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For Ellen Treacy, who makes our house a house of love.




Other lessons were impressed upon me even more deeply. I heard of the difference of sexes, and the birth and growth of children, how the father doted on the smiles of the infant, and the lively sallies of the older child, how all the life and cares of the mother were wrapped up in the precious charge, how the mind of youth expanded and gained knowledge, of brother, sister, and all the various relationships which bind one human being to another in mutual bonds.


—Mary Shelley
 Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus




PROLOGUE


The burning mansion rose above him like a great beast of flame. The flames roared red from its high windows. They pranced and jabbered behind the picture pane on the ground floor. Above the lovely wooded lane, patches of the pale blue dawn caught the glow and turned a feverish pink. Swaths of the meridian, meanwhile, were smothered under the black smoke that flooded up out of the raging heart of the conflagration.


Later, Guerrero would say he sensed Death standing inside that burning house, sensed Death standing like a hooded phantom, very still amidst the dancing fire.


Lenny Guerrero was Search and Rescue, Truck 48, the first truck. A broad, strong, boyishly handsome man in his mid-thirties, he was at the truck’s side near the curb, near the lawn. The light arrays from the truck and the nearby engine, Engine 39, flashed scarlet and shadow over him as he worked to get himself game ready. Strapping his air pack on, his mask on, his hood on, his helmet.


Around him, there was movement, action, everywhere. The pipeman was “making” the hydrant by the curb while the heelman kept the line clean behind him as the water brought the hose to life. The two-man entry team was already at the mansion door, one man hacking at the jamb with an axe, the other working a Halligan, trying to pry the whole structure free.


Guerrero had often noticed—a lot of the guys noticed—how such moments—these moments just before you went in—could become bizarrely quiet, bizarrely slow—slow and graceful and almost silent, beautiful even, like some kind of strange ballet without the music. Supposedly it was because your brain was working so fast, the images and noises of the world couldn’t keep up with it. That’s what the captain said anyway.


It was in that moment—that slow, quiet, graceful moment, with the pipeman setting off the first blast of water as the door came free, as the flames exploded outward into the dawn light, as a second engine pulled up with its array leisurely turning and its siren sounding weirdly far away—it was in that moment that he felt Death—Death like a phantom—standing in the house, waiting in there, waiting for him, Guerrero, to come and discover the work of his skeleton hands.


Then he was racing up the rolling lawn, under the autumn trees beneath the smoke-choked sunrise. He followed the hose through the gaping door and suddenly everything was fast. The black smoke swallowed him fast. The heat washed over him fast, heat but no light. He dropped to his knees for safety.


He started crawling in the dark. Searching, blind, deaf except to the click of the regulator, the thump of his own heart. His heart—that was fast too. And the flames were fast to the right and left of him.


Guerrero worked to calm himself. At best, he had forty-five minutes of air in his pack, but breathing this hard, he’d be “on bells” in fifteen minutes tops. A Catholic, he drew himself down into the quiet of his faith and handed his life to God. Experience had taught him he could do this, and it worked. His breathing slowed. The world slowed and grew quiet again.


Good, he thought. Good. It would make the air pack last longer.


He began to make his way, crawling through the roiling darkness, searching for the fallen.


You found them just inside the doors usually. They tried to get out and couldn’t work the knob or couldn’t locate it. Then the smoke overcame them and they went down right there, sometimes blocking the door so you had to shove it open to get to them. Kids, a lot of times, you found hiding under a bed, or in a bathroom in the bathtub, any place that felt safe to them in the panic of the moment.


But Guerrero found the first woman at the foot of the stairs. Crawling on his hands and knees, blind in the black smoke, he felt the yielding softness of her hand beneath his heavy glove. His heart seemed to stop and darken because he knew at once there was no chance for her. Swiftly, expertly, he worked her limp body over his shoulder. It was still too hot in the house, too black for him to stand straight. He found his feet, but kept low, very low, and charged back toward the doorway with the woman slung over his back.


It wasn’t until he laid her on the grass that he saw she had been murdered. Even when he did see it, he could barely comprehend what he saw. He brought her body forward and released it, cradling her head in his hand to soften her landing. 


She floated gracefully down to the grass, her arms slanting out to either side of her. She seemed to him oddly untouched by the smoke and flames.


She was a woman in her forties or early fifties, blonde and slim and attractive. She was wearing an elegant powder-blue nightgown. There was a bullet hole in her, right in the center of her torso. It flashed through Guerrero’s mind that she’d been killed with a deer rifle, something like a thirty-ought-six slug. The hole in her was almost the size of a fist. For another second, he still considered starting CPR, but there was no point. She was way, way dead.


Guerrero noticed another fireman’s legs in front of him. He raised his face to speak his shock to a brother. It was Captain Flanagan. Guerrero saw the captain’s mouth moving in the shape of a curse. Then he saw the captain turn his eyes, so he turned too.


