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PART ONE


ONE

HE ALMOST MISSED HER. IF HE HAD NOT GLANCED DOWN Water Lane, it would have been just another day in which she was lost to him. Even then, all he saw at first was a woman arguing with a man in a leather jacket. They stood beside a white Mercedes that had been badly parked on the narrow street. The early evening light, already depleted by a thick layer of stationary cloud, barely reached them. City people, Michael thought, as much as he thought anything. Transplanted Brooklynites, or weekenders with a place by the river.

It was only after he had taken a half-dozen steps that something stopped him. A feeling, both powerful and obscure. Will, sluggish from pizza and the day’s race, kept going.

“Hold up,” Michael said.

His son turned, ready to protest, but Michael was already heading back. Even though the woman was facing away from him, he understood now that it was Justine. The man with her was big, a few inches over six feet, with broad shoulders beneath a fissured leather jacket. His hair spilled from a disintegrating ponytail. A tattoo of what appeared to be a snake covered the right side of his neck. There was an aura of violence about him. He looked capable of doing harm.

Michael started down Water, but before he had taken two steps, Justine slapped the man. It was a hard blow, but he did not flinch. She went to hit him again but he grabbed her wrist, spinning her partially around. She struggled in vain to free her gripped arm. And then she was speaking.

“You’re ruining everything!”

Michael started to run. The closer he got, the more ragged the man looked. His long hair was dirty, his face all jagged angles, his eyes sunk deep into his skull. 

“Hey!” Michael said.

The man’s eyes flexed at the sight of a rapidly approaching stranger. He held up his free hand.

“It’s cool,” he said, his voice a strangulated growl. “We’re cool.”

Justine saw him now as well. Her eyes were filled with anger and fear. They were nothing like the eyes he remembered. It took her a moment to recognize him.

“Michael.”

That single utterance of his name carried many meanings. Recognition, despair, a warning.

“It’s all right,” she said. “Just . . .”

“That’s right,” the man added. “We’re good.”

Michael looked back at the man.

He said to the man, “You should take your hands off her.”

The words had just come. The man had three inches and thirty pounds on Michael, and appeared to know about what happened when men faced off in alleys.

“Okay, you have zero seconds to get the fuck out of my shit.”

“I’m not going anywhere until she tells me she’s all right.”

“Michael, it’s fine, just . . . no!”

Her last word was directed at the man, who had released her, but only so he could grab Michael’s windbreaker. There was real power in his hands. His face came close. His eyes were disease-yellow. His breath was feverish; he smelled of chemicals and rot.

“Leave now or I will fuck your shit up forever.”

There was a frozen moment. And then Michael astonished himself. He threw a left. The part of his brain that launched the punch probably intended a tree-felling roundhouse; in reality, his fist struck the bottom of the man’s jaw with roughly the same effect as Justine’s slap. A jagged bolt of pain shot through his index finger. The word mistake registered in his mind. The man released Michael’s jacket with a short, hard shove. He balled his hands. Justine was right there now, grabbing at the man’s shoulders, pulling in vain. I am fighting, Michael thought. I have finally found her and I am fighting a stranger on Water Lane and I am about to get my shit fucked up. Forever. 

“Stop it!”

They both turned. Michael followed their gaze. Will stood a few feet away. With his tousled hair and baggy sweats, he looked pupal and unformed. His eyes were bright with terror, but there was a determined set to his jaw as he held up his cell phone. 

“I’m calling 911.”

“No!”

Justine had spoken, her voice charged with panic. She was shaking her head, her eyes wide, pleading. 

“Michael, tell him not to.”

“We’re out,” the man said. “Come on.”

He took hold of Justine’s arm. There was no threat of violence now. It was a gesture of protection. Justine looked over her shoulder as she was led to the passenger seat, shaking her head at Michael, begging him not to follow. The man slammed her car door and hurried to the driver’s side. He looked very different now. Fight had switched to flight.

“Wait,” Michael said. “Justine . . .”

But they were not waiting. The engine erupted and the car lurched into reverse. Michael leapt aside and looked for his son. Will was already flattened against the brick wall. The car sped by. For an instant, she was close enough to touch, separated only by tempered glass. Her eyes were fixed on the dashboard, as if she was willing herself not to look at him. The car reversed up the street, careening madly, almost striking the wall. The driver barely paused as he joined River Street. He cut the wheel hard to the right, putting the car into the northbound lane. There was a horn, but no impact. And then they were gone. The alley was silent. Diesel fumes filled the air.

