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This book is for Neal and Rhonda Edelstein, friends for life.









Some say the world will end in fire,


Some say in ice.


From what I’ve tasted of desire


I hold with those who favor fire.


But if it had to perish twice,


I think I know enough of hate


To say that for destruction ice


Is also great


And would suffice.


—Robert Frost













PROLOGUE





Something terrible is about to happen.


The thought seemed almost spoken into Miranda’s mind, as if by a voice, a spirit voice, not her own. She would have silenced that voice if she could have. She would have unheard the words.


She was standing at the living room window of the house they called the Farmhouse. It was a ramshackle, weather-worn two-story building in an unmown field near the woods outside the city. Its once-white clapboards were stripped raw by wind and rain. Its roof was slumped like the shoulders of a disappointed man. Inside, all around her, hallways seemed to run off haphazardly in different directions. The hallway walls were stained and faded. There were no pictures hung anywhere. In the living room, the furniture was worn and dusty: sagging armchairs and a colorless sofa, which the men had brought in from secondhand shops in town.


To Miranda, the place had become a prison, though it was only fear that held her there. She could have walked away any time. But where would she have gone?


She gazed out the window. She stood and watched as the two men waded away through the high grass. Theo and Moran. They were dark figures in the gray morning. They moved slowly toward the line of evergreens, tall pines standing stark against the clouds.


Theo was the smaller of the two. His body was stunted and misshapen. His legs were spindly. His hips were weirdly wide. His shoulders were overly broad and his arms overly long and powerful like an ape’s. His two vicious Dobermans trotted along beside him.


Evan Moran, on the other hand, was a big and well-made man. Tall, slim-waisted, broad-shouldered. He was fit and taut, and his gait was easy. Miranda could see his face in her mind’s eye: cruel but handsome, frightening but thrilling too. A round, rough face with hot eyes under boyishly mussed brown hair. For weeks, those hot eyes had been gazing at her. He didn’t try to hide it, not even when Theo was in the room with them. Whenever Miranda glanced back at him, Moran’s thin lips would curl up at one corner in a knowing smile, as if she were complicit in the flirtation. She would look away, but she could feel her cheeks grow warm. When Theo wasn’t there, Moran would sometimes move to stand beside her, too close. He would look down at her from his greater height and speak her name in a soft growl, a rumble she could feel in her stomach and below. She would shake her head no, but she did not mean no and they both knew it.


Something terrible is about to happen, said the voice in her mind. Soon. Very soon.


She watched from the window as the two men reached the trees. She watched them enter the forest, side by side. Both were carrying rifles in their right hands. There were deer in the woods. It was October. Hunting season.


When she could no longer see them through the trees, Miranda turned away. She faced the living room. The colorless sofa with its cushions collapsing in on themselves. The colorless easy chairs with the arms soiled. The scarred wooden table beneath the far window. The small dusty mirror on the opposite wall.


She saw herself in the mirror. She was a small woman in her thirties. She was wearing jeans and a black T-shirt. Her face was expressionless and pale. Once she had been beautiful in a delicate, dreamy way. Finespun blond hair. Perfect small features on a porcelain face. Now as she looked in the mirror she saw something that frightened her, sickened her even. It wasn’t her age. It wasn’t the faint shine of silver in her yellow hair. It wasn’t the lines on the slightly bloated cheeks. All those changes were still almost unnoticeable.


What made her queasy was the frantic fire of panic in her crystal blue eyes. She could see it clear across the room. They were the eyes of a woman spinning out of control, trapped in a life spinning out of control. She was no longer in charge of her own destiny.


I am no longer who I am, she thought.


Restless, she moved down one of the haphazard corridors into the kitchen. It was her best room, the room in which she felt she belonged. There were dishes in the stained bronze sink. She had made the two men breakfast before they left. She knew she ought to take the opportunity to clean up while they were gone, but the dread in her stomach sapped her energy. There was still some coffee left in the carafe in the coffee maker. She poured herself a mug of that instead. She didn’t drink from the mug. The coffee was surely cold by now. She simply sat at the kitchen table by the window and held the mug’s handle for comfort. She stared into space. She tried not to think about where she was or how she had come here, but her mind wandered aimlessly over the past. Her life back in the city. Her life with Theo. Theo and those Dobermans. His angry dogs. His furious soul made flesh.


Had he always been like this? she wondered. So angry? So violent? Had he always been the way he was now? Had she?


Once, not long ago, Moran had found her alone in the kitchen. She was standing at the window, staring blankly as she was staring now. She was still wearing her long nightshirt. The bruise on her neck was plain to see.


Moran stood too close, towering over her. “Miranda,” he said in his low growl.


He reached out with one big hand and gently touched the purple bruise with his fingertips.


She drew away. She put her hand up. “Don’t,” she said.


But there had been a moment’s lag before she moved, before she spoke. There had been a moment when she’d let his fingers linger on her. When she finally did move away, she looked up at him. Their eyes met too directly. Too much feeling passed between them.


“You don’t have to live with this,” Moran said.


“It’s all right. It’s nothing,” she told him.


“It’s not all right …”


But then they heard the skitter of the dogs, their nails on the wood of the upstairs hallway. Theo was coming downstairs.


Moran hovered over her another long moment. Just to show her he was defiant, he was not afraid. But before Theo came into the room, he moved away from her.


Now, she began to lift the coffee mug from the table. She knew the coffee would be cold but she lifted the mug to her lips anyway.


I am no longer who I am, she thought again.


Then she heard the rifle shots.


There were two, one after another with a dreamy, slow swiftness, the noise rising above the forest and echoing under the high clouds. Boom and then boom. With the chatter of birds panicking out of the branches and into the gloomy sky. Then a half beat and then a third shot: boom. Her hand trembled violently. The cold coffee spilled over the rim of the mug. It dripped down over her spasming hand.


