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Praise for Will Lavender and


DOMINANCE





“Lavender is Houdini-level dexterous at the sleight-of-verb necessary to keep the reader guessing, doubting, perplexed and attentive throughout the book. Characters lie, memories lie, senses lie, and underpinning it all is the game-that’s-not-a-game, this enigmatic Procedure, that pulls like an uncontrollable undertow from beyond the grave. Who is Paul Fallows? Maybe the students in Dominance would have been better off never knowing the answer, but Lavender’s readers will be abundantly rewarded.”


—BookPage


“The Silence of the Lambs meets And Then There Were None . . . a terrific premise.”


—Booklist


“Mr. Lavender should be able to write his third, fourth and fifth puzzle-crazy potboilers on the visceral strength of the first two . . . Dominance is quick and complicated . . . Part of Lavender’s sleight of hand involves flattering the reader’s keen intelligence . . . And he writes with real enthusiasm.”


—Janet Maslin, The New York Times


“Lavender’s novel is a literary labyrinth, the kind made popular by Jorge Luis Borges, without ever losing the pace or the pleasure of a taut thriller.”


—Milwaukee Journal Sentinel


“If you like puzzles you will enjoy this book. If you are a fan of twists you will like this book. If you like both puzzles AND twists then you will probably flip over this book. It will have you guessing until the final page.”


—Seattle Post-Intelligencer


“A twisting, tilting, hall-of-mirrors funhouse of a book . . . [The plot] unfolds like origami with razor-sharp edges . . . Dominance reveals its secret stealthily, maintaining the mystery and suspense of the present while divulging the secrets of the past. That is a tricky tightrope, and it is marvelously executed.”


—The Louisville Courier-Journal


“The self-reflective process of literary criticism known as ‘deconstructing the text’ becomes a diabolical game of murder in Dominance, an academic mystery by Will Lavender that gleefully illustrates the dangers of losing yourself in a book . . . Lavender has the devious skills to write a twisted puzzle mystery.”


—The New York Times Book Review


“Silence of the Lambs, Agatha Christie, and maybe Pynchon are prerequisites for this thriller set in small-town academia.”


—San Antonio Express-News


“If anyone out there is looking for a good summer book, maybe a beach read, instead of reading something frivolous and light, why not try something that will actually make you think? Will Lavender writes puzzle books: half mystery, half thriller, with a literary twist thrown in for good measure. His newest book, Dominance, will make you think. A lot.”


—Fort Worth Fiction


“If you enjoy puzzling twists and turns, and suspense that doesn’t let up even on the last page, you should delve into Dominance.”


—Bowling Green (KY) Daily News


“[A] taut second standalone . . . Full-bodied characters, an effective gothic atmosphere, and a deliciously creepy, unpredictable finale.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Lavender’s exciting second literary thriller (after Obedience) pulls readers right into the hunt. Aldiss reminds us of a sexy Hannibal Lecter, and the mystery of the reclusive author Paul Fallows and his connection to the class is riveting. Well-drawn characters, excellent plot, good use of flashbacks, and many red herrings will keep the pages turning to the very end.”


—Library Journal


“Lavender takes on another puzzle-within-a-thriller . . . Twisty and turny, with all kinds of side roads . . . [He] manages to maintain the novel’s taut, sinister atmosphere from the first page to the last . . . Readers who loved Lavender’s first book will doubtless delight in this one.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“With nods to Christie, Poe and Lovecraft, Lavender crafts a deadly game of obsession, full of riddles, subterfuge, grim revelation and red herrings galore.”


—Winnipeg (MB) Free Press


“A brilliant concept, brilliantly executed. Dominance soars to the top of the thriller genre by infusing its rapid-fire plot with the mysteries of literature and authorship and offering cutting-edge (so to speak) psychological insights into minds both noble and horrifically demented. You’ll never look at professors, authors or, well, books the same again. Oh, and that last page . . .”


—Jeffery Deaver, #1 international bestselling author of Carte Blanche and The Burning Wire


“Will Lavender constructs plots with the expertise of a Parisian baker, masterfully layering mystery on top of mystery until, just when you think the whole thing might topple over, he sets it all together into a dangerously delectable mille-feuille of storytelling. Do save room for seconds.”


—Graham Moore, New York Times bestselling author of The Sherlockian


“Dominance is a twisting, intriguing and compelling psychological thriller of the first order. Will Lavender has created a clever maze of a plot, fraught with dark corridors and deadly ends. With this novel in your hands, you’ll be voraciously turning the pages late into the night, maybe thinking you’re a step ahead, until you realize you’ve always been a step behind—right up until the stunning final scene.”


—Lisa Unger, New York Times bestselling author of Fragile


“Will Lavender has laid out a rich feast for fans of psychological thrillers—at the heart of it all is a weird, addictive game that’s far more dangerous than anyone realizes. This intricately layered story of murders past and present generates plenty of chilling twists and turns, right up to the final sentence.”