“Dad?”

It was only when he once again saw the terror in his son’s eyes that Michael understood his own fear. Sweat chilled his skin, adrenaline churned through his stomach and chest. His injured finger had begun to throb so painfully that he wondered if it might be broken. 

“What the hell?” Will said. “Who was that guy?”

“Some lunatic.”

“But you hit him.”

His son’s voice was an amalgam of blame, alarm, and wonder.

“I just . . .”

Finishing the sentence would have required more air than Michael could currently draw into his lungs. He desperately wanted to see where Justine had gone, to ask her what the hell was going on. But he was having trouble commanding his body. He placed a steadying hand on the brick wall as he thought about the man’s enraged yellow eyes, the stink of his hot breath.

“Dad?”

“Just give me a second here.”

After spending several seconds holding up the wall, Michael led his son from the alley. Will hesitated as they neared River, worried that the man in the leather jacket had returned. But the Mercedes was long gone, as Michael knew it would be. His own car was parked three blocks away, too far to attempt any sort of chase. Not that he would have done anything with Will in tow. Chase, he thought. Fight. The insane, reckless absurdity of the situation was settling over him now like a serious case of the flu. He should have never challenged the man, especially on a secluded street in the company of his fourteen-year-old son. But it was Justine, suddenly there after nine months of absolute silence; nine months in which he had searched for her occasionally and thought about her constantly. It was Justine, slapping a crazy person a few hundred yards from where he had first met her.

He drove slowly north along River, looking for any sign of her. Will remained silent, shooting his father troubled sidelong glances. The Mercedes was nowhere in sight. It was not on a side street or slotted into a metered space. She was gone. Once again. As Michael drove, he began to clench his hand and wriggle his fingers. If you could move it, it was not broken. This was what they said. About bones, anyway.

He checked driveways and parking lots. He went south on River, wondering if maybe they had doubled back without him noticing and were headed to the city, where she said she lived. He wished he’d had the presence of mind to get the license plate of that Mercedes. But that was absurd. What would he do with license plate? Google it? Have somebody run it for him? 

Will asked, “Dad, what are you doing?”

“I’m just . . .” 

But he had no explanation for his son, at least not one that he wanted to filter back to his ex-wife Kim. The alley fight would be difficult enough to explain. And so he returned home, where Will descended to the rec room, his safe haven, to plant himself in front of the vast plasma screen and become a lone survivor wandering a blasted landscape. Technically, this was not allowed, but Michael let him go. He needed to think. He had to understand what had just happened. He briefly contemplated calling the police, but he had no idea what to say to them. She clearly knew the man. She had made it plain that she did not want anyone called. And the man had not been violent with her. The violence had come from her. And Michael.

He checked his finger. There was swelling now, swamping knuckles and smoothing skin. He poured himself a large whiskey, filled a baggie with ice and went into his office, where he collapsed onto the old salvaged sofa. He had handled things wrong. He had acted without thinking. That was obvious. But she had been so desperate, so defeated. When he imagined her, she was gliding through the city, graceful and assured. Not cornered in an alley. Was this the lover she had talked about, the one she could not quit, the one she hated herself for loving? Michael thought about his desperate, filthy appearance. It did not seem possible. But there was that protective hand on her arm as he led her to the car; the intimacy in that rough voice. If he was not her lover, he was something very close.

It had been nine months since she had suddenly disappeared. She had been smiling and stretching in his bed the last time he saw her, gloriously naked and impossibly lovely, assuring him that she would be right there when he returned. He had met her four long days before that, on a Monday night, when he had no expectations of meeting anyone. He had just spent the holidays alone. It was a bad time for Michael, arguably the worst of his life. His visits with his son were becoming increasingly awkward, as Will slipped deeper into the mood-infested backwoods of puberty. Self-employment was turning into a featureless maze from which he could not escape. His perfectly nice girlfriend Penny had recently broken up with him after he declined her invitation to move in with her. He was drinking too much. A solid night’s sleep was a distant memory. A long, solitary year loomed.

He’d arrived home from an afternoon at the public library to a frigid, empty house. Although it was just after five, night was already settling in. There had been a half foot of snow the day before, followed by a sudden melt that had covered Annville in gray slush. The temperature had dipped again; everything was just starting to freeze back over. It was as if the town was being wrapped by a layer of cold, clear plastic. More sleet and snow were forecast. A wintry mix.

