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For Ellen Treacy, who makes our house a house of love.


Other lessons were impressed upon me even more deeply. I heard of the difference of sexes, and the birth and growth of children, how the father doted on the smiles of the infant, and the lively sallies of the older child, how all the life and cares of the mother were wrapped up in the precious charge, how the mind of youth expanded and gained knowledge, of brother, sister, and all the various relationships which bind one human being to another in mutual bonds.

—Mary Shelley
 Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus


PROLOGUE

The burning mansion rose above him like a great beast of flame. The flames roared red from its high windows. They pranced and jabbered behind the picture pane on the ground floor. Above the lovely wooded lane, patches of the pale blue dawn caught the glow and turned a feverish pink. Swaths of the meridian, meanwhile, were smothered under the black smoke that flooded up out of the raging heart of the conflagration.

Later, Guerrero would say he sensed Death standing inside that burning house, sensed Death standing like a hooded phantom, very still amidst the dancing fire.

Lenny Guerrero was Search and Rescue, Truck 48, the first truck. A broad, strong, boyishly handsome man in his mid-thirties, he was at the truck’s side near the curb, near the lawn. The light arrays from the truck and the nearby engine, Engine 39, flashed scarlet and shadow over him as he worked to get himself game ready. Strapping his air pack on, his mask on, his hood on, his helmet.

Around him, there was movement, action, everywhere. The pipeman was “making” the hydrant by the curb while the heelman kept the line clean behind him as the water brought the hose to life. The two-man entry team was already at the mansion door, one man hacking at the jamb with an axe, the other working a Halligan, trying to pry the whole structure free.

Guerrero had often noticed—a lot of the guys noticed—how such moments—these moments just before you went in—could become bizarrely quiet, bizarrely slow—slow and graceful and almost silent, beautiful even, like some kind of strange ballet without the music. Supposedly it was because your brain was working so fast, the images and noises of the world couldn’t keep up with it. That’s what the captain said anyway.

It was in that moment—that slow, quiet, graceful moment, with the pipeman setting off the first blast of water as the door came free, as the flames exploded outward into the dawn light, as a second engine pulled up with its array leisurely turning and its siren sounding weirdly far away—it was in that moment that he felt Death—Death like a phantom—standing in the house, waiting in there, waiting for him, Guerrero, to come and discover the work of his skeleton hands.

Then he was racing up the rolling lawn, under the autumn trees beneath the smoke-choked sunrise. He followed the hose through the gaping door and suddenly everything was fast. The black smoke swallowed him fast. The heat washed over him fast, heat but no light. He dropped to his knees for safety.

He started crawling in the dark. Searching, blind, deaf except to the click of the regulator, the thump of his own heart. His heart—that was fast too. And the flames were fast to the right and left of him.

Guerrero worked to calm himself. At best, he had forty-five minutes of air in his pack, but breathing this hard, he’d be “on bells” in fifteen minutes tops. A Catholic, he drew himself down into the quiet of his faith and handed his life to God. Experience had taught him he could do this, and it worked. His breathing slowed. The world slowed and grew quiet again.

Good, he thought. Good. It would make the air pack last longer.

He began to make his way, crawling through the roiling darkness, searching for the fallen.

You found them just inside the doors usually. They tried to get out and couldn’t work the knob or couldn’t locate it. Then the smoke overcame them and they went down right there, sometimes blocking the door so you had to shove it open to get to them. Kids, a lot of times, you found hiding under a bed, or in a bathroom in the bathtub, any place that felt safe to them in the panic of the moment.

But Guerrero found the first woman at the foot of the stairs. Crawling on his hands and knees, blind in the black smoke, he felt the yielding softness of her hand beneath his heavy glove. His heart seemed to stop and darken because he knew at once there was no chance for her. Swiftly, expertly, he worked her limp body over his shoulder. It was still too hot in the house, too black for him to stand straight. He found his feet, but kept low, very low, and charged back toward the doorway with the woman slung over his back.

It wasn’t until he laid her on the grass that he saw she had been murdered. Even when he did see it, he could barely comprehend what he saw. He brought her body forward and released it, cradling her head in his hand to soften her landing. 

She floated gracefully down to the grass, her arms slanting out to either side of her. She seemed to him oddly untouched by the smoke and flames.

She was a woman in her forties or early fifties, blonde and slim and attractive. She was wearing an elegant powder-blue nightgown. There was a bullet hole in her, right in the center of her torso. It flashed through Guerrero’s mind that she’d been killed with a deer rifle, something like a thirty-ought-six slug. The hole in her was almost the size of a fist. For another second, he still considered starting CPR, but there was no point. She was way, way dead.

Guerrero noticed another fireman’s legs in front of him. He raised his face to speak his shock to a brother. It was Captain Flanagan. Guerrero saw the captain’s mouth moving in the shape of a curse. Then he saw the captain turn his eyes, so he turned too.

