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PROLOGUE


Beneath the snow, beside the lake, just at the fall of evening, the little city looked like a dream of home, a long-lost home fondly remembered. Even from a distance, seen from a nearby hill, the colored Christmas lights were visible on the trees that lined the main avenue. Decorations on some bright houses in the surrounding neighborhoods twinkled and beamed. And when the streetlamps came on at the first deep touch of dusk, the core of the town rose sweetly out of the shadows, silver and gold.


“In the midst of a rapidly changing America, Sweet Haven looks like a picture from the past,” said a man’s voice over the image. “A Christmas card from a simpler time.”


The camera drew back and the man who was speaking appeared onscreen. He was a young man with fine blond hair, a TV reporter from the state capital. He was dressed in a dark winter coat and wore a tartan scarf around his neck. His cheeks were pink with the cold. He spoke into a microphone he held in his hand as he stood with the city laid out behind him, a picturesque backdrop.


“Just twenty miles away from the US Army’s Fort Anderson, Sweet Haven is a bastion of patriotism and old-fashioned values where many active and retired military personnel come to settle down and raise their families. But today,” he continued, “this sweet haven has been rocked by the arrest of one of its favorite sons.”


As the reporter spoke, his image and the image of the city were replaced by video of a man in handcuffs being hustled into a police station by several officers. A crowd of onlookers watched the prisoner pass. All of them looked grim. Some were in tears.


“Travis Blake, a third-generation Army Ranger who was awarded the Silver Star for his heroic actions in Afghanistan, has confessed to brutally murdering his girlfriend, Jennifer Dean, and dumping her body somewhere in the thousand cubic miles of this great lake.”


When the reporter said the name of the murder victim, her photograph appeared. The man watching the TV report drew a sharp breath and sat up straighter on the sofa. In the dark room, only the light from the television made his face visible. It was a cruel face; soulless; the face of an assassin.


“Dean, a beloved school librarian at Sweet Haven Elementary School, had been dating Blake for several months, but police say the relationship deteriorated when Blake became obsessively jealous.”


Now, Will Sherrin, the chief of the city’s police force, appeared onscreen, standing behind a podium. He was a tall, broad-shouldered white man, fit but beginning to run soft around the middle. He was addressing a roomful of reporters. Other police brass stood behind him. All the men had a distinctly military presence. All of them seemed somber and upset at having to arrest one of their own.


“Travis is a man we all know,” Chief Sherrin said. “We all knew his father and respected him. Like a lot of people in this country, the family has had some real bad times, and it hit Travis hard. We thought—we hoped—that Travis’s relationship with Miss Dean would bring him out of his dark place. But I guess it didn’t turn out that way. It’s just a tragedy.”


The reporter came back on the screen, the dusk deeper around him, the little city brighter in the distance behind him.


“Now,” he said, “as the Christmas season begins, this peaceful little town will watch one of its heroes brought before a judge, where he faces a sentence of life in prison without parole.”


With that, the reporter vanished. The town vanished. The whole scene was gone. The man watching from the sofa had lifted the remote and pressed the power button. With the TV off, the room was draped in almost total blackness. Only the distant lights of Los Angeles coming through the window glinted on the watcher’s eyes—his brutal eyes—and glinted, too, on the black metal of the Beretta 9 mm semiautomatic pistol he was gripping expertly in one hand.
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A PLOT
AGAINST
TIME












Christmas never meant much to me after Charlotte went away. Charlotte brought the season into my life and I guess you could say she took it with her when she left. Still, whenever Christmas comes, I think of her.


We met when we were both children, me seven, she nine or so. I wasn’t a very happy boy. “A grim presence,” my father once called me. And I suppose I was. Serious. Silent. Watchful. Sad. Melancholy might be the word for it.


My father worked in the financial sector, whatever that means. I never quite knew what he did for a living. I never had to learn. He inherited a fortune and he turned it into a bigger fortune, that’s all I know. As for my mother, she dabbled in things, little arts and crafts projects that she would occasionally try to turn into a business. We had a town house in the city and a mansion out by the water. I had private tutors and flew on private jets and had private birthday parties in toy stores and theme parks rented out for the purpose.