Dreading a night spent channel flipping and listening to his laboring furnace, he went to the Moon Temple, the town’s second most popular Chinese restaurant. In the lobby, he waved away the hostess and headed into the bar through a gilded arch, so cheaply ornate that it could have been a prop in a play for children. This was the only bar in town that Michael could bear. It was nothing like the dives down in Cheapside, populated by babbling dead-enders, or the Annville Tavern, the burnished yuppie watering hole that always looked like they were getting ready to film a beer commercial inside. Here, there were Naugahyde booths and stools and a big, mirrored, brass-railed bar. The “art” on the wall looked like it had been clipped from a Hong Kong advertising circular. Drinkers left you alone unless you approached them.

The only other clients tonight were an elderly couple who sat in tomb-like silence, the ornate drinks between them looking vaguely toxic, and a fat man, probably waiting to catch a train at the nearby station, sipping a pint of draft beer as he hunted-and-pecked on a laptop with thick fingers. Michael chose a stool at the end of the bar. The bartender was a fleshless woman whose primary means of discourse involved raising stenciled eyebrows. He ordered a Jameson from her and started to read the book he had brought, the story of an infamous murder in 1890s San Francisco that Penny had left on his bedside table a few days before she had left him.

He had only read a few paragraphs when he became aware of someone new in the bar, a woman ordering a drink a few stools down from him. A very beautiful woman. She was completely out of place in here, but also completely at ease. Michael pegged her as another passenger for the next city train. She was one of those women you saw in New York, moving too quickly to pin down. She looked to be in her late twenties, with dark brown hair and very pale skin and big eyes the same color as her hair. There was a sharp, armored cast to her demeanor, a layer of emotional Kevlar that warned off all comers. 

Once she had her drink—it looked like vodka on ice—she shouldered her large bag and walked toward Michael. He could not help but watch. She was tall but not too tall; thin but not too thin. Although she was dressed simply, a black skirt and a gray turtleneck sweater and leather boots, her clothes suggested money. She met his eye with a quick, neutral glance that sent a jolt through him. He turned back to his book as she slid into a nearby booth, but looked up after a few seconds. She was absorbed in sending a text, her thumbs rapid and precise. A message, no doubt, for the sleek, confident man awaiting her in Manhattan. Telling him that she would be with him soon. 

Michael returned to the forgotten crime, but found it impossible to concentrate. Making some sort of contact with this woman had suddenly become crucial. He chanced another look after what seemed like a decent interval. She was staring directly at him with a playful, low-voltage smile. He tried desperately to unpack that smile’s meaning. She could have been acknowledging the fact that they had both chosen such an unlikely spot. She could have been inviting him to join him in her Naugahyde enclave. She could have been telling him to fuck off.

“Is it as good as it looks?” she asked, her voice pitched a little lower than he had expected.

“What?”

“Your book. You seem engrossed.”

Her voice was charged with an unexpected irony. She was well aware she’d rattled him. Not knowing what else to say, he quoted the jacket copy.

“A true story of love, lust, betrayal, and murder among America’s gilded class.”

“That’s it? No talking cats? No vampires?”

“There might be zombies. I’m only on chapter three.”

She smiled at him, putting the conversation on pause, willing to talk but unwilling to do it across twenty feet of all-purpose carpet. The ball was in his court. He gestured to the empty bench across from her, his hand innocuously upturned in a gesture that was almost supplicating. She scrutinized him for a moment. Deciding. And then she gave her head a slight nod.

“I thought I was the only one who knew about his place,” he said.

“You are. The other actual bar I found turned out to be not to my liking.”

“The Annville Tavern, right?”

“I spent three hours there this afternoon.”

“But it’s renowned for its ambiance.”

“I guess I’m allergic to quaint.”

“It’s the darts that get me,” he said.

“Right? This isn’t Glasgow. Play air hockey like normal people.”

“I’m Michael, by the way.”

Her hand was thin and cool.

“Justine.”

“Wait, three hours?” he asked.

She explained that she worked for a New York art dealer; she had come to Annville early that morning on behalf of her boss, who had been summonsed to testify in a lawsuit back in the city. Her mission was to meet with a would-be buyer who lived in one of the big estates on the river north of town. He was a sickly old billionaire who was thinking about adding a piece of sculpture to his gardens. She’d brought an array of photos for him to consider. The idea was that he would choose one and they would haul it up and give him some time to see if it felt right among his topiary shrubs and gazebos and waterfowl. She had expected to be in and out in an afternoon, but he’d postponed their noon appointment and then kept her cooling her heels all day, waiting for him to send his driver. So her boss had booked her into the Sheraton with orders to stay put and await the buyer’s call.

