewhere in 

Hyannis two blocks from the harbor a man named Richard Harwick 

was going about whatever business filled a Wednesday afternoon 

for a man who did not know that the notebook existed. 
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He would know soon enough. 
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Chapter Nine 

“Allen Point” 

 

This is where I end my account and where Wilson’s begins. He 

will tell you, in his own voice and with his own precision, what 

came next. What I can give him—what I can give you—is the final 

day of what came before. 

On the ninth morning I rose before six and went out to the 

deck before anyone else was awake. This was the first morning 

since arriving at Allen Point that I had done this without a task 

waiting—without the legal pad, without the laptop, without an 

item on a list. I had completed the list the previous afternoon. 

The four hours of writing on the deck had produced twenty-three 

pages of recovered memory in the specific shorthand I use when I 

am writing for an audience that will read carefully rather than 

one that requires explanation, and Wilson had taken the pages and 

read them that evening and made his notations in the journal and 

returned them to me without comment, which was the appropriate 

response to a primary source document and which I had understood 

as such. There was nothing left for me to do, which was an 

unfamiliar state. 

I stood at the rail and looked at the marsh in the early 

morning. The tide was out, the channels running low and dark 

between the grass, the salt smell at its most concentrated in the 

cool air before the day’s warmth opened it up and dispersed it. 

The left-banking heron was on the near bar, motionless in the way 

of a creature that has made its stillness a working tool, each 
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pause in the movement an act of predation rather than rest. I had 

been watching this bird every morning for nine days and I had 

not, until this morning, simply watched it without also thinking 

about something else. It was a good bird. It was doing exactly 

what it was designed to do, in exactly the place it had chosen to 

do it, with the patience of something that does not need to be 

anywhere else. 

I thought about what Wilson had said the afternoon before: 

the case stops being a question and starts being an answer. And I 

thought about the quality of the transition—not a clean transfer 

but a dissolution, the way a wave transfers energy without the 

water itself moving far, the source in motion becoming the medium 

through which the motion continues. I had been carrying this case 

for nine days. I was not done carrying it; I would carry it for 

the rest of whatever followed. But the case was now larger than 

my carrying of it, and the others in this house were carrying it 

from directions I could not carry from, and the sum of what they 

would find from those directions was already, I could tell, going 

to exceed what I had brought. 

I stayed on the deck until the heron made her dive. She 

committed on the third approach, left bank, the angle Wilson had 

described to me, and she came up with something that she held for 

a moment and then did not swallow but set down in the shallow 

water at the bar’s edge and stood over. I could not see at this 

distance what she had. I watched her for another minute. 

I thought about the nine days. I had arrived at this house 

with a legal pad and a clean laptop and the specific fury of a 
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person who has been systematically deceived and has decided that 

the deceit is not something she will absorb but something she 

will pursue. The fury had been useful for the first three days 

and had then become something else—not gone, exactly, but 

transformed into the cooler working substance of a case, the 

thing that keeps you at the table after the emotion has served 

its purpose and the evidence requires the rest of your attention. 

By the ninth morning the fury was so thoroughly transmuted that I 

had to look for it deliberately to find it, and when I found it, 

it was no longer about Brian or the twelve years or the Kiss Cam. 

It was about David Lim in Vineyard Haven harbor and Marcus Webb 

on a hospital gurney in Somerville and Kevin Halter behind the 

locked NDA in his boat barn on Route 28, all of them having 

understood too much about an operation that had been allowed to 

run for four years with federal protection and forty-eight 

million dollars a year flowing through Cape Cod wreck names and 

Nevada ghost towns, and none of them having had anywhere to take 

what they understood. 

They had not had a house at Allen Point. I had. That was the 

difference, and it was not a small one, and it was the thing I 

held on to when I went back inside. 

 

At eight-fifteen the clean phone received a call from a 

number I did not recognize, which turned out to be the office 

line of a Boston attorney named Geoffrey Crane, who identified 

himself as Brian’s personal legal counsel and who said he was 



Gael / Dark Harbor / 143 

calling on behalf of his client to explore whether a formal 

cooperation arrangement might be discussed. 

I put the call on speaker. Hamilton was at the table. Wilson 

was at his end. Clara had come in for the morning. 

Crane said, “His client was prepared to provide a full 

account of the operation’s structure, the principals’ identities, 

and the specific transactions involving the Atrium’s American 

operation, in exchange for immunity from federal prosecution and 

appropriate witness protection arrangements.” He said, “His 

client understood that the Bureau’s Boston field office was not a 

reliable channel for this cooperation and was prepared to discuss 

alternative mechanisms.” 

I said, “What does your client understand about the Bureau’s 

unreliability?” 

Crane said, “His client has been aware for approximately 

fourteen months that the supervisory special agent with 

ostensible oversight of economic crimes investigations involving 

Meridian Analytics was not conducting those investigations in the 

ordinary sense of the phrase.” 

Fourteen months. Brian had known about Mast for fourteen 

months and had not told anyone. I noted this without expressing 

it and filed it in the category of things I had accepted about 

Brian’s relationship to the truth: he had known about Mast since 

before the Kiss Cam, which meant his calculation about the danger 

of disclosure had been specific and deliberate, and the danger he 

was calculating was not legal but physical, and the Kiss Cam had 
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disrupted the calculation by introducing a variable he had not 

accounted for. 

Hamilton said, to me rather than to the phone: “Ask him what 

his client wants in exchange for cooperation.” 

I relayed the question. Crane said, “Immunity, relocation, 

and assurance that cooperation would not be processed through the 

Boston field office or any channel that might be accessible to 

the supervisory agent in question.” 

Hamilton said, “Tell him we’ll be in contact.” And then, 

after a pause: “Tell him his client should not contact the Bureau 

under any circumstances. Not voluntarily. If agents approach him, 

he should say nothing and call Crane immediately.” 

I conveyed both messages. Crane said he understood. The call 

ended. 

Hamilton looked at the table. He said, “Brian has decided 

the thirty-day window is worse than cooperation. He’s right about 

that. He’s also right about Mast. What he doesn’t know is that we 

already have most of what he can offer, and what we don’t have 

yet can be obtained without him.” He paused. “But he’s useful as 

corroboration. And as a witness who can speak to the operation’s 

internal structure from the inside.” He looked at Wilson. “Note 

it. We’ll come back to it.” 

 

The call from Captain Diane Noyes came at ten-forty. 

I did not know, at the time, who Captain Noyes was. I would 

learn about her from Wilson later—her role in the previous year’s 

case, her reliability, the quality of institutional integrity 
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that Hamilton had tested twice and found consistent. What I knew 

in the moment was that Hamilton answered on the second ring and 

that his posture changed in the way I had come to recognize as 

the receiving of bad news: not the catastrophic change of a 

person blindsided, but the controlled adjustment of a person who 

had been half-expecting something and is now receiving its 

confirmation. 

Noyes said, “Kevin Halter had been involved in a collision 

on Route 6 westbound near the Sagamore Bridge at six-forty that 

morning.” A vehicle had merged into his lane at speed from the 

on-ramp, forcing his truck onto the right shoulder and into a 

highway sign post. Halter had been transported to Cape Cod 

Hospital. He was alive. He had a fractured collarbone and three 

broken ribs and a concussion. He would recover. The other vehicle 

had not stopped. The state police had a description: a white 

pickup truck with a partial plate consistent with a Nevada 

registration. 

Hamilton said, after a moment of quiet: “Thank you, Diane. 

Don’t file the welfare check your office received this morning on 

the Allen Point property. I’ll explain why later. For now, please 

don’t file it.” 

She said something I could not hear from across the kitchen. 

Hamilton said, “Yes. I know. I’ll be in contact this afternoon.” 

He ended the call. 

He turned to the table. We were all looking at him. 

“Halter was on Route 6 at six-forty this morning,” he said. 

“We told him to leave yesterday. He was leaving.” He paused. “The 
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white pickup with the Nevada registration was Clara’s 

surveillance vehicle from Stage Harbor yesterday afternoon. The 

same mobile asset. They followed him from his shop and waited for 

him to reach the highway.” 

No one spoke for a moment. 

Mary said, “Fractured collarbone and three broken ribs.” She 

said it the way she notes a clinical finding: precisely and 

without elaboration, because the elaboration is already in the 

notation. 

I thought about what the accident represented structurally. 

Halter had been leaving. He had received the instruction at nine 

in the morning and by six-forty the following morning he was on 

the highway. The operation’s mobile asset had been waiting for 

him, or had tracked him through the night to his departure point, 

and had executed the collision at the moment when a highway on-

ramp gave them the conditions they needed: speed differential, 

traffic, a plausible explanation. The state police report would 

say: vehicle merged without signaling. The report would not say: 

this was the third event in a sequence that includes a drowning 

in Vineyard Haven harbor and a mugging outside an apartment 

building on College Avenue in Somerville. 

I thought of Marcus Webb’s three broken ribs in the 

Somerville police report. Three broken ribs is a specific 

message. It says: we found you. It says: we can find you again. 

It says: the next time the message will be different. 

Hamilton said, “The welfare check on this address. Harwick’s 

office requested it through the sheriff’s department this morning 
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at eight o’clock. Noyes received the request and recognized the 

address and called me instead of filing it. She bought us an 

unknown amount of time before the request is re-routed through a 

different channel, which it will be.” He looked at me. “They know 

where you are.” 

 

We talked for an hour about the shape of what came next. I 

will not summarize what Hamilton described, because the 

description belongs to Wilson’s account and Wilson was present 

for it and will give it to you with the precision it deserves. 

What I can tell you is what I understood at the end of the hour: 

that I needed to leave Allen Point, and that this was not a 

defeat but a condition of the next phase of the case. 

Hamilton said, “Your presence here is the disclosure risk 

that is drawing the operation toward this house. Every day you 

are here, they have a reason to press harder on finding this 

address. The case enters its next phase without that pressure. 

You go somewhere they have no reason to look, and you stay 

there.” He looked at me with the direct quality of attention he 

uses when he needs to be clearly understood. “This is not because 

you are less useful to this case from a distance. It’s because 

you are most useful to it alive and in a position to testify.” 

I said, “Where do I go?” 

He said, “Judge Marsh knows two places they will not look. 

He’ll know which one is right.” He picked up the phone and made a 

call I did not hear because I had gone upstairs to pack, which 

took me eleven minutes because I had been living out of the same 
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bag since Newton and there was nothing in the guest room that did 

not belong in it. 

I came downstairs with the bag and stood in the kitchen for 

a moment. The legal pad was on the table where I had left it. 

Twenty-two pages of original notes and twenty-three pages of 

recovered memory and a date at the top of the first page that was 

nine days ago, which felt like a different calendar. I thought 

about the woman who had driven down the Sagamore Bridge in the 

dark with the GPS tracker sitting on a parking garage shelf in 

Newton, following an address she had not known existed until an 

hour before. I thought about what she had been trying to do and 

whether she had done it. 

The answer was: not yet. But the doing of it was now in 

hands that knew what to do with it. 

I gave the legal pad to Wilson. I said, “All of it is there. 

The investigative notes and the recovery document from yesterday. 

You have everything I have.” 

He took it with both hands, the way he receives all primary 

source documents: with the care of someone who understands that 

the object itself is evidence and that the handling of evidence 

is not a formality. He said, “Thank you.” And then: “I’ll write 

it accurately.” 

I said I know you will. 

I said goodbye to Clara in the doorway of the outbuilding. 

She was at the bench with a new sediment sample and her field 

notebook and she looked up when I knocked on the frame and said, 

with the directness that I had come to understand was her version 
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of warmth: “You did the necessary work to get here. The rest of 

it will build on that.” She went back to her microscope. I stood 

in the doorway for a moment longer than necessary because the 

quality of her focused attention was something I wanted to take 

with me, and then I went. 

I said goodbye to Wilson at the kitchen table. He stood up 

and shook my hand, and the handshake had the quality of a thing 

between colleagues rather than strangers, which is what we had 

become in nine days, and I was grateful for it. He said, “Read 

this when it’s done.” He held up the journal. “When it’s 

published. I try to get the cases right.” 

I said I know you do. 

Hamilton was in the study with the green notebook. I knocked 

on the open door. He looked up. I did not know what to say that 

was proportionate to what he had taken on, and I have learned 

over a career in litigation that when you do not know what to say 

that is proportionate, brevity is the form that least 

misrepresents the magnitude. I said, “Thank you.” He looked at me 

for a moment with the observational quality that I had 

encountered at the door nine days earlier—noting, not judging—and 

then he nodded once and went back to the notebook. 

That was sufficient. 

Mary drove me to a meeting point Marsh had arranged. I do 

not know where I went after that, and I am not going to write it 

here, not because the writing would compromise anything—the case 

has concluded by the time this account is read—but because the 

place was private and was given to me as a refuge and I intend to 
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keep it that way. What I can tell you is that I was safe, and 

that I was not alone, and that the days that followed were the 

first days in nearly three weeks that I spent without a legal pad 

in my hand and without a case that required my driving. 

Wilson tells the rest. He was there. I was not. The account 

that follows is his, and it is accurate, and it is the account 

the case requires. 

 

Here, then, the account passes from Marla’s hands to mine. 

I want to note, as I begin, the quality of the transition. 

In eleven years of working cases with Hamilton I have assembled 

the record from my own observation and from the accounts of 

others given after the fact, in the manner I have described in 

previous volumes: the retrospective narration that attempts to 

distinguish, at every stage, what was known from what was 

inferred, and what was inferred at the time from what was 

understood only later. The method is the same in this account as 

in all the others. What is different is the specific nature of 

what I received from the primary source before I took up the 

record. 

Marla Anders gave me nine days of her own meticulous 

observation and two additional documents that together constitute 

the most complete initial investigation I have ever received in a 

case of this kind. I say this not as flattery but as an 

assessment, with the same precision I would apply to any other 

evidentiary foundation. She found what she found by doing what 

she knows how to do: the methodical, patient, technically 
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exacting work of a person who has spent eleven years learning to 

find concealed structure and describe it accurately. The legal 

pad she handed me was the record of that work, and it was, when I 

read it that first evening and again in the days since, as clean 

a piece of investigative documentation as I have encountered. 

What I can add to what she has given you is the perspective 

of a person who was present for the nine days she has described 

but whose observations of those days are necessarily different 

from hers. I observed Hamilton at the window before four in the 

morning on more than one of those nights, and I know what that 

means about the quality of his engagement with the case, and I 

have the capacity to tell you what the green notebook contains 

because I have seen it, which she had not when she left. I 

observed Clara’s reaction to the sediment findings from Stage 

Harbor with the attention of a colleague who has been watching 

Clara work for two years and who knows what it looks like when 

she has found something that she expects will prove significant. 

I observed Mary at the table on the morning of the ghost data 

discussion and I know what her folded hands mean, having been the 

recipient of that posture more often than I can count, and I know 

that it means: the human cost of this is arriving in me and I am 

holding it steady so that I can continue to be useful. 

I observed Marla herself, in those nine days, with the 

attention I give to a new person in a case: looking for how they 

think, how they receive information, how they respond when the 

information is frightening. What I found was a person who thinks 

in the register of high-stakes litigation and who had applied 
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that register to a situation for which it was, in several 

important ways, insufficient and in several others exactly right. 

Insufficient because a corporate litigator builds a case for a 

courtroom, and a courtroom requires institutions that in this 

case had been purchased. Exactly right because the discipline of 

a corporate litigator—the insistence on language, the attribution 

of inference to itself, the habit of filing rather than 

interpreting what cannot yet be interpreted—produced a primary 

source document of extraordinary precision. 

I want to be specific about what the case looked like on the 

afternoon she left, because the specificity matters for 

understanding what the next phase required and why it required 

what it did. 

What we had: the full financial architecture of the Whydah 

structure and its three parallel clusters, mapped by Patricia 

Howe to the quarterly delivery cycle and the upstream Cypriot 

holding network. The physical infrastructure at Tern Island and 

at the Stage Harbor mainland facility, documented by Clara 

through the seagrass survey and confirmed by the polymer sediment 

evidence. The identity of the coordination layer: Richard 

Harwick, maritime attorney, Hyannis, whose Cyprus years connected 

him to Voronov’s network before the American operation existed. 

The identity of the Bureau asset: Supervisory Special Agent 

Gerald Mast, whose three-hour subpoena and specific interview 

methodology had established his role beyond the reach of 

ambiguity. Brian Anders’s offer of cooperation, channeled through 

his personal attorney and contingent on immunity and witness 
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protection through a channel that bypassed Mast. And the clock: 

twenty-three days until the Atrium’s remediation terms came into 

force, and a mobile enforcement asset that had already 

demonstrated, on Route 6 near the Sagamore Bridge, that it did 

not intend to wait for the clock to run. 

What we did not have: the mechanism by which Harwick’s 

coordination function could be documented to an evidentiary 

standard that would survive both Mast’s institutional 

interference and Harwick’s own considerable skill at presenting a 

clean professional record. The specific connection between the 

Nevada ghost town entities and the remediation events. The full 

extent of Mast’s involvement and whether there were other Bureau 

assets beyond him. And the question Hamilton had written on the 

third line of the brown notebook the night Marla arrived: who 

else in the Bureau besides Mast. That question was not yet 

answered. 

These were the terms of the problem as it existed at three 

o’clock on a Wednesday afternoon in late June, when Mary’s car 

left the lane at Allen Point and turned north toward Route 28. 

Hamilton said, on the afternoon of the day she left: “She 

found the shape of it. That’s the hardest part. Everything else 

is filling in.” He said it in the tone he uses for assessments of 

people’s specific competencies, which is a tone of neither praise 

nor dismissal but of accurate taxonomy. She had found the shape. 

The shape was Harwick, and the Nevada cluster, and the twenty-

three days remaining in the window, and the white pickup on Route 

6. The filling in was what remained. 
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It remained to be done from this house, which faced 

southeast toward Monomoy with its study window and its kitchen 

table and its outbuilding and the salt marsh below the bluff 

where the left-banking heron had been working the near bar since 

the beginning of the second summer, the same heron, the same bar, 

the specific consistency of the natural world that does not alter 

its fundamental operations because there are people in the house 

above it engaged in the effort to hold criminal enterprise 

accountable to the evidence it leaves in the sediment and in the 

files and in the language of men who choose their words for their 

weight on a recording. 

This is that account. 

It begins, as this coast begins everything, in the 

particular month of July on the outer Cape, with the water and 

the light and the case in the shape that Marla Anders assembled 

it, and with the twenty-three days remaining, and with Hamilton 

at the study window at four in the morning and the green notebook 

open on the desk behind him. 

I have been keeping this record for eleven years. I have 

learned in those years the discipline that Hamilton applied to 

the window the night I met him and has applied to every window 

since: the difference between what you see and what you know from 

seeing it, and the patience to hold the difference intact until 

the two are ready to be the same thing. 

We were not there yet. 

But we were, for the first time since the Kiss Cam at 

Gillette Stadium on the fourteenth of June, in sight of it. 
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Chapter Ten 

“The Arrival” 

 

The second week of July was different from the first in a 

way I have come to recognize as characteristic of Hamilton’s 

cases in their active phase: the house acquired a quality of 

concentrated urgency that was, paradoxically, almost 

indistinguishable from its ordinary summer quality, because the 

ordinary summer quality of Allen Point is also one of 

concentrated purpose, and the difference between Hamilton 

attending to the birds on the near bar and Hamilton attending to 

the question of who had requested a welfare check through a 

channel that should not have existed is not, from the outside, a 

visible difference. Both produce the same stillness at the study 

window. Both produce the same quality of silence at the kitchen 

table in the early morning. The difference is internal and 

methodological: in one case the green notebook remains on the 

shelf where it lives between cases, and in the other it is open 

on the desk. 

It was open. It had been open since the afternoon Marla gave 

Wilson her legal pad and Mary drove her north toward Route 28. In 

the four days that followed her departure, I watched Hamilton 

work in the way I have watched him work in eleven years of these 

cases, which is to say I watched the effects rather than the 

process, because the process is interior and belongs to Hamilton 

and the effects are what the rest of us have access to: the 

questions he asks, the specific documents he requests, the brief 
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statements that arrive at the kitchen table in the form of 

apparent non sequiturs and that prove, within a day or two, to 

have been the load-bearing conclusion of a chain of inference 

whose intermediate steps he had carried entirely in his own 

thinking. 

I kept the record, as I always keep it: the fifth journal of 

the Allen Point cases, opened to a fresh page on the morning 

after Marla left, its entries in the compressed longhand I use 

for the active phase of a case when the observations are 

accumulating faster than clean prose can accommodate. What 

follows is drawn from those entries and from memory, and from the 

conversations I recorded at the kitchen table and in the study 

and on the deck, and from the specific things I observed in my 

own practice in Orleans that proved, as they had in the previous 

year’s case, to be relevant to what was happening in the harbor 

systems south of Chatham in ways I could not have predicted from 

inside the medical work itself. 

 

The case in its active phase has a specific daily texture 

that I have been trying to describe accurately since the first 

volume and that I will try once more here, because getting it 

right matters for understanding what this kind of work actually 

involves and why it looks, from the outside, so much less 

dramatic than its outcomes. The texture is this: careful, 

unhurried attention to the available material, question by 

question, with the record kept exactly as it is found and nothing 

forced toward the shape it will eventually take. The shape is not 
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imposed; it is revealed. Hamilton’s contribution to the process 

is not insight in the conventional sense of a sudden 

illumination—it is the discipline of looking at the same material 

a sufficient number of times from a sufficient number of angles 

until the material’s structure becomes visible. It is the 

difference between reading a document once for its surface 

meaning and reading it seven times for the question it doesn’t 

know it’s answering. That is the texture of the days that 

followed Marla’s departure, and it is not exciting to describe, 

and it is indispensable to what happened next. 

The Barnstable County planning board maintains its variance 

records in a searchable public archive that goes back to 1987. 

Hamilton had been in this archive for two days before he found 

what he was looking for, which was not a surprise: planning board 

records are the kind of public document that is concealed not by 

encryption or by deliberate erasure but by the sheer volume of 

unremarkable material that surrounds the remarkable, the specific 

camouflage of administrative abundance that makes a needle in a 

haystack easier to find than a needle in a needlestack. 

The variance request was filed on March 14th. The applicant 

was listed as Midas Coast Storage and Logistics LLC, a Nevada 

corporation, seeking a variance from Stage Harbor’s waterfront 

commercial zoning code to permit the construction of a “low-

profile commercial storage and logistics facility with accessory 

dock and communications equipment.” The variance was granted that 

June, with conditions. The applicant was represented at the 
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planning board hearing by counsel: Richard S. Harwick, Harwick & 

Tilden LLP, Hyannis. 

Hamilton read the variance approval document at the kitchen 

table on Thursday morning and set it face-up between us without 

speaking. I read it. Clara was at the outbuilding. Mary was at 

her practice in Chatham. The kitchen had the quality of early 

morning before the house is fully in motion, the salt marsh 

audible through the screen, the tide coming in from the sound. 

I said the planning board proceedings are public record. 

“Public and searchable,” Hamilton said. “Harwick was present 

in person at the hearing and spoke on behalf of the application. 

His name is in the meeting minutes. The minutes are indexed.” He 

paused. “He was careful about the financial architecture and the 

registered agent relationships. He was not careful about a zoning 

variance hearing in Barnstable County some years back, because a 

maritime attorney representing a client at a planning board 

hearing is unremarkable and attracts no attention and leaves the 

kind of record that no one looks at unless they have a specific 

reason to.” 

I said, “We have the specific reason.” 

“We have Harwick placing himself in the physical 

infrastructure of the operation in a document that predates 

Marla’s involvement, that is not derived from anything she found, 

and that establishes his direct participation in the construction 

of the Stage Harbor facility.” He folded his hands on the table, 

which is a posture he adopts when he is satisfied with a finding 
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and is moving to the next question. “That’s one layer. Now we 

need the layer above it.” 

I asked him what the layer above it looked like. 

“Someone directed Harwick to request that welfare check 

through the DA’s office channel,” he said. “Harwick is a 

competent attorney with a clean local record. He does not use the 

DA’s office as a conduit for routine civilian inquiries. Someone 

with access to that channel used it on his behalf, or on the 

operation’s behalf, because the civilian channel carries a delay 

and the institutional channel does not. That someone is either 

Mast, working through a local contact, or it is someone in the 

Barnstable County institutional structure who is part of the same 

protection network that Mast represents at the federal level.” He 

looked at the planning board document. “Noyes will know which.” 

 

Captain Diane Noyes arrived at Allen Point on Friday 

afternoon. 

I have written about Noyes in a previous volume and I will 

not repeat what is already there, except to note the qualities 

that are relevant to this account: her specific institutional 

integrity, which I have had occasion to test twice and which has 

not failed the test; her understanding of the Barnstable County 

Sheriff’s office’s organizational structure at a level of detail 

that is available only to a person who has worked within it for 

twenty years and paid attention throughout; and the particular 

quality of her relationship with Hamilton, which is the 

relationship of two people who have established through shared 
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work that they can be trusted with the things the other person 

cannot take to the conventional institutional channels. 

She came in and sat at the table and declined coffee and put 

a manila folder on the table between her and Hamilton. 

“The welfare check request,” she said. “Filed at eight-

twelve on Wednesday morning through a departmental email account. 

Not the civilian request portal—the internal departmental account 

that civilian requests are not supposed to have access to. The 

account is assigned to the district attorney’s office liaison 

position, which is a coordination role for cases involving both 

the sheriff’s department and the DA’s office.” She paused. “The 

person who holds that position is a senior investigator named 

Decker. I’ve worked with Decker for six years. He would not have 

filed a welfare check request on a private residential address in 

Chatham at eight in the morning on his own initiative.” 

Hamilton said, “Who prompted him?” 

Noyes opened the folder. Inside was a printed email chain. 

She turned it toward Hamilton. “Decker received an email at seven 

fifty-eight on Wednesday morning from a Bureau address—a Boston 

field office address, institutional rather than personal. The 

email requested a welfare check on a specific address in Chatham 

as a routine follow-up to a field inquiry. It cited a case number 

that, when I ran it, corresponds to an active economic crimes 

investigation. Decker processed the request as a routine 

interagency coordination action and filed the welfare check at 

eight-twelve.” She looked at Hamilton. “The field office address 
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is not attributable to a specific agent. It’s a general 

departmental account. But the case number it cites is Mast’s.” 

I noted, as I noted everything, the quality of this 

information. What Noyes had brought us was not evidence of Mast’s 

operational role in the same sense as the three-hour subpoena, 

which had established his willingness to use his institutional 

authority on behalf of the operation. This was something 

different: evidence of Mast’s capacity to direct the apparatus of 

a different institution toward a specific operational goal, in 

this case the location of a private residential address where a 

disclosure risk had taken refuge. A supervisory special agent in 

economic crimes does not ordinarily have the operational 

relationship with a county district attorney’s office that this 

email chain implied. He has it because he has built it, over 

years, for the purpose of extending the operation’s protection 

beyond the Bureau’s own institutional boundaries. This is not a 

man who is compromised. This is a man who has been actively 

constructing the architecture of the compromise for a long time. 

The kitchen was quiet for a moment. Mary had come in from 

the deck and was standing at the window. Clara had come in from 

the outbuilding at the sound of Noyes’s car and was at the table. 

I said, “Mast directed Decker to file the welfare check.” 

“Mast directed someone to send the email from the general 

departmental account so that the specific agent’s identity would 

not be in the chain,” Hamilton said. “But the case number is his. 

He is not fully anonymous.” He looked at Noyes. “Decker is not 

part of this.” 
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Noyes said, “No. He processed a routine interagency request 

in the ordinary way. He had no reason to question it.” She closed 

the folder. “What I want to know is whether there are others in 

the department who are not Decker.” 

Hamilton said, “So do I.” He stood and went to the window, 

which is the posture of construction rather than of reception, 

and we waited. 

After perhaps a minute he said, “The welfare check failed to 

produce an entry. No deputy went to the address because you held 

the request. But they know the request was filed, and they know 

it wasn’t actioned, and a request that was filed and not actioned 

is either lost in the system or intentionally held. A competent 

person on the other side will check which one.” He turned from 

the window. “We have at most a week before they send someone to 

the address directly.” 

Noyes said, “I can create a record of the request being 

processed and resolved. A deputy checked the address and found no 

welfare concerns.” 

Hamilton looked at her. “Is that something you can do?” 

She said, “I’m the captain.” 

 

I went to Orleans on Monday and Wednesday of that week, as I 

do during the summer months, and I sat with my patients in the 

small examination room on Route 28 and I listened to what they 

reported about their lives with the specific dual attention I 

have maintained since the previous year’s case: attending to the 

medical substance and attending, at the same time, to the ambient 
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observations of people who are outdoors on this coast at hours 

when the rest of us are elsewhere. My patients on the outer Cape 

are the retired and the working and the year-round, the people 

who know this water and this land in its daily rather than its 

seasonal character, and what they observe in the ordinary conduct 

of their lives has proven, in two cases now, to be the kind of 

evidence that no other method produces. 

I want to say something about the method of observation that 

the Orleans practice provides, because it is not incidental to 

the case but constitutive of it, and because I have been carrying 

the account of this method across multiple volumes without fully 

articulating why it works the way it works. 

The people who come to a general medical practice in a small 

town on the outer Cape are not a representative sample of the 

population in any statistical sense, but they are a 

representative sample in a different sense: they are the people 

who live in a specific place year-round, who attend to it with 

the accumulated attention of people who have been in one place 

long enough to notice when something in its pattern has changed. 

They do not report anomalies because they are reporting 

anomalies; they report them as part of the texture of their 

ordinary conversation with a physician who has been listening to 

them for two or three years and who has established, by listening 

consistently, that their observations about the world outside the 

examination room are as relevant as their observations about the 

world inside their bodies. This is not a sophisticated technique. 

It is the technique of a person who believes that the information 
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environment of a place is continuous, and that the doctor’s 

office is not a sealed chamber but a room within it. 

The retired Coast Guard officer had been walking the Rock 

Harbor bridge every morning at five-thirty for eight years. He 

told me, with the precision of a man who has spent a career 

attending to the movements of vessels, that the Stage Harbor 

approach had been unusual for the past two weeks. Not the harbor 

itself—the approach. The channel between the outer bar and the 

Stage Harbor entrance, which he could see from the bridge on a 

clear morning, had carried traffic at hours inconsistent with 

recreational or commercial use. Not lobster boats or draggers—he 

knows those patterns from thirty years of working proximity—but 

smaller fast vessels, the kind with high-performance outboards 

that move at speeds inappropriate for the channel and that do not 

carry running lights in the configuration of recreational or 

commercial traffic. 

He said, “Three times in the past ten days. Always before 

six. I don’t know what they’re running.” He said it in the 

careful voice of a man who has an idea of what they’re running 

and is choosing not to speculate in a medical appointment. 

I said, “Describe the vessels.” 

He described them with the specificity of a man who has 

spent his career looking at vessels and making assessments. Two 

boats, on each of the three occasions, running in close company. 

Twenty-two to twenty-six feet. Dark hulls. Moving inbound on the 

first pass and outbound forty to sixty minutes later. No cabin 

lights. The same pattern Hamilton had been recording from the 
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study window in a previous case, in different waters, two summers 

before. 

I wrote it down in my patient journal in the exact language 

he used. I did not tell him what it meant. I told him his blood 

pressure was excellent and that I would see him in three weeks, 

and I thanked him for the detail in a way that I hope sounded 

like ordinary conversational courtesy rather than the relief of a 

person who has just received the physical confirmation of 

something Hamilton had inferred from a planning board document 

and a fuel discharge and a set of polymer traces in the Stage 

Harbor sediment. 

That evening at Allen Point I gave Hamilton the patient 

journal, opened to the relevant entry. He read it twice. He 

closed the journal and looked at the window. 

I recorded this in the patient journal with the date and the 

time of the appointment and the patient’s exact language, as 

Hamilton has taught me to record direct observations: the thing 

said, not the summary of the thing said, because the language 

carries information the summary loses. The patient said “running” 

rather than “traveling,” which is a choice a Coast Guard officer 

makes deliberately, and which told me something about his 

interpretation that his explicit words had not conveyed. He 

thought what they were running was contraband. He was not wrong 

about the nature of the operation; he was wrong about the 

category of the product. What was moving through the Stage Harbor 

approach at five-thirty in the morning in unmarked fast-moving 

vessels with dark hulls was not the kind of contraband that a 
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Coast Guard veteran would have spent his career interdicting. It 

was something considerably more abstract and considerably more 

valuable. 

He said, “Three visits in ten days. Before six in the 

morning. Inbound and outbound in a forty-to-sixty-minute window.” 

He paused. “The quarterly cycle is in the past. This is something 

different. This is an acceleration.” 

I said the penalty window is compressed the operation. 

They’re running more frequently to fulfill obligations before the 

window closes. 

“Or they’re accelerating for a different reason,” Hamilton 

said. He was looking at the window in the way that means the 

window is projecting rather than revealing. “They know the house 

is compromised. They know we are here. And they are continuing to 

run the operation as if the case against them is not being built. 

Either they believe they can complete the deliveries before the 

case is ready, or they believe the case will not be sufficient to 

stop them regardless of when it’s ready.” He paused. “Neither 

position is irrational, given what they have in Mast.” 

 

The arrival, in this chapter’s title, refers to a specific 

thing that arrived at Allen Point on the Thursday of the second 

week of July: the answer to the question Hamilton had written on 

the third line of the brown notebook the night Marla arrived. 

He had written: who else in the Bureau besides Mast. 

The answer came from Clara. She had been working the Stage 

Harbor evidence from a different angle since the discovery of the 
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server cooling fluid in the sediment—the fluid that established 

active computation at the mainland facility rather than passive 

storage. She had contacted, through professional channels she did 

not explain to us at the time and that I understood later to 

involve connections in the forensic science community that Clara 

maintained with the same quiet efficiency she brought to 

everything, a colleague at a federal laboratory who worked in 

digital forensics. She did not tell the colleague what she was 

investigating. She asked a technical question about the specific 

cooling fluid compound she had identified in the samples: which 

manufacturers produced it, which installation types used it, and 

whether there was any publicly available record of the compound 

being associated with any specific type of infrastructure. 

The colleague sent her a monograph. The compound—a 

proprietary fluorinated fluid used in immersion cooling for high-

density server clusters—had appeared in a recent federal 

procurement document as a specified component for a classified 

data infrastructure installation. The procurement document was 

heavily redacted. What was visible was the facility 

specification: a remote coastal location, air-gapped from public 

networks, with satellite uplink capability, operated under the 

authority of a specific Bureau division. 

Clara brought the monograph to the kitchen table on Thursday 

morning and set it between Hamilton and Wilson and waited. 

Hamilton read it without speaking for two minutes. Then he 

said, “The Stage Harbor facility was not built by the Voronov 

network alone. It was co-built. Part of the infrastructure—
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specifically the server installation that uses this cooling 

system—was built under Bureau procurement, which means a Bureau 

division had operational involvement in the construction of the 

facility and has had access to it since construction.” He set the 

monograph down. “Mast is not the full picture. There is a Bureau 

division—probably classified, probably small, certainly operating 

outside the normal economic crimes structure—that has been 

running a parallel operation alongside the Atrium. Not 

suppressing the investigation. Using the same infrastructure for 

its own purposes.” 

I said the data the Atrium collects. 

“The data the Atrium collects and processes,” Hamilton said. 

“The ghost data—the biometric sets, the communication logs, the 

genomic profiles, the AI training material—is sold to Voronov’s 

buyers at the Atrium’s transaction prices. And a copy goes to a 

Bureau division that wanted the same data for the same purposes 

and could not collect it through legal means and found it more 

efficient to fund its collection through an operation that was 

going to collect it anyway.” He was quiet for a moment. “Mast is 

the liaison. Not the architect. The Bureau division that co-built 

that facility is the architect.” 

The kitchen was very quiet. I was aware, as I am sometimes 

aware in the moments when a case’s picture assembles to its final 

shape, of the character of what had just been said. I have been 

trying to describe these moments accurately in case after case, 

and I find each time that the description is inadequate because 

the quality of the moment is not dramatic in the way the word 
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suggests but is instead the quality of a closed space opening: 

something that had been sealed becomes accessible, and the 

accessibility is itself the event. The four of us at that table 

had just understood something about the nature of the operation 

that was not available from the material we had been working 

with, and the understanding changed the character of what the 

material meant. Not the facts of it—the planning board document, 

the sediment samples, the financial architecture, the enforcement 

history. The facts are the facts. What changed was what the facts 

added up to. They added up to something larger and more deeply 

embedded in the institutions of the country than we had been 

thinking, and larger and more deeply embedded means harder to 

hold accountable, and harder to hold accountable means the case 

has to be built with more precision than we had initially 

understood it required. 

Mary said, after a moment: “That’s who else in the Bureau.” 

Hamilton nodded. He went to the study. When he came back he 

was carrying the green notebook, which he set on the table and 

opened to the section he had headed, on the day after Marla left, 

with the entry I had read by tilting my head at an angle: Harwick 

= coordination layer. Confirmed. Proceed to Stage Harbor. He 

turned to the next blank page and wrote for perhaps three minutes 

without looking up. When he was done he put the notebook on the 

table and we could all read the heading of the new entry: 

Bureau division: co-operator. Find the division. Find the 

division’s case officer. That is who built this. 

He looked at the four of us. 
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“We have nineteen days,” he said. “Let’s use them.” 
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Chapter Eleven 

“Mary’s Patients” 

 

I want to describe the quality of mid-July at Allen Point 

before I describe what July brought to the case, because the 

physical environment is not incidental to the account but is, as 

I have tried to establish in all the accounts I have kept here, 

the medium through which the work happens. The Cape in mid-July 

has a quality that is different from its early-summer quality and 

from its August quality, and the difference is a matter of light. 

The June light is horizontal and long and comes with the specific 

freshness of a coastal summer that is still becoming itself. The 

August light is already retreating, carrying the season’s 

acknowledgment of its own departure. But the mid-July light is 

the light of a summer that has fully arrived and has not yet 

thought about leaving, and on the outer Cape it reaches through 

the salt haze of the sound with a quality of horizontal gold in 

the morning and a kind of flat brightness at noon that flattens 

the water and makes the bars and the channels read like a chart, 

every depth a shade. I mention this because the light was present 

throughout what I am about to describe, and because Hamilton’s 

work at the window takes its character from the quality of what 

is outside the window, and the mid-July light produced in him the 

quality I have learned to call his best working mode: alert, 

unhurried, with the particular steadiness of a person who can see 

clearly and does not need to rush because the picture is neither 
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vanishing nor approaching but simply there, requiring only that 

he continue to look at it. 

Mary’s practice in Chatham is separate from mine in Orleans, 

and we maintain them that way deliberately: two independent 

observational positions on the same coast, drawing from different 

populations, uncontaminated by each other’s developing 

conclusions until we bring what we have to the kitchen table. 

This is not a formal protocol—it developed naturally in the first 

year at Allen Point, as the cases began to make clear that the 

information her practice produced and the information mine 

produced were complementary rather than redundant, and that 

keeping the two streams separate until the table enforced a kind 

of rigor that combining them too early would have compromised. 

What she hears, she hears whole. What I hear, I hear whole. The 

synthesis is Hamilton’s. 

On the second Monday of July she came to the kitchen table 

at seven-thirty in the evening, after her afternoon appointments, 

with the quality of movement that I have come to associate with 

her having found something that the medical context cannot 

account for and that has been waiting since the appointment for 

the investigative context that would give it its proper meaning. 

She sat down across from Hamilton, who was reading the previous 

year’s planning board annual report, and she said, “I need to 

tell you about a patient.” 

Hamilton set the report down. He looked at her. 
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Mary described what she described in the manner she always 

uses for clinical information that carries investigative 

relevance: precisely and in order, the medical presentation first 

and the contextual information afterward, the two kept separate 

until she had given both so that neither would contaminate the 

other in the receiving. This is the discipline of a physician who 

has been doing this long enough to know that the relationship 

between symptoms and their causes is not always the relationship 

a narrative wants to impose, and that maintaining the separation 

until the evidence requires the connection prevents the 

imposition. 

The patient was a woman in her late thirties who had been 

coming to Mary’s practice for two years for the management of a 

generalized anxiety presentation that had been diagnosed a few 

years back and that had remained stable on its current treatment 

regimen until the spring of this year, when it had begun to 

worsen without any identifiable clinical explanation. The 

worsening presented as disrupted sleep, appetite changes, and a 

heightened startle response that the patient described, in the 

language of someone who does not have clinical vocabulary for 

what she is experiencing, as “waiting for something to happen.” 

Mary had adjusted the treatment protocol and had noted in her 

records that the exacerbation might have environmental or 

occupational causes, and had planned to explore this at the next 

appointment. 

The next appointment was that afternoon. In the course of 

it, Mary had asked about occupational stress, which is a standard 



Gael / Dark Harbor / 174 

inquiry for an anxiety presentation with no other identifiable 

cause. The patient said that she cleaned commercial properties. 

She had a small cleaning business, three employees, Cape-based 

clients. In the spring she had taken on a new client: a 

commercial storage facility on the Stage Harbor waterfront in 

Chatham. The client had been referred to her by another property 

management company she worked with. The contract was good—better 

than her residential rates, regular schedule, straightforward 

work. But before she could begin, a man had come to her office. 

The man had not been a representative of the property 

management company. He had come separately, a few days after the 

contract was signed, and he had presented himself as the 

facility’s legal counsel. He had asked her to sign a non-

disclosure agreement before she began work. The NDA required her 

to refrain from discussing the contents of the facility or the 

nature of the work performed there with anyone, including family 

members, and to notify the facility’s legal representative 

immediately if she were contacted by anyone asking questions 

about the property. Standard commercial NDA language, she had 

thought at the time. She had signed it. 

Mary asked, “How had the facility presented operationally?” 

What did it look like when she cleaned it? 

The patient said, “Quiet. Always quiet.” There were no 

people working in the building during her cleaning hours, which 

were early morning, before six. The building contained server 

racks—she knew what server racks looked like from a previous 

contract at a technology company in Hyannis—in a climate-
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controlled room she was not permitted to enter. She cleaned the 

common areas: a small office with a desk and a locked filing 

cabinet, a corridor, a bathroom, a loading area with a dock 

entrance. The dock entrance was frequently used—she could tell 

from the water marks on the floor that it was used more 

frequently than once a week, which was the cleaning schedule. 

There were camera systems throughout. 

She said the thing that had bothered her most was not the 

NDAs or the cameras or the server room she wasn’t allowed to 

enter. The thing that had bothered her most was the locked filing 

cabinet. It was locked with a padlock that was new and high-

quality, the kind that someone had specifically chosen rather 

than taken from whatever was available, and it had been there 

since the first time she cleaned and had been in exactly the same 

position every subsequent time, which meant it was never moved 

and never used in the way that a working filing cabinet is used. 

It sat in the corner of the office like a thing waiting. She had 

not been able to explain why it bothered her. She said, “It just 

doesn’t belong there.” 

Mary had noted the quality of this observation in her 

clinical record: the patient’s anxiety had organized itself 

around the locked cabinet as a symbol rather than as a direct 

threat, which is the way anticipatory anxiety works when the 

actual source of the threat is not consciously identified. The 

cabinet represented everything she could not know and could not 

ask about and had been required to agree not to discuss. 

Mary asked her to describe the man. 
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The patient described him: mid-sixties, trim, silver hair 

worn short, a quality of careful professional composure that she 

associated with the kind of person who has spent their career in 

formal settings and carries the formality in their posture 

regardless of the context. He drove a dark blue sedan. He had a 

Cape Cod accent, the specific flattened vowels of someone who 

grew up here rather than summered here. He had been polite. He 

had been, she said, using the word with a slight pause before it 

that suggested she was looking for the precise one, “exact.” 

Mary had not given Hamilton a name. She gave him a 

description of a man who was mid-sixties, trim, silver-haired, 

locally accented, formally composed, and exact in his 

professional manner, who drove a dark blue sedan and who 

represented the legal interests of a commercial storage facility 

at Stage Harbor in Chatham. 

Hamilton looked at the description for a moment. Then he 

said, “What is the state of her anxiety presentation currently?” 

Mary said, “She knows something is wrong with the property. 

She doesn’t know what. She is waiting for something to happen and 

she doesn’t know what that is either. The clinical term is 

anticipatory anxiety. The colloquial term is: she has been told, 

by the texture of the environment she works in, that she is in 

proximity to something she should not be in proximity to, and her 

nervous system has registered this information without her 

conscious mind having processed it.” She paused. “I am treating a 

symptom that is an accurate response to an accurate perception. 

That is an uncomfortable clinical position.” 
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Hamilton said, “Harwick.” He said it not as a question but 

as the completion of a chain he had already been running. 

I wrote it in the journal. Wilson’s entry for that evening, 

dated and timed: Mary’s patient’s description consistent with 

Harwick. Harwick maintaining NDAs with service contractors at 

Stage Harbor facility. Pattern consistent with Halter Marine NDA. 

Harwick’s direct personal involvement in operational security at 

physical sites. 