—John Verdon, bestselling author of Think of a Number and Shut Your Eyes Tight


Praise for Will Lavender’s debut puzzle thriller, Obedience


“It’s a genuine, if slightly perverse, kick to follow every Byzantine clue in this bizarre game . . . If you solve this one without peeking at the last chapter, it’s an automatic A.”


—The New York Times Book Review


“Evidence that crime fiction is hardly a played-out genre . . . A mystery as ambitious as one could imagine.”


—The Wall Street Journal


“Taut, twisty, and highly original: the pages turned themselves.”


—Peter Abrahams


“A thriller that will strike some as a mix of John Fowles’ The Magus and Stephen King’s The Shining . . . The conspiracy becomes so all-encompassing, so elaborate.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Obedience draws you in and never lets go—and what a ride!”


—David Baldacci


“Quite a twisty tale . . . Haunting . . . Irresistible.”


—New York Daily News


“Obedience is a full course-load of sinister fun.”


—Salon.com


“A taut and timely thriller that explores the dark side of academia, where classrooms are dangerous and paranoia abounds.”


—Karin Slaughter


“A devilishly inventive debut that reads like a house of mirrors. Nothing is what it seems, right up to the devastating finale.”


—Brian Freeman


“With superb confidence, Lavender constructs a brilliant fictional web of lies, inventively warping the psychological thriller to fit the confines of a scholarly investigation. An inspired thriller.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Terrific debut . . . A wonderful book with an emotional punch at the end.”


—St. Petersburg Times


“Tautly strung debut . . . Lavender tears a page of out Milgram’s notebooks and sets into motion a chain of events that escalates far beyond its intended intellectual exercise. . . . Mystery fans will be satisfied to hang on around the story’s hairpin turns as the list of suspects swells and narrows with the unearthing of each clue, but Lavender . . . is aiming at a broader target and posing deeper questions.”


—BookPage


“Chilling, unpredictable . . . a delicious mystery.”


—Sacramento News & Review


“Lavender’s first novel suggests he has a bright future. Obedience builds to a swirling conclusion.”


—The Tampa Tribune


“Will Lavender stuns with this compelling thriller . . . A new master of the genre.”


—The Louisville Courier-Journal


“Infuriating, brilliant puzzle . . . [An] intriguing and addicting psychological thriller from a talented new writer worthy of our undivided attention.”


—Bookreporter.com


“As a fan, reading—and reviewing—many, many crime novels, it is a pleasure to discover a book that goes out of its way to try something different and really make the reader think. Will Lavender has done this.”


—Crimesquad.com


“The most gripping book of this or any other year.”


—Edmonton (AB) Journal
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“The heart of the matter is that in this gentleman’s article all people are divisible into ‘ordinary’ and ‘extraordinary.’ The ordinary must live obediently and have no right to transgress the law—because, you see, they’re ordinary. The extraordinary, on the other hand, have the right to commit all kinds of crimes and to transgress the law in all kinds of ways, for the simple reason that they are extraordinary. That would seem to have been your argument, if I am not mistaken.”


Raskolnikov smiled again.


—Dostoyevsky, Crime and Punishment


Oh, what we once thought we had, we didn’t


And what we have now will never be that way again


So we call upon the author to explain


—Nick Cave and the Bad Seeds, “We Call Upon the Author”




Unusual Literature Course Rocks Small Vermont Campus
by Ethan Moore, Jasper Mirror Staff Writer
January 9, 1994


The Jasper College Faculty Board has approved a controversial night class on a vote of 5 to 4.


LIT 424: Unraveling a Literary Mystery will be taught by famed professor and literary scholar Dr. Richard Aldiss. Aldiss contacted the Jasper administration late last year and was adamant that this campus was where he would teach if he did return to the classroom. He will teach via satellite from the Rock Mountain Correctional Facility, where he is serving consecutive life sentences for the brutal 1982 murders of two female Dumant University graduate students. He will be prohibited from speaking about his crimes and from using his victims’ names. The class will be open to nine undergraduate students, each of whom will be specially chosen from the literature honors program.


There are those who adamantly oppose the course and its professor. Dr. Daniel Goodhurn, a Virgil scholar at Dumant, claims that Jasper College is making a horrible mistake by bringing Aldiss back into the classroom.


“Is Richard Aldiss a genius?” Goodhurn asked. “Of course. But what that man did to two innocent women at this institution goes beyond evil. I ask you: What will the students at Jasper learn from this monster? Richard is a twisted, deceitful individual. I assure you that teaching literature will not be his intention in this class. His true mission will be revealed very late in the semester—and by then it may too late.”


Those in favor of the night class, however, are just as unwavering.


Dr. Stanley M. Fisk, professor emeritus at Jasper College, says that Richard Aldiss will “inject life into a program of study that has become very stale. The man and his work, especially his research on the reclusive novelist Paul Fallows, is truly ground-breaking. Our students here at Jasper will be reenergized by the great professor. In my mind it is as simple as that. Aldiss will revolutionize how they think about books.”