There was Jack Morton, also S and R, also from Truck 48. He was carrying a full-grown man over his shoulders. When he laid the man down, Guerrero could see his face was gone, a tangled, gory mess. A rifle wound for sure.


A sense of urgency took hold of Lenny now. Before he thought it through, he was charging into the house again. Something in his mind had clicked and the sound of the scene had come back on. The air was full of sirens—sirens and shouts and the hoses blasting and the angry roar of the flames.


There were more engines arriving now. More trucks. Another hose.


Guerrero crossed the threshold and saw at once that the smoke inside was turning from black to gray. Some patches were already white. The teams were winning their battle with the flames. 


Now Guerrero could make out shapes moving. He could see the outline of the staircase up ahead, a wide, majestic rising path going straight up, then branching to the left and right.


A ghost of a figure was descending toward him through the smoke. It was Bernard, another S and R man. He was carrying a body in his arms. As he came closer, Guerrero could see it was a young woman, small and delicate, her hair spilling back behind her, waving with the motion of the descent. Guerrero thought Bernard was moving too heavily, too slowly to save her. Then Bernard came closer. He came clear of the smoke, and Guerrero saw why he was so slow. The bullet had struck the girl in the middle of the chest. There was no chance to save her. She was gone.


Guerrero felt himself falling away inside. He felt he was in a hellish dream or maybe a dreamlike hell. He heard glass shatter, as if in another country far away. He turned toward the noise.


Now that the smoke was white, the entry team was breaking the B-side windows, the southern windows, to clear the air. In his daze, Guerrero experienced an odd, unnatural moment. Bernard was just walking past him with the murdered girl in his arms, and Guerrero thought he saw his double, a second Bernard, through the broken window, walking across the lawn. But then he realized: no, it was Brown. Brown from Truck 32. Brown was also carrying a young woman in his arms, and she was also dead.


Gaping, Guerrero looked around him. In the moment, he couldn’t have named his emotion, but later he called it horror. Horror and awe. Horror because . . . well, how could this be happening? Who were these people? What was this place? And awe because . . . because now he knew that his intuition had been right, that Death was here in fact, Death in person, hooded Death, standing like the king of the shadowlands amidst the coils of smoke.


That’s how dazed he was, how far gone. Then all at once he heard urgent shouts from outside, one shout followed by several others. He snapped back to full attention. Something important was happening.


He found himself back at the doorway. He was standing beneath the splintered lintel. The smoke was clearing from the house and the sun was rising outside. It was becoming easier for him to see. He looked around and spotted the source of the commotion.


There was a little grove of trees across the street, maples, elms, and oaks, with their leaves red and yellow and pale green. A little boy was just now stepping out of the shelter of the woods. He was wearing pajamas. There was a stuffed bear dangling from his hand. Several firefighters were running toward him, Captain Flanagan among them. Guerrero realized he himself was running toward the boy, as well.


He saw the captain pointing at the house. He heard his voice on the dawn breeze: “Is that your house? Is that your house?”


The boy was nodding, dazed, staring past him, staring at the fire.


The captain was on his knees now. He was holding the boy gently by the arms.


“Son, son, can you tell me,” the captain said. “How many people are in the house? How many more people are in there?”


It was a long moment before the boy shifted his gaze, turned it from the smoking ruin of his home to the captain’s broad, lined, friendly face.


“Who’s in the house, son? Can you tell me?” the captain asked again. “Who’s in the house?”


Guerrero was close enough now to hear the boy’s quiet reply.


“Everyone.”




PART ONE


THE MISSING MAN


I’m going to tell you the worst thing I ever did. I’ve been thinking it over. It’s time.


I had been in the Division about eight months. Eight or nine. Less than a year anyway. But I had already been on several major missions. I had sent a troublesome Russian diplomat to his death by luring him into a plot against his president, then making sure he was found out. I had led an Iranian terrorist into a Saudi trap—and he was never seen again. And so on. There were a couple of other assignments of that nature, but you get the idea. I had become an assassin. Not the fictional, cinematic sort, not the sniper-on-the-rooftop sort. That makes no sense as an undercover operation, once you come to think of it. It raises too many questions. No, I had been trained, instead, to arrange murders, to maneuver our country’s enemies into a position where they fell afoul of those who would do them in. It was a secret, undetectable business. That was the whole point of it.


And listen. I’m sure I don’t have to remind you, Margaret, but let me remind you anyway: Don’t make notes. Don’t try to hide it or put it in code or anything like that. Just don’t. Don’t make notes.


So. Early in winter, just after the holidays, I was called to the Division offices. They were in a three-story brick and brownstone building on a corner near Capitol Hill. By its looks, it could have been any sort of place: a private library, a private home. A sharp eye might have noticed that there were a suspicious number of white sandstone neoclassical government temples nearby. But then, you know, it was D.C.