 

Hamilton asked me, on the Tuesday of the second week, to 

spend a morning at the Orleans library looking into the specific 

Bureau organizational structure that would have jurisdiction over 

what Clara’s federal forensics colleague had identified in the 

procurement document. This was a task that required the kind of 

systematic search through publicly available records—

congressional testimony, inspector general reports, budget 

requests, organizational charts filed as public exhibits—that my 

professional relationship with public institutions had accustomed 

me to rather more than Hamilton’s had, and that required the 

patience of a person who is looking for a thing whose exact name 

he does not know, in a space that is organized not for finding it 

but for the administrative convenience of the institution that 

generated the records. 

I spent four hours at the library. What I found was not a 

clear answer but a shape: the outline of something that had the 

silhouette I was looking for, visible in the negative space of 

what was not in the public record rather than in what was. 
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The Bureau’s organizational structure, as published in its 

annual congressional budget justification, contains two 

classified programs that are identified only by their budget line 

numbers and described, in the unclassified summary, as “domestic 

intelligence collection infrastructure programs.” The budget 

allocations for these programs have grown consistently over the 

past seven years, from a combined total of approximately forty 

million dollars in the first year I found records for to slightly 

over two hundred million dollars in the most recent publicly 

available budget. This growth is not explained in the 

unclassified summary. The programs are not named. 

Some years back, a senior Bureau official testifying before 

the Senate Intelligence Committee had been asked, in a closed 

session whose transcript was partially declassified two years 

later, about what the committee chair described as “domestic data 

collection infrastructure that appears to operate outside the 

Bureau’s normal criminal justice mandate.” The official’s answer, 

in the portion of the transcript that had been declassified, was: 

“The programs you’re referring to operate under a separate legal 

authority and are subject to separate oversight mechanisms that I 

can describe in a classified setting.” The question had not been 

asked again, at least not in any forum whose proceedings had 

entered the public record. 

The specific absence that interested me most was this: in 

all of the congressional testimony, all of the budget 

justifications, all of the inspector general reports that touched 

on the Bureau’s classified programs—a body of material spanning 
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seven years of public record—there was not a single mention of a 

geographic center of operations for the domestic intelligence 

collection infrastructure programs. No city, no state, no region. 

All classified programs have geographic centers of operations; 

those centers are simply not in the public record, which is 

expected. But the programs’ complete geographic invisibility was 

itself a datum. It told me that whoever had built these programs 

had been specifically careful to keep their physical footprint 

out of any document that might eventually become partially 

public, which meant that the physical footprint was something 

they regarded as more identifying than the program’s existence or 

its budget. And a physical footprint that is more identifying 

than the program itself is a footprint that points to a place 

that would be immediately recognizable to anyone who knew the 

program’s purposes. 

I brought these findings to the kitchen table that evening. 

Hamilton read them and said, “Two hundred million dollars 

annually for a program that has grown fivefold in seven years and 

that operates under a separate legal authority whose nature 

cannot be discussed in an unclassified setting.” He looked at the 

budget documents. “The program doesn’t need to collect data 

legally if it can purchase data that was collected illegally and 

maintain institutional distance from the collection. Two hundred 

million dollars annually purchases a great deal of distance.” 

Clara said, “And the immersion cooling infrastructure at 

Stage Harbor costs somewhere between five and eight million 



Gael / Dark Harbor / 180 

dollars to install. Which is a rounding error in a two-hundred-

million-dollar program budget.” 

Hamilton looked at her. “Exactly.” He stood and went to the 

window. “The Bureau division that co-built the Stage Harbor 

facility is not in the economic crimes structure. It’s in the 

domestic intelligence collection infrastructure program. It has 

its own oversight, its own legal authority, and its own 

institutional incentive to ensure the operation continues. Mast 

is the liaison between the economic crimes structure and this 

program—the person who keeps the criminal investigation 

suppressed while the intelligence program runs. He is not 

operating alone. He is operating as a component of a much larger 

institutional arrangement.” 

He turned back to the room. “And the arrangement is scared. 

Nineteen days becomes eighteen tomorrow morning. The acceleration 

in the Stage Harbor approach channel, the welfare check request, 

the visit to Kevin Halter’s shop, the collision on Route 6—all of 

this is a program that is moving to protect itself before its 

primary American operator completes a cooperation arrangement 

that could expose it. They are not running the operation because 

the deliveries matter at this point. They are running the 

operation because stopping it would be an acknowledgment that 

something is wrong.” He looked at Wilson. “And they are looking 

for Brian.” 

 

The call from Geoffrey Crane came at nine-forty-five the 

following morning. 
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He said, in the careful voice of an attorney who is 

delivering information that frightens him but who has made a 

professional decision to deliver it precisely: two men had come 

to the property where Brian had been staying—an arrangement Brian 

had made through his own network, independent of anything Marsh 

or Hamilton had organized—and had identified themselves as 

federal agents conducting a field interview. They had shown 

badges. The badges appeared legitimate. They had asked Brian’s 

host whether a man matching Brian’s description was present at 

the property. The host had said no. The men had left. Crane had 

been contacted by Brian’s host an hour later. 

Crane said, “My client is no longer at that location. He is 

somewhere I don’t know, which is his choice and which I think is 

the right one. He called me from a number I did not recognize and 

gave me a message for whoever is working this from the other 

end.” 

I said, “What was the message?” 

Crane said, “He said the case officer for the domestic 

program is not in Boston. He’s been on the Cape all summer. He 

said you would know what that means.” 

I wrote it down and thanked Crane and ended the call and 

looked at Hamilton across the kitchen table. 

Hamilton was looking at the window. Not through it—at it, 

which is the posture of the window as projecting surface rather 

than as view, the posture of construction. 

I set the phone on the table and wrote in the journal while 

Hamilton was still at the window. The message from Brian, through 
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Crane, was a kind of communication: the kind that a person makes 

when they have decided to be useful but are not yet in a position 

to be fully transparent, and that encodes the maximum amount of 

information in the minimum number of words that can be said 

without crossing the threshold of what the speaker is not yet 

prepared to say. Brian was telling us that the domestic program’s 

case officer was on the Cape. He was not telling us who the case 

officer was. He knew who the case officer was—or he had a strong 

inference about it—and he was not giving that to us. The question 

was why. Fear was the obvious answer, but Brian had been 

operating in a state of continuous fear for at least fourteen 

months, and fear alone does not produce the specific calculated 

parsimony of his communication. He was keeping the name because 

the name was his last asset, and a man with one asset does not 

give it away before he has an arrangement that protects him in 

exchange for it. 

He said, without turning: “Brian has known about the case 

officer for some time. He told us the coordination layer was on 

the Cape in the same call where he gave us the penalty window. 

What he didn’t tell us then—what he’s telling us now—is that the 

Bureau’s case officer for the domestic program and the 

coordination layer are the same person. Or they are working from 

the same Cape base.” 

I said, “Harwick again.” 

Hamilton was quiet for a moment. Then: “Or someone we 

haven’t found yet.” He turned from the window. “Brian has been 

trying to identify the coordination layer for three years and has 
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had nothing. He has just told us the case officer is on the Cape. 

He has not told us who the case officer is. Which means he knows 

it’s on the Cape but he doesn’t know the name.” He looked at me. 

“The name is what we need. And we need it before the eighteen 

days are up.” 

Clara said, “Harwick is the registered agent. The case 

officer uses Harwick as the legal layer. The case officer could 

be anyone with sufficient standing to manage a two-hundred-

million-dollar program and sufficient operational knowledge of 

the outer Cape to have chosen Stage Harbor as the American 

terminus.” She looked at the table. “That narrows it, but not 

enough.” 

Hamilton said, “Marsh.” 

We all looked at him. 

“Reginald Marsh has been a federal judge in this circuit for 

twenty-two years. He knows the institutional landscape of the 

Bureau’s operations in New England at a level of detail that is 

not available to anyone outside the federal judiciary. He 

referred Marla to me because he recognized, from Mast’s name 

alone, that the Bureau’s involvement was not what it appeared. He 

knew what Mast’s name meant before I did.” Hamilton paused. “He 

knows who the case officer is. He may not know that he knows. But 

he has the institutional knowledge to identify a classified 

domestic program’s case officer from the pattern of what we now 

have, if someone puts the pattern in front of him.” 

He picked up the clean phone. He looked at me. “Call Marsh.” 
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I called Marsh at ten-forty that morning. He listened to 

what I gave him—the pattern of the domestic intelligence 

collection program, the Cape-based case officer, the budget line 

numbers from the congressional testimony, the immersion cooling 

procurement—with the silence of a federal judge who is running 

institutional pattern recognition against a very long memory. 

When I finished he was quiet for almost two minutes, which is a 

long time on a phone call with a man who speaks precisely. 

He said, “I know the program. I have reviewed its 

operational parameters in a classified judicial capacity on two 

occasions, in connection with warrant applications.” He paused. 

“I am going to be careful about what I say on this line.” 

I said, “We understand.” 

“The program’s New England operational jurisdiction has been 

managed from a regional base on the Cape for the past four 

years,” Marsh said. “The person responsible for that jurisdiction 

is someone I have encountered in the warrant context. I will not 

say the name on this line. I will say this: the name, when you 

have it, will be recognizable to at least one person in that 

house as belonging to someone who has been in plain sight.” He 

paused again. “I am going to make a call of my own. Give me 

twenty-four hours.” 

He ended the call. 

I set the phone on the table and looked at the kitchen. 

Clara was writing in her field notebook. Mary had her hands 

folded. Hamilton had his back to the room, facing the window, 

which told me the construction had resumed and that what Marsh 
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had just said was already being absorbed into the structure that 

the green notebook had been building since the night Marla 

arrived. 

I wrote Marsh’s words in the journal, as precisely as I had 

them: the name will be recognizable to at least one person in 

that house as belonging to someone who has been in plain sight. I 

wrote it and I looked at it for a moment and I thought about the 

quality of the cases Hamilton works, which is the quality of 

concealment that is not hiding but displacing: not in a vault but 

in a filing cabinet, not in a dark room but in a well-lit one. 

The thing in plain sight is always more unnerving than the thing 

hidden, because the thing hidden acknowledges that it fears 

discovery, and the thing in plain sight does not. 

That evening Hamilton sat on the deck until nearly midnight. 

I joined him for a portion of it, as I often do in the evenings 

of the case’s mid-phase, not to talk but for the specific 

companionship of shared attention directed at the same water. The 

sound was dark and the lights on the far shore were the fixed 

lights of the boats at anchor and the running lights of the few 

vessels still moving, and the marsh below the bluff was audible 

in its night sounds, the herons and the small movements of the 

water in the channels. 

He said, at a point I could not later precisely identify in 

the evening’s duration: “It’s always someone with a reason to 

know this coast.” He said it without elaboration, in the tone of 

a person confirming something they have been thinking about 

rather than announcing a new idea. I understood it as a reference 
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to the case officer and to what Marsh had said—in plain sight, 

someone recognizable to at least one person in the house. 

I did not ask who he meant. I had learned in eleven years 

that the question premature to the evidence is a question that 

distorts the evidence, and that Hamilton’s half-stated 

conclusions during the evening watch are not invitations to 

inquiry but notes made aloud in the presence of a trusted 

observer. The observation would become an entry in the green 

notebook. The entry would become a finding. The finding would 

tell us who. 

I went inside at eleven-fifteen and wrote the evening entry 

in the journal and went to bed. The study light was on when I 

turned mine off, and it was on when I woke briefly at three, and 

by morning there were four new pages in the green notebook, 

written in the small compressed handwriting of the late phase, 

and the heading at the top of the first new page said: 

The case officer is local. Eighteen days. Find the plain 

sight. 
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Chapter Twelve 

“The Plain Sight” 

 

The twenty-four hours between Marsh’s call and his next 

contact had the quality that the mid-phases of Hamilton’s cases 

sometimes acquire: a period of deliberate suspension, work 

continuing at its ordinary pace on the things that do not require 

the missing piece, the missing piece itself held in the kind of 

active patience that is not the absence of motion but motion 

directed toward readiness rather than toward completion. Hamilton 

worked. Clara worked. Mary saw her patients. I went to Orleans on 

Tuesday and recorded what my patients observed and drove back to 

Allen Point in the afternoon light on Route 6 with the journal on 

the seat beside me and the sound visible between the scrub oak on 

the bay side for brief intervals and then gone and then visible 

again. 

I want to record the character of this waiting, because it 

is part of the method and not merely an interval between events. 

Hamilton does not use the waiting periods to speculate. He does 

not advance partial conclusions and walk them back. He uses the 

period of incomplete information to consolidate what is 

established, which means reading the existing evidence in its new 

light, looking for what it has been saying all along that he was 

not yet positioned to hear. By the time Marsh called back on 

Wednesday morning, Hamilton had re-read the planning board 

variance document three times, the Stage Harbor sediment analysis 

twice, and the European Business Registry profiles for Harwick’s 
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Cypriot years in their entirety. He had not told any of us what 

he was looking for in these re-readings. He had not needed to. 

 

The quality of this waiting was shaped, for me, by the 

particular task Hamilton had given me and that I had not yet 

completed: the confirmation of the Bureau program’s geographic 

footprint in the public record. I had found the budget lines and 

the congressional testimony, but what I had not yet found was the 

mechanism by which a classified program’s New England operational 

base could be confirmed through public means. I spent the 

Wednesday morning before Marsh’s call at the kitchen table 

working through a different category of record: the NOAA contract 

award database, which is a public federal procurement database 

listing all contracts awarded by NOAA and its subcomponents, 

searchable by recipient, date, and description. I was looking for 

contracts awarded to individuals or entities in Barnstable 

County, Massachusetts, with descriptions consistent with marine 

data infrastructure in recent years. 

I found eleven contracts in the relevant period. Seven were 

to marine research institutions I recognized: Woods Hole 

Oceanographic Institution, the Center for Coastal Studies in 

Provincetown, a satellite monitoring firm in Falmouth. Three were 

to individual consultants for scientific services I could not 

identify without more context. One was to an entity called 

Atlantic Coastal Research Partners, in West Chatham, for what the 

contract description listed as “coastal data infrastructure 

assessment and technical support services,” awarded some years 
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back and renewed annually in each subsequent year through the 

most recent available record. Total contract value across all 

renewals: four million, two hundred thousand dollars. 

I noted the amount. The Stage Harbor facility’s land had 

been purchased for four million, two hundred thousand dollars a 

few years back by Frances LLC. The contract value and the 

purchase price were the same number, which is either a 

coincidence or an accounting convenience: the Bureau’s classified 

program paid for the facility under a NOAA contract, and the 

payment was structured to match the land acquisition cost so that 

a single transaction could fund both the cover contract and the 

physical infrastructure. 

I had found the financial connection between the program and 

the facility before I had the name. When Marsh called forty 

minutes later with the name, I had the documentation to anchor 

it. 

 

Marsh called at nine-forty on Wednesday morning. I was at 

the table with Wilson. Hamilton was in the study. 

Marsh said, “I’ve made two calls. One to a former colleague 

in a position to confirm institutional affiliations. One to a 

person whose judgment I trust on questions of Cape geography and 

local institutional knowledge. The name I have is Robert Stell. 

S-T-E-L-L.” He spelled it the way a careful person spells a name 

they are giving for the record. “Former senior scientist at the 

National Centers for Coastal Ocean Science, which is a division 

of NOAA. Retired some years back after twenty-six years in the 
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federal science service. He has been living in West Chatham some 

years earlier, which means he retired into a location he had 

already established. He currently holds an advisory position with 

the Chatham Waterfront Management Committee, which provides him 

with formal standing in any matter involving Stage Harbor and its 

surrounding coastal infrastructure. He consults, according to his 

public professional profile, for a data infrastructure firm 

called Atlantic Coastal Research Partners.” 

I looked at the table. Atlantic Coastal Research Partners. I 

had not heard this name in any of the investigation’s previous 

searches, but I recognized its character immediately: the name of 

an entity that sounds like marine science and is something else. 

Marsh said, “Atlantic Coastal Research Partners is 

registered in Nevada. My source could not confirm the specific 

registration details, but the description is consistent with the 

cluster you identified.” 

I said the ghost town cluster. 

“I believe so,” Marsh said. “My source also confirms that 

Stell’s federal retirement was a covered transition. He did not 

fully retire in Then he moved to a classified contractor role 

under the same program authority that has the budget lines you 

described. He is, in the institutional sense, still federal. His 

Cape presence is not a retirement choice. It is an operational 

deployment.” He paused. “The name will be recognizable to 

Hamilton. They have been in the same room at least once.” 

I said he told us to expect that. 
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“I know,” Marsh said. “I’m telling you anyway because the 

recognition matters. It’s part of the picture.” He paused again. 

“Be careful, John. Both of you.” He used my first name, which he 

does not ordinarily do, and which told me more about his 

assessment of the current circumstances than anything else he had 

said in the call. 

I walked to the study door and knocked and went in. 

 

Hamilton was at the desk with the planning board variance 

document. He was not reading it; he was looking at the signatory 

section on the final page, the list of board members who had 

voted to approve the Stage Harbor variance that June. I had read 

this document twice and had not attended to the signatories 

beyond the applicant’s counsel—Harwick’s name, which I had noted 

as significant and filed. The signatories were the five members 

of the planning board who had voted for the variance. They were 

listed in the standard format of a public administrative record: 

name, title, signature line. 

The third name on the list was Robert C. Stell, Advisory 

Member, Chatham Waterfront Management Committee. 

Hamilton had found it already. He had found it in one of the 

three re-readings of the previous day. He had not told us because 

the name had required confirmation from a source outside the 

document, and Marsh had just provided it. 

He said, when I gave him Marsh’s message: “Stell.” He said 

it in the flat tone of a name confirmed rather than discovered. 

Then: “I know who he is. He was at the Stage Harbor harbormaster 
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meeting in September of last year. He asked me about the 

shorebird survey data from the inner harbor channels. 

Specifically about the frequency of wading bird activity in the 

Stage Harbor approach channel.” He looked at the variance 

document. “He wanted to know whether the survey data would 

support restricting boat traffic in the channel during nesting 

season. The restriction would have given the operation a 

regulatory basis for limiting unauthorized vessel access to the 

Stage Harbor approach.” 

I stared at him. “He was asking you for cover.” 

“He was asking me for data that could be used to create 

regulatory cover,” Hamilton said. “Whether he knew who I was or 

whether I was simply a convenient ornithologist at a harbormaster 

meeting, I can’t say.” He set the document down. “The survey data 

did not support the restriction. The channel does not have the 

nesting activity that would justify it. I told him so. He thanked 

me and said he would look at alternative approaches.” He paused. 

“I thought nothing more of it at the time. He was a committee 

member asking a routine question about a regulatory tool.” 

I said, “He’s been here for years.” 

“Since before the Stage Harbor facility was built. He chose 

this harbor before the operation required it, which means either 

the operation was planned around the harbor he chose or he chose 

it because the operation had already identified it.” He stood. 

“Either way, the geography is his. He knows every access point, 

every sight line, every channel depth at every tide stage. He 

knew them before Harwick filed the variance application and 
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before the Cobham array went on the roof and before the first 

drive was carried across the dock.” He went to the window. 

“That’s why Brian couldn’t find the coordination layer. Stell 

doesn’t coordinate through documentation. He coordinates through 

presence. Through being here, on the harbormaster committee, at 

the planning board meetings, at the coastal management forums, in 

the room where the questions about this harbor get asked and 

answered. He is the institutional cover and the operational 

director simultaneously.” 

 

We brought the full picture to the kitchen table that 

afternoon. All four of us: Hamilton at the north end with the 

green notebook and the planning board document and the printouts 

of the Cypriot registry profiles; Clara with the Stage Harbor 

sediment analysis and the procurement document; Mary with her 

clinical notes from the cleaning contractor appointment; and 

Wilson—myself—at the south end with the journal and the library 

research on the Bureau’s classified program budget. 

Hamilton spoke for forty minutes without interruption. He 

has done this twice before in my experience of these cases—the 

full presentation of an assembled picture, given in the precise 

order in which the assembly happened, the logic of each 

connection stated rather than implied, the chain of inference 

carried from first observation to final conclusion without gaps 

or assumptions. It is not a performance; it is the verification 

step, the moment when a structure that has been built in the 

thinking is stated aloud in full, which subjects it to the 
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specific test of audibility: whether it holds when spoken, 

whether the connections are as solid as they appeared in the 

notebook, whether the chain has any links that the building 

process had quietly skipped over. 

The chain held. I will summarize what it contained, because 

the summary is in the file and in the green notebook, and the 

full statement is Wilson’s to reconstruct from the notes he kept 

during it: 

Robert Stell, former NOAA senior scientist, current 

classified contractor operating under the Bureau’s domestic 

intelligence collection infrastructure program. Deployed to the 

outer Cape years back under the cover of retirement and private 

consulting. His consulting firm, Atlantic Coastal Research 

Partners, is a Nevada ghost town entity—the Nevada cluster that 

Patricia had identified as having a different naming convention 

and a different function from Brian’s Cape Cod wreck name 

structures. Stell’s naming convention is ghost towns: places that 

were built for a purpose and were then abandoned when the purpose 

was served. Stell builds things that he expects to abandon. 

Stell co-built the Stage Harbor facility with Bureau 

procurement funds under NOAA cover. The facility’s immersion 

cooling server infrastructure, confirmed by Clara’s sediment 

analysis, processes a copy of the ghost data that Meridian’s Tern 

Island operation collects and packages for the Voronov buyers. 

The Bureau’s domestic program does not pay for the data; it pays 

for the infrastructure that receives a copy of what the Atrium 
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collects. The Voronov buyers fund the collection; the Bureau 

rides it. 

Richard Harwick is Stell’s legal infrastructure: the 

registered agent, the NDA administrator, the planning board 

representative, and the person responsible for the operation’s 

local legal compliance. Gerald Mast is Stell’s Bureau liaison: 

the person who suppresses federal economic crimes investigation 

and who directs state-level institutional resources toward the 

operation’s protection. Brian Anders is the commercial operator 

of the Atrium’s American delivery network, recruited into a 

structure that Stell had already built and that Stell has always 

controlled. 

The penalty window is Brian’s problem, not Stell’s. Brian’s 

disclosure risk threatens Stell’s operation. Stell’s response to 

the disclosure risk is what has been happening since Mast 

reported Marla’s FBI call: the acceleration, the suppression, the 

enforcement. The remediation that Brian warned about is Stell’s, 

directed through Harwick and Mast and the mobile enforcement 

asset that put Kevin Halter in Cape Cod Hospital. 

He described the enforcement history in this context: 

Kirchner’s staged death in Vienna removed a distribution point 

that had become a disclosure risk. The Vienna operation was then 

dismantled cleanly, without discoverable remnant, which is the 

specific capability of a person who plans for abandonment and has 

the institutional resources to sanitize a location. The Great 

Lakes coordinator’s federal prosecution was an act of 

institutional violence: using the Bureau’s criminal justice 
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infrastructure, through Mast, to remove an operational 

vulnerability while maintaining the operation’s clean hands. 

David Lim’s death in Vineyard Haven harbor: a data operations 

manager who had publicly indicated his understanding of what the 

normalization layer was and his willingness to discuss it with a 

researcher who was documenting the practice. Marcus Webb’s 

injuries in Somerville: a behavioral modification that succeeded 

in removing a disclosure risk without creating the complication 

of a second death. Kevin Halter’s collision on Route 6: the same 

mechanism as Webb, applied to a source who had been activated by 

Marla’s investigation. 

He described what each of these events had in common: they 

were all conducted with deniability preserved, with institutional 

cover maintained, and with the economy of a person who does not 

apply more force than is required and who always chooses the 

minimum intervention that achieves the required result. This is 

the operational signature of a scientist—not a crime boss. A 

scientist who has spent twenty-six years in the federal science 

service and who brings to the management of disclosure risks the 

same precision he would bring to the management of a field study. 

The controlled experiment: minimum intervention, controlled 

variables, documented results. 

Hamilton stopped. He looked at the table. He said, “The 

picture is complete. What it requires now is a mechanism.” 

 

The call from Crane came that evening at six-fifteen. 
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His voice had the quality of a person who has received 

something frightening and has made the professional decision to 

transmit it accurately rather than to soften it. He said, “Two 

men had come to his office that afternoon.” They had not 

threatened him directly. They had delivered a message, which was 

this: if Brian Anders provided any statement, affidavit, or 

testimony to any law enforcement or judicial entity, the Bureau’s 

domestic program had in its possession a comprehensive record of 

Brian’s participation in the Atrium’s American operation, 

including materials sufficient to support federal charges on 

multiple counts. The charges would be filed through the Boston 

field office’s economic crimes unit. 

Crane said, “They are threatening to prosecute him with 

their own operation’s records.” He said it in the voice of a 

lawyer who has encountered institutional bad faith before but not 

quite in this configuration. 

I relayed this to the kitchen table. Hamilton said, “They’re 

threatening a grand jury proceeding. A grand jury proceeding 

takes a minimum of three weeks to empanel. We have seventeen 

days. They are telling us that the threat of prosecution is the 

deterrent, not the prosecution itself. They don’t have seventeen 

days to move against Brian legally. They are trying to scare him 

into silence before we can get his affidavit in front of a 

magistrate.” 

He said it with the equanimity of a person who has 

calculated the variables and found the result acceptable. Then: 

“Call Crane. Tell him Brian needs to be somewhere with secure 
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communications access within forty-eight hours. Not his own 

network. Marsh’s arrangement. Tell Crane that Brian will provide 

an affidavit to a specific federal magistrate judge that Marsh 

has identified, and that the affidavit will be filed 

simultaneously with an evidentiary package that makes Brian’s 

account redundant as a sole source. He will not be the only 

evidence. He will be corroboration. That changes his exposure 

significantly.” 

He paused. “And tell Crane that the record they’re 

threatening to use against Brian also implicates Stell’s program, 

Mast’s suppression, and Harwick’s legal facilitation. If they 

file those charges, we file the evidentiary package the same day. 

They know this. The threat is hollow. But Brian doesn’t know we 

know it’s hollow, and Crane needs to tell him.” 

I called Crane. He listened and said he would convey the 

message and would be in touch within twenty-four hours. 

 

That night was the kind of outer Cape summer night that 

arrives without announcement and stays through the small hours: 

warm, still, the sound flat under the near-full moon with the 

bars and channels visible as alternating dark and silver in the 

way that only a reflected moon on these particular shallows 

produces. Mary had gone to her house in Chatham. Clara was in the 

outbuilding with the lights on. Hamilton was on the deck. 

I sat with him for an hour, as I had sat with him on the 

previous evening, looking at the same water from the same rail. 

The heron was on the near bar, working the channel edge in the 
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moonlight with the patient precision that the moonlit hunting 

requires: slower than the daylight approach, each step placed 

with more deliberation, the commitment to the dive made later and 

with greater certainty. She was a different kind of hunter in the 

dark, and the difference was not in the bird but in the 

conditions, and she had adapted to the conditions rather than 

waiting for them to change. 

I have been in the company of Hamilton’s thinking for eleven 

years and I have learned to recognize its phases the way a 

physician learns to recognize the phases of a patient’s recovery: 

the early inflammation, the consolidation, the period of apparent 

quiet in which the real work is happening, and then the quality 

of readiness that precedes resolution. He had the quality of 

readiness. Not urgency. Readiness, which is a different state, 

and which is the state that produces clean action rather than 

rushed action. 

He said, toward eleven: “Stell will know we’ve identified 

him within the next few days. Not through anything we’ve done—

through what we haven’t done. We have not responded to the threat 

they delivered to Crane’s office. We have not withdrawn. We have 

not become visible in a way that would indicate panic. The 

absence of visible panic is its own communication. He’s been 

managing disclosure risks for seven years. He knows what the 

patterns look like.” He paused. “When he knows we know, the 

question is whether he moves against us or moves to protect the 

program. A man who plans for abandonment will choose the 

program.” 
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I said, “What does choosing the program look like?” 

“He tries to move the Stage Harbor infrastructure before we 

can document it in a form that survives suppression. He has done 

this before—Kirchner’s death preceded the Vienna operation’s 

dismantling by two weeks. The dismantling was clean; the 

investigation found nothing. He moves the hardware and he clears 

the documentation and he leaves Harwick to manage whatever local 

liability remains, and Harwick’s exposure is the registered agent 

relationships, which are documented but which he will argue were 

legitimate legal services rendered without operational 

knowledge.” He looked at the sound. “Which is why we need the 

affidavit before Stell decides to move.” 

I said, “What does the abandonment look like, in practice?” 

If he moves before we can document the Stage Harbor 

infrastructure. 

Hamilton said, “The servers go first. They can be removed in 

a day with adequate logistics, and Stell has the logistics. The 

satellite array is harder to remove quickly but it can be 

decommissioned and its operational history wiped. The dock 

becomes an ordinary dock. The immersion cooling system is the one 

physical element that cannot be cleanly removed in the available 

time—the installation requires months and the removal of a co-

bonded infrastructure is not a clean operation. Clara’s sediment 

samples survive the cleanup regardless. But sediment samples 

without the hardware they came from are ambiguous in the 

evidentiary sense.” He looked at the water. “The affidavit is the 

tether. Brian’s account of the operation’s structure, combined 
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with the procurement record and the contract database entry that 

Wilson found this morning, establishes the Bureau program’s co-

operation in a form that the physical evidence corroborates. You 

cannot remove a four-million-dollar public contract record. You 

cannot remove the polymer that settled out of the drives for 

three years. You can remove the hardware but the documentation of 

the hardware survives.” 

I noted that he had said “the contract database entry that 

Wilson found this morning” before I had told him I had found it. 

He had seen the screen in passing when he came through the 

kitchen on his way to the deck. He had processed it and filed the 

conclusion in the time it took him to walk from the kitchen door 

to the deck rail. This is a thing I have noticed in eleven years: 

Hamilton’s peripheral attention is not peripheral. There is no 

peripheral. 

He went inside at eleven-thirty. I heard the study door and 

then the window being raised another inch, and the sounds of the 

marsh. I stayed for a while longer, watching the heron on the 

near bar in the moonlight, and I thought about Stell on this same 

coast, seven years of it, looking at the same water from whatever 

window he looked from, managing the same harbor system that I had 

been observing from the margin of a scientific methodology and 

Wilson had been observing from the margin of a medical one. A man 

who had chosen this coast deliberately and had made of it exactly 

what Hamilton had said: an instrument. Not for the birds or the 

tidal patterns or the light of mid-July on the outer Cape, but 
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for the dead zones and the boat access and the institutional 

geography of a place that nobody outside it knows how to read. 

I went inside and wrote the journal entry and went to bed. 

In the morning the green notebook was on the kitchen table, open, 

with a new entry: 

Stell. Robert C. Stage Harbor. Seventeen days. The affidavit 

first. The infrastructure before it moves. 

Below that, in the smaller handwriting of a late note, a 

single additional line: 

He was looking at the same water. 
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Chapter Thirteen 

“Three Parties” 

 

Seventeen days in the account of a case have a different 

quality from seventeen days in ordinary time, and the difference 

is not in the duration but in the density: the ordinary day 

contains the ordinary proportion of its contents, while the case 

day contains the full concentration of what the case requires, 

which is everything the case has been building toward compressed 

into the available hours. This is not urgency in the conventional 

sense—urgency implies that the pace has increased, when in fact 

what has happened is that the material has become more specific, 

the required actions more precise, and the tolerance for the 

wrong action or the incomplete one has narrowed to something 

approaching zero. Hamilton does not move faster in the late phase 

of a case. He moves more exactly. The difference is visible if 

you know how to read it: the same window, the same stillness, the 

same quality of attention, but pointed now at a target rather 

than at a landscape. 

On the morning of the seventeenth day, he was at the table 

before six with the green notebook and the NOAA contract printout 

and the planning board variance document and a third document I 

had not seen before: a printout from the Chatham Waterfront 

Management Committee’s public website showing the committee’s 

meeting schedule. The previous evening’s meeting—the Thursday 

bimonthly—had been removed from the schedule at some point 

overnight, replaced with a notice that the meeting had been 
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postponed due to a member’s personal conflict. No rescheduled 

date was listed. The committee member listed as having requested 

the postponement was Robert C. Stell. 

Hamilton had printed this at some point during the night. He 

had seen the meeting’s cancellation before I had, which is 

consistent with his habit of checking the public records 

associated with an active case at intervals throughout the night, 

and he had assessed it before I was awake, and he was at the 

table when I came down not because it was news to him but because 

it was news he was ready to share. 

He said, when I sat down: “He’s beginning the move. A 

committee meeting canceled is how a man with six years of perfect 

attendance signals that his presence on the committee is no 

longer his primary concern.” He looked at the notebook. “Crane’s 

arrangement puts Brian in Providence in two days. That is too 

long.” 

 

I called Crane at seven-fifteen. He answered immediately, 

which told me he had been expecting the call, which told me he 

had also been awake through some portion of the night thinking 

about the same timeline. I told him what Hamilton had said: the 

Providence meeting needed to happen today, not in two days. Crane 

said, “Brian was currently at a location in Connecticut that 

Marsh had arranged, two hours from Providence, and the 

acceleration was logistically possible but would require Brian to 

appear before the magistrate without having had the opportunity 



Gael / Dark Harbor / 205 

to review with counsel the full scope of what his affidavit would 

contain.” 

I said, “Hamilton will provide the evidentiary framework.” 

Brian needs to confirm what he knows from the inside. The 

framework does not require prior review. 

Crane was quiet for a moment. Then: “I’ll call Brian. I’ll 

have an answer within the hour.” 

He called back in forty minutes. Brian would go today. He 

would be in Providence by ten-thirty. 

 

Clara came in from the outbuilding at seven-thirty with her 

field notebook and the quality of contained alertness she has 

when she has been up early doing something that required her full 

attention. She set her notebook on the table, opened to a page 

covered in sketches and numerical notations, and said, “I went to 

Stage Harbor at five-thirty this morning.” 

She had not gone by water. She had parked on a public 

residential street with a partial sightline to the Midas 

facility’s landward entrance, roughly two hundred meters from the 

property line, and had remained in her vehicle with a telephoto 

lens and a clear view of the rear loading bay. She had been there 

from five-thirty to seven. 

At six-twelve, a refrigerated transport vehicle had backed 

into the loading bay. She described it: white, no markings, the 

dimensions of a heavy commercial van with a climate-controlled 

cargo compartment, the kind of vehicle used for the relocation of 

temperature-sensitive server equipment. Two men had worked from 
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the bay into the cargo compartment for forty-three minutes, 

carrying rack-mounted equipment in padded cases of the type 

standard for enterprise server transport. She had photographed 

the vehicle, the equipment cases, the bay access, and as much of 

the men’s faces as the angle and distance permitted, which was 

partial but sufficient to establish their physical descriptions. 

She had also photographed the transport vehicle’s plate. The 

plate was commercial and registered to a logistics company in 

Norwood, Massachusetts, that a quick search on her phone had 

confirmed as a subsidiary of a larger firm with a history of 

federal logistics contracts in the New England region. 

At six-fifty-five, one of the men had looked up in the 

direction of her street. She was not certain whether he had seen 

her vehicle specifically or had simply scanned the residential 

sightlines as a matter of operational habit. She had driven away 

at normal speed, taken two turns, and left the area before the 

van finished loading. 

Hamilton looked at the photographs she set on the table. He 

studied each one with the quality of attention that is looking 

for information rather than confirmation. He said, “Thirteen 

standard rack units, based on the case dimensions and the number 

of passes.” He looked at Clara. “Is that consistent with what the 

Stage Harbor facility would require for the processing load?” 

Clara said, “Conservative. I would have estimated seventeen 

to twenty racks for the operation’s described throughput. 

Thirteen racks suggests they’re leaving some processing capacity 

behind, either because it’s too large to move quickly or because 
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they believe it can’t be identified as operational infrastructure 

without the servers to accompany it.” 

Hamilton said, “The immersion cooling system.” 

I want to note what the observation of this loading 

operation meant in the context of the case, because it is one of 

those moments that functions differently in retrospect than it 

did at the time. At the time, Clara’s report of the refrigerated 

transport van produced in me a quality of alarm—the alarm of a 

race with a visible finish line that has just moved closer. The 

thirteen server racks being removed from the Stage Harbor 

facility represented the operation’s physical evidence base 

shrinking in real time, and the pace of the removal suggested 

that Stell was not pausing to weigh his options but executing a 

protocol that had been prepared and was now in motion. In 

retrospect, the loading operation was also Stell’s first mistake. 

A man of his operational discipline does not make a visible 

mistake under ordinary circumstances. He makes one when he has 

been given information that changes his threat assessment, and 

the changed assessment requires action faster than his discipline 

permits. 

The information that changed his assessment arrived, as I 

believe we later established, sometime in the forty-eight hours 

after Marsh provided his name to us. Stell does not know the 

chain by which we identified him—it is possible he never learned 

it fully, and I am not going to explain it in this account for 

reasons that should be evident to any reader who has reached this 

point in the file. But he knew, by the morning Clara photographed 
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the loading operation, that his identity had been established by 

whoever was working the case from Allen Point, and that the 

evidentiary package was being assembled, and that the affidavit 

was being arranged. He knew because the intelligence 

infrastructure he had built over seven years on this coast did 

not only run outward from Stage Harbor—it ran inward from the 

institutional landscape around it, and the institutional 

landscape includes people who notice when a sealed proceeding is 

being arranged for a federal magistrate in Providence on short 

notice. 

“Yes. The cooling infrastructure is permanently installed. 

They’re taking the servers and leaving the cooling, which means 

the facility will look, to anyone who enters it, like a storage 

space with an unusually sophisticated climate control system and 

no obvious reason for it.” She paused. “But the cooling system’s 

specifications are in Clara’s photographs and in the procurement 

document. The specifications alone establish what kind of 

processing load it was designed for.” 

Hamilton nodded once. He picked up the clean phone and 

called Crane. 

 

Crane confirmed that Brian had left the Connecticut location 

at nine-fifteen. He was on Route 95 northbound toward Providence. 

The drive was approximately ninety minutes. 

At ten-forty, Crane called back. His voice had the 

compressed quality of a person transmitting urgent information 

precisely. 
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He said, “Brian’s vehicle was being followed.” A dark SUV 

had been behind him since the Connecticut state line, maintaining 

a consistent two-car interval in the manner of professional 

surveillance rather than ordinary traffic. Brian had identified 

it when he changed lanes three times and the SUV changed lanes 

identically each time. He had called Crane from his phone while 

driving. 

Hamilton was at the table. He said to me: “Noyes.” 

I called Noyes on the clean phone. She answered on the first 

ring. I told her what Crane had described: a vehicle following 

Brian Anders on Route 95 northbound, approaching the Rhode Island 

state line, consistent with the white pickup’s operational 

profile. 

Noyes said, “Rhode Island is out of my jurisdiction.” 

I said, “He’s in Massachusetts for another ten minutes.” 

She said, “I’ll make a call.” 

The eight minutes between my call to Noyes and her call back 

were the kind of interval that a case’s tense phase generates: 

the kind in which the available actions have all been taken, the 

outcome is in the hands of people and institutions outside the 

room, and the waiting is the full content of the experience. I 

have been in these intervals before, in previous cases and in 

medical practice, and what I have learned about them is that they 

cannot be shortened by anything except the phone ringing, and 

that the appropriate response is to sit still and trust the 

people you have called and not to add more action to a situation 

that has enough action in it already. Hamilton was at the window. 
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I was at the table. Clara had her field notebook open and was 

writing up the observation from the morning in the precise 

technical language of a scientist’s field record. The house was 

quiet and the marsh was audible and somewhere on Route 95 

northbound a man named Brian Anders was watching his rearview 

mirror. 

What she arranged in the following eight minutes was, as she 

explained to me later, a standard inter-agency coordination 

between the Barnstable County Sheriff’s office and the 

Massachusetts State Police, citing an active harassment and 

stalking complaint. It was not a fabrication: Crane had filed a 

harassment complaint with the Barnstable County Sheriff’s office 

on Brian’s behalf two days earlier, citing the visit of the two 

men to his office as a qualifying incident, and the complaint was 

active. The state police marked unit that met Brian’s vehicle at 

the Attleboro service plaza was responding to a legitimate 

complaint through a legitimate channel. The SUV behind Brian did 

not follow him into the service plaza. When Brian left the plaza, 

the marked unit traveled behind him to the Providence exit. 

Brian arrived at the federal courthouse in Providence at 

eleven-forty. 

 

The proceeding before Magistrate Judge Florette lasted one 

hour and twelve minutes, as Crane later reported it to us. Brian 

provided a sworn affidavit of thirty-seven pages, describing the 

operation’s structure from his first involvement a few years back 

through the events of the previous month: the Atrium’s quarterly 
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delivery cycle, the Tern Island and Stage Harbor facilities, the 

relationship with Harwick, his awareness of Mast’s role in 

suppressing the economic crimes investigation, and what he knew 

of the Bureau’s domestic intelligence program from the specific 

information that had reached him through the operation’s internal 

communications. He named Robert Stell in the affidavit as the 

person Harwick had identified to him as the program’s Cape Cod 

operational director. 

The affidavit was filed under seal at one-twenty-three p.m. 

Marsh was notified by Florette’s clerk at one-thirty. 

Marsh called Allen Point at one-forty-two. He said, “It’s 

filed. Florette is satisfied with the supporting documentation 

and has ordered a review by her chambers’ assigned deputy 

attorney general. The seal is intact. The file exists now in a 

place that cannot be reached through the Boston field office.” He 

paused. “The next move is theirs.” 

 

The next move was swift. Hamilton had predicted it and had 

prepared for it, but predicting a thing and watching it arrive in 

real time are different experiences, and the experience of 

watching it arrive at four-fifteen that afternoon had the quality 

of an event that is both fully expected and genuinely alarming, 

because the speed of the response told us something about the 

resources available to Stell that the financial analysis and the 

satellite uplink and the logistics van had not fully conveyed. 

Marsh called again at four-twenty. 
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He said a motion had been filed in federal district court in 

Boston at four-fifteen p.m., citing national security authority 

under a classified executive order, to unseal and transfer the 

Providence magistrate proceeding to the economic crimes docket of 

the Boston field office. The motion had been filed by a deputy 

assistant U.S. attorney whose name Marsh recognized as someone 

who had appeared in Mast’s previous matters. The motion cited the 

sealed affidavit’s potential interference with an active federal 

investigation and requested an emergency hearing. 

Marsh said, “They had someone watching Florette’s docket. 

The motion was filed within two hours of the sealing order. That 

is institutional real-time monitoring at a level that requires 

significant infrastructure.” He paused. “The motion is going to 

Judge Ellingson in Boston. I don’t know Ellingson’s history with 

this office.” 

Hamilton said, “Tell Ellingson that a cross-filed 

evidentiary package documenting the Bureau program’s co-operation 

of the Stage Harbor facility was filed with your chambers this 

morning under a separate sealed proceeding at seven forty-five 

a.m., which predates the affidavit and which Florette’s clerk can 

verify was in your possession before the Providence proceeding 

began.” 

Marsh was quiet for a moment. “You filed it this morning.” 

“I asked you to hold it until I called this afternoon,” 

Hamilton said. “I called at seven thirty-eight. The package was 

transmitted to your clerk at seven forty-five.” 
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Marsh said, “I see that I did receive something at seven 

forty-five.” His voice had the quality of a person who has found, 

in his own records, a thing that he is satisfied to have found 

there. “I’ll relay this to Ellingson’s chambers.” 

He ended the call. 

I looked at Hamilton across the kitchen table. I said, “You 

filed the package before the affidavit.” 

He said, “The package predates the affidavit because the 

affidavit’s value depends on the package’s independence from it. 

If the package was filed after the affidavit, Stell’s team could 

argue that the package was assembled to support a cooperating 

witness’s claims rather than as an independent body of evidence. 

Filed before, it stands on its own. The affidavit corroborates 

the package. The package does not derive from the affidavit.” He 

picked up his coffee. “Sequence is argument.” 

 

I want to record my understanding of what Hamilton had done, 

because I have been observing Hamilton’s method for eleven years 

and this was the first time I fully understood the structure of a 

move he makes in every case but that I had not previously been 

able to articulate. 

Every case has a moment when the evidence that has been 

assembled must be deployed, and the deployment always faces the 

same risk: that the institutional structures through which the 

evidence must travel have been compromised by the same parties 

the evidence is directed against. The usual response to this risk 

is to find the one institutional channel that has not been 
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compromised and to move the evidence through it. That is the 

straightforward approach, and it has been the approach in every 

previous case I have been part of at Allen Point. 

What Hamilton did differently in this case was to recognize 

that a single institutional channel, however clean, can be seized 

if the seizure comes fast enough. Stell’s unsealing motion was 

exactly that: a fast seizure of the clean channel, filed within 

two hours of the sealing order. If the Providence affidavit had 

been the only document in the proceeding, the unsealing motion 

might have succeeded in moving it to Mast’s docket before 

Ellingson’s chambers could evaluate its merits. 

What the prior filing of the evidentiary package 

accomplished was this: it turned the single channel into two, and 

made the seizure of one channel into evidence of the problem that 

both channels were documenting. The unsealing motion, by citing 

the affidavit it was trying to suppress, created an official 

record of an attempt to suppress a federal judicial proceeding on 

national security grounds. That record is itself evidence of the 

institutional protection the operation has been using. Stell’s 

countermove became part of the case against him. 