“So who is this mystery man? Have I heard of him?”

“Not allowed to say. Sorry.”

Michael held up his hands. He did not want to pry.

“So what about you?” she asked. “Waiting for the train, too?”

“I live here, actually.”

Her eyes registered something. Surprise. Disappointment, perhaps.

“I used to work for a foundation called Grammaticus,” he added, answering the unasked question. “They moved their headquarters here a few years back and so . . .”

“Used to.”

“We had a difference of opinion. I’m currently self-employed.”

“You like it? Living up here, I mean?”

“Less and less.”

“Why’s that?”

“The armies of darkness are on the march and we’re sorting our recyclables.”

She smiled.

Justine said, “Beneath the civilized surface lurks a cynic. Looks like I picked the right bar.”

Her phone squirmed on the table. Her smile collapsed when she read the message.

“Wonderful,” she muttered. 

“Bad news?”

She shook her head. Not denying it, just saying she was not prepared to explain. She snatched up her drink and drained it. 

“You want another?” he asked.

“Now why would I want another?”

He ruled her question to be rhetorical and collected her glass. As he watched the vodka flow he imagined what her mouth would taste like the instant after she drank it. Heat beneath the acid cold. When he returned, he asked her about her work. The alternative was speaking about the weather, or politics, or himself, or some other subject that was beyond his control. She was reluctant to answer at first, but his gentle persistence and the second vodka eventually won her over. She started with her current job. She’d fallen into the business by chance after she’d arrived in New York when she was eighteen, fleeing unspecified misery. That was eight years ago. She had gravitated toward the art scene, primarily because there was not much in the way of admission standards, you could act up at parties, and nobody got up very early for work. There was a man who took her under his wing soon after she’d splashed down; older, wiser, all of that. She called him The Poet in a way that suggested there had not been many actual poems produced. He got old, both chronologically and metaphorically. After that, she’d supported herself with a series of jobs, assisting increasingly successful gallery owners. She mentioned an apartment but did not say what borough it was in, or if she shared it with a lover, a husband, a talking cat. Her boss, who she simply called Rasputin, was tempestuous, brilliant, paranoid, secretive, so cutting edge that he sometimes ventured into illegality.

“You can’t blame him for being cagey,” she said. “He trades in a product that is one percent genius and ninety-nine percent bullshit.”

She told him about other bosses, about artists she had known, self-styled geniuses and spectacular flameouts. The bar emptied completely and Michael suggested they return to his place. She accepted. Outside, the freeze had taken hold; his tires crackled over the glistening pavement as he drove through town. He briefly wondered what she would make of his big, bland suburban house, but she offered no opinion. He sat her on the living room sofa and offered her vodka, but she said she was fine, she’d had just enough. He sat beside her, thinking, This is happening. He had never wanted anyone so much. She turned to him and jutted her chin forward, her eyes twinkling with sweet insolence. When they kissed, she was neither eager nor nervous. Her stillness was primed. He put his hand on the back of her neck. Her spine felt brittle. She gently grasped his shoulders; he reached beneath her sweater. The skin was warm and soft and twenty-six years old. Sweet Mother of God, he thought. She flinched slightly as he ran his palm over her breast, but then moved closer to him. He pulled at her sweater, but she gripped his wrists.

“Not in this awful room.” 

In the bedroom, she raised her arms above her head like a surrendering combatant. The sweater vanished. She removed her thin bra in that articulated, backward motion that had always struck him with wonder. He lowered her onto the bed. Clothes came off. He slid his hand between her legs, crossing faint stubble. She was very wet. It was as if his finger was drawn into her. She gasped and writhed. There were condoms in the bedside table but she grabbed his wrist as he reached for them.

“Don’t worry about all that. Just fuck me.”

His sense of caution was offline, evidently, because he did as commanded. When he entered her, she lashed her head to the side so violently that it felt as if she was trying to escape from him. But her hands gripped his back and flattened him against her. She was not going anywhere.