The class will begin on the first evening of the winter term. The nine students have been chosen and will be allowed to turn down the invitation if they so desire.
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Just after dark they rolled in the television where the murderer would appear. It was placed at the front of the lecture hall, slightly off center so the students in back could see. Two men wearing maintenance uniforms checked the satellite feed and the microphones, then disappeared as silently as they had come. It was now five minutes before the class was to begin, and everything was ready.


This was the first class of its kind, and its novelty—or perhaps its mystery—made it the most talked-about ever offered at tiny Jasper College. As mandated by the school president, there were nine students in the classroom. They were the best of the best in the undergrad literature program at Jasper. Now, on the first night of the semester, they waited anxiously for their professor to emerge on the screen.


The class was LIT 424: Unraveling a Literary Mystery. It had been offered at night because this was the only viable time, the only hour when the warden would allow the murderer free to teach. He would teach, if you believed the rumors, from a padded cell. Others said he would be in front of a greenscreen, with special effects to replicate a lectern before him—an illusion of a classroom. The rest claimed he would simply be shackled to his chair in an orange jumpsuit because state law prohibited anything else. They had to remember what this man had done, these people said. They had to remember who he was.


The room was warm with the closeness of bodies. The chalkboard seemed to glisten, even though the Vermont night outside was bitterly cold. The quads were mostly silent, save for the protesters who stood the stipulated two hundred yards from Culver Hall, where the night class would be held. The class met in the basement of Culver for this reason: the powers-that-be at Jasper did not want the protesters to be able to see what was happening on that TV screen.


The few students who were out at that cold hour witnessed the nervous candlelight of the protest vigil from a distance, through the copse of beech and oak that dotted the woodsy campus. A light snow fell, flakes rushing upward in the January wind like motes of dust. Not far away, Lake Champlain purred in the wind. It was as if, one freshman said as he looked down at the scene from a high dormitory window, someone were about to be executed.


Just beyond the protesters, in a building that was dark save for a few bottom-floor lights, a pair of state policemen sat in a room the size of a broom closet, drinking coffee and watching their own blank feed on a tiny screen.


Unraveling a Literary Mystery—this too had been contested. The president of the college chose the title because it sounded to him fitting for what the professor had in mind. But in fact the president did not know exactly what the class would entail. He could not know; the murderer had only hinted at a “literary game” his students would play in the class. About his syllabus he had spoken to no one.


It was this inability to even guess at what was about to happen that silenced the classroom now. In the weeks before the semester had begun, when they went home to their families on Christmas break, the students who had registered for LIT 424 had time to think. To weigh their decision to take this strange course. They wondered if something could go wrong in that lecture hall, if their professor could somehow . . . it sounded crazy, yes. Most of them did not say it aloud, or if they did, they spoke only to their roommates or their closest friends. Slight whispers, torn away by the wind, carried off into nothingness.


If he could somehow get out.


This was what they were thinking in those final seconds. Some of them talked about their other classes that semester, flipped through textbooks and highlighted paragraphs in trembling arcs of yellow. But mostly they sat, saying nothing. They stared at the dead television screen. They wondered, and they waited.


Finally the television went to a deeper black, and everyone sat up straight. Then the box began to hum, an electrical, nodish oohing, a kind of flatline that moved left to right across the room. Their professor—the MacArthur-winning genius, once a shining star at nearby Dumant University and the closest thing to celebrity a professor of literature could possibly be, the same man who had viciously murdered two graduate students twelve years before—was ready to appear.


Then the blackness dissolved and the noise died away and the professor’s face came to them on the screen. They had seen pictures of him, many of them preserved in yellowed newsprint. There were images of the man in a dark suit (at his trial), or with his wrists shackled and smiling wolfishly (moments after the verdict), or with his hair swept back, wearing a tweed jacket and a bow tie (his faculty photograph at Dumant in 1980).


Those photographs did not prepare the students for the man on the screen. This man’s face was harder, its lines deeper. He was in fact wearing a simple orange jumpsuit, the number that identified him barely hidden beneath the bottom edge of the screen. The V of his collar dipped low to reveal the curved edge of a faded tattoo just over his heart. Although the students did not yet know this, the tattoo was of the thumb-shaped edge of a jigsaw puzzle piece.


The professor’s eyes seemed to pulse. Sharp, flinty eyes that betrayed a kind of dangerous intelligence. The second the students saw him there was a feeling not of surprise, not of cold shock, but rather of This, then. This is who he is. One girl sitting toward the back whispered, “God, I didn’t know he was so . . .” And then another girl, a friend sitting close by, finished, “Sexy.” The two students laughed, but quietly. Quietly.


Now the professor sat forward. In the background the students could see his two prison guards, could make out everything but their faces—the legs of their dark slacks, the flash of their belt buckles, and the leathery batons they carried in holsters. One of them stood with legs spread wide and the other was more rigid, but otherwise they mirrored each other. The professor himself was not behind a pane of glass; the camera that was trained on him was not shielded in any way. He simply sat at a small table, his uncuffed hands before him, his breathing slow and natural. His face bore the slightest hint of a smile.