A poor little rich boy, that’s what I was. Truly, what I remember most about it is the loneliness. Those birthday parties—children would come—“Your friends,” my mother would call them—but I never knew who any of them were. My parents had no time for me. Whenever they would come upon me in one of the rooms, they always looked startled, as if they’d completely forgotten I lived in the same house with them. If my mother came upon me by myself, a look of absolute panic would come into her eyes. She would ask, “Where’s Nanny?” in this strained, high-pitched, near-hysterical voice. And when Nanny would return from wherever she was, mother would breathe an enormous sigh of relief. “Oh! There she is!” Clearly, for a moment, she had been terrified she was going to have to figure out how to mother me on her own.


From the time I was five years old or so, Nanny was a homely little German woman named Mia Shaefer. She had only come to America a few months before we hired her. She and her family had gotten out of the eastern sector after the Soviet Union collapsed and the wall came down.


She was a small, slender, quiet, silver-haired spinster. Her Teutonic rigidity and precision were softened by a rich reserve of maternal tenderness and a sly sense of humor, teasing but gentle. I could never love her like she deserved because she was not my mother. I was holding my love back, you see, in the hopes my mother would come around and realize, on second thought, she really did want to tend to me, after all.


But Mia was all I had, and she was devoted to me, and whether I knew it or not, whether I appreciated it or not, her nurturing kindness, I would even say her love, was all the meat and drink on which my child’s heart was fed.


So anyway, I was talking about Christmas. It was a pretty miserable affair at my house. My parents were not at all religious, so there was nothing to it, to begin with, no underlying substance, I mean. It was mostly just elaborate decorations, all white on white, for some reason. And night after night there were fashionable parties to which I was never invited. There were plenty of presents on the day, of course, but what did I need presents for? I already had everything. In truth, my earliest memory of the holiday is me sitting in my room one year, watching some musical Christmas special on television and dreaming I was there, inside the TV, standing on the vaguely Victorian set, caroling under the fake snowfall. I wanted to be a member of the family of singers in their colorful sweaters and woolly hats.


Then, one Christmas, my parents received an invitation to spend the holidays with some friends in England. These were very lofty folk, as I understand it. True aristocrats with titles and everything. One of them was even a confidante of some member of the royal family.


Well, my mother was a very charming and elegant lady, but underneath all that, she was just a middle-class girl from the Midwest. And she was always a bit of a social climber, dazzled by high society. So this, for her, was like being invited to heaven. And the last thing she wanted was to have me along, getting in the way.


So off I was sent to spend the holidays with Mia and her family. “Won’t that be fun?” my mother said.


And you know what? It really was fun. More fun, I think, than I had ever had in my life.


Mia lived in a small suburb about half an hour out of the city. The houses were modest there but fiercely respectable. Lawns mown. Windows washed. This was a neighborhood of people who had got a fingerhold on the middle class and they weren’t going to let go of it come hell or high water.


Mia’s house was a small two-story gray-shingled dwelling on a patch of grass in a close row of houses much like it. She lived there with her family, all refugees from the old Communist world. There was her older sister, Klara, who worked as an aide at a local hospital: a cranky fussbudget but with a kind heart. There was their younger brother, Albert, a stalwart, down-to-earth, trustworthy sort of fellow, a security guard at an office building in town. Albert was a widower. As I understood it, his wife had died before they all came over to the US. But he had a daughter, and she was there too. That was Charlotte.


It’s no exaggeration to say that Charlotte was the most beautiful creature I had ever seen till then or have ever seen since. Blond and slim and prim with perfect features and bottomless blue eyes. She looked like one of those china figurines Mia and Klara collected and displayed everywhere about the house. I’m sure you’ve seen the sort of thing: angelic Bavarian children in lederhosen and dirndls. Charlotte looked like one of them.


