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“But there is neither East nor West, Border, nor Breed, nor Birth,


When two strong men stand face to face, though they come from the ends of the earth!”


—Rudyard Kipling, from “The Ballad of East and West”




PROLOGUE


Help me, he wrote. Then after that—nothing.


The music and the lights from the clubs below pulsed through the walls and windows as he lay despairing. The throbbing bass lines, the pounding melodies seemed to lend an aura of hostility to the shifting flashes of white and red and yellow that bathed the shadows all around him.


Somewhere out in the world, he knew, women were dancing. Their shapes electric. Their movements sinuous. Their nakedness-in-motion setting off a spark of life in the dead eyes of the men watching them from their stations at the bar.


But all that—the girls and the lights and the music—all that was of another time, the time when he was still alive, when he could see and hear and breathe, before this terror had swallowed him and filled him and closed around him like ocean water. That’s all there was now: terror like ocean water. He was drowning in it, drowning in terror.


Sprawled on the sweaty bedsheets, he peered dully at the words he had tapped onto the text screen of his phone.


Help me.


Was there any point in pressing send? Would the man receive it? Would he answer the call? Would he come? And, if he came, could he save him? How could he? How could anyone save him?


Adam’s thumb caressed the button that would dispatch his words into the ether. It would be like praying, he thought. Useless, like praying. What was the point?


But he never answered that question. He never made a conscious decision at all. He just pressed the button on impulse and off went the message into the empty air.


Help me.


For some reason, sending the text gave him a burst of fresh energy. He rolled off the bed and walked to the window. He stood staring down at the broad boulevard three stories below. The music from the strip clubs hammered against his chest. The lights from the signs flashed on his face.


Best Girls.


All Nude Girls.


Girls Girls Girls.


He ignored all of it. He watched the wide avenue, watched the cars passing this way and that, searched the cars with his hollow eyes.


For a second, he dared to entertain a little hope; a little. His message had been sent—sent to the one man who had ever done a decent thing for him, or tried to. Maybe the man would come. Maybe he would find a way to help him. It could happen.


But the very next moment even that little hope was gone.


A car had come into view from his left. It moved slowly in the heavy traffic beneath the blinking strip club signs. It was a fine silver car, a sleek Tesla 3. A car he knew well. How he’d loved it once. Its sharp lines seemed slashed out of living metal. It looked like some so-cool rocket from the future smoking into this present darkness. He could remember sitting in the passenger seat, awestruck at the interior quiet and the dazzling dashboard array. “Wow! Wow!” he had murmured—partly to flatter the proud driver, sure, but partly because—wow. Wow.


Adam gazed sickly down at the car. He swallowed bile. The car was Death. It was his death, coming for him. Rolling with slow certainty through the traffic, nearer and nearer.


Adam made a little whining noise as the terror and inevitability of what was about to happen engulfed him again. He shuddered helplessly. Now, in a trance of fear, he turned from the window and walked directly to the apartment door and then directly out. He went to the end of the hall, into the stairwell, still in a trance. He climbed up the fire stairs. Pushed through the heavy door at the top. Stepped out onto the roof.


He was barefoot. He was wearing nothing but jeans and a soiled orange T-shirt. It was cold out here, really cold, but he didn’t care. He didn’t think to care. He couldn’t feel the cold. He couldn’t feel anything, neither regret nor simple sorrow. He didn’t even know that he was weeping now, the tears streaming down his cheeks as he reached the edge of the roof and stepped up onto the low ledge at the border of it.


Crying, he glanced up briefly at the sky. The city lights had washed it clean of stars. It was just blue-blackness. Blue-black emptiness above and the flashing signs below.


Best Girls.


All Nude Girls.


Girls Girls Girls.


What a crap life he was ending. Maybe it was just as well he missed the final, unpleasant irony of it: the fact that as he stepped off the ledge, as he plummeted sick with misery past his apartment window toward the unforgiving pavement, his phone—the phone he had left lying on the bedsheets—was buzzing, the name of the caller appearing on the screen.


It was the answer to his texted prayer: Help me.


It was the name in which he had put what little faith he had. Cameron Winter.




PART ONE


THE GHOST TOWN OF DESIRE


The first man I ever killed was my best friend. My only friend, really. The only friend I’d ever had up to that time. You’ll remember I was the classic poor little rich boy growing up. Raised by my German nanny Mia—far more than by my mother, who was busy with other things. I was privately tutored. Introduced to other children only as an afterthought at prearranged playdates and lavish birthday parties at elaborate venues—museums, amusement parks, giant toy stores, and whatnot. My mother would refer to these children as my “friends.” But I never knew them.


And yes, yes, I feel guilty complaining about such things, the world being what it is, so full of suffering and so on. But each man’s suffering is his own, you know, which gives it a special flavor, the taste of reality that other men’s suffering can never have, no matter how much worse it may be.