There was Jack Morton, also S and R, also from Truck 48. He was carrying a full-grown man over his shoulders. When he laid the man down, Guerrero could see his face was gone, a tangled, gory mess. A rifle wound for sure.

A sense of urgency took hold of Lenny now. Before he thought it through, he was charging into the house again. Something in his mind had clicked and the sound of the scene had come back on. The air was full of sirens—sirens and shouts and the hoses blasting and the angry roar of the flames.

There were more engines arriving now. More trucks. Another hose.

Guerrero crossed the threshold and saw at once that the smoke inside was turning from black to gray. Some patches were already white. The teams were winning their battle with the flames. 

Now Guerrero could make out shapes moving. He could see the outline of the staircase up ahead, a wide, majestic rising path going straight up, then branching to the left and right.

A ghost of a figure was descending toward him through the smoke. It was Bernard, another S and R man. He was carrying a body in his arms. As he came closer, Guerrero could see it was a young woman, small and delicate, her hair spilling back behind her, waving with the motion of the descent. Guerrero thought Bernard was moving too heavily, too slowly to save her. Then Bernard came closer. He came clear of the smoke, and Guerrero saw why he was so slow. The bullet had struck the girl in the middle of the chest. There was no chance to save her. She was gone.

Guerrero felt himself falling away inside. He felt he was in a hellish dream or maybe a dreamlike hell. He heard glass shatter, as if in another country far away. He turned toward the noise.

Now that the smoke was white, the entry team was breaking the B-side windows, the southern windows, to clear the air. In his daze, Guerrero experienced an odd, unnatural moment. Bernard was just walking past him with the murdered girl in his arms, and Guerrero thought he saw his double, a second Bernard, through the broken window, walking across the lawn. But then he realized: no, it was Brown. Brown from Truck 32. Brown was also carrying a young woman in his arms, and she was also dead.

Gaping, Guerrero looked around him. In the moment, he couldn’t have named his emotion, but later he called it horror. Horror and awe. Horror because . . . well, how could this be happening? Who were these people? What was this place? And awe because . . . because now he knew that his intuition had been right, that Death was here in fact, Death in person, hooded Death, standing like the king of the shadowlands amidst the coils of smoke.

That’s how dazed he was, how far gone. Then all at once he heard urgent shouts from outside, one shout followed by several others. He snapped back to full attention. Something important was happening.

He found himself back at the doorway. He was standing beneath the splintered lintel. The smoke was clearing from the house and the sun was rising outside. It was becoming easier for him to see. He looked around and spotted the source of the commotion.

There was a little grove of trees across the street, maples, elms, and oaks, with their leaves red and yellow and pale green. A little boy was just now stepping out of the shelter of the woods. He was wearing pajamas. There was a stuffed bear dangling from his hand. Several firefighters were running toward him, Captain Flanagan among them. Guerrero realized he himself was running toward the boy, as well.

He saw the captain pointing at the house. He heard his voice on the dawn breeze: “Is that your house? Is that your house?”

The boy was nodding, dazed, staring past him, staring at the fire.

The captain was on his knees now. He was holding the boy gently by the arms.

“Son, son, can you tell me,” the captain said. “How many people are in the house? How many more people are in there?”

It was a long moment before the boy shifted his gaze, turned it from the smoking ruin of his home to the captain’s broad, lined, friendly face.

“Who’s in the house, son? Can you tell me?” the captain asked again. “Who’s in the house?”

Guerrero was close enough now to hear the boy’s quiet reply.

“Everyone.”
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For a long moment after Cameron Winter stopped speaking, Margaret Whitaker said nothing. It was not just his words she found shocking. I pulled the trigger and shot him dead. It was not just that. It was the disparity between the words and the man who spoke them.

Margaret was sixty-seven. She had been a therapist for nearly four decades. She had grown accustomed to her clients being wholly different in their secret selves than they appeared on the surface. She had treated many a solid, successful, high-functioning citizen who was an utter mess inside, a complete disaster zone. But Winter was something else again. He was a conundrum. A vexing mystery. No matter how much he told her of his former life, his spy life, his assassin life, she could not quite put it together with the man she saw sitting in the chair in front of her. 

He was a middle-sized man, well-made, narrow-waisted, broad-shouldered. He had a handsome, ethereal face framed with long, wavy golden hair. With his wire-framed spectacles and his tweed jacket, he looked exactly like what he was: an English professor at the local university. Thoughtful, scholarly. Yet from their very first session, she had sensed the violence in him. She had spotted the knuckles misshapen by martial arts training, the tense Asiatic control of his movements, the sad and ever-watchful eyes.