My chief, the Recruiter, had a small office on the top floor. Very simple setup. Wooden desk. Chairs and a two-seat sofa against the wall. A flag and some framed prints. The Mayflower landing. Washington resigning his commission. A small El Greco: Christ Carrying the Cross.


It was always the same when I came in. He would be sitting there, very still, with his hands clasped on the desktop. As if he never did anything else but sit and wait for me to show up. He was always dressed in crisp khaki. The broad shoulders squared. The block of a head shaved and tilted forward so that that his deadpan black face was pointed at you like one of those flat-fronted RPM machine guns that fire something like a million rounds a minute.


To say the Recruiter was my mentor at this point would really be to say too little of him. There’s some line in the Bible somewhere, Paul probably, where he says, it’s no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me. It was more like that. I had given my inner life over to him completely. Not Christ. I mean the Recruiter.


I had changed in the time since Roy had died. I think that’s what I’m trying to get at. Since I’d killed Roy, arranged his death, however you want to say it. I now moved from mission to mission with a sort of blank-minded certainty I’d never felt about anything before, and possibly since. I won’t say I had no misgivings about my work, not exactly. But the voice of my conscience had become the Recruiter’s voice. And he was certain about what we were doing, or he seemed to be at any rate.


The second I sat down across from him, he said, “So, Poetry Boy, here you are. And you’ll be awestruck to learn that with a single glance through the glassy surface of your idiot gaze, I can see straight into the black heart of nothingness that is your godless and therefore soulless experience of this our only mortal life. And on that evidence of my own senses, I feel safe in saying you have now become morally dead in the service of your country and are therefore ready for your next government assignment.”


“Uh . . . thank you?” I asked.


He continued as if I hadn’t spoken. “Up until now, you’ve eliminated the enemies of this the last best hope of earth by stratagems and at a distance. And mesmerized by your own expertise and the atheistic philosophical idiocy that has denied you access to Christ’s forgiveness for the sins you’ve committed while battling the monarch of this fallen world in his various guises as different sorts of foreigners, you have allowed what you once might have called your conscience to turn to stone, metaphorically speaking. Which means you are now fully capable of putting a bullet in a man’s heart directly so that you can watch the life bleed out of his eyes and know for certain what you have allowed yourself to become.”


I nodded slowly. “I’m ready to do whatever you need, Chief.”


“I know you are, you poor, sad bastard. And may the God you don’t have the sense to believe in have mercy on what remains of your soul.”


The target was an assassin code-named Snowstep. The name was a reference to something lawyers say when they’re explaining circumstantial evidence to a jury. If you go to bed and it’s snowing, they say, and you wake up and there’s snow on the ground and there are footprints in the snow, that’s good circumstantial evidence that someone has walked there. You don’t need to see the person for yourself. The circumstantial evidence is clear. You know.


Several dissident expatriates crusading against a ruthless foreign autocrat had died under not-very-mysterious circumstances. Obviously, I’m pixelating the details here, Margaret. They don’t really add anything, and it’s safer for you not to know. But here’s the gist. A journalist hiding out on a Mediterranean island off the coast of Italy had ingested a kind of hemlock with his Pinot and was found dead in his easy chair, grinning horribly. The leader of an opposition party in exile in Switzerland had driven her car off the Chluse Gorge Road into the Kander valley. And an oligarch with a grudge had woken up dead one morning, having developed a sudden case of bullet-in-the-center-of-the-forehead despite a full security detail.


These killings were the footsteps in the snow from which our man got his name. They were warnings from his employer, the evil autocrat, meant to be recognizable as murders. And while the forensics pointed to a single operator, nothing else was known about the killer except that he was probably male and right-handed.


I flew to London. There was a documentary filmmaker there whom we suspected was Snowstep’s next intended victim. About five years earlier, there had been a terrorist bombing campaign in our autocrat’s home country. The autocrat had used the campaign as an excuse to round up a certain minority group and sling them into concentration camps. The filmmaker was in the process of compiling video footage suggesting that the terrorists had in fact been acting at the orders of the autocrat himself. British intelligence had heard enough convincing chatter to have the filmmaker placed under heavy guard.


To lay it out briefly, I arrived in town under cover as an emissary from a Hollywood studio. I made it known that I was willing to fund the filmmaker in his work and give the finished documentary the sort of publicity and distribution that would bring him the audience he wanted. We set up a meeting. I then leaked details of the meeting to agents who would certainly bring the information back to the autocrat.


What was, if I may say so myself, particularly clever about the whole enterprise was that, the way the meeting was set up, there was one and only one perfect place and time for Snowstep to make his move. We had a female agent rent the location, a small unrenovated flat in the warehouse district. From there, the assassin would have not only a perfect sniper shot at his target, but also an excellent escape route. He’d be able to pull the trigger and vanish through the tangled, cobbled streets before his victim’s body hit the floor. Our female agent then went on vacation, leaving the flat empty and ready for Snowstep’s use.