Anyway, I’m the one paying for the therapy, so I’m the one who gets to complain.


I was lonely, growing up, for all my privilege. That’s the point I’m making. All my heart’s affections went first to Mia, as a proxy mother, and then to Charlotte, her niece, two years my senior and beautiful beyond believing, sweet and solemn and maternal herself. My first love.


So we’re now in the period after I lost Charlotte, after she disappeared and began to become what she became to me, what we English professors call an eidolon: a phantom and an ideal, the ghost of my desire. Once she was gone, she acted in my life sort of like the green light in Gatsby’s: a symbol of the thing I wanted most and had almost had, a Polaris of yearning that promised to lead me on, but instead bore me back ceaselessly into the past.


I returned to university. My social life was reduced to a series of brief encounters: weekend relationships with women who only had in common the facts that they were female and desirable and not Charlotte. They liked me, most of them. Loved me, one or two. But I couldn’t give them anything of myself, not truly. I was unfair to them, I know. Not uncaring or anything. Never unkind. Just unfair.


It was a difficult time, a lost time. I knew I needed something, something more than these unhappy pairings.


So I took up martial arts. Karate, specifically. To work off all the energy and anger. And I discovered poetry at that time too, the English Romantics, which is now my specialty. That helped as well.


It was in karate class that I met Roy Spahn. My first friend. The man I killed.


He was only a few years older than I was, but he had a poise and calm and authority I could only aspire to. A black man. Half black. His father was black. He had a white mother. He was tall—at least a head taller than I am. Very lean and long-legged. He could kick you in the face from halfway across the room. A very impressive martial artist.


He was a black-belt second dan. Earning his living teaching at the dojo, but still undecided in his ambitions, still looking around for what he wanted to do with his life. He was a very skilled fighting instructor but, more than that, he was excellent at explaining the spiritual discipline that underlies the art—the inner stillness, the focus, the yin and yang of it, male fist into female palm. That was the stuff I needed to hear right then. Something to believe in. A way to think and to be.


And it turned out I had a talent for it. For fighting, I mean. Strangely enough, despite my soft upbringing, I had always been a bit of a hard character. When my parents finally sent me to school in my teens, I was always the guy who took on the bullies. Mostly I did it because I had this Charlotte eidolon in my head, always watching me in my imagination, and I wanted to be a hero in her imaginary eyes. But still. I was good with my fists. And now, it turned out, the whole karate ethos suited me.


Roy picked me out of the class from the first day. From that first day, I was always the one he’d call on when he wanted to demonstrate some takedown or technique. He’d even spar with me sometimes—which was a joke, at first. I was a beginner. He was expert and cobra-quick with inches of reach on me. From whatever direction I came at him, that’s where he was, and I was on the mat the next second.


But he was a good teacher, and I was there to learn, all in, fully focused. I got better. And one day my moment came.


We were sparring, the two of us. The class watching us, surrounding us on the mats. Roy looped one of those uncannily fast kicks at my head and I somehow managed to duck under it, move in on him, and plant a fist in his floating rib.


The class gasped with surprise. And Roy—he didn’t take it well. Invincibility was part of his persona as a teacher. He couldn’t afford to be shown up by a mere beginner. So even as he lost his breath and staggered, he elbowed me in the mouth, hard. Gave me a good old-fashioned fat lip, with blood spattered on my chin and everything. We stood there glaring death at one another for a moment. Then we both started laughing.


We went out for a beer together after class, him and his sore rib, me and my swollen face.


He picked up the tab. He said, “Sorry about the lip. I couldn’t let you get away with that in front of everyone.”


“No, of course not. I should have thought of that. If I had, I’d have seen the elbow coming.”


“You couldn’t have stopped it.”


I laughed. “So you say.”


Roy had a terrific grin, a real klieg light of a smile when something genuinely tickled him. “We’re done sparring, I’ll give you that much,” he said. “In public anyway.”


“Really? Am I that good?”


“Oh yeah. Better. One of the best I’ve ever seen, potentially at least. Mind you, you’re not there yet, nowhere near, and I’ll still be happy to kick your ass privately any time.”


“You can try.”


“Oh, you’re going to be so sorry you said that.”


And we went on from there, fast friends by the time the evening was over. My first real friend.


Roy was good for me, great for me. For one thing, we did spar privately after that, all the time. And he did kick my ass. But he taught me too and I improved quickly.


There was also this: the guy was magic with women. I never saw anything like it before or since. He drew them to himself like some secret song composed for the purpose. It wasn’t ugly or predatory. He wasn’t one of these types who appeal to girls by mistreating them or through some kind of calculated mental manipulation. I’ve seen that. I’ve seen it work too. But that wasn’t Roy. He just liked women. He liked their company. He was interested in what they had to say and how they saw the world, each in her own way. They seemed to be able to sense that about him from clear across the tavern. Plus he had the looks and the charm and the high-watt smile and all that. The women swarmed him, and there were always extras, always a few willing to settle for second best. I couldn’t go into a bar with him and go home alone.