I said this to Hamilton at the table after Marsh’s second 

call, putting it in my own words to see if I had it right. He 

said, “Substantially.” Which is the confirmation he uses when an 

explanation is correct but incomplete. The part that was 

incomplete was the part about Ellingson, whose history with the 

Boston field office Hamilton had spent two days investigating and 

about whom he had a view that he did not share with the table 
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that evening but that, I believe, was the reason he had not been 

alarmed by the unsealing motion. But that is a surmise on my part 

and I am trying to keep surmises in their proper place. 

 

The evening of the seventeenth day had a quality that I have 

encountered twice before in Hamilton’s cases, and that I 

recognize now but could not have named before I had experienced 

it: the quality of a case that has passed its critical juncture. 

Not its resolution—resolution was not here yet and would not be 

for days, perhaps longer, depending on what Ellingson did with 

the unsealing motion and on what Stell did with the remaining 

infrastructure at Stage Harbor and on a dozen other variables 

that none of us could fully predict. But the critical juncture is 

different from the resolution: it is the point past which the 

case cannot be stopped by the means available to the other side, 

because the evidence has been deposited in places they cannot 

reach and the record has been created in a form they cannot 

suppress. Past that point, the case proceeds toward its outcome 

regardless of what they do, because the doing of things to stop 

it generates its own record, and the record becomes further 

evidence. 

Hamilton was on the deck. The sound was flat in the evening 

light, the bars visible in the low tide in the configuration of 

this specific harbor that I have been looking at for two summers 

and that I have never found exactly the same twice because the 

tide and the light never repeat in quite the same combination. 

The heron was on the near bar. She had been on the near bar every 
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evening of this case and on most evenings of the previous case, 

and she was there now in the last of the July light, working the 

channel edge with the patience that makes her presence a kind of 

annotation on the proceedings in the house above her: the case 

goes at whatever pace it goes, and she is still here, still 

hunting, still using the specific compensation on the left bank 

that Wilson has observed and recorded and that will be in the 

journal whether this case resolves or does not. 

The title I have given this chapter—Three Parties—refers to 

the three distinct interests that were in motion on the 

seventeenth day, and whose interaction had produced the shape of 

what had happened. Brian was the first party: a man who had built 

something he could not control and had been looking for a way out 

of it for fourteen months, and who had found, in the formal 

proceeding before Florette, the kind of protection that a thirty-

seven-page sworn affidavit provides to a person who has been 

inside a criminal enterprise: not immunity from everything, but 

immunity from the most immediate threat, which was the 

operation’s remediation terms. The affidavit was now a sealed 

court record. The sealed court record was Brian’s life insurance. 

Stell was the second party: a man who had built a seven-year 

operational infrastructure on this coast with federal money and 

institutional authority and the patience of a scientist, and who 

was now watching it come apart with the specific speed of a 

structure that has been carefully concealed rather than carefully 

built. The concealment is never as strong as the structure would 

be if the work had gone into the building rather than the hiding, 
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and when the concealment fails—when the polymer settles into the 

sediment and a forensic scientist samples it, when the planning 

board minutes are indexed, when a NOAA contract database becomes 

a liability rather than a cover—the structure fails with it. He 

was moving the servers because it was all he had left to move. 

The warrant was coming. 

The buyers—the Voronov network, the Volga Capital entities, 

the downstream intelligence operations that had been purchasing 

the ghost data through the Atrium’s quarterly cycle—were the 

third party, and the one we had the least direct visibility into. 

They were aware, through whatever intelligence the operation fed 

back to them, that the American operator’s domestic situation had 

produced a disclosure event of significant scope. The thirty-day 

penalty window was their mechanism for managing this, and the 

mechanism was in its final two weeks. What they would do when the 

penalty window closed and neither the delivery had been completed 

nor the disclosure contained was the variable we could not 

predict from Allen Point. 

Hamilton had been thinking about the third party. I could 

tell because when he was not at the study window he was at the 

kitchen table with the green notebook open to the page that had 

the Voronov network’s financial architecture, reading it in the 

way he reads things when he is looking for the implication rather 

than the statement. I did not ask him what he was finding there. 

The moment was not yet ready for the answer. 

I sat with him for an hour. At the end of it he said, “We 

need to document Stage Harbor before the van comes back. Whatever 
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the cooling system can tell us in isolation, it’s more persuasive 

with a record of active equipment removal.” He looked at the 

water. “Clara’s photographs are what we have of the removal in 

progress. We need a record of the state of the facility now, 

before the remaining infrastructure is sanitized. Legal entry.” 

I said, “Legal entry means a warrant.” A warrant means a 

judge who isn’t Ellingson. 

He said, “Marsh will know the right judge.” He went inside. 

I heard the phone in the study a few minutes later—not the clean 

phone, the house phone, which he uses for Marsh because Marsh’s 

line is clean enough for both ends—and then the study door 

closing. 

I went inside and wrote the journal entry for the day, which 

was the longest entry I had written since the first morning of 

the case. At the bottom I wrote the thing that the day had 

established, in the form Hamilton uses for the green notebook’s 

confirmed entries rather than its provisional ones: 

The record exists. Stell cannot reach it. Sixteen days. 

The study light was on when I went to bed, and in the 

morning the green notebook had three new entries, and on the desk 

beside it was a note in Hamilton’s handwriting that said simply: 

Marsh is arranging the warrant. Clara for the entry. 
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Chapter Fourteen 

“The Warrant” 

 

The warrant was issued on a Friday morning by Magistrate 

Judge Pereira of the federal district, a different magistrate 

from Florette and operating under a different jurisdictional 

authority—Marsh had been careful to ensure that the warrant 

proceeding and the affidavit proceeding were separate legal 

instruments in separate chambers, which meant that Stell’s 

ability to suppress one did not automatically extend to the 

other. Pereira’s warrant covered the Stage Harbor facility and 

all its contents, records, and installed infrastructure, and 

authorized entry by a federal marshal accompanied by a technical 

expert designated by the court. 

Clara was the technical expert. She had been prepared for 

this role since the previous day, when Marsh had called to say 

the warrant application was being finalized and had asked whether 

she could be available to accompany the marshal at short notice. 

She said yes without asking what short notice meant. When Marsh 

called back three hours later to say the warrant had been issued 

and execution was scheduled for nine the following morning, she 

had her field kit already packed on the outbuilding workbench. 

I want to note what Clara’s preparation for this meant, 

because it is one of those things about the quality of the people 

Hamilton works with that is visible in the file and that the 

account should preserve. Clara had been collecting and analyzing 

physical evidence from Stage Harbor for weeks: the sediment 
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samples, the polymer traces, the VSAT system identification, the 

loading operation photographs. She had built the physical 

evidentiary foundation of the case from the materials available 

to a marine ecologist conducting a seagrass survey, which is to 

say from materials that no one had reason to identify as 

investigative because no one who was watching her had reason to 

think that a scientist running a transect survey was looking for 

anything except what a transect survey looks for. When the 

warrant authorized formal entry into the facility she had been 

documenting from the outside, she was already the world’s most 

thoroughly prepared expert witness for what she would find inside 

it. The preparation had not been an accident. 

 

The morning of the warrant execution had a quality at Allen 

Point that I have been trying to describe precisely and that I 

find I can only approximate: the quality of a day that has been 

working toward a specific event long enough that the event’s 

arrival feels not like a culmination but like a continuation, a 

next step in a sequence that has its own logic and whose logic 

has been visible long enough that the step feels already taken 

even before it is. Clara left the house at eight-fifteen with her 

field kit and the technical expert designation that Marsh had 

arranged and the drive toward Stage Harbor that she had made many 

times by water and was now making by road. Hamilton watched her 

car leave the lane from the kitchen window. He went back to the 

table and the green notebook without comment. Mary poured herself 

a second cup of coffee. I wrote the morning entry in the journal. 
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I want to be specific about the field kit, because the 

specificity matters for what Clara found inside the facility and 

because the preparation reflects something about the way she 

approaches evidentiary situations that is worth preserving in the 

file. Her kit contained: a digital camera with a macro lens, a 

telephoto lens, and a standard documentary lens; evidence bags in 

three sizes, pre-labeled with sequential numbers; nitrile gloves 

in her size and in the marshal’s approximate size; a portable 

spectrometer of the kind used for field identification of 

chemical compounds; a micro-thermometer for documenting 

temperature gradients in climate-controlled spaces; a data 

recorder for audio documentation of the search; and a printed 

copy of the facility’s lease documents, the building permit, and 

the planning board variance approval with Harwick’s name and 

Stell’s name both visible in their respective sections. She 

brought the lease documents because a forensic scientist entering 

a facility under a search warrant needs to know what the facility 

is supposed to contain, so that she can document what it actually 

contains in relation to its stated purpose. The distance between 

those two things is always the evidence. 

 

I am giving this account from what Clara told us when she 

came back to Allen Point at two in the afternoon, and from the 

documentation she prepared in the outbuilding that evening and 

brought to the kitchen table the following morning. The account 

is hers rather than mine, and I am transmitting it as accurately 

as the record permits. 
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The marshal met her at the Stage Harbor facility at nine-

fifteen. He was a compact man named Viegas who had been given the 

warrant and the technical expert’s name and nothing else about 

the case, which is consistent with how Marsh had arranged things: 

minimum information, maximum authorization. He presented the 

warrant to the property management company’s agent, who had been 

notified by the marshal’s office the previous afternoon, and who 

opened the facility’s landward entrance without question. 

What Clara found inside was precisely what she had expected 

to find, because she had been building the model of the 

facility’s contents for weeks and the model was accurate. The 

main space was divided into three sections: the office she had 

documented through the cleaning contractor’s account, with the 

desk and the locked filing cabinet; a corridor with two access-

controlled doors; and beyond the access-controlled doors, the 

server room. 

The access-controlled doors required a keycard that neither 

Clara nor the marshal possessed. The marshal called a federal 

locksmith from a number on a list he carried for exactly this 

contingency, and the locksmith arrived at ten-forty and had the 

doors open in eleven minutes. The lock was commercial grade and 

competently installed and presented no challenge that the 

locksmith had not encountered before. 

The server room was empty in the way that tells a person who 

knows what to look for that it was not always empty: the floor 

tiles had the wear patterns of heavy equipment feet, the ceiling 

had cable routing channels whose termination points corresponded 



Gael / Dark Harbor / 223 

to rack positions, and the immersion cooling system was fully 

operational, its circulation pumps running, the heat exchangers 

maintaining a temperature profile appropriate for a high-density 

server installation. The servers themselves were gone. Thirteen 

bays. Empty. 

But the cooling system was not empty. 

Clara examined the cooling reservoirs—the sealed tanks that 

contain the fluorinated immersion fluid in which the servers are 

submerged—and found that two of the tanks had not been fully 

drained. This is consistent with a rapid removal protocol: the 

immersion cooling fluid cannot be pumped out quickly without 

specialized equipment, and whoever had removed the servers had 

disconnected the drives from the fluid circuits and extracted the 

hardware without completing the drain. In the residual fluid of 

the second tank, resting on the tank’s floor, were two solid-

state encrypted drives. 

Clara photographed the drives in situ before touching them. 

She photographed the tank, the fluid level, the drive 

orientation, the connecting cables that had been left attached. 

She then extracted the drives in the nitrile gloves she had 

brought, sealed them in evidence bags that Viegas provided, and 

continued the documentation. 

I want to describe the discovery of the drives as Clara 

described it to us, because the detail matters and the summary 

loses it. 

The second cooling tank was a sealed rectangular vessel 

approximately one meter by two meters by seventy centimeters 



Gael / Dark Harbor / 224 

deep, constructed from anodized aluminum with four transparent 

inspection ports on its long faces. The fluorinated cooling fluid 

occupied approximately forty percent of the tank’s volume—a clear 

colorless liquid, slightly more viscous than water, carrying an 

electrical neutrality that makes it safe for server immersion. 

The circulation pump was running. The drain valve was closed. 

Clara noticed the drives through the second inspection port. 

They were resting on the tank’s floor between two cooling fins, 

still connected by their interface connectors to the disconnected 

cable stubs of the server network that had been removed. The 

drives were black anodized cases, roughly twelve by eight by two 

centimeters, a model she recognized: a high-density enterprise 

encrypted drive rated for submersion in fluorinated cooling 

fluid, sold to federal contractors for use in classified data 

infrastructure. She had researched this model three weeks earlier 

after identifying the cooling fluid in the sediment samples, so 

she would know what hardware it was designed to house. 

She photographed the drives through the inspection port from 

all angles before touching anything. She documented the serial 

numbers on the drives’ visible faces, partially obscured by the 

fluid but readable with enhancement. Two serial numbers that 

would subsequently be confirmed as belonging to a batch sold to a 

federal contractor two years back. Then she extracted the drives 

in her nitrile gloves, sealed them in numbered evidence bags, and 

documented the chain of custody on the recorder. 

She said, when she brought the evidence bags to the kitchen 

table the following morning and set them between Hamilton and 
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Wilson: “They were left in the cooling tank because they were 

disconnected from the server network and the removal team didn’t 

know they were there. Or they knew they were there and believed 

the fluid would destroy the data, which it won’t, because these 

drive models are rated for immersion exposure and the fluorinated 

fluid is electrically neutral. Either way, we have them.” 

Hamilton looked at the sealed bags for a moment. He said, 

“Can the drives be read?” 

Clara said, “Not by me. The encryption is hardware-level, 

which means the decryption key is either stored on a separate 

authentication device or held in a key management system that the 

drives connect to on startup. Without the authentication device 

or a court order compelling key disclosure, the data is not 

accessible.” She paused. “But the drives’ existence is 

accessible. The drive models are identifiable. The serial numbers 

will be in a manufacturer’s registry. And the polymer compound on 

their outer casings is the same compound I’ve been finding in the 

Stage Harbor sediment for weeks.” 

I said, “They’re the same drives.” 

“They’re the same model as what the casings in the sediment 

came from. That’s the evidentiary connection. The sediment traces 

establish regular transport through the channel. The drives in 

the tank establish what was being transported.” She looked at 

Hamilton. “Not the content. The existence of the activity.” 

Hamilton said, “The existence of the activity is what the 

case needs. The content is for the national security review that 

will happen after the case establishes the legal basis for it.” 
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He picked up the evidence bags. He held them as if weighing them, 

which he was probably doing in the literal sense. Then he set 

them down. “Well done.” 

He said it in the tone he uses for acknowledgments that are 

assessments rather than compliments: stating what the thing is. 

Clara closed her field notebook. 

 

Harwick arrived at the Stage Harbor facility at eleven-

twenty, while Clara and the marshal were still documenting the 

server room. 

He identified himself to the property management agent at 

the landward entrance as counsel for the facility’s ownership 

entity, which was his legitimate role, and asked to speak to the 

warrant officer. The marshal came to the entrance and presented 

the warrant. Harwick read it in full, which took approximately 

four minutes. Clara observed him from the corridor doorway during 

this reading. She described what she observed: 

A man in his mid-to-late sixties, trim, silver hair cut 

short, wearing a summer-weight suit in spite of the July heat, 

which told you something about his relationship to the 

requirements of professional presentation. He had the quality of 

composed attentiveness that comes from long practice in formal 

settings and that reads, at first encounter, as impassivity but 

is, on closer observation, something more deliberate: the 

specific containment of a person who has trained themselves not 

to register surprise. He read the warrant once through 

completely, then turned back to two specific sections and read 
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them a second time, and Clara could not see which sections they 

were from the angle at which she was observing but she thought, 

from the timing, that they were the sections specifying the scope 

of the search and the evidentiary authority under which the 

technical expert had been designated. 

He handed the warrant back to the marshal. He said, in a 

Cape Cod accent that was the specific accent of someone who grew 

up here: “Is there damage to the access-controlled doors?” The 

marshal said there was not, that a licensed locksmith had opened 

them under the warrant authority. Harwick said, “Thank you.” He 

photographed the warrant number with his phone. He left. 

He did not ask about the server room. He did not ask what 

was being documented. He did not ask about the drives in the 

cooling tank, because at the time of his arrival Clara had not 

yet found them, and because Harwick, who knew the facility’s 

contents, would not have known the drives were there either. But 

he did not ask about anything else. He had come to see the 

warrant, confirm its scope, and photograph its number, which 

would allow him to track its progress through the court system. 

He left with what he came for and nothing more. 

Clara said, when she described the encounter to the kitchen 

table: “He is very good at what he does.” She said it in the 

neutral tone of a scientist making an accurate assessment. “The 

containment is genuine. He wasn’t performing the composure. He 

was composed.” 

Hamilton said, “He has been doing this for sixteen years. A 

man who manages the legal infrastructure of a criminal enterprise 
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for sixteen years and remains invisible has either exceptional 

discipline or exceptional institutional protection or both. 

Harwick has both.” He paused. “He will file a motion to suppress 

the warrant by Monday morning. The motion will be technically 

competent and procedurally appropriate and it will fail, because 

the warrant’s authority is clean, but the motion will generate a 

record and a delay, and both of those are what he needs right 

now.” 

 

Ellingson’s ruling on the unsealing motion arrived at four-

forty that afternoon, transmitted by fax to Marsh’s chambers, who 

called Hamilton at four-fifty-three. 

Marsh said, “Motion denied. Ellingson’s reasoning is one 

paragraph. He holds that the motion cites a classified national 

security authority, but the prior filing of an independent 

evidentiary record in a separate judicial proceeding establishes 

a factual predicate that the classified authority cannot override 

without a full panel review, which review will take no less than 

thirty days and which he is referring to the appropriate 

oversight body. The unsealing motion is denied without 

prejudice.” A pause. “Ellingson is not a friend of this office. 

He has ruled against Mast’s unit twice in the past three years on 

procedural grounds. I suspected as much when he drew the motion.” 

I looked at Hamilton after Marsh’s call. I said, “You knew 

Ellingson would deny it.” 

He said, “I knew Ellingson’s history with the Boston field 

office. I did not know he would deny it. I knew it was more 
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probable than not.” He paused in the way that indicates a 

qualification. “I also knew that if he did deny it, the denial 

itself would generate a referral to the oversight body, which is 

a mechanism that operates independently of the Boston field 

office’s institutional reach. The oversight body’s referral is 

now in the file. It cannot be quietly withdrawn.” 

I said, “You were building toward the oversight body 

referral.” 

He said, “I was building toward an institutional record that 

could not be destroyed by the institutional resources available 

to Stell and Mast. The oversight body referral is that record’s 

form in this case. The referral goes to a body that operates 

independently of the Boston field office’s reporting structure, 

which means Mast cannot reach it, which means Stell cannot reach 

it through Mast. The referral is now permanent and it was 

generated not by anything we did but by Stell’s own motion. He 

filed the motion that generated the referral that he cannot now 

retract.” 

He paused in the manner he pauses when there is more and the 

more will require the other person to be ready for it. Then: “I 

want to be precise about something. The oversight body referral 

is important for the program’s long-term accountability. It is 

not our primary instrument. Our primary instrument is the 

evidentiary package: the financial architecture, the sediment 

evidence, the NOAA contract, the planning board document, the two 

drives from the cooling tank, and Brian’s affidavit. That 

package, filed in the right judicial venue with the right 
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supporting brief, is the case against Harwick and Stell as 

individuals who operated an illegal data exfiltration and sales 

enterprise. The oversight body referral is the case against the 

Bureau division that co-opted and protected that enterprise. The 

two cases are separate. They run in parallel. One of them is 

already in motion.” He looked at me. “The one that is already in 

motion is the individual case.” 

I said, “Harwick’s suppression motion.” 

“Filed by Monday morning, as I said. Competent and 

technically appropriate and ultimately unpersuasive, because the 

warrant was clean. But the motion’s filing will require a 

response, and the response will give us the opportunity to attach 

the full evidentiary brief to the judicial record for the first 

time as a public filing. Once it’s public, it’s permanent. 

Harwick will know this and may choose not to file the motion, 

which is also acceptable. The choice not to file is the choice of 

a man who has calculated that the motion’s collateral damage 

exceeds its benefit, and a man making that calculation is a man 

who has already accepted that the warrant’s product is in the 

file.” 

I said, “Either way, you win.” 

He said, “Either way, the evidence is in the file.” He made 

the distinction without emphasis, which is how he makes the 

distinctions that matter most. 

Noyes called the following morning. She said she had 

received a report from a Chatham officer of a vehicle circling 

the approach roads to Allen Point—not parked, not stopped, moving 
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at normal speed but on a pattern that a trained observer 

recognized as reconnaissance. Dark SUV, not the white pickup. The 

officer had not approached the vehicle. He had noted the plate. 

The plate was a Massachusetts registration to a vehicle rental 

company whose corporate structure, when Noyes ran it, terminated 

in a Delaware entity she could not resolve in the standard 

databases. 

She said, “This is new. The white pickup is the enforcement 

vehicle. The SUV is something different.” 

Hamilton said, “The white pickup belongs to Stell’s 

operational support infrastructure. The SUV does not.” He was 

quiet for a moment. “The buyers.” 

I have been thinking about how to describe what the buyers’ 

independent surveillance meant, because it is the event in this 

account that most significantly changes the character of what 

follows, and I want to be accurate about why it changed it. 

Until the SUV appeared on the approach roads to Allen Point, 

the case had two opposing parties: the evidentiary record we were 

building, and the institutional machinery Stell and Mast had been 

using to suppress it. The opposition was between the inside of 

the law and the inside of the law—between judicial proceedings in 

Providence and court filings in Boston and warrant applications 

before magistrates and oversight body referrals. Violent in its 

way, but violent in the specifically contained manner of 

institutional combat, where the weapons are procedural motions 

and the casualties are careers and reputations and the occasional 

liberty of a defendant who cannot afford the better lawyer. 



Gael / Dark Harbor / 232 

The SUV changed the character of the opposition because it 

introduced a party that does not use those weapons. The Voronov 

network is not interested in the penalty clause’s legal terms. It 

is not interested in sealed affidavits or warrant executions or 

Ellingson’s ruling. It is interested in the data it purchased on 

a quarterly basis for three years and which it has not received 

in the current quarter, and in the people who are responsible for 

the disruption of that delivery, and in what it will cost to 

either resume the delivery or recover the equivalent value. The 

enforcement methodology the Voronov network uses for this kind of 

problem is the one Kirchner learned about in Vienna, and Marcus 

Webb learned about in Somerville, and Kevin Halter learned about 

on Route 6. 

The SUV circling Allen Point was not reconnaissance for an 

arrest. It was reconnaissance for a different kind of resolution. 

The word fell into the kitchen with the weight of a thing 

named for the first time in the present tense. We had been 

discussing the buyers as the third party—the Voronov network, the 

Volga Capital entities, the offshore intelligence-adjacent 

operations that had been purchasing the ghost data quarterly for 

three years. We had been discussing them as a future variable: 

what they would do when the penalty window closed. We were now 

discussing them as a present one. They had sent their own 

surveillance asset. They were not waiting for the window. 

Hamilton said to me: “Call Marsh. We need to discuss Brian’s 

physical security.” He went to the study and came back with the 
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green notebook, which he opened to a new page and wrote on for 

two minutes without looking up. 

I looked at what he wrote when he set the notebook down. The 

new entry said: 

Buyers active independently. Stell’s window irrelevant to 

them. They want the data or the equivalent. Fifteen days. Brian 

is what they want. Move Brian. 

Below that, a sentence that had not been in any previous 

entry: 

The case has a second timeline now. Find it. 

I copied this entry into the journal and sat with it for a 

while. The second timeline was the buyers’ timeline: independent 

of Stell’s thirty-day penalty window, independent of Harwick’s 

suppression motion, independent of Ellingson’s oversight 

referral. The buyers’ timeline was driven by their own 

operational requirements, which were the requirements of a 

network that had purchased data on a quarterly cycle and that had 

not received the current quarter’s delivery and that had sent its 

own surveillance asset to Allen Point to assess what was in the 

way of remedying that. 

The specific danger of the buyers’ timeline was that it was 

not subject to the institutional constraints that governed 

everything else in the case. Stell was limited by what he could 

do through official channels without creating more institutional 

exposure than he was trying to suppress. Mast was limited by what 

he could authorize through the Bureau’s internal processes 

without generating the kind of record that an oversight body 
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referral would eventually examine. Harwick was limited by what a 

licensed attorney could do without crossing the line from 

aggressive legal representation into obstruction. The buyers had 

none of these constraints. 

Hamilton had written: find it. The second timeline. Find 

where it was and how much time it had. This was the work of the 

next day and possibly the day after that, and it was work of a 

different kind from the work that had produced the warrant and 

the affidavit and the oversight referral. Those were built from 

public records and forensic evidence and the institutional 

knowledge of a federal judge. The buyers’ timeline would need to 

be found from somewhere else. I did not know yet from where. I 

believed Hamilton did. 
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Chapter Fifteen 

“The Second Timeline” 

 

I have been trying to describe, in eleven years of these 

accounts, the quality of a house that is being watched from 

outside and that knows it is being watched. The quality is not 

fear, exactly, though fear is present in the way that a low 

barometric pressure is present before a storm: not visible, not 

yet kinetic, but measurable to an instrument tuned for it. The 

quality is closer to the specific alertness of a place that has 

been doing one kind of work and is now being required to do a 

second kind simultaneously—the investigative work continuing, the 

physical security work beginning, both requiring attention, both 

competing for the same limited hours. 

The SUV had not returned the previous night, as far as 

Noyes’s observer could determine. But the absence of the SUV 

overnight is not the absence of what the SUV represents, and 

everyone in the house understood this, and the understanding 

produced the quality I am describing: not paralysis, not urgency, 

but the addition of a second layer of attention to a situation 

that was already requiring everything the first layer had. 

Hamilton was at the study window at five in the morning. 

Mary had driven to her Chatham house the previous evening and was 

not yet back. Clara was in the outbuilding with the lights on. I 

made coffee and took the journal to the kitchen table and wrote 

the previous day’s entries, which I had not completed the night 

before because the day had gone on too long and my handwriting in 
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the late entries of a long day deteriorates in ways I find 

difficult to read the following morning. I wrote for forty 

minutes. Then I set the journal down and looked at the salt marsh 

through the kitchen window, which was receiving the first light 

of a July morning in the specific patient way that this coast 

receives everything: without hurry, without announcement, the 

light simply being there where it had not been a few minutes 

earlier. 

 

Patricia called at seven-forty. She was calling from 

Providence, where she had been staying with her sister since the 

subpoena, using the burner phone she had prepared with the 

specific practicality of a former IRS agent who had been doing 

this kind of work long enough to know when to have a burner phone 

ready. 

She said, “I have been looking at Volga Capital Group’s fund 

documentation for the past week. European investment funds 

registered in Luxembourg are required to file quarterly 

distribution reports with the Commission de Surveillance du 

Secteur Financier—the Luxembourg financial regulatory authority. 

The reports are not fully public, but the distribution schedule 

components are disclosed in a summary format that I can access 

through the commercial database I subscribe to. Volga Capital 

Group’s most recent disclosed distribution schedule shows a 

quarterly distribution payment to its limited partners in eleven 

days.” She paused. “The quarterly distribution amount includes a 

component that I’ve been able to identify, based on the payment 
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architecture I mapped, as corresponding to the proceeds from the 

American data operation’s quarterly delivery. The specific 

component is approximately forty percent of the total 

distribution. At the financial volumes I’ve mapped, forty percent 

of a Volga quarterly distribution represents approximately fifty 

million dollars.” 

I looked at the kitchen. Hamilton had come out of the study 

and was standing in the doorway. 

Patricia said, “The limited partners who receive that forty 

percent have downstream commitments of their own—investment 

vehicles and financial instruments that depend on the 

distribution arriving on schedule. If the distribution doesn’t 

arrive, the downstream commitments fail. The structure of the 

downstream commitments, as best I can trace it, includes some 

entities that appear in the OFAC sanctions list annotations.” She 

paused again. “They are not going to allow the distribution to 

fail.” 

I said, “Eleven days.” 

“Eleven days. Which is four days earlier than the thirty-day 

Atrium penalty window. The second timeline ends first.” 

I thanked her and ended the call and looked at Hamilton. He 

was still in the doorway, which meant he had arrived in time to 

hear at least the last portion of the call and had recognized 

what he was hearing. He said, “Eleven days.” He said it not as a 

response to anything I had said but as a private confirmation, in 

the manner of someone hearing stated aloud a number they had been 

calculating from a different direction and had arrived at 
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independently. He went to the table and sat down and opened the 

green notebook. 

He wrote for a few minutes. Then he looked up. “The buyers’ 

enforcement is not punitive. It’s functional. They sent the 

surveillance asset to Allen Point not to intimidate us but to 

assess whether the operation could be resumed sufficiently to 

produce a delivery in the eleven-day window. A delivery that 

prevents the distribution from failing.” He looked at the 

notebook. “They don’t want us to stop. They want the operation to 

continue. That’s a different problem from what we were managing 

yesterday.” 

I said, “Different how?” 

“Yesterday’s problem was: protect Brian from the buyers’ 

enforcement capacity. Today’s problem is: understand that the 

buyers’ primary objective is not Brian’s removal but the delivery 

of what they paid for. Which means they will try to find an 

alternative path to the delivery before they resort to 

enforcement. And the alternative path they would consider first 

is the one they already have access to.” He looked at me. “The 

Stage Harbor facility still has infrastructure. The servers are 

gone but the cooling system is running and the satellite 

verification system is operational. Someone with the technical 

capability to supply drives and access to the Tern Island 

processing system could, in eleven days, produce something that 

approximates a delivery.” He paused. “The question is who has 

that capability now that Brian’s operation is disrupted.” 
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I want to be specific about the significance of this 

finding, because it changes the character of the case in a way 

that is easy to state but harder to fully absorb. Up to this 

point, the buyers had been operating within a framework that we 

controlled: the thirty-day penalty window, which was the Atrium’s 

contractual mechanism. The Atrium’s contract was between Brian’s 

operation and the buyers. Brian was no longer running the 

operation. The penalty window was therefore already broken, in 

the contractual sense, from the moment Brian’s ability to fulfill 

the contract was disrupted. The remaining twenty-nine days were 

simply the contractual notice period before the buyers could 

activate their remediation terms. 

But the buyers’ Volga Capital distribution was a different 

instrument entirely. It was not a bilateral contract between 

Brian and the buyers. It was a multilateral obligation between 

the Volga fund and its limited partners. The limited partners had 

committed capital to Volga on the basis of expected returns that 

included the quarterly data sale proceeds. If those proceeds did 

not arrive in time for the distribution, the limited partners’ 

own downstream obligations would fail. These were not abstract 

financial inconveniences. They were, in the network of entities 

that Patricia’s analysis had mapped, the real-world financial 

machinery of the intelligence-adjacent operations that had been 

purchasing the ghost data in the first place. Entities on OFAC 

sanctions lists do not absorb financial losses passively. They 

have their own enforcement methodologies. 
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What Hamilton had identified—and what I understood when he 

said “the second timeline ends first”—was that the buyers’ 

timeline was not just earlier than the Atrium’s. It was non-

negotiable in a way the Atrium’s was not. The Atrium’s penalty 

window could theoretically be extended or renegotiated. The Volga 

distribution date could not, because the limited partners on the 

other end of it were not people who received letters from 

attorneys. They were the people who sent vehicles to circle Allen 

Point at night. 

Clara came in from the outbuilding at eight-fifteen. She had 

been at the bench since before five and had the expression she 

has when the work has been going well and she has found what she 

went looking for. She set a printed spreadsheet on the table: the 

drive serial numbers she had photographed in the cooling tank, 

cross-referenced against the manufacturer’s registry records she 

had accessed through her institutional database. The drives had 

been manufactured in a batch of two hundred units two years back, 

sold to a federal contractor called ARC Technologies Group, which 

was incorporated in Delaware and had an address in Tysons Corner, 

Virginia. 

ARC Technologies Group’s principal, listed in the Delaware 

incorporation filing, was a holding company registered in Nevada. 

The Nevada holding company’s name was Metropolis Digital 

Infrastructure LLC. Metropolis: one of the ghost towns in 

Patricia’s Nevada cluster. One of Stell’s entities. 
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The drives had been purchased by Stell’s own entity and 

delivered to the Stage Harbor facility under federal contractor 

cover. The chain of ownership was now in the file. 

I want to note the significance of this finding in the 

context of the case’s evidentiary structure, because it is the 

connection that closes the gap between the institutional side of 

the case and the physical side. The financial architecture and 

Brian’s affidavit establish the operation’s structure from the 

human and commercial angles: who built it, who operated it, who 

purchased what it produced, and what institutional protection was 

arranged to prevent its discovery. The sediment samples and the 

facility documentation establish the physical infrastructure from 

the forensic angle: where the operation ran, what equipment it 

used, and how long it had been running. But the connection 

between these two layers—the institutional and the physical—had 

been asserted rather than documented until Clara found the 

Metropolis Digital Infrastructure chain in the manufacturer’s 

registry. 

Now it was documented. The drives were Stell’s drives, 

purchased through his Nevada entity, stored in the facility his 

NOAA contract had funded, processed by a server installation that 

Brian’s operation ran and that Stell’s Bureau division monitored 

and used. The two chains—the criminal enterprise and the 

classified program—converged at the same physical hardware. The 

same hardware that had been left in a cooling tank at Stage 

Harbor and that was now in Marsh’s chambers. 
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I went to Clara’s car at nine-fifteen to retrieve a field 

notebook she had left in the back seat, which she needed for the 

document preparation she was doing in the outbuilding. The car 

was parked in the Allen Point driveway, in the shade of the pitch 

pines that line the lane. 

The passenger-side window had been broken. The safety glass 

was in granular pieces on the seat and on the gravel below the 

door. The interior of the car had been searched: the glove 

compartment was open, the contents spread on the passenger seat, 

the rear seat back pushed forward to access the cargo area. 

Nothing appeared to be missing. The field notebook was in the 

cargo area, where Clara had left it, unopened. 

I took the field notebook and went back inside and told 

Hamilton and Clara what I had found. Clara went to the car to 

assess what she could determine about the method and timing of 

the entry. She came back in ten minutes with three findings: the 

window had been broken with a specific tool, not by hand, which 

left a distinctive fracture pattern consistent with a center-

punch glass breaker; the entry had occurred in the early morning, 

before five, based on the dew pattern on the granular glass on 

the seat; and the search had been systematic rather than hasty, 

which meant the person or persons who had done it knew what they 

were looking for and had looked for it methodically. 

I stood in the driveway for a moment before I went inside. 

The granular glass on the gravel had the quality of something 

very deliberate that has been made to look like something casual, 

and it did not look casual to anyone who looked at it carefully. 
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The center-punch method is a professional tool: a device the size 

of a ballpoint pen, spring-loaded, that breaks safety glass with 

a single precise contact at a point. It leaves no fingerprints, 

makes minimal noise, and requires less than three seconds from 

contact to entry. Someone with this tool used it in the Allen 

Point driveway, in the early morning, while we were asleep in the 

house twenty meters away. 

I thought about this as I walked back to the kitchen. The 

house had been under the Chatham officer’s irregular observation 

since the previous evening, which meant the entry occurred before 

DaSilva’s patrol began. The buyers’ people had been watching the 

driveway closely enough to know that Clara’s car was in it, and 

that it was the car they needed to search, and they had searched 

it in the hour before first light with the efficiency of people 

who had prepared for exactly this. 

They had been looking for the drives from the Stage Harbor 

cooling tank. They knew Clara had found them at the warrant 

execution. They knew because someone had been watching the 

facility when the warrant was executed, or had been watching 

Clara’s vehicle, or had received information about the warrant’s 

contents through the same channels that had allowed Stell’s 

people to monitor Florette’s docket in real time. 

Hamilton said, “The drives go to Marsh’s chambers today. By 

federal marshal, with documented chain of custody. They should 

not be in this house another hour.” He called Viegas, the marshal 

who had accompanied Clara to Stage Harbor, and arranged the 

transfer for eleven o’clock. He gave Viegas the sealed evidence 
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bags and the chain of custody documentation that Clara had 

prepared at the facility. Viegas was on the road with them by 

eleven-fifteen. 

Then he called Noyes. He described the broken window and the 

systematic search and the early-morning timing. He said, “I would 

like a patrol presence on the lane. Regular, not constant. Enough 

to establish that the address has official attention without 

advertising why.” 

Noyes said, “I have the welfare check request and the 

suspicious vehicle report. The patrol is justifiable.” She said 

it in the tone of a person who has been waiting to be asked for 

something specific she was already in a position to provide. An 

officer named DaSilva would cover the lane on an irregular 

schedule beginning that afternoon. 

 

Crane called at two-fifteen. Brian had been at the location 

Marsh arranged for six days and was, in Crane’s careful 

professional phrasing, “eager to provide additional material that 

he believes is relevant to the current state of the proceedings.” 

I recognized the phrase as the circumlocution of an attorney who 

has been told something that he cannot fully evaluate and is 

transmitting it in terms that preserve his client’s position 

without overstating it. 

I said, “What material?” 

Crane said, “He says he has the delivery schedule. The 

specific contractual delivery schedule in the Atrium’s master 

agreement with its principal buyers. He says he retained a copy 
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of the schedule when he believed he might need it as a personal 

insurance document. He says the schedule includes the date that 

the current quarter’s delivery was contractually due, and a 

provision he calls the ’substitution clause,’ which specifies an 

alternative delivery mechanism if the primary operator is unable 

to fulfill the delivery.” He paused. “He says he will only give 

this to Hamilton in person. He says he should be at Allen Point.” 

I covered the phone and relayed this to Hamilton, who was at 

the table with the green notebook. He was quiet for a moment. 

Then he said, “Tell him yes.” 

I told Crane. He said, “Tomorrow morning. I’ll drive him.” 

He ended the call. 

Hamilton said, after a moment: “The substitution clause.” He 

said it in the tone of a man who has just had a suspicion 

confirmed that he had been holding for two days. “If the primary 

operator cannot fulfill the delivery, the buyers have the 

contractual right to activate an alternative. The alternative is 

either a different operator within the same network, or a direct 

Bureau division delivery using the Stage Harbor infrastructure.” 

He looked at me. “Stell’s domestic program has the cooling 

system, the satellite verification system, and the institutional 

authority to direct a delivery through the facility without 

needing Brian at all. The substitution clause is the Bureau 

division’s pathway to the delivery. That’s why the SUV came here. 

They wanted to know whether the Stage Harbor infrastructure was 

still operational before they decided whether to invoke the 

substitution clause.” 
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Clara said, “The servers are gone. The cooling system 

without servers can’t process a delivery.” 

Hamilton said, “No. But Stell has had six years to build 

redundancy into his infrastructure. We’ve found one facility. The 

Nevada cluster has entities whose function we haven’t fully 

identified. If there is a second processing location—another 

island, another remote property, another server installation on 

this coast—and if the Stage Harbor facility can act as the 

distribution node for that location’s output, then the 

substitution clause is still viable.” He was quiet. “Brian’s 

schedule will tell us what the substitution clause requires. And 

Brian’s information about the alternative location is what he has 

been holding back since Providence.” 

 

The evening had the quality of an Allen Point evening in the 

case’s late phase: the sound visible through the study window in 

the last of the light, the marsh doing what the marsh does in 

July at the bottom of the tide, the herons and the channels and 

the specific colors that this coast produces in the specific hour 

before dark that I have been trying to describe for two years 

without finding language that is not either inadequate or 

excessive. DaSilva’s patrol car had passed the lane entrance 

twice since three o’clock. The driveway was quiet. Clara had 

swept the glass from the car seat and had put tape over the 

broken window. The drives were in Marsh’s chambers. The 

evidentiary brief was filed. Brian was in a car somewhere between 
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wherever Marsh had put him and Allen Point, and would arrive 

tomorrow. 

Hamilton was on the deck. I joined him at nine. The near bar 

was barely visible in the dusk, a dark shape in darker water, and 

the heron was on it—I could tell from the stillness of the shape, 

which has the quality of a bird’s stillness rather than a rock’s, 

a stillness that is held rather than maintained. 

He said, “Brian has been inside the operation from the 

beginning. He knows its architecture the way an engineer knows a 

structure he has built: not from the outside, not from the 

evidence, but from the inside, from the decisions he made while 

building it. There are parts of the structure that we have found 

from the outside and that will be corroborated when he describes 

them from the inside. And there are parts that we cannot find 

from the outside because they were never exposed to any record 

except his own.” He paused. “The alternative location. Wherever 

the second processing facility is, Brian knows it. He knows it 

because he built it or because he used it.” 

I said, “Or because he is holding it as his last asset.” 

“Yes,” Hamilton said. “So tomorrow’s conversation requires 

something that most of the conversations in this case have not 

required.” He looked at the near bar. “It requires that Brian 

trust us rather than merely use us.” 

I thought about what that meant, and about the quality of a 

man’s trust after twelve years of systematic concealment. I 

thought about Brian at the kitchen table in Newton in the early 

hours of the morning after the stadium, choosing what to say and 
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what not to say about the operation whose existence his attorney 

wife had just begun to discover. I thought about the fourteen 

months during which he had known about Mast and had said nothing 

to anyone, holding it as private insurance against a possibility 

he could not yet name. And I thought about the voicemail he had 

left on Patricia’s landline, the forty-one seconds in which he 

had given us the penalty window and the QDE date but had not 

given us Stell’s name, which he also knew. 

A man who has spent four years building a criminal 

enterprise does not trust people easily. He trusts procedures: 

contracts, NDAs, liability structures. He trusts institutional 

arrangements: the shell companies with their wreck names, the 

registered agent in Hyannis, the Bureau liaison in Boston. He 

does not trust individuals, because individuals can be turned, 

can be threatened, can make their own calculations about what 

information to deploy and when. He had trusted the Atrium’s 

institutional framework and the framework had eventually required 

him to cooperate with an affidavit and a sealed magistrate 

proceeding in Providence. He had not trusted it enough to tell it 

about the second processing location. 

What Hamilton was saying, on the deck in the dark with the 

heron on the near bar, was that the second processing location 

required a different kind of asking. Not the kind that a warrant 

or an affidavit or an evidentiary brief can do. The kind that 

requires two people in a kitchen deciding together, without 

institutional intermediaries, what the right thing is. Brian had 

built this operation and he knew where its remaining active 
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infrastructure was. Whether he gave that information depended on 

whether he believed that the people asking for it would use it in 

a way that was consistent with his survival. 

use us—had a quality that I find I want to record 

accurately. He was not asking it rhetorically. He was asking it 

as a methodological question, the kind he asks when the answer 

determines the approach. A person who trusts gives you what they 

know in the order they know it, without the filtering that 

utility calculation requires. A person who merely uses gives you 

what they calculate will produce the result they want, which is 

not necessarily everything they know and is sometimes 

specifically not. The difference between the two modes of giving 

is the difference between an ally and a source, and the 

evidentiary value is substantially different. 

Brian had been a source until Providence. The affidavit was 

the act of a source: structured, calculated, providing what would 

produce immunity while withholding what retained leverage. The 

second location, held back from the affidavit, was the withheld 

leverage. Bringing it to Allen Point in person, to give it to 

Hamilton directly rather than to Florette’s court or to Crane’s 

brief, was a different act. It was the act of a person who had 

run out of institutional structures to hide behind and was 

considering, for the first time, whether the people at Allen 

Point were the right people to trust with the last thing he had. 

I said, “What happens if he doesn’t trust us?” 

Hamilton said, “Then he gives us the substitution clause and 

the delivery schedule and not the location. And we find the 
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location from the records we have, because the Nevada cluster 

entities have addresses that we haven’t fully mapped, and one of 

those addresses will be the second location if we look carefully 

enough. But that will take longer than eleven days.” He paused. 

“So we need him to trust us.” 

I said, “How do you make that happen?” 

He said, “I don’t make it happen. I create the conditions in 

which it becomes possible. The conditions are: he arrives and 

finds that the house is what we have represented it to be, and 

that the people in it are what they appear to be, and that what 

we have already built from the outside is sufficient to protect 

him regardless of what he gives us from the inside. If those 

conditions are present, the choice is his.” He looked at the near 

bar. “I have been building those conditions for six weeks. 

Starting on the night Marla knocked on the door.” 

I did not ask the question aloud. I wrote it in the journal 

instead, and went inside, and the study light was on when I fell 

asleep, and in the morning the green notebook had a new entry 

that said: 

Brian arrives today. Eleven days. The second location is the 

case. 
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Chapter Sixteen 

“The Second Location” 

 

Crane’s car arrived at Allen Point at ten-forty in the 

morning. I was in the kitchen. Hamilton was in the study. Clara 

and Mary were both at the table—Clara with the field notebook, 

Mary with a cup of coffee and the patient journal she maintains, 

which she had brought from Chatham to work on while she was here. 

We had agreed the previous evening that Mary would stay at Allen 

Point while Brian was present, because Hamilton had said, without 

explanation, that having a physician in the room was a sensible 

precaution, and he had said it in the tone that does not invite 

questions. 

I watched Crane’s car through the kitchen window. It was a 

dark blue sedan, the kind that a Boston attorney of a certain 

professional standing drives: conservative, well-maintained, 

unmarked. Crane got out first. He was a heavyset man in his early 

fifties with the quality of composed professional attention that 

I associate with attorneys who have spent enough time in 

difficult situations that the situations themselves have stopped 

surprising them. He looked at the house and then at the lane. He 

was assessing, in the way all lawyers at Allen Point seemed to 

assess, whether the place was what they had been told it was. 

Brian Anders got out of the passenger side. 