It was—again in all modesty—a work of art. The fine art of murder, as de Quincey might have said. The setup was tempting but not so tempting as to make Snowstep suspicious. Difficult but not so difficult that he wouldn’t give it a try. It was just the sort of thing in which the Division specialized, exactly what we’d trained for. But with one difference. Because Snowstep was a complete unknown, there was no way to arrange for anyone else to finish him off. So, having deftly set the invisible trap, my one remaining job was simply to wait in the flat until Snowstep made his appearance and then shoot him in the heart. After that, a cleanup team would eliminate every trace the thing had ever happened.


As the time drew nigh, my team kept the flat under video surveillance. A day before my meeting with the filmmaker was scheduled to take place, our preparations paid off. We saw a man enter the flat. He did a search of the rooms. Examined the eyeline from the windows. We would have moved in then and there, but we couldn’t be sure it was Snowstep himself and not one of his agents. We decided to wait until he turned up on the day with his rifle in hand.


After he left, I took up my station in the flat, fully equipped with a couple of sandwiches, some iced coffee, and a Glock 19 modified to hold a suppressor.


How did I feel as I waited? Calm, actually. Calm enough, at least. If you’re wondering, there was no moral struggle going on inside me. The Recruiter had been right. I was past all that. And yes, it was because of Roy. It was because I had set up my best friend, the only true friend I’d ever had. When you do something like that, something that morally catastrophic, there are really only two ways to deal with it. You can acknowledge the horror of it—the guilt—the mortal sin as the Recruiter would’ve said. You can roast yourself over the fire of your shame, or ask God for forgiveness if you like, if faith is in your intellectual repertoire—which, for me, it wasn’t. Or you can take the other path. You can tell yourself there is no shame, no sin, no guilt. It was just a job that needed to be done so you did it. Then, to keep that feeling as real as possible, you have to double down on your commitment and intensity. You have to try your best to justify the work through the ferocity of your enthusiasm. You have to celebrate the unconscionable, if you see what I mean.


 That’s the path I took, that second one. So when I say I was calm, I was more than calm. More than just ready to kill a man in cold blood. I was eager to do it. Eager to prove to myself how eager I was.


The Recruiter had me figured out down to the ground, didn’t he? Well, he was like that. A great psychologist. Like your own dear self, Margaret.


Anyway . . . 


The hour came. Late afternoon—which is dusk in London at that time of year. I sat in an easy chair I had pulled into one windowless corner. I watched the door. The flat grew dark around me. The shadows folded over me and hid me. I heard the killer coming slowly up the stairs. I took hold of my pistol.


Snowstep had picked the lock the first time he visited, but he’d made a key now. He came in easily, as if he lived there. He was a small, unprepossessing man. Squat, chubby. And yes, he was the same man who had cased the place a few days earlier. He was carrying his rifle in a discreet gray bag, the strap over the shoulder of his cheap, black woolen overcoat. When he shut the door and turned toward me, I saw he had a red tartan scarf around his neck and an old-fashioned fedora pulled low on his brow. His face was flabby, weak, and acne-scarred. He sported a lush brown chevron mustache, which I think was meant to distract the eye from his weak chin.


He took two steps into the room and spotted me. I saw him sigh with resignation. He slid the strap off his shoulder and set the rifle bag on the floor. He moved to take off the overcoat, but when he saw my gun arm tense, he hesitated. He held his hands out to show they were empty. Then he slowly brought them in to himself, pinching the lapels of his overcoat delicately so I could see he wasn’t going to draw a hidden pistol.


He draped the overcoat over his gun bag. He was wearing black jeans and a black turtleneck underneath. His round belly bulged through the cloth. He gestured to the small sofa, and I answered with a gesture of my gun. He went over and sank onto the cushions, his shoulders slumped.


“I had an inkling,” he said. He had a faint accent. Austrian, I thought. “Just a small one, but clearly I should have paid attention to it.”


“You should have,” I agreed.


His bushy eyebrows rose. “American.” He smiled sadly. Shook his head. “There was a time I would have been more surprised. Back when I started out, your people were still a bit hypnotized by the idea of your own virtue. But we all must play the Great Game eventually, eh? The world is the world, after all.”


I didn’t answer. I was a bit puzzled. I didn’t know why I hadn’t shot him yet. It wasn’t conscience. It wasn’t fear. I was thinking about pumping him for information first, but it wasn’t that either. I couldn’t tell what it was.


“I don’t suppose . . .” Snowstep began quietly.


My finger had been tightening on the trigger, but I held off now in order to hear the rest of the sentence. At least that’s what I told myself.


“I don’t suppose I could offer you a trade of some kind. Information in exchange for my life. It’s very good information, I promise you that. You’ll want to hear it.”