I learned a lot from him on this score. Watching him, watching the way he was—it really helped me. I was still sore-hearted over Charlotte. I still am today, as we know. But Roy taught me to stop looking for her in other women and to take each girl as she was, for who she was. That made things better for me somehow. It upped my sanity level, as much as was possible at any rate.


Roy also encouraged me in my scholarship. He took it seriously. He didn’t dismiss it as precious or irrelevant or highfalutin. It was very encouraging, especially since all my professors had gone off on some theoretical-slash-political tack that had nothing to do with anything I cared about. That approach alienated me completely. But Roy—he wasn’t a literary sort himself, but when I talked about the poetry I loved he could relate it to the Eastern philosophies he studied. It made for great conversations that went deep into whiskey bottles and long into the night.


After a while, though, I came to notice this one area of our relationship where there was—I won’t call it friction, because there was never any anger between us, even when we disagreed—but just a growing focus of attention. It was like a slow whirlpool that kept pulling us back to itself, so that we talked about it more and more as the months went on.


It wasn’t about race, not specifically, but that’s where it started. Very early on, maybe even during that first beer we had together, I noticed there was a racial component to Roy’s thinking. He wrestled with how to identify himself, being half one thing and half another, as he was. His black father had deserted the family when Roy was young. His white mother raised him and worked hard to give him a middle-class life and a good education. He had grown up in mostly white neighborhoods. But, of course, he still wore his color on his face, and it’s always a political issue in American life anyway, so there was that side of it too.


And very early on—it started during that first conversation in the bar—he began dropping these offhanded references to various racial difficulties he had encountered in his life. He would make a remark, or more often tell some anecdote in which race played a part. About a woman who showed fear when he got into an elevator with her because he was black, or a teacher who made an unfair assumption about his abilities. That sort of thing.


I must have rolled my eyes at some point without meaning to because Roy reacted. He made a show of dropping his jaw.


“You don’t think that happens?” he said.


“Can I be honest with you or do I have to worry I’ll walk out of here with a black eye to go with my fat lip?” I asked.


He gestured at me with his beer mug. “Honest. Go ahead.”


“It bores me, Roy. It feels like a power move on your part. You keep slipping these subtle little racial woe-is-me signals into the conversation and what am I supposed to do about it? Watch my tongue? Curb my ideas? Tiptoe through the minefield of your sensitivities? That would give you control over what I’m allowed to think or say, wouldn’t it? I have no interest in that. All God’s children have troubles in this world.”


“Oh ho,” he said. “How many millions did you say were in that trust fund of yours, golden boy?”


“Many millions. Many, many millions. But I’ve got my sorrows, same as anyone, and I’m not asking you to pat my head or give a damn. If you don’t like the country, there’s a plane leaving every couple of minutes. Personally, I think we’re both lucky to be here.”


I can see the look on Roy’s face even now as I’m telling you this. He blinked and raised his eyebrows and dropped back against the tavern bench and gaped at me as if I’d confessed to a crime.


“You’re a patriot!” he said in wonder. “Is that it? Are you a patriot?”


I hesitated. I felt embarrassed. It wasn’t something a college student was supposed to be in those days: a patriot. It was too corny, too old-fashioned. It lacked nuance, doncha know. But when I thought about it, it seemed to me, you sort of had to be at least a little patriotic, given what else was out there in the world.


Finally, at a loss for a response, I quoted poetry at him. Walter Scott: “Breathes there a man, with soul so dead/Who never to himself hath said/This is my own, my native land!”


That was the beginning of it. It was like one of those sore spots you get in your mouth sometimes and you can’t leave it alone, you keep coming back to it, rubbing your tongue over it again and again. A little at first and then more and more, we would return to the subject. Not the subject of race or patriotism specifically, though we sometimes approached it from those directions. But it was more general than that. It was more about—I don’t know what to call it exactly. Commitment. Action and belief. What could a man justifiably do in the world and for what reason? That was what Roy had been trying to figure out when I met him, and as we talked about it, I realized that that was what I was trying to figure out as well.


“It seems to me a man gets hemmed in in the modern world,” Roy said to me once. “The wilderness is gone. We don’t even go into space anymore, not really. There are no secret places left. No room to move in an original way, a dangerous way, a way suitable to a man.”


“In literature,” I told him, “there’s always this moment in time, this remembered moment in a country’s past when men were men and they could show bravery and do violence in service to the common good. The Trojan War. Knights in armor. Cowboys in a gunfight on the streets of Laredo.”


“Rescuing damsels in distress.”


“Exactly. Paving the way for civilization with their swords and guns. Who even knows if it was ever real? Probably not, and certainly not the way they tell it. You put too much faith in that sort of story and you end up like Don Quixote, charging at windmills, pretending they’re giants.”