But I don’t think that’s why I fell in love with her at first sight the way I did. It wasn’t just that anyway.


It was because she was so much like Mia—exactly like Mia really, only I didn’t have to withhold my heart from her because she wasn’t there to replace my mother like Mia was. Aside from that fact, she was a miniature of the original: a serious and precise little housewife, always busy with something, doing everything just so with the most serious perfectionism, yet with the same warm maternal tenderness in her eyes that Mia had and the same small teasing smile at the corner of her mouth too. I adored her almost from the moment I first saw her.


As soon as I arrived, I was put to work alongside Albert. We brought home a tree together, strung it with drugstore lights and crowded it with dime-store decorations. We assembled a train set on a card table in the front parlor, and set the locomotive going round and round a plastic German village that we arranged near the tracks then decked with Styrofoam snow. We hauled in wood and Albert taught me how to build a fire in the fireplace.


 All the while, Mia and Klara and Charlotte were in the kitchen baking Christmas cookies and roasting lamb and potatoes. Charlotte was adorable in her pristine apron, and the smell was heavenly. The music was heavenly too. I loved the music. They had a portable compact disc player hooked up to a pair of third-rate speakers and it filled the place with a steady stream of cheesy, sentimental carols sung by crooners from the last generation. I thought every song was fabulously beautiful.


More than anything, though, I was swept away by the palpable family warmth in that place. With my parents, everything was all rush and importance. There was always this sort of sophisticated, dutiful politeness and restraint among us. We spoke pleasantly. We nodded to one another with thin, cold smiles. But here, at Mia’s house, there was teasing and nagging and squabbling and constant hilarity. The ladies treated us gentlemen like a cross between slaves and royalty. On the one hand, they were always ordering us about, sending us off on one chore after another, one more trip to the shops to pick up something they’d forgotten. On the other hand, they couldn’t do enough for us. They were forever bringing us snacks and drinks. We would sit like kings as they laid out meals for us, and when we were done eating, they would command us to sit still and relax while they cleared the table and washed the dishes.


Albert received both the ladies’ bossing and their ministrations with patient good humor. Judging by the gleam in his eye, he considered himself the luckiest man in the world. He was loved, that was for certain. Charlotte particularly idolized him. Whatever she accomplished, she wanted to show Papa. “Papa, look what I’ve done!” And whenever it was time to put a plate or a glass before him, she begged her aunts to let her be the one to do the job.


After dinner each night, Albert would ensconce himself in the plush armchair by the living room fire. He’d light a pipe and read the paper and sometimes drink a beer. And when it was bedtime—Charlotte’s bedtime and mine—we would come in and sit cross-legged at his feet, and he would lay the paper aside and turn the ceaseless music low and tell us a story. They were good stories, I remember, though it was all I could do to pay attention when I was so distracted by Charlotte’s beauty—her perfect face turned up to her father with an expression of near-religious devotion. The firelight lay an unsteady blush on her cheeks and set a sparkle flickering in her blue eyes. I could not stop stealing glances at her.


I do remember this one story Albert told us, though. I remember it almost word for word, in fact. I think he told it on Christmas Eve. Yes, it was Christmas Eve, because I remember we had gone to church before dinner. That was my first time at church, and it had filled me with a sense of awe and solemnity. I remember when Charlotte and I gathered around Albert’s chair, he leaned down to us where we sat on the floor—leaned down, holding his pipe up by his ear so the smoke wouldn’t get in our faces—leaned down and with his expression serious but his eyes laughing, said in his thick German accent, “Now lieblinge, on Christmas Eve, you know, it is impossible we do not tell a ghost story. What do you think? Will we be too frightened of it?”


We children shuddered but solemnly shook our heads no. I could almost taste the thrill I felt: delicious.


These events happened, Albert said, when he was a very young man, working for the Vopos, the People’s Police in the city of Brandenburg on the River Havel. It was a Christmas Eve, he told us, much like this very one, dark and cold and snowy as it was just then as he was telling the story. A thick mist had risen from the river and was curling through the narrow, cobbled streets of the city. The streets were white and wet and all of them empty as midnight neared, as the people lay in bed, waiting for Christmas morning.