“You can try me,” I told him.


“And—forgive me asking—what guarantee do I have that you won’t kill me in any case?”


“None—not that I can think of,” I said.


“You could put the gun away. That would be reassuring.”


“There’s no chance of that.”


He nodded thoughtfully. “You can’t blame a fellow for trying, eh?”


“If you have something to say, you better say it.” I wanted to sound hard, you know. Certain. Seasoned. Because I had hesitated so long now, I’d begun to doubt myself. 


“There is a spy, a Chinese spy, planted at one of your universities,” Snowstep said. “Well, in fact, there are many spies like that, as I’m sure you know, but this one has got himself involved in the development of a technology that is essential to your nation’s future defenses. If he were to pass on what he knows to his masters, your latest weaponry would be compromised even before it’s installed—doubly compromised in that your people won’t even realize the Chinese are out ahead of you.”


For the next—I don’t know—two minutes or so, he told me what he knew. The name of the university. The department. The project. The team. The only thing he didn’t have was the name of the spy. Still, he was right: it was good information, important if it was true. It raised all kinds of possibilities for out-maneuvering the opposition, even for sabotage.


He finished his explanation. Then, without any pause, he suddenly said, “You are very young, aren’t you? Inexperienced, if I may say so. Myself, I would have pulled the trigger right away. I suspect you have never done this before, am I correct?” He smoothed his mustache down with the thumb and finger of one hand. I watched the other hand, but he kept it in plain sight, lying motionless on his thigh.


The shadows darkened around us.


“I should tell you,” he said. “It’s not a small thing, this thing they have sent you to do. However well they have trained you, whatever else you’ve done before, this—” He nodded toward the pistol in my hand. “This is different, as I well know. It’s decisive. There is no going back from it. Once you have done this, it is who you are, who you always will be until the end. Indeed, I myself was just as you are once. And here I am, as you see.”


What was so disturbing was that I knew he was right. More than that. I knew it was precisely this, the knowledge of this, that had made me hesitate all this time. He had explained what I had not until then understood. I was standing at the edge of a moral precipice. Once I stepped off, there’d be no going back.


The truth of this paralyzed me. I felt frozen now. I wanted him to say more, to tell me more. I wanted him to describe my future for me, or at least as much of it as he could deduce from his own past.


“I did not think I would miss my soul so much,” said Snowstep. “But I do, you know. You should understand that. You do miss it when it’s gone. As I say, it is no small thing what they have sent you to do.”


The thought was awful to me, as he must have known it would be. His words revealed to me the chasm at my feet. I could feel my will weakening by the second.


So, I pulled the trigger and shot him dead.




1


For a long moment after Cameron Winter stopped speaking, Margaret Whitaker said nothing. It was not just his words she found shocking. I pulled the trigger and shot him dead. It was not just that. It was the disparity between the words and the man who spoke them.


Margaret was sixty-seven. She had been a therapist for nearly four decades. She had grown accustomed to her clients being wholly different in their secret selves than they appeared on the surface. She had treated many a solid, successful, high-functioning citizen who was an utter mess inside, a complete disaster zone. But Winter was something else again. He was a conundrum. A vexing mystery. No matter how much he told her of his former life, his spy life, his assassin life, she could not quite put it together with the man she saw sitting in the chair in front of her. 


He was a middle-sized man, well-made, narrow-waisted, broad-shouldered. He had a handsome, ethereal face framed with long, wavy golden hair. With his wire-framed spectacles and his tweed jacket, he looked exactly like what he was: an English professor at the local university. Thoughtful, scholarly. Yet from their very first session, she had sensed the violence in him. She had spotted the knuckles misshapen by martial arts training, the tense Asiatic control of his movements, the sad and ever-watchful eyes.


Now—now that she knew as much about him as she did—he seemed to her almost like a double image, as if he wore his present superimposed upon his past. And the complexity of that was made all the more complex by this: despite the fact that he was thirty years younger than she was, she had fallen wistfully and hopelessly in love with him over the short course of their treatment.


He had been a neglected child—a poor little rich boy—and she knew he had adopted her as a kind of mother figure. She did her best to play that role, to nurture him and mentor and advise him. But the girlish wistfulness remained there inside her. As a result, she felt that she had become a double image too. And with the both of them always wavering—between past and present, between obligation and desire—whenever she was with him, everything seemed to her somehow undefined and out of focus.


Now, added to that, there was this brutally casual revelation of his. I pulled the trigger . . . As if he had said: I went out for a walk. She knew he needed to confess these things to her. He needed Mother Margaret to understand them and forgive him. That was the core of their enterprise together. In his midthirties, with forty in view, he was crushingly lonely. Crippled by guilt and a sense of unworthiness, he had idealized Charlotte, his lost first love, until her pretty specter had become a barrier to any real and present romance. He was left with nothing but brief flings and missed connections. He needed Margaret to absolve him of his killer past so he could begin to feel worthy of love—so he could find love, and live. 