“Yes! Yes!” Roy leaned over his beer mug at me. “Sometimes I think, ‘Well, maybe the military . . .’ But then I wonder: is even that real anymore? I keep imagining myself gunning down some fifteen-year-old tribesman in some backward hellhole we have no business being in, or getting my legs blown off by some cave dweller’s rigged device—and for what? It just seems like war for war’s sake, at this point.”


“Distress without the damsel.”


“Right. Right.”


These conversations always seemed to wind down into unsatisfying semi-resolutions. We would cloak the problem over with youthful cynicism. We would declare that it was all a fool’s game, and there was no adventure left, no cause worth dying for, no damsels, no distress. Then, a few beer nights later, we’d be right back at it again, going over the sore spot, unable to leave it alone.


Then—then finally—one day—one night it was, actually—we were in the dojo together after hours, just the two of us, working it off in a full-on brother battle hand-to-hand, really going at it like giants in an ancient epic, Gilgamesh and Enkidu, cities laid waste around us, the forest leveled, trees snapping off at the trunks on every side, falling with a crash, the sweat flying off our faces, our hands and feet in a blur of motion, slashing, kicking, grappling, wrestling, back and forth across the mat, a massive man-dance of make-believe destruction, each of us all there.


Then we broke. Panting. Bent over at the waist. Hands on our knees. Done.


And Roy lifted his face to me and said between breaths, “I think I found something.” I couldn’t speak. I just waited to hear more. “There’s this guy,” Roy said. “There’s this guy I think you should meet.”


“What guy?” I panted. “What are we talking about?”


“He’s like, you know—what’s the word? A recruiter.”


“A recruiter? You mean, like, for the military?”


“He heard about me somewhere. Me and the dojo. The kinds of things I teach. He approached me.”


“What kind of recruiter?” I asked again. I had managed to straighten up now. I walked to the wall. I reached down and pulled my towel out of my fight bag, where it lay on the floor. I mopped my face with it. “The army? Marines? What are we talking about?”


Roy had also straightened, hands on hips, on the sides of his black belt. “No. Not the military. He says it’s more, like, intelligence.”


I remember I felt a sort of charge go through me. A quick little electric buzz. Intelligence—the secret services—I hadn’t thought of that before. Neither of us had.


“You mean, like, spying?” I said. “Like the CIA?”


“Not the CIA. I don’t think so anyway. He just says it’s a division of intelligence.”


Our eyes met across the mat and I could see we both were feeling the same thing now: a fresh sense of possibility.


“That’s what he called it,” said Roy. “The Division.”
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Cameron Winter paused here, staring into space. Margaret Whitaker studied him. For several long moments, they sat facing one another in a brown silence.


It was impossible for Margaret not to think of it that way. Brown. Tan. Bland. Everything in her office was like that: the desk, the walls, the rug, the chairs—even the framed photographs—a sunset, wildflowers, a trail through the woods, even the atmosphere. They were all serenely colorless. The idea was to keep things neutral, to create a sheltering aura of tranquillity amidst the tumult of the world. The snowy white February was at the windows, but here in her office there was peace.


That was the idea anyway. Winter’s story had shaken that brown world up a bit. All that male energy—the testosterone-fueled drinking bouts, and wolf hunts and man-to-man combat. The tale had left Margaret rather breathless. She was sixty-seven years old, after all. A bona fide old biddy, she thought, suppressing a smile. There was only so much of this sort of thing her poor heart could take!


She had allowed Winter to fall into the habit of delivering these long monologues during their therapy sessions. She wondered now about the wisdom of that. Was it an innovation in technique on her part? Or was she letting Winter take advantage of her fascination with him? Hard to know. He had been coming to her for only a couple of months but their relationship was already extraordinarily complicated.


Some of it was just the standard therapy stuff: the transference of the client’s feelings onto his therapist. Winter had been, for all intents and purposes, a motherless child and Margaret was obviously now a mother figure to him. There was something sweetly innocent about the simple trust with which he had begun to reveal his secrets to her. He was obviously yearning—and had been yearning for all his thirty-some-odd years—for a mother’s sympathy and acceptance and forgiveness and love.


Well, there was a lot to be forgiven.


The first man I ever killed was my best friend.


Goodness me! Margaret thought. (She had a droll streak. You needed one in the psychotherapy business.)


It was on her side, though, that the relationship got really problematic. Her countertransference with Winter was multifaceted, to put it mildly.


For one thing, she worried she was a little too willing to accept the maternal role in his life. Ever since she’d started seeing him, she found herself meditating often on her failures with her own son, now a lost soul living far away. Was she trying to correct the mistakes of her past by mothering Winter?


And then there was this: she could play mama with him for all she was worth but it didn’t change the fact that she also found him incredibly attractive.