“Hello,” he said softly. “My name is Richard Aldiss, and I will be your professor for Unraveling a Literary Mystery. Speak so I can hear you.”


“Hello, Professor,” someone said.


“We’re here,” said another.


Aldiss leaned toward a microphone that must have been just out of the camera’s view. He nodded and said, “Very good. I can hear you and you can hear me. I can see you and you can see me. Now, let us begin.”
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Dr. Alex Shipley got out of her rental car and walked to the front door of the silent house. She’d worn heels, goddamn it, maybe on the notion that the people at Jasper College would be more impressed with someone who showed up to a crime scene dressed unlike the academic she was. Now she was ashamed of the choice. Ashamed because the professor would surely notice, and this would give him an advantage in the mind game they were about to play.


Above her a flock of winter wrens exploded from a tree, and she flinched. It was then that Alex realized how terrified she was to be back here, to be near him again. She urged herself to focus. The professor was one of the most brilliant men in the world, but he was also deceitful. He would have fun with this—if she let him.


She must not let him.


“They lie. All birds are death birds.”


Alex looked up. He leaned against the open screen door, staring at her with dead eyes. His mouth was frozen in a cruel smile. The stroke had taken his features, polished his face into a mask. One side was completely lifeless, the pasty skin stippled with reaching blue vessels, the lip curled upward into a tortured grin. The other side, the living side, had learned how to do the same—he had trained himself in a bathroom mirror. Now he always smiled, always, even when there was nothing to smile about. Even when he felt pain or sadness or rage.


“Alexandra,” he said. Not Professor, not Dr. Shipley. (She, too, noticed these things.) He did not invite her in. In true fashion, he would make her stand there on the cold front porch, suffering a bit. Always a challenge, always a test. Alex would not give him the pleasure of seeing her put her arms around herself for warmth.


“Good morning, Professor,” she said.


“I was told about what happened to our mutual friend. How . . . tragic.” The smile touched his eyes. “I knew they would send you to me in due time.”


“No one sent me,” she said.


He was amused by the lie. “No?”


“I came here on my own accord.”


“To see me, then. Like old friends. Or perhaps old lovers.”


Something caught in her throat. She stared at the destroyed face, the wind slicing against her exposed neck. Damn him.


“Would you like to come inside, Alexandra?”


“Please.”


Inside the small house there were books everywhere. Piles of them, mountains of them leaning in the dark. No artificial light in the tiny, not-quite-square rooms, just the natural dishwater seep of the morning sun. Through a window she could see the dark fingerprint of a half-frozen lake behind the house.


He led her to a back room and sat in a frayed armchair, facing that window. More books here, studies on dead writers, an Underwood on a small desk buried beneath a landslide of ink-crowded paper. Above that a poster depicting a man’s face, one solitary word scrawled across his eyes, nose, mouth. The word was Who?, a pencil dusting barely visible in the weak light. The face was that of the mysterious novelist Paul Fallows. Below, in a fierce red font, the poster’s caption read:


WHO IS FALLOWS?


He did not offer her a chair. She stood in the center of the room, watching the great professor breathe. Even there, with his back turned to her, he emitted a kind of ferocity. It was worse now. Worse, she figured, because he knew they needed him. She needed him.


“Tell me,” he said.


“The reason I’ve come to you this morning is because . . .” But she could not say it. She felt him watching her even as he faced away, seeing her not as a tenured professor of comparative literature but as the dithering student she had once been. A child.


“You haven’t accepted it yet,” he said. “The fact that it has happened again.”


“You’re wrong.” But it was weak, hollow.


The professor caught her eyes in the reflection in the window, held them. “Michael is dead. He’s dead and there’s nothing you can do about that now.”


The words, the finality of them, stunned her. She looked away.


“Do you remember him?” she asked.


A beat, then, “Not especially.”


But of course he did. Dr. Michael Tanner, Jasper College resident modernist, was teaching at his alma mater. Michael had been with her in the night class fifteen years ago. She even remembered his seat: right in front, not very far from that television screen.


“The murder,” he said. “Like the others, I presume.”


“Yes—but different.”


He looked up, his interest piqued. “How so?”


“This murder was more cautious than the first two. More controlled.”


“Are there suspects?”


“None,” she said, then added, “But there has been some talk on campus. Gossip.”


“Go on.”


“There are some who believe it could have been his wife,” she said, meaning Sally Tanner, née Mitchell—another student from the night class. Alex had never imagined her with Michael, never thought they would end up married and both teaching at Jasper fifteen years later. But of course there had been so many things she had missed. “Sally discovered the body. Also the timeline she’s given to the police—there are inconsistencies.”


A moment passed, then he mused, “And so the authorities contacted you.”


“They did.”


“Why?”


“I think you know why.”