Deer, she thought. They must have brought down a deer. Or missed it. Isn’t that what the hunters always said? One shot meant they’d brought the animal down. Two meant they’d wounded it. Three meant the deer had gotten away while they fired after it haplessly. Deer, she thought.


She stood up from the table. It took her two tries. Her body was shaky and weak. With ferocious mindlessness, she went about her business. She did not dare to think. She would not allow herself to think. She went to the sink. She emptied her mug into the green-streaked bronze basin. She ran the water from the faucet until it steamed. Then she washed the breakfast dishes, unthinking. For a few moments, she went motionless, paused with a plate in one hand and a sponge in the other. She felt she was going to be sick. But she would not be sick. She refused to be. The feeling passed. She cleaned the dish.


She went upstairs. Up to her bedroom, hers and Theo’s. She hated the smell in there. It smelled of the dogs, their fur and their viciousness. She made the bed. Housework always comforted her. But her hands were still shaking. Her body still felt windy and weak.


She paused again. She held one pillow to her face and sniffed it. The pillowcase needed washing, but somehow she didn’t have the energy or the heart to start a load of laundry. She didn’t know what she had the heart for, if anything.


She was still hugging the pillow to her breast when she caught a movement at the corner of her eye.


She turned her head to look out the small bedroom window. Through the dust on the pane, through the glare of the sun as it pierced the low clouds and stabbed in bright rays between the branches of the evergreens, she saw Moran returning. He had just stepped out of the tree line. He was walking back across the field, through the knee-high grass. He was carrying his rifle. He was alone.


Miranda stood where she was, clutching the pillow, gazing down at Moran as he came toward the house. She did not know how she felt. Too much of what she felt was unspeakable, unforgivable. She couldn’t face it, couldn’t admit to herself that she felt it. She felt she no longer knew herself at all, in fact. In that moment, in her own mind, she was a shadowy stranger.


Moran stepped up onto the front porch, under the porch roof, out of her sight. She heard the front door open downstairs. She heard the front door slam shut. She heard Moran’s boots clomping up the stairs.


She turned to face the empty doorway. Moran stepped into the frame and filled it. He met her frantic eyes with his grim, hot eyes. He stepped over the threshold. He set the rifle against the wall. He shut the bedroom door behind him.


No, no, no, she thought.


He stood over her, large and powerful. She did not look up at him. He drew the pillow from her hands and tossed it onto the bed behind her. He took her into his arms. She looked up then. He kissed her hard and deeply. She closed her eyes as he breathed in the spicy smell of her, vanilla with a hint of coffee. Then her feet left the floor as he lifted her easily, as easily as if she were air. He laid her on the bed and knelt over her. He stripped her jeans off. He lay on top of her and his cruel, handsome face filled her vision.


She no longer knew who she was. She no longer was who she was. Moran covered her face with kisses and her whole body melted into him.


No, no, no, she kept thinking. No, no, no.


But she didn’t say a word.















PART ONE

THE SCENT OF SOMETHING GONE









I need to tell you how it all went bad. The beginning of it anyway. The first stages of the catastrophe.


There had been so much death since I’d joined the Division. Roy, Madeleine, all the villains whose killings I’d arranged, the assassin I’d put down with my own hand, face-to-face. I had become—just—a different man. You would not have known me, Margaret. I barely knew myself. I barely recognize myself now when I look back. I guess this is the reason I needed therapy in the first place. Because of this man that I became back then. This man I was that haunts me as I am.


Anyway. I had just gone dead inside. Cold as ice. And my chief, my boss, my mentor—the Recruiter—I guess he knew me. He saw what I’d become and he used it, used me, to get the hard cases done. The direct action, as they sometimes called it. Which means exactly what you think it means. Up till then, my work had mostly been a matter of arranging for one bad guy to take out another. Planting evidence that made it look like a terrorist had sold out his brothers, or a dictator had raped his rival’s daughter—whatever scenario would end up with the bad guy’s car exploding or the wing mysteriously falling off his plane midflight.


But now. Now I was the guy that was sent to personally insert a bullet in the neck of a paramilitary leader or to give a cartel boss flying lessons by shoving him out of a helicopter. All right, sorry. Don’t make that face at me, Margaret. No more details. I’ll stop. I’m just trying to say: When you look upon this lovably tweedy associate professor of English literature at a middle-ranked middle western university, you should know that you would not have recognized me as I was back then.


So. Anyway. One day, I got a message. A strange message. I’d been back home for a while. Back from whatever sandy hell I’d been in, doing whatever hellish things I’d done. I was in my apartment in Alexandria, across the river from the nation’s capital and heart of darkness. I was reading Keats. I remember that. Sitting by the fireplace in autumn, reading “To Autumn.” What a perfect poem. “Where are the songs of spring? Ay, where are they? Think not of them, thou hast thy music too.” The kid was twenty-three years old when he wrote that. It was like he already knew he was walking with death beside him. Walking with easeful death and half in love with it. “Where are the songs of spring? … Think not of them …”


Where was I? It was late afternoon. Dark clouds at the window. A view of the river. A couple of pedestrians and joggers on the path, not many though, with the rain threatening. And me reading in a chair before the fireplace. And then—just as I read the words “thou hast thy music too”—right on cue, right on the word music, my phone chimed. I glanced down at it and saw this text: “Walk to Mount Vernon along the river.”


What could I do? I threw on my coat and went out and walked along the river.


It was a long way to Mount Vernon. Ten miles at least. I walked, I don’t know, maybe forty-five minutes. After a while, I was out of the city, under a canopy of trees. The road was to the right of me and the river was just visible through the forest to my left. It had started to get dark. I had a cap on but I could feel a light mist of rain on my face. There was traffic on the road, but no more pedestrians or joggers or bikers on the path. The path was empty, except for me. Me and the shadows closing in.