At her age, she was hardly likely to spontaneously combust into lusty flame, but she wasn’t dead yet either. She couldn’t help noticing he was a very handsome man. What’s more, he had the type of looks she had always found particularly appealing. He had sensitive, intellectual, even ethereal features, framed by longish, wavy, golden hair that fell around his ears and gave him the appearance of an angel in a Renaissance painting. He dressed like the college English professor he was, with wire-rimmed glasses and cable-knit sweaters under patched tweed jackets. But at the same time, his broad shouldered, slim-waisted frame was clearly muscular. He moved, even when he was sitting in the chair, with an Asiatic grace and self-control he must have learned as a practitioner of Japanese martial arts. And she liked all that. She found it an exciting blend of qualities.


But what disturbed her more than anything was the violence in him. She could see it in those controlled movements of his. She could see it in the slight swelling of the first two knuckles on each hand. That must’ve been the result of his karate training: punching wooden boards and doing push-ups with his fists pressed into concrete, and so on. And of course there was the violence of the stories he was finally beginning to tell her. The first man I ever killed . . .


And then, too, there was the violence of his passions. In his quiet way, he was full of passions. Grief and sorrow. An urgent yearning for beauty and for love. And guilt—lots of guilt—guilt on a grand scale—the sort of guilt you found in the final act of a Shakespeare play when the ghosts of the dead rose up to accuse their murderers. Once, not so long ago, he had cried out to her—softly, but with genuine anguish: I’ve killed people, Margaret! And before she had had time to consider her response, she heard herself say to him: Yes, dear, I know, in a tone that implied, There, there, darling. It’s all right now. There, there.


She sensed he was going to need a lot of there, theres.


All this violence agitated her because it was part of what she found so attractive in him. If she was honest about it, it thrilled her. If she was even more cruelly honest, it cast a cold light back on her own marriage. Her husband had been a mild-mannered fellow therapist. Their long life together, from its beginning to his death, had been neither happy nor unhappy, but comfortable and intellectual and essentially passionless. Brown.


In short, her sessions with Winter were slowly reducing her to a great big puddle of emotional mess. And yet for all that she truly wanted to help the man. That was her job, for one thing. Plus she liked him. From his civilized demeanor, from his love of literature, from the clear light of old-fashioned manly virtue in his blue eyes, she could tell he was a person of quality. He may have done terrible things, as bad as he said. But she could not bring herself to think he was irredeemable. She wanted very much to help him forgive himself—and she knew she wouldn’t be able to do that if she succumbed to a girlish infatuation with him, hoping his passion would rescue her from her dull, brown self.


She drew a deep breath. Whatever the complexities, the time had come for her to take back control of the session.


“You seem less depressed than when you first came to me,” she said.


He blinked out of his fugue state and gestured mildly at her. “I guess you’ve worked your magic on me, Margaret.”


She smiled slightly. “I’m glad you’re feeling more hopeful. But I can’t help noticing how often you still seem to focus on the past.”


“Is that bad? There are things about my past I feel I have to tell you.”


“It’s not bad at all. It’s just that I find your attitude toward the past very striking. You seem to have a powerful sense that you’ve lost something back there, something essential that can’t be recovered.”


“Do I?”


“It’s a theme you keep returning to. There’s Charlotte, obviously. As you say yourself, she seems to have become a symbol for all the feminine gentleness and nurturance you feel you missed out on during your childhood. Then there’s these conversations you had with your friend Roy. All about the lost wilderness and the bygone days of knights in armor and cowboys. You missed out on those too. Even your love of English Romantic poetry—that’s the eighteenth century, isn’t it?”


“And the early nineteenth, yes.”


“When the old world was dying.”


“‘There hath passed away a glory from the earth,’” Winter recited.


“Yes. That’s it. You immerse yourself in all that nostalgia. As if you feel there was once a better time than this, a time you would’ve been more suited for.”


Winter lowered his eyes. He smiled down at the colorless rug. He shook his head ruefully. “I come in here and tell you this story—this story full of blood and drama—and instead of asking me what anyone else would ask, instead of saying, ‘What do you mean you killed your best friend?’ you ask questions about—I don’t know what—thematic subtleties.”


“If you want my magic, Cam, you have to let me work my spells,” Margaret said.


He laughed softly. He slowly raised his eyes. The look jolted her. The warmth of it, the childlike trust. It was so plain to see: he had surrendered himself to her. This handsome, civilized, and very dangerous male animal had given himself completely into her feminine care.


And it thrilled her. Too much, she thought. Too much.
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For his part, Winter was exasperated with the whole therapeutic process. Sometimes, he felt Margaret was making him crazier instead of saner. Yes, she had worked wonders for him. He had been terribly depressed when he first came to see her. He felt so much better now. In fact, he liked and esteemed her more than anyone he had known in a long time. But whatever witchery the woman was practicing in that office, it had released an absolute circus of emotions inside him. Regrets and hopes and longings and painful insights were now pouring endlessly out of his heart like clowns out of a Volkswagen. As a result, he couldn’t stop thinking about the therapist for ten minutes in a row. He had become addicted to the idea of her.