She spoke his name, she sighed and moaned, she talked a little filth. He finished too quickly and she did not seem to mind and when he put his mouth between her legs, she acted as if it was something new and wonderful. After a timeless interval her breathing stopped and then every muscle in her body shuddered. They kissed for a long time after that, saying nothing, and then he was ready again. Her head wrenched to the side as before, her eyes shut so tightly that it looked like she’d just been struck. She held tight; it was as if their contact, his cock inside her, was the only thing that kept her from falling into an abyss. After she came he looked down at her. Her eyes were closed, her head still averted.

“Justine?”

She did not answer. He rolled gently off her and stroked her hair until she finally looked at him. It was impossible to say what was in her eyes. It looked very much like nothing at all.

“I thought I’d lost you there,” he said.

“That’s the point, silly.”

She put her fingers on his lips to stop him from offering further insights.

“Just hold me.”

She stayed. They made love again, less urgently this time. After, she grew drowsy and sweetly affectionate, idly touching him, responding lazily to his caresses. The Sheraton was forgotten. Outside, sleet gave way to snow, the splintering patter on his roof becoming a thick muffled silence. A guy could get used to this, he remembered thinking just before he fell asleep.

When he woke it was the middle of the morning. She was not in bed. So that was that, he thought. The collector’s driver had collected her. But then he saw her scattered clothes, and there was the smell of coffee. She was in the room he called his office, perched efficiently on the sofa, her legs drawn up beneath her. She had wrapped herself in a blanket and her hair was wild over it.

“You’re sorta hot when you sleep, Michael Coolidge.” 

“No word from your guy?” he asked.

“I’m in a holding pattern.”

She patted the sofa.

“So it looks like we have some time to kill.”

He peeled back the blanket very gently. They kissed and caressed and maneuvered; he wound up on his back and she lowered herself slowly onto him, one hand on the sofa, the other on his shoulder. They moved like this for a long time, longer than he had thought possible. She leaned forward until her hair brushed his face, she reared back and the skin on her abdomen stretched as tight as a snapped sheet. Her eyes were open now, locked on his, pulsing occasionally to register the pleasure she was feeling. But there was something else being communicated. Something very different from pleasure, something he did not understand. Desperation, yearning, defiance—if there was a word for it, he did not know what it could be. 

They were together for the rest of the week. The collector remained elusive, her boss told her to stay put. He only left the house for food and drink; she did not leave it at all. Heavy snow continued through Tuesday night, followed by a cold snap. They spent hours in bed or curled together on the sofa. They took baths beneath a skylight he had always thought to be tacky, though now, covered by a layer of ice, it emitted a refracted light that made her wet skin seem polished. She cooked for him, sending him out into the cold with detailed shopping lists for the ingredients to make pasta puttanesca, Dover sole with saffron rice, a veal dish that was her own creation. She’d dated a man who owned restaurants, she explained, and the only things she had taken away from the relationship was an ability to cook and a resolve never to eat bad food again.

Almost unbelievably, there were few awkward moments between them, few of the yawning silences that usually followed the first heated rush. She would disappear into his office occasionally to text someone he assumed to be her boss, but mostly she was happy to be with Michael. They talked for hours at a time. He wanted to know everything about her. She told him about her childhood in an impoverished rural precinct of Indiana, abandoned by an outlaw father, who had betrayed her in some deep, unspecified way, leaving her to be raised by a crazy damaged mother who held regular, occasionally querulous conversations with Jesus. There was a sainted older brother who had been killed in the war; a wild younger sister who had run away at fourteen. There were bad boys and badder men; there were street drugs and car crashes and a brutal runaway week in St. Louis when she was seventeen that let her know the big world could be a whole lot worse than the shabby little one she hated.

Michael was entranced. The divide between the hardscrabble past she described and the cool sophistication currently inhabiting his house suggested that this was a woman of even greater depth and will than he’d suspected. And there was something else that captivated him. A sense of actual mystery; a suspicion that for every detail being offered, two more were being withheld. Her conversation teemed with hints, allusions, dead ends, teases. She never told him the name of her hometown, or if her brother had died in Afghanistan or Iraq, or why her sister bolted. Almost everything was nicknamed. In addition to Rasputin and the Poet, her mother was the Madwoman in the Basement, her father simply The Bastard. Unnamed lovers were described only by graphic particulars—a forked tongue, a cavernous age difference, an acquittal on manslaughter charges. 

