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Do you not think that there are things which you cannot understand, and yet which are; that some people see things that others cannot? … Ah, it is the fault of our science that it wants to explain all; and if it explain not, then it says there is nothing to explain.


—Bram Stoker, Dracula
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The New World
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She was awakened by the monster knocking at the door.


Lily knows better than most how unlikely it is that this is real. Through her years of training and now her days in the courtroom providing expert testimony on psychological states of mind, she has learned how shaky the recollections of children can be. And she was only six when it happened. The age when certain things get stuck in the net of real memory, and other things you try to sell yourself on having happened but are in fact made up, turned into convincing bits of dream.


What is verifiably known is that Lily was small for her age, green-eyed, her straight black hair snarled into a nest. The sole survivor. And there was the body, of course. Her mother’s.


She rereads the documents the authorities submitted the same way others return to old love letters or family photo albums, tracing the outlines of faces. It’s an act of remembrance, but something more too. She’s looking for the missing link. Because though the coroner and



police reports seem decisive enough, plausible enough, she can see all the ways the facts were stretched to connect to other facts with long strings of theory in between. It was a story assembled to close a file. A terrible, but not unprecedented, northern tale of an animal attack: a creature of considerable size—a bear, almost certainly, drawn by scents of cooked meat and human sweat—had forced its way into their cabin a couple hundred miles short of the Arctic Circle in Alaska and torn her mother apart, leaving Lily undiscovered in her bedroom, where she’d hidden from the screams.


Acceptable on the face of it, as such stories are designed to be. Yet there was so much that wasn’t known it made for a narrative that collapsed upon itself at the merest prodding. Why, for instance, had the bear not eaten her mother? Where could it have gone that the hunters who went after it only a day later failed to find its tracks?


The most puzzling part was how she made it out of the woods.


Three miles to the only road that led, after a two-hour drive, to Fairbanks. The trail to the cabin a set of muddy ruts in summer, but in the subzero depths of February impossible to reach except by snowmobile, and her mother’s Kawasaki remained untouched at the site. When and why did she eventually leave the cabin? How did she get through the woods all on her own?


The year she turned thirty Lily spent her summer vacation conducting an investigation of her own. She traveled north to see the cabin for herself and walked from the site through an aspen forest to the rusting trailer her mother had called their “secret place.” She spoke with all the people she could find who were mentioned in the reports.


That was how she came to meet one of the hunters who’d assisted on the case. An old man by the time she took a seat next to the bed where he lay in an old-age home for Native Americans in Anchorage. A man old enough to have nothing to lose and grateful for the visit of a young woman.




“My name is Lily,” she told him. “Lily Dominick? When I was a girl—”


“I remember you.”


“You do?”


“The one the bear didn’t touch.” He shook his head with a kind of sad amusement, as if at the recollection of a practical joke gone wrong. “Except it wasn’t a bear.”


“How do you know?”


“Marks in the snow,” he answered, running his fingers through the air to indicate legs. “From the cabin to some birch about a quarter mile in. And not bear tracks either.”


“That wasn’t in the report.”


“It wouldn’t be. I told the dumb suit about it—the federal investigator—but he didn’t even bother looking because he said the snow had blown it clear. But I saw them fine. Not a machine, not snowshoes. Not boots.”


“Then what?”


He smiled and showed her the half dozen stumps of his teeth. “The closest thing? What I told the dumb suit? A horse.”


“A horse,” Lily repeated. It wasn’t a question. It was to hear from her own mouth something at once impossible and deeply known.


“The suits never put that in any of the write-ups. ‘To avoid embarrassment.’ Mine, I guess,” the old man said. “Because there’s no wild horses in Alaska. And no kept horse could have made it through snow that deep even if one had been hauled up that far. It couldn’t have gotten in, which means it couldn’t have gotten out.”


It left the question of what happened to be answered by a hypothesis supported by a patchwork of forensics and animal behavior testimony. Lily had been of little help. Deemed unreliable given her age, and traumatized by the shock of losing her only parent. What made her version of events all the more dismissible was the obvious fantasy she’d created. She’d spoken of the dark outline of a ghoul bent over



her mother’s form, followed by the appearance of a magical creature that carried her out of the bush on its back. Being a psychiatrist now, Lily knew it to be true: children made things up all the time, not only for pleasure, but sometimes to survive.


Even today she “remembers” things from that night. A handful of details recalled with the clarity of a lived event.


She was awakened by the monster knocking at the door.


She thinks of it as this, as a monster, because she knows it wasn’t a bear. Because bears don’t knock before entering. Because the one difference between animals and people is that animals don’t murder, they hunt.