Now—now that she knew as much about him as she did—he seemed to her almost like a double image, as if he wore his present superimposed upon his past. And the complexity of that was made all the more complex by this: despite the fact that he was thirty years younger than she was, she had fallen wistfully and hopelessly in love with him over the short course of their treatment.

He had been a neglected child—a poor little rich boy—and she knew he had adopted her as a kind of mother figure. She did her best to play that role, to nurture him and mentor and advise him. But the girlish wistfulness remained there inside her. As a result, she felt that she had become a double image too. And with the both of them always wavering—between past and present, between obligation and desire—whenever she was with him, everything seemed to her somehow undefined and out of focus.

Now, added to that, there was this brutally casual revelation of his. I pulled the trigger . . . As if he had said: I went out for a walk. She knew he needed to confess these things to her. He needed Mother Margaret to understand them and forgive him. That was the core of their enterprise together. In his midthirties, with forty in view, he was crushingly lonely. Crippled by guilt and a sense of unworthiness, he had idealized Charlotte, his lost first love, until her pretty specter had become a barrier to any real and present romance. He was left with nothing but brief flings and missed connections. He needed Margaret to absolve him of his killer past so he could begin to feel worthy of love—so he could find love, and live. 

But could she? Could she forgive him? Should she forgive him? Did she even have the right?

“What was it like?” she managed to ask him. She was stalling for time as she tried to strategize a response that would be both ethical and effective.

“Like?” Winter said. He looked away from her, back into the past. He sniffed. “He sat up very straight on the sofa when the bullet hit him. He looked surprised for a moment, then not surprised at all. Almost amused, I would say. Then the life went out of his eyes. I’d never seen that before. Not close up like that. He was there and then a sort of shadow passed over his face and he wasn’t there, like a magic trick. Presto. He was gone. I’m not a religious man, as you know, though I keep my mind open. But it was a very definite change of spiritual condition. There and then not there.”

Margaret waited. She thought he was going to say more. When he didn’t, she made an amused little noise.

He smiled, confused. “What?” he said. “What’s so funny?”

“I once had a client who told me he had accidentally hit someone with his car. He was driving out of a public garage and the man walked in front of him. He hit him and the man rolled over the top of his car and landed on the pavement behind him. I said to my client: ‘What was that like for you?’ And he said, ‘It was like bump, and then bumpety-bump-bump.’ ”

Winter gave a soft laugh. “Oh. I see. You were looking for more—feeling tone.”

“Well, after all . . .” she said.

They sat in a companionable silence for a few moments. Margaret found herself very aware of the vibrant colors outside her office window: the bright orange of the elm trees lining the lively street that led to the majestic white dome of the state capitol, all the colorful autumn jackets of the students and government workers making their way in and out of the brightly lit taverns and shops. She felt the contrast of that scene with this so-brown room of hers, the rug and walls and even pictures all brown and tan. Winter’s chair, the client chair, and her therapist chair, also brown. It was meant to leave her clients free to bring their own color to the neutral setting. 

But with Winter, it was always as if the whole gaudy world blew in with him on a wind of feeling. There was always color and passion swirling around them when he was here. These wild, violent stories he told her. The anguish of his guilt. And his love for her, their love for one another. Because there was a lot of love going in both directions, though not the love either of them was after. And that—the out-of-sync frustration of that—that had its bright color too.

“Do you ever see your parents?” she asked him suddenly. She had been looking for another way to approach the moment, and this is what had come into her mind.

“That’s an odd question,” he said. “Given what we’re talking about, I mean.”

She merely gestured.

“Not my father, no,” Winter said. “He spends most of his time in Italy now with his new wife. My mother’s still back east. She and I talk on the phone sometimes. I see her maybe once or twice a year. It’s the same as when I was a child. She always looks surprised to see me, as if no one has explained to her that she has a son.”

“Have you forgiven her for that, for being that way? And your father for the way he was? Have you forgiven him?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. I think I have. I think I look down on my father somewhat for doing the whole younger-woman thing. I’m a bit of an old-fashioned moralist about it. I think a man ought to do what he says he’ll do. Stay if he promised to stay. That’s what marriage is, after all: a promise. But for the rest—the way they were with me—I’m not sure I ever blamed them really. I find it sad, that’s all. It’s part of this oppressive loneliness, that they were never emotionally there for me. But I don’t think I’m a particularly angry person overall. Do you think so?”

“No, I don’t think you are.”

“So, I imagine I have forgiven them in some sense, yes. If that’s what you call it. Yes.”

Margaret glanced at the clock on her desk. She let out a silent sigh. She didn’t want to end the session. She liked him as well as loved him, and she knew he liked her. It made her sad when he went away.

“We’re about out of time,” she told him. “How are you feeling now?”

“Strange,” Winter answered at once. “I’m not sure how I feel actually.”