I had not seen Brian in person before this moment. I knew 

him from the descriptions in Marla’s account and from the 

photographs in the Meridian Analytics press coverage that had 
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appeared in our research over the preceding weeks. The 

photographs showed a man in his early forties with the surface 

quality of a certain kind of Silicon Valley executive: confident, 

well-groomed, accustomed to presenting a particular image of 

himself to the world in the contexts that required it. The man 

who got out of Crane’s dark blue sedan had that quality’s 

remnants, the way a building has the remnants of a style after it 

has been through a fire: the structure is there but the finish 

has been stripped by something that the original construction did 

not account for. 

He was forty-three years old. He looked four years older 

than that, which is consistent with a person who has been 

carrying what he had been carrying for four years and who had not 

slept well for the last three weeks of it. He looked at the 

house, which I would normally not note, but he looked at it in a 

way: the way a person looks at a place they have been told to 

come to and that is smaller and quieter and more ordinary than 

the weight of what has brought them here would seem to require. 

He had the quality, standing in the driveway, of someone who has 

been building toward a destination and has arrived at it and 

found that the destination is a house above a salt marsh with a 

pitch pine lane and a study window facing southeast. 

Hamilton came out of the study and walked to the kitchen 

doorway. He said, “Bring them in.” 

 

The four of us—Hamilton at the north end, Clara and Mary on 

the east side, Wilson at the south—made room for Crane and Brian 
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in the configuration that the kitchen table imposes when there 

are six people at it: close, functional, without the spatial 

ceremony that a conference room or an office provides. This was, 

I believe, deliberate. The kitchen table at Allen Point has 

produced more honest accounts than any room I have been in with 

better furniture. 

Brian looked at Hamilton for a moment before he sat down. I 

watched this look because I wanted to understand what was in it, 

and what I saw was a version of what I had seen in Marla’s 

account of her first look at Hamilton: the recalibration of an 

expectation. He had expected, I think, something more formal, or 

something more institutional, or something larger. What he found 

was a tall man who sat at the north end of a kitchen table and 

said, “Tell me what you brought.” 

Brian looked at Crane, who nodded once. 

I want to record what I observed of Brian Anders in the 

forty minutes he sat at this table, because the observation is 

part of the account and because Marla’s account describes him as 

she understood him before she found the Whydah folder and the 

listening device residue and the powerboat in Stage Harbor, and 

the understanding she had then is a different understanding from 

the one this house gave us after six weeks of looking at him from 

the outside. She understood him as a deceiver. That is accurate 

and insufficient. 

What I saw at the kitchen table was a person who had built 

something with considerable intelligence and considerable care 

and who had, in the building of it, become the captive of what he 
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had built. Not a cartoon criminal. A man who had made a series of 

calculations a few years back that were rational within their own 

frame of reference, and whose frame of reference had proved, over 

four years, to be catastrophically incomplete. The frame had not 

included Marla examining a Schedule K-1 at midnight in a Newton 

kitchen. It had not included Clara’s seagrass transect producing 

polymer traces from the Stage Harbor approach channel. It had not 

included a forensic accountant in Providence who had found the 

Volga Capital distribution schedule from a Luxembourg regulatory 

filing and who had recognized it immediately as someone who had 

spent twelve years at the IRS. 

The frame had not included Allen Point. Which is, I think, 

the truest thing that can be said about what this house is and 

what it does: it is the thing that the frames people build around 

their concealments do not include, because the people building 

the frames do not know this coast well enough to know that a 

house above a salt marsh in Chatham with a study window and a 

kitchen table and a marine ecologist in the outbuilding is what 

looks at the water that they thought no one was looking at. 

Brian opened the manila envelope he had been carrying and 

put two documents on the table. The first was a folded letter-

sized document, sixteen pages, the top page bearing a heading in 

small type that I could read from the south end of the table: it 

said ATRIUM MASTER DELIVERY AND SERVICES AGREEMENT in the style 

of a corporate contract. The second was a single page, separate 

from the contract, on which I could make out a table with columns 

and rows. 
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He said, “The master agreement covers the operational terms 

of the American delivery network. The delivery schedule and the 

penalty terms. And the substitution clause.” He pushed the 

contract toward Hamilton. “I’ve had this for two years. I kept it 

because I thought I might need it.” He paused. “I thought I might 

need it to protect myself. It turns out I need it to protect 

myself in a different way.” 

Hamilton did not open the contract immediately. He said, 

“Describe the substitution clause in your own words.” 

Brian said, “If the primary operator fails to deliver within 

the quarterly window, the buyers have the right to activate an 

alternative delivery mechanism using the same physical 

infrastructure. The alternative mechanism is operated by the 

designated alternate operator, which is listed in a sealed 

schedule at the back of the agreement.” He looked at the table. 

“The alternate operator is Stell’s entity. ARC Technologies 

Group. Under the substitution clause, Stell’s program can access 

the Stage Harbor facility directly and conduct a delivery without 

me. Without the Atrium’s normal channel.” 

Hamilton said, “The Stage Harbor servers are gone.” 

Brian said, “Yes. But the substitution clause doesn’t 

require Stage Harbor specifically. It requires ’the operational 

infrastructure of the American delivery network.’ The operational 

infrastructure includes Stage Harbor and the second location.” He 

looked at Hamilton. “The second location is why the SUV was 

circling this house. They wanted to know if the second location 
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was exposed. If it wasn’t, the substitution clause was still 

viable.” 

Hamilton said, “Give me the second location.” 

The pause that followed lasted perhaps fifteen seconds. In 

the context of a kitchen table conversation it was long. I 

watched Brian’s face during it and I saw the quality of a person 

who has been holding a piece of information in reserve for an 

extended period—carrying it as a kind of weight and also as a 

kind of insurance—and who is now deciding whether to release it. 

The decision was visible in the way decisions are visible in 

faces when the person is too tired to maintain the performance of 

composure: not in any dramatic change of expression but in the 

quality of the eyes, which went from somewhere internal to 

somewhere external, which is the direction of a decision to speak 

rather than to continue holding. 

He said, “Naushon Island.” 

 

Naushon is the largest of the Elizabeth Islands, a chain of 

privately owned islands running southwest from the tip of 

Falmouth into Vineyard Sound. Naushon itself is approximately 

five miles long and has been owned by the Forbes family since 

1843, managed as a private land trust with minimal development 

and restricted access. A portion of the island’s northeast corner 

has been available for institutional lease for scientific and 

research purposes for over two decades now, since the Forbes 

trust established a research access program. The lessee at any 

given time conducts their work under a standard research use 
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agreement and in exchange for an annual lease payment well below 

the island’s market value. 

Brian slid the second document across the table. It was a 

copy of a lease agreement, the lessee identified as ARC 

Technologies Group LLC, the term running from a few years back to 

the present with annual renewals, the stated purpose “marine data 

infrastructure research and monitoring.” The lease payment: 

twenty-two thousand dollars annually. The property: a building 

and dock on the island’s northeast shore, approximately eighteen 

hundred square feet, with water access and an existing equipment 

installation from the previous lessee, a marine acoustics 

research team whose use of the building had ended some years 

back. 

I want to note what the Naushon lease meant in the 

architecture of the case, because it is a thing that is easy to 

look past in the sequence of events and that deserves to be 

looked at directly. 

Tern Island, Stage Harbor, and all of the Cape Cod wreck 

name entities were Brian’s architecture. He designed them, built 

them, named them, and operated them. They were the American 

operator’s operational infrastructure, and their discovery and 

documentation was the discovery and documentation of Brian’s 

specific contribution to the Atrium’s American network. 

Naushon was Stell’s architecture. Built before Brian 

arrived, maintained independently of Brian’s network, named 

through the ARC Technologies Group cover rather than through the 

Cape Cod wreck name system. It was the Bureau program’s direct 
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operational infrastructure on the American coast, predating the 

Atrium’s commercial operation by two years. Which meant that the 

classified domestic intelligence program had not been co-opted by 

a criminal enterprise that had approached it for protection. The 

criminal enterprise had been built around an infrastructure that 

the classified program had already constructed. Stell had built 

Naushon first. Then he had invited Brian to build the commercial 

layer around it. 

This changed the character of the case. Not its facts—the 

facts were what they had been since Clara found the polymer in 

the sediment. But its meaning. The Bureau’s classified program 

was not the corruption of an otherwise legitimate operation. The 

corruption was the original state of things, and the commercial 

operation was the cover that the original corruption had arranged 

for itself. 

Brian said, “Naushon was the first facility. Tern Island 

came later, when the operation expanded. Stage Harbor came after 

that. I built Tern Island to specs that Stell’s team provided. 

The Stage Harbor facility was built jointly—my contractors and 

his program’s procurement. Naushon I never touched. That was 

entirely his.” He looked at Hamilton. “I don’t know what’s in the 

Naushon building. I know it has the same satellite uplink 

capacity as Tern Island, because I’ve seen the configuration in 

operational documents. I know it has server infrastructure 

because the lease’s electricity consumption annexe lists monthly 

usage consistent with an active server installation. But I have 

never been there.” 
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Hamilton looked at the lease for a long moment. Then he 

looked at Brian. He said, “Why did you hold this back from the 

Providence affidavit?” 

Brian said, “Because I wasn’t sure it would be enough to 

protect me if I gave it to a court and the court was compromised. 

And because…” He stopped. He looked at the table. “Because it was 

Stell’s. Not mine. Everything else in the operation I built or 

operated. Naushon belongs to the Bureau program. If I gave it to 

the wrong people, it could be buried. A federal facility on a 

private island leased by a classified program has a very kind of 

institutional protection.” He looked at Hamilton. “I wanted to 

give it to someone who could use it rather than someone who could 

suppress it.” 

Hamilton said, “You gave it to the right person.” He said it 

simply, without inflection, in the tone of a statement rather 

than a reassurance. He picked up the lease document and the 

master agreement and looked at Clara. “Naushon’s northeast shore. 

We need the water approach and the dock dimensions. And we need 

to know whether the satellite configuration is visible from 

Vineyard Sound.” 

Clara said, “I know Naushon. I’ve sampled the Sound side 

three times.” She opened the field notebook. “The northeast shore 

has a small cove. The dock would be inside the cove. Satellite 

equipment on the building’s roof would be visible from 

approximately four hundred meters offshore in the Sound.” She 

paused. “I can be there by two o’clock.” 
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DaSilva called Noyes at eleven-forty-three. He had observed 

a white pickup truck on the lane approach road, traveling slowly 

past the Allen Point entrance, which it had done twice in the 

previous twenty minutes. The truck had slowed on the second pass 

to approximately five miles per hour before accelerating away. He 

had the plate. 

Noyes called Hamilton. He listened and said, “Brian needs to 

leave through the salt marsh access path. Not the lane.” He 

looked at Crane. “Is he physically able to walk a quarter-mile on 

uneven ground?” 

Crane said, “Yes.” 

Hamilton said to Noyes: “Can you have a vehicle at the 

Dennis Road marsh access in twenty minutes?” 

Noyes said she could. 

Brian looked at Hamilton. He said, “They know I’m here.” 

Hamilton said, “They know your car is not at the lane. They 

know you arrived with Crane and that Crane’s car is in the 

driveway. They’ve been watching the house since last night.” He 

was calm, which I note because the quality of Hamilton’s calm in 

a moment of operational pressure is different from the calm of a 

person who is not alarmed. It is the calm of a person who is 

alarmed and who has decided that alarm is not the appropriate 

response to allocate resources to right now. “You gave us what we 

need. The warrant application for Naushon can be filed today. The 

evidentiary basis includes the lease document, which is your 

primary source evidence and which corroborates the forensic 

record from Clara’s work. The case is complete. Your value to us 
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going forward is as a living witness, which requires you to be 

somewhere other than this house.” 

Brian looked at him for a moment. Then he stood up and 

picked up the manila envelope. He said, “I’m going to need some 

assurance that what I just gave you will be used in the right 

proceeding. Not Mast’s.” 

Hamilton said, “Marsh’s. The same proceeding as the 

affidavit. Florette’s chamber.” 

Brian said, “All right.” It was the most concise sentence he 

had used in the forty minutes he had been at the table, and it 

had the quality of a man who has been carrying something for four 

years and has set it down and found, in the setting down of it, 

that the weight of it was more than he had been admitting to 

himself. 

I want to record the texture of those last few minutes at 

the table before Mary walked him out, because they are a part of 

the account that is hard to describe accurately without making 

them more dramatic than they were, and making them more dramatic 

than they were would be a falsification. 

Brian sat at the table for another two minutes after his 

“all right,” while Mary collected her jacket and Hamilton 

photographed the documents Brian had brought with the house 

camera. The two minutes had no particular content: Brian looked 

at the table, at the salt marsh through the window, at the green 

notebook that was open beside Hamilton’s left elbow. He did not 

ask what was in the notebook. He did not ask what happened next, 

procedurally. He had done what he came to do. The next procedural 
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step was being handled by people who handled that kind of thing, 

and Brian Anders understood, in the way that a person understands 

something after four years of carrying its weight, that 

understanding the procedural steps was no longer his job. 

Hamilton looked up from the documents and said, “You kept 

this because you thought you might need it. You were right that 

you might need it. The specific reason you needed it was not the 

reason you expected.” He said it not as a compliment and not as a 

criticism but as an observation, in the tone he uses when he is 

noting a fact about the way a case developed that is different 

from the way it was expected to develop. “That’s frequently true 

of the best-kept pieces of evidence.” 

Brian looked at him. He said, “Is she all right? Marla.” 

Hamilton said, “She built the case that brought you here. 

She’s where she needs to be.” 

Brian nodded. He stood. 

Mary walked him through the deck and down the bluff path to 

the salt marsh access. I watched them from the kitchen window: 

Mary’s precise careful movement and Brian’s slightly less certain 

one, navigating the path that Hamilton and Wilson have walked for 

two summers and that Brian Anders was walking for the first time 

and, as it turned out, the only time. 

 

Hamilton stood at the kitchen window after they were out of 

sight. He was looking at the sound, which was visible between the 

marsh channels in the way the sound is visible from the kitchen 

window—not a panorama but a glimpse, a strip of silver between 
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the dark green of the grass, just enough to orient the house to 

the water it faces. The white pickup had not reappeared. Crane 

had left through the lane in his dark blue sedan, having spent 

the preceding twenty minutes at the kitchen table saying nothing 

and understanding everything. 

I said, “Naushon.” 

Hamilton said, “Naushon. Stell’s first facility. Operational 

for years now. Not on any record we had access to from the 

mainland. A private island with restricted access, a legitimate 

lease through a legitimate trust, a stated research purpose that 

no one has ever audited because the Forbes trust’s lessees are 

institutional rather than commercial and the island’s access is 

controlled by the trust itself.” He turned from the window. “It 

has been running for six years. Three of them overlapping with 

Tern Island and Stage Harbor. The quarterly deliveries that 

Patricia mapped—the thirteen cycles over three years—were 

processed at Naushon first and transferred to Stage Harbor for 

distribution. Tern Island was the data intake point. Naushon was 

the processing engine. Stage Harbor was the loading dock.” 

I looked at the lease document on the kitchen table. 

Eighteen hundred square feet on the northeast shore of Naushon 

Island, leasedfor marine data infrastructure research. The most 

expensive piece of real estate in the case: not for its price, 

which was twenty-two thousand dollars a year, but for its value. 

The ghost data of tens of thousands of people had been processed 

in an eighteen-hundred-square-foot building on a privately held 
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island in Vineyard Sound, under the authority of a classified 

federal program, for six years. 

Hamilton sat down at the table and opened the green notebook 

to a new page. He wrote for three minutes. When he looked up he 

said, “Naushon warrant. Today. Marsh will know the judge. The 

warrant needs to reach Naushon before the substitution clause can 

be invoked.” He looked at me. “Call Marsh.” 

I called Marsh. He answered on the second ring, as he always 

does. I gave him Naushon: the lease, the facility, the connection 

to ARC Technologies Group and the Metropolis entity and the full 

Nevada cluster chain. He was quiet for a moment. Then: “I know 

the Forbes trust’s contact. A warrant on the building rather than 

the island will avoid the complication of the private land 

access. Give me two hours.” 

Two hours. I put the phone on the table and noted the time 

in the journal: eleven fifty-three a.m. The warrant application 

would go before a judge who was not Florette and not Ellingson—a 

third judicial entry into the record, this one aimed at the 

Naushon facility rather than at the individuals who operated it. 

Three separate sealed proceedings, each building on and 

corroborating the others, each filed in a venue that the Boston 

field office could not reach without generating its own record. 

Hamilton’s construction, which I had been watching take shape 

since the night Marla knocked on the door, was now visible to me 

in its full architecture, and I want to try to describe it. 

The structure was not a case in the conventional sense—not 

the single proceeding that a prosecutor builds and presents in a 
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single courtroom. It was a distributed record: evidence placed in 

multiple independent venues simultaneously, each piece 

corroborating the others and each venue independent of the 

institutional channels that had been compromised. The Naushon 

warrant, when it was executed, would produce physical evidence 

that corroborated Brian’s affidavit. The affidavit corroborated 

the evidentiary brief that had been filed before it. The 

evidentiary brief corroborated Clara’s forensic evidence and the 

NOAA contract and the planning board document. The oversight body 

referral, generated by Stell’s own unsealing motion, corroborated 

everything by establishing that an attempt had been made to 

suppress it. 

None of these individual pieces was sufficient on its own. 

Together they were a picture that no single institutional actor 

could suppress, because suppressing one piece required creating a 

record that corroborated the others. Hamilton had built a case 

that got stronger the more it was attacked. 

Two hours. I put the phone on the table and looked at the 

kitchen in the way you look at a room that has been the center of 

something and that will shortly be something else. Mary was 

coming back up the bluff path, her coat on against the morning. 

The heron was on the near bar. The sound was visible between the 

marsh channels. The green notebook was open on the table with 

Hamilton’s three-minute entry, and I leaned forward and read the 

heading on the new section: 

Naushon. Northeast shore. ARC Technologies. Six years. Ten 

days. This is the one. 
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Chapter Seventeen 

“The Delivery” 

 

The warrant arrived at two-fourteen in the afternoon, issued 

by Magistrate Judge Chen of the Providence district, whose record 

Marsh had reviewed and found clean in the sense that the word 

means in the context of this case: no prior contact with Mast’s 

unit, no cases in the Boston field office’s economic crimes 

docket, no institutional relationship with any of the entities on 

the Volga Capital or ARC Technologies register. A magistrate who 

had been issued a warrant application supported by a sealed 

affidavit and a comprehensive evidentiary brief and who had 

reviewed both in ninety minutes and found the probable cause 

standard satisfied. 

The warrant authorized entry and search of a specific 

building on Naushon Island’s northeast shore, described in the 

application using the Forbes trust’s own property registry 

numbers and the ARC Technologies lease documentation. It 

authorized seizure of all electronic equipment, storage media, 

communications infrastructure, and associated records. It 

designated Clara as the technical expert. It named Viegas as the 

executing marshal. 

Clara had been in the outbuilding since one o’clock, 

preparing her kit. She had added items she had not needed for 

Stage Harbor: the portable spectrometer, a second camera body 

with a macro lens for close documentation of equipment labels and 

serial numbers, and the forms for documenting an active 
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operational system—forms she had prepared after Stage Harbor in 

anticipation of finding something that was still running rather 

than something that had been cleared. She told me afterward that 

she had prepared them because Hamilton had said, during the 

review of Brian’s information, that the substitution clause made 

an active delivery probable rather than possible. She had taken 

him at his word. 

 

They went by water. Viegas had arranged a center-console 

vessel from the Woods Hole Marine Patrol, a twenty-eight-foot 

boat with a federal law enforcement designation that could 

transit Vineyard Sound without attracting unusual attention on a 

July afternoon when the Sound is busy with recreational traffic. 

Clara piloted, which Viegas had not expected but accepted when 

she demonstrated, at the Woods Hole dock, that she had been 

operating vessels in these waters for two summers and could read 

the Sound’s channel systems without a chart. 

I want to describe the approach to Naushon as Clara 

described it to us afterward, because the description carries 

information about what they were approaching that the subsequent 

account of the facility itself does not convey on its own. 

Naushon’s northeast shore is visible from Vineyard Sound for 

approximately four miles in clear conditions. What is visible is 

the island’s tree line—pitch pine and oak, the specific dense 

green of a maritime island that has not been commercially 

developed—and below the tree line, the low rocky shore and the 

quality of the water in the lee of the island that marks the 
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boundary between the Sound’s open fetch and the protected cove. 

The cove itself is not visible from the Sound until you round the 

island’s northeast point, which Clara did at a speed appropriate 

for the channel and without the running lights that would have 

announced their arrival at a distance. 

The building was visible from the point. 

It was a converted research station, originally built in the 

1960s for the marine acoustics program that had preceded ARC 

Technologies as the lessee, and it had the low-profile industrial 

aesthetic of scientific infrastructure from that era: corrugated 

metal siding, high windows, a flat roof. On the roof, visible 

from two hundred meters, was a VSAT array of the same general 

class as the Tern Island installation—not identical, Clara would 

later determine, but of the same product generation and with the 

same multi-aperture configuration. The dishes were not pointed at 

the same orbital positions as Tern Island’s had been. They were 

pointed at different positions, which meant the buyer at the 

other end of this facility was not the same as the buyer at the 

other end of Tern Island’s. Different delivery route. Different 

buyer. 

There were two boats at the dock. 

I have been on Vineyard Sound in a research vessel and in a 

charter sailboat and in two of the small skiffs from the Allen 

Point area boat liveries, and I know the quality of the Sound’s 

water in July in the way that a person knows a body of water they 

have spent time on: the specific color of the chop under a 

southwest wind, the way the current sets around the Elizabeth 
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Islands on an ebb tide, the smell of the water in the lee of a 

wooded island where the pine line meets the shore. Clara knows it 

far better than I do. She has been sampling these waters for two 

summers, running transects in weather that most recreational 

boaters would not choose to be out in, and she had navigated the 

patrol vessel into Naushon’s northeast cove with the specific 

confidence of a scientist who knows a body of water from its 

floor up. 

The cove was small, perhaps two hundred meters across, the 

dock running thirty feet into the water from the building’s dock 

entrance. The boats at the dock were a twenty-foot aluminum work 

boat with an outboard motor, the kind of utilitarian vessel used 

for transporting equipment between points with no interest in 

comfort or aesthetics, and a second vessel—larger, thirty feet, a 

center console with twin outboards, the kind of boat that could 

cross open water in conditions that would stop the aluminum work 

boat. 

The second boat was the fast-exit option. Someone had 

planned for it. 

 

What followed at the dock I am reconstructing from Clara’s 

account and from the incident report that Viegas filed, which he 

shared with us at Hamilton’s request and which I have in the 

journal’s documentation section. 

As they came into the cove, one of the two men on the dock 

saw the Marine Patrol vessel and recognized what it was. Clara 

said she could read the recognition in his body from fifty 
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meters: the stillness that precedes a decision, followed by the 

decision, followed by motion. He was at the second boat’s stern 

before Clara had brought the patrol vessel to within twenty 

meters of the dock. 

Viegas stood at the patrol vessel’s bow and identified 

himself as a federal marshal executing a warrant and directed 

both men to remain on the dock. The first man—who had not moved 

toward the second boat—complied immediately. The second man 

started the second boat’s engine. 

Viegas drew his sidearm. He said, in the flat clear voice of 

a person who has done this before and who does not want to do it 

again: “Stop the engine. Do not move this vessel.” 

The second man stopped the engine. He looked at Viegas for a 

moment with the expression of a person who is calculating whether 

the calculation he has been making for the past thirty seconds 

has produced the right answer. Then he stepped back from the helm 

and put his hands where they could be seen. 

The second man’s jacket was open. There was a holstered 

sidearm on his right hip: a.40 caliber pistol in a maritime duty 

holster, the kind carried by licensed security personnel and 

former law enforcement. Viegas noted it. He secured the weapon, 

holstered his own, and instructed both men to sit on the dock 

while Clara tied up the patrol vessel and he confirmed their 

identities. 

Neither man spoke during the identification. The first man 

had a federal contractor ID badge in a lanyard around his neck: 

Brian Cho, Technical Infrastructure Specialist, ARC Technologies 
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Group, with a clearance level designation that Clara photographed 

before Viegas removed it. The second man had no badge. His wallet 

contained a Massachusetts driver’s license identifying him as 

Lawrence Fell, West Chatham. 

Wilson looked at this name in the journal when Clara read it 

from her notes at the Allen Point kitchen table that evening. 

Lawrence Fell. Fell. I looked at Hamilton. Hamilton was already 

writing in the green notebook. 

 

The facility was active. 

This is the fact that changed everything, and I want to 

state it as precisely as I can: when Clara and Viegas entered the 

building after securing the dock, the server installation was 

running and a delivery was in progress. Not completed—in 

progress. The authentication session was active on the primary 

terminal: a connection to a remote verification endpoint, 

initiated forty-seven minutes before their arrival, at the 

precise time that the substitution clause’s activation window had 

opened under the Atrium master agreement. 

The substitution clause had been invoked that morning. 

Stell’s program had activated the alternative delivery mechanism, 

connected to the Naushon facility remotely through the satellite 

uplink, and was in the process of delivering the current 

quarter’s data package to the buyers when Clara and Viegas walked 

through the door. 

Clara photographed the terminal screen before touching 

anything. She photographed the connection authentication header, 
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which showed the remote endpoint’s digital certificate, a 

cryptographic identifier that contained the endpoint’s network 

location and the certificate issuer. She photographed the session 

log, which showed the connection’s initiation time, the data 

transfer volume in progress—forty-three terabytes transmitted out 

of an estimated two hundred—and the session authentication key. 

The session was still open. The data was still transferring. 

I want to try to describe what it means, in the evidentiary 

sense, to find a criminal operation in active progress rather 

than finding its remnants. 

Everything we had documented to this point—the polymer in 

the sediment, the planning board variance, the NOAA contract, the 

server room at Stage Harbor with its empty racks, the drives in 

the cooling tank—was evidence of a past operation. Evidence that 

something had been built, operated, and then partially 

dismantled. The kind of evidence that proves beyond reasonable 

doubt that an operation existed and that specific people were 

responsible for it, but that tells you what happened in the past 

tense. The past tense is sufficient for criminal prosecution. It 

is not the same as the present tense. 

An active delivery session is the present tense. It is the 

operation in the act of being itself, at the moment of 

documentation, before anyone has had the opportunity to dismantle 

or explain or characterize. The authentication log does not say 

that a delivery “may have occurred” or that the facility was 

“consistent with” delivery operations. It says: a delivery was 

occurring at 3:05 p.m. on this date, to this endpoint, at this 
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transfer rate, with this authentication key. The present tense is 

the thing that makes a case not just prosecutable but 

indefensible. 

Clara called me from the facility at three-fifty-two. I put 

her on speaker at the kitchen table. She said, “The session is 

active. The delivery is in progress. I have the authentication 

header and the certificate. What do I do with the session?” 

Hamilton was at the table. He said, “Document everything 

first. Every screen, every log entry, the full session header. 

Then close the session and seize the terminal. The data that has 

already transferred is in the buyer’s possession. The data that 

has not yet transferred is evidence in the facility.” He paused. 

“The certificate is the most important thing. Save the 

certificate data in at least three separate formats before you 

touch anything else.” 

Clara said, “Already done.” 

She closed the session. The transfer terminated at forty-

three of two hundred terabytes. The remaining hundred and fifty-

seven terabytes were on the servers in the facility when the 

terminal went offline, and the servers were in the facility when 

Viegas seized the equipment under the warrant, and the servers 

were transported to a federal evidence storage facility in 

Providence that afternoon under Viegas’s direct chain of custody. 

 

The certificate from the active session’s authentication 

header was the piece of evidence that Hamilton had said was the 

one we had not had before, and he was right that it was the one 
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that changed the case’s character from a domestic investigation 

into something that required international mechanisms. 

The certificate identified the remote endpoint as a server 

registered to an entity in a European data center. The entity’s 

registration traced, through the standard certificate authority’s 

published verification records, to a holding company in the BVI 

whose beneficial ownership overlapped with one of the Cypriot 

entities in Voronov’s network—specifically Meridian Reference 

Data S.A., the second Cypriot entity that Patricia’s analysis had 

identified alongside Atrium Data Holdings. The delivery that 

Clara had interrupted was going not to the Atrium’s primary buyer 

but to a secondary buyer: a different branch of the Voronov 

network, receiving a separate data stream through a separate 

delivery chain that Naushon’s multi-aperture array had been 

serving for six years. 

The case was not one criminal enterprise. It was two, 

running in parallel, sharing the same infrastructure, with the 

Bureau division’s Naushon facility at the center of both. 

Hamilton said, when Clara described the certificate over the 

phone: “Document the certificate chain completely. It will be the 

basis of the international referral.” He said “international 

referral” in the matter-of-fact tone of someone who has 

anticipated this development and has already determined the 

appropriate next step. The international referral would go to the 

Financial Crimes Enforcement Network, which has jurisdiction over 

the offshore entities, and from there to the Treasury 

Department’s Office of Foreign Assets Control, which was already 
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familiar with the Volga Capital network from the sanctions list 

annotations Patricia had found weeks earlier. The referral would 

be filed through Marsh’s chambers, alongside the evidentiary 

brief, so that it became part of the same sealed judicial record. 

 

Lawrence Fell. 

Viegas ran the name through the federal database from the 

dock while Clara was inside the facility. Lawrence Fell, forty-

one, West Chatham, Massachusetts. No prior federal record. One 

state civil proceeding some years back, a contract dispute that 

had been settled. His employment history, accessible through the 

federal contractor registration system because Brian Cho’s 

identification had established that both men were in a contractor 

relationship with ARC Technologies: Lawrence Fell was listed as a 

“security and logistics specialist,” an engagement dating from 

the same period. 

West Chatham. The same year the Naushon lease had been 

initiated under ARC Technologies. The same year the Stage Harbor 

variance had been filed with Harwick as counsel. The year Stell’s 

operational infrastructure on this coast had been established. 

Hamilton wrote the name in the green notebook. Then he said, 

to no one in particular and to everyone at the table: “Stell.” He 

said it as a surname rather than a reference to Robert Stell 

specifically. We understood. Lawrence Fell. Robert Stell. The 

pattern of a cover identity constructed from the same naming 

components: a short Anglo-Saxon surname derived from a natural 

feature, combined with a common given name, the whole thing 
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unremarkable and local-sounding. “Fell” is Old English for a 

rocky hill. “Stell” is a variant of the same root, a still pool 

in a stream. 

Lawrence Fell was not Lawrence Fell. The identification 

would take another day to confirm, but what we had by that 

evening was sufficient for Hamilton to write in the green 

notebook what he wrote: that the man on the dock with the sidearm 

was the operational director of ARC Technologies Group’s Cape 

operations, and that ARC Technologies Group was Robert Stell’s 

entity, and that Lawrence Fell and Robert Stell were the same 

person at two different points in his operational deployment on 

this coast. 

The man on the dock had been Stell conducting the delivery. 

I am going to note what this means operationally, because it 

is not obvious from the fact itself and it changes the character 

of what Stell represents. A program director who is present at 

the physical facility during an active delivery operation is not 

directing from behind institutional cover. He is running the 

operation himself, with his own hands, in the field. This is not 

the profile of a classified program official managing a 

contractor relationship from Washington. This is the profile of 

someone who has built something from the ground up and has 

maintained such personal control over it that he is the only 

person he trusts to run it when it matters. 

Six years on the outer Cape. A leased facility on a private 

island. A cover identity that was a minor variant of his own 

name, because the cover was for the Forbes trust’s property 
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records rather than for anything more demanding. A man with a 

sidearm and a fast-exit boat and the specific operational 

discipline of someone who had been doing this long enough to have 

exit protocols prepared. 

Hamilton had said, on the deck the previous night, that it 

was always someone with a reason to know this coast. Now we 

understood what the reason was. Stell had chosen this coast not 

because he had retired here but because the coast’s character—the 

private islands, the limited access, the dead zones, the harbor 

systems that only the people who had grown up on them could read—

was the operational environment he had spent twenty-six years at 

NOAA learning. He knew this coast the way a physicist knows a 

laboratory: as a set of conditions that could be controlled. 

He had controlled them for six years. Until Clara’s seagrass 

transect put a forensic scientist in the approach channel with a 

sampling kit. 

The man on the dock had been Stell conducting the delivery. 

 

I will record the evening briefly, because what remains to 

be recorded is primarily the texture of what it felt like to be 

at Allen Point on the evening when the case’s full picture was 

visible for the first time in its entirety, and the texture is 

harder to describe than the facts. 

Mary had come back from Chatham at four. Clara and Viegas 

were back from Naushon at five-thirty. We ate dinner at the 

kitchen table, the four of us, the first full dinner we had eaten 

at this table since the case began. Hamilton ate without 
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speaking, which is how he eats when he is still working, and the 

rest of us accommodated this in the way we have learned to 

accommodate it: not filling the silence with conversation but 

letting it do the work it was doing. 

After dinner, Hamilton took the green notebook to the deck. 

Mary and I washed the dishes at the sink. She was quiet in 

the way of a physician at the end of a day that has required a 

significant allocation of attention and who is in the particular 

decompression mode that the post-attention state produces: 

present, observant, not requiring conversation but not avoiding 

it either. Clara had gone back to the outbuilding to begin the 

documentation of the Naushon evidence that she would need to have 

ready for Marsh’s chambers by the following morning. 

Mary said, at a point when the washing had reached the 

rhythm that makes conversation possible without requiring it: 

“Brian’s expression when he said ’all right.’ I’ve been thinking 

about it.” 

I said, “What about it?” 

“It was the expression of a person setting something down. 

Not surrender. The quality of setting something down that was 

never meant to be carried alone.” She rinsed a glass and set it 

in the rack. “I’ve seen it in patients who have been managing a 

diagnosis without telling anyone. The relief is not in the 

diagnosis being resolved. It’s in the not-being-alone-with-it 

anymore.” She looked at the window. “He carried Naushon alone for 

four years. He was the only person on his side of the operation 
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who knew it existed and knew what it meant. That’s a very kind of 

weight.” 

I said, “He’s not alone with it anymore.” 

She said, “No. He’s not.” She set the last glass in the 

rack. “For whatever it’s worth.” 

I thought about what it was worth, in the specific 

accounting of a case like this one. The information Brian had 

given us was worth ten days and a warrant and a delivery stopped 

mid-transfer. What it would be worth to Brian personally was a 

different calculation, one that the legal proceedings would 

eventually produce, and I was not qualified to make it. What Mary 

was describing was the human accounting rather than the legal 

one, and she was the right person to make it. 

After dinner, Hamilton took the green notebook to the deck. 

I joined him at nine. The sound was the sound it always is on a 

clear July evening: dark and flat beyond the marsh, the bars 

barely visible in the last of the light, the heron on the near 

bar in the posture of a bird that has finished its work for the 

day and is simply present in the place it belongs. The July moon 

was coming up behind us, over the mainland, and the light on the 

sound was the light of a July moon on calm water that has no 

terrestrial equivalent and that I have been trying to describe in 

this journal for two years. 

Hamilton said, “The delivery was forty-three of two hundred 

terabytes. The buyers received twenty-one percent of what they 

purchased. The remaining seventy-nine percent is in federal 

evidence storage in Providence. The substitution clause has been 
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invoked and partially executed and then seized mid-delivery.” He 

paused. “The ten-day window closed tonight, in practical terms. 

The delivery cannot be completed. The distribution cannot be 

made. The buyers’ downstream commitments will fail.” 

I said, “What does that mean for what they do next?” 

He said, “A man who loses two hundred million dollars in a 

single transaction and whose operational infrastructure has just 

been seized by a federal warrant is not in a position to send 

another vehicle to this house. He is in a position to manage what 

remains of his institutional protections. Which is to say: Mast. 

Harwick. The classified program’s legal exposure. These are the 

things he will be attending to for the next several days.” He 

looked at the sound. “We have the same several days.” 

I went inside at ten-fifteen and wrote the journal entry. It 

was the longest entry I had written in the case, and at the end 

of it I wrote: 

The delivery is stopped. Naushon is sealed. Stell’s identity 

is confirmed. Nine days. The case moves from collection to 

prosecution. 

The study light was on all night. In the morning the green 

notebook was on the kitchen table with four new pages, and on the 

last page, in the compressed handwriting of the very early 

morning, was a single question that Hamilton had written to 

himself and that I understood, when I read it over my coffee in 

the first light, was the question the next phase of the case 

would answer: 

Who does Mast protect first: the program or himself? 
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Chapter Eighteen 

“The Collapse” 

 

The institutional protection structures that surround a 

criminal enterprise of sufficient duration and sufficient 

embedded legal cover do not collapse from a single blow. They 

collapse from accumulated weight: the weight of documentation 

that cannot be unseen, of judicial records that cannot be 

expunged, of the specific sequence of events that converts each 

suppression attempt into its own evidence. I have watched 

Hamilton build cases in two previous volumes and I have observed 

the collapse of institutional protection in both of them, and 

what I can tell you is that the collapse is not dramatic, in the 

theatrical sense, at the moment it occurs. It is the moment when 

the people inside the structure recognize that the structure no 

longer serves them, and each of them begins, independently and 

without coordination, to make the calculation that best serves 

their individual survival. 

This is what happened in the seventy-two hours after the 

Naushon warrant execution, and what I am about to describe is the 

sequence in which those calculations arrived, and what each one 

told us about the structure’s state. 

 

The first thing that arrived on Monday morning was Harwick’s 

suppression motion. Two pages, filed in the Barnstable County 

Superior Court at eight forty-seven a.m., naming the Naushon 

warrant as the defendant instrument. The arguments were precisely 
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what Hamilton had predicted: that the warrant’s scope exceeded 

its jurisdictional authority because the Forbes trust’s private 

island status created a separate legal layer; that the technical 

expert designation had been irregularly issued without the 

court’s standard certification procedure; and that the warrant’s 

execution had violated the terms of ARC Technologies Group’s 

lease agreement with the Forbes trust by accessing areas not 

specified in the lease’s permitted use language. 

Hamilton read it at the kitchen table and said, “All three 

arguments fail within the warrant’s four corners. The private 

island status does not create a separate jurisdictional layer for 

federal warrants—that was resolved in 1968. The technical expert 

designation was issued by a federal magistrate, not by the 

Superior Court, and it’s not subject to the Superior Court’s 

certification procedure. The lease agreement is irrelevant to a 

federal warrant’s scope.” He set the motion down. “Harwick knows 

this. This motion is not a legal strategy. It’s a delay tactic 

and a public filing.” He looked at me. “Call Marsh. The response 

attaches the full evidentiary brief as an exhibit.” 

Marsh filed the response at eleven-thirty. The evidentiary 

brief—the financial architecture, the sediment analysis, the NOAA 

contract, the planning board record, the Naushon active delivery 

documentation, the certificate from the authentication session—

became a public court exhibit at eleven-thirty on a Monday 

morning, six weeks and two days after Marla Anders photographed a 

Kiss Cam screen at Gillette Stadium at 9:47 p.m. in June. It was 
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publicly accessible from that moment to anyone with access to the 

Barnstable County Superior Court’s electronic filing system. 

Hamilton noted the time in the green notebook without 

comment. I noted it in the journal with the observation that 

Harwick’s tactical choice had produced the outcome Hamilton had 

anticipated: the full picture was now in the public record, and 

it was there because Harwick had filed a motion to suppress it. 

 

The second thing that arrived on Monday was a call from 

Crane. 

He said, “I received a contact from a federal law 

enforcement officer this morning. Identifying himself as Gerald 

Mast, supervisory special agent, economic crimes, FBI Boston 

field office. He offered my client immunity from federal 

prosecution in exchange for a sworn statement describing Robert 

Stell’s role as the operational director of the ARC Technologies 

Group’s data infrastructure program and Stell’s relationship with 

the Volga Capital buyers. He said the offer would expire in 

forty-eight hours.” Crane paused. “He called on my office line. 

Unsolicited. He volunteered his identity immediately.” 

I looked at Hamilton across the table. Hamilton said, “Tell 

Crane to tell Mast that Brian’s attorney will consider the offer 

and respond within the forty-eight-hour window through 

appropriate channels. Then call Marsh.” 

I called Marsh. He received the information in the 

characteristically attentive silence that means he is running 

institutional pattern recognition and has recognized something. 
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He said, “Mast reaching out directly to defense counsel is an 

irregular contact. It bypasses the U.S. Attorney’s office. An 

agent who bypasses the U.S. Attorney’s office to offer immunity 

to a witness he’s been suppressing for six weeks is not doing 

this on behalf of the Bureau. He’s doing it on behalf of 

himself.” He paused. “I need to make a call.” He ended the call. 

Hamilton was at the window. He said, without turning: “Mast 

answered the question.” 

I said, “He’s protecting himself.” 

“He has calculated that if Stell is the primary prosecution 

target—the classified program, the Bureau division co-operation, 

the six-year cover, the international buyers—he can position 

himself as a cooperating witness in the program investigation 

rather than as a co-conspirator. He has the institutional 

knowledge to make that positioning credible: he knows the 

program’s internal structure, its oversight exemptions, its 

documented operational history. That knowledge is valuable to a 

prosecutor building a classified program case. He’s offering it 

in exchange for his own protection.” He paused. “Which means 

Stell no longer has Bureau cover. The moment Mast contacted 

Crane, he separated himself from the program’s institutional 

protection. The program is exposed.” 

I want to record what Mast’s defection to the other side 

represents in the context of this case, because it is easy to 

read it as a moral failure and harder to read it as a structural 

event, and the structural reading is the more accurate one. 
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Mast has been the Bureau’s liaison to the domestic 

intelligence program for an unknown number of years—based on the 

timeline of the program’s budget growth and the timing of the 

Naushon lease, we estimated at least six. For six years he has 

been the person who kept the economic crimes unit from examining 

what was happening in Stage Harbor and Tern Island and Naushon, 

using his institutional authority to redirect, suppress, or co-

opt any investigation that approached the operations. He was not 

doing this because he was ideologically committed to the 

program’s goals. He was doing it because the institutional 

arrangement was stable and profitable and protected and because 

the cost of not doing it—the cost of reporting what he knew about 

the program—exceeded the cost of maintaining the arrangement. 

What changed was not Mast’s moral position. What changed was 

the cost calculation. The Naushon seizure, combined with the 

evidentiary brief’s public filing and the OPR complaint from his 

own office, had shifted the calculation past the point where 

maintaining the arrangement was survivable. He was going to be 

exposed regardless of what he did. The only remaining question 

was the degree of his exposure, and cooperating against Stell 

offered a path toward minimum degree. He had done the 

calculation. The calculation produced cooperation. 

I said, “What does that mean for Stell?” 

“It means Stell is managing a classified program whose 

domestic operational director has been identified and detained, 

whose two active facilities have been seized under federal 

warrant, whose current quarter’s delivery was interrupted mid-
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transfer, and whose Bureau liaison has just gone to the other 

side. Whatever institutional resources the program had available 

to protect its operations in the United States are no longer 

available.” He turned from the window. “He is managing a 

collapse. The question is how quickly he moves and in what 

direction.” 

 

Marsh called back at two o’clock. 

He said, “Mast has been placed on administrative leave by 

the Bureau’s Office of Professional Responsibility. The leave was 

effective this morning, triggered by a complaint that was filed 

through the OPR’s confidential reporting channel by an anonymous 

source within the Boston field office. The complaint alleges 

irregular contact with a represented defendant’s counsel and 

unauthorized use of federal law enforcement authority to conduct 

activities outside the scope of the office’s economic crimes 

mandate.” He paused. “The complaint is not mine. I don’t know who 

filed it.” 

I relayed this to the table. Clara said, “Someone inside the 

Boston field office.” 

Hamilton said, “Someone who has been watching Mast’s conduct 

and waiting for a moment when filing was safer than not filing. 

Mast’s unauthorized contact with Crane was the moment. The OPR 

complaint is a colleague protecting their own institutional 

exposure by placing themselves on record as having reported the 

irregularity.” He looked at the table. “The collapse doesn’t 

happen at the center. It starts at the periphery. Mast’s 
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colleagues have decided that the cost of continued association 

exceeds the cost of reporting him.” 

Mary said, “The same calculation Brian made when he came 

here.” 

Hamilton said, “Yes. The same calculation, made by people in 

different positions. It’s always the same calculation. At some 

point the cost of maintaining the concealment exceeds the cost of 

ending it.” He picked up the green notebook. “What matters is 

that Mast on administrative leave means the Boston field office’s 

institutional protection of the operation is suspended. Anything 

Mast was managing—the active suppression of our proceedings, the 

welfare check coordination, the monitoring of sealed judicial 

records—is suspended with him. The oversight body referral that 

Ellingson’s denial generated is now proceeding without 

interference.” 

 

The international referral’s first response arrived on 

Tuesday morning. The Treasury Department’s Office of Foreign 

Assets Control sent a formal notice to Marsh’s chambers: the 

Volga Capital Group entities identified in the referral were 

subject to a preliminary review for potential violations of 

existing sanctions designations. The preliminary review was not a 

finding and carried no immediate operational consequence. But it 

was in the file, it was notified to the affected entities through 

the standard regulatory channel, and the standard regulatory 

channel meant that the Voronov network’s legal representatives in 
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Luxembourg and Cyprus had been formally informed that OFAC was 

looking at them. 