And then—and I can’t overstate how startling this was, how eerie it was—it was eerie as hell—suddenly I wasn’t alone anymore. The Recruiter was walking beside me. It was like a ghost story. Like a special effect in a film. I was walking alone and then I glanced to my right and he was right next to me. With his hands in the pockets of his long black overcoat and an old-fashioned porkpie hat on his shaved head, a black porkpie with a brown feather on the side of it. And that face of his, that dark face, barely discernible in the surrounding darkness. But I didn’t have to discern it. I knew it so well. Deadpan and absolutely unreadable. Staring straight ahead as always.


Well, this was not the usual thing at all. Normally, his secretary simply called and invited me to his office in the brick building in DC. So to be walking along the river in the dark and suddenly have him next to me—it was everything I could do not to let out a high-pitched scream like the last girl in a horror movie: Eek!


Somehow I managed to give a more or less manly sniff and just continued walking in the cold and rain. We went on like that together side by side in silence for what seemed a long time.


“Do you remember Jerry Collins?” the Recruiter said finally.


I did remember him. I had trained with him, first on the beach, then at Cathedral Station in the woods. Jerry was as straight arrow as an arrow gets. About my height, a little taller, classically handsome face, boyish, almost too handsome, with blond hair, blond-white. He didn’t drink, didn’t smoke, didn’t curse. The guy barely even smiled. He had this hesitant smile, like he had to consider first whether God would approve of his smiling at that particular moment before he let go with it. Very religious. Superpatriotic—incredibly patriotic. When they played the anthem at the end of the day and brought the flag down, he stood there, saluting, and you should have seen his face, like a friend was dying. Then, morning colors, so help me, when the flag went back up again? It was like he was a witness at the resurrection. Awestruck. Like he was watching the stone roll away from the tomb right in front of him.


I can’t say I ever got to know him all that well. He wasn’t the talkative type. And sometimes when he did talk, he would start reminiscing about Ma and Pa back in Indiana and his two sisters, Mary Jane and Janey Mare or whatever the hell they were called. He would reminisce about them and gaze dreamily into the middle distance. I was never sure whether he was talking about his actual life or about some television show from the 1960s he’d seen in reruns. Anyway, that was Jerry Collins. You couldn’t have made him up.


I said, “Sure, chief. I remember him.”


“Yes, I can hear that you do. I can hear the underlying mockery you use to mask your anxiety that his sincere faith in the God who made him and for some unknown reason yourself stands as a rebuke to your own nihilistic emptiness and the pseudosophisticated irony that already echoes in your inward darkness as a prophetic reminder of the eternal condemnation to come.”


“Really? You can hear that? I only said five words.”


“Their tone was rich with meaning. He’s gone missing.”


“Who has? Collins?”


“He was on a ferry on the Bosporus, then just like that he was gone.”


I restrained myself from glancing over my shoulder. I assumed if the Recruiter had thought someone was trailing us, listening in on us, he would have paused in his story long enough to kill him.


“Was he on an assignment?” I asked.


“That seems like a reasonable supposition.”


I stared at him. Though there wasn’t much point. It was almost night now and we were under the trees, and even if I could have made out his features, I couldn’t have read the expression on them because there never was any expression on them. But what did he mean by “a reasonable supposition?” Had he sent Jerry on an assignment or not? And if he hadn’t, who had? And why?


I didn’t ask my questions aloud. I didn’t have to. I don’t think I ever had a single thought the Recruiter couldn’t read straight out of my brain.


“He was sent to see a trafficker in Istanbul,” he said without looking at me.


I nodded at the darkness in front of me. “Sent to see” of course meant Collins was sent to ensure the Turkish trafficker experienced a fatal series of events.


“The trafficker’s name is Kemal Balkin,” the Recruiter went on. “He’s a dealer in girls and boys. Weapons and drugs too, but girls and boys are his central source of income since, as I’m sure by now you must have discerned from your own faithless and therefore willfully meaningless existence, anyone who fails to accept the gifts of the spirit is left with nothing but the degradations of the flesh and idols of temptation.”


“Actually, no, I never have noticed that.”


“The soon-to-be-damned often live in denial.”


“So you sent Collins to see this guy? This Kemal Balkin?”


I phrased the question carefully, trying to get at whether it was, in fact, the Recruiter who had sent him. It wouldn’t have surprised me if it was. The Recruiter had a special animosity toward dealers in children. It was some biblical thing having to do with Moloch and Baal and the high places and I don’t know what else. Millstones around the neck. I’m not sure. I haven’t read the Bible in a while.


But if it was the Recruiter who had sent Collins after Kemal, why were we out here in the dark and the drizzle and the cold, under the trees? Were we hiding from someone? Someone in-house? Did the Division know we were here? Did anyone?


But the Recruiter avoided answering. “We know Jerry made contact at Balkin’s villa on Büyükada in the Princes’ Islands, but there was no end-of-mission report. We know Jerry boarded a tourist ferry headed for the Dardanelles, or at least his phone did. Then he was gone.”


“Gone? As in, just gone? Right in the middle of the strait? You think someone tossed him into the Hellespont?”


“Doubtful. Like I said, it was a tourist ferry. It was crowded with people.”


I opened my mouth to respond, but I didn’t respond. If Jerry hadn’t been murdered, the only other likely scenario was that he had thrown his phone into the water himself or pulled the card out at least so the Division couldn’t track him. But it was hard to imagine a patriot saint like Jerry going rogue like that. It didn’t compute. It would be like George Washington betraying his country.