“Well,” she said. “I think it’s real progress. I think it’s a very positive thing that you trusted me enough to tell me this: the worst thing you ever did.”

Only her years of experience and training kept her from revealing her astonishment and embarrassment when he burst out laughing at her.

“What?” he said. “Killing Snowstep? The worst thing I ever did? Oh God, Margaret. If ever a man needed killing, it was him. He was a monster! You thought that was it? No! No, it wasn’t that at all. That’s just the beginning of the story. I’m only getting started.”
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That afternoon, just before he found out about the murders, Winter had what, in his life, passed for a mystical experience.

He was not really the mystical type. The opposite, if anything. He could be dreamy sometimes. Lost in his own thoughts of the past and its poetry: the absent-minded professor. But he was a hard character for all that, down-to-earth and practical. It was these sessions with Margaret that stirred up this other, airier side of him.

And he was stirred, all right. He had never told any other civilian about Snowstep. Never shared his true emotions about that or about the mission that followed. Plus, he loved Margaret. She was the mother he had never had. He desperately wanted her good opinion. More than that. He desperately wanted her forgiveness for what he’d done. And what if she should deny him that? What if she should hear these terrible things and condemn him and turn him away?

He left her office that morning in something of a daze. He delivered that afternoon’s lecture in a daze. It was all about the fraught relationship of Percy Shelley and Lord Byron, and he delivered it almost by rote, thinking nothing, feeling nothing.

When the class was over, he drifted across campus to the Independent, the quaint little coffee shop where he was an afternoon regular. He sat at a small table against one wall and munched on one of their excellent croissants. He read the news of the day on his laptop but he didn’t pay much attention to what he was reading. He did not care about politics anymore, not unless it was the politics of Europe in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the era of his literary specialty. He was distracted by a thousand other thoughts. Margaret, his past, Charlotte, Molly Byrne.

After a while, he looked up with a vaguely troubled sigh—and he noticed a young woman sitting across the room.

She was a student most likely. She was reading from a tablet set on her table. Just as he glanced at her, she straightened in her seat and flipped her lush black hair back from her face, brushing it out of her eyes with one hand. The feminine gesture bewitched him—both the gesture and the beauty of her strong, intelligent features. For a moment, he lost track of himself and was wholly immersed in the sight of her.

When the moment was over, he began to return his eyes to his monitor. Ruefully, he shook his head. He wished he could see everything the way he saw women—and, yes, pretty women especially. He wished he could see trees and sunsets and wispy clouds and litter blowing down the street with the same complete, rapt focus of concentration that women could produce in him simply by being themselves.

And then, suddenly, for a moment, he did. This was the mystical part, mystical, at least, by his not-very-mystical standards. Suddenly he saw everything in the room as if it were a woman, with the same kind of intensity. The paisley mural on the coffee shop wall and the colorful trees outside the big windows and the patterns made by the tables where the people sat and the people themselves all became vividly present to him, just as the reading student had been when she flipped back her raven hair. 

It was the people who struck him most powerfully. The students at their work. The professors reviewing material. The strangers from who knows where doing who knows what. All at once, he saw them utterly. He seemed to see their souls in their faces. Their thoughts, their money worries, their love hunger, the fantasy lands through which they wandered impossibly. All their inner monologues seemed to fill the air around his head with anxious murmuring. How thoroughly alive they looked! How weirdly beautiful!

Literary type that he was, he remembered the words of Coleridge: A spring of love gushed from my heart and I blessed them unaware. It was true. When you saw people like this, this completely, you almost could love them, couldn’t you?

The whole experience lasted for about a second, maybe less. A second later, the coffee shop and its customers were all a blur to him again. He returned to his own thoughts, his own interior monologues and anxieties. His returned his attention to his laptop screen. 

And he saw the headline: Firefighters Discover Murder House.

The story was datelined from the wealthy suburb of Maidenvale, near Chicago.

Maidenvale firefighters battling a dawn house fire in the gated community of Tulipwood Court yesterday discovered the bodies of four people whom police say were murdered by rifle blasts before the blaze was set.

For some reason Winter could not have named, the story’s lede immediately piqued his interest. But before he could read more, he was startled out of himself by the familiar and also irritating voice of Lori Lesser.

“We need to talk.”

He looked up to find she had plunked herself down in the wooden chair across the table from his. She was leaning toward him fiercely as if she expected him to give her all his attention right away. Which was, he realized, exactly what she did expect.