Because she saw it.
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No matter the weather, Dr. Lily Dominick walks to work every day. Up Second Avenue from her apartment and across the Robert F. Kennedy Bridge to the broad flats of playing fields and institutional campuses of Randalls Island. From there, the most direct way to the Kirby Forensic Psychiatric Center would be to follow the service road that runs beneath the interstate, but Lily keeps to the river instead, sharing the pathway with only the most serious runners and a handful of bored nannies pushing strollers. It takes a little longer, but she always arrives early. There is nothing in her life to make her late.


On this morning, a blue-domed October wonder, she stops to take in the island of Manhattan she can’t help but see, from this south-facing perspective, as a primary school class picture arranged according to height: the stubby apartment buildings and anonymous housing projects growing into the show-offy towers of Midtown. Yet it’s not the view that holds her. She looks across the churning water



at the smallest building of them all—right up front, where she was made to stand surrounded by strangers in the classroom pictures of her youth—and tries to assess herself as she might the accused she puts questions to at work.


Why is the cabin with you today?


Because of my dream last night.


The old dream. The one you haven’t had in years.


It’s been a while, yes.


The dream of riding a white horse through the woods after your mother died?


Not died. Killed. And I don’t think it was a dream. I don’t think it was a horse.


Even now? You still think it actually happened? You still believe in magic?


Lily doesn’t have an answer for these last questions. Which makes her like most of her clients. They can tell you what they saw, how they did it, what arguments the voices in their heads made. But whether any of it was real? It’s like asking a child if the thing living under their bed is real.


She has a gift for the job. One that goes beyond her exceptional performances on exams and the workaholism that was mistaken for ambition but was in fact the comfort she felt walking the asylum’s halls. She finds a music in the shouted obscenities and hellish moans emitted from the cells. And then there are the clients themselves. Mutilators, stalkers, worshippers of their own churches of the occult. Malignant souls that most, including her colleagues, largely regard as beyond understanding. Yet Lily doesn’t see them that way. She can enter the burnt forests and rubbled cities of their minds and find the pathway to their intentions, the core of their wants buried under ash and rock.


“Why did you do it?” she asks as the final query in most of her interviews.


“I don’t know,” the murderer or rapist replies.


“I do,” Lily says.


She starts walking again, toward the pale brick walls of the Kirby



ahead of her, its plainness and enormity not even trying to hide the madhouse that it is. Most of the people she works with, the social workers and orderlies, regularly call the building ugly, or as one bow-tied district attorney who repeatedly hits on her and she repeatedly denies likes to put it, “the Pandemonium on Hell Gate Circle.” Lily couldn’t disagree more. It was true that where she worked was the sort of place you never wanted to end up. That’s why she thought it architecturally honest for it to appear that way. It looked like hell for a reason.


There were so many other positions Lily could have pursued, cushy appointments where she’d refer violent offenders to public institutions like the Kirby but wouldn’t have to deal with them directly. Safe and sound. But that was never what she was looking for. It was satisfying to find something you had an affinity for in a university lecture hall, but once she arrived at the Kirby she found it electrifying to practice it in the field. Lily had a special talent for hearing echoes of the demonic voices in the thoughts of her clients, a kind of empathy that her supervisor, Dr. Edmundston, believed marked her for even greater success than she’d already enjoyed in her first few years out, though he admitted that it frightened him a little sometimes. It frightened Lily a little sometimes too. But although the Kirby represented the grimiest corner of psychiatric work, Lily found everything she needed in it. She took home more than enough money for a single woman in a less-than-great apartment who doesn’t go out much. And she had never wanted the work to be safe.


You couldn’t admit to it, it was unprofessional, it was wrong, but Lily finds stimulation, something almost like arousal, in glimpsing the most diseased minds. It’s like looking over the edge of a cliff. If you get close enough, you can feel what it would be like to take one more step and have the world slip out from under you.


A runner rushes toward her.


One of the gaunt marathoners who circle the city’s edges day and night. Usually they pass without noticing she’s there. But this one, a



woman with dark hair tied into a braid that lashes against one shoulder and then the other with each stride, looks directly at her.


There were only a couple of photos ever taken as far as she knew, waxy squares issued from the lips of Polaroid cameras. Pictures of a woman she would compare her own likeness to and sometimes see herself, sometimes not. But as the running woman glances back as she passes, Lily recognizes her.


The running woman looks exactly like her mother.
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What are you? Some kind of psycho?


Dr. Lily Dominick punches in her security code at the staff entrance as she mentally edits the indictment that has ticker-taped through her mind.


What are you? Some kind—


Some kind of what?