“Have you ever been to Mount Vernon?” the Recruiter asked.


I gaped at him. How the hell had he heard me thinking about George Washington? We had just passed a sign that said we were seven miles from his home, so maybe that explained it …


I grunted. “No. I’ve never gone.”


“Of course not. How could you bear it? In the ambient heat of even his residual virtue, you would evaporate into an odorous gas.”


“What about Balkin?” I asked. “What about the trafficker? Do you know for sure he’s still … active?”


“Good question.”


“You want me to find out.”


“I want you to find Jerry Collins.”


The misting rain seemed to have stopped. I raised my hand and wiped my face dry. We walked through the dark in silence for another few moments. All my questions hung unspoken between us. Had this been an official Division assignment? Could I report back in the usual way? Or was I going to be operating independently on a mission for the Recruiter alone? In which case, who was the enemy?


“You know,” the Recruiter said quietly. “I would hate to have to entertain regrets for what I’ve turned you into, Poetry Boy. I told myself that since you were already damned by your conformity to a fashionable but ignorant unbelief, I could at least put what was left of your shriveled raisin of a soul to use in eliminating the enemies of our great and good nation. You’d already refused the precious gift of salvation freely offered in the death of our kick-ass savior Jesus Christ, so you were hardly likely to have your spiritual buttocks roasted in a hotter flame for the sake of a few righteously slaughtered Chinamen.”


I didn’t dare glance at him. This was as close to an expression of doubt in the moral purity of our mission as I had ever heard him express. I feared that if I did look at him, if I saw a true measure of remorse in his eyes, my own confidence would crumble on the spot. Whatever faith in myself I had was really just faith in the Recruiter. If he lost his nerve, my carefully nurtured self-image as an all-American superspy would collapse and I’d be left with nothing but the unbearable shame and guilt of any other murderer.


“There’ll be a phone in your apartment when you get back,” he continued. “I’ll be in touch.”


I tried to go as deadpan as he was, to hide the fact that I was totally baffled now. What the hell was going on here? Why were we breaking protocol? Who was I working for? Who was I working against?


“His grave is aboveground, you know,” the Recruiter said.


“Whose?” I asked. “Oh, you mean George Washington?”


“It’s so you can watch him spinning in it.”


I snorted, but the remark only strengthened my sense that something was wrong, something at home, in-house. I needed to know more.


“Let me get this straight …” I began.


But as I spoke, I turned to where he walked beside me, and he was no longer there. I was suddenly all alone on the path.


I walked on a little way farther in what was now full night. A pall of anxiety descended on me. For the life of me, I could not figure out whether …
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“Have you called Gwendolyn Lord?” Margaret Whitaker asked him. She didn’t mean it to sound accusatory, but she knew it did.


Winter stopped talking midsentence, startled. The therapist did not interrupt him often, not when he was in full narrative flow like that. For over a year now, she had allowed him to tell her these stories of his, long stories about his secret past with the Division. It was not the usual way she did therapy, letting the client ramble on in that fashion. But then, Winter was not the usual client, not at all.


She knew his work for the government haunted him. “So much death,” as he put it. So much death that he could not move on with his life. He could not break free of his solitude, could not let go of his cloyingly sentimental attachment to his first love, a boyish crush on a girl named Charlotte Shaefer. He was in his late thirties, but he was trapped in his past—in his guilt and his shame—like a beast of old sunk in a tar pit. Margaret sensed that he needed to tell her these stories, to lay out this narrative in full so he could receive … well, forgiveness, probably more than anything. Acceptance from her motherly presence. Healing. He needed to feel he’d been cleansed somehow and was worthy to be loved again. More than that. He needed to be loved in fact. To have a woman in his life. A home. A family. He needed to rejoin the human race, in other words, instead of living as he lived, endlessly walking down empty streets in an inner city of shadows.


This time, though—this time, she felt the interruption was warranted—necessary—even though she saw the flash of resentment flare and die in his usually quiet eyes—his melancholy, watchful eyes. He did not like it when she nagged him about Gwendolyn.


Gwendolyn Lord was the first woman who had really reached him recently. It had been a kind of breakthrough. She was a therapist, like Margaret. Which was flattering to Margaret. But it also made her jealous a bit. More than a bit. Part of her countertransference during their work together consisted of the fact that she had fallen head over heels in love with this man. Which was ridiculous. It was a cliché for one thing—going gooey over a client. Plus she was nearly seventy. The whole thing made her feel like a silly old biddy.


Still—he was the sort of man she had always been attracted to. Tweedy, dreamy, ethereal. With longish blond hair framing a face like an angel’s—a bespectacled angel. He was lean and fit in jeans and a tweed jacket and a light purple sweater against the cool of the April day. He looked like what he was: an English professor at the university. But from their very first session, she had sensed the violence in him. It was not at all difficult for her to imagine him pushing a gangster out of a helicopter—and that, too, was part of his appeal. The whole idea of him had gotten under her skin.


“Well,” she said. “Have you? Called her?”


“You keep asking me that,” he said sulkily.


“We haven’t talked about her in weeks.”


“Mm.”


“How long has it been since you last spoke to her?” He didn’t answer. They both knew: It was more than five months. “She took a big chance approaching you the way she did. She opened herself to rejection. It wasn’t an easy thing for a woman to do. You’ve humiliated her by not getting in touch. Don’t think she doesn’t feel it.”


Winter was not usually short with her. He loved her back, as Margaret well knew. He loved her as if she were the warm, caring mother he’d never had as a child. Which, OK, was not exactly the sort of love she fantasized about but, this being real life, it would have to do. Now, however, there was an edge to his voice.


“I take it you don’t want to hear the rest of this story,” he said.


“No, I don’t think I do. Not today anyway.”