Lori was the dean of student relations. Her job, as Winter saw it, was to fill the hearts of students with a sense of unending dread at the idea they might have somehow violated the university’s Byzantine code of conduct—which, students being students and the code being the code, they almost surely had. Winter’s relations with Lori were complicated, to put it mildly. She had repeatedly tried to get him fired for his old-fashioned cultural attitudes. She had repeatedly tried to get him into her bed for other reasons he couldn’t parse. He had heard she was now on an obsessive quest to end his career. She had complained to her colleagues that the university’s dean, Howard Copely, was protecting him. Why? she kept asking anyone who would listen. Winter was only an associate professor. He had no tenure. He had once upon a time had an affair with a student, which had since become a firing offense. Yet Copely had all but ordered her to leave him be. Why? Why?

If all that wasn’t complicated enough, there was also the disturbing fact that Winter found the woman oddly attractive. Partly this was due to the cuddly figure under her rumpled thrift-shop wardrobe. But there was also something appealing about her wild reddish hair, the fanatical expression on her otherwise pert little features. Even her ferocious desire to destroy him somehow tickled his fancy. He couldn’t explain it to himself. Out of the crooked timber of humanity, no straight thing was ever made.

“I’m serious, Cam,” she said. “We need to have a conversation.”

“Do we?” He was annoyed at being interrupted. In a minor act of rebellion, he let his eyes drift back to his laptop screen.

The bodies of Norman Wasserman, 48, a local psychologist, his wife, Marion Belle-Wasserman, 47, their 16-year-old daughter, Lila, and their 25-year-old live-in nanny, Agnes Wilde, were all pulled from the 8-bedroom luxury home even as firefighters struggled to contain what investigators say was an arson fire set at various locations within the house.

“You and I are friends, Cam,” Lori went on absurdly. “And I don’t want to go behind your back, so you need to know that I have serious concerns about your employment at this university.”

Winter heard her voice as if from far away. In that strange area of his brain that seemed to light up when confronted with certain unsolved crimes, the story on his laptop was being received like a dose of an addictive drug. He could not quite bring himself to tear his attention from the monitor.

 After a preliminary examination of the bodies, police say the cause of death in each case seems to have been a single gunshot wound, likely from a rifle. The county medical examiner has not yet released his findings.

Firefighters found the Wasserman’s 7-year-old son, Robert, alive and unharmed outside the house . . . 

Alive! thought Winter. His heart beat faster.

“It’s not just about the sexual transgressions with students,” Lori went on. “Although, really, in this day and age that ought to be enough. But Cameron, I’m sorry to say this, your resume does not hold up to scrutiny.”

“What do you mean students?” said Winter, finally forcing himself to engage with her. “I had a relationship with one student before the code of conduct was rewritten. We ended as friends. She’s happily married now.”

Lori rolled her eyes as if this were an idiot irrelevance.

“And what do you mean my resume doesn’t hold up to scrutiny?” He muttered this. He was distracted. He was thinking: How did the boy get out? How did he survive? He glanced down at his laptop, looking for an answer.

Police say Miss Wilde, the boy’s nanny, had lowered him to safety from his bedroom window on the mansion’s third floor, allowing him to escape the carnage taking place downstairs.

Really? Winter thought. Why hadn’t the nanny gone with him then? Was it too far to jump? No. Not with a rifle-wielding madman slaughtering the family one by one on the floors below. Who wouldn’t risk the jump?

“Why are there no records of your military service?” Lori demanded.

Winter was normally a man of even temperament, but he was growing irritated with her. What he called his “strange habit of mind,” his meditative immersion into certain criminal events, was relentlessly tugging him into the world of these Maidenvale killings. In his imagination, he was already there. In the mansion. With the firemen. Amidst the flames. He could make out the bodies, ghostly through the smoke . . . To aid his imagination, there were photos of the dead on the news site. Dr. Wasserman, a serious, narrow-faced man, graying, bespectacled—arrogant, Winter thought. Mrs. Wasserman, a reluctantly fading beauty of the more elegant sort. Their daughter, Lila, smiling and pretty with youth, but sad around the eyes. And the nanny, Agnes Wilde, with a plain face circular as a pie plate, tumbling corkscrew curls, and a kindly smile that made her lovely.

Winter wanted to study these faces—but what was Lori yammering on about now? She was trying to get his military records? What the hell? Not only had the Division in which he had served his country as an assassin ceased to exist, but it had never existed officially to begin with. Nosing around about it was definitely not a good idea. It could even be unsafe, if some fathead politico decided his career depended on keeping the business secret.

And another thought occurred to him. He forced himself to emerge from his own imaginings about Maidenvale. He said to Lori: “What did you do exactly? Did you file a Freedom of Information Act request about me?”

Her cheeks flushed. Winter’s lips parted at the sight of it. She had! She had actually filed a FOIA request about him.

Even she seemed embarrassed by this. It exposed the depth of her obsession with him. Scarlet-faced, she dropped back in her chair. “I told you,” she said sullenly. “I mean to get to the bottom of what’s going on at this university. Something doesn’t make sense here. I mean, I don’t even really know who you are, Cam.”