Later that afternoon, for instance, as he was right in the middle of giving a lecture on Wordsworth, he suddenly found himself thinking back to Margaret’s remarks to hime arlier in the day. He had been making his way through the poet’s “Intimations of Immortality.” Trying to convey some sense of its meaning to the slouching, dreamy, glum, and gormless students who had straggled into the lecture hall like refugees from the ruins of the American public education system. He had just reached the lines: Whither is fled the visionary gleam?/Where is it now, the glory and the dream? when his voice drifted off into silence. He stood on the lecture stage gazing into the middle distance. Margaret’s words about the past, about his attitude toward the past, came back to him. A cascade of psychic connections started tumbling through his mind. The death of Wordsworth’s mother. The loss of the poet’s connection to nature. His own mother. Charlotte. Her disappearance. The irretrievable days gone by . . . There hath passed away a glory from the earth.


He came back to himself with a sense of panic. He had forgotten what he had been lecturing about. He blinked up at the dull-faced students in the tiered seats. He was about to admit he’d lost his train of thought. But just then, he noticed the clock on the wall. The hour was over. He was saved.


He briskly announced the reading assignments for the next lecture. He watched, still distracted, as the students tromped up the stairs to the lecture hall exit.


And he saw, standing beside the doorway, looking down at him, a woman, weeping.


It was Lori Lesser. The dean of student relations. A strange, neurotic person, in Winter’s estimation. Her job, as he understood it, was to terrorize the students over their inevitable violations of the university’s increasingly incomprehensible codes of speech and conduct. She went about this with the sort of grim, bloodthirsty dedication he usually associated with the Spanish Inquisition. Yet, notwithstanding, Winter always found her kind of appealing in some bizarre, mildly horrifying way. Forty or so, she had springy, unkempt red-blond hair and small, expressive features—the appearance of a fanatic, which struck him at once as both ferocious and oddly adorable. Under her consistently rumpled outfits, her figure was full and sensual. It made him think about violating the university’s codes of speech and conduct himself.


Right this moment, though, as she stood at the top of the stairs gazing down at him, she looked only small and huddled and miserable, like a cat in the rain. She hunched inside her imitation camel hair overcoat. The tears streamed down her blotchy cheeks. The students hurried past her with nervous glances. There was always the chance she had come to denounce some of them for whatever unholy shenanigans they had undoubtedly gotten up to.


When the last student was gone—when she and Winter were alone together in the lecture hall—she heaved a tragic sigh and came thumping down the steps to him. He descended from the lecture stage to meet her, arranging his face in an expression of concern. He was concerned, actually. One way or another, Lori was always trouble.


She reached him. Looked up at him a long moment with overflowing eyes.


“Lori . . . ?” he said. “What’s wrong?”


“Adam Kemp is dead,” she told him. “He killed himself.”


Winter expelled his breath. Well, that was a shock. Adam had texted him just two days before. Two words: Help me. Winter had called him back as soon as he received the message but there had been no answer. He’d been trying the number off and on ever since but had gotten no response. He had felt vaguely concerned, but suicide—that had never occurred to him.


“Ah, Lori,” he said. She came close to him and he felt he had no choice but to hold her. She broke down completely, sobbing against his chest. “Now, now,” he murmured. “It’s not your fault.”


It probably was her fault, he thought—at least partly. Adam Kemp had been a talented but troubled drama major at the university until last year, his junior year. Then, after a fairly typical weekend bacchanal, he had had sex with a coed. Afterward, the girl had decided she’d been too drunk to give knowing consent. She had lodged a complaint against Adam with the Office of Student Relations.


It was the sort of offense Lori lived to prosecute, and prosecute it she did, the full Torquemada. Before she had even heard Adam’s side of the story, she released a written statement to the student body, describing the incident in a way that made Adam sound like a predatory danger to every female within fifty miles of campus. Then she brought him up before an ad hoc administrative panel. He was not allowed to have an attorney present. And really, what could he say? The girl had been drunk, all right. So was he, but that didn’t seem to count for anything. In the end, Lori had threatened to turn the matter over to the police if Adam didn’t leave school. Which he did. Which was pretty typical of the way Lori handled these matters.


Winter had been the only member of the panel to stand up for the fool. No one else wanted to be seen defending a sex abuser. And Winter hadn’t defended him. He thought Adam had behaved badly. But then, Winter was a man out of his time, an old-fashioned gentleman. He believed in walking a lady safely home if she was under the influence. That was the very objection he raised. These young people didn’t live in a world of ladies and gentlemen. They were allowed to dress like slobs and curse like gangsters. To drink like tosspots. To tattoo and pierce their bodies like primitives. To listen to songs with animal rhythms and vulgar lyrics. They had no curfews, no chaperones, no guidance that applied to real-life male and female behavior. Indeed, they were told that gender was mutable and sex an irrelevance. And then the young men—only the men—were held to rules of behavior that would have been restrictive when Victoria was queen.