The professor’s eyes dragged slowly toward her. “It is not because you are brilliant with the subtleties of literature. I can think of so many other professors who might be better equipped to interpret the symbolism of this crime—and of course there will be literary symbolism, or else you would not have called on me this morning. We both know that.”


“Professor,” she sighed. “Let’s not do this. If you can’t help me, fine. But if you can, then I—”


“Us.”


“Excuse me?”


“If you can’t help us, Alexandra. You have masters at Jasper now that they have called on you to play the sleuth again, do you not? And I’m sure at the university where you are currently teaching as well. I’ve forgotten, where is it again?”


Alex was silent. He knew she taught at Harvard.


“You have men who are above you there.”


“And women.”


“But mostly men. I’ve seen them. Cocksure oafs who walk into a room and each believes he is the most brilliant one there, every time. I went up to Cambridge once, before my smile was perfected. It was an awards gala in my honor, but no one seemed to want to look at me. They were intimidated. Perhaps they were afraid.”


She said nothing.


“Are they intimidated by you, Alexandra?”


Still nothing.


“You and your fuck-me shoes?”


“That’s it.”


She turned around, picked up her purse, and went out the door. The house was too dark now, the sun having swung behind a cloud outside. She couldn’t remember her bearings. All she could see were books and shadow-books, stacks of them leaning and toppling and forcing themselves out from the walls. The rooms like a chambered Nautilus, spiraling outward and on top of one another. She began to move through the labyrinth, cursing herself for coming here, for believing the professor could give her any answers. Damn it, Alex, why do you want to believe he’s changed? Why—


“Dostoyevsky.”


That stopped her. She stood there, listening to the seams of the old house scream in the wind, waiting.


“Dr. Tanner,” the professor said from behind her. “I know that he was murdered by an axe. And the two others, the ones from before—they were killed in the same way. ‘He pulled the axe quite out, swung it with both arms, scarcely conscious of himself, and almost without effort, almost mechanically, brought the blunt side down on her head. He seemed not to use his own strength in this.’ ”


“Crime and Punishment.”


“Yes. Not one of my favorites in the canon, but there is the answer for you, Alexandra. The connection. This is nothing but a pale copycat, a mimic on the loose. Your killer—he is a stupid man with no original ideas of his own.”


“I don’t think so,” she said. “As I said before, there was something different about this crime.”


“Different how?”


Alex measured her words now. She needed to be clear at least on this, needed to say to the professor what the two men from the college had told her to say. It has to be perfect, they’d warned her.


“On the surface Michael’s murder looks just like the ones you—just like the Dumant murders from the eighties,” she said. “But if you look closely, there is something else. Something new.”


He waited for her to go on.


And so she gave him the phrase the men had supplied to her, the bait: “This murder . . . it’s like a puzzle.”


This made him stiffen. Just those few words, the challenge Alex Shipley had put before him—she felt the tension rise in the tiny room. She had him.


“I live just a few miles from that dreadful place,” he said then, almost to himself. “I hear the things they say. I know how they can be.”


“Is that your agreement to help, Professor?”


He gazed at her. “Do they think I had anything to do with what happened?”


She said nothing. She wanted the silence to answer for her.


“Very well. Perhaps it is good to be believed in again. To be feared.”


“Will you help, Professor?”


“Because I owe you?”


“Because whoever did this is still out there. Because we both have a history with Michael Tanner. And yes, because you owe me.” You owe me fucking big-time.


“It’s more than that, Alexandra.”


“I don’t—”


“You worry that this unfortunate twist in the plot will shine a light on everyone who took the night class. Especially you.”


“This has nothing to do with the class.”


“Is that what you told yourself on the flight back to Vermont? The thought that screamed through your mind as the businessman from Amherst was oh-so-subtly hitting on you? It’s not about the night class. It’s not about the night class. IT’S NOT ABOUT THE NIGHT CLASS.” The professor’s voice rose, then was swallowed by the house. Then he laughed—a cruel, nasty bark.


“Michael,” she said softly. “He was part of it. He loved books, just as we do. He lived for literature. Whoever did this to him had a plan, had been perfecting that plan for a long time. What you said before—there is some truth there. The police believe this killer is a copycat, that he is re-creating what happened twenty-seven years ago at Dumant University. The victim is a literary scholar, there is blood on the wall in the Rorschach pattern, the books have been arranged around Michael’s library—the killer studied those old crime scene photographs, Professor. He learned them.”


She fell silent, watching him. She could feel his mind moving, somehow, the electric churn of his thoughts. He was the most brilliant and the most aggressive man she had ever known. In the strangest hours she would find herself thinking about him, remembering the class, the search for the identity of a mysterious writer and all the secrets she would uncover about the professor’s own crimes.


“Please,” Alex said. “I need an answer.”


“Just one question.”


Alex waited. She recalled the faces of the men that morning. Two faces, a college dean’s and a police detective’s, broken by what they had seen in Michael Tanner’s cluttered home library across campus. She knew; she carried those same scars.


“Anything,” she said.