How would the assistant director of Forensic Psychiatry at one of the leading maximum security institutions of its kind diagnose herself? She knows where to start, anyway. Symptoms. First, a dream from the night before involving her rescue on the back of a white beast. This morning, the memory of a monster as it stood in a pool of blood on the threshold of the cabin’s door. And just now, the hallucination of her mother in the face of a stranger.


She can’t do it. It’s impossible for Lily to see herself as a client because there’s no question in her mind that she is fundamentally sane. Given to anxiety in social situations, emotionally more reserved than



she ought to be, functionally asexual for longer stretches than she’d like to dwell on, but clinically normal. These visions are only indicative of her imaginative character, she tells herself, not a disorder in the pages of her bible, Forensic Mental Health Assessment, Second Edition.


It isn’t me, Lily thinks as the door buzzes open and she steps inside the Kirby’s walls.


Something in the world has changed today.


Something that’s here. Inside.


SHE SQUEAKS DOWN THE MARBLE FLOOR IN THE LEATHER FLATS SHE traded her sneakers for in a bathroom stall. Choosing comfort over the additional inch or two that heels might afford her, Lily stands five foot four with her back straight. She’s little not just in terms of height but proportionally: the slender fingers, the narrow hips, the elven ears. All her life she’s been described as petite, a word she’s come to hate the whole French language for. Yet she’s aware of making choices that play up to a certain version of the part. The crisply tailored suits, round tortoiseshell glasses, pageboy haircut. She is at once compact and severe, the sort of woman who men and other women alike tend to call “intense.” But there was something enticing in her brand of intensity, something many others saw even if she was blind to it herself. If not an invitation, she offered the promise of a remarkable discovery, a surprising gift to be shared if you could find the key that unlocked her.


As she nods good morning to passing coworkers she gets into the elevator that will take her to her office, all the while telling the second voice within her to be quiet. The voice belongs to her, but is distinct from her own. It’s that nasty inner devil all of us have—so Lily believes, a sentimental Freudian at heart—that requires regular taming. Inappropriate. You’d never guess it was there, this other voice, coming from this other part of her, manic and grinning within her.


Lily pulls open the door to the cramped anteroom where her assistant Denise’s desk is surrounded by towering filing cabinets and a





sad chair with a crater in the seat. One look tells Lily that Denise has news. That expression of hers that announces there’s something especially juicy to be shared. Her brows raised and her filigreed earrings swinging from recently shaking her head in disbelief.


“Do me a favor and stand here a second,” she says as she hands Lily a case file. “I want to see your face when you read what this one did.”


“Can’t we even try to say good morning first?”


“You’re the one who’s going to have the good morning. Go on, read it.”


“You know these files are confidential, right?”


“I can keep a secret.” Denise zips her lips shut.


Lily looks down at the file and sees there’s no name on the identification label on the front, only a number. It’s not uncommon for clients to show up without knowing who they are, or without telling the police if they do. But this file feels different. A vibrating warmth that travels through the stiff paper and into her fingertips.


“What did he do?” Lily asks.


Denise gets up from her chair to whisper. “Tell you the truth, I don’t want to say.”


“Why not?”


“Because it’s so … freaky.”


“And you’re surprised? Look around. We’re in the freak industry.”


It’s out before Lily can catch herself. The freak industry? The sort of thing Denise says and Lily voices her disapproval of. But this morning it’s her line.


“You got that right,” Denise says.
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The man is waiting for her. The file has little to say about him other than his namelessness, the violent crime he was arrested for, his strange calm upon his arrest. He sits at the steel table, palms resting on his knees. In his mug shot, his even gaze was suggestive of considerations that couldn’t be guessed at. Now, three strides away, he looks at her and she has even less of an idea what his thoughts may be, even as she can feel him reaching into her head to find hers.


Psycho.


There were so many words you weren’t supposed to use that her second voice loved to whisper in her ear. Psycho, for one. You never called them that. Over the few years of her still relatively new career she’d watched the patients—no, that had changed too, now they were clients—and the words ascribed to them come and go as if borne upon a tide. Bipolar for what was once insane, high-risk for dangerous. But the truth is—the unspeakable truth, for someone in Dr. Lily Dominick’s



position—is that the ones who come through the Kirby are all psychos, all dangerous in their ways.


This one the same as the rest.


Lily pulls the security door shut behind her and leaves her hand gripped to the handle a moment longer than necessary to avoid meeting his eyes.


Freaky.