Only he, only Albert, was walking in the mist, no light but his dim yellow flashlight to guide him. His footfalls on the cobbles echoed through the emptiness. He was cold and wet from the snow, and eager to finish his rounds and head home to a bowl of soup and his warm bed.


But as he passed through the darker shadows beneath an archway, he felt a chill on the back of his neck. He had a sudden sense that there was someone behind him.


“I turned to look,” he told us, “holding up my flashlight, but the beam barely made a way through the gloom at all and I could see nothing.”


After a while, he walked on, emerging onto a narrow lane winding uphill. But now, he had more than just a sense that someone was following him.


“I heard footsteps!”


He could hear someone walking behind him, not far off, moving when he moved, stopping whenever he stopped.


He turned again and raised his flashlight again. “Who’s there?” he called into the mist and the swirling snow.


At first there was no reply. But then, very dimly, Albert heard something. Faintly first. Then louder, closer.


Someone was weeping. A girl.


“I called again,” he told us, leaning down toward where we sat at his feet. “And now, there they were again, yes? The footsteps. And as I stood there watching, a shape began to come toward me out of the swirling white that filled that black, black Christmas Eve so long ago.”


He saw a silhouette. He heard the sound of weeping grow louder.


“Hello. What is the matter?” he called.


The weeping grew louder still. The silhouette became a shape, the shape became a solid figure. It was the figure of a young woman.


As Albert stood and stared, the woman finally stepped out of the mist and into the light where he could see her clearly.


Albert had been about to call again, but he fell silent at the sight of her, his mouth hanging open.


The girl before him was only sixteen or so, he told us. She was very lovely, but her long brown hair fell all bedraggled around her tearstained face and she was dressed—this was what amazed him—in nothing but a stained white shift, which could give her no protection at all from the damp and the cold.


“Mein Gott! Are you not freezing, fräulein?” Albert said. “What are you doing out so late? Where do you live?”


She answered only his last question. “My place is on the hill on the far side of the trees,” she said. She sniffled and swiped the tears from her cheeks.


“Through the park here?” asked Albert—pointing in the direction of a little wood nearby.


The girl nodded.


“Well, then, come,” said Albert, “and I will take you home.”


With another nod, she agreed, and they began to walk together side by side up the hill toward the park.


“What is your name?” he asked her.


“Adelina. Adelina Weber,” she said.


“Are you not cold, Adelina?”


“Very cold.”


He took off his overcoat and draped it over her shoulders. She clutched it closed around her neck and shivered.


“Very cold,” she said again.


They walked on in silence. He had a feeling she did not want to talk, and yet as a policeman, he felt he had to find out how she had come to be here in this condition.


They came to the park. They entered a pathway between the trees, the stark, naked trees, white with snow all around them.


He felt compelled to break their silence. “Why are you out in the night alone like this, fräulein?” he asked her after a while. “Dressed like this, almost nothing on?”


The girl had stopped crying now. She simply grasped the coat’s collar and stared forlornly into the mist that shifted around them.


“I came out to meet my love,” she said.


“I see.”


“Johann.”


“Johann. And where is this Johann now?”


“He ran away.”


“He ran away from you?” said Albert, glancing at her with surprise.


She shook her head. “He ran away from my father.”


“Ah, your father found you, then.”


She nodded but resolutely said nothing. Albert sensed it was best to stop questioning her for a few moments.


They walked in silence. The path beneath the trees began to climb more steeply. Soon they were out of the forest and moving together up a rising lane lined with houses. Through the mist, Albert began to make out the distinctive shape of a Gothic church at the crest of the hill. As they climbed, he could see its oddly shaped tower all of red brick. It was a square tower for most of its length but became circular at the top and was then crowned by a conical brass steeple, green with verdigris. The structure loomed darkly out of the night-whiteness.


Finally, Albert repeated his question: “So your father found you—found you with Johann?”