Winter pinched the bridge of his nose and shut his eyes. Despite his attraction to Lori, he had refused her advances so often he felt like a virgin in an eighteenth-century novel. Somehow, he just couldn’t bring himself to like her much. Like most university administrators, she was, he felt, a useless irritant. But all the same, he didn’t want to see her ruin her life. Never mind the danger of her angering some self-important government nabob, she could easily find herself on the wrong side of Dean Copely. Winter knew things about Copely that Copely did not want known. He would never have blackmailed the man, of course, but Copely didn’t know that. If Lori tried too hard to get Winter fired, Copely would likely fire Lori instead. Any way this worked out, it was going to be a mess if she didn’t knock it off.

He drew a deep breath to restore his patience. Then he looked at her wearily. “Lori,” he said. “This is ridiculous. I’m an English professor. I teach Romantic poetry. What’s my military service got to do with anything?”

Lori’s response was startlingly vicious. She pressed toward him across the table again. Her mouth twisted. Her face grew even redder. Her eyes blazed with wrath and her voice became a harsh and furious whisper. “It’s not just that! It’s everything about you!”

She went on, but by the second sentence he had stopped listening. He didn’t really care what bee was in her bonnet, and the draw of the article on his laptop was just too powerful for him to resist.

Police are currently seeking to interview Mateo Hernandez, 17, as a person of interest in the killings. Hernandez and Lila were both students at Briars, an exclusive private high school in Maidenvale, and Hernandez is believed to have been Lila’s boyfriend. Police say 7-year-old Robert heard Hernandez’s voice before escaping the house. Hernandez has reportedly been missing since the murders.

By now, through that strange habit of his, Winter could see the scene as if he were there—and it wasn’t making sense to him. It didn’t fit together, not the way the news site told it. It was like a jigsaw with some of the pieces forced into the wrong places. If the killer had come in on the ground floor, if the nanny had dropped the little boy out the third-floor window when she heard the rifle shots, could the boy have heard the voice of the killer? Oh, he supposed he could find a way to explain it to himself. But in his heart, he knew it hadn’t happened that way. The child was lying, or someone was. What did that mean? The family of a seven-year-old boy had been wiped out. Only the boy himself survived. And the boy was lying to put the blame on his sister’s boyfriend? What could that mean?

Winter glanced up blankly at Lori’s angry yet strangely attractive face. Her mouth was still moving, but not one of her words came through to him. He was that far gone. He was in the house. He was in the fire.

He was already wandering among the dead.
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Winter never consciously decided to drive to Maidenvale. Yet, over the next few days, almost without planning it, he found himself watching the funerals of the murder victims. 

There was video, of course. There was always video of everything nowadays. Most of it was news footage from local TV stations. In one report, solemn men and women filed into a Chicago synagogue. They had distant gazes and lips pressed thin as they passed beneath the carved, arched entryways.

A middle-aged man identified as Norman Wasserman’s brother Isaac stopped to give an interview.

“Norman and Marion were two people who cared deeply about their community and their family,” he said. “I keep asking myself: what sort of—animal . . . ?” Winter heard the pause between sort of and animal. He wondered what adjective the brother had left unspoken. Racial? Obscene? On the screen, Isaac Wasserman shook his head. “The America I grew up in is gone. I don’t know this country anymore.”

In Maidenvale itself, there had been a large gathering in the park one evening. This was for the girl, the daughter, Lila. The students from her private school, Briars, crowded together on the grass. They held candles and brushed streaming tears from their cheeks with open hands. Girls hugged one another and sobbed. The boys hung their heads solemnly. The video was shaky, as if it had been taken by one of the kids with a phone. It showed the dean of the school in the distance. She was a reed of a silver-haired woman, introduced as Harriet Grimes. She spoke to the students through a microphone.

“It’s moments like this when we remember how fragile everything is. How hard it is to build a life, a community, a country, a world, how easy it is to pull a trigger and destroy those creations.”

Finally—this was phone footage again—there was a church service of some kind for the nanny, Agnes Wilde. Watching this last, Winter noticed that the pews were filled with as many Latinos as whites. Given the surname of the chief suspect, Hernandez, this struck him as interesting.

The people in the church sang a hymn together. Then a young bespectacled priest with sandy hair spoke from the pulpit: “You all knew Agnes. You knew her story. How far she had traveled to become who she was. There was no fear in her, no anger, no hate. Therefore, we can’t truly remember her through fear or anger or hate. We can only honor her memory with our love—for her and for one another.”

That Saturday, at dawn or thereabouts, without making any decision at all, Winter seemed simply to find himself cruising toward Chicago in his Jeep SUV, heading toward the place of the mass murder through a landscape of almost uncanny beauty.