Dr. Richard Aldiss leaned closer. “Tell me again how you discovered that I was innocent.”
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Twenty-four hours earlier Alex Shipley strode into her lecture hall and the room fell silent. There were stares, as always. The electronic chatter on campus about Shipley was immense. She was tall, lean, beautiful—but she was also brilliant and extremely demanding of her students. Her classes were some of the most popular at the university, and it was not uncommon to walk into a Shipley lecture and see students lining the walls, like a queue at a rock concert. This course in particular was a hit: it was called The Forger’s Pen: Literary Hoaxes of the 20th Century, and teaching it was what had made her name as a young professor at Harvard.


She wore a pencil skirt because the weather was getting warmer, a thin knit jacket her mother had sent from Vermont. She never carried a bag, because at her age a bag made her look even more like a student. The comparative lit department chair, Dr. Thomas Headley, needed no more reason to treat her like someone who should be sitting at the children’s table.


She carried only a few sheaves of transparency paper and a single text. One leather-bound volume, the threads on the spine catching the stark light of the classroom and glinting. The book was Paul Fallows’s masterpiece, The Coil.


“What are you doing tonight, Dr. Shipley?”


Alex looked up, found the student who had posed the question. Anthony Neil III. He sat in a middle row, a frat-boy smirk on his face. His friends flanked him, hiding behind their Norton Anthologies.


“I’m working on my Camus translation,” she said flatly. “Do you read French, Mr. Neil?”


“Tu as un corps parfait,” the boy said.


“Funny, I don’t remember that line in The Stranger.”


“Try the abridged edition.”


Alex kept her eyes straight on the boy and said, “That must have been the version of the text you read before our last exam.”


Then she turned away and began to make notes on the whiteboard as the class howled.


*   *   *


“What is literature?” she asked when everyone was quiet. It was the question she always asked, without hyperbole, to begin this particular lecture.


“Literature is emotion,” said a dark-haired girl from a back row.


“Literature is a writer’s secret life recorded in symbols.”


Alex nodded. “Great books are both of those things,” she said. “The emotion in Anna Karenina is fierce. The symbolism in books such as Ulysses and Beneath the Wheel and Through the Looking-Glass, and What Alice Found There, is still being fought over in lit programs across the world.” She paused for effect, drawing them in. Forty faces, all of them belonging to upperclass English majors on their way to bigger and better things, were held by her words. “But what if literature were more than that. What if it were a game?”


“A game?” a gaunt boy toward the front asked. “How do you mean?”


“I mean,” she said, “what if you could read a book and treat it as a competition between you and its author? Like a contest.”


“In any contest there has to be a winner,” another student said. “How do you win against a book?”


“Point duly noted,” Alex said. “But a brilliant professor once told me that you win when you know you have won.”


“Richard Aldiss said that?”


Alex froze. Even the professor’s name did that to her. Her blood raced. It was the student from before—Neil. One of her tricksters. They always sought her out, gravitated to her because of her past.


“Paul Fallows,” Alex went on, picking up the loose thread of her lecture. “Of course you’ve heard of him.”


At first there was nothing, only the tight, nervous silence of the hall. They knew of her history with the writer.


Finally a boy just behind Neil said, “The reclusive writer. The madman.”


“Some say he was both. Others say he was neither.”


“What do you mean, Dr. Shipley?”


Alex steeled herself. It was still difficult to talk about Fallows, more difficult now because there had been no closure. Things had ended so suddenly that she could never truly understand how the nightmare of Aldiss’s night class had gone as far as it went. Fallows, the famous recluse, was the very reason Alex was in this lecture hall right now.


She answered the student’s question with movement. She approached the document camera and switched it on. The lights in the lecture hall were synched to the machine, and they automatically dimmed.


She laid the first sheet of transparency on the platform.


“What I am about to show you,” she said, “has been seen only by a select few.”


Alex stepped to the side, letting her students see what was projected on the screen behind her.


It was a page from a manuscript. The columns were rigid, the font blocky and thick. There were scratch-outs in the margins, done in a manic and careless hand. On the bottom of the page were strange glyphs—the images looked, when you studied them closely, like the legend of a bizarre map.


“What is it?” someone asked.


“It’s a page from an unpublished novel by Paul Fallows,” Alex said, and the class buzzed.


“But where did you get it?” another student asked. “Fallows is dead. You found him and then you—”


“Killed the Fallows myth,” finished Neil, and when Alex looked back at the boy he smiled impishly. Your play, Prof.


Alex shivered. There were ways to evade this topic. It had taken her years to even think of Fallows again, and when her therapist suggested teaching this class—well, at first she told him to go to hell. But as the years passed she realized she would have to confront what she had done during the night class. Tackle it head-on. Thus this class, this lecture, these questions.


“Four years ago I received a package in the campus mail,” Alex explained now. “The warden of an asylum for pathologically violent offenders in upstate Vermont sent it to me. There was a short note attached to the manuscript. It read in part, Could this be it? The warden took the night class with me at Jasper College. His name is Lewis Prine. Lewis had heard of the existence of another, unpublished Fallows novel and he wanted me to read the page and see if this could be part of that lost manuscript.”