But could she? Could she forgive him? Should she forgive him? Did she even have the right?


“What was it like?” she managed to ask him. She was stalling for time as she tried to strategize a response that would be both ethical and effective.


“Like?” Winter said. He looked away from her, back into the past. He sniffed. “He sat up very straight on the sofa when the bullet hit him. He looked surprised for a moment, then not surprised at all. Almost amused, I would say. Then the life went out of his eyes. I’d never seen that before. Not close up like that. He was there and then a sort of shadow passed over his face and he wasn’t there, like a magic trick. Presto. He was gone. I’m not a religious man, as you know, though I keep my mind open. But it was a very definite change of spiritual condition. There and then not there.”


Margaret waited. She thought he was going to say more. When he didn’t, she made an amused little noise.


He smiled, confused. “What?” he said. “What’s so funny?”


“I once had a client who told me he had accidentally hit someone with his car. He was driving out of a public garage and the man walked in front of him. He hit him and the man rolled over the top of his car and landed on the pavement behind him. I said to my client: ‘What was that like for you?’ And he said, ‘It was like bump, and then bumpety-bump-bump.’ ”


Winter gave a soft laugh. “Oh. I see. You were looking for more—feeling tone.”


“Well, after all . . .” she said.


They sat in a companionable silence for a few moments. Margaret found herself very aware of the vibrant colors outside her office window: the bright orange of the elm trees lining the lively street that led to the majestic white dome of the state capitol, all the colorful autumn jackets of the students and government workers making their way in and out of the brightly lit taverns and shops. She felt the contrast of that scene with this so-brown room of hers, the rug and walls and even pictures all brown and tan. Winter’s chair, the client chair, and her therapist chair, also brown. It was meant to leave her clients free to bring their own color to the neutral setting. 


But with Winter, it was always as if the whole gaudy world blew in with him on a wind of feeling. There was always color and passion swirling around them when he was here. These wild, violent stories he told her. The anguish of his guilt. And his love for her, their love for one another. Because there was a lot of love going in both directions, though not the love either of them was after. And that—the out-of-sync frustration of that—that had its bright color too.


“Do you ever see your parents?” she asked him suddenly. She had been looking for another way to approach the moment, and this is what had come into her mind.


“That’s an odd question,” he said. “Given what we’re talking about, I mean.”


She merely gestured.


“Not my father, no,” Winter said. “He spends most of his time in Italy now with his new wife. My mother’s still back east. She and I talk on the phone sometimes. I see her maybe once or twice a year. It’s the same as when I was a child. She always looks surprised to see me, as if no one has explained to her that she has a son.”


“Have you forgiven her for that, for being that way? And your father for the way he was? Have you forgiven him?”


He shrugged. “I don’t know. I think I have. I think I look down on my father somewhat for doing the whole younger-woman thing. I’m a bit of an old-fashioned moralist about it. I think a man ought to do what he says he’ll do. Stay if he promised to stay. That’s what marriage is, after all: a promise. But for the rest—the way they were with me—I’m not sure I ever blamed them really. I find it sad, that’s all. It’s part of this oppressive loneliness, that they were never emotionally there for me. But I don’t think I’m a particularly angry person overall. Do you think so?”


“No, I don’t think you are.”


“So, I imagine I have forgiven them in some sense, yes. If that’s what you call it. Yes.”


Margaret glanced at the clock on her desk. She let out a silent sigh. She didn’t want to end the session. She liked him as well as loved him, and she knew he liked her. It made her sad when he went away.


“We’re about out of time,” she told him. “How are you feeling now?”


“Strange,” Winter answered at once. “I’m not sure how I feel actually.”


“Well,” she said. “I think it’s real progress. I think it’s a very positive thing that you trusted me enough to tell me this: the worst thing you ever did.”


Only her years of experience and training kept her from revealing her astonishment and embarrassment when he burst out laughing at her.


“What?” he said. “Killing Snowstep? The worst thing I ever did? Oh God, Margaret. If ever a man needed killing, it was him. He was a monster! You thought that was it? No! No, it wasn’t that at all. That’s just the beginning of the story. I’m only getting started.”




2


That afternoon, just before he found out about the murders, Winter had what, in his life, passed for a mystical experience.


He was not really the mystical type. The opposite, if anything. He could be dreamy sometimes. Lost in his own thoughts of the past and its poetry: the absent-minded professor. But he was a hard character for all that, down-to-earth and practical. It was these sessions with Margaret that stirred up this other, airier side of him.