The lake water glittered in the first light. The pastels of the forest by the shore were so lush and glorious they baffled his heart with yearning. When the blue and sparkling water caught the colors of the leaves and rippled them and smeared them over its own surface, even his wordy mind went mute. No tongue their beauty might declare.

That was his beloved Coleridge again. Which reminded him of that mystic moment in the coffee shop when he saw and heard the souls all around him. For the first time, it occurred to him to wonder: What the hell was going on in his mind? Why was he doing this? What was it about these murders that was drawing him on? 

He arrived at the gates of Tulipwood Court just as the dashboard clock blinked to nine a.m. He had told the community’s chief of security he would be coming. The wrought iron gates swung open as his Jeep approached.

The chief of security was named Stephanie Breach. She was a short, square-built, broad-shouldered woman, forty or so. Her face was squinty and hard-bitten but not necessarily hostile, Winter thought. In fact, she’d been surprisingly friendly and welcoming when he’d phoned her the day before. She sounded almost eager to have him come.

As he nudged the Jeep through the open gates, she emerged from the glass security booth to greet him. Wearing a gray guard’s uniform and a cop-style peaked hat, she approached his window with a mannish swagger, thumbs hooked in her belt.

He lowered the window. She leaned in. She squint-eyed the backseat the way a cop would, just to see what was what.

“You Winter?”

“I am.”

“I’ll get in. You can drive us up to the Wasserman place.”

“Sounds good.”

She swaggered around the car and got in beside him. Gave his hand a firm shake. “Steph Breach.”

“Cameron,” he said. “Cam.”

He put the car in motion up a slow hill. Steph Breach made brusque conversation, punctuated by directions. “So, you’re a college professor? Go left here.”

“I am. I teach English literature.”

“And this is some kind of—what? A story you’re writing?”

“Part of an essay on murder. I wanted to get in on one from the beginning.” He glanced at her as he spoke the lie. He wanted to read her expression. He could not tell for sure whether she believed him or not, but he sensed she didn’t.

“Right here,” she said.

Winter guided the car around a long, graceful curve. He surveyed the scenery through the windows and the windshield. It was an impressive development. The homes were magnificent: elaborate and sprawling. Gray and brown palaces faced with stone. Majestic patterns of hip roofs and gables, bay windows and turrets, each ruling over at least an acre of grassy land. Oaks, elms, and maples in their fall colors everywhere.

Oddly empty though, Winter thought. No cars on the street. No lights on in the windows. Oddly spectral, the whole place.

 “Nice real estate,” he said.

“Oh yeah,” said Breach. “You don’t live in Tulipwood without you have plenty of the green stuff.”

“The residents can’t be happy to have had this happen here.”

“The murders? Yeah, you can say that again.”

Winter didn’t. Instead he asked: “Where is everyone?”

Steph Breach looked out her window as if she’d just noticed the community was deserted. “A lot of these folks, you know, these are second homes for them. They spend the spring and summer here, and when winter starts to come on, they head for warmer climes. Like the birds. Most of my job is making sure the burglars don’t start sniffing around the empty houses, that’s . . . Left here, go up that hill.”

She hadn’t finished the sentence she’d started, so Winter finished it for her. “That’s why you weren’t watching the Wasserman’s house. They were home. There was nothing to worry about.”

Breach gave a harsh sniff. A twitch of a sneer in which Winter read pain and regret. But she didn’t answer him. “Turn right up ahead,” she said.

Winter guided his Jeep around the next bend, and there the house was.

The extent of the ruin wasn’t clear to him right away. When the mansion first appeared in the windshield, it still seemed to him stately and dignified. Brown brick with two chimneys. A hip roof with three dormers. An imperial white-columned porch before the main entrance. It took another moment, another few yards of approach, before he saw the damage. The yellow police tape, the windows broken, the front door boarded up. There were holes sawn through the roof here and there. Winter supposed the firemen must have done that for ventilation. Streaky patterns of char worked up the facade, black under the eaves. Yes, he saw it all now: it was a corpse of a place. Its life was gone, and so was its dignity. So much death shamed a house, he thought.

 Speaking as if reading his thoughts, Steph Breach said, “They’ll never be able to sell this place again. Might as well tear it down right now. Put a fork in her, she’s done. Pull up at the curb here. We’ll walk up.”

As they stepped from the SUV, the walkie-talkie on her belt fritzed. She unhooked it and brought it to her mouth. “We’re at the house,” she said. Then she told Winter: “My guys’ll let us know if the police come in. We’ll have to clear out if they do. I’m not expecting them. I doubt they’ll get off their butts this early on a Saturday.”

Winter was surprised by this. He hadn’t realized they were acting in secret.