At the time, the imprecision did not bother him. He just wanted to keep her close. He did not want to do anything that would make her bolt. Later, during the nine long months of missing her, the days of looking for her and nights dreaming about her, he would come to understand the true reason for her evasions: she was cultivating a thicket of brilliant foliage into which the real Justine could vanish. Although she programmed his number into her phone, the number she entered into his device, he later discovered, was one digit short. She kept her big black bag zipped tight and stowed neatly in a corner of his room, clearly off limits. She wouldn’t tell him her last name, claiming she hated it. When he pressed, she came as close as she ever did to losing her temper. He let it go. She’d tell him when she was ready.

Although he knew it did not compare to her life, he told her about Kim and Will and his normal Long Island childhood. They were in the big tub that had not been used since his wife had left him when he ran through his particulars, that strange light falling over them.

“Can I ask you a question, Michael?” she asked, her cheek on his chest. 

“I think that’s permissible, given the circumstances.”

“What happened to you at Grammaticus?”

“Just corporate bullshit.” He laughed grimly. “I got caught in the crossfire of the culture wars.”

“I think it was more than that,” she said after a moment. “You seem, I don’t know. Damaged, in some way. Living all alone. No visible girlfriend. Stuck in Nowheresville, spinning your wheels.”

And so he gave her an abridged version of his departure from Grammaticus, leaving out the part about his transgression, his firing offense. Instead, he said he’d resigned as a matter of principle after they betrayed his most beloved client, showing themselves to be spineless functionaries, capable only of applying Band-Aids to an arterial spurt. He told her about the giddy elation of those early days of freedom, followed by the malaise Justine had so accurately diagnosed.

Michael said, “And now here I am.”

She raised herself so she could look into his eyes. There was something serious there, something searching and deep. She put her head back on his chest.

“I just realized why I like you so much.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because you’re just like me. They broke you too.”

“Justine, you’re the least broken person I’ve ever met.”

“Listen to you. Keep that up and I’m going to fall for you.”

“And what would be wrong with that?”

“Uh oh. I think we’re coming to the part where we talk about if there’s another man.”

“The question had begun to cross my mind.”

“The simple answer is no,” she said after a while.

“What’s the not-simple answer?”

“Yes.”

He waited for her to explain.

“I fell for somebody when I was young. He was older. He was very powerful. The most powerful man in town. It was a big secret—he had everyone fooled. My family, everyone. He was genius at keeping them so close that they could not even see.”

She was lost in thought. Michael knew better than to ask any of the questions crowding into his mind.

“And I can’t seem to shake free of him. He’s still there. Fucking up the program.”

“Do you want to shake free of him?”

“More than anything.”

“So who is this guy?”

She did not answer.

“Okay,” he said. “I give up. No more questions.”

“That’s probably wise.”

“But here’s what I’m thinking,” he said. “This buyer is going to call soon or your boss is going to give up. Either way, you’re going to have to go back to the city.”

“And?”

“I don’t necessarily want to stop seeing you after that happens.”

“That would be nice,” she said quietly.

That was where they left it. No actual commitment, but the distinct possibility of a second act. Michael worried that proposing a future for them would overwhelm her, but this seemed unfounded, at least for the next several hours. She became, if anything, even more affectionate. It was not until later that night that there was the first sign that all was not well. He woke to find his bed was empty. He sat up and listened—he could hear the distant murmur of her voice. He went in search of her. Light leaked from behind his office door. She was on the phone. It was impossible to know for certain, her voice was muffled, but she sounded upset. She might have even been crying. He moved closer to listen, but could distinguish nothing. And so he went back to bed and waited. It took her almost a half hour to return. She moved quietly, taking care not to wake him. He kept quiet, even though he desperately wanted to ask what was wrong.

Things appeared to return to normal the next morning. They were making love before either was fully awake. It was late, mid-morning. His cell phone rang just as he got the coffee going. It was Kim. He let it go to voice mail, but then a text appeared, telling him to call her right away. Will was in the vice principal’s office. They were talking about a suspension. 

He left her in bed, naked and smiling sleepily. He told her not to move and she agreed. There was nothing ominous in her goodbye, no hint of the previous night’s sadness. At school, he discovered that his son had broken a piece of lab equipment during chemistry class. There had been shattered glass, the possibility of injury. It might have been exuberance, it might have been malice. It certainly was not the first time he’d acted out since his parents had split up. The school wound up giving him a week’s detention with an understanding that further misbehavior would be dealt with far more strenuously. 