He sulked some more. She waited him out. She steepled her fingers under her chin, swiveling back and forth in her high-backed therapist’s chair. Her brown chair in the tan-and-brown office with the tan-and-brown rug on the floor and the tan-and-brown pictures on the wall. Everything here was designed to be dull and neutral so that all the emotion could come directly from the client. In these bland surroundings, Winter always seemed to leap out at her like a great gaudy splotch of colorful life.


“Well, what should we talk about then?” he asked finally.


“Let’s see,” said Margaret. “Last session, you spent twenty minutes trying to describe Charlotte Shaefer’s perfume. Overly sweet, you said, with a hint of strawberry in it. The sort of perfume a twelve-year-old girl might wear. Which makes sense, I guess, because she was so young when you knew her. It was all such a very long time ago that …”


“All right, all right, I get the point,” he said.


“Why don’t we talk about how you’re feeling right now? Let’s start there.”


He shrugged. “I don’t know. I feel fine.”


Margaret raised her eyebrows.


“What?” he said.


“I think that’s the first time you’ve ever actually lied to me. I don’t mean unconsciously. I mean knowingly lied.”


He frowned down at his loafers.


“You’re depressed again, aren’t you?” said Margaret. He didn’t answer. “How bad, Cam? On a scale of one to ten?” He didn’t answer. “As bad as when you first started coming to me? Worse?”


“I was feeling so much better for a while and then …”


“Then you met Gwendolyn, for one thing. You met Gwendolyn and you’ve been mooning over Charlotte Shaefer ever since. Hiding from the future in the past.” But he looked so exposed and beleaguered now, she felt sorry for him. She let her gaze become soft and sympathetic. “It’s all part of the process,” she told him. “Two steps forward, one step back. It will come right, in the end.”


The poor man. He looked at her with the wretched anguish of a child. “Will it?” he asked her desperately.


“Yes, dear,” she said. “I’m sure of it.”


That was a lie, of course. She could see for herself the state he was in. How bad his depression was. How deep, how dark. A full-fledged crisis of the heart, she thought. With any other client, she would have recommended medication. Insisted on it even, to make sure he wouldn’t harm himself. But there was no point with Winter. She’d tried it in the past. He wouldn’t agree to it. It had taken him years to break free of the drugs they’d pumped into him when he was in government service. He would not go back to them.


Which meant there was nothing Margaret could do but keep talking to him, keep listening. Which simply might not be enough.


The truth was: She was afraid she was losing him. She was afraid he was losing himself.
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The problem with going crazy, Winter thought, was that he couldn’t be sure whether someone really was trying to kill him or he was just going nuts. That is, he knew the going nuts part was real, but he wasn’t sure whether to trust his instinct, his sense that he was being followed, watched, hunted.


Because Margaret was right: He had lied to her, even after she caught him at it. He had confessed to being depressed again, but he had hidden how bad it was, how deep, how dark. He wasn’t sleeping at night. When he did sleep, he had bad dreams. During the day, he went about his teaching duties in a fog of lethargy. He had recently begun doing research for a book on second-generation Romanticism, the transition from the concerns of Coleridge and Wordsworth to the concerns of Shelley and Keats. But the work had stalled. He didn’t have the energy for it. There were nights when he found himself drinking more whiskey than he wanted to. There were nights when he even found himself watching television, which he considered an act of intellectual suicide.


And always, every hour these last few days, there was that sense of someone haunting him, trailing after him, moving in. Yet when he looked around him, head on a swivel, he saw nothing, no one. And still—still—there was this tremulous sense in the pit of his stomach that something—someone—someone from his past had returned to claim him, to drag him back into the darkness of that world. Offhand, he could have named maybe a dozen people who would have enjoyed killing him. But were any of them really near, or was it just his depression, and his haunted mind?


A few nights after his session with Margaret, he went to a small dinner party. He was pathetically glad to get the invitation. Glad to get out of his apartment, glad to get away from his own miserable company.


He had been invited to the Sextons’. Or whatever you were supposed to call them when he, Roger, was named Sexton, but his wife, Adele, had kept her maiden name, Reinhold. They were an odd couple, he thought. They were odd together, and it was odd that they were friendly with him. He did not have many friends at the university. There were not many who dared to be his friend. He was considered toxic because of his old-fashioned ideas—specifically, his idea that poetry should be taught as a spiritual communication from the past, not judged by the tedious politics of the present. Winter was done with the politics of the present. He had seen too much of them too close at hand.


Roger Sexton was in the computer sciences, of all things. He was studying and developing artificial intelligence, which Winter cared about not at all. His wife, Adele Reinhold, was a feminist Jane Austen scholar. She wrote books and articles that read to Winter like the impenetrable diatribes of a brainy adolescent, not yet wise enough to see things simply. Winter knew the work of Austen well. He thought Adele’s theoretical approach was claptrap.


Their friendship, then, had been a surprise. Winter had hit it off with Roger after they attended a conference together where they joined in a panel discussion about AI and the arts. When he realized Roger was married to Adele, he had faced their first social gathering with dread. But no, at home, in person, he found her delightful. For all her ferocious writings about the “patriarchal consciousness” or whatever other nonsense the bluestockings were currently griping about, it turned out she was an excellent hostess, an affectionate wife, and the indulgent mother of a rambunctiously masculine seven-year-old boy named Arthur, whose antics Winter enjoyed immensely. Even more surprising, she was indulgent of Winter too. She welcomed his curmudgeonly, patriarchal self into her home with genuine warmth, if with a touch of rueful irony.


So he was glad to join them for dinner, and it turned out to be a pleasant evening, pleasant enough to help him forget his paranoia for a while, if paranoia was what it was.