As far as Winter was concerned, both Adam and the girl had behaved exactly as you would expect young people to behave under such circumstances. They had gotten drunk and acted like idiots. If it had been up to him, he would have given them both a stern lecture on the connection between chastity and self-respect—mostly to cover up the university’s complete failure to act in loco parentis as it should. Then he would have allowed them to return shamefaced to the study of whatever pseudo-knowledge they were wasting their parents’ money on.


This, however, was not the Lori Lesser way. God was easier on the original Adam than Lori was on this one. Her final summation before the panel was a thunderous denunciation of the boy. If the girl had been too drunk to give consent, then how was their intercourse different from rape? And wasn’t it just one more instance of the oppression of women by men down through the centuries?


The women on the panel were riled. The men were cowed. Winter was roundly condemned for his objections. And Adam left school under a black cloud of shame.


“I don’t know, I don’t know,” Lori cried into Winter’s now soggy sweater. “Maybe you were right. Maybe I was too hard on him.”


“When did this happen?” Winter asked her.


“Two days ago, around ten p.m., they said.”


“What did he do?”


She drew back from him—for which he was glad, because the press of her body was beginning to disturb him. She dragged her two hands down her cheeks to clear the tears away.


“He threw himself off the top of his apartment building.”


Winter winced at the image. “Any idea why? Did he leave a note?”


She shook her head and sniffled. “Not that I know of. But apparently he’d been in trouble with the law recently. He’d been selling drugs, methamphetamines. The police had found a stash in his apartment. He spent a night in jail a week or two ago. But eventually the charges were dropped.”


“You’re getting this from the police, I take it.”


She nodded, gazing up at him forlornly. “I contacted them when I heard about it. His mother called to tell me. She said . . .” She raised her tear-stained face to the ceiling fluorescents. “She said such terrible things to me, Cam. Such terrible, terrible things.”


Winter felt he ought to console her, but he couldn’t in all honesty. And anyway, his thoughts had already gone off in a different direction. Why, he was wondering, would a young man kill himself what must have been literally seconds after texting for help? Shouldn’t he at least have waited awhile to see if he got a response—or no response? Of course, it was possible the boy had simply been irrational at that point. Still, it seemed strange to him. It seemed strange behavior that needed explaining.


Lori was gazing at him pitifully now. Her hands were jammed deep in the pockets of her overcoat. Her complexion was a sorry mess.


“You always said I was unfair to him,” she said mournfully.


Yes, he thought, that was why she had come to him—to him specifically. She wanted absolution from the one person who had opposed her. If he declared her guiltless, that might counterbalance the accusations of the lad’s mother.


“Well,” he answered, as sympathetically as he could. “It’s not you, really. It’s the system that’s unfair. The culture here.”


But that didn’t help. She was the system. She was the culture, its arm of enforcement. She began crying again, hugging herself and trembling. He stood there awkwardly, wishing he could bring himself to be kinder to her. And wondering: Why hadn’t Adam waited a moment to hear back from him?


Then, she said miserably: “Oh, you think I’m to blame too.” And she dropped down heavily into a seat in the first row.


Winter was growing uncomfortable. He knew that her guilt would soon shade into anger. He knew that could mean all kinds of trouble for him, trouble he didn’t need.


Lori’s feelings for him were—apparently—rather complicated. On the one hand, she had made it clear more than once that she was attracted to him. She had made several attempts to draw him into a relationship, all of which he had resisted. On the other hand, the faculty gossip was that his presence on campus rankled her. She felt he didn’t belong here. She would’ve gotten rid of him if she could. She knew he had had an affair with a student once. It was before her time, back when the policy on such matters was more lax. The woman was happily married now and she and Winter were still friends. But, according to the gossip, Lori raised the subject often. She used it as an example of the appalling way men abuse their power.


More than that, she seemed to find Winter’s very existence a sort of moral offense. His approach to his subject—the subject of English literature—was woefully antiquated. He did not go out of his way to include women writers or writers of diverse backgrounds. He did not explore the issues of race and gender. His only criterion was literary excellence, which he seemed to feel was an objective quality. And his only purpose was to explain to his students what the poets had been trying to express in their time.


Lori had fielded complaints about his attitudes from students and faculty alike. She had dutifully reported these complaints to both the dean and the chairman of the English Department. But despite the fact that Winter was only an associate professor and did not have tenure, no one seemed willing to engage with him.


All of which boiled down to this. He’d rebuffed her romantically and offended her philosophically—and now he was refusing to absolve her of her possible role in a young man’s suicide. To Winter, this seemed like a combustible combination. And Lori was a woman who, once inflamed, could be unceasing in her anger.