Hamilton noted the OFAC response in the green notebook and 

said, “The buyers now know that OFAC is reviewing their sanctions 

exposure in connection with an American judicial proceeding. 

Their compliance counsel will be advising them that any further 

operational activities in the American market create additional 

sanctions risk. The delivery that was interrupted at Naushon was 

forty-three percent complete. The remaining fifty-seven percent 

of the data package is in federal evidence storage. The buyers 

will not attempt another delivery.” He paused. “The active threat 

from the buyers is over.” 

I looked at him. “Over.” 

I want to note what it felt like to hear Hamilton say that 

sentence, because I have been in these cases long enough to know 

that the ending of a physical threat is not the same as the 

case’s resolution, and that the relief of the first can be 

confused with the completion of the second in ways that are 

professionally and personally consequential. The physical threat 

was over. The case was not over. The case was now in nine 

separate institutional proceedings, each of which would run for 

months or years without any of us being required to be present 

for them, and what was over was specifically the part of the case 

that required Allen Point to be a defended position rather than a 

working house. 

“As a physical threat to this house and to the people in it, 

yes. The OFAC review changes their operational calculation. They 
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will not risk additional sanctions exposure through a physical 

confrontation on U.S. soil when they are already under 

preliminary review. The SUV in the lane, the car break-in, the 

pickup on the approach road—those were the operational capacity 

of a network that believed it was protected. That network is no 

longer protected.” He looked at the green notebook. “They will 

spend the next ninety days managing their legal exposure in 

Europe.” 

 

The court intrusion attempt was different. 

Marsh’s clerk called on Tuesday afternoon to report that the 

Providence federal court’s IT security system had detected and 

blocked an attempt to access the sealed affidavit file at two-

seventeen a.m. The attempt had used the credentials of a court 

employee whose credentials had been obtained through a targeted 

phishing email sent the previous day. The employee’s account had 

been accessed and the affidavit file had been targeted 

specifically; other sealed files in the court’s system had not 

been accessed. The intrusion had been blocked at the 

authentication layer, which meant no data had been exfiltrated. 

Hamilton was quiet for a moment when I told him. Then: “The 

buyers.” He said it in the tone he uses for confirmations rather 

than discoveries. “Not Stell’s operational infrastructure and not 

Harwick’s legal architecture. The buyers’ own technical assets. 

They have domestic penetration capability that is independent of 

the ARC Technologies and Meridian operations.” He picked up the 

clean phone. “Marsh needs to inform the court’s IT security to 
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log all access attempts to all sealed files associated with our 

proceedings, and to cross-reference the phishing email’s origin 

with OFAC’s preliminary review. The intrusion attempt is 

additional evidence of the buyers’ direct operational 

involvement.” 

I relayed this to Marsh. He noted it. He said, “The 

intrusion attempt will go to the FBI’s Cyber Division as a 

federal court system intrusion. That investigation is separate 

from the Boston field office’s economic crimes structure. Mast’s 

administrative leave doesn’t affect the Cyber Division.” 

Hamilton said, “Good. The Cyber Division referral adds 

another institutional thread. The more threads there are, the 

more of the case is in motion independently of any single 

institutional actor’s ability to stop it.” 

 

I want to describe what the Allen Point kitchen table looked 

like on the Tuesday evening of the second week of July, because I 

think the description is the best way to give the texture of what 

the case was at that moment, which is not a thing that can be 

described adequately in terms of proceedings and rulings and 

institutional referrals. 

The table had: the green notebook, open to the page whose 

heading read “Naushon. Northeast shore. ARC Technologies. Six 

years. Ten days. This is the one.” Below that heading, three 

pages of dense entries in the compressed handwriting of the 

case’s late phase, covering Harwick’s suppression motion and the 

evidentiary brief’s public filing, Mast’s contact with Crane and 
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his administrative leave, the OFAC preliminary review, the court 

intrusion attempt and its Cyber Division referral. The notebook 

had been through eleven cases with Hamilton, and the accumulated 

weight of those cases was visible in the way the cover had 

softened with use and the spine had been broken and re-broken at 

the points where it most often opens, and the green of the cover 

had faded from the specific institutional green it had started as 

to something more personal, more worn, more specific to the 

person who had carried it. 

The table also had: Wilson’s journal, the fifth journal of 

the Allen Point cases, open to an entry that had now run to 

thirty-seven pages of longhand documentation and that would 

eventually be the primary narrative record of this case. Clara’s 

field notebook, closed but present, its cover carrying the marks 

of two summers of outdoor scientific work. The legal pad on which 

Hamilton had been making day-to-day working notes, distinct from 

the green notebook’s findings. The clean phone. A half-full 

French press. 

Hamilton said, “The case is in nine separate proceedings and 

referrals. The Providence sealed affidavit. The Naushon warrant 

execution and the evidence in federal custody. The Harwick 

suppression motion and the evidentiary brief now in the public 

record. The OPR complaint against Mast. The oversight body 

referral from Ellingson’s denial. The OFAC preliminary review. 

The Cyber Division referral from the court intrusion. Brian’s 

sealed affidavit and cooperation status.” He counted them on the 

table. “Nine.” He looked at Wilson. “Any one of those can be 
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delayed or suppressed. None of the nine can be simultaneously 

suppressed. That was the design.” 

I wrote this in the journal. Nine proceedings, no single 

point of suppression. Hamilton had been building this structure 

since the night Marla knocked on the door, and he had been 

building it with the patience of a person who knows that the 

final shape will only be visible when all the pieces are in 

place, and who is willing to do the work in the right order 

rather than the fast order. 

I looked at the nine entries in my journal and then at 

Hamilton across the table and I understood, I think for the first 

time in the full sense of understanding a thing rather than 

knowing it, what the quality of Hamilton’s method produces. It is 

not the method that solves a problem—any sufficiently diligent 

investigator can find the evidence if the evidence exists to be 

found. What the method produces is a structure in which the 

evidence, once found, cannot be suppressed. The nine proceedings 

were not nine separate activities that happened to reach the same 

conclusion. They were nine interlocking parts of a single 

designed structure whose feature was that the suppression of any 

one part required actions that strengthened the other eight. 

This is what Hamilton had been building since the first 

night. Not a case. An architecture. An architecture that used the 

institutional resources of the people who were trying to stop it 

as structural components of the thing that would hold them 

accountable. Stell’s unsealing motion had generated the oversight 

body referral. Harwick’s suppression motion had put the 
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evidentiary brief in the public record. Mast’s contact with Crane 

had generated the OPR complaint. The buyers’ court intrusion had 

generated the Cyber Division referral. Every suppression attempt 

had become a brick in the building it was trying to tear down. 

I did not say this to Hamilton. I wrote it in the journal 

instead, because the journal is where things that are understood 

go, and Hamilton’s understanding of this had preceded mine by 

approximately six weeks. 

He stood and took the green notebook to the study. I heard 

the study door and then the window being raised, and the marsh 

was audible in the way it is audible at nine o’clock on a July 

evening when the temperature is mild and the screen admits the 

air and the herons are at the near bar and the tide is doing what 

the tide does. 

Clara said, at the table: “What happens to the data? The 

forty-three terabytes that was transferred to the buyers before 

the session was closed.” 

It was a question I had not thought to ask, and I think I 

had not thought to ask it because the investigative part of the 

work had required all of my attention and I had not yet reached 

the point of asking what happened to the victims. Which is, I 

knew, what Clara was asking. The forty-three terabytes of 

transferred data represented the personal information—the 

biometric profiles, the communication logs, the medical records, 

the genomic data—of an unknown number of people who did not know 

their information had been collected and who did not know it had 

now been in the buyers’ possession for several hours. 
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Mary said, “The OFAC review covers the buyers’ assets. If 

their network is sanctioned, any data in their possession becomes 

a sanctioned asset. That’s a mechanism for a return order, in 

theory.” She paused. “In practice, data that has been copied 

doesn’t uncopy. But the mechanism is there.” 

I have been writing these accounts for two years, and in two 

years of accounts I have found that there is always this question 

at the end of a case, the question that the legal proceedings 

address incompletely and that the record preserves without 

resolving: what about the people who were in the path of what was 

done? David Lim is dead. Marcus Webb has three broken ribs that 

have healed but that have left something in him—the kind of 

vigilance that a person who has been in the path of a certain 

kind of violence carries indefinitely—that will not heal the way 

the ribs did. Kevin Halter is somewhere with a fractured 

collarbone and a changed understanding of the cost of knowing 

things. The cleaning contractor in Chatham has a locked filing 

cabinet she cannot stop thinking about. And the unknown number of 

people whose biometric profiles and genomic records and 

communication logs were processed through Tern Island and Naushon 

and Stage Harbor and delivered to a Cypriot network and from 

there to whoever had purchased them: these people do not know 

their information traveled. They do not know it exists in a 

buyer’s system. They will not know, and the legal proceedings 

that end with Stell’s conviction and Harwick’s disbarment and 

Mast’s OPR sanction will not notify them, because the 

notification system for this kind of data exfiltration does not 



Gael / Dark Harbor / 295 

exist yet and its creation is a matter for legislators who have 

not yet been confronted with the evidence that makes the need for 

it impossible to ignore. 

I wrote this in the journal too. The question of the data—

the ghost data, the data of the people who did not know they were 

in this—was not resolved by the case’s legal proceedings any more 

than Marcus Webb’s three broken ribs were resolved by the case. 

The legal proceedings held people accountable. The data existed 

in the world regardless. I did not know what to do with this 

observation. I set it down and left it to be held by the record, 

which is sometimes the only thing you can do with what you know. 
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Chapter Nineteen 

“The Reckoning” 

 

The word reckoning has two meanings in the maritime 

tradition that I have been living adjacent to for two summers, 

and both of them are applicable to what this chapter describes. 

The first is the navigational meaning: dead reckoning, the 

practice of calculating your current position from a known past 

position, a known speed, and a known course—the method of 

arriving at where you are by reasoning forward from where you 

were. The second is the more general meaning: an accounting, a 

settling of what is owed, the moment when the accumulated weight 

of what has been done is finally totaled and its cost is 

assigned. 

Both meanings apply to the third week of July. The case had 

reached its reckoning position by the method of dead reckoning: 

from Marla’s known position on the night of the stadium, through 

a known sequence of evidence and inference and institutional 

maneuver, to the current position in which nine federal and state 

proceedings were in motion and the people who had built and 

operated the enterprise were facing consequences that could not 

be avoided or suppressed. And the reckoning in the second sense 

was beginning: the accounting for what had been done, to David 

Lim and Marcus Webb and Kevin Halter and the unknown number of 

people whose data had been taken, and to the institutions that 

had been used and corrupted and that would now spend years 

repairing what had been done to them. 
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The formal identification of Robert Stell arrived on 

Wednesday morning of the third week. Viegas had submitted the 

fingerprints obtained during Lawrence Fell’s detention at Naushon 

to the FBI’s national fingerprint database. The response took 

thirty-six hours and was definitive: the prints matched Robert C. 

Stell, social security number on file, retired federal employee, 

last known address West Chatham, Massachusetts. The match was a 

hundred percent across all twelve comparison points. 

Hamilton wrote the confirmation in the green notebook. He 

wrote it in the entry block as a single line: Lawrence Fell = 

Robert C. Stell. Confirmed. Identity documentation filed with 

Marsh’s chambers. Then he set the notebook down and looked at the 

salt marsh through the study window for a moment, and then he 

went back to whatever he had been reading before Viegas’s 

confirmation arrived. I observed this from the kitchen doorway. 

The confirmation was the kind of event that in a narrative with 

different values would have been accompanied by something more 

ceremonial. What it was accompanied by was Hamilton setting his 

pen down and looking at the marsh and picking his pen back up. 

This is also, I have come to understand, a form of ceremony. 

The Barnstable County Superior Court denied Harwick’s 

suppression motion on Thursday morning, as Hamilton had said it 

would, in a ruling that addressed all three of Harwick’s 

arguments and found each of them legally deficient. The ruling 

was public. It named Richard S. Harwick, Harwick & Tilden LLP, as 

the applicant’s counsel in the Stage Harbor variance proceeding 
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of that period. It noted that counsel’s subsequent filing of a 

suppression motion against the warrant that had been issued as a 

result of evidence connecting that variance to a federal 

investigation created a conflict of interest that the court was 

referring to the Massachusetts Board of Bar Overseers for review. 

The referral to the Board of Bar Overseers produced a 

response within twenty-four hours. Harwick’s Massachusetts bar 

registration was placed on emergency administrative suspension 

pending a full Board review of his conduct in connection with 

multiple matters now before federal and state courts. Harwick & 

Tilden LLP was notified by the Board that no member of the firm 

could conduct new engagements until the suspension review was 

resolved. 

I noted this in the journal with the thought that the 

sixteen years of unremarkable registered agent services—the LLCs 

with their wreck names, the Hyannis address, the reliable and 

professional handling of the operation’s local legal 

requirements—had ended not in a dramatic prosecution but in the 

specific institutional machinery of the Bar Overseers: the 

suspension pending review, the form letters, the careful 

procedural language of a professional body that had been used as 

cover and was now reclaiming itself. Harwick would eventually be 

disbarred. The disbarment proceeding would take eight months and 

would produce a public record of everything he had done, stated 

in the dry precise language of professional discipline. It would 

not feel like justice in the theatrical sense. It would feel like 

the institutions working. 
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I want to describe the quality of the week that followed the 

Stell identity confirmation, because it is not a week of dramatic 

events and yet it is the week in which the case acquires its 

final institutional shape, and the shape matters as much as the 

events that produced it. 

The formal federal prosecution case is assembled in a way 

that is fundamentally different from the investigative case. The 

investigative case is a question: what happened, who did it, how 

can it be established. The prosecutorial case is an answer: here 

is what happened, here is who did it, here is the evidence that 

establishes it, and here are the legal theories under which the 

evidence supports specific criminal charges. The transition 

between the two is the grand jury, and the grand jury had been 

convened in the Providence district, under Marsh’s arrangement, 

with the sealed affidavit and the Naushon evidence and the full 

evidentiary brief as its primary materials. 

The grand jury does not produce a public record while it is 

deliberating, and its deliberations are by design invisible to 

the people they will eventually affect. What we knew from this 

distance was what Marsh told us: that the grand jury was meeting, 

that its proceedings were going well, and that the indictment, 

when it came, would cover multiple defendants and multiple 

counts. The multiple defendants included Stell under his own 

name, Harwick under his, and at least two other individuals 

connected to the ARC Technologies Group whose identities had 

emerged from the Naushon evidence. The multiple counts would 
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include conspiracy to commit computer fraud, wire fraud, 

violations of the Computer Fraud and Abuse Act, and—in a separate 

count that required coordination with the national security 

apparatus—unauthorized disclosure of classified information 

obtained through the classified program for commercial use. 

This last count was the one that had never been brought in a 

case like this before. It was the one that would establish, for 

the first time in a public legal proceeding, that a classified 

domestic intelligence program had been used as a vehicle for 

commercial data exfiltration. Marsh said it would be the most 

contested count at trial. He said it would also be the one that 

produced the most significant legal precedent when the trial was 

concluded. 

Brian Cho, the technical contractor detained at Naushon, was 

released after seventy-two hours under conditions of supervision 

and cooperation with the federal investigation. His cooperation 

added a different perspective to the Naushon facility’s 

operational history: the technical specifications of the server 

installation, the maintenance records, the configurations of the 

VSAT system and the delivery protocols. Cho had been doing 

technical work, not operational work; his understanding of the 

operation’s criminal character was, he maintained, limited. The 

investigators who reviewed his debriefing were not certain they 

believed this, but his technical knowledge was valuable enough 

that the cooperation conditions were maintained. 

Robert Stell remained in federal detention pending the 

identification confirmation and the formal charges. His attorney—
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not Harwick, who was now under suspension, but a Washington, D.C. 

firm that specialized in classified program legal defense—filed a 

motion asserting that any charges relating to Stell’s activities 

at Naushon must be adjudicated in a classified setting given the 

program’s national security authority. The motion was filed in 

the Providence district. Judge Florette, who had the case by 

virtue of the original sealed affidavit, reviewed the motion and 

declined to transfer the proceeding, citing the prior existence 

of a comprehensive unclassified evidentiary record that 

established Stell’s individual criminal conduct independent of 

the program’s classified status. The classified setting motion 

was denied. 

This was the ruling that Hamilton had been working toward 

since the night he first opened the green notebook. A federal 

judge had found, on the basis of the evidence the case had 

assembled, that the classified program’s national security 

authority did not shield its individual participants from 

prosecution for their individual criminal acts. The ruling was 

narrow—it applied only to this case and these defendants—but it 

was in the public record and it would be cited. 

 

Marla called on a Friday afternoon, from a number I 

recognized as the location Marsh had arranged. I was in the 

kitchen. Hamilton was on the deck. I answered. 

She said, “I’ve been following what I can follow from here. 

The Bar Overseers notice went into the public record. I found it. 

I found the Stell identification confirmation in the Providence 
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district docket. I found Florette’s ruling on the classified 

setting motion.” She was quiet for a moment. “Is it over? The 

part that I was involved in?” 

I said the operational part is over. The legal proceedings 

have a long way to run. 

She said, “How long?” 

I said, “Years.” Brian’s cooperation will be central to the 

prosecution of Stell and the classified program case. The Volga 

Capital sanctions review will take twelve to eighteen months. The 

classified program’s institutional accountability review will 

take longer than that. The individual prosecutions of Stell and 

Harwick will be complete, probably, within eighteen months to two 

years. 

She was quiet again. The quality of her quiet on the phone 

was the quality I had come to know from Marla’s way of receiving 

information: attending to it precisely, filing it, considering 

its implications without performing the consideration. Then: “Can 

I come back? To Allen Point?” 

I said, “Hold on.” 

I went to the deck. Hamilton was at the rail, looking at the 

sound. The sound was the specific silver of a July afternoon 

under high overcast, and the heron was not on the near bar—she 

was in the air, crossing from the near bar to the outer edge of 

the marsh in the particular way she flies when she is moving 

rather than hunting: direct, purposeful, the left-banking 

compensation visible even in the translational flight. I told 
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Hamilton that Marla was on the phone. I told him what she had 

asked. 

He said, without turning from the rail: “Yes.” He said it in 

the tone he uses for things he has already decided and that do 

not require further deliberation. Then: “This evening if she can. 

There’s something I want to show her.” 

 

She arrived at seven-fifteen. Mary had driven her from the 

location Marsh had arranged, which was in the way that Mary 

participates in the completion of things: quietly, practically, 

without requiring the arrival to have a theatrical quality it was 

not going to have anyway. Marla came through the kitchen door 

with the bag she had packed in Newton five weeks ago and she set 

it down by the stairs and she looked at the kitchen table. 

The kitchen table had the green notebook and Wilson’s 

journal and the French press and the view of the salt marsh 

through the window and Hamilton at the north end and Clara with 

her field notebook at the east side and Mary just behind Marla at 

the door. Marla looked at all of it. She looked at Hamilton. 

She said, “You found Stell.” 

Hamilton said, “You found Harwick. You found the shell 

companies and the Tern Island facility and David Lim and Marcus 

Webb and the Atrium’s financial architecture. You found the shape 

of it. From the shape we found the rest.” He looked at the green 

notebook. “That was the division of labor.” 
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She sat down at the east side of the table, across from 

Clara. I moved my journal to make room. Mary came and sat at the 

empty seat to the south. 

We ate dinner. There is nothing more to report about the 

dinner itself—it was the kind of meal that happens when people 

who have been working together for weeks are suddenly in the same 

room without the work as the table’s primary content, and the 

conversation found its way around the edges of what had happened 

toward the things that were ordinary: Clara’s ongoing seagrass 

survey, which had been conducted throughout the case as its 

legitimate scientific cover and which had produced, in addition 

to the polymer evidence, a dataset that she was genuinely 

interested in for its own purposes. Mary’s practice, which had 

continued throughout and which contained patients whose 

appointments she had not missed. Wilson’s Orleans practice, and 

the condition of several patients he had been monitoring through 

what had turned out to be a longer stretch between visits than he 

usually allowed. Marla, who had been sitting with Marsh’s 

arrangement for five weeks without her work and without Biscuit 

and without her usual schedule, and who had apparently used the 

time to read everything in the house she was staying in and to 

run six miles a day on a route that took her past a salt pond she 

found herself thinking about during the afternoons. 

She said, “I missed the Cape.” 

She said it in the specific tone of someone who is surprised 

to find this true. I understood it. Five weeks ago she had come 

to the Cape in pursuit of a man and a case, and she had found 
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both and had spent five weeks entirely consumed by them, and 

somewhere in the consuming she had noticed that the coast itself 

was doing what it always does to the people who spend enough time 

on it: making itself necessary. 

After dinner Hamilton sat at his end of the table and Marla 

sat at her end and they were, for the first time in the six weeks 

of this case, in the same room with nothing urgent to build 

toward. Hamilton looked at the green notebook for a moment. Then: 

Hamilton said, “I want to show you what I meant about the 

shape.” He opened the green notebook to the first page of the 

case’s entries and turned it so she could read it. He said, “What 

you brought is at the beginning. What we built is at the end. I 

want you to read the distance between them.” 

She read for twenty minutes. The house was quiet in the way 

it is quiet on a July evening when the windows are open and the 

marsh is audible and the last light is doing something with the 

water beyond the bluff that I have never found the language for 

and that I have given up trying to find the language for, having 

decided that the appropriate response to a thing that exceeds the 

available vocabulary is to note that it exceeds it and to let it 

be what it is. 

When she finished reading, she closed the notebook and set 

it back on the table. She did not say anything for a moment. Then 

she said, “You knew about the Nevada cluster on the third line.” 

She pointed to the entry from the night she arrived. “You knew it 

was a different function before we even knew the naming 

convention.” 
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Hamilton said, “I suspected. The suspicion was confirmed by 

Brian’s arrival.” 

She said, “And the question on the third line—who else in 

the Bureau besides Mast. You had that the first night.” 

He said, “Marsh had told me enough about the institutional 

landscape that a second Bureau actor was probable. Mast was too 

exposed to be operating without institutional support above him. 

The question was whether the support was within the Bureau’s 

normal structure or outside it.” 

She said, “It was outside it.” 

“Yes,” he said. “Substantially outside it. That was the part 

that took the longest to establish.” He looked at her directly, 

in the way he looks at people when he is making an assessment he 

intends to be stated. “You were right that it wasn’t a divorce. 

You found that in the first night.” 

She said, “I found it in the legal pad. The sentence I wrote 

at the end.” 

Hamilton nodded. The kitchen was quiet. Outside the window 

the last of the July light was leaving the salt marsh in the 

particular horizontal way that late light leaves this coast, 

drawing back across the grass and the channel water without 

haste, a gradual withdrawal that has no beginning and no apparent 

end but that produces, at some moment that I have never been able 

to identify in advance, the complete transition from illuminated 

to dark. 

 



Gael / Dark Harbor / 307 

I wrote the final investigative entry in the fifth journal 

at nine-thirty that evening, after Marla had gone upstairs to the 

guest room and Hamilton had gone to the study and Clara had gone 

to the outbuilding and Mary had gone to her house in Chatham. The 

entry was long, and I will not reproduce it fully here because 

its full content is in the journal which is part of the case’s 

documentary record. What I will reproduce is the passage I wrote 

at the end, which was not a summary of the case but a description 

of what the case had looked like from the inside, by which I mean 

from inside the house where it had been worked: 

The cases at Allen Point are assembled from the specific 

materials that this coast provides: the tidal patterns and the 

sediment and the harbor systems and the birds that Wilson 

observes and the patients who come to the medical practices and 

the public records that the administrative machinery of 

Barnstable County and the federal government produce in the 

ordinary conduct of their business. Hamilton’s method does not 

impose a solution on these materials. It asks the materials what 

they are saying and listens until the answer is consistent across 

all of them. The answer in this case was: a man named Robert 

Stell built a data smuggling infrastructure on a coast he 

understood better than anyone who would think to look for it, 

protected it with the institutional authority of a classified 

federal program and the corruption of a federal agent, and ran it 

for six years. The materials said this in polymer traces and 

satellite dish configurations and corporate registry entries and 

seagrass transect samples and the specific watchfulness of a 
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marine electronics contractor in Harwich who could not entirely 

stop himself from warning a stranger to be careful. 

The materials said it together. No single piece of it was 

sufficient. The picture required all of them. 

I want to set down the specific things I noticed in the case 

that I did not find a place to put in the main account, because 

they are the things the case taught me and I think they belong in 

the file. 

The first is about what it means to look at a coast from 

inside it rather than from outside it. Stell had known this coast 

in the way that a scientist knows an environment: with 

comprehensive technical knowledge and the capacity to exploit its 

specific properties for his purposes. Hamilton knows it in a 

different way: the way a person who belongs to a place knows it, 

through the accumulated observational attention of two years of 

presence. The difference between those two kinds of knowledge is 

the difference between someone who can calculate the exact 

optimal window for an undetected boat transit and someone who 

notices, before anyone asks, that a particular bird has been 

using the same bar for two summers and that the bar’s approaches 

have received more traffic than its ordinary use explains. 

Stell’s knowledge was complete and exploitative. Hamilton’s was 

partial and attending. The partial and attending knowledge found 

the complete and exploitative one, and not the reverse. 

The second is about Marla. She came here with everything the 

case required and she built what could be built from a Newton 

kitchen table and a rental car and a clean laptop and a legal 
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pad. What she could not build was the piece that required someone 

to already be here. The piece that required a study window facing 

southeast, and a forensic scientist with a seagrass transect, and 

a physician who listens to her patients in a way, and a doctor 

who walks the Rock Harbor bridge at five in the morning and 

notices running lights in the channel. She found the shape and 

she brought it to the people who could fill it in. That is not a 

lesser contribution. It is the contribution that made every other 

one possible. 

I closed the journal and set it on the kitchen table. The 

study light was on, as it always is at nine-thirty in the evening 

during an active case. I had been thinking, as I wrote, about 

whether this entry was the last one, and I had decided it was 

not: the case’s formal proceedings would produce things worth 

recording, and Hamilton would want the record maintained through 

what came next. But this was the end of the investigative phase, 

and the investigative phase is the phase I know how to record, 

and it had ended with Marla at the kitchen table reading the 

distance between the first entry and the last. 
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Chapter Twenty 

“August” 

 

The second August was different from the first in the way 

that second years always differ from first ones on a coast that 

teaches by repetition: not in its external character, which was 

the same saltwater light and the same quality of afternoon heat 

moderated by the sound’s breath, but in what the repetition had 

accumulated and what it now permitted the eye to see that the 

first encounter had not. In my first August at Allen Point I was 

learning the place. In the second I was learning what the first 

August had been saying all along, which is a different 

instruction and a slower one. 

What this particular August said was: a case changes the 

character of the place where it was worked. Allen Point in the 

first week of August had the quality of a house returning to 

itself after an extended occupation by something larger than its 

ordinary purposes. Not damaged—the house had no damage—but 

absorbed, as a landscape absorbs the evidence of a season’s use 

and retains it in the manner of ground that has been more walked 

than usual, the path to the outbuilding slightly more worn, the 

deck rail bearing the specific patina of hands that had rested on 

it in thought over too many evenings to be explained by ordinary 

summer occupancy. The case had been here. The case was still 

here, in the institutional proceedings and the courtrooms and the 

regulatory bodies where it was now working its way through the 

world’s slower mechanisms. But the part of the case that required 
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Allen Point was finished, and the house knew it, in the way that 

a working instrument knows when it has been set down. 

 

I want to describe the quality of the August coast in order 

to establish what the case’s aftermath looked like in its 

physical setting, because the setting is not background in these 

accounts but argument. In August the summer visitors are still 

present in their full numbers but the summer has already begun to 

withdraw beneath them: the water temperature drops a degree a 

week, the shorebird populations that have been building in the 

marsh and the shore systems since late July begin their southward 

movements in ones and twos that will become dozens and then 

hundreds in September, the character of the morning light shifts 

from the midsummer horizontal gold to something slightly more 

considered, slightly less inexhaustible. You cannot see the 

change as a single event. You can only see it in retrospect, when 

two mornings two weeks apart are placed beside each other in the 

memory and the difference is visible that the daily progression 

had made invisible. 

The case had worked through the peak of the summer and into 

August’s early withdrawal, and the withdrawal was appropriate. 

Cases have their own seasonal character, and the Stell case had 

the character of a summer case: the specific urgency and the 

specific beauty of work done in the hours of long light, when the 

evidence assembles faster because the days are longer and the 

water is accessible in the early mornings and the coast is at its 

most legible. The indictments came down in August’s first week, 
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which was the season’s hinge point, and the timing was right. The 

case’s active phase was a summer thing. What came next—the 

trials, the appeals, the institutional proceedings, the 

international extraditions—was a different kind of work for a 

different kind of season, and this coast would not be the place 

where it happened. 

 

The indictments were handed down on a Tuesday in the first 

week of August. Marsh called at two-fifteen to tell Hamilton, and 

Hamilton told the rest of us at the kitchen table at three 

o’clock. 

The indictment named seven defendants: Robert C. Stell, 

Richard S. Harwick, Brian Cho, two additional ARC Technologies 

contractors who had been identified through Cho’s cooperation, 

and two individuals in Europe whose identities had been 

established through the OFAC review’s preliminary findings and 

the authentication certificate from the Naushon delivery session. 

The European defendants had been indicted in absentia, which 

meant the charges were filed and the warrants issued, but the 

defendants themselves were in jurisdictions that would require 

international extradition proceedings—proceedings that Marsh said 

would take years. 

The domestic defendants faced counts including conspiracy to 

commit computer fraud, wire fraud, violations of the Computer 

Fraud and Abuse Act in connection with the data collection 

operations, and the count that had required the most preparation: 

unauthorized commercialization of classified intelligence 
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infrastructure for private gain. Brian Anders was not among the 

indicted. His cooperation agreement, formalized through 

Florette’s chamber in the week since his Allen Point visit, 

provided full immunity in exchange for his sealed testimony and 

ongoing cooperation. 

Hamilton read the indictment when Marsh sent the text of the 

public document. He read it at the kitchen table, carefully and 

without speed, in the manner he reads primary documents: 

attending to each specific count and the evidence cited in 

support of it, checking the chain of evidence against the 

investigative record he had in the green notebook, noting where 

the two aligned and where the prosecutorial document had extended 

beyond what the green notebook contained into what Brian’s sealed 

testimony had added. When he finished he set the document down 

and said, “The commercialization count is the one. Everything 

else is recoverable. That count, if it stands at trial, changes 

what a classified program can legally do.” 

Clara said, “If.” 

Hamilton said, “It will stand. Florette’s ruling on the 

classified setting motion is the precedent. The count is built on 

the precedent.” He looked at the document. “They will appeal. The 

appeals process will take two years. And then it will stand.” He 

said it with the equanimity of a person who is willing to wait 

two years for a thing he believes will happen, which is a 

different quality from certainty but produces the same practical 

results. 
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Marcus Webb called on a Thursday. 

He called the Allen Point house number, not any other 

number, which meant he had found it through a channel I didn’t 

fully account for and that he was willing to declare himself by 

using it. It was eight in the morning. I answered. He said his 

name and I said I knew who he was. 

He said, “I was notified by the U.S. Marshals. Through the 

victim notification program. They told me there were indictments 

and that I’d been identified as a witness in connection with the 

underlying investigation.” He was quiet for a moment. “I just 

wanted to call. I wasn’t sure who else to call.” 

I said, “I’m glad you called.” 

He said, “The man in the indictment. Stell. Is that who…” He 

stopped. “Is that who sent the people to Somerville?” 

I said, “We believe so.” We can’t say with certainty until 

the trial. 

He was quiet again. Then: “David Lim. Is he in the 

indictment? Is what happened to him in the charges?” 

I said, “The charges are for the data operation. David Lim’s 

death was ruled accidental by the state of Massachusetts and the 

federal indictment doesn’t revisit a state ruling. But his name 

is in the evidence record. His Reddit post is in the evidence. 

His understanding of what he was working on is documented.” I 

paused. “He’s in the file. He’ll be in the trial.” 

Webb was quiet for a long time. Long enough that I checked 

the line was still open. Then he said, “He was a good person. I 

only knew him a little—we overlapped at DataStream for about six 
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months. He was the kind of person who couldn’t look away from 

something that was wrong. It’s why he posted on Reddit, probably. 

He couldn’t not say something.” 

I said I know. 

He said, “Thank you. For… whatever it is you did.” He ended 

the call. 

I held the phone for a moment and then I went to find 

Hamilton, who was on the deck with the binoculars and the bird 

notebook, making his morning observations. I told him about the 

call. He set the binoculars down. He said, “Note it in the 

journal.” He picked the binoculars back up. 

I held the phone for a moment after Webb ended the call, and 

I thought about what he had said and what it represented. He had 

called from Arizona, from a distance he had calculated to be 

sufficient. He was not planning to return to Massachusetts. He 

was not planning to testify unless required to, and the 

cooperation conditions on the indictment did not require him. He 

had called because the notification had reached him and he had 

needed to do something with it, and calling Allen Point was the 

thing he had decided to do. 

He did not know who Hamilton was. He did not know that the 

investigation he was calling to acknowledge had begun in this 

house six weeks ago from the specific conjunction of Marla’s 

legal pad and Clara’s seagrass transect and the coast’s 

geography. He only knew that someone had taken what he and David 

Lim and Kevin Halter had known and paid for and had assembled it 

into something that produced federal indictments, and he was 



Gael / Dark Harbor / 316 

calling to say something in the direction of wherever that had 

come from. 

I thought about what it means to receive that kind of call. 

The victim notification program is a bureaucratic instrument: it 

tells affected people that a legal process is happening without 

explaining how it happened or what it cost or who was in the room 

when the evidence came together. Webb knew there were 

indictments. He did not know about the marsh path and the salt 

harbor and the left-banking heron and the early-morning sessions 

at the kitchen table and the quality of Hamilton’s silence when 

he was building something that was not yet ready to be shared. He 

did not know about Marla driving down Route 6 in the dark to 

knock on a door she had been given by a federal judge who 

recognized Mast’s name and understood what it meant. 

He knew there were indictments. That was the version of the 

story that reached Arizona. It was the correct version: the 

indictments were what mattered, and everything that had produced 

them was the means rather than the end. But I wrote it in the 

journal anyway, the whole of it, because the means is what gets 

lost in institutional summaries and what the journal is for. 

I noted it in the journal. Webb had confirmed what we had 

assembled from the outside: that David Lim was the kind of person 

who could not look away from something wrong. That the Reddit 

post was not a reckless act or a confused one but a specific act 

of conscience by a person who had understood what he was inside 

and had tried, in the limited way available to him, to find a 
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door out of it. The door had found him before the door he was 

looking for found him. 

I wrote this down and then I looked out the kitchen window 

at the salt marsh, which was doing what the salt marsh does on a 

clear August morning: holding itself in the light of the season, 

every channel and bar sharply defined, the grass at its fullest 

green before it begins the long withdrawal toward the fall’s 

gold, the water in the channels the specific dark that deep 

summer produces. 

 

Marla stayed at Allen Point for ten days after the reunion 

dinner. She had not planned to stay that long; she had planned to 

return to Newton and to the firm and to the work of resuming a 

professional life that had been on hold for seven weeks. But the 

resumption kept being postponed by a day and then another day, 

and Hamilton did not suggest she leave, and Mary did not suggest 

she leave, and what kept her was not the case, which was now in 

other hands, but the coast, which had acquired the quality of a 

place that had been introduced to her in a context of urgency and 

that she was now, for the first time, simply inhabiting. 

She and Hamilton talked in the evenings. Not about the case—

the case was no longer the table’s primary subject after the 

indictments came down—but about the specific things that people 

who have worked alongside each other in a period of sustained and 

serious effort find to talk about when the effort is over: the 

professional history that the effort had been working against, 



Gael / Dark Harbor / 318 

the questions the effort had raised about what comes next, the 

coast itself and what it was. 

The texture of those ten days is worth recording because it 

represents something about Allen Point that I have been trying to 

describe and that is easier to describe in the context of a 

case’s aftermath than in the middle of its active phase. The 

house in the aftermath of a case has a quality that is different 

from its quality during the case and different from its quality 

before the case begins. During a case, everything in the house is 

in service to the case: the kitchen table is a working surface, 

the deck is an observation platform, the study is the nerve 

center, the marsh is the physical evidence base. After a case, 

the house returns to itself in the way that a room returns to 

itself after it has been a sickroom: unchanged in its structure 

but changed in its history, carrying in its specific arrangements 

the evidence of what has happened in it. 

Marla moved through the ten days with the quality of a 

person who is learning a place properly for the first time, 

having previously experienced it only at emergency velocity. She 

sat on the deck in the mornings with coffee and watched the 

marsh. She walked to the beach at the base of the bluff in the 

late afternoons and stood at the water’s edge for longer than she 

needed to. She helped Clara with the seagrass survey on three 

occasions, carrying the sampling equipment and recording Clara’s 

measurements in the field notebook with the precision of a person 

who understands that accuracy is not optional, which is the same 

understanding that makes a good litigator and makes a good field 
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scientist. She was, in the ten days, simply present at Allen 

Point in a way that the case had not permitted her to be during 

the six weeks she was working from it. 

She told me, on one of her last evenings, that she had 

decided to stay at Connolly & Reeve but to change the nature of 

her practice. Not away from corporate litigation, which was what 

she knew, but toward the category of corporate litigation that 

the case had introduced her to: the litigation space between 

legitimate data analytics and the shadow data ecosystem, which 

was now the most active and least understood frontier in 

technology law and that would require the kind of mind that could 

read a four-layer shell company structure and understand what was 

inside it. She said, “The legal framework for what Meridian was 

doing doesn’t exist yet. Someone needs to build it.” She said it 

in the tone of a person who has decided they are the someone. 

Hamilton said, “That’s the right work.” 

 

Mary told me, in the week after Marla left for Newton, that 

the cleaning contractor patient’s anxiety presentation had 

improved substantially in her most recent appointment. The 

patient had been informed by the Barnstable County Sheriff’s 

office, through the standard victim notification process for 

cases involving commercial properties, that the Stage Harbor 

facility had been the subject of a federal warrant and that the 

investigation was ongoing. The notification had given the patient 

a name for what she had been waiting for, and the name had 

reduced the waiting. 
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Mary said, clinically: “Anticipatory anxiety improves when 

the anticipated event arrives and is survived. The notification 

was the arrival. She survived it.” She paused. “The locked filing 

cabinet will still bother her. But it will bother her in a 

different way.” 

I thought about the locked filing cabinet. The thing that 

was waiting in the corner of the office where the cleaning 

contractor worked once a week before six in the morning, the 

thing that her nervous system had registered as a symbol for 

everything she could not know or ask about. What was in it was 

presumably the operational records that Harwick had maintained as 

the facility’s legal counsel—records that were now subject to the 

federal investigation and that the suppression motion had been, 

in part, designed to protect. The cabinet’s contents, whatever 

they were, would eventually be part of the trial record. The 

cabinet would no longer be waiting. It would be known. 

 

Hamilton opened a new notebook in the second week of August. 

Not the green notebook—the green notebook had the Stell case 

entries and would remain in use as long as the case was in 

proceedings that he was connected to. A different notebook: a 

blue one, the same brand as the green but in the different color 

he uses, I had learned over two years, when a new direction 

requires a separate container. I did not ask what it was for. I 

watched him carry it to the study on a Tuesday morning and I 

wrote in my journal: A blue notebook. August. The next one. 
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The cases come and go from Allen Point in the way that the 

seasons come and go: not repeating exactly but recurring with the 

same fundamental structure, the same elements in a different 

configuration, the same coast producing different versions of 

what the coast always produces. I had been at Allen Point for two 

full years and I had been in three cases and I was beginning to 

understand that the cases were not what I had originally 

understood them to be, which was investigations. They were 

conversations with the coast: questions posed to the evidence 

that this geography produces, and the coast’s answers, given in 

polymer traces and harbormaster meeting minutes and the 

observations of people who walk the same bridges at the same 

hours for years because doing so is what keeps their blood 

pressure reasonable. 

The Stell case had been a longer conversation than the 

previous ones and a more complex one, and it had introduced a new 

kind of voice to the conversation: Marla’s, which was the voice 

of the mainland bringing its emergency to the coast and the coast 

receiving it in the way the coast receives everything, without 

hurry, without announcement, converting it into the evidence that 

only this place and these people can find and use. 

The Stell case had been, in the sense of what it cost, the 

hardest of the three. Not in its investigative complexity, though 

the complexity was considerable, but in the quality of what it 

revealed about the institutional landscape it was set against. 

The previous two cases had corruption embedded in them—one had 

the county sheriff’s institutional protection, the other had the 
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specific complicity of a maritime transport network. But those 

corruptions had been contingent: they had been built into a case 

by specific actors for purposes. The Stell case revealed 

corruption that was structural: a federal program that had 

decided, at some point in its institutional history, that the 

requirements of its mandate exceeded the legal mechanisms 

available for satisfying it, and that had proceeded to satisfy it 

through other means. Structural corruption is harder to prosecute 

because it has a better argument for its own legitimacy, and 

harder to prevent because the conditions that produced it—the gap 

between what an institution believes its purpose requires and 

what the law permits—are not closed by arresting the individuals 

who exploited the gap. 

Hamilton understood this. He had said, on the night Marla 

knocked on the door and I was not present to hear it, that the 

case was not going to be resolved by a courtroom. He had been 

wrong in a specific technical sense—the courtroom would produce a 

conviction and the conviction would produce a precedent. He had 

been right in the deeper sense: the courtroom would produce what 

courts produce, which is accountability for specific past acts. 

What the structural corruption would produce in the future was a 

question the indictments did not answer and that the blue 

notebook on Hamilton’s desk was, I thought, beginning to address. 

I wrote in the journal, in the final entry of what I thought 

of as the investigative volume: the coast does not remember the 

cases. The birds are on the bars and the channels carry the tide 

and the light does the specific thing with the water that I have 
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been failing to describe for two years. What the cases leave is 

in the file and in the proceedings and in the changed lives of 

the people who passed through them and in the notebooks on the 

desk in the study. The coast itself is unchanged. This is not a 

melancholy observation. It is the observation that makes the work 

possible: the certainty that the thing looked at will still be 

there to be looked at, in its specific and persistent beauty, 

when the looking is done. 
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Chapter Twenty-One 

“Harwick” 

 

The shorebirds begin their southward movement before most of 

the summer visitors understand that summer is withdrawing. This 

is one of the things that distinguishes the year-round observer 

from the seasonal one: the year-round observer knows that the 

season’s departure is announced first not in the air temperature 

or the angle of light but in the birds, who follow their own 

calendar with a precision that the season’s human markers do not 

approach. By the third week of August, the first of the 

southbound migrants—the dowitchers, the peeps, the phalaropes 

coming in off the offshore pelagic routes—were appearing in the 

marsh channels and on the near bar with the quality of birds in 

passage: present for a day or two, replaced by others of the same 

species who also stay for a day or two, the turnover creating the 

illusion of a static population that is actually a continuous 

southward flow. 

Hamilton had been recording this passage in his bird 

notebook since the first week of August, noting species, numbers, 

and the specific behavior patterns that distinguish migrants from 

residents: the restlessness, the feeding urgency, the quality of 

their presence that is different from the presence of a bird that 

has chosen a place and is staying in it. He noted that the osprey 

pair that had nested on the pole above the near bar for both 

summers had begun the pre-departure behavior he had documented in 

the first year: the family flights, the young birds practicing 
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the extended soaring over the sound that would become, in the 

coming weeks, the first legs of a route to Central America that 

none of the birds had ever taken but all of them knew how to fly. 

I recorded these observations from Hamilton’s notes in my 

own journal, as I have done in both years. The bird record is 

part of the case account in the way that all of Allen Point’s 

observational account is part of the case account: it establishes 

the continuity of attention, the texture of the place’s ordinary 

life that provides the background against which anomalies become 

visible. The dowitchers and the phalaropes had been moving 

through this marsh while the case was being worked, indifferent 

to it, carrying their own urgencies in the direction of their own 

calendars. The case was one layer of the coast’s August. The 

migration was another. 

 

I want to pause here and note something about the 

relationship between the ornithological record and the case’s 

record that I have been circling for two years without stating 

directly. The bird notebook and the forensic notebooks are not 

separate activities that happen to share the same house. They are 

the same activity in two different registers: the activity of 

sustained attention to a specific environment, with the 

discipline to record what is observed precisely and to 

distinguish observation from inference. Hamilton does both. Clara 

does both. The distinction between the two registers is in the 

subject matter and in the institutional use to which the records 

are put. The bird data goes into publications that are read by 
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ornithologists. The forensic data goes into court filings that 

are read by judges. The method that produces both is the same. 

I have come to understand the bird notebook as the baseline 

against which the cases are measured. The coast produces its bird 

record continuously, regardless of whether there is a case being 

worked in the house above it. When there is a case, the bird 

account continues. When the case is over, the bird account 

continues. The continuity of the bird account is the continuity 

of attention that makes the cases possible: the method does not 

begin when a case arrives and end when it resolves. It runs 

continuously, in both registers, for as long as Hamilton is here. 