The girl answered mournfully, “It was Johann who gave us away. It was something he said in my father’s hearing. I don’t know what. But my father followed me from the house when I snuck out, and he found us together.”


Albert waited for her to go on, but she didn’t. He pressed her: “He was angry with you, then? Your father? Did he tell you that you could not come home?” He was beginning to wonder if he was going to have to settle a domestic dispute before he could finish his shift tonight.


But the girl only responded softly, “Here we are.”


She stopped—and Albert stopped. They had reached the top of the hill. But there were no dwellings nearby. They were standing instead before the low wall that surrounded the churchyard. The Gothic tower frowned down at them out of the snowfall.


Confused, Albert looked around, his eyes passing over the old slanted headstones in the yard.


Beside him, the girl said quietly, “He did not send me away. My father. He did not send me away. He had a knife. He stabbed me. He stabbed me in the heart.”


Albert whipped around to look at her—and he stood there stupefied in the falling snow.


The girl was gone. His overcoat now sat on the stones at his feet, empty, crumpled but still half upright, as if the girl had melted away from within it.


He called her name—“Adelina!”—but there was no answer—no answer but the wind. He began to shiver. Without his coat on, he was freezing. He was afraid he would catch a chill and become sick. Still shouting for her, he recovered his overcoat and slipped it on. He continued calling for her another quarter of an hour, but there was no answer. No sign of her. She had simply vanished.


At last, he was forced to give up and go home.


It was only the next morning that he found her, when he returned to the church, when he walked through the churchyard, when he stood among the old medieval graves. It was only then he saw the decaying stone that bore her name: Adelina Weber.


The stone stood at the head of the grave where she had been buried after her father murdered her—more than two hundred years before.
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With that, Cameron Winter turned away and his voice trailed off into silence. For a long moment, Margaret Whitaker simply sat still and looked at him across the little space that separated his chair from hers.


Margaret was sixty-seven. She had been a psychotherapist for almost forty years. She had seen a lot, heard even more, and she considered herself an excellent judge of character. But this man—this man was a mystery to her.


He was handsome, she thought. Quite handsome really—or at least, he had the sort of looks that she had always favored. At her age, the heyday in her blood was tame, as Shakespeare might have said, but she could still feel the sensual appeal of Winter’s presence. He was in his mid-thirties. Only average height, but muscular and well formed, broad shouldered, narrow waisted. His face was ethereal, otherworldly, but strong and masculine. It was the face of an angel in a Renaissance painting, she thought, with the golden hair to go with it, wavy and long, tumbling down around his ears. He wore wire-rimmed glasses and a tweed jacket with elbow patches—the uniform of a college professor, which is what he said he was. But there was something about him that was anything but professorial. Something in his sorrowful but watchful eyes. Something in the strength and readiness of his hands. Something . . . Margaret thought.


“Why did you tell me that story?” she asked him. She was genuinely curious.


He was gazing thoughtfully out her office window—out at the short street of stores and taverns twinkling with colored Christmas lights below, at the white dome of the capitol building at the end of the block, at the delicate December snow tumbling over the river beyond. He remained like that, presenting his fine profile to her, even as he murmured: “I couldn’t sleep that night. After Albert told the story, I mean. I was already excited for Christmas morning, and now I was afraid too, thinking about the ghost of that murdered girl in the empty city in the snow. I lay awake, tossing and turning, scanning the shadows for terrifying specters. I was yearning to call out for Mia, my nanny, to have her come and comfort me. But I was afraid Charlotte would hear. I couldn’t bear the thought that Charlotte would see me for the scared little boy I was.”


He faced her—and Margaret felt the power of his attraction again, felt a warm flush travel down the length of her. Goodness! she thought mildly.


“But she did hear,” he said. “Charlotte must’ve heard me turning in the sheets. After a while, the door to my bedroom slowly swung in. I lay there staring into the light from the hall, expecting the ghost of Adelina Weber to enter any minute. Instead, in came little Charlotte, serious, motherly, nine-year-old Charlotte. She didn’t say a word. Not a word. She just sat down on the edge of my bed. She just sat there and patted my hand and hushed me quietly until I fell asleep.”