The Sexton house was set out in the residential south end of the city, far enough away from campus to be free of the stagnant air of intellection. It was a comfortably sloppy and homey place, a place fit for a living family. Along with Roger and Adele, Roger’s department chairman and project head Devesh Khan was there, along with his Realtor wife, Laura. There was also Wanda Cheney, one of the many university administrators Winter thought should be excised from the budget if not actually put to death. But Wanda managed to be fairly pleasant, and was clearly determined to despise him in silence, which was all Winter asked of anyone.


Along with her other graces, Adele was a gloriously talented cook. Winter overflowed with praise for her lamb curry, and she seemed genuinely pleased by his compliments. She was a sleek, smallish woman of forty, a bit rigid of bearing but with warm, dancing eyes behind gigantic glasses. Winter felt she suspected his low opinion of her work. He thought it hurt her feelings and he was sorry for it. He was happy to have something he could sincerely flatter her for. It seemed to make her happy too.


She was sitting at the foot of the table, with Winter at her right hand. She was teasing him now about Lori Lesser. The dean of student relations had been running a ferocious crusade to either destroy Winter’s career or sleep with him or possibly both.


“I’m absolutely sure you’re to blame for this sabbatical of hers,” Adele said. She gave him a secretive, throaty laugh that he liked.


“What could you mean by that?” he said. “Inoffensive me?”


“I think you’ve driven her insane. I’m serious. I think she’s at some rest home somewhere recovering from you.”


“How could that be? Was it something I said? Something about William Hazlitt’s prose style maybe?”


“Oh, stop. You’re a contrarian masculinist beast, and you torture her on purpose. She has a tremendous crush on you and has been trying to get you fired for months.”


“But does that make sense really?”


“Well. You know what women are.”


This last she said leaning toward him confidentially. It was just the right measure of harmless hostess-like flirtation, and it was a tremendous pleasure to him, lonely as he was, hyperalert, in his loneliness, to the womanliness of women. He wondered if she sensed this about him—his solitude, his melancholy, his agitation. If she did, he thought, it was incredibly kind of her to have him here, to give him this bit of herself, knowing what he was and how he felt about her work. He was grateful to her.


Between dinner and dessert, Roger and Devesh, loose with wine, grew absurdly chauvinistic about their projects, as Winter felt computer people were prone to do. Roger was a large, disheveled presence, paunchy, with strands of thinning brown hair flying off his head every which way. Devesh was scrawny and ridiculously ugly. He looked like a praying mantis, Winter thought. But he had a jolly way about him, full of humor and with a ready laugh. His wife was as shapely as he was narrow, pretty and dark and freckled and full of life.


Roger and Devesh were passing a device between them. They were goading this Frankenstein AI program of theirs to create shockingly realistic animated images of movie actors. They then instructed the program to invent dialogue for various movie genres, which the animated actors then proceeded to recite in voices indistinguishable from those of the real actors.


“Look at this. You literary types are finished,” Roger told Winter and Adele. His tone was gruff and raucous. “Soon Taka2”—that was the name of the program—“Taka2 will be able to make an entire movie by itself, write it, direct it, star in it …”


“I thought movies were already written by computers,” Adele said.


“Well, all right, I’ll give you that. But artists in general are going to be totally obsolete, you’ll see.”


“He only says that because he doesn’t know what artists are,” Winter told Adele. “Because he doesn’t know what human beings are.”


“Ah, but that’s the thing,” said Devesh. “Taka2 isn’t a human being. He’s a god, just hatched.”


Winter rolled his eyes. “Pure idolatry, you miserable sinner. A program that can calculate advantage but has no body to feel with isn’t a god. It’s a digital sociopath.”


“Thank you!” said Laura Khan. “Dev can’t wait for spring break when I go visit my mother. He’ll be all alone with his machine. I expect to come home and find him murdered by the thing.”


Devesh laughed. “One day when Taka2 gets tired of us, he’ll hack our nukes and murder us all, blow us straight back to the Stone Age.”


“The Stone Age?” said Adele, turning to Winter. “Why, you’d enjoy that, wouldn’t you, Cam. You could club the cavegirls and drag them to your elfin grot.”


Winter laughed—it felt odd on his face, as if he hadn’t laughed in decades. He waved them all off skeptically as he excused himself to go to the bathroom.


As he reemerged, about to head back to the table, he spotted little Arthur down the hall in a playroom. The boy was submerged in the cushions of a sofa. He was fiddling with some sort of handheld gaming gizmo.


Winter went in and dropped down onto the sofa next to him. “What are you doing still awake, you perfidious rapscallion?”


“It’s a weekend tomorrow,” said the boy, pressing buttons expertly to move the pictures on the screen around.


“What is all this? How did you manage to fit all those people inside that little machine?”


Winter spent much of his mental life in the eighteenth century and was willfully ignorant of the modern culture he deplored.


“It’s Mario!” said Arthur. His tone was thick with disdain for Winter’s ignorance.


“Mario, eh? Italian fellow, is he? What’s he up to there?”


“He’s a plumber. He’s going to rescue Princess Peach from Bowser, the evil turtle.”


“Aha. An Italian plumber jumping on fanged mushrooms to rescue a princess from an evil turtle. One of us has been taking too many hallucinogens, my lad. I certainly hope it’s you.”


All this human interaction was like medicine to Winter. By the time the party broke up, he was feeling almost cheerful, almost relaxed. He had convinced himself that this fear in his gut—this fear that his past was about to catch up to him in some very unpleasant way—had not been brought on by the approach of an actual assassin. It was just memory—guilt—shame—fear of himself: all the same phenomena that kept him from calling Gwendolyn Lord.