 

The Board of Bar Overseers disbarment hearing for Richard 

Harwick was scheduled for the fourth week of August at the 

Board’s offices in Boston. I attended as a member of the public, 

which is the standing available to anyone with a bar card and an 

interest in the proceedings and the patience to sit in the 

gallery of a professional discipline hearing for several hours. 

Hamilton had asked me to go, which I understood to mean he wanted 

a direct account rather than a secondary one, and he had 

specifically asked me to record Harwick’s manner and the language 

of his presentation as precisely as I could. 

The hearing room was small and formal in the specific 

institutional way of a room designed for procedure rather than 

for comfort: a raised dais for the three-member hearing panel, a 

table for the Board’s counsel, a table for Harwick and his new 

attorney, and the public gallery of six rows behind a low 
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railing. The gallery held nine people when the hearing began, 

which was a small number for a case that had been in the public 

record since Harwick’s suppression motion had put the evidentiary 

brief on the Barnstable County docket. The professional 

discipline world is smaller than the criminal world and attends 

to itself differently: the nine people in the gallery were 

attorneys, journalists covering professional responsibility 

matters, and one person who I later understood to be a 

representative of the Massachusetts Lawyers Concerned for Lawyers 

program, which provides support to attorneys facing discipline 

proceedings. 

Harwick sat at the defense table in the summer-weight suit 

that his cleaning contractor patient had described. Silver hair, 

precisely trimmed. The quality of contained attentiveness I had 

heard described in the accounts of people who had dealt with him 

professionally. He was the same man who had appeared at the Stage 

Harbor warrant execution and read the warrant carefully and asked 

only about damage to the doors and photographed the warrant 

number and left. The containment was undiminished. Whatever the 

previous month had cost him privately, it had not changed the 

professional surface. 

 

The Board’s counsel presented the evidentiary record in the 

precise order it had been assembled: the registered agent 

relationships, the Barnstable County planning board hearing, the 

ARC Technologies entity chain, the NDA administration for the 

facility’s contractors, and the broader context of the federal 
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indictments that had been filed against Stell and others for 

criminal conduct facilitated by the legal infrastructure Harwick 

had maintained. 

I want to describe what I observed in the hearing room 

beyond the procedural content, because the observation is what 

Wilson’s account is for and what it can provide that the official 

record cannot. 

The Board’s counsel was a woman named Oakes, perhaps fifty, 

with the quality of an attorney who has spent a career in 

professional responsibility work and who brings to a hearing the 

patience of a person who has conducted this proceeding many times 

and knows its shape better than the person being disciplined 

does. She presented the evidentiary record without urgency, each 

fact in its place, the chain of it visible to anyone who was 

attending. She was not making an argument. She was constructing a 

picture. 

Harwick watched her present it. I watched him watch her. I 

had expected someone who looked like a person who had been doing 

something wrong for sixteen years and had been found out. What I 

found was a person who looked like a person who had been doing 

his job for sixteen years and was explaining that his job had 

been his job. The distinction is the hardest one in professional 

responsibility proceedings: the difference between a person who 

knew they were doing wrong and did it anyway, and a person who 

had organized their understanding of what they were doing so that 

it was not-wrong in their own accounting. The composure was not 
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performed. Whatever the previous months had cost him, the belief 

he was presenting appeared to be genuine. 

Harwick’s counsel offered Harwick’s response in the form of 

an account that acknowledged defined facts and drew lines around 

others. Harwick had served as registered agent for the entities 

in question. He had appeared at the planning board hearing. He 

had administered the NDA for the cleaning contractor and others. 

These facts were not contested. 

What Harwick contested was the inference drawn from the 

facts. He said, in the careful measured voice of a person who had 

spent sixteen years choosing exactly what to say and how to say 

it in every context that required professional judgment: that he 

had provided legal services to a client whose stated business 

purposes he understood to be legitimate data analytics and 

maritime infrastructure operations. That the client had presented 

him with documentation consistent with those purposes. That the 

legal services he provided were the legal services any competent 

registered agent and transactional attorney would have provided 

to a client with those stated purposes. That he did not have 

actual knowledge of the criminal character of the underlying 

operations, and that an attorney who does not have actual 

knowledge of a client’s criminal conduct is not professionally 

responsible for that conduct. 

He said this last sentence with the quality of precision 

that tells you a person has been in legal education for the 

entirety of their professional life: it was the sentence of an 

attorney invoking a standard, not the sentence of a person 
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presenting a fact. The standard he was invoking—the actual 

knowledge standard for attorney complicity in client misconduct—

was real. The Board’s counsel had been waiting for him to invoke 

it. 

 

I came back to Allen Point that evening and told Hamilton 

what I had observed and what had been said, in the language it 

had been said in where I had it, as precisely as I had been asked 

to record it. He listened without interrupting. When I finished 

he said, “He drew the line at actual knowledge.” 

I said yes. 

“The Board doesn’t need actual knowledge,” he said. “The 

professional responsibility standard for an attorney in a 

transactional role is not actual knowledge of a client’s criminal 

conduct. It’s whether the attorney knew or should have known that 

the legal services being rendered were assisting in conduct the 

attorney should have recognized as criminal or fraudulent. The 

’should have known’ standard is objective: not what Harwick says 

he knew, but what a competent attorney with his background, 

experience, and the specific nature of the work he was doing 

would have known. A Harvard-trained maritime attorney with eight 

years of large-firm corporate experience, who administered NDAs 

for cleaning contractors of a commercial storage facility and 

served as registered agent for a four-layer shell company 

structure named after Cape Cod shipwrecks, who appeared 

personally at a planning board hearing for a building that was 

subsequently found to contain classified federal intelligence 
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infrastructure, and who did this for sixteen years—such an 

attorney either knew what he was doing or failed to know what his 

professional competence required him to know. Both conclusions 

lead to the same finding.” 

He paused. “The Board will find that he should have known. 

The finding will be unanimous.” 

I want to note what Hamilton’s analysis of the ’should have 

known’ standard meant in the context of what we had built. The 

evidentiary brief that was now in the public record had been 

constructed to establish, among other things, Harwick’s direct 

personal involvement at multiple points: the planning board 

hearing, where he had spoken on the application’s behalf; the NDA 

administration, where he had personally appeared at the cleaning 

contractor’s office; the registered agent relationships, where 

his firm’s name appeared in every entity’s public record across 

sixteen years. Each of these appearances was a data point for the 

’should have known’ analysis: a person who appears in this many 

ways, in this many connections, over this many years, has either 

been noticing what they are appearing in or has been making a 

professional decision not to notice. 

The distinction between actual knowledge and constructive 

knowledge—what you knew versus what you should have known—is 

sometimes described in legal education as a distinction between 

two different kinds of culpability. This misses the point. The 

’should have known’ standard is not a lesser finding than the 

’knew’ standard in the way that a lesser charge is lesser than a 

greater charge. It is a finding about the relationship between a 



Gael / Dark Harbor / 332 

professional and their own competence: the finding that a 

competent person in your position, with your training, your 

experience, and the specific nature of your engagement, would 

have known. Which is to say: you had the capacity to know. The 

decision not to know was a choice. 

Hamilton had built the evidentiary record to make that 

choice visible, not by proving what Harwick knew—which was likely 

unprovable—but by establishing what a person in Harwick’s 

position and with Harwick’s specific involvement could not have 

failed to see. The ’should have known’ finding was the inevitable 

result of an evidentiary record that demonstrated Harwick’s 

professional presence in enough locations, with enough frequency, 

over enough years, that the alternative explanation—sustained 

professional incompetence by a Harvard-trained attorney—was less 

credible than the finding the Board made. 

I said, “And the criminal proceedings?” 

“The federal prosecutors have been watching the disbarment 

hearing. The ’should have known’ finding from the Board gives 

them a different pathway than the actual knowledge route. 

Constructive knowledge—what Harwick should have known—is 

sufficient for the conspiracy count under the applicable federal 

standard. The Board’s finding is not binding on the federal 

proceeding but it is persuasive, and it will be cited in the 

prosecution’s brief.” He looked at the bird notebook on the table 

beside the green one. “Harwick drew the line at the wrong place.” 
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The Board’s decision was issued in writing three weeks 

later. The decision ran to twenty-two pages, which is long for a 

professional discipline ruling; the length reflected the care the 

Board had taken in establishing the ’should have known’ 

standard’s application to Harwick’s specific circumstances, 

because the Board understood that the decision would be cited in 

future proceedings involving attorneys who had provided services 

to criminal enterprises under the cover of legitimate 

transactional work, and that a well-reasoned twenty-two-page 

opinion was more valuable to the profession than a three-page 

finding. 

The ruling was unanimous. Harwick was disbarred. The Board 

found that his sixteen years of registered agent services, NDA 

administration, and planning board representation for the Stell 

operation constituted a sustained pattern of providing material 

assistance to criminal conduct that a competent attorney in his 

position should have recognized, and that his failure to 

recognize it—or his decision to conduct himself as if he had not 

recognized it—was a fundamental breach of the professional 

responsibility obligations he had undertaken when he was admitted 

to the bar. 

The language of the ’or his decision to conduct himself as 

if he had not recognized it’ was the language I had been waiting 

for. The Board was too disciplined to find actual knowledge 

without evidence of actual knowledge. But it was also unwilling 

to accept the fiction that a competent attorney of Harwick’s 

caliber could have failed to see what sixteen years of service to 
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this operation had been serving. The ’or’ in that phrase was the 

Board saying, in the careful language of professional discipline, 

what the evidence said in the more direct language of what 

happened: that Harwick had known exactly what he was doing and 

had done it for sixteen years. 

 

Stell’s appeal of Florette’s classified setting ruling was 

heard by the First Circuit appeals court in Boston in the first 

week of September. The oral argument was closed to the public 

because the classified authority at issue could not be discussed 

in open court. The docket entry indicating the hearing’s 

completion was public. 

The decision, when it came, was one of the most efficient 

documents I have encountered in eleven years of reading case-

related legal filings. Most legal decisions require pages to 

establish the context, the applicable law, the parties’ 

arguments, and the court’s reasoning before reaching the finding. 

A one-sentence affirmance is the appellate court saying: we have 

read everything you filed and considered the classified authority 

you invoked, and what you filed does not require more than one 

sentence to address because the district court’s reasoning was 

correct and we see no basis for a different result. It is, in the 

register of judicial communication, the harshest possible 

response to a sophisticated legal argument: we have nothing 

further to add. 

Two weeks later, the appeals court issued its decision. One 

sentence: “The district court’s finding that the national 
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security authority asserted does not shield individual defendants 

from criminal prosecution for individual criminal acts is 

affirmed.” 

Hamilton read this sentence from the docket entry that Marsh 

forwarded. He read it twice. He said, “It will be cited for 

fifteen years.” He said it in the tone of a person making a 

prediction about something he will not be around to verify and 

who is at peace with this. Then he went back to the bird 

notebook. 

The citation count is not something I can report, writing at 

the close of this particular summer. But the prediction strikes 

me as conservative. 

 

The osprey family left the near bar nest in the second week 

of September. Hamilton noted the specific day in the bird 

notebook, as he had noted the specific day in the first year, and 

the comparison between the two years showed that this year’s 

departure was four days earlier than the previous year’s, which 

could reflect the specific weather patterns of the two respective 

Septembers or could reflect the young birds’ individual readiness 

or could reflect something in the food availability in the marsh 

that Hamilton had been tracking in a different notebook. The data 

for two years is not sufficient to establish a pattern. The data 

is entered and the question is left open for the year that will 

follow. 

I watched the family’s last days at the nest with more 

attention than I had given to the nest in the first year, which 
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is consistent with what the second year has taught me generally: 

that the first year’s observation is acquisition and the second 

year’s observation is comprehension, and that comprehension 

requires the first year’s acquisition as its foundation. The 

young birds flew over the sound in the way that young ospreys fly 

in the pre-departure period: with the extended effort of birds 

that have learned the mechanics but have not yet learned the 

effortlessness, their wingbeats too frequent, their corrections 

too visible. They would learn the effortlessness over the course 

of the migration. By the time they reached Central America they 

would know how to use the air the way their parents used it. 

Hamilton watched them from the deck. He said, on the evening 

of their departure: “They know the route without having flown 

it.” He said it in the tone of a man stating a fact that he finds 

genuinely interesting. Then he went inside. 

I thought about what it meant, that the young ospreys knew a 

route they had never flown. The knowledge was in them from before 

they were born, inherited from all the birds that had made the 

same route before them, compressed into the specific biological 

architecture of the capacity for migratory flight. They would fly 

it imperfectly the first time, and better the second time, and by 

the third time they would be flying it with the ease of something 

that their bodies had always known they were made to do. 

I thought about this for a long time after Hamilton went 

inside. The young ospreys knew the route without having flown it. 

The route was in their biology, inherited from all the birds that 

had made it before them, compressed into the architecture of what 
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they were. The first time they flew it they would make mistakes 

and use too much effort and take longer than the route required. 

Over successive migrations they would learn what the route had 

always known and they would eventually fly it with the ease of 

something native to their bodies. 

The cases at Allen Point are not hereditary. Hamilton 

learned them from observation rather than from inheritance, in 

the way that a physician learns a diagnosis by seeing it many 

times rather than by being born knowing it. But there is 

something in the method that feels like inheritance: the quality 

of attention that this coast produces in the people who attend to 

it long enough, the recognition of the relationship between tidal 

data and water temperature and bird population and the character 

of an August morning’s light that no single observation produces 

but that the accumulation of observations over sufficient time 

assembles into something that functions like instinct. Hamilton 

has it. I am acquiring it. The cases benefit from it. 

The osprey family was going to Central America. In the 

spring they would come back to this bar, or their young would 

come back to bars like this one, and the nest would be rebuilt or 

built new, and the summer would begin again from the beginning. 

The case would be in the proceedings. The proceedings would 

produce their outcomes at the pace of institutions. And Allen 

Point would be here, facing southeast, the study window and the 

kitchen table and the outbuilding and the salt marsh and the 

left-banking heron on the near bar, doing what it does. 
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I watched them go and I wrote it in the journal and I went 

inside. 
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Chapter Twenty-Two 

“The Trial” 

 

October on the outer Cape is a different coast from the one 

the summer knows. The summer visitors are gone by mid-September 

and what remains is the year-round population and the quality of 

a place that has returned to itself: the roads emptied of the 

particular traffic of people who are going somewhere 

recreational, the restaurants on reduced hours, the harbors 

carrying only the working boats and the late-season recreational 

sailors who have learned to distinguish October’s specific beauty 

from its specific cold. The light in October is the long 

horizontal light of the season’s contraction: lower, more amber, 

arriving at a steeper angle from the south and lasting fewer 

hours and producing, in the specific flatness of the outer Cape’s 

landscape, the particular illumination that makes the marsh grass 

its fullest gold and the sound its deepest blue and the sky above 

Monomoy a shade that I have no word for but that I recognize 

every year as the specific signal that the coast is entering its 

private season. 

I had come to Allen Point for the first time in late summer 

two years earlier and had been there for both Octobers since, and 

I had learned in those two Octobers what year-round people mean 

when they say the real Cape begins in October: the reduction to 

the essential, the removal of the seasonal layer, the reveal of 

what the place is when it is simply itself rather than the 

destination of people who have chosen to visit it. The Stell case 
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had been a summer case, worked in July and August at the full 

velocity of the season, and its institutional aftermath was 

moving through October at the different velocity of the 

proceedings and the hearings and the trials. Allen Point in 

October was the right place to watch that aftermath from: a 

stable position outside the proceedings, connected to them 

through Marsh and through the case’s documentary record, but not 

in them. 

 

Stell’s trial opened on a Tuesday in mid-October in the 

federal courthouse in Providence. I attended the first day as a 

member of the public, taking the early morning commuter rail from 

the Cape, arriving at the courthouse at eight-fifteen for a nine 

o’clock opening. Hamilton had not asked me to go. I had decided 

to go myself, because the case I had been recording for four 

months was about to be presented in a form I had not seen yet—as 

a narrative, built for a jury, designed not to assemble evidence 

but to communicate it. 

The courtroom was larger than the Board of Bar Overseers 

hearing room and more formal in the institutional sense that 

federal courtrooms carry: the raised bench, the jury box of 

fourteen people including the alternates, the prosecution and 

defense tables, the public gallery behind the low railing with 

its twenty or so attendees on the first morning. The prosecution 

was represented by a team of three; the lead prosecutor was a 

woman in her late forties whose name I had seen in the filings 

but whose presence in the room established a quality I had not 
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been able to determine from the filings—the quality of a 

prosecutor who has prepared for this case and is prepared to be 

patient with it. 

Stell sat at the defense table. He was wearing what appeared 

to be the same suit he had worn at Naushon—or a suit of the same 

cut and fabric, which is consistent with a person who purchases 

professional clothing in multiples of the same style—and he had 

the contained quality I had seen in Wilson’s account of Harwick’s 

hearing and that I had come to understand was not a performance 

of composure but the specific composure of a person who has spent 

six years operating in environments where composure was a 

survival requirement. He did not look frightened. He looked like 

a man who has made peace with the specific ground he is standing 

on and is prepared to argue from it. 

 

The prosecution’s opening statement ran forty-one minutes. I 

wrote down the portions I wanted to preserve in my notebook and I 

will try to describe its overall character here, because the 

character is what I wanted to understand and what I had come to 

Providence to observe. 

The prosecutor built the story from the outside in. She 

began with the data: the ghost data, the enterprise shadow data 

that Tanaka’s paper had named, the categories of personal 

information that had been collected from enterprise systems 

without consent. She described these categories in concrete terms 

designed for a jury that would not have Tanaka’s technical 

vocabulary: the building access card data that told you when 
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every person in a corporate campus arrived and departed each day, 

the meeting recording software that captured not only the words 

but the voice patterns and speech habits of every participant, 

the medical claim data from employer insurance plans that 

contained diagnoses, medications, and treatment histories. She 

asked the jury to imagine that everything they believed was 

private about themselves had been taken without their knowledge 

and sold to people they would never identify. 

She described the Tern Island facility in the terms the 

forensic evidence established: nine acres in Stage Harbor, 

accessible only by boat, purchased for $4.2 million in cash 

through a shell company named after a pirate ship that sank off 

Wellfleet in 1717. She described what Clara had found in the 

Stage Harbor sediment: the polymer traces of the encrypted drive 

cases, accumulating over three years of quarterly deliveries, a 

physical record left in the harbor’s floor by the act of moving 

data that was never meant to have a physical record. 

She described Naushon last, and I watched the jury as she 

described it, because Naushon was the fact that required the most 

work to make credible: a classified federal program co-building a 

criminal data infrastructure on a private island under the cover 

of marine research, six years of active operation, a delivery 

intercepted mid-transfer by a federal warrant on a summer 

afternoon. The jury was attentive. They were processing what she 

was describing in the way that people who have been selected for 

their ability to attend to unfamiliar complexity process it: not 
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yet understanding all of it, understanding that understanding it 

matters. 

I want to describe the quality of listening to the 

prosecution’s opening statement as a person who was inside the 

case it was describing. It is a strange experience, one I have 

not had before, and I am not sure I have the vocabulary for it 

fully. The experience is something like reading a well-made map 

of a terrain you have walked on foot: the map is accurate in its 

proportions and its significant features, and it conveys the 

territory’s structure in a form that is useful for navigation, 

and yet the map contains none of the things that the walking 

produced in you. No map contains the quality of light on a 

particular section of trail at a specific hour. No map contains 

the cold in the early morning or the smell of the pine barrens or 

the sound of a bird that identified itself before you identified 

it or the moment when you understood, because you had been 

walking long enough in one direction, what the terrain’s overall 

shape was. The map and the walk are both true accounts of the 

territory. They are not the same account. 

The prosecution’s opening statement was the map. The kitchen 

table at Allen Point was the walk. Both were necessary. The map 

is what the jury needed; the walk is what produced the map. 

What the opening statement did not contain was any of the 

four of us. There was no Wilson and no Clara and no Mary and no 

mention of Allen Point. There was a ’comprehensive forensic 

investigation’ that had ’identified and documented the physical 

infrastructure of the defendant’s operations.’ There was a 
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’federal magistrate proceeding’ that had ’established the 

evidentiary basis for the warrant applications.’ There was a 

’cooperating witness’ who had ’provided detailed testimony about 

the operation’s structure and the defendant’s role within it.’ 

These were the versions of things that a jury needed. They were 

accurate versions. They were the versions that did not require 

the jury to understand what a seagrass survey is, or what a 

forensic scientist finds when she runs a sediment sample through 

a mass spectrometer, or what happens at the kitchen table of a 

house above a salt marsh when four people who have been carrying 

separate pieces of the same picture put them down and see what 

they make together. 

 

I called Hamilton from the rail station that evening. I told 

him what the opening statement had said and what it had not said, 

in the specific format he had asked for: what was present, in 

what order, what standard of evidence it invoked for each 

element, and what the defense had offered in its own opening. 

The defense opening had been twenty-three minutes. Stell’s 

attorney had made the argument she had always been going to make: 

that the evidence established institutional conduct by a 

classified program operating under a national security authority, 

and that the individual accountability question was separate from 

and subordinate to the institutional question, and that a jury 

sitting in judgment of a career federal official acting under 

classified authority should consider the authority before it 

considered the act. It was the argument that Florette’s ruling 
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had rejected and the First Circuit’s one-sentence affirmance had 

rejected again, but it was being made a third time because the 

jury had not heard those rejections and because the defense 

attorney had a professional obligation to make the strongest 

available argument regardless of whether the court above had 

already addressed it. 

Hamilton listened to my account of both openings and was 

quiet for a moment. Then: “The prosecution’s opening is the case 

we built, stated in the terms a jury can evaluate. The defense’s 

opening is the argument that failed twice before being presented 

to a jury that doesn’t know it failed. The jury will decide on 

the merits and the jury will have the full evidentiary record.” 

He paused. “The outcome is not in doubt. The question is how long 

it takes.” 

I said the opening statements suggested a long trial. 

“The Naushon server evidence alone is two weeks of technical 

testimony,” he said. “Brian’s direct examination will take three 

days. Mast’s testimony for the prosecution will take a day and a 

half. The defense will cross-examine everything that can be 

cross-examined.” He was quiet again. “Eight months. Possibly 

longer. The verdict will come in the spring.” 

 

The Mast resolution came through OPR in the third week of 

October. Mast had entered a cooperation agreement with the FBI’s 

Office of Professional Responsibility in exchange for full 

cooperation with the Stell prosecution and the classified program 

institutional review. Under the agreement, his law enforcement 
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credentials were permanently revoked. He would not face criminal 

charges. He would testify for the prosecution at Stell’s trial 

and at the classified program oversight proceeding. 

Hamilton received this information from Marsh and relayed it 

to Wilson without comment. I wrote it in the journal and noted 

beside it the specific disproportion: six years of institutional 

protection for a criminal enterprise that had cost David Lim his 

life and Marcus Webb three broken ribs and Kevin Halter a 

fractured collarbone and the unknown number of data subjects 

their privacy, and the institutional accounting was a revoked 

credential and testimony against the person he had been 

protecting. The institutional accounting was not wrong. It was 

the accounting the institutions produce. The human accounting was 

different, and the human accounting did not fit in an OPR 

agreement. 

Hamilton, when I noted this disproportion to him, said, 

“Mast’s cooperation is what prosecutes Stell. Stell’s prosecution 

is what produces the precedent. The precedent is what changes 

what the next Mast can do.” He said it in the tone of a man who 

has made his peace with the distance between what the 

institutions produce and what the situation would require if the 

institutions were adequate to it. “The institutions are not 

adequate. They are what we have.” 

 

I want to set down something Hamilton said during one of the 

October evenings, on the deck with the sound doing what it does 

in October: carrying a quality of cold in the wind that the 
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summer’s air does not have, the reminder that this coast is 

maritime in the full sense and that the maritime means the winter 

is coming and the boats will come in and the year-round people 

will have the place to themselves for seven months. 

He said, “The cases don’t end. They go into the world and 

the world continues to work on them. The indictment is the 

beginning of a process that will take years, and the precedent 

from that process will be cited in a next case, and the next case 

will produce its own proceedings and its own accounting. What 

ends, at Allen Point, is our part of it. Which is the part that 

requires what this coast specifically provides: the evidence that 

only this geography and these instruments and this quality of 

sustained attention can find. When the case doesn’t need that 

anymore, it stops being our case. It’s still going. It’s just 

going somewhere else.” 

I wrote this in the journal. The case was going somewhere 

else. It was in Providence and in Boston and in Washington and in 

Luxembourg and in the First Circuit’s published opinion and in 

the nine proceedings. It was in the work Marla was doing at 

Connolly & Reeve, building the legal framework for the next 

version of what Meridian Analytics had been. Our part was done. 

The case was still going. 

 

I walked to Kevin Halter’s shop on Route 28 in Harwich in 

the first week of October. I had called ahead. He knew who I was—

he had been contacted by the prosecution’s witness coordination 

office and had been told that the case he had been involved in, 
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peripherally and involuntarily, had resulted in federal 

indictments. He was prepared for my visit. 

The shop looked as it had when Marla described it to us at 

the kitchen table in June: the converted boat barn, the hand-

lettered sign in faded blue paint, the gravel lot. The filing 

cabinet in the back office had been replaced. The new one was 

taller and had an electronic combination lock. Halter showed it 

to me with the expression of a person making a small joke at 

their own expense. 

He said, “I hear they’re going to trial.” 

I said yes. 

He said, “Is there going to be… is someone going to have to 

explain why the installation records were taken? For the trial?” 

He was asking whether he was going to be required to testify, and 

he was asking it in the oblique way of someone who hopes the 

answer is no but would not be entirely surprised by the answer 

being yes. 

I said the prosecution has Brian’s testimony, Clara’s 

forensic evidence, and Mast’s cooperation. Your installation 

records, even if they still existed, would be corroborating 

rather than primary. I don’t believe you’ll be called. 

He looked at the new filing cabinet. He said, “Good.” He 

said it in the specific tone of a person who has survived 

something and has rebuilt around the survival and does not want 

to revisit the thing survived more than is required. 
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I want to record the quality of this visit, because Halter 

represents something in the case’s human register that the formal 

proceedings do not fully capture. 

Halter was not a victim in the legal sense that entitles a 

person to notification and representation and support from the 

institutional machinery that processes crime. He was a contractor 

who had done work that turned out to have been done for 

criminals, and who had signed an NDA that was designed to ensure 

he would not ask too many questions, and who had been broken into 

and frightened and eventually run off a highway when the people 

who wanted his silence had decided that administrative methods 

were insufficient. The criminal justice system would account for 

this under the general heading of the conspiracy’s effects on 

witnesses and contractors, which was accurate as a legal category 

and insufficient as a human description. 

What Halter had was a new filing cabinet with an electronic 

combination lock, and the specific watchfulness of a person who 

had been in the path of something and had survived it and who had 

rebuilt around the survival. He was still doing the work. The VHF 

radio was still on the bench. The gravel lot was still in front 

of the barn. The cases he had worked on and the skills he had 

applied in those cases were still here, on Route 28, available to 

anyone who brought him a marine electronics problem that needed 

solving. 

I thanked him for his time. He walked me to the door. On the 

bench behind him the disassembled VHF radio from Marla’s 

description—or a different disassembled VHF radio, which I could 
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not tell from the description—was laid out in component groups, 

waiting for the hands that knew where each piece went when it 

went back together. He was still doing the work. The work was 

still there to be done. 

 

I drove back from Harwich to Allen Point along Route 28 in 

the October afternoon, the road empty in the way the Cape’s roads 

are empty after Labor Day, the marsh visible on the bay side in 

the specific horizontal light I have been trying to describe and 

that I was now accepting I would never describe adequately, and I 

thought about what the case had cost and what it had produced and 

what the space between those two things contained. 

What it had cost: David Lim’s life, which would not be 

recovered by any proceeding. Marcus Webb’s certainty about the 

world’s ordinary safety, which might or might not be recovered 

over time. Kevin Halter’s kind of watchfulness, which he wore now 

with the patient efficiency of a person who has accepted that he 

will wear it indefinitely. The unknown data subjects. The forty-

three terabytes that had transferred before Clara closed the 

session. 

What it had produced: nine institutional proceedings, an 

indictment, a disbarment, a revoked credential, the First Circuit 

precedent that a classified program’s authority does not shield 

its individual participants. A shadow data legal framework that 

Marla was building, one case at a time, at Connolly & Reeve. A 

sealed grand jury record and a trial in progress in Providence. 

And the kind of knowledge that this coast had produced—the 
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polymer trace, the satellite array, the planning board document, 

the NOAA contract, the seagrass transect that found what it found 

because a scientist had been running it with the continuous 

attention of someone whose method does not begin and end with a 

case but runs all the time. 

I have been keeping the documentation of these cases for two 

years and I have struggled, in both years, with the specific 

inadequacy of the record’s institutional ledger as an accounting 

for what the cases mean in human terms. The institutional ledger 

records findings and rulings and indictments and convictions and 

sanctions. It does not record the quality of Marcus Webb’s voice 

when he said “he couldn’t look away from something that was 

wrong” about a person who was dead because he couldn’t look away. 

It does not record Kevin Halter’s watchfulness, or the cleaning 

contractor’s anxiety presentation improving, or what it cost 

Marla to spend nine days at Allen Point after five weeks away 

from Biscuit and her work and the life that Brian Anders had been 

occupying for twelve years and then vacated. The institutional 

ledger is the part of the accounting that produces sentences and 

sanctions and precedents. The rest of the accounting is in the 

journal, and in the memory, and in the character of the people 

who were in the path of what happened and are still here. 

The space between what it cost and what it produced 

contained everything I could not put into either account. I drove 

home to Allen Point and parked in the lane and sat for a moment 

before going inside. The salt marsh was audible through the car 

window, carrying the October evening’s specific sounds. The house 
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was lit. The study window faced southeast, toward the sound, and 

the light in the study window told me Hamilton was at the desk 

with the blue notebook. 

I went inside. 
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Chapter Twenty-Three 

“The Verdict” 

 

The winter at Allen Point is the coast at its most itself, 

which is to say the coast stripped of the seasonal additions—the 

visitors, the summer business, the particular social complexity 

of a place where the year-round population and the summer 

population coexist in the specific mutual tolerance of people who 

need each other and who both understand this—and reduced to the 

qualities that belong to it regardless of season: the water and 

the birds and the light and the wind and the relationship between 

the tidal patterns and the marsh’s response to them. In winter 

the relationship is visible without obstruction. The marsh grass 

has gone the brown-gold of November and then the silver-brown of 

January, and the channels run clear and cold and the bars are 

empty of the summer birds and occupied by the winter ones: the 

eider ducks in the sound, the brant in the harbor, the dunlin and 

the sanderlings on the exposed tide flats at low water, the 

short-eared owls that quarter the marsh in the late afternoons 

with the specific low hunting flight that has always struck me as 

the most efficient thing I have observed in two years of watching 

birds on this coast. 

I want to describe the winter’s specific contribution to the 

cases at Allen Point, because it is easy to regard the winter as 

a gap in the work and harder to see it for what it is: the season 

in which the attention that produces the cases consolidates what 

the summer has assembled. Hamilton works differently in winter. 
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The field observation continues, because the birds are here and 

the birds do not stop their activities for the winter, but the 

forensic notebook is closed and the kitchen table is not a 

working surface in the same urgency-allocated way it is in July. 

What happens instead is the work of a mind returning to what it 

has built and testing it from new angles, reading the green 

notebook and the supporting documentation with the winter’s 

different quality of light and the longer evenings that the 

shortened days provide, the patience of a person who knows the 

case is in the institutions and that the institutions work at a 

pace that does not require his daily attention. 

I was at Allen Point for November and December and the first 

two weeks of January, which covered the trial’s opening months, 

and I found the winter at Allen Point to be the kind of useful 

that is only available when the urgency has passed: the case in 

the proceedings, the evidence in the file, the work that remained 

not the work of finding and building but the work of recording 

what had been found and built, which is the work of the journal 

and which is work that the winter accommodates in a way that the 

summer does not. 

I had come back to Allen Point in early November for the 

winter practice: the reduced schedule at Orleans, the house in 

winter mode with its specific adjustments for the cold, the study 

facing southeast with the scope at full aperture against the 

shorter light. Hamilton had continued his bird records through 

November and December with the same uninterrupted attention he 

had given them through the summer, and the records were 
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interesting in their own right: the eider numbers were up from 

the previous winter, the brant were a week earlier than their 

historical average, the short-eared owls were present in the 

marsh for the first time in three years, which could reflect a 

prey population recovery or a habitat change or a number of other 

things that the three years of data were not yet sufficient to 

establish. 

The case reached Allen Point through the winter in the form 

of Marsh’s weekly calls, which were brief and factual: the 

trial’s progress, the testimony that had been heard, the legal 

arguments that had been made. He called on Thursdays, at seven in 

the morning, and Hamilton took the calls in the study and shared 

what was relevant at the kitchen table. The trial was proceeding 

on the schedule Hamilton had predicted. Brian’s direct 

examination had taken three days and his cross-examination had 

taken two. Mast’s testimony for the prosecution had taken a day 

and a half. 

 

Mast’s testimony, as Marsh described it, had been the kind 

of cooperation that produces a conviction and costs the 

cooperating witness the last of whatever credibility they 

retained. He had described, in the careful precise language of a 

career federal law enforcement officer, the structure of his 

relationship with Stell’s domestic program: the initial 

arrangement in which he had provided institutional protection for 

the program’s Cape operations in exchange for access to the 

program’s intelligence product, the mechanisms by which he had 
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redirected economic crimes inquiries away from Stage Harbor and 

Tern Island, the three-hour subpoena filed against Patricia 

Howe’s financial records, the welfare check request routed 

through the DA’s office liaison channel, the active monitoring of 

Florette’s sealed court docket. He had described all of it with 

the professional precision of a person who has made a deal and 

intends to honor the deal completely, in the understanding that 

the completeness of the compliance is the consideration that 

makes the deal hold. 

I thought about Mast on the stand when Marsh described it to 

Hamilton on a Thursday morning in January. I thought about the 

quality of compliance that his testimony represented: a man who 

had spent six years of his professional life protecting an 

operation from scrutiny, now providing the scrutiny himself, in 

the same precise professional voice, under oath, in a federal 

courtroom. The voice was the same. The content was reversed. This 

is what a cooperation agreement produces: the same instrument 

turned in a different direction. Whether this constitutes 

something like accountability in the human sense—whether the 

reversal means anything beyond its operational usefulness to the 

prosecution—I could not determine. I wrote it in the journal 

without resolving it. 

 

The jury delivered its verdict on a Tuesday in April, eleven 

days after it began deliberating. Marsh called Hamilton at 

eleven-twenty in the morning. 
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Hamilton came to the kitchen where I was writing and said, 

“Guilty. All counts.” 

He said it in the same tone he uses to report a wind shift 

or a tide change: a statement of what is. He went back to the 

study. 

I want to record what I felt in the moment he said it, 

because the feeling is part of the account and I have been 

recording feelings alongside findings since the first volume of 

these cases, on the principle that what we feel when we receive 

findings is itself information about the quality of the findings. 

What I felt was not surprise—Hamilton had said the outcome was 

not in doubt—and not the particular relief of a person who has 

been uncertain and is now certain. It was something more like the 

specific sensation of a weight that has been distributed across a 

very long time settling at last into its permanent configuration. 

The case had been building toward this outcome since June of the 

previous year, through the summer and the autumn and the winter 

and into this specific April morning, and the outcome’s arrival 

was not a surprise but a completion—the thing that had been in 

motion finding its resting place. 

I want to describe what the verdict produced in the context 

of the case’s full record, because the verdict is the 

institutional summary of something that the record itself knows 

in more detail and that the summary, by its nature, compresses. 

The jury had heard eight months of testimony: the forensic 

evidence from Stage Harbor and Naushon, the financial 

architecture mapped by Patricia Howe, Brian’s three days of 
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direct examination and two days of cross, Mast’s day and a half 

of prosecution testimony and two days of defense cross, Clara’s 

technical testimony about the sediment evidence and the server 

installations, an expert witness on the ghost data ecosystem whom 

the prosecution had engaged after Marla suggested Dr. Yuki 

Tanaka’s availability. The jury had received a record that was, 

in its documentary form, the same record that had been assembled 

at the kitchen table in Chatham over six weeks the previous 

summer. The kitchen table version had been built for 

understanding. The Providence version had been built for verdict. 

The verdict was right. 

The specific counts: conspiracy to commit computer fraud, 

guilty. Wire fraud, guilty. Computer Fraud and Abuse Act 

violations, guilty. And the count that Hamilton had said was the 

one: unauthorized commercialization of classified intelligence 

infrastructure for private gain, guilty. 

That last finding was the one that would be cited for the 

next fifteen years, as Hamilton had predicted. The jury had heard 

the evidence and had found, unanimously, that a federal official 

operating under classified authority had used that authority to 

build and operate a criminal enterprise for personal gain, and 

that the classified authority did not shield the official from 

individual accountability for the criminal acts. The finding was 

specific to this defendant and this case. Its implications were 

not. 

 

What happened to each person: 
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Robert C. Stell was sentenced, six weeks after the verdict, 

to fourteen years in federal prison. The sentence was at the high 

end of the applicable guidelines range, which Florette justified 

in the sentencing memorandum by noting the extended duration of 

the offense—six years—the specific harm to the individuals whose 

data had been collected and sold, and the particular aggravating 

factor of the classified authority that had been used to obstruct 

investigation and prosecution. Stell’s attorneys immediately 

appealed the sentence, which was procedurally expected and 

substantively unpromising. 

Brian Anders entered a period of five years of supervised 

release under the cooperation agreement, with conditions 

including regular reporting, travel restrictions, and ongoing 

availability for testimony in related proceedings including the 

European extradition cases. He was living, under a modified 

identity that the Marshals Service had arranged as part of the 

witness protection provisions of the agreement, somewhere I will 

not specify and that only Crane and Marsh and Hamilton knew. 

Wilson does not know. This is appropriate. 

Richard Harwick was indicted by the federal grand jury on 

conspiracy charges in February, two months before the Stell 

verdict. His criminal defense was proceeding on a separate track 

from his disbarment proceeding. His attorney had filed a motion 

to dismiss on the grounds that the disbarment’s ’should have 

known’ finding was not equivalent to the actual knowledge 

required for criminal conspiracy. Florette’s ruling on this 

motion was expected by the summer. 
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Gerald Mast had testified for the prosecution and had 

received the permanent revocation of his law enforcement 

credentials that his cooperation agreement provided. He was 

living in retirement in New Hampshire, which I knew because his 

relocation had been noted in the OPR’s public findings summary. 

Whether his conscience was at peace with what he had done and 

then undone I could not determine, and it was not mine to 

determine. 

 

Marla called on the evening of the verdict. She was at her 

office at Connolly & Reeve, which she described as having taken 

on a different quality since she had returned to it after Allen 

Point: not smaller, as she had expected, but more specifically 

itself, the familiar corridors and conference rooms and the 

particular quality of a Boston litigation firm at full capacity 

carrying the character of a place that she now saw clearly rather 

than through the assumption of long occupancy. She said, “I filed 

the first one three weeks ago.” 

I said the shadow data framework. 

“A technology company in Cambridge whose HR software was 

collecting employees’ biometric data without adequate disclosure 

under Massachusetts privacy law and selling it through a data 

broker to a marketing analytics firm. Nothing like the scale of 

Meridian. But the same architecture.” She was quiet for a moment. 

“The same normalization layer. The same language for what it 

does: ’enterprise data intelligence.’ The framework is real and 
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it’s everywhere. The Stell case is the precedent. I’m going to 

use it.” 

I said, “Tanaka would be pleased.” 

Marla said, “I reached out to her. She’s going to serve as 

an expert witness.” A pause. “David Lim would have been 

interested in this work. He understood the normalization layer. 

He could have described it to a jury.” She said it without the 

weight of a grief that was still acute, but with the weight of a 

grief that had settled into its permanent place in the 

accounting. Then: “I’m glad it’s done.” 

I said, “So am I.” 

We were quiet for a moment on the line. The quality of a 

silence between two people who have been through something 

together and who are on the other side of it and who do not need 

to speak about what it was because they both know, but who find 

that the silence itself is a kind of speaking. Then Marla said, 

“How is Hamilton?” 

I said he opened a blue notebook in August. He’s working on 

something. 

She said, “Of course he is.” I could hear in her voice the 

quality of recognition that belongs to a person who has 

understood something essential about someone they have 

encountered once and not forgotten: the recognition of a certain 

kind of mind that does not stop moving when the immediate problem 

is resolved, that files the resolved problem and opens the next 

one with the same quality of sustained attention that it brought 
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to the previous one. “Tell him I said thank you. If you think 

he’d want to hear that.” 

I said I think he’d find it accurate, which is the closest 

he comes to wanting something. 

She said, “That’s right. That’s exactly right.” She said 

goodbye and the call ended. 

I went to the study door and knocked. Hamilton was at the 

desk with the blue notebook. I said Marla had called to say thank 

you. He looked at the notebook for a moment. He said, “Tell her 

the case is in the institutions now and the institutions are 

doing their work.” I said I would tell her. I went back to the 

kitchen. Outside the window the April light was doing what the 

April light does on this coast, the specific thing that is 

neither the summer nor the winter but the promise of the one and 

the departure of the other, and the marsh was receiving it in the 

particular way of a place that has been through a winter and is 

ready to be through it. 

 

The ospreys came back to the near bar nest in the third week 

of April. 

Hamilton noted the return date in the bird notebook: April 

19th, two days earlier than the previous year’s return and five 

days earlier than the year before that. He noted the individuals: 

the adult pair that had nested here for both summers, identified 

by the specific wing pattern of the female and the head markings 

of the male, both returning to the same nest on the same pole 

above the same bar. He noted their condition: both in good spring 
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plumage, the female carrying the slight asymmetry in her right 

secondary feathers that she had carried for two years, which 

suggested a molt irregularity rather than an injury and which had 

not affected her flight in any observable way. 

I watched them from the deck on the morning of their return, 

in the specific clear light of an April morning that is different 

from every other season’s light on this coast: not the summer’s 

gold or the October amber or the winter’s hard flat silver, but 

the particular quality of early spring light that contains within 

it the full suggestion of what the coming summer will be without 

yet being the summer—the light of a promise rather than a 

fulfillment. 

I have been watching the near bar nest for two full cycles 

now, and the quality of the adult pair’s return in spring has 

become the marker by which I measure the year. Not the calendar, 

not the seasonal temperature, not the specific date on which the 

forsythia blooms in the Orleans yards I pass on my way to the 

practice. The ospreys. When the ospreys come back to the nest, 

the year’s primary season has declared itself. The winter’s work 

is done. Whatever the summer will bring is already in motion, 

coming up the Atlantic flyway with the specific urgency of birds 

that have been at the passage for weeks and that are, by the time 

they arrive here, at the last leg of a route whose cumulative 

length defies the scale of the birds themselves. 

What the summer would bring, in this particular spring, was 

still in the blue notebook, which had not yet disclosed its 

contents to anyone except Hamilton and the notebook itself. 
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Whatever the next case was, it had not yet arrived at the kitchen 

table. The case that had just been worked was in the verdict and 

the proceedings and the precedent and the shadow data framework 

that Marla was building. The house was quiet with the quality of 

a house between cases, which is a different quiet from a house 

that has never had a case: the quality of a room that has been 

cleared and is ready. 

Hamilton stood beside me at the rail for a few minutes, 

watching the adult female settle herself on the nest’s edge in 

the posture she uses for nest inspection at the start of the 

season. He said nothing. He noted what he noted in the bird 

notebook. He went back to the study. 

I stayed for a while longer. The nest was the same nest it 

had been the previous April and the April before that: the same 

structure, built and rebuilt and built again from the available 

materials of this specific bar, shaped to the specific 

requirements of this pair of birds who had chosen this place and 

had been returning to it. The nest did not remember the cases any 

more than the marsh did. It was simply here, in April, which was 

where it always was. 

 

I want to record what this case was, from the perspective of 

someone who has recorded it from the inside. 

The Stell case was the third major investigation at Allen 

Point. In two previous cases Hamilton had found what he found by 

attending to the evidence that this coast produces and building 

from that evidence toward a picture that the evidence, assembled, 
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required. The method was the same in this case. What was 

different was the scale of what the evidence assembled pointed 

at: not a local corruption with local institutional protection 

but a national security program that had decided its mandate 

required it to operate outside the law, and that had been doing 

so for six years on this coast while the year-round people walked 

the bridges and ran their lobster boats and watched the shorebird 

populations in the marsh channels. 

The coast had not known what was happening in Stage Harbor 

and in Naushon. It had only produced its evidence in the ordinary 

way: the polymer settling into the sediment, the planning board 

minutes being filed, the NOAA contract database being updated, 

the patchy cellular coverage and the boat traffic and the 

harbormaster meetings where the questions about the specific 

harbor were asked by the people whose business required them to 

ask. The evidence was there because the coast produces evidence 

as a matter of its ordinary operation. The case required someone 

to read it. 

Hamilton read it. Clara read it. Mary read it. Wilson read 

it. Marla brought it here to be read. The reading took six weeks 

in the summer and produced what it produced. 