And he was stirred, all right. He had never told any other civilian about Snowstep. Never shared his true emotions about that or about the mission that followed. Plus, he loved Margaret. She was the mother he had never had. He desperately wanted her good opinion. More than that. He desperately wanted her forgiveness for what he’d done. And what if she should deny him that? What if she should hear these terrible things and condemn him and turn him away?


He left her office that morning in something of a daze. He delivered that afternoon’s lecture in a daze. It was all about the fraught relationship of Percy Shelley and Lord Byron, and he delivered it almost by rote, thinking nothing, feeling nothing.


When the class was over, he drifted across campus to the Independent, the quaint little coffee shop where he was an afternoon regular. He sat at a small table against one wall and munched on one of their excellent croissants. He read the news of the day on his laptop but he didn’t pay much attention to what he was reading. He did not care about politics anymore, not unless it was the politics of Europe in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the era of his literary specialty. He was distracted by a thousand other thoughts. Margaret, his past, Charlotte, Molly Byrne.


After a while, he looked up with a vaguely troubled sigh—and he noticed a young woman sitting across the room.


She was a student most likely. She was reading from a tablet set on her table. Just as he glanced at her, she straightened in her seat and flipped her lush black hair back from her face, brushing it out of her eyes with one hand. The feminine gesture bewitched him—both the gesture and the beauty of her strong, intelligent features. For a moment, he lost track of himself and was wholly immersed in the sight of her.


When the moment was over, he began to return his eyes to his monitor. Ruefully, he shook his head. He wished he could see everything the way he saw women—and, yes, pretty women especially. He wished he could see trees and sunsets and wispy clouds and litter blowing down the street with the same complete, rapt focus of concentration that women could produce in him simply by being themselves.


And then, suddenly, for a moment, he did. This was the mystical part, mystical, at least, by his not-very-mystical standards. Suddenly he saw everything in the room as if it were a woman, with the same kind of intensity. The paisley mural on the coffee shop wall and the colorful trees outside the big windows and the patterns made by the tables where the people sat and the people themselves all became vividly present to him, just as the reading student had been when she flipped back her raven hair. 


It was the people who struck him most powerfully. The students at their work. The professors reviewing material. The strangers from who knows where doing who knows what. All at once, he saw them utterly. He seemed to see their souls in their faces. Their thoughts, their money worries, their love hunger, the fantasy lands through which they wandered impossibly. All their inner monologues seemed to fill the air around his head with anxious murmuring. How thoroughly alive they looked! How weirdly beautiful!


Literary type that he was, he remembered the words of Coleridge: A spring of love gushed from my heart and I blessed them unaware. It was true. When you saw people like this, this completely, you almost could love them, couldn’t you?


The whole experience lasted for about a second, maybe less. A second later, the coffee shop and its customers were all a blur to him again. He returned to his own thoughts, his own interior monologues and anxieties. His returned his attention to his laptop screen. 


And he saw the headline: Firefighters Discover Murder House.


The story was datelined from the wealthy suburb of Maidenvale, near Chicago.


Maidenvale firefighters battling a dawn house fire in the gated community of Tulipwood Court yesterday discovered the bodies of four people whom police say were murdered by rifle blasts before the blaze was set.


For some reason Winter could not have named, the story’s lede immediately piqued his interest. But before he could read more, he was startled out of himself by the familiar and also irritating voice of Lori Lesser.


“We need to talk.”


He looked up to find she had plunked herself down in the wooden chair across the table from his. She was leaning toward him fiercely as if she expected him to give her all his attention right away. Which was, he realized, exactly what she did expect.


Lori was the dean of student relations. Her job, as Winter saw it, was to fill the hearts of students with a sense of unending dread at the idea they might have somehow violated the university’s Byzantine code of conduct—which, students being students and the code being the code, they almost surely had. Winter’s relations with Lori were complicated, to put it mildly. She had repeatedly tried to get him fired for his old-fashioned cultural attitudes. She had repeatedly tried to get him into her bed for other reasons he couldn’t parse. He had heard she was now on an obsessive quest to end his career. She had complained to her colleagues that the university’s dean, Howard Copely, was protecting him. Why? she kept asking anyone who would listen. Winter was only an associate professor. He had no tenure. He had once upon a time had an affair with a student, which had since become a firing offense. Yet Copely had all but ordered her to leave him be. Why? Why?


If all that wasn’t complicated enough, there was also the disturbing fact that Winter found the woman oddly attractive. Partly this was due to the cuddly figure under her rumpled thrift-shop wardrobe. But there was also something appealing about her wild reddish hair, the fanatical expression on her otherwise pert little features. Even her ferocious desire to destroy him somehow tickled his fancy. He couldn’t explain it to himself. Out of the crooked timber of humanity, no straight thing was ever made.


“I’m serious, Cam,” she said. “We need to have a conversation.”


“Do we?” He was annoyed at being interrupted. In a minor act of rebellion, he let his eyes drift back to his laptop screen.