Saying his goodbyes at the door, he kissed Adele on the cheek and thanked her with real feeling. She clasped his hand with one of hers and gave it a reassuring shake, as much as to say, You’ll be all right. At that, he realized she had seen into him and spied the turmoil in his unhappy heart. Once again, he was moved and grateful to her.


“Did you walk?” said Roger gruffly. “I could use some air. I’ll walk you home.”


Adele smiled her approval as the two men went out together.


It was a sweet spring night. The air was cool and perfumed with fresh greenery. Winter and Roger moved leisurely along the sidewalk together, the big shambling hulk of Roger towering over Winter’s smaller, more controlled figure. They passed under overhanging bur oaks. The scent of the trees was damp and woody. The fresh acorns crunched beneath their feet. There was almost no traffic here, though they could hear the rush of cars in the distance. There were no streetlights, only the lights from houses. They were both shrouded in shadow as they walked.


“That was a nice evening,” said Winter.


“Yeah, it was fun.”


“Much as I hate clichés, I can’t help saying it: You’re a lucky man.”


Roger didn’t answer. They walked on through the night, silent for long minutes. Then Roger said, “Actually, there’s something I want to talk to you about.”


Winter glanced at him. “All right.”


“There just aren’t many guys like you here,” he went on. “Straightforward guy-guys I can talk to, I mean. Everyone here’s got a—a pose of some kind. Some elaborate position. Either that, or they’re like Devesh, you know. He’s so far inside his own head real life can’t touch him. There’s no simplicity, that’s what I’m saying. You’re a down-to-earth guy. I appreciate that.”


Winter hardly knew how to take all this. Roger was obviously winding up to something. But what? He hoped it wasn’t anything too serious. The party had cheered him, and he knew his good mood was fragile. He went on walking, waiting.


“Look, if I tell you something in confidence, you’d respect that, right?” said Roger in that brusque manner of his. “So much gossip back and forth in a hothouse like this. Everybody talks about everything.”


“That’s true,” said Winter. “But, yes, I’m a grave with secrets: they never come back from me.”


“Good,” said Roger. “Good. That’s good. Good.”


But then he was silent again, and Winter was left wondering, waiting.


There was a thoroughfare up ahead, the main street bordering the campus curving down to cross their path. Cars flashed back and forth at the intersection, Saturday night traffic. Moving as if with one mind, the two men turned the corner onto another residential street to keep the quiet around them. More house lights here, more shadows. More silent darkness. Winter’s eyes drifted to a large lighted window showing an empty living room within. The lights from house windows always made him feel wistful, as if some warm and loving family life was going on inside while he passed by in the cold.


“I’ve met someone,” Roger said—bluntly, suddenly.


Winter blinked back into the moment. “Someone. A woman, you mean.”


“I’m in love with her, Cam. The whole way. I have to be with her. I mean it. I have to be. It’s killing me.”


Winter was startled by the stab of pain that went through his heart when he heard this, by the intensity of it. Roger’s home had been a refuge to him that night. Adele’s kindness to him. Their healthy, contented son. He hated to think all that might be destroyed. He could suddenly feel the blackness of his depression waiting for him back in his apartment, back in his oppressively lonely life.


“Well, that is messy,” he said quietly.


“I know. Life, right?” said Roger. He had fished his phone out of his pocket. He fiddled with it, then pointed the screen at Winter. “Look at her though. That’s her there. Barbara, her name is. Beautiful, isn’t she?”


She was. The photo on the screen showed a girl of nineteen or twenty. Slender but full breasted in a short, flowery party dress. She was dancing, tossing her long black hair. She had small, pert features on a face white as paper. One bare arm was flung over her head. Her round hips were flung out. Winter could feel the draw of her even in the small picture.


“She’s a student,” Winter said.


“I know, I know. She was in Devesh’s 101. His gen ed class, you know. She came to me for tutoring. One thing just led to another. It was like getting hit by a wave. By a truck. You had a thing with a student once, didn’t you?”


Winter had. But he wasn’t married. He didn’t have a child. And the university rules had been changed since that time. Such affairs were grounds for dismissal now. They weren’t back then. Even so, Lori Lesser had tried to get Winter fired for his fling. He could only imagine what she’d do to Roger.


He almost raised these objections, but he didn’t. He knew they were beside the point. Roger was confessing a passion to him. He’d been hit by a wave or a truck or whatever. Mere morality and consequences weren’t going to change that.


“Well,” was all Winter said. “That was a different situation.”


“I know, I know,” Roger said again immediately. He had taken the phone back and was peering down at the photo himself. The glow of the screen cast a white light over his face as they walked beneath the trees. He was chewing on his lips. He was yearning with his eyes. Then the phone light went out. His face sank into silhouette. He shoved the phone back in his pocket. “I’ve thought about all that. I’ve thought about all the things. I don’t care. That’s the truth. I don’t give a damn about any of it.”


“No, of course not,” Winter murmured. He was only now beginning to recover himself. His heart still hurt, but his brain had started working again. He was assessing the situation, trying to judge what his own best reaction would be. He saw it this way. He was not in charge of the world. He had very little power here. There wasn’t much he could do besides listen and say whatever he thought might help Roger to see the full reality of his situation. He went on now, choosing his words carefully: “Rules and so on. Even losing your job. That’s not the point. I see that.”


“Good. Good. Yeah. I don’t care.”


“But I don’t think it’s too much to ask that you stop a moment and consider Adele. Adele—and Arthur especially.”


Roger pushed the thought of his son aside with a backward wave of his hand. “Ah, Arthur’ll be fine. Kids, you know. They’re resilient. They adapt. He’ll be fine.”