I want to say one more thing about the case before I close 

this volume, which is about the quality of the people who worked 

it. There is a way of describing what happened at Allen Point in 

the summer of the previous year that makes it sound like a series 

of clever investigative moves: the forensic scientist who 

recognized a polymer trace, the forensic accountant who found the 
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Nevada cluster, the physician who attended to her patient’s 

locked filing cabinet obsession, the ornithologist who noticed 

the satellite array configuration. This description is accurate 

and it is incomplete. What the description misses is what the 

moves were made of: the quality of sustained attention that each 

of those people brings to whatever they attend to, as a matter of 

how they have decided to live, which is not investigatively 

strategic but simply how they are. They found what they found 

because they were already looking, in the ordinary way of their 

ordinary lives, and what they were looking at happened to contain 

what the case needed. 

This is what Hamilton’s cases are made of. Not a special 

team assembled for a special purpose, though the people who come 

together here have a specific complementarity that a special team 

would struggle to arrange. They are people who live on this coast 

and who look at it with the discipline of their various methods, 

and occasionally what the coast contains requires a different 

kind of response than the scientific or medical methods alone can 

provide, and at those moments Allen Point is where the methods 

converge. 

Outside the window, the salt marsh was receiving the first 

real warmth of the April sun, the channels catching the light, 

the grass beginning its return to the green that will be its 

fullest by July. The left-banking heron was on the near bar, in 

her position, attending to the channel edge with the patience 

that produces results on a coast where the results are worth the 

patience. She had been here for both summers and both winters. 
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She would be here in the third summer that was coming. The case 

would be in the proceedings, which would go where they went. The 

heron would be on the bar. 
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Chapter Twenty-Four 

“The Second Summer” 

 

The third June at Allen Point was different from the first 

two in the way that third years differ from second years when the 

second year has been significantly more demanding than either the 

first or the third: the third year carries the quality of the 

earned ordinary, the condition of a person who has done the 

difficult work and is now, for the first time, simply doing the 

work. Not easier exactly—the practice in Orleans was the same 

practice, the same patients, the same rhythm of Route 28 and the 

examination room and the drive back to Allen Point in the late 

afternoon. The bird records were the same discipline. The journal 

was the same journal, opening now to its sixth volume, the fifth 

having ended with the close of the Stell case. What was different 

was the quality of the attention: not the first year’s 

acquisition, which is the attention of a person learning 

everything at once, and not the second year’s compression, which 

is the attention of a person working at full capacity in an 

emergency. The third year’s attention is the attention of a 

person who knows what they are looking at and who can look at it 

without urgency, which permits a different kind of seeing. 

I had been at Allen Point for nearly three years. I knew the 

near bar’s tidal schedule with the precision of a person who has 

watched it twice a day for two full years. I knew the quality of 

each season’s light on the marsh and on the sound. I knew which 

of my Orleans patients walked the beach at what hours and which 
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of their observations about the coast’s anomalies were likely to 

prove relevant to whatever Hamilton was attending to in the 

study. I knew the heron’s compensation for the left-banking 

current and the specific morning hour at which the osprey male 

typically left the nest for his first fishing run and the way the 

eider ducks in winter sound at dusk. I knew these things not 

because I had set out to know them but because sustained 

attention to a specific place over time is cumulative, and the 

cumulation had reached a point where what I knew could be said to 

be knowledge rather than observation. 

The case had been the condition of acquiring that knowledge. 

It had required all of the knowledge I had been accumulating for 

two years, and it had done so at the moment when the accumulation 

was sufficient for what the case required. I do not know if this 

was Hamilton’s calculation or the coast’s patience or simply the 

coincidence that I try not to make too much of when I notice it. 

I note it and I move on. 

 

Marla called in early June, which was one year and three 

days after the Kiss Cam photograph had appeared in a Boston 

sports reporter’s Twitter feed and made its way, with the 

specific velocity of an image that captures exactly the kind of 

private human moment that the internet finds irresistible, into 

the feeds of several million people who did not know Brian Anders 

and did not need to, and from there into Marla’s awareness on a 

Wednesday evening in Newton when she was reviewing the social 

media archive for a corporate defamation matter and found the 
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photograph, and from there into the Schedule K-1 with the Whydah 

Holdings LLC entry, and from there to the listening device 

residue on the pencil holder, and from there to the Cape and to 

Route 28 and to Kevin Halter’s shop and to Tern Island and to the 

recording of a stage harbor powerboat confrontation that she made 

on her phone and then to Allen Point, and the door, and the 

kitchen, and Hamilton. 

What she called to tell me was that the Cambridge HR 

software case had settled. The defendant company had agreed to a 

financial penalty of—she mentioned a figure I will not reproduce 

here because the settlement was under a confidentiality agreement 

and the figure was the confidential part, though I will note that 

the figure was significant in absolute terms and more significant 

as a signal in the emerging shadow data litigation market. The 

company had also agreed to injunctive relief requiring redesign 

of its biometric data collection practices to meet full 

disclosure and consent standards. Dr. Yuki Tanaka had testified 

via written declaration rather than in person because the case 

had settled before her trial testimony was needed, which she said 

was appropriate given the settlement’s terms and the timeline. 

And the settlement had been reported in two legal trade 

publications, both of which had noted its connection to the Stell 

case’s commercialization count precedent. 

I want to describe what Marla’s first case represented in 

the context of what the Stell case had produced, because the 

relationship between the criminal precedent and the civil 
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litigation it enables is not immediately obvious and it is worth 

stating clearly. 

The Stell case’s commercialization count established, for 

the first time in federal precedent, that the collection and sale 

of enterprise shadow data—the data that employees and system 

users generate in the course of using workplace technology and 

that is captured without their knowledge or consent—constitutes a 

category of unauthorized data access when done without adequate 

disclosure. The criminal finding required the specific elements 

of the Stell operation: the classified program, the interstate 

distribution, the financial transaction with the Voronov network. 

But the finding’s implications for the civil litigation landscape 

were broader: any lawyer building a civil case around enterprise 

shadow data now had a federal criminal precedent establishing 

that the practice constituted a cognizable harm, which is the 

specific evidentiary foundation that civil privacy litigation had 

been lacking. 

Marla had been the first person to construct a civil case 

using this foundation, and she had done it within ten months of 

the verdict, which was fast for the legal market’s absorption of 

a new precedent and which reflected the quality of someone who 

had been building the framework while the trial was still 

proceeding. She had not waited for the verdict to become settled 

before beginning the civil work. She had been building toward the 

settlement while Mast was testifying and the jury was 

deliberating. The settlement was the product of a year’s work 
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done in parallel with the proceedings whose precedent it depended 

on. 

Marla said, “It’s the first one that cites Stell directly. 

There will be more.” She said it in the tone of a person who has 

just done a thing they intended to do, which is different from 

the tone of relief at a favorable outcome: it is the tone of a 

person checking a known route’s first waypoint and confirming 

that the route is as mapped. 

I said, “Hamilton will want to know.” 

She said, “Tell him the framework is working.” 

I told him that evening. He was at the kitchen table with 

the blue notebook and a chart of the Massachusetts coastal system 

that I had not seen before and that told me the blue notebook’s 

case had something to do with the water, which was not exactly 

surprising given the geography. He set the chart aside and I gave 

him Marla’s message. He said, “The first citation is the one that 

establishes the precedent’s utility. The subsequent citations 

will normalize it.” He picked up the chart. “Tell her that’s the 

right work.” 

 

I want to describe the blue notebook’s presence at Allen 

Point in June, because it changed the house’s quality in the way 

that an active case does even when it has not yet fully declared 

itself. 

Hamilton had not brought the blue notebook to the kitchen 

table. He had not made a presentation or conducted a review or 

asked for observations from the diagnostic team—which is what I 
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had come to think of the four of us as, though we never used that 

term and Hamilton would likely find it slightly theatrical. He 

had simply been working in the study with the chart and the 

notebook and the quality of interior attention that I had 

learned, in three years of proximity, to recognize as the early 

phase of a case: the period before there is anything to share 

because the picture is not yet assembled enough to be useful to 

another person. 

What I could observe from the outside was the orientation. 

The Stell case had oriented Hamilton primarily south and east—

toward Stage Harbor and Vineyard Sound and the Elizabeth Islands, 

the geographic range of what Stell had built. The study window 

faces southeast by nature, but the direction of attention within 

the southeast arc had been unmistakable to anyone who knew 

Hamilton’s habits. This summer the orientation had shifted. He 

was looking at the chart rather than through the window. The 

chart was of the Massachusetts coast from New Bedford north to 

Gloucester, which was a wider arc than the Stell case had 

required and that I noted in the journal without attempting to 

interpret. 

Allen Point between cases has a quality I want to record, 

because I have now experienced it three times—the period between 

the first and second cases, the period between the second and 

third, and now—and each time it has been the same quality, which 

makes me think it is a property of the house rather than an 

artifact of my particular state at each period. 
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The quality is this: the house is fully functional and fully 

itself, and it is also clearly waiting. Not in the anxious way 

that a waiting room waits, which is the waiting of a place whose 

purpose is to be in suspension between the real activity. The 

house waits in the way that a good instrument waits in its case: 

assembled, tuned, ready, not diminished by the interval between 

uses but using the interval for whatever maintenance and 

consolidation an instrument requires when it is not being played. 

Hamilton reads in the study. The bird records are made. The 

practice in Orleans continues. Clara runs the seagrass survey. 

The journal is written. The instruments are being maintained. The 

case, when it comes, will find them ready. 

This is different from the situation that produced the Stell 

case, which came to Allen Point from outside in the form of 

Marla’s knock on the door. That was not the house waiting. That 

was the house receiving something that arrived at urgency 

velocity. What I am describing is the time before the knock: the 

quality of preparation that makes it possible, when the knock 

comes, for the house to be what it needs to be. 

Clara had been back at the outbuilding since May, running 

the third year of the seagrass survey. She had not discussed the 

blue notebook with me and I had not discussed it with her. This 

is one of the practices that the work at Allen Point has 

developed over the years: the observation of each other’s working 

states without the intrusion of premature commentary. When 

Hamilton was ready to bring the blue notebook to the table, he 

would bring it. Until then it was his. 
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Crane called in the third week of June. 

He said, “I wanted you to know that my client is well. He’s 

been informed about the settlement in the Cambridge case and 

about the shadow data framework generally. He says he’s glad it’s 

being built.” He paused. “He also asked me to tell the people at 

Allen Point that he understands the difference between what the 

legal outcome gives him and what it doesn’t, and that he’s living 

in the second category more than he expected to be.” 

I said, “Tell him that’s the right direction.” 

Crane said, “I will.” He sounded, briefly, like a man who 

had been carrying difficult things for his client for a long time 

and who was finding the change of load genuinely satisfying. Then 

the professional tone reasserted itself. “One more thing. The 

Marshals Service has asked whether he would be available for 

sealed deposition in a matter that’s not connected to the Stell 

proceedings. A different jurisdiction. He’s reviewing whether his 

cooperation agreement permits it.” 

I said I can’t speak to that. 

He said, “No. I know. I just wanted to… flag it.” He ended 

the call. 

I wrote Crane’s call in the journal with the observation 

that the phrase “living in the second category more than he 

expected” was the most compressed description of what happens to 

a person after a significant life reckoning that I had 

encountered in the two years I had been recording these cases: 

the recognition that the thing the legal outcome provides—the 
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reduced sentence, the cooperation credit, the modified identity, 

the clean record—is the smaller thing, and that the second 

category—the thing the legal outcome does not address, which is 

the accumulated weight of what was done and what it cost the 

people it cost—is the category in which a person with Brian 

Anders’s history spends the rest of their time. The first 

category is the legal accounting. The second category is the 

human one. Brian had been surprised to find himself living more 

in the human one. Wilson had not been surprised. The human one is 

always larger. 

 

The osprey nest had three nestlings this year. Hamilton 

noted this on June 12th, when the nestlings were large enough to 

be visible above the nest’s rim in the posture of young raptors 

waiting to be fed: heads up, wings not yet functional for flight, 

the demanding quality of creatures that have not yet learned to 

be anything other than urgent. Hamilton recorded the count with 

the care he brings to all the nest records and noted the 

comparison to the previous two years: two nestlings in the first 

year, two in the second, three in the third. He wrote in the bird 

notebook’s margin, in the compressed handwriting he uses for 

speculative asides rather than established findings, a question: 

Third nestling: habitat improvement or individual variation? 

He left the question open, as he leaves all the questions 

that the current data cannot close. Three years of nest records 

are not sufficient to distinguish a population trend from 

individual variation in a breeding pair. The question would 
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remain open until more data made it answerable, and the data 

would be recorded until it was sufficient, and the recording 

would continue regardless of what cases arrived at the house 

above the bar where the nest stood. 

I watched the nestlings from the deck on a June evening, in 

the light I have been failing to describe for three years and 

that I am now prepared to accept I will never fully describe, 

because the failure is not a failure of vocabulary but a property 

of the thing itself: the light on this coast in the long evenings 

of late June is not a thing that can be translated into language 

without losing the quality that makes it what it is. The 

translation can point toward it. This sentence is pointing toward 

it. The light is doing what it is doing regardless. 

 

The seagrass survey’s third year was producing data that 

Clara had been describing to Hamilton in the evenings with the 

quality of a scientist who has reached the period in a multi-year 

study where the data begins to say something that individual 

years cannot say: the longitudinal pattern, the trend that 

emerges from the comparison of three consecutive measurements at 

the same locations under the same methodology. She was not ready 

to publish the polymer evidence separately from the survey data, 

she said, because the publication would identify the specific 

sample locations and their connection to the Stage Harbor and 

Naushon facilities in a way that would prejudice the ongoing 

legal proceedings. When the proceedings were complete she would 

have a paper. The paper would connect the forensic evidence to 
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the ecological impact of the data infrastructure’s operation on 

the harbor systems, which was an impact that nobody had examined 

yet because nobody had been looking for it. 

I said, “What’s the ecological impact?” 

She said, “The immersion cooling fluid discharge at Stage 

Harbor has had a measurable effect on the seagrass bed adjacent 

to the facility’s dock. The fluorinated compounds are persistent 

and they’ve altered the sediment chemistry in an area of 

approximately four hundred square meters. The seagrass bed has 

thinned by about thirty percent in that area over the three years 

of data. The thinning is within natural variation parameters on 

its own, but when you combine it with the polymer evidence, you 

get a coherent picture of a facility that was operating at 

significant scale for a significant period and that left a record 

in the environment around it that the ecology will take years to 

recover from.” She paused. “Stell chose Stage Harbor for its dead 

zones and its restricted access. The dead zones were partly 

natural and partly produced by his facility’s operation.” 

I want to connect this finding to something Wilson said to 

me, which I have been turning over since he said it. He said the 

coast records without editorial intent. He meant it as a 

description of the coast’s specific evidentiary character, the 

fact that the polymer and the seagrass and the harbormaster 

minutes and the planning board variance were all produced as 

artifacts of the coast’s ordinary operation rather than as 

evidence against anyone in particular. The coast did not know it 

was building a case. It was simply doing what it does, which is 
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to record what passes through it in the sediment and the biology 

and the administrative infrastructure of the people who live on 

it. 

But there is a second sense in which the coast records 

without editorial intent, which Clara’s ecological paper will 

establish in a different register from the forensic one. The 

seagrass bed adjacent to the Stage Harbor facility dock has 

thinned by thirty percent in three years. The fluorinated 

compounds persist in the sediment. The four hundred square meters 

of affected seagrass did not consent to the operation that 

affected them, and their thinning is not evidence in any legal 

sense that the legal proceedings require. It is evidence in the 

ecological sense: the record of an impact, specific and 

measurable, that will persist in the sediment chemistry for years 

after the facility’s servers were removed and its dock returned 

to the appearance of an ordinary dock at an ordinary storage 

facility. 

The legal proceedings hold the individuals accountable. The 

ecological record holds the operation accountable to the coast 

itself, in the register of the coast’s own accounting. The two 

registers are not the same accounting and they produce different 

findings and they do not fully translate into each other. I write 

both of them down because both of them are true and the account 

should contain both truths. 

I wrote this in the journal. The coast had not known what 

was happening in Stage Harbor. The coast had recorded it anyway, 

in the sediment and the seagrass, in the thinning of the four-
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hundred-square-meter bed adjacent to the dock, in the polymer 

that had settled out of the drive casings and into the sample 

bottles that Clara had carried on the transect in the first 

season before she knew what she was sampling. The recording was 

not intentional. It was the coast’s ordinary process: to record, 

precisely and without editorial intent, what passes through it. 

 

On the last evening of June I sat on the deck at Allen Point 

as I had sat on it on many evenings over three years, and I 

looked at the sound and the marsh and the near bar and the osprey 

nest on the pole above the bar and the quality of the light on 

all of it, and I tried, one more time, to find the language for 

what I was looking at. 

What I was looking at was a coast that had been working the 

same work for the ten thousand years since the glaciers left it: 

receiving the tidal cycle, moving its sediment, growing its marsh 

grass, hosting its birds, producing its light. In those ten 

thousand years it had hosted the Wampanoag and the whaling ships 

and the fishing families and the summer visitors and the year-

round people and, for six years, the digital infrastructure of a 

criminal enterprise that collected the private lives of unknown 

tens of thousands of people and sold them to buyers in Luxembourg 

and Cyprus who passed them to intelligence-adjacent operations 

whose ultimate use of that information was not for Wilson or 

Clara or Hamilton to determine. And now it was hosting the osprey 

family with its three nestlings and the seagrass survey’s third 
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year and the blue notebook’s new case and the journal’s sixth 

volume. 

The heron was on the near bar, banking left into the current 

with the specific compensation that I had been recording for 

three years and that I had named in the first year as the thing 

worth noticing about this place: the thing that was always there, 

specific and unvarying, the evidence that the attention was being 

paid to something real. She was there. The bar was there. The 

light was doing what the light does. 

I had been trying to describe this light for three years. 

The description keeps falling short not because the language is 

inadequate—language can do remarkable things with light when it 

is given the right working conditions—but because the light on 

the outer Cape in late June at nine in the evening is a composite 

of so many different factors that no single description can hold 

all of them simultaneously: the angle of the sun, which is still 

above the horizon, which would not be true in most places but is 

true here because we are as far east as the coast goes; the salt 

haze in the air above the sound, which refracts the light in ways 

that inland light is never refracted; the specific color of the 

marsh grass at this hour, which is not green and not gold but 

both simultaneously; the way the tide channels reflect the sky 

differently from the way the bare bars reflect it, so that 

looking at the marsh from the deck is looking at a landscape that 

is drawing the sky into itself in a dozen different ways within a 

single view. I will try one more time and fail and stop trying. 
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The light on the marsh at nine in the evening in late June 

on the outer Cape is the color of a thing that knows it is 

beautiful and is not performing its knowledge. It simply is. It 

does what it does. This is the quality I have been trying to name 

for three years, and naming it this way is still not quite right, 

but it is closer than I have been before. I will try again next 

June. 

I went inside and made coffee and wrote the evening entry in 

the journal. Hamilton was in the study. The blue notebook was on 

the desk. The sixth volume of the Allen Point cases was open to 

its current page and receiving what there was to be recorded, 

which was the quality of Allen Point in late June in the third 

year: the earned ordinary, the known place, the work continuing. 
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Chapter Twenty-Five 

“The Record” 

 

July in the third year was the hottest July I had been at 

Allen Point for, which is not a meteorological statement of 

significance—three years of one person’s July temperatures is not 

a dataset that can carry a claim about climate—but is a 

description of what the month felt like from inside it: the heat 

of a Cape Cod July that has arrived at its fullest temperature, 

when the sound is flat and pewter in the noontime sun and the 

salt marsh is giving off its particular warm green smell and the 

summer visitors are at their peak number and the roads carry the 

density of traffic that the outer Cape’s single-lane 

infrastructure was not designed for and has never been adequately 

redesigned to handle. The heat at Allen Point is moderated by the 

sound’s breath, which arrives from the southeast through the 

study window and the kitchen screens and the gap under the 

outbuilding door with the relief of a coast that remains twenty 

degrees cooler than the inland at two in the afternoon. The heat 

is still here. The coast moderates it. This is the relationship. 

I had been at the practice in Orleans on Monday, Wednesday, 

and Friday, and the drive back to Allen Point in the late 

afternoons of those days had the quality of a commute that a 

person makes with pleasure rather than obligation: the familiar 

road, the familiar light, the familiar transition from the 

interior landscape to the coastal one as Route 6 crests the 

Orleans ridge and the bay becomes visible and then disappears 
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again and then reappears, and then Allen Point’s lane and the 

pitch pines and the gravel and the kitchen door. I had made this 

commute for three years. It had not become unremarkable. Some 

commutes do not become unremarkable, because they end in a place 

that is always slightly different from what you left in the 

morning, which is the property of a coast that the tidal cycle 

gives it: the bar that was covered at nine is exposed at three, 

and the channel that ran clear at noon is running dark at five, 

and the heron who was on the east face of the bar is now on the 

west face, and the quality of the light on all of it has been 

through three complete transformations since you left in the 

morning. You return to something you recognize but have not seen 

before. The commute remains interesting. 

 

The institutional proceedings had been moving through the 

summer with the pace of institutional proceedings, which is the 

pace of large machinery and not of small machinery: powerful in 

its cumulative effect and slow in any individual interval, 

capable of work that nothing else can accomplish and requiring 

patience that nothing else demands. Marsh’s Thursday calls had 

become monthly rather than weekly, which was the transition point 

that marked the case’s formal transition from active monitoring 

to long-term observation. 

What the July calls contained: Stell’s sentencing appeal had 

been denied by the First Circuit in a brief ruling that found no 

procedural or legal error in Florette’s sentencing decision. He 

would serve the fourteen years. His Washington D.C. defense firm 
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was preparing a petition for certiorari to the Supreme Court, 

which Marsh described as procedurally available and substantively 

unpromising. The European extraditions were in their first formal 

phase: official mutual legal assistance requests had been filed 

with Luxembourg and Cyprus, both of which had treaty obligations 

with the United States that covered the offenses charged, and 

both of which had acknowledged receipt and begun their own 

domestic review processes. The reviews would take two years 

minimum. The defendants indicted in absentia would not be in an 

American courtroom before the following decade at the earliest. 

The OPR’s full report on Mast had been completed and 

submitted to the Department of Justice’s Office of the Inspector 

General for review. The public summary was twelve pages. It 

described, in the careful institutional language of a 

professional responsibility body that is aware of its own 

precedential weight, the mechanisms by which a supervisory 

special agent had used his institutional authority to suppress a 

federal economic crimes investigation for six years in service of 

a classified domestic program whose activities he knew to be 

criminal. The summary did not recommend criminal charges. It 

recommended structural reforms to the oversight mechanisms 

governing classified program liaisons within the Bureau’s field 

office system. The reforms were described in an appendix. They 

were specific and they were sensible and they would take years to 

implement and they would improve the situation without fully 

resolving it, which is the nature of structural reforms to 

institutional oversight mechanisms. 
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I wrote these developments in the journal as institutional 

facts: what each body produced, when it produced it, and how 

those facts sat beside Hamilton’s investigative notebook. The two 

accounts would need to be read together. 

 

I found Clara at the near bar at low tide on a Wednesday 

afternoon in mid-July. 

She was standing at the channel edge on the bar’s western 

face, in the position from which the Stage Harbor approach 

channel is visible as a line of darker water between the outer 

and inner bars. She was not carrying her sampling equipment. She 

was not in her field vest. She was wearing the summer clothes she 

wears when she is not working and she was looking at the channel 

with the quality of a person who has something to look at that is 

not a scientific observation. 

I walked out to the bar on the low-tide flat and stood 

beside her. We were quiet for a few minutes, which was 

appropriate because the near bar at low tide is one of the places 

at Allen Point that produces a quality of quiet—the sound audible 

but distant, the marsh behind us carrying its own sounds, the 

specific flatness of the exposed flat and its horizon of water 

and bar and sky producing the particular acoustic chamber of a 

place that is usually submerged and is only briefly in the open 

air. 

Clara said, “I keep thinking about who was out here. Before 

five in the morning. Running the channel without lights.” 

I said I think about it too. 
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“Not the people in the boats,” she said. “Not Stell or the 

contractors. The data. The specific data that was in those drives 

that came through this channel. The genomic profiles and the 

medical records and the communication logs. The people those 

things belong to.” She looked at the channel. “They were out 

here. In the dark. Moving through this piece of water at five in 

the morning, going to a building where they were packaged and 

authenticated and sent to Luxembourg. And none of the people they 

belonged to know it happened.” 

I said, “Some of them may know eventually.” The trial record 

is public. The sentencing documents named the data categories. If 

someone looks closely enough at the transcript— 

She said, “Most of them won’t know. That’s what the scale 

means. Tens of thousands of people, minimum. The data brokers who 

purchased from Voronov’s buyers will have resold to other buyers 

by now. The data is in systems that don’t have audit trails that 

lead back to Tern Island or Naushon. The people it belongs to… 

they’re living their lives. They’re going to their jobs and using 

the software that collected the data and they don’t know.” She 

was quiet for a moment. “I keep looking at the channel and 

thinking: this is where it went.” 

I stood with her and looked at the channel. The water in the 

channel was moving—the flood had begun while we were standing 

there, the tide turning, the water beginning its return from the 

sound side over the flat and through the channel. The channel was 

the same channel it had always been: a feature of the harbor 

system’s tidal geography, existing before Stell’s boats and after 
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them, running between the bars with the persistence of a feature 

that the water has carved over a very long time and that will be 

there as long as this harbor exists. 

I preserve Clara’s words because they state the human cost 

of the case more clearly than any summary I could write. 

She said, “Every time I sample the sediment in that channel 

I’m standing over what was going through there. Not the drives. 

The data. I know technically it’s not in the sediment—the polymer 

is in the sediment, the drives were on boats that passed over it, 

the data was on the drives. But when I’m out there at six in the 

morning and the water is flat and the bar is exposed and I’m 

looking at the location where the drives were loaded and 

unloaded, I’m also looking at the location where the information 

that makes a specific person’s life legible to surveillance—their 

genomic profile, their medical history, their daily movements, 

their communication patterns—passed through a real physical 

location on a real coast on a real morning. It has a location. 

Most data feels like it doesn’t have a location, it’s just… out 

there. But this data has a location and the location is this 

channel and I know exactly where it is. And the people whose data 

it was don’t know any of this.” She was quiet. “That bothers me 

more than I expected it to.” 

I said I think it’s supposed to bother you. I think the 

thing that makes the seagrass paper important is exactly what you 

said: the data has a location. The privacy violation has a 

geography. The ecology was affected. These are things the legal 

proceedings can’t establish and that only the scientific record 
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can, and the scientific record exists because you were already 

here, already running the transect, already attending to what 

this channel carries. 

She looked at the channel. She said, “The paper will say 

that the data had a location. It will establish the geography of 

the harm. That’s something.” She said it without satisfaction or 

its absence, in the tone of a scientist stating what her 

methodology can produce and accepting the boundary of what it 

cannot. “That’s something” is not a triumphant statement. It is 

the statement of a person who has done the work she could do and 

is at peace with the fact that it is not all the work there is to 

do. 

Clara said, “What I keep coming back to is that the seagrass 

paper will eventually exist, and it will say that this channel 

carried the contamination, and it will cite the legal 

proceedings, and it will be in the literature. And maybe someone 

who studies data infrastructure’s environmental impact will find 

it in ten years and it will be part of a different kind of 

accounting. I don’t know if that’s enough. I know it’s what I can 

do.” 

I said it is what I can do too—the journal, the account that 

says this happened here, and here is what it cost. 

She nodded. We stayed on the bar for a while longer while 

the flood returned, the water advancing across the flat in the 

way that a rising tide advances: not with a wave but with a 

general claiming, the water simply being present in more places 
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than it was a moment before. We walked back to the house when the 

water reached our ankles. 

 

I closed the fifth journal on a Thursday evening in the last 

week of July. It was the longest journal in the five: three 

hundred and forty-one pages of longhand in the compressed writing 

I use for the active phase, interspersed with the more legible 

hand of the reflective entries written when the urgency had 

passed. The Stell case had produced the longest investigative 

account I had kept in three years, which was appropriate given 

that it had been the longest and most institutionally complex 

investigation. 

The closing entry I wrote by hand in the final pages was not 

a summary. Summaries are for documents that will be searched and 

cited. Journals are for reading, which is different from 

searching and citing, and the final entry was written for 

reading: a description of what the Stell case had looked like 

from inside it, not as a list of events but as a quality—the 

quality of six weeks in a house above a salt marsh in the summer 

of one year, with specific people, in the light of the outer Cape 

in July. I wrote about Clara on the near bar. I wrote about 

Hamilton at the study window at five in the morning watching the 

sound, which I had seen through the kitchen door on more mornings 

than I could count over the six weeks of the active phase. I 

wrote about Marla’s legal pad and Wilson’s bird records and 

Mary’s patient journal and the four of us at the kitchen table at 
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the moment when the picture assembled itself to its final shape 

and the picture was complete. 

I wrote, at the very end: the fifth journal is the 

documentation of the third Allen Point case. The record is kept 

not because the official proceedings are insufficient—the 

official proceedings produced a conviction and a precedent and a 

set of institutional reforms that will be worked through for 

years—but because the official proceedings record the outcome and 

not the work. The work is what the journal is for. The work is in 

the margins of the seagrass transect, and in the harbormaster 

meeting where a man asked the wrong question about the wrong 

survey data, and in the darkness of the near bar approach channel 

at five in the morning when the tide boats ran without lights. 

The work is in the documentation of these things. I am the 

record. 

I closed the fifth journal and opened the sixth. The sixth 

journal’s first entry was the date: July, third year. Then a 

description of the morning’s bird observations, which were what 

they always are at the start of a new volume: the baseline, the 

given, the thing that is always here regardless of what case may 

or may not be arriving. 

 

I want to return to the sentence I wrote in the closing 

entry of the fifth journal: I am the record. I want to say what I 

meant by it, because the sentence is either the most arrogant 

thing a person can write or the most accurate description of what 
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a person does when they maintain a consistent long-term account 

of a place and its activities, and I believe it is the second. 

The cases at Allen Point produce several categories of 

record: the official legal account, which is in the court filings 

and the judicial opinions and the sentencing documents and the 

OPR reports. The forensic account, which is in Clara’s published 

and forthcoming papers and in the evidence logs held by the 

federal courts in Providence. The financial account, which is in 

Patricia’s analysis and in the OFAC review and the Volga Capital 

sanctions proceedings. These records exist independent of 

Wilson’s journal and would exist if there had been no journal. 

What the journal is for is something different from what 

those records are for. The journal is for the things that do not 

survive the translation into official form: the quality of 

Hamilton’s attention at the study window at five in the morning, 

which is not evidence of anything and which is the quality that 

makes the evidence possible. The cleaning contractor’s anxiety 

organized around a locked filing cabinet, which is in Mary’s 

clinical record in language that preserves the clinical facts and 

that does not preserve the gravity of the observation: a person’s 

nervous system registering a truth that her conscious mind had 

not yet processed. Kevin Halter’s VHF radio on the bench. Marcus 

Webb on the phone from Arizona saying that David Lim was the kind 

of person who couldn’t look away from something that was wrong. 

None of these things are in the official record. They are in 

the journal. The journal is the only place they exist. And the 

journal exists because a physician who had been trained to attend 
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to what people say was placed in proximity to a method of 

attending to what a coast says, and decided to write down what 

the attending produced. Which is to say: I am the account because 

there is no account without me, and the account matters because 

what is in it does not exist anywhere else. 

I want to say something about the specific journals, which 

are the documents this account is drawn from and which are the 

archive that Hamilton has asked me to maintain, and which have a 

character that distinguishes them from any other documents I 

maintain in my professional or personal life. 

They are not diaries, though they contain personal material. 

They are not case files, though they contain case material. They 

are not scientific records, though they contain scientific 

observation. They are what accumulates when a physician who has 

been trained to attend to what patients say about their lives is 

placed in proximity to a method that is built on attending to 

what a coast says about what has passed through it, and who 

decides to write down what the attending produces. The journals 

are the product of that decision, across five volumes now and 

into the sixth, and they will continue as long as there are cases 

and as long as I am here to record them. 

Who reads them? Hamilton reads them, or has read portions of 

them, in the way he reads things: for what they contain that he 

has not found elsewhere. Marsh, I believe, has read a portion of 

the first one, though he has never said so directly and I have 

never asked. No one else has read them to my knowledge, and I 

intend to offer them, at some point, to whoever manages 
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Hamilton’s archive after his death or his departure from Allen 

Point, whichever comes first, with the instruction that they be 

held until the cases they document are sufficiently distant from 

the present that publication serves the record rather than the 

proceedings. That distance is not reached yet. It will be. 

 

Hamilton brought the blue notebook to the kitchen table on a 

Friday evening in the last week of July. 

He set it on the table and looked at Wilson and said, “I 

want to show you something.” He opened the notebook to the third 

page, which was the page the brown notebook’s provisional 

findings occupied when a case was in its early phase. The page 

had a sketch of the Massachusetts coastal system from New Bedford 

to Gloucester, with annotations I could not fully read from where 

I was sitting, and below the sketch a list of names in the same 

compressed handwriting the green notebook used for confirmed 

entries. The names were not names I recognized, which told me the 

case was new in the way the Stell case had been new when Marla 

arrived with her legal pad: from outside, brought to the door 

rather than found from within. 

He said, “I’ve been watching this for six weeks.” He looked 

at the notebook. “I need the seagrass survey data from the New 

Bedford approach channel for the past three years.” He looked at 

me. “Ask Clara if she has it.” 

I went to the outbuilding. Clara had it. 

She brought it to the kitchen table in five minutes, in the 

form of a spreadsheet on her laptop, and Hamilton and Clara and I 
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sat at the table for ninety minutes with the blue notebook and 

the seagrass data and the coastal chart while the July evening 

did what July evenings do outside the window, which was to be the 

specific length and quality of a July evening on the outer Cape 

that I have been recording for three years and that I will record 

for as long as I am here to record it. By the end of the ninety 

minutes we had the beginning of something, which is the quality 

the first evening of a new case always has: not the something, 

but the beginning of it, the specific first shape of what the 

evidence is pointing toward, visible to someone who has been 

attending to this coast for a sufficient number of years and who 

has learned to read what it points toward when it points. 

I want to record what those ninety minutes felt like, 

because it is the feeling I have been describing imperfectly for 

three years and that I am now in a position to describe with more 

precision, having done it three times before. 

The first evening of a case at the kitchen table has a 

quality that is different from all the subsequent evenings. The 

subsequent evenings are the development of what the first evening 

began, and they carry the texture of work that is already in 

motion, already organized around an emerging picture. The first 

evening is before the picture has emerged: the evidence is on the 

table but the evidence has not yet become an argument. It is 

simply what it is. And the quality of looking at evidence that 

has not yet become an argument is the quality of looking at 

something that could be many things before it is known to be one 

thing, which is the most interesting state an investigative 
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record can be in. The uncertainty is not a problem. It is the 

point. 

In ninety minutes, the blue notebook’s evidence moved from 

that state of productive uncertainty toward the beginning of a 

shape. Not the shape—the shape would take weeks, possibly longer, 

and would require observations and findings that none of us had 

yet made. But the beginning of a shape: the sense that the 

evidence was pointing in a direction rather than in all 

directions simultaneously, which is the transition that marks the 

difference between evidence and argument, between observation and 

case. Hamilton’s ninety minutes with the coastal chart and 

Clara’s seagrass data had produced the beginning of that 

transition. That was enough for the first evening. 

Hamilton closed the blue notebook. He said, “Thank you.” He 

went to the study. I heard the study window being raised its 

additional inch, the specific sound of a case resuming its motion 

after the day’s required pause, and I opened the thirty-sixth 

journal to its current page and wrote the date and the time and 

the first observation: Blue notebook open. New Bedford approach. 

Clara’s data. The fourth case begins. 
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Chapter Twenty-Six 

“The Heron” 

 

In the third summer I began to see the heron the way 

Hamilton sees her, which is to say not as a feature of the bar 

but as an argument. I had been recording her for three years: the 

specific position on the near bar’s western face, the 

compensation for the left-banking current, the posture that 

distinguishes her active hunting from her resting and her resting 

from the particular quality of suspended readiness that I had 

named, in the first year, as preparation. Three years of daily 

observations had produced a dataset that I was now beginning to 

be able to read in the way that a longitudinal dataset becomes 

readable only after sufficient time: not as a series of 

individual observations but as a pattern, the pattern being 

visible only because the series is long enough to distinguish 

individual variation from systematic tendency. 

What the pattern showed was this: the heron hunts the near 

bar’s western face on the flood tide and the near bar’s eastern 

face on the ebb, which is consistent with the tidal current’s 

effect on the small fish and crustaceans that constitute her 

primary prey in this location. On the ebb, the current moves 

water from the sound side through the channel and across the bar, 

pushing the prey population toward the eastern face. On the 

flood, the current reverses, and the prey population shifts to 

the western face where the heron can intercept it with the 

current’s assistance rather than against it. The compensation is 
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not a correction for a flaw in the current but an exploitation of 

the current’s structure: the left bank is where the food is on 

the flood, and the heron is on the left bank on the flood because 

she has learned this, or because her species has encoded it in 

the behavioral repertoire of herons that hunt tidal flats with 

this specific current configuration. Either way, the behavior is 

correct. The compensation is the intelligence. 

I had been recording this for three years without fully 

understanding it, which is what the first two years of a 

longitudinal observation are for: the accumulation of sufficient 

data to permit the understanding that the data requires. In the 

third year, when I finally understood what I had been recording, 

I brought the pattern to Hamilton’s attention. He read the 

journal entries and the bird notebook entries in parallel and 

said, “You’ve been describing adaptive intelligence for three 

years. What you called compensation is optimal foraging 

behavior.” He said it not as a correction but as a completion: 

the word that finishes the sentence the observations had been 

working toward. 

I want to say something about the specific value of the 

long-term record before I say what it felt like to have a three-

year observation completed by a single word. 

The value of a long-term record is not the accumulation of 

data. Data can accumulate without producing understanding if the 

accumulation is not organized around a consistent question asked 

of a consistent subject. The value of a long-term record is the 

relationship it creates between the observer and the observed: a 
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relationship in which the observer has been present long enough 

that the subject’s individual variation becomes distinguishable 

from its systematic patterns. In the first year, everything the 

heron does is potentially significant. In the second year, some 

of what the heron does can be compared to the first year and some 

variation can be seen. In the third year, the systematic patterns 

are visible in their regularity and the individual variation is 

identifiable as variation rather than as undifferentiated 

behavior. 

This is the same structure as a forensic investigation. In 

the first week of an investigation, everything is potentially 

significant. By the third week, the systematic patterns are 

beginning to emerge from the individual variation. By the sixth 

week, the picture is there. The investigation and the bird record 

are different activities with the same epistemological structure: 

the progressive differentiation of pattern from variation through 

sustained and consistent observation over sufficient time. This 

is why Hamilton keeps both records in the same notebook. Not as 

metaphor. As description. 

I want to describe what it felt like to have a three-year 

observation completed by a single word, because the feeling is 

part of what the record is for, and because it is not only a 

feeling about birds. It is the feeling of understanding something 

that had been visible for a long time and that had required the 

long time to be visible in its full sense. The heron’s behavior 

had been in front of me since the first week. The word for it was 

available since before I arrived. What the three years produced 
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was the connection between the observation and the word: the 

experience of watching something long enough and carefully enough 

that the thing being watched and the language for it arrive at 

the same place together. 

 

The Stell case’s institutional proceedings were in their 

second autumn, which was the autumn of slower machinery: the 

classified program oversight review, which Marsh described as 

proceeding with the specific pace of a review that is both 

politically sensitive and technically complex, and which would 

produce a public report at some point in the following year, 

possibly two years. The European extraditions, which had moved 

from the first formal phase to the second formal phase, which 

involved the defendant jurisdictions’ domestic courts determining 

whether the charges met the treaty standards. The Harwick 

criminal case, which had survived his motion to dismiss and was 

set for trial in the following spring. And the OPR reforms, which 

had been accepted by the Bureau’s leadership in principle and 

were being implemented in the specific slow way that 

institutional reforms to oversight mechanisms are always 

implemented: committee by committee, policy by policy, the 

language of the reform translated into operational guidance in a 

process that would take two years and would produce something 

better than what existed before and less comprehensive than what 

the OPR had recommended. 

Marla had filed her second shadow data case in September: a 

health insurance company whose wellness app was collecting 
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detailed behavioral and biometric data from employees and sharing 

it with employers without adequate disclosure. She had called to 

tell me, in the specific tone of a person who has established a 

practice and is working within it, which is different from the 

tone of a person who is building something new. The building 

phase had been the Cambridge case. The practice phase was 

something more sustainable, and it had the quality of work that a 

person can do for a long time because it is aligned with what the 

person understands to be necessary and because they are genuinely 

capable of doing it well. 

She asked, at the end of the call, whether Hamilton had 

opened a new case. I said he had brought the blue notebook to the 

kitchen table in late July and the fourth case was beginning. She 

said, “What’s it about?” I said I don’t know yet. It’s in its 

early phase and Hamilton hasn’t shared the full picture. She 

said, “Will you tell me when he does?” I said, “When I can?” She 

said that was fair and said goodbye. 

I wrote this call in the sixth journal and thought about the 

relationship between Marla and Allen Point that the three years 

had produced. She was not part of the house. She was not Clara, 

who was in the outbuilding every morning, or Mary, who drove from 

Chatham twice a week, or Wilson, who was here as a permanent 

working presence. She was the person who had brought the case 

that had been the house’s most demanding, and who had left the 

case with the house when she left, and who had carried something 

from the house back with her to Boston that she was working with 

now. The relationship was specific and it did not have an easy 
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name, which meant it was real rather than categorical: the real 

relationships are always the ones that require a description 

rather than a label. 

 

I watched Hamilton watch the heron on a late August evening, 

in the specific amber light of the season’s approaching end, from 

the kitchen window where I was making coffee. He was on the deck 

at the rail, the binoculars at the side rather than raised, which 

told me he was watching with the naked eye rather than the scope—

the middle distance observation that is for behavior rather than 

for identification, the quality of attention that attends to what 

the subject is doing rather than to what the subject is. 

The heron was on the near bar’s western face, at the flood 

tide, in the compensation posture. She had been there for twenty 

minutes. In those twenty minutes I had watched Hamilton watch her 

for eight of them, which is a long time for a person to watch a 

heron and a longer time to watch a person watching a heron, and 

what I observed in the watching was this: Hamilton’s attention 

and the heron’s attention have the same quality. They are both 

the attention of someone who is watching something that is 

moving, or that may move, or that moved in a way that requires 

attention to the space where the movement occurred in order to 

understand the movement’s significance. The heron watches the 

channel for the fish. Hamilton watches the channel for the 

evidence. The quality of watching is the same. 

I have been thinking about this similarity for three years, 

and I am now prepared to say what I think it means: the quality 
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of attention that Hamilton brings to a case is not a human 

invention. It is an evolved behavior that human beings share with 

the other animals that survive by attending to complex systems 

with sufficient patience to discern the patterns that the 

patterns’ complexity obscures. The heron learned it by needing to 

catch fish in a tidal current. Hamilton learned it by needing to 

find what the coast contains. The method is the same. The subject 

matter is different. The patience is identical. 

I watched him watching her for another five minutes from the 

kitchen window, thinking about what the watching meant in the 

context of what I knew about Hamilton and about the heron and 

about the relationship between attention and evidence that I had 

been thinking about for three years. What I concluded was this: 

the heron does not know she is being watched. Her behavior is 

identical whether Hamilton is on the deck or not, because she has 

no capacity to register his presence as a fact that affects her 

behavior. The watching is entirely unilateral. 

The cases are not like this. The cases involve people who 

know, or come to know, that they are being observed, and whose 

behavior changes in response to the knowledge of observation. 

Stell ran the Stage Harbor servers more quickly when he knew the 

investigation was close. Brian held back the Naushon information 

until he had calculated what giving it was worth. Harwick 

photographed the warrant number because a competent attorney 

always photographs the warrant number when a warrant is executed 

on a client’s property. The human subjects of investigation are 
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never unilateral in the way the heron is unilateral. They observe 

back. 

But the physical evidence is unilateral. The polymer in the 

sediment does not know Clara is sampling it. The planning board 

minutes do not know Hamilton is reading them. The NOAA contract 

database does not know Wilson is searching it. The physical 

evidence is like the heron: doing what it does regardless of 

observation, precisely itself regardless of whether anyone is 

attending to it. The quality of Hamilton’s method—the quality I 

had been watching and recording for three years—is the quality of 

attending to the physical evidence with the same patience and 

precision that he brings to the heron: not forcing it to mean 

something, simply watching until it does. 

He lowered the binoculars and looked at the marsh for 

another minute with the naked eye. Then he went inside to the 

study. He did not speak as he passed through the kitchen, which 

was appropriate: what there is to say about what he had been 

watching was already in the bird notebook, and what the bird 

notebook had to say about what was in the study notebook was a 

matter for the work rather than for the kitchen. I poured the 

coffee and went back to the journal. 