They walked side by side up the curving slope of the driveway. The house loomed over them, very dead, very dead. Their shoulders touched and Winter glanced at her. Her face was set forward. Set hard. He couldn’t help but register her aggressively masculine presentation. In fact, now that he knew they were avoiding the police, he began to register all kinds of silent messages beaming from her. All these things he stored in his heart, making his deductions.

She stepped off the drive onto a slate path that led through the grass. It took them away from the front entrance where the door had been. There was just a slab of plywood there now, crisscrossed with yellow police tape. There was police tape on most of the windows too. But Steph Breach brought him to a narrow basement window on the side of the house, a long pane set down low, close to where the wall met the earth.

“We gotta climb through here,” she said.

She bent over and pushed the window open with one hand. Then—supple suddenly, like a woman is supple—she slid under the frame and was gone. Winter followed with a bit more effort, more huffing and grunting. He dropped a few feet through the interior darkness and felt the jolt of his landing in both ankles.

They were in the basement now. The security chief’s big flashlight picked out a washer and dryer. Two baskets of clothes. No fire damage here, Winter noticed as he followed her.

They climbed the stairs and came out into the kitchen.

There were smoke stains on the walls and up on the ceiling, but the sumptuous outline of the room was still intact. A marble island, itself the size of a normal kitchen, occupied the center. The silver surface of the double-doored refrigerator was unstained and looked like palace gates. The enormous gas range with all its decorations and gizmos reminded Winter of the chariot that took Cinderella to the ball.

“That stove—gotta cost more than my house, at least,” said Steph Breach with admiration.

She led him through a swinging door, down a hall. He could smell the smoke here, smoke and char and some general sickly odor of ruination. They emerged at the main entrance.

Here the house was ravaged. By flames and smoke, yes, but even more so by the firefighters and their hoses and axes. The once red runner on the sweeping stairs was blasted to a mushy pulp. The furniture in the front living room was scorched and ragged. Lamps and photos and one fine old mantelpiece clock lay like battle casualties amidst the glass and debris on the blackened wooden floor. A lot of these objects were piled up in the corners, pushed there, no doubt, by the blasting streams of water. The scene made Winter think of old photos of mass atrocities, except with dead things instead of people. Here, the dead people had all been removed.

“That’s where Mrs. Wasserman was found.” Thumbs hooked in her belt again, Steph Breach pointed with her chin to the spot at the base of the stairs. “Name was Marion. Nice woman. Sophisticated, but down-to-earth. Always offered me a cup of coffee whenever I came by. Did a lot of work for the town. Local charities. Community Center for the new people. Supported this little theater we have. I don’t go there much but people seem to like it. Took a thirty-ought-six slug right under the sternum. That’ll do the job, sure enough.”

They climbed gingerly through the mess to the second floor. Down an expansive hall to the master bedroom, a room nearly the size of Winter’s apartment. 

The smell was intense here, smoky and damp and sickening. There was more than just ruin in it. There was panic, fear, death.

The flames had ravaged the room—the flames and the smoke and the hoses. What had been an enormous four-poster was now a chaos of rags and mahogany. What was left of the frame knelt on only three legs like some sort of dying beast. The walls were scored and blotted with black. The heavy window curtains looked as if giant teeth had torn them. One of the holes in the roof was here. The chilly autumn breeze came down but, fresh as it was, it seemed somehow to add to the stench, that smell of human terror and disaster.

“You can tell this was one of the origin points,” said Breach.

“Of the fire, you mean,” said Winter. “It was definitely arson then?”

“Oh yeah. It was arson. Gasoline. The killer must have had a can of it. He came prepared.”

Winter only nodded at this, but the scenario was playing out in his mind. The rifleman had come not in a sudden rage or with some alternate motive, like robbery. This—this slaughter—this was the plan. Kill the family. Burn the house. He meant to do it from the start. It was a mission. It was personal.

“He took out Dr. Wasserman right there,” said Breach. “The cops think he was asleep, then heard the gunshot that killed his wife. He was just getting up to investigate when the shooter caught him through the door. Pretty well blew his head clean off.” She sniffed and made another roosterish gesture with her chin. Winter followed the move and saw the remnant of some ghastly stain on the wooden floor. It added a fresh level of realism to his mind-images of the frantic violence.

“Good man—Dr. Wasserman,” Steph Breach added. “Psychologist. Very well respected in his field, what I gather. Guess he did well for himself, judging by the house. But he did pro bono work, too, treating the Mexican kids at the Community Center. Really decent individual.”

With that, she was off again. Winter followed her back out into the hall, past shattered frames and ravaged canvases, oil paintings now transformed to something like papier-mâché. Winter felt his throat getting thick and sore from the fetid atmosphere. His chest felt airy and tremulous as the frenzied mind-movie of the murder night continued to play out in his imagination.

“The daughter died here,” Steph Breach said as they
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