The bodies of Norman Wasserman, 48, a local psychologist, his wife, Marion Belle-Wasserman, 47, their 16-year-old daughter, Lila, and their 25-year-old live-in nanny, Agnes Wilde, were all pulled from the 8-bedroom luxury home even as firefighters struggled to contain what investigators say was an arson fire set at various locations within the house.


“You and I are friends, Cam,” Lori went on absurdly. “And I don’t want to go behind your back, so you need to know that I have serious concerns about your employment at this university.”


Winter heard her voice as if from far away. In that strange area of his brain that seemed to light up when confronted with certain unsolved crimes, the story on his laptop was being received like a dose of an addictive drug. He could not quite bring himself to tear his attention from the monitor.


 After a preliminary examination of the bodies, police say the cause of death in each case seems to have been a single gunshot wound, likely from a rifle. The county medical examiner has not yet released his findings.


Firefighters found the Wasserman’s 7-year-old son, Robert, alive and unharmed outside the house . . . 


Alive! thought Winter. His heart beat faster.


“It’s not just about the sexual transgressions with students,” Lori went on. “Although, really, in this day and age that ought to be enough. But Cameron, I’m sorry to say this, your resume does not hold up to scrutiny.”


“What do you mean students?” said Winter, finally forcing himself to engage with her. “I had a relationship with one student before the code of conduct was rewritten. We ended as friends. She’s happily married now.”


Lori rolled her eyes as if this were an idiot irrelevance.


“And what do you mean my resume doesn’t hold up to scrutiny?” He muttered this. He was distracted. He was thinking: How did the boy get out? How did he survive? He glanced down at his laptop, looking for an answer.


Police say Miss Wilde, the boy’s nanny, had lowered him to safety from his bedroom window on the mansion’s third floor, allowing him to escape the carnage taking place downstairs.


Really? Winter thought. Why hadn’t the nanny gone with him then? Was it too far to jump? No. Not with a rifle-wielding madman slaughtering the family one by one on the floors below. Who wouldn’t risk the jump?


“Why are there no records of your military service?” Lori demanded.


Winter was normally a man of even temperament, but he was growing irritated with her. What he called his “strange habit of mind,” his meditative immersion into certain criminal events, was relentlessly tugging him into the world of these Maidenvale killings. In his imagination, he was already there. In the mansion. With the firemen. Amidst the flames. He could make out the bodies, ghostly through the smoke . . . To aid his imagination, there were photos of the dead on the news site. Dr. Wasserman, a serious, narrow-faced man, graying, bespectacled—arrogant, Winter thought. Mrs. Wasserman, a reluctantly fading beauty of the more elegant sort. Their daughter, Lila, smiling and pretty with youth, but sad around the eyes. And the nanny, Agnes Wilde, with a plain face circular as a pie plate, tumbling corkscrew curls, and a kindly smile that made her lovely.


Winter wanted to study these faces—but what was Lori yammering on about now? She was trying to get his military records? What the hell? Not only had the Division in which he had served his country as an assassin ceased to exist, but it had never existed officially to begin with. Nosing around about it was definitely not a good idea. It could even be unsafe, if some fathead politico decided his career depended on keeping the business secret.


And another thought occurred to him. He forced himself to emerge from his own imaginings about Maidenvale. He said to Lori: “What did you do exactly? Did you file a Freedom of Information Act request about me?”


Her cheeks flushed. Winter’s lips parted at the sight of it. She had! She had actually filed a FOIA request about him.


Even she seemed embarrassed by this. It exposed the depth of her obsession with him. Scarlet-faced, she dropped back in her chair. “I told you,” she said sullenly. “I mean to get to the bottom of what’s going on at this university. Something doesn’t make sense here. I mean, I don’t even really know who you are, Cam.”


Winter pinched the bridge of his nose and shut his eyes. Despite his attraction to Lori, he had refused her advances so often he felt like a virgin in an eighteenth-century novel. Somehow, he just couldn’t bring himself to like her much. Like most university administrators, she was, he felt, a useless irritant. But all the same, he didn’t want to see her ruin her life. Never mind the danger of her angering some self-important government nabob, she could easily find herself on the wrong side of Dean Copely. Winter knew things about Copely that Copely did not want known. He would never have blackmailed the man, of course, but Copely didn’t know that. If Lori tried too hard to get Winter fired, Copely would likely fire Lori instead. Any way this worked out, it was going to be a mess if she didn’t knock it off.


He drew a deep breath to restore his patience. Then he looked at her wearily. “Lori,” he said. “This is ridiculous. I’m an English professor. I teach Romantic poetry. What’s my military service got to do with anything?”


Lori’s response was startlingly vicious. She pressed toward him across the table again. Her mouth twisted. Her face grew even redder. Her eyes blazed with wrath and her voice became a harsh and furious whisper. “It’s not just that! It’s everything about you!”
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