You have to be prepared around people like this, even with their legs shackled to the table that’s screwed to the floor. They can be as tricky with the things they say as with the things they do. But this one—a number on a file ten seconds ago and now real—is a man who has done an awful thing and meets her eyes the moment she raises them, conveying something at once brutal and serene. Their shared gaze is weirdly intimate, the kind of look she imagines passes between lovers. It’s part of what makes this one different from the others. Which is what likely makes him dangerous, even more so than the other psychos she finds chained to the tables in these rooms that both smell like and are painted the color of boiled peas.


Lily reminds herself of the job she’s here to do. This always helps. Once she’s in the room, she makes her own feelings disappear. There’s only the questions she asks and how they answer them.


This is what drew her to forensic psychiatry in the first place: Lily doesn’t treat her clients, she assesses them. There’s no obligation to prescribe or heal, merely to categorize, arrive at a conclusion as to their capacity to do the terrible thing they’ve been accused of, along with their capacity to recognize it as terrible or not. She puts her queries to them and they offer a reply, or hold their silence, or spit yellow bile across the stainless steel table deep within a building more prison than hospital. Sometimes the spit finds her skin.


She releases the door’s handle, takes a step into the room, and sees for the second time that it may not be so easy this morning.


The man sitting at the table, half-smiling at her, is different from the rest. How can she tell? It isn’t his face or his body. Both are



pleasing, however unconventionally. The lean strength and broad chest of a swimmer, a power Lily can see even in the interlocked fingers of his large hands. His cheeks and jawline and chin all defined, the skin taut against bone. She guesses he was born in a foreign country, but can’t think of any one place his features might belong to.


What truly sets him apart are his eyes. Wide and deep, alive with animal cunning. Gray irises almost swallowed whole by black pupils. Eyes that speak of multiple thoughts happening at once, though they remain outwardly soft, twinkling at some shared humor. The eyes don’t make him better or worse than the others, or even necessarily sane. Certainly not innocent. Just different.


“What name have they given me?”


An unplaceable accent. Lily tries to line it up with a culture, a continent, but it sounds to her like a combination of locations and classes. There’s Eastern European at its foundation, then a worker’s Russian, along with a trace of northeastern American, the Ivy League debate club interpretation of Oxford English. She does all this puzzling over a half dozen words.


He clears his throat. Lily hasn’t answered him. She won’t say anything until he speaks again.


“Your papers,” he says, nodding at the file tucked under her arm. “I’m curious. How do you refer to those who have no names in this place?”


“We assign them a temporary number. Until we discover the client’s identity.”


“What if you don’t?”


“Everyone has a name.”


“You are mistaken, Doctor.”


He reminds her of a professor she had in grad school. The way he would quiz her, nudge her toward new conclusions. In the case of the professor she’d realized, too late, that it was a subtle form of flirtation. With this man she’s sure it isn’t about that. Then again, she’d been sure it wasn’t about that with the professor too.




“You had no identification with you when you were arrested,” she says. “And you’ve refused to assist investigators by saying who you are. That doesn’t make you nameless, though.”


The man smiles. A single shift in his expression that makes Lily feel—what? Overwhelmed. Light-headed and heart-tripping in a way that starts out as a response to charm but quickly turns queasily unpleasant, the first lurch of motion sickness.


“Perhaps you will help me,” he says.


“Help you?”


“You are a physician, aren’t you?”


“Yes.”


“That comes with professional obligations toward those like me.”


“Like you?”


“The accused.” He shrugs and his shoulders make a sound like smoothed bedsheets inside his shirt. “The wicked.”


“How would you describe your illness?”


“I said wicked, not ill.”


“Your wickedness then.”


“I’ve grown too accustomed to it to describe it.”


“So you see it as my job to tell you?”


“No. I wish your aid in another matter altogether.”


“What would that be?”


He smiles again. And again she feels overwhelmed in the same powerfully disorienting way as before.


“Perhaps you could resolve the question of my missing name,” he says.


It’s playful. A teasing invitation to a harmless game. But there is a commanding authority behind his words too. Soft, gentle, yet it comes to Lily as an order. His voice so persuasive it’s almost physical.


Lily closes her eyes. Opens them.


It clears his spell away. Not that she thinks this man is magic or anything like that. Spell is just the only word she can think of.


“Can we talk about what brought you here?” she asks.




“Of course.” He laughs in a smoker’s growl. “But it’s a little strange to speak to you like this.”


“Like what?”


He gestures at the empty chair across the table from him. “You standing and me sitting. It is, among other things, a situation I find ungentlemanly.” He shakes his legs and the shackles around his ankles rattle and clank. “I would rise but my constraints prevent it.”


“Yes. I’ll sit then,” Lily says, but doesn’t move.