 

Mary told me in September that the cleaning contractor 

patient had been discharged from the anxiety practice. Not 

because the anxiety had fully resolved—anxiety of the type the 

patient had presented with does not resolve completely in a year 

and a half—but because the patient had developed, through the 
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process of the therapy and the notification and the trial 

coverage and the public record that had emerged from the case, a 

relationship to the experience that was working rather than not 

working: the experience had a context, the context had a name, 

the name was in the public record, and the public record meant 

that what she had known without being able to know it was now a 

thing that could be known by anyone who looked at the right 

documents. The locked filing cabinet was no longer waiting for 

something. The thing it had contained was in the courts. 

Mary said, “The recovery from this kind of anxiety is not 

the disappearance of the fear. It’s the replacement of 

anticipatory fear—the fear of something that might happen—with 

ordinary fear—the fear of something that did happen and is known. 

Ordinary fear responds to time and context in the way that 

anticipatory fear doesn’t, because anticipatory fear is waiting 

for resolution and ordinary fear is in the process of resolving.” 

She paused. “She’s in the process of resolving. That’s the best 

outcome for this kind of presentation.” 

I wrote this in the journal with the observation that the 

cleaning contractor’s trajectory from anticipatory fear to 

ordinary fear was the trajectory of the case itself: from the 

condition in which something was waiting to happen, whose shape 

could not be seen clearly, toward the condition in which what had 

happened was known and was being processed by the institutions 

that process known things. The case had moved from anticipatory 

to ordinary. The cleaning contractor had moved from anticipatory 

to ordinary. The relief of that transition is not the absence of 
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pain. It is the arrival at a pain that has a shape and that the 

human system is designed to process. 

 

In early September Hamilton asked me to take a boat out to 

Plum Island Sound. 

He had been working in the study for three weeks with the 

blue notebook and a set of current charts and tide tables that he 

had printed from the National Ocean Service’s database, and I had 

been observing the quality of his study window attention as it 

shifted from the wide-arc orientation of the new case’s early 

weeks toward something more focused, which is the transition that 

tells a person who knows Hamilton’s working states that the 

picture is beginning to assemble. He had asked me two questions 

the previous week: whether I knew anyone with access to the 

commercial fishing vessel permit database for the northern 

Massachusetts coast, and whether Clara’s seagrass survey 

methodology could be adapted for a different substrate type. The 

questions had told me something about the direction of the case 

without telling me the case’s subject, which was appropriate. The 

questions are always more revealing than the answers in the early 

phase. 

He said, when he asked about Plum Island Sound: “I want to 

know what the shore access looks like north of the Rowley River 

outlet. The chart shows three possible boat access points but 

charts don’t show what’s there in practice. I need a field 

observation.” He paused. “Take the binoculars and the camera. 

Don’t speak to anyone if you can avoid it.” 
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I had never been to Plum Island before. I knew it as a name 

on the Massachusetts coast north of Gloucester, known for its 

National Wildlife Refuge and for the quality of its barrier 

beach, which is the outermost edge of the Merrimack River’s delta 

system and which is one of the major shorebird staging areas on 

the Atlantic flyway. I had been meaning to go for two years and 

had not gone because the Cape had provided sufficient 

ornithological interest without requiring me to drive an hour 

north. 

What I found when I drove north on a September Tuesday was a 

coast with a different character from the outer Cape’s: denser in 

its vegetation, the barrier beach lower and more exposed, the 

marsh behind it carrying a different set of species and a 

different tidal regime because the Merrimack’s fresh water 

discharge affects the salinity of the Sound in ways that alter 

what can live there. The quality of the light was what I had 

noted: colder and grayer, the Gulf Stream’s influence less 

present, the sky’s reflection in the water a different shade. It 

was recognizably the same coast—the same Atlantic, the same tide, 

the same basic ecological structure of barrier beach and marsh 

and sound—but it was a different version of it, the way a dialect 

is a different version of a language: recognizable and distinct. 

I noted all of this in the field notebook. I photographed 

the three approach channels from the public road. I drove south 

at three o’clock with the photographs and the notebook and the 

feeling of having been shown something that I did not yet fully 

understand, which is the feeling that precedes understanding in 
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the same way that the first week’s observations precede the third 

year’s pattern. The fourth case had a location. The location was 

in Essex County. The case had an approach channel in a tidal 

system I had not been in before and that Hamilton had been 

studying for six weeks from charts and tide tables in the study. 

That was what I brought back from Plum Island. 

I took the drive to Plum Island on a Tuesday. The sound is 

in Essex County, roughly an hour north of Orleans, and it has the 

character of the northern Massachusetts coast that distinguishes 

it from the Cape: colder, greener, the water a different shade of 

gray-green that reflects a different sky angle at the latitude, 

the marsh grasses running to the colder species, the quality of a 

coast that is further from the Gulf Stream’s moderating influence 

and that has always known a different version of the season than 

the one I had been living in for three years to the south. 

The shore access north of the Rowley River outlet was as the 

chart suggested: three possible approaches, two of them suitable 

for a small to medium vessel in the right tide conditions, one of 

them restricted by a sandbar whose draft clearance would require 

a specific tidal window. I photographed all three from the public 

access road and noted the conditions in the field notebook I had 

brought for the purpose. I was back at Allen Point by four. 

Hamilton read my notes and looked at the photographs and made 

entries in the blue notebook without explaining what the entries 

meant. He said, “The middle approach. That’s the one.” He closed 

the notebook. 
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I wrote this in the sixth journal: the fourth case had an 

approach channel. Which was, in the language of these cases, the 

beginning of a case: the moment when the evidence moves from the 

archive and the database and the desk to the physical world, to 

the piece of water where whatever is happening is happening. 

Hamilton had found the approach channel. The approach channel had 

a specific tidal window. The case had begun. 

 

The late August light I had been failing to describe for 

three years made one more appearance before the season moved 

toward September and its different character. It arrived on a 

Thursday evening in the last week of August, the way it always 

arrives: without announcement, simply present in the quality of 

the air above the sound when I came out to the deck at seven-

thirty with my coffee, having been inside with the journal since 

five. 

The heron was on the near bar. She was in the western face 

posture of the flood tide: compensation fully engaged, body 

angled to the current, all of her attention on the channel edge 

where the fish were moving in the water the tide was pushing 

across the bar. She had been doing this on this bar for three 

years—this specific bar, this channel edge, this specific 

current, this specific fish population—and the record in the bird 

notebook showed no decline in her presence or her hunting success 

over the three years. She had been here in June and September and 

the intermediate months and the winter months when other herons 

had left and she had stayed, attending to this bar in the cold 
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with the same patience she brought to it in the July heat. She 

was here in three years of cases and in the intervals between 

them. She would be here in the fourth case and in whatever cases 

come after it. 

I watched her for twenty minutes. She caught one fish in the 

twenty minutes, in the second quarter of the period, with the 

economy of a hunter who does not lunge until the probability is 

high: three or four adjustments of position, each moving her 

incrementally into a better angle to the current, and then the 

strike, which is not a lunge but a precision—the beak entering 

the water at the exact angle the fish’s position and the water’s 

refraction require, the fish coming up, the swallow, and then the 

return to the waiting posture as if the strike had not occurred 

and the waiting was the primary activity. 

Hamilton had said, in the first year, when I asked why he 

recorded the herons in the same notebook as the forensic 

findings: because the quality of attention is the same. The 

heron’s attention and the case’s attention. The patience and the 

precision and the willingness to adjust incrementally without 

striking until the probability is sufficient. He had said it as a 

statement of methodology rather than of aesthetics, and I had 

understood it as such, and I had been watching the heron with 

that understanding for three years, and the understanding had 

deepened each year. 

I want to say, in this chapter that has been about the heron 

as a figure of sustained attention, one more thing about what 
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three years of watching her has given me that I could not have 

named in year one or year two. 

What it has given me is a relationship with patience that I 

did not have before I came to Allen Point. I was a competent 

physician before I was here, and a physician’s competence 

includes a version of patience: the patience of differential 

diagnosis, which holds multiple explanations in mind 

simultaneously until the evidence is sufficient to reduce the 

number, and the patience of treatment, which requires accepting 

that the body heals on its own schedule. But the physician’s 

patience is bounded: there is always the appointment slot, the 

next patient, the administrative obligation that attaches to each 

act of clinical attention. The patience is real but it operates 

within a frame. 

The heron’s patience is not bounded. She is on the bar when 

she is on the bar and she stays until she is not. There is no 

appointment slot. The bar is the frame and the frame is the size 

it is. What the three years of watching her have given me is a 

different relationship to the unbounded patience: the 

understanding, acquired by proximity to Hamilton’s method and the 

heron’s behavior simultaneously, that the picture emerges when 

the evidence is sufficient and not before, and that the 

appropriate response to a picture that has not yet emerged is to 

continue watching rather than to conclude prematurely. This is 

the most important thing I know now that I did not know three 

years ago. 
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The bar and the channel and the heron and the tide. Three 

years of watching. The account of what was watched. The cases 

that the watching made possible. The coast that held all of it, 

neutral and persistent and beautiful in the way of a place that 

does not know it is being observed but that is precisely itself 

regardless, in the late light of the third August. 
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Chapter Twenty-Seven 

“Dark Harbor” 

 

I want to explain the title I have given this account before 

I explain the account itself, because the explanation belongs at 

the end rather than the beginning, now that the account is 

complete and the title’s meaning is fully available. 

A dark harbor, in the maritime tradition, is a harbor that 

is not lit: no range lights, no channel markers, no fixed buoys 

that a navigator can use to establish position in the dark. This 

does not mean the harbor is unusable. It means the harbor must be 

approached by other means than the standard navigational aids—by 

local knowledge, by the navigator’s specific familiarity with the 

harbor’s soundings and current patterns and the configurations of 

its approach channel at various states of the tide. A dark harbor 

is navigable to a person who knows it. It is dark to a person who 

expects to find it lit. 

I want to be precise about what I mean by dark harbor, 

because the phrase can be heard as romantic—as an image of 

mystery or concealment or danger—and what I mean by it is 

specific and practical and the opposite of romantic. A dark 

harbor is simply a harbor that the standard tools cannot light. 

The standard tools are the range lights and the channel markers 

and the fixed buoys, and they are designed for harbors that 

receive regular traffic from navigators who have not been there 

before. They are the infrastructure of the public harbor, the 

navigable-by-anyone harbor, the harbor whose approach is 
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standardized so that a navigator with a chart and no local 

knowledge can get in safely. 

Not all harbors are public harbors. Some are private, or 

restricted, or simply too small and too infrequently used to 

justify the installation of the standard equipment. These harbors 

are not hidden. They are on the charts. Their depth soundings and 

their current patterns are accurately recorded. Their approach 

channels are described. What they lack is the illumination that 

makes the approach automatic for the unfamiliar navigator. They 

require the navigator to carry the illumination internally, in 

the form of the knowledge that is only acquired by having been 

there: by having watched the approach channel in the conditions 

you will encounter when you need to use it, and by having learned 

from experience what the chart cannot say about the quality of 

the approach in the dark. 

The cases at Allen Point are dark harbors in this sense. 

They are investigations that cannot be approached through the 

standard channels because the standard channels have been 

compromised, or because the standard channels were never designed 

to reach what the case requires, or because the evidence that 

makes the case exists in a form that the standard channels do not 

recognize as evidence. What makes them navigable is the specific 

local knowledge that Allen Point provides: the three years of 

bird records and patient observations and daily attendance to a 

specific stretch of coast that has accumulated, over time, into 

the kind of knowledge that only comes from being in one place 

long enough to hear what it says. 



Gael / Dark Harbor / 415 

The Stell case was a dark harbor in every particular. The 

standard channel—the FBI’s economic crimes unit—had been 

compromised before the investigation began. The financial 

architecture was designed to resist standard forensic analysis. 

The physical infrastructure was on private islands accessible 

only by water, in a harbor system that no outsider could read 

without spending years attending to it. It was navigable only 

from Allen Point, which had been attending to it for two years 

before Marla’s knock on the door, and which had the knowledge the 

case required waiting in the sediment samples and the 

harbormaster minutes and the patient journals and the bird 

notebook. The harbor was there. It only looked dark to someone 

who had not been watching it. 

 

I began writing this account in October of the third year, 

from the journals and from the notes I had kept during the active 

phase of the Stell case, which I had designated the Fifth Journal 

of the Allen Point Cases when I opened it in June of the previous 

year. The process of converting the journal into an account is 

something I have done three times before, and I have not found a 

way to describe it that doesn’t reduce it to something smaller 

than it is. 

The journal is the raw material: the daily record, kept as 

close to the event as possible, in the voice of a person who does 

not yet know how the events will be understood in retrospect. The 

account is the retrospective version: what the events meant, seen 

from the far end of the narrative arc, with the shape visible 
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that was not visible from inside the daily account. The gap 

between the two versions is not a gap of accuracy. Both are 

accurate accounts of what happened. The gap is a gap of 

completeness: the daily account is complete as a daily account, 

and the retrospective account is complete as a retrospective 

account, and neither is more true than the other, but they are 

true in different ways and they serve different purposes. 

I want to be more specific about what the difference is 

between the journal and the account, because I have been thinking 

about this for three years without arriving at a satisfactory 

description, and the third year’s distance from the Stell case 

has given me the clarity I was missing. 

The journal is written in the present tense of the 

investigation, which means it is written by a person who does not 

know how the investigation will end. Every entry in the Fifth 

Journal was written in the condition of not knowing: not knowing 

whether the evidence would be sufficient, not knowing whether the 

institutional protections Stell had in place would prove 

navigable or impenetrable, not knowing whether Brian would come 

to Allen Point or whether the Naushon warrant would find an 

active operation or an empty building. The journal’s voice is the 

voice of a person attending to events whose significance cannot 

yet be established because the events have not yet produced their 

full significance. This is not a limitation of the journal. It is 

its most important quality. 

The account is written in a different condition: the 

condition of knowing. Writing the account in October, with the 
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Fifth Journal on one side and the green notebook on the other and 

the trial verdict and the first shadow data settlement and the 

OPR report in the institutional record, I could see what the 

journal’s entries had been building toward in a way that the 

journal itself could not see. This is the retrospective 

advantage: the shape of the thing is visible from the far end. 

But the retrospective advantage is also the retrospective risk: 

the danger of imposing the shape on the material, of making the 

evidence point in a direction it always pointed rather than a 

direction the investigation found it pointing. The discipline of 

writing the account from the journal rather than from memory is 

the discipline that holds this risk in check: the journal says 

what was observed on what date, and the account must honor the 

journal’s temporal sequence even when the retrospective 

perspective wants to foreground the significance that the journal 

could not yet see. 

The daily record is for the investigation. It is the 

instrument the investigation uses to keep itself honest: the 

account of what was observed on a specific date, before the 

significance of the observation was known, which can be consulted 

later when the significance has been established, to confirm that 

the significance was there in the observation and not imposed on 

it afterward. The journal’s value is in its temporal honesty: I 

wrote what I saw when I saw it, and the record says that, and the 

record can be trusted because of that. 

The account is for something else. The account is for the 

person who was not there: the person who will read this and who 
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needs to understand not just what was found but what it was like 

to find it, and what the coast looks like when you are trying to 

read it for evidence, and what the kitchen table at Allen Point 

sounds like at two in the morning when Hamilton is in the study 

and the marsh is audible through the screen and Marla’s legal pad 

is on the table with the four words that reorganized the case: 

This is not a divorce. The account preserves the texture of the 

thing. The record preserves the thing. Both are necessary. 

 

On a Tuesday evening in October I sat at the kitchen table 

with the Fifth Journal open to the first entry—June of the 

previous year, the morning before Marla’s arrival, the bird 

observation that Hamilton made at six-fifteen and that I had 

recorded as baseline for the season—and I asked Hamilton what I 

always ask him when I am about to write one of these accounts: 

what do you want the account to say? 

He said, without looking up from the blue notebook: “What 

the cases always want the account to say. What happened, how it 

was found, what it cost and what it produced. In the language of 

this coast and these people.” He paused. “And what you’ve 

understood that you didn’t understand before.” 

I said, “What I didn’t understand before?” 

“Every account contains something the previous accounts 

didn’t have,” he said. “The first one was about what the coast 

is. The second was about what the evidence is. The third was 

about what the people are.” He set the blue notebook down. “This 

one is about what the cases are. What they are for. Why a house 
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on a salt marsh in Chatham is the place where this kind of 

evidence gets read.” He picked the notebook back up. “That’s what 

I want the account to say.” 

I spent the evenings of October writing. The fourth case was 

in its early active phase—not yet at the kitchen table, still in 

the study and the field notebook—and my days were the practice in 

Orleans and the observation of the fourth case’s developing 

picture, which was developing in the way that the pictures 

develop at Allen Point: incrementally, through the accumulation 

of observations whose significance was not yet clear, building 

toward a shape that would only be visible when the accumulation 

was sufficient. I had been in this process three times before and 

I recognized it. The recognition was useful: knowing that the 

process worked helped me trust the process rather than demand 

from it a clarity it was not yet ready to provide. 

The evenings I spent with the Fifth Journal, writing the 

account of what had happened in the summer and the year that 

followed, were some of the best working hours I have had at Allen 

Point. Not because the work was easy—the conversion of the daily 

record into narrative is not easy, and requires the patience of 

sitting with material that you experienced from the inside and 

finding the language that will communicate its quality to a 

person who experienced it from the outside—but because the work 

was the right work for the time. The Stell case was at the 

distance that permits the retrospective perspective to operate 

clearly, and the fourth case was at the proximity that kept me 
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from the false closure of thinking the cases were finished. Both 

conditions were necessary. The account required both. 

 

I want to describe what I understand about Hamilton after 

three years, because the understanding belongs in the account and 

it is understanding that took three years to acquire and that I 

could not have put in the first journal or the second or the 

third. 

Hamilton is not a detective. I have been calling what he 

does investigation for three years, and what he does is 

investigation, but the word detective carries connotations that 

do not apply to him and that have consistently mislead me in the 

periods when I have been trying to describe his method to people 

who have not encountered it directly. A detective works from 

crime to criminal: the crime is known, the criminal is unknown, 

and the investigation is the process of identifying the criminal 

from the evidence the crime has left. Hamilton’s method is 

different. It works from coast to picture: the coast is the 

given, the evidence is what the coast produces in its ordinary 

operation, and the picture is what the accumulated evidence 

requires. The criminal, when identified, is the person whose 

activities the coast has been recording without knowing it was 

recording. 

This distinction is not academic. It is operational. A 

detective’s investigation is bounded by the known crime and 

expands outward toward the unknown criminal. Hamilton’s 

investigation is bounded by the known coast and expands outward 
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toward the unknown activity that the coast’s evidence requires. 

These are different shapes of investigation, and they produce 

different kinds of evidence, and they are appropriate to 

different situations. The detective’s method is appropriate when 

the crime is known and the criminal is not. Hamilton’s method is 

appropriate when the crime is not yet known but the coast has 

been recording something for long enough that the recording is 

worth reading. 

The Stell case was entirely appropriate to Hamilton’s 

method. There was no known crime when Marla arrived at the door—

there was a suspicion, a Shell K-1 entry, a set of observations 

she had made in the week before her arrival. What the case 

required was the reading of what the coast had been recording: 

the polymer in the sediment, the satellite array on the Tern 

Island roof, the planning board variance signed by the committee 

member who had asked about the shorebird survey. These were the 

coast’s recordings of an activity it had not known it was 

recording. Reading them required the knowledge of this coast that 

Allen Point had accumulated in its bird notebooks and patient 

journals and daily observations. The case found its shape not 

because Hamilton invented it but because the coast had already 

assembled the evidence and Hamilton knew how to read it. 

I want to add one more thing to what I understand about 

Hamilton, which is the thing I find hardest to say clearly 

because it is the thing that is most easily misunderstood. 

Hamilton is not dispassionate. I have been recording him for 

three years and I have been aware, throughout the recording, of a 
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persistent tendency in my descriptions to use words like calm and 

equanimity and evenness that could be read as meaning the absence 

of emotion. They do not mean the absence of emotion. They mean 

the quality of a person who has learned to hold their emotional 

response to a situation in a different compartment from their 

analytical response, so that the emotion does not distort the 

analysis and the analysis does not suppress the emotion. Both are 

present. They run in parallel rather than in sequence. 

What I have seen of Hamilton’s emotional response to the 

Stell case is this: the quality of his attention when Marcus Webb 

called from Arizona, which was an attention that I would describe 

as the attention of a person receiving something they cared 

about. The quality of his statement after the verdict—“guilty, 

all counts” said in the same tone as a wind shift—which was not 

indifference but the quality of a completion that had been 

expected and whose arrival was therefore received without the 

additional emotional weight that surprise would have added. The 

quality of his response to Marla’s thank you: “the case is in the 

institutions now and the institutions are doing their work,” 

which is a statement that contains, I have come to believe, a 

genuine satisfaction at the institutions’ functioning correctly, 

held in the flat tone of a person who has decided not to perform 

the satisfaction. 

He cares about what happens to the people in these cases. He 

cares about the coast. He cares about the institutional 

structures that are supposed to protect what the cases protect. 

What three years have taught me is that caring, in Hamilton’s 
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mode, does not look like caring in the conventional modes. It 

looks like the quality of attention that produces the right 

question at the right moment and that holds the evidence in the 

right relationship to itself until the picture is ready. The care 

is in the method. The method is how he expresses it. 

This is the clearest thing I understand now that I did not 

understand three years ago: that what Hamilton’s cases find is 

already there, in the coast’s own record, waiting for someone who 

has been attending to the coast with sufficient consistency to 

recognize what the record is saying. The cases do not create the 

evidence. They read it. 

 

The fourth case had its first moment of clarity in November. 

Hamilton came to the kitchen table on a Thursday morning 

with the blue notebook and the Plum Island Sound current charts 

and a photograph I had taken during the September reconnaissance—

the middle approach channel, the one he had said was the one, 

photographed at the approximate mid-tide that I had estimated 

from the chart’s current annotations. He set these things on the 

table and looked at them for a moment. Then he said, “Do you see 

the mooring field?” 

I looked at the photograph. Behind the approach channel, set 

back from the dock at the left edge of the frame, was a mooring 

field I had photographed peripherally and without attention 

during the reconnaissance. I had not noted it in the field 

observations because it had seemed unremarkable: a standard 

commercial mooring field of the kind found in any harbor on the 
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Massachusetts coast, roughly a dozen moorings of varying sizes, 

most of them unoccupied in September when the recreational fleet 

had largely put in for the season. 

Hamilton said, “The mooring field is managed by a company 

called Colossus Marine Services LLC, which is incorporated in 

Delaware. Colossus Marine has three principals. One of them is a 

person whose name is in the blue notebook.” He looked at me. “The 

fourth case has a name.” 

I said, “That’s the transition.” 

He said, “Yes.” He picked up the blue notebook. He went back 

to the study. 

I wrote in the sixth journal: The fourth case has a name. 

November, third year. The transition from observation to 

investigation. Whatever this case is, it has declared itself. 

Then I set the pen down and looked at the salt marsh through the 

kitchen window, which was receiving the first gray light of a 

November morning in the way it always receives the first light: 

without haste, without dramatic effect, the marsh simply becoming 

visible as the light increased, the channels and the bars and the 

grass acquiring their November colors of gray-brown and silver 

and the particular dark green of the Spartina that persists into 

November before the frost takes it. The fourth case had a name. 

The account of the third case was on the table. The coast was 

outside the window, doing what it does. 

 

I want to say what dark harbor means in the context of the 

cases, having said what it means in the maritime context and 



Gael / Dark Harbor / 425 

having been in three cases now at a house above a salt marsh in 

Chatham. 

A dark harbor is a harbor that requires local knowledge. The 

local knowledge is what makes it navigable, and the local 

knowledge is acquired only through time spent in and around the 

harbor, attending to its patterns and depths and currents and the 

quality of its light at different states of the tide and 

different seasons of the year. You cannot get the local knowledge 

from a chart. You cannot get it from the standard navigational 

aids. You get it by being here, and by attending to what being 

here produces, and by writing down what you attend to so that the 

writing can be consulted when the attending produces something 

that requires a second reading. 

What Hamilton has built at Allen Point, over the years he 

has been here, is the local knowledge of this coast’s dark 

harbor. Not just the tidal patterns and the current speeds and 

the harbor systems from Stage Harbor to the Elizabeth Islands. 

The institutional knowledge too: the planning board records and 

the harbormaster minutes and the NOAA contract database and the 

Barnstable County corporate registry and the channels through 

which the county’s administrative and legal machinery records 

what passes through it. These are also part of the harbor’s 

chart, in Hamilton’s reading of local knowledge: the physical and 

the documentary together, each illuminating what the other cannot 

reach. 

And the people. The patients who come to the practices in 

Orleans and Chatham with the ambient knowledge of a coast they 
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have been living on for twenty or forty years and whose 

observations are the most granular data set available about what 

this harbor does in the early morning and the late evening when 

nobody else is looking. The retired Coast Guard officer who walks 

Rock Harbor bridge at five-thirty and knows what the traffic 

pattern in the Stage Harbor approach channel is supposed to look 

like and can tell you when it has changed. The marine electronics 

contractor in Harwich who knows what a Cobham EXPLORER 8100 is 

worth and who it is sold to. These people are the local 

knowledge. They are the harbor’s chart in human form. 

I want to describe one more quality of the dark harbor 

before I describe Wilson’s journals in its light. 

A navigator approaching a dark harbor in the dark does not 

make the approach by trying to see what is not lit. They make it 

by knowing what is there and navigating from that knowledge. The 

harbor’s shape is in them, built from previous approaches and 

from the records of previous approaches, and what the navigator 

is doing in the dark is matching the knowledge to the current 

conditions—the current tide, the current wind, the current 

weather—and adjusting the approach accordingly. The darkness is 

not an obstacle to overcome. It is a condition to work within, 

using what you know. 

This is the quality of what Hamilton does in these cases. He 

is not trying to illuminate what is hidden. He is working within 

the condition of limited visibility, using the knowledge that 

years of attendance to this coast have built, to find what the 

limited visibility makes it difficult but not impossible to find. 
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The cases are dark, in the sense that the usual illumination—the 

standard criminal investigation channels, the obvious financial 

records, the publicly documented corporate structures—has been 

deliberately removed or obscured or compromised. Hamilton 

navigates by the knowledge that remains: the bird records, the 

patient observations, the harbor systems’ tidal patterns, the 

quality of the polymer that settles when encrypted drives are 

moved through salt water in the dark. He knows this harbor. That 

is what makes it navigable. 

What Wilson’s journals are for, understood in this light, is 

to be the documentation of the harbor’s navigation: not the 

chart, which is what Hamilton maintains in the bird notebook and 

the green notebook and now the blue notebook. The navigation. The 

experience of approaching a dark harbor with the chart in hand 

and the local knowledge available and the feeling of the 

approach: the way the evidence resolves from ambiguity to clarity 

as you get closer, the moment when the approach channel is 

visible and you know you are in the right place, and the arrival 

at the harbor itself, which is always different from what you 

expected and always exactly what the chart said it would be, if 

you knew how to read the chart. 
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Chapter Twenty-Eight 

“The Tide” 

 

I finished writing this account on a Tuesday evening in late 

November of the third year, with the tide going out on the near 

bar and the marsh doing what the marsh does in November: 

receiving the cold and the diminished light with the patience of 

a landscape that has been through this before and knows the 

spring is coming, though knowing it and receiving it are 

different modes of endurance and the marsh is in the receiving 

mode now, the brown-silver of the season’s withdrawal, the 

channels still and the bars barely visible in the last light. 

The kitchen table held the Sixth Journal, the Fifth Journal, 

the draft of this account, a cup of coffee, the clean phone, and 

Hamilton’s bird notebook. The study door was closed, which meant 

the fourth case was already in motion. The smell of the marsh 

came through the screen. The tide was going out. 

This is what Allen Point is like when it is simply itself, 

which is to say when it is doing what it does on an ordinary 

Tuesday in late November with no case arriving at the door and no 

case resolved that morning: the working house, the working marsh, 

the working coast. I have been here for three years and three 

months and in that time I have been in three cases and am 

beginning the fourth, and I have kept the journals that this 

account is written from, and I have learned what three years of 

this coast produces in a person who attends to it.  
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I went to the near bar on the afternoon of the day I 

finished writing, in the full ebb of a November tide, because the 

near bar at full ebb is the condition that shows the most about 

what is underneath. The ebb runs out and takes with it the water 

that has been covering the bars and channels since the flood, and 

what it leaves is the surface of the harbor bottom: the sediment, 

the eelgrass beds, the topography of the shallow sub-tidal zone 

that is invisible at high water and that reveals itself, at full 

ebb, as the coast’s private face. 

I have been going to the near bar at full ebb since the 

first week of the first year, following Hamilton’s practice of 

observing the bar at all tidal stages rather than only when it is 

most easily accessible. The full ebb is the hardest walk—the flat 

is soft in November, and the channels that run across it hold 

water that you cannot judge by depth from the surface—but it is 

the most informative. The bar at full ebb shows you what the bar 

is, without the covering of high water that makes it look like 

merely a part of the sound’s surface. The bar at full ebb is the 

bar itself: the sediment, the organisms, the marks of what has 

passed over it and been deposited by it or eroded from it. It is 

the coast’s own record, written in the materials of the coast. 

The quality is this: completeness. The near bar at full ebb 

is the harbor in its most complete state, which is the state in 

which the most of it is visible. The high water hides the bars 

and makes the harbor look like a body of open water with channels 

and landmarks. The full ebb reveals the bars as what they are: 

the harbor’s floor, the surface on which the tidal system 
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operates, the physical record of what the harbor is when the 

water is not there to cover it. At full ebb you can see the slope 

of the bar from the channel edge to the flat, the gradient of 

depth that produces the specific hydrodynamics that the tide uses 

when it runs. At full ebb you can see the eelgrass beds that the 

high water makes invisible, the specific patches of Zostera 

marina in the protected areas of the flat where the current 

velocity drops below the eelgrass’s tolerance threshold. At full 

ebb you can see the shell hash where the current runs strong 

enough to keep the fine sediment in suspension, and the fine 

sediment where the current drops below the settling threshold. 

The bar at full ebb is the harbor reading its own record aloud. 

What I found at the near bar on the November ebb, three 

years after I first walked out on it, was what I find every time 

I go there now: the bar I know. The topography of the eastern 

face and the western face, the channel edge where the heron 

hunts, the depression in the central flat that fills first on the 

flood. I know where to step and where not to step. I know which 

part of the bar’s surface is eelgrass substrate and which is bare 

sand and which is the compact shell-hash that makes a different 

sound under the boot than either. I know the bar in the specific 

embodied way that you know a place you have been going to at all 

hours and in all conditions for three years: not as a concept but 

as a physical experience that your feet and your balance and your 

attention have been organizing for long enough that they do not 

require conscious direction. I navigate the near bar in the dark 
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with the local knowledge that three years of ebb tides have 

built. 

This is what Hamilton has, for this coast at the larger 

scale. Not just the near bar: the full range of the harbor 

systems from Stage Harbor north to the Chatham Bar, and west to 

the Elizabeth Islands, and the institutional landscape that 

overlay the physical one: the planning board records and the 

harbormaster minutes and the NOAA contract database and the 

corporate registry and the channels through which the county’s 

administrative machinery documents what passes through it. Three 

years of his nine or ten years here, observed from the adjacent 

position of the practice and the journal, have given me a portion 

of that knowledge. The bar. The approach channel. The tide 

tables. The bird records. Enough to navigate in the dark, in the 

areas of the harbor I have attended to. Not all of it. Not yet. 

 

The Stell case’s proceedings were in their second November, 

which was the November of the things that had been set in motion 

eighteen months earlier arriving at their various destinations. 

The classified program institutional review produced its 

interim report in November. The report was classified at the top 

level, which meant the public summary was three pages of what the 

review had found about the oversight mechanisms and what it 

recommended, with everything that described the program’s 

activities redacted. The three pages established, in the language 

of institutional reviews, that the program had operated outside 

its authorized scope for a period of at least six years and that 
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the oversight mechanisms had been insufficient to detect or 

prevent this, and that the recommended reforms to the oversight 

structure had been substantially implemented. The full report 

would be released in some form in some number of years when the 

classification review produced a declassified version. Marsh said 

it would be fifteen years, minimum. Hamilton said it would be 

ten. 

The Harwick criminal trial was set for the spring of the 

following year. His motion to dismiss on the constructive 

knowledge grounds had been denied by Florette in October, as 

Hamilton had predicted, in a ruling that cited the Board of Bar 

Overseers’ ’or his decision to conduct himself as if he had not 

recognized it’ language and applied its logic to the criminal 

standard. Harwick’s Washington D.C. defense firm had filed a 

notice of appeal of the denial, which was procedurally available 

and would delay the trial date. The trial would happen. The date 

would shift. 

I want to record one more thing about the case’s second 

November that belongs in the account. Marcus Webb sent a letter. 

It came to the Allen Point house address, which told me he 

had found it through the same channel as his October call the 

previous year—the U.S. Marshals’ victim notification materials, 

which include contact information for the attorneys and judicial 

officers connected to the case, and through which a determined 

person can sometimes trace a related address. The letter was 

brief. He said he had been following the trial coverage through 

the Arizona papers’ wire service summaries, which was imperfect 
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coverage but sufficient to tell him what the verdict was and 

approximately what the sentence was. He said he was glad the 

commercialization count had been included. He said, “David would 

have understood what that count meant, in terms of what it 

changes. He was a person who thought about what things change.” 

He said he hoped the people at Allen Point were well. He signed 

it with his name. 

I brought the letter to the kitchen table and set it down. 

Hamilton read it. He set it back on the table. He said, “File it 

with the case documentation.” 

I filed Marcus Webb’s letter with the case documentation. 

His sentence about David Lim—that David thought about what things 

change—belongs there. 

Marla had filed her third shadow data case in November: a 

financial services firm whose mobile app was collecting location 

data at a granularity that constituted tracking rather than 

service delivery. She called to tell me, in the tone that had 

become her professional tone in this work: precise, 

unsentimental, completely engaged. She said the third case was 

different from the first two because the data collection was 

ongoing and she was filing for injunctive relief before the 

settlement, which required the court to weigh the merits of the 

underlying claim rather than accepting a settlement that made the 

merits moot. The court would have to decide whether the ongoing 

collection constituted ongoing harm. If it found that it did, the 

finding would create a new line of authority for the shadow data 

framework. 
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I wrote all of this in the journal. The second November of 

the case’s institutional aftermath was the November of 

consolidation: the proceedings advancing, the framework building, 

the structural reforms being implemented, the international 

extraditions proceeding at their international pace. The case was 

doing what cases do in their institutional phase: it was becoming 

part of the landscape, part of the fixed features of the legal 

and institutional environment that would be there for whoever 

worked in this area in the years ahead, the way the harbor’s bars 

and channels are part of the landscape that is there for whoever 

navigates these waters. 

 

I want to say something about what the tide does, as the 

actual physical tide and not as a metaphor, because I have been 

watching it for three years and what it does is relevant to what 

the cases do and I do not want to leave the account without 

saying it directly. 

The tide moves everything. Everything that is not fixed is 

moved by the tide: the sediment on the bars, the water in the 

channels, the organisms in the water, the detritus on the 

surface. The tide moves things in and deposits some of them and 

takes others away, and what it deposits and what it takes depends 

on the density and buoyancy of each thing and the specific 

velocity of the current in the location at the specific tidal 

state. The tide is a sorting machine: it puts the heavy things in 

the channel bottoms and the light things on the bar edges and the 

intermediate things in the intermediate locations. What you find 
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in the sediment tells you what was in the water, and what was in 

the water tells you what was passing through the harbor. 

 

 

This is the macro-scale version of what Clara found at Stage 

Harbor: the polymer molecules from the encrypted drive casings, 

lifted from the drives when the drives were handled over the 

water, settling into the approach channel’s sediment at a 

distribution consistent with regular transits of the kind and 

frequency the operation required. The harbor did not know it was 

recording the drives’ transit. It recorded it because that is 

what harbors do with fine particles in the water: the physics 

sorted them and deposited them in the locations that the physics 

required. Clara’s samples found them there. 

Clara’s polymer was in the sediment. The tide had put it 

there: the weighted molecules of polycarbonate from the encrypted 

drive casings, settling out of the water column as the boats 

moved the drives through the Stage Harbor approach channel and 

the velocity dropped below the settling threshold. The tide is 

indifferent to what it is sorting. It sorts the polymer the same 

way it sorts the shell hash and the eelgrass detritus and the 

fine clay from the inland drainage systems. It simply does what 

its physics require. The polymer happened to be evidence. The 

physics did not know this. 

 

The tide went out while I was on the near bar on the 

November afternoon. The ebb had been running for three hours when 
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I walked out and it ran for another hour while I was there, the 

water level dropping, the channels getting shallower, the bars 

extending further toward the sound as the water exposed them. I 

watched the process with the attention I have been bringing to it 

for three years: the quality of the water’s surface as the ebb 

slows and then stops and then, in the brief still water of the 

tidal turn, is momentarily neither ebbing nor flooding but simply 

present, without direction, the harbor in the condition of 

suspension that lasts for perhaps ten minutes at each tidal turn 

before the flood begins and the direction reverses. 

The still water of the tidal turn is the harbor’s most 

legible moment. When the water is moving, the surface is 

organized by the current: the ripples run in the current’s 

direction, the surface has the texture of flowing water, the 

depth is indicated by the surface’s behavior over the bars and 

channels in ways that a person who knows the harbor can read. 

When the water is still, the surface is organized only by the 

wind, if there is wind, and by the specific reflection of 

whatever is above it. In November, at low ebb, in the late 

afternoon with the wind minimal and the sky the gray-blue of the 

November coast, the still water of the tidal turn reflects the 

sky with the precision of a mirror that has been polished by 

weeks of cold water, and the reflection is the clearest image of 

the sky that the harbor produces. 

I stood at the tidal turn and looked at the sky in the water 

and I thought about what I was looking at, which was the harbor 

being a record of what is above it. Not the sky’s geological 
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account—the sky does not leave polymer traces in the sediment. 

But the sky’s momentary account, held for the ten minutes of the 

tidal turn before the flood begins and the surface loses its 

stillness and the reflection becomes imprecise. The harbor is an 

account of the sky at the tidal turn. And it is an account of the 

polymer, and the eelgrass detritus, and the fine clay from the 

inland drainage systems, and whatever else was in the water 

during the previous tidal cycle. The account is complete and it 

is specific and it does not distinguish between what is important 

and what is not, because the harbor does not know what is 

important and what is not. It simply records what passes through 

it. 

 

The heron was on the near bar when I turned back toward the 

house. 

She had come to the bar while I was at the tidal turn, from 

wherever she had been in the preceding hours, and she was in the 

compensation posture on the western face even though the ebb had 

just finished and the flood had not yet produced the current that 

the compensation was for. She was positioned for the flood that 

was coming, not for the ebb that had just ended. This is the 

forethought, or whatever the non-intentional biological 

equivalent of forethought is in a bird that has been hunting this 

bar for three years: the positioning in anticipation of the 

current’s return rather than in response to its presence. 

I noted this in the bird notebook when I got back to the 

house. Not as a significant finding—it may have been coincidence, 
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a single observation is not a pattern, three years of data are 

not sufficient to establish whether this is consistent behavior 

or individual variation. I noted it because it is the kind of 

observation that the account should contain: the specific thing 

that was there on a specific afternoon in November of the third 

year, noted without interpretation, available for the future when 

there is more data and the interpretation can be supported. 

I noted what the heron was doing in the bird notebook with 

the precision that the bird records require: date, time, tidal 

state, bar location, posture, behavior. The behavior I noted was 

the pre-positioning, the specific placement on the western face 

in the compensation posture before the flood current had 

returned. This may have been the heron’s response to some 

physical cue that Wilson’s limited sensory capacity did not 

detect: a change in water pressure, or a current in the deeper 

channel that runs beneath the bar and that precedes the surface 

current’s return by some number of minutes. Or it may have been a 

behavioral routine: the heron on this bar at this tidal stage 

habitually positions on the western face because the western face 

is where the food will be when the flood comes, and the behavior 

is triggered by some other cue—the time of day, the quality of 

the light, the position of other birds in the marsh system—rather 

than by the current itself. Wilson does not know which. The 

record says what was observed and leaves the interpretation to 

the data that does not yet exist. 

She watched me walk back across the flat toward the bluff. 

Or she watched in the direction I was walking, which is not the 
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same thing: the heron’s attention is on the channel, not on the 

person crossing the flat behind her. Her watching and my watching 

were independent. We were in the same location attending to 

different things, and the attending was the same activity in two 

different registers, and I was the one with a pen. 

 

Hamilton was in the study when I came back. The study light 

was on and the window was raised its additional inch and the blue 

notebook was visible on the desk through the door I left ajar 

when I came through. The fourth case was in its active phase: the 

approach channel identified, the mooring field identified, the 

name in the blue notebook whose context I did not yet fully 

understand and that Hamilton had not yet brought to the kitchen 

table because the picture was not yet assembled enough to be 

brought to the table. I had been in this position three times 

before. I recognized it. The recognition was not impatience—I had 

learned the patience of waiting for the picture to be ready—but 

the specific alertness of a person who knows they are at the 

beginning of something and who has accumulated enough experience 

of these beginnings to know what they require. 

I want to describe the quality of the kitchen table on the 

evening I finished writing this account, because the kitchen 

table has been the account’s primary location and it deserves a 

final description in its full November character, which is 

different from its July character and from its first-year 

character and from its active-case character in the same way that 
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every version of a familiar room is different from the others 

while remaining recognizably itself. 

The kitchen table in the third November was the kitchen 

table that had held Marla’s legal pad and Wilson’s journals and 

Hamilton’s green notebooks and Clara’s field notebooks and Mary’s 

clinical notes and the French press and the clean phone and the 

planning board variance document and the Naushon lease and the 

master delivery agreement and Brian Anders’s manila envelope and 

the evidence bags with the drives from the Stage Harbor cooling 

tank and the map of the Massachusetts coast from New Bedford to 

Gloucester and the sixth journal and now the draft of this 

account. It was a kitchen table of ordinary dimensions in the 

ordinary kitchen of an ordinary house above a salt marsh in 

Chatham, and it had been the primary working surface of three 

federal investigations and was currently the primary working 

surface of the fourth, and it would continue to be the primary 

working surface of as many subsequent investigations as Hamilton 

worked at Allen Point for as long as Allen Point existed as a 

working house. The table was as it always is: ready, available, 

present. The kitchen was cold in the way of the November coast, 

the screen admitting the salt air with a freedom that the July 

screen does not permit, the November’s cold too present for 

screens to filter. The coffee was on. The light above the table 

was on. The study door was ajar. 

I made coffee. I sat at the kitchen table with the Sixth 

Journal and the draft of this account and the bird notebook that 

Hamilton had left, and I read back through the account from the 
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beginning: Marla at the stadium, the photograph, the drive home 

on Route 95, the Schedule K-1 with the Whydah Holdings entry. The 

pencil holder’s listening device residue. The thirty seconds of 

silence on the phone at 1:47 a.m. The surveillance car on Walnut 

Street. The burner phone and the clean laptop and the rental 

skiff and the Cobham EXPLORER 8100 visible on the Tern Island 

roof. Kevin Halter saying: Tern Island. Off Chatham. You get 

there by boat. And then the door at Allen Point, and the kitchen, 

and Hamilton reading the legal pad. 

Reading back through an account written from a daily journal 

gives the case two times at once: the events as they happened and 

the later understanding that organizes them. 

The evidence had found adequate language: polymer, satellite 

array, planning variance, wire transfer. The human cost was less 

easily contained. The account says what happened; it cannot 

entirely say what it was. That gap is part of the medium, and I 

accept it again here. 

 

 

 

 

The official record establishes what happened in the form 

institutions require: evidence as fact, fact as finding, finding 

as outcome. Those standards are necessary. They make the public 

result reliable and reviewable. 

Their cost is exclusion. The legal file can name the forty-

three terabytes and the counts in the indictment. It cannot fully 
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restore the people whose genomic profiles, medical histories, 

movements, and communications were taken and sold without their 

knowledge. 

This account is for the reader who wants to understand the 

case from the inside: the kitchen table at two in the morning, 

Hamilton at the study window, Marla’s legal pad, Clara’s sediment 

samples, the near bar at full ebb, and the tide turning while the 

case passed from the house into the institutions. 

 

 

Taken together, the Allen Point accounts preserve the 

accumulation: not merely what one case found, but what this place 

and these people have learned over time—the local knowledge that 

makes a dark harbor navigable. 

 

I wrote the last line on a Tuesday evening in late November, 

at the kitchen table, with the tide coming back in on the near 

bar and Hamilton in the study with the blue notebook. The fourth 

case had a name, an approach channel, a mooring field, and the 

beginning of a shape. It would come to the kitchen table when it 

was ready. Wilson would write it. 

I closed the account and set it beside the Fifth Journal and 

the open Sixth. I made coffee and listened to the marsh receive 

the flood in the dark, the water covering the bars and channels 

it had just uncovered, as it had done twice a day long before any 

of us were here and would continue doing after the account was 

closed. 
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The tide came back in. The marsh received it. The heron, 

wherever she had gone after the tidal turn, was on the near bar 

again or would be before morning. Hamilton was in the study. The 

cases were in the institutions and the institutions were doing 

their work. The blue notebook was open to its current page. 

 

 

 

Outside the window, the coast was being exactly what it is. 

The account says this. The account is true. 