Michael was home by noon. He called out her name as he stepped through the door and was greeted by an echoing silence. She was not in the kitchen or the bedroom. He checked the office. She was not there either. But there was a note, written in a loose, elegant hand he recognized from her shopping lists.

Dear Michael—

I’m really, really sorry. It’s better if we just leave it at what’s happened. Things are just so wrong with me right now. I don’t think you’d like me very much if you knew the truth about me and the world I live in. I really am sorry. You are amazing. 

J.

He jumped in the car and raced over to the station. A train had left a half hour earlier. He checked the Moon Temple, but there was no one at all in the bar. It was only when he got back home that he noticed how thoroughly she had cleaned up after herself. The wine glasses, the bed, the bath. Unless he had seen her with his own eyes, if he had not touched her, he would never have known she had been here at all. 


TWO

AFTER SEEING HOW THOROUGHLY SHE HAD CLEARED out, he returned to the station, thinking that she might have gone to meet her rich collector. If so, there was a chance he could intercept her as she headed back to the city. He’d offer to help her with whatever she had been dealing with during that late night call. He’d offer her a ride, a sympathetic ear—whatever she needed. He’d tell her that he did not want her to go.

It was then that he discovered that the number she had given him was meaningless. At first, he put it down to a simple error on her part, though it did not take him long to realize her mistake was intentional. He waited through the remainder of the day, occupying a stool at the Moon Temple between departures, haunting the platform as trains approached. She was nowhere to be found. He returned to the station occasionally over the weekend; he looked for traces of her online. Understanding now how vague her descriptions of her life had been. There were no plausible hits when he twinned “Justine” with “art dealer” or “gallery,” though he did come up with a handful of gallery owners with Russian-sounding names. Detailed searches produced nothing about her. He tried to find art collectors in the Annville area, looking in vain for a reclusive, aging billionaire surrounded by Henry Moores. The woman simply did not exist.

When he was not searching for her, he sat in his darkened office, sipping whiskey, his thoughts caroming off one another. He would rage at her for her heartlessness; seconds later, he would lacerate himself for scaring her away with his talk about joining her in New York. Deep down, he understood the folly of trying to find her. Hooded gunmen had not bundled her into the back of an unmarked van. She had not suffered amnesia after a blow to the head. It was just a four-night stand. She knew where to find him. She didn’t even have to knock—he’d showed her where he kept his spare key, hidden under the Buddha-like stone frog Kim had bought at a tag sale. His number was in her phone. She just was not calling it.

Despite this understanding, he went to the city on the Monday after she left, kidding himself that it was more out of a desire to get out of the house than in expectation of finding her. He wandered Soho and Tribeca and the East Village, he visited the three galleries with Russian-sounding names. There was no Justine working at any of them. He tried other galleries, without success. He had dinner at a bistro on Spring Street and then continued to walk at night, pausing to look into restaurants and still-open shops. It was almost midnight by the time he retrieved his car from the garage. 

He knew this was madness, but he needed to find her. He wanted to once again be in that strange glow from the snow-covered skylight as they lay together in slowly cooling water, her cheek on his chest, her legs wrapped around him. He wanted to have her body moving above him on the office sofa, her eyes wide with pleasure. He wanted to once again be in the bar at the Moon Temple at the exact moment he knew that she was coming home with him. Longing coursed through his veins. He was not accustomed to this sort of emotional intensity. He had never been an impetuous person. The only other time he’d behaved this impulsively was with Piney Hills, three years before he met Justine. And that had ended in catastrophe. It should have been a lesson to him. But here he was, walking the city streets like a lost soul.

He’d been at Grammaticus for two decades before he was terminated. They’d hired him right out of Amherst. He could not believe his luck, landing a job at one of the nation’s largest, most admired charities. It had been endowed in 1949 by the 91-year-old timber baron Karl Gustav Grammaticus, who, after a lifetime spent deforesting significant sections of his native Pennsylvania, had decided to give something back to the planet. Michael worked in the Social Justice division, where he had recently been promoted from senior program officer to vice president. He was odds-on favorite to become the department’s director after his boss, Jaryd Carmichael, took over as the foundation’s chief executive.