Considering this, he thought he should probably change the subject now, or better yet end the conversation completely. But he couldn’t. The question kept niggling at him: Why hadn’t Adam waited a few seconds to give him a chance to reply to his call for help?


“Did you know he was selling drugs?” he asked Lori. She sniffled and shook her head no. He perched himself on the edge of the lecture stage. “Neither did I. The last I heard from him, he was working at a small theater out in San Francisco. He had a girlfriend. He sounded happy actually.” He murmured this last sentence more to himself than to her. He kept thinking back to that final text: Help me.


“You’re just wrong, you know,” Lori burst out suddenly. There was the anger beginning to rise. “I wasn’t too hard on him at all. The university had to make a statement. You don’t know what it’s like for women in this culture.”


“I’m sure that’s true,” Winter said absently. He was barely listening to her anymore. When he finally did bring his attention back to her, he could see her tear-stained face was beginning to flush with rage. He decided his wisest move would be to make a run for it.


“Listen, I’ve got to go. I’ve got a meeting,” he lied. He stood up. He put a hand on the shoulder of her imitation camel hair overcoat. “Don’t torture yourself about this, Lori. Adam made his own decision.” That was the best he could do for her. But as he climbed back on stage to gather his books, he added, “I’ll try to find out more about it.”
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Cameron Winter had a strange habit of mind. He sometimes slipped without warning into a silent state akin to meditation. His points of view and his opinions vaporized. All that remained in his consciousness were shifting patterns of events and personalities. Often, when he returned to himself, he found that a new sense of some situation had arisen in him. Motives and actions that had before been puzzling to him suddenly became clear.


He had used this quirk of his more than once to untangle problems, avert catastrophes, and even solve crimes. Sometimes, just hearing about some circumstance or reading about it in the news—a kidnapping once, a disappearance, most recently a murder conviction that did not quite hold together—he was struck with an inner certainty that the secret truth of the matter would reveal itself to him where it had remained hidden from others.


He felt that way about the suicide of Adam Kemp. But the problem here was: he couldn’t be sure if the feeling was genuine or if it was merely a reaction to guilt. Because he did feel guilty. He kept asking himself if there was something more he could have done to keep Adam from such an ending. He knew there probably wasn’t. It was probably irrational even to ask the question. But he did ask it. And he needed to put the matter to rest.


He gazed out the window of the jet’s first-class cabin. The winter fields of the Midwest slid away below him. San Francisco waited in the mist ahead. He thought of Lori Lesser. He felt sympathy for her now, even for her anger at him. Obviously, she felt guilty about Adam’s death as well, and it was easier for her, far less painful, to rage against his, Winter’s, attitudes than to examine her own actions. Suicides were always a mess like this. They left such a wreckage of hearts behind them, like tornadoes leave debris. Poor Lori. Poor Adam. Poor everyone.


He found the state of the city appalling. As his car traveled from the airport into the Mission District, he watched the graceful and imaginative skyline give way to filthy streets of wind-blown litter and homeless encampments under boarded storefronts. Among the long rows of canvas tents on the sidewalks, madmen and addicts slumped in the jumble of their belongings or shuffled through the gray weather like living piles of rags.


The car’s driver, sick with bitterness and disgust, kept up a running commentary. “This was a beautiful city once,” he repeated over and over again.


Winter remained silent. He watched through his window as an old woman bared her bottom to the wind in order to relieve herself on the sidewalk. The driver was right. It had been a beautiful city once. He wondered for a moment if what Margaret Whitaker noticed in him—his yearning for an irretrievable past—was more a problem of history than psychology. Maybe something essential really had been lost to time.


The car stopped in the shadow of police headquarters. It was a standing slab of black glass, a dark carbuncle on the face of the avenue. It looked as if the architect had built a gravestone to mark the city’s death. Here lies San Francisco.


The detective who met him at the front desk—Inspector Solomon Raines—was a man about his own age, closing in on forty. With one glance, Winter judged him to be a once-decent man gone sour. Among the police, he knew, there were many such cases these days.


“Let’s walk,” Raines said.


Winter took this as a good sign. Raines wanted to get away from the department so he could speak freely.


Out in the cold, they strolled shoulder to shoulder toward the piers. Winter kept his gloved hands in the pockets of his brown shearling coat. His ivy cap was tugged down low on his brow against the weather.


“You were his friend,” Raines said. He was a thickset black man with a round face hard as a stone, short-cropped hair, and an aggressive mustache.


“I’m a college professor,” said Winter. “I had Adam in a class. He was a talented kid.”


“He was thrown out of school, though, wasn’t he?”


“He slept with a girl when she was drunk. When they were both drunk.” They exchanged knowing glances, the way men do when they discuss such matters with no women present. Winter shivered and hunched against the damp, biting cold coming in off the water. “You’re certain about it being suicide, I take it.”
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