Ungentlemanly.


The word holds her. She’d bet it’s never been uttered in this room before. She would otherwise expect it to have the ring of sarcasm, given where they are, given the trouble he’s in, but it’s clear he’s serious. A gentleman. It’s how he regards himself, how he wishes her to see him. This alone would make him an interesting case if there weren’t a dozen other swirling observations in her head that have already made him so.


“I’ll sit,” she repeats, and this time she does.


She opens his file. He looks at her. She’s so aware of him the print swims on the pages.


Pull your shit together, her second voice tells her. You’re acting crazier than he is.


Control. Lily regards it as her greatest talent. There have been men in this room with her who’ve told her how they would kill her, confessed to unspeakable acts between bouts of giggles, said things so vile they made her want to take a shower as soon as she left. One or two of these men might have fascinated her for a time until she finally found the slot they deserved in one of the diagnostic textbooks and she realized her fascination was only the passing fizz of professional challenge. Through it all, for every doomed one of them, she’d maintained control.


But now, with this man, she feels something else altogether. Not frightened exactly, but the rush that came with being around someone capable of unpredictable violence. She can tell already that he’s



intelligent, that she’ll have to be ready for curveballs. Yet her excitement isn’t of the kind that comes with raising your game in the presence of a worthy opponent. It’s the idea that this moment bears meaning for her in ways she couldn’t possibly understand now but may come to know if she proves deserving. Along with the unshakeable sense that he’s come here for her. Lily feels as if he has delivered a compliment just by sitting there, a prisoner, staring at her.


Stop this. Pull it together. Now.


“You understand the charge against you?” she asks.


“I understand it, yes.”


“Assault in the first degree. That’s a Class B felony.”


“‘A person is guilty of assault in the first degree when, with intent to disfigure another person seriously and permanently, or to destroy, amputate, or disable permanently a member or organ of his body, he causes such injury to such person or to a third person.’ I believe that is the relevant subsection.”


“You’ve memorized the criminal code?”


“Not the whole thing. It lacks poetry, wouldn’t you say? But I asked to see their book and they let me read it.”


“Yes.”


“Yes what?”


“I would agree that that’s the relevant subsection. ‘Intent to disfigure another person seriously and permanently.’”


He wrinkles his nose and the word cute blinks through Lily’s mind. Sexy, her inappropriate voice corrects. Not cute. But most definitely sexy.


“I might contest the ‘permanently,’” he says. “They can do such wonderful things with plastic surgery nowadays.”


She considers writing Narcissistic personality disorder? => lack of compassion; primary injury inflicted to appearance, not victim’s body in her notes but doesn’t want to break the flow of words between them.


“Could you tell me what happened?” she asks.


“I tore a man’s ears from his head.”


“There was no knife?”




“It didn’t require a knife.”


“That’s unusual.”


“Is it?”


He blinks. So slow, the room so quiet that she can hear it.


“Ripping ears off with your bare hands,” she says. “Yes, I’d say unusual. How did you do it?”


He shows his hands. Brings both forefingers together with the thumbs to make a pair of rings. “I took them like this, and pulled, like this.” He brings his hands down and the cuffs around his wrists clang off the table’s edge.


“That’s all it took?”


“The human body is more pliant than most seem to think. More fragile too.”


“Did you approach the man from behind?”


“No. He was walking one way and I the other.”


“He didn’t resist?”


“How can you resist what you have no reason to anticipate?”


“Did you speak to him?”


“Yes.”


“What did you say?”


“Breathe in.”


“Why that?”


“Because I knew he would do as I told him. And that by the time he breathed out I’d be done.”


Once more Lily has to return her eyes to the file pages on the table, using them as an anchor to the world outside the room.


“I’ve seen the photos,” she says, flipping the pages with her thumb. “With hands alone—I wouldn’t think it possible.”


“Normally, no. I suppose not.” The man nods as if at an unexpected consideration.


“And you’re not normal.”


“Not remotely.”




“So tell me,” she says, looking up at him again. “Share your ear-tearing secret with me.”


He ignores her playfulness as easily as she succumbed to his.


“It demands a certain amount of strength, certainly,” he answers. “And the absence of hesitation. That above all.”


“You felt no hesitation because the man deserved what you did to him?”


“No, no. You misunderstand.” She’s reminded once again of her grad school professor, this time of his impatience. “It’s that I feel no hesitation about any action I take.”


She makes a note in the file. A scribbled shorthand. He watches her write and Lily is sure they both see the meaninglessness of what she does.


“You think a statement like that brings you closer to finding a condition for me,” he says. “Something in the sociopathic family, I’