In the silence that followed, Margaret forced herself not to avert her eyes from his sad, humorous, sensual gaze.


“People come to me when they have problems, Cameron,” she said.


“Of course. I know that,” he answered.


“You say so. But you come into my office and you sit down and you start telling me this story, and I still have no idea why you’re here.”


He lifted his chin a little and considered it. “I’m here . . .” he began, and then paused as if searching for the right word. “I’m here because I’m sad,” he said finally.


“You’re depressed, you mean.”


“I’m—melancholy. All the time. More and more every day.”


“Yes,” said Margaret. “I can see that.”


“Can you?” he said, surprised.


“Yes. And you think it may have something to do with this Christmas you spent at your nanny’s house?”


He shrugged. “It came into my mind. Looking out the window at the snow and the Christmas lights, I just suddenly remembered it. I thought I was supposed to tell you whatever came into my head.”


“No, I’m not that sort of therapist.”


“Ah. Sorry.”


“Tell me more, though. About your melancholy. What about your work? Have you lost interest in your work?” Margaret asked. “You said you were a professor at the university.”


“An associate professor. In English literature. The English Romantic poets. A dying subject—and yes, that does depress me somewhat: the fact that it’s dying.”


“What about sex?”


“That’s kind of you, but it seems unethical under the circumstances.”


She gave him the thin smile she always gave male clients when they made that joke, or one like it. “Have you lost interest in sex?” she repeated.


He sighed. “No. Sex is fine. It’s relationships I’ve lost interest in. My body does what bodies do, but the soul has gone out of it. The meaning. Why do you keep glancing at my hands?”


The sudden question caught Margaret off guard. She was a close and expert observer, but most of her clients were too fascinated by their own problems and predicaments to observe her observing them.


She paused a moment before answering. She allowed her observations about his hands to coalesce. The callouses on the edges, the slight swelling of the first two knuckles—she’d seen such things before. They were from striking wood, from doing push-ups with fists pressed into asphalt. The man was a serious martial artist of some sort. Not a sportsman. A real fighter. For the first time, her impression of him spoke itself clearly into her mind: she was sitting in her office with a dangerous man, a man capable of hurting people. She did not think he would hurt her. He wasn’t a criminal. It wasn’t that. But he didn’t have the bearing of a military man either. So then what—what was he?


The silence had gone on too long. Aloud, she said, “They’re not a professor’s hands, are they?”


He seemed to consider her. He gave a soft grunt. “Have you heard about me on the news?”


“I don’t follow the news,” she said. “I find it too upsetting.”


“You didn’t look me up? You didn’t hear about the kidnapping in the lake country? Or about those children who went missing during the recent riots?”


Margaret shook her head.


Her office was decorated in various shades of brown and tan: the carpet, the furniture, the wallpaper. There were photographs hung here and there of serene country settings: a sunset on the water, wildflowers in a field. Everything was designed to communicate tranquility. But now, the handsome, tweedy Cameron Winter changed positions in his chair, merely shifted from one position to another, and all that carefully constructed tranquility was shattered by the rhythmic self-control of his movements and the coiled violence it implied.


“I have,” he told her mildly, “a strange habit of mind.”


“Oh?”


“I hear about things. Things people tell me. Stories in the news. Or I read about things online somewhere. And sometimes, I can think my way into them. Imagine my way into them, as if I’m there. And because of that, I begin to discern the causes of events when other people can’t.”


“You’re talking about . . .”


“Crimes, mostly,” he said. “Acts of evil. Sometimes, if I think them through in just the right way, I can help find the people responsible for acts of evil.”


All these decades, all the clients she had treated, all the stories she had heard of horror and abuse, and still Margaret found she had to clear her throat before she could ask him: “And what do you do to these evil people when you find them?”


Cameron Winter smiled.
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