Grammaticus was not only one of the nation’s largest charities; it was also one of its most progressive. Although Karl Gustav had been too busy chopping and clearing for politics—the foundation’s charter spoke vaguely of “meeting human needs” and “bettering the planet”—his two sons had been determinedly liberal in their outlook. After their father finally gave up the ghost at the age of 102, they steered the foundation into the activist heart of the 1960s and 1970s, bankrolling antiwar puppet theaters, Native American museums, and alternative pre-schools. The next generation of Grammaticus family trustees might not have shared this commitment—they were too busy wrecking Maseratis and dying of heroin overdoses—but their indifference allowed the foundation’s progressive pedigree to remain unchallenged. This had been Michael’s time, during which he’d doled out tens of millions of dollars to hundreds of worthy causes. They were heady days. People in slums and on reservations rolled out their tattered red carpets for him. Tattooed men clutching sobriety medallions called him brother; unflappable nuns in armored nylons hung on his every word. He was spending someone else’s money to make the world a better place. He was cleaning up messes without getting his hands dirty.

Things began to change once Karl Gustav’s grandchildren finally finished self-destructing. The family’s fortunes fell under the control of his great-grandnephew, Bertram L. Kiner, whose dazzling pedigree included stints at Wharton Business School and Lehman Brothers. He was also a proud father of five and an active elder in his Baptist church, having forsaken the family’s long association with Episcopalianism. Bertram’s mother had drowned after stumbling drunkenly from her yacht while it was anchored off Mykonos, leaving her twelve-year-old son with a dim view of his family’s free-wheeling ethos. Once in charge, he stacked the foundation’s board with market-worshipping cronies and started talking about “fostering efficiency” and “rewarding initiative.” Veteran management was eased out. Longtime grantees were cut loose. Applications that would have been a lock ten years earlier were turned down without elaboration. Family values and entrepreneurship became all the rage. Faith-based charities moved to the front of the line. A think tank was in the works. 

Michael’s Social Justice division was particularly hard hit. Although Jaryd was retained, he began to sing from the new hymnal. His relationship with Michael had once been frictionless; now, his terse memos did not invite response. Michael began to dread going to work. Kim sympathized, but urged him to hold on until he’d lined up a position elsewhere. It was not a good time to do anything rash. The job market was tight. They’d just moved to Annville, site of the costly new Grammaticus campus. Beneath her eminently practical advice was the unspoken message that perhaps it was time for Michael, so long insulated in his cocoon of beneficence, to wake up and smell the coffee.

He tried. He truly did. He dutifully oversaw the quiet dismantling of the infrastructure he’d spent two decades assembling. There would be no more largesse for the guerilla filmmaking collectives, the reproductive health and literacy projects, the halfway houses and the needle exchanges. As for the basket weavers and the career transition center for dancers—they simply had no chance. Many of these groups had been projects Michael had brought into the fold. He fought hard to save some of them, writing long defenses and making impassioned pitches, but there was nothing to be done. The best of his program officers quit. The rest toed the line. 

The end came when he was told he was going to have to cut loose the Piney Hills Hunger Project, a food bank serving a desolate rural section of northwestern Louisiana. They were his favorite clients, and not just because they were the first grantee he had ever managed. Although a casual observer might view them as poster children for well-meaning futility, they were in fact an extraordinarily effective outfit that delivered food to an invisible population of migrant workers, elderly shut-ins, and the intractably poor. They were run by Zara Carter-Dokes, a large woman of indeterminate ancestry who loved Michael dearly, and not just because he cut her hefty checks. Michael’s biannual visits to their headquarters, a former Woolworths in a decrepit parish seat, were the highlights of his work year. He’d ride along with Zara in her Econoline as she handed out daily bread to people who lived in poverty so deep that it never ceased to astonish him. Zara and her long-time assistants seemed to know the name and life history of every one of the hundreds of people they served. Michael would sometimes pitch in, toting stacked Styrofoam meals through rutted clay yards, ladling oatmeal to shy children, smiling to octogenarians trapped in sweltering rooms whose curtains did not appear to have been drawn in decades.

He had begun to hope that Piney Hills had escaped the axe when the two-line memo from Jaryd arrived. Their application for renewal, pro forma in the past, had been rejected. Michael knew an appeal would be futile. He put off making the call for several days, and when he finally did reach Zara, she announced that she was about to have surgery to repair two failing heart valves. She would be out of action for six months. Her crew could keep things going—just—but there was no way they could find new funding. By the time she got back on her feet the organization would be dead. They needed a year’s stay of execution. Zara’s message was clear. She expected him to get her the money. Michael said he’d do what he could, a statement that was met with absolute silence. 
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