“And is it?”


Alex sighed and stepped to the document camera, ran her palm across the veined paper. “I have rigorously studied the document. Five hundred words inside one unbroken paragraph, with bizarre notes in the margins. Sort of reminds me of the essays I receive from some of you.”


Laughter, and then one of them asked, “Is there more?”


“No. This single page was all Warden Prine had been given. We believe that the rest of the manuscript is in the possession of Dr. Stanley Fisk, my old friend and one of the last great Fallows scholars . . .” She trailed off, thinking of what else Lewis had said in his note to her: that Fisk had slipped in his old age and allowed someone to steal a single page from his treasure. This could mean only one thing: the manuscript was real. Can you imagine, Alex, he’d written, what it would be like to finally discover the third Fallows? Daniel would have loved this.


“Is it legit?” someone asked, bringing her back to the North Yard classroom. “Is there any doubt that Fallows wrote that page?”


“There is absolutely no doubt in my mind.”


The class chattered in astonishment. They knew how major the find was, how important the image burning on the projector screen would be to scholars worldwide if Professor Shipley could ever really prove its authenticity. They wondered what was stopping her—the monetary worth of one page alone would be staggering.


But Alex did not share in her students’ excitement. For years she had felt, each time she touched the page, a sense of absolute fear.


*   *   *


That night Alex went out with her boyfriend, Dr. Peter Mueller. He was a few years older, but so what? He was a psych professor who was good-looking in an older-prof way. Interesting in bed. A shock of dark hair fell over his left eye. He took her dancing. Alex could have done worse at Harvard. Much worse.


They ate at a new place in Boston called the Well. A throng of students gathered there, the room churning and loose—just as she liked it. Peter didn’t. He was a whisperer, enjoyed leaning close to her ear and telling her what he might do to her later. But Alex liked the noise, the sounds of college life. It reminded her of Jasper.


She took a bite of her bacon cheeseburger and followed it with a swig of cheap beer. Vampire Weekend trilled out of the old-school jukebox.


“Faculty reviews coming up soon,” Peter said. It was not a conversation she wanted to get into, not tonight. She looked away, swept her eyes over the room. One of her old students was in the corner with a rugged townie, the girl too sweet for her own good. Alex was always falling for them, the students with pensive smiles and fiery minds, who knew the answer to every question but rarely spoke it aloud for fear of being wrong. Girls like you, Alex. Girls just like you before you took the night class. Before Aldiss.


“Alexandra, are you listening to me?” She looked at Peter, at that dangling hair, those liquid blue eyes. She hated it when he used her full name.


“I’m listening,” she said. “Loud and clear.”


“Are you going to apply to Oxford again?”


This was, what, the fourth or fifth time he’d brought it up? The summer in London. The grant money, the semester to finish her book. It wasn’t a book yet, really, just a seed. A true-crime thing. A book on the night class, about what happened to them in that classroom. What happened to her.


“I don’t think so,” she said.


“Why not? Alex, we could both apply. Get away, spend a semester in Europe together working, teaching, learning. Learning each other . . .” He squeezed her hand under the table. Despite herself, she pulled away.


Peter made a face, poked absently at his steak.


“You should’ve gotten the position last time,” he said.


Alex shrugged.


“I know it. Everyone knows it. To hell with Tom Headley. You’re one of the best this university has to offer, Alex. If only you could play by the rules a bit more, humor Headley and the rest of them.”


It was then that her cell phone chirped, saving her.


“Excuse me,” she said, and slipped out of the restaurant.


A cool night, April just coming on, traffic crawling down Tremont Street. Sometimes she imagined them, the passengers in those cars. Imagined where they were going, who they really were. To be anywhere but here—the thought enticed her, but then she swept it back with indignation. Hadn’t there been a time when she would have done almost anything to get a chance to teach at Harvard University?


She checked the face of her cell, saw a Vermont number. She dialed it.


“Hello?” a man answered.


“With whom am I speaking?”


“This is Dr. Anthony Rice, interim dean of Jasper College.”


Alex recognized the name from a research conference somewhere in the Midwest. Rice hadn’t been at Jasper when she was a student there.


“What is this about, Dr. Rice? I was in the middle of dinner.”


“I won’t keep you long. We’ve had . . . something happen at Jasper. A tragedy.”


Oh God. Oh no. Not again, please.


“Dr. Shipley?”


“Yes,” Alex said, composing herself. She saw Peter staring out at her from their table and turned her back to the front window of the restaurant. “Go on.”


“Michael Tanner was murdered last night.”


Everything fluttered. She focused on the dean’s words, watched their heat bloom outward in her mind as if they were a spreading stain. The streetlights along Tremont seemed to blink once, hard, off and on. Alex was leaning now against the stone building, her forehead scraping the uneven cut of the jagged brick, the pain reminding her that she was there. (A memory: Michael at a frat party one night doing a perfect impersonation of Aldiss. His eyes became sharper and his voice dropped to an eerie, pitchless calm and everything about him changed. Laughter around her, but all Alex felt was a cold dread. Please stop, Michael, she wanted to say. He’ll find out about you.)