It was strange. Winter had trafficked with real evil in his life. He had broken bread with villains. He had dealt death and witnessed murder. But these little wrongs that ordinary people did, the appalling way they treated one another, the lies they hid behind, the lies they told themselves to mask their guilt—these were the things that retained the capacity to shock him. Arthur will be fine! Arthur will be emotionally scarred for the rest of his life, he wanted to reply. And you’ll have to lie to yourself every single day to keep from facing the fact that it was your fault. Irreparable damage to your own son’s life—all your fault. By the time your fling with this girl comes to its inevitably stupid and ugly end, you’ll be a lost soul, unable to assess yourself honestly in any way. And who knows what state the boy will be in. As for Adele … here, he remembered the touch of Adele’s thumb on his palm as she squeezed his hand reassuringly. As for Adele, he hated to think what the bitterness of betrayal and divorce would do to her.


All this was just normal life, of course. Normal American life in the twenty-first century, anyway. It should not have been shocking to the erstwhile assassin. But it was. Somehow it was.


“How far has this thing gone?” he asked.


“Far,” said Roger. “All the way.”


Winter gave a soft grunt.


Roger turned on him fiercely. “What?” It was an angry challenge. “What’s that supposed to mean? What are you, passing judgment on me now?”


Winter was, but he didn’t see the use of saying so. It wouldn’t change anything. It would just make Roger feel—well, the way he seemed to feel already: furious and defensive.


Winter made a small gesture with his head. “I do think it might be wise to wait a little.”


“Oh—wait!” said Roger, disgusted.


“Just to see where it goes.”


“I know where it’s going. I’m forty years old, Cam. I know the real thing when I see it. Adele—she and I …”


They were nearing the center of town. The spotlit dome of the state capitol was visible at the end of the block to their left. The great lake, sparkling under a waning sliver of moon, was visible up ahead. Winter’s apartment building, a tall, graceful brick tower, appeared now and then above the housetops.


The end of their walk was approaching. Time was growing short. Winter felt if he was going to say something worthwhile, he would have to do it soon. He wanted to do it, to say something worthwhile. He wanted to stop this wave/truck of Roger’s from crashing into Adele’s home, Arthur’s home.


But he had no idea where to start. “What were you just going to tell me?” he asked Roger. “About Adele and you? You started to say something.”


“Well …” The large, disheveled man made a large, disheveled gesture. “You see what it’s like with us.”


“Not really,” Winter said. “Actually, I thought Adele was looking very content tonight.”


“Yeah, well, she! She’s got everything she wants, doesn’t she? Little home. Little family.”


“Those are not inconsequential things, Roger.”


“No, they’re fine. I know that. They’re fine, they’re fine. I didn’t mean it that way. It’s fine for Adele! But look—I’m not an old man. I still need some passion in my life. You understand what I’m talking about. A man can’t just sit there while the days go past. He can’t give up his life just to be nice about things. I mean, look, you know this: To be with someone like Barbara, just to look at her, touch her, it makes you feel so—alive! God, it was like I’d been dead and suddenly came back to life. It really was.”


Winter had one of those moments sensitive people have—one of those moments of double vision when he could see the situation fully from his own perspective and from Roger’s at the same time. To him, it was all such a shabby and stupid cliché. A man approaching middle age throwing away his family for a girl of twenty. When here was Winter—stuck in the past like a fly in amber—sick with a history of error and loss and death—whose fondest dreams were Roger’s actual life: a woman, a home, a child, two children, three … what wouldn’t he have given for all that?


Yet, he glanced at Roger and even in the dark he saw that for him this was—what?—a great romance, a last chance at happiness or fulfillment or authenticity or whatever he would end up calling it. A desperate grab at fleeting life. Somewhere deep down, even he must have realized the squalid comedy of it all. But that sort of clarity was buried under the bubbly valentines and orchestral music currently emanating from his gonads. Winter knew the feeling. He knew how complete and real it could seem.


The two men reached a corner. From here, it was a straight walk to Winter’s building. Roger stopped. Winter stopped, hands in the pockets of his slacks. He looked up at the bigger man. He realized their conversation was over. They would part here.


“Look,” Winter said. “Take some time to think it over. It’s only common sense, Roger. It’s a big decision. Give it some consideration.”


“Yeah,” said Roger. “Yeah. The thing is, though: I love her.”


Oh, for Christ’s sweet sake! Winter almost said, but he managed not to. “I know. I get it. Still. Take some time,” he said.


“Yeah. Yeah,” Roger said again, but he was shaking his head no, no. “I thought you’d see this. I thought you’d understand.”


Winter couldn’t help a small, mirthless laugh. “I think I understand well enough.”


“Oh, sure, I know what you think. You think: ‘Middle-aged man, he’s thinking with his dick instead of his brain.’ Right? And you know, I’m not saying that’s not part of it. Sex. Sure it is. Good is good, you know? It puts some hair on your chest, no question about it.” He made one last effort to get Winter to see the deeper reality. He held out his hands to him, an imploring gesture. “But in life, you have to go with your heart sometimes. Don’t you? You know this. You only go around once. Sometimes you have to listen to your heart. You know this!”


What Winter knew was that if he heard one more trite phrase come out of his friend’s mouth, he might lose control of himself and say something he would regret.


He said: “Roger. I’m not minimizing anything. I hear your passion. I do—and I do understand it. But that’s exactly why you should listen to advice from a cooler head. Take some time. Think this through. It’s what any friend would tell you. Adele is a good woman …”


Roger gave a derisive snort. “You haven’t read her books.”


Winter smiled. “I meant in real life, Roger. She’s a good woman in real life. In fact, that’s the point I’m making. This is real life—with real people in it, and consequences and death at the end. Irrevocable decisions should be looked at from every angle. That’s all I’m trying to tell you.”


Roger muttered something—something that sounded very much like, “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Aloud, he said: “Well, look. Thanks for listening. I appreciate it. I mean it. I do. I should be getting back.”
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