“Are you okay?” the dean was saying.


“Sally,” Alex managed. “Is she . . .”


The dean did not respond, and in his evasion Alex knew the answer to her question.


“Let me explain to you what we know,” Rice went on.


He gave her the known details: Michael Tanner’s ransacked house, the book-strewn library, the staged signs of struggle, the young professor’s blood type on the wall painted in a kind of Rorschach pattern, his books carefully arranged on the floor, Sally Tanner coming home to find her husband’s body. It was all, of course, achingly familiar. Dumant University, Alex thought. Whoever did this was copying the murders at Dumant. Christ.


“Jasper police have just begun their investigation,” Rice said. “Right now there are few leads. And the crime scene—they think it was staged. There was no sign of forced entry, so their theory is that Dr. Tanner must have known his attacker.” Alex could almost hear the man wince.


“What does it all mean?”


“It could mean nothing. The professor might have upset a disturbed student, or maybe someone knew of his history as an undergrad at this college. But given what happened to the victims at Dumant twenty-seven years ago . . . we are taking everything into consideration, of course.”


Everything. The word jarred her. What he meant was everyone.


“We are a small school, Dr. Shipley. You know this as well as anyone. We are not Harvard. Our size has always defined us. We call ourselves quaint in the brochures, and we use that word without irony. We believe in our insularity. Nothing like this has ever happened at Jasper. Everyone is in a state of shock.”


“Have you spoken to Richard Aldiss?” she asked.


Another pause. She knew exactly what it meant.


“This is the reason I called you tonight,” Rice said. “We thought that maybe you could do that for us.”


*   *   *


Later she and Peter lay in bed.


“You don’t have to go back,” Peter said.


“I do.”


“We don’t have to do anything we don’t want to do, Alex.”


She didn’t answer him. She knew how untrue it was.


He burrowed into her hair, breathed hotly in her ear. Normally it turned her on, but tonight it only annoyed her. The Chemical Brothers played on the stereo. Theirs was a students’ existence, and Peter wouldn’t have it any other way. But lately Alex had begun to want something different. Something deeper. She knew it would not be with him. Perhaps she had always known.


“How come,” Peter said now, “you never talk about your past?”


“What is there to talk about?”


“Scars.”


“I don’t have any.”


“I can see them all over you, Alex.” He ran a hand up her abdomen, traced a circle around her navel. Sometimes he would write words there, ancient verse for her to identify. “I can feel them.”


“We all have scars.”


“Some of us more than others.”


“I’m all Vermont. Grew up in Vermont, went to undergrad there. You know all this, Peter.”


“I know about the class, Alex. I know you were a hero. But it always seems so . . .” She looked at him. “I don’t know. It’s like you’ve never told me the whole story.”


She rolled away. “Not tonight.”


“Is it Aldiss?” Peter asked. “Is he in trouble again?”


She tensed, hoped he didn’t notice it. She rarely spoke of Aldiss and the night class to him, and usually Peter had to press her for information.


“Did he do it?”


“No,” she said hotly, defensively. “Of course not.”


“But they think—”


“To hell with what they think. They don’t know Dr. Aldiss like I do.”


A moment of silence passed. The CD ended, shuffled back to the first track.


“So is that why you’re going back there? To save him again?”


“No.”


“Then why?”


“Because they need me.”


That was all. The room fell still. She felt him draw even closer. His leg went up and over her, pulling her tight, trapping her. She thought she heard him whisper, thought she heard two muffled words on his lips—Don’t go—but Alex could not be sure.


Then Peter’s breathing became even, and she carefully maneuvered herself out from under him and went into the library down the hall. There was a window on the far side of the room blocked by a dust-heavy fold of venetian blinds. Alex picked the blinds up and removed what was on the sill. The pack was cold from touching the glass. She checked the doorway for Peter and then lifted the window a sliver with her fingertips. For a moment she listened to the breathing of far-off traffic, and then she took one of the cigarettes from the pack and lit it. Sucked in with her eyes closed, listening. Thinking.


She did not turn on a light. She simply smoked in the clinging darkness, waiting. Waiting for what? Waiting for a sign, a truth, some notion that she was doing the right thing by going back to Jasper.


She remembered Michael Tanner. Dead now, dead and quiet. She remembered Michael’s face when they were in the class. In her memory the classroom was always semidark, hazy—everything stretched and elastic. The students were framed in static darkness, as if the night had forced its way inside.


Do you like this class? he’d asked one night.


No, she said. Not at all.


Neither do I. None of us do.


Right then, standing in the little library that could have been a closet, surrounded by books, nothing happened and everything happened. The world outside roared along. All those strangers continued on to wherever they were going and Alex was stuck here with all her unanswered questions about a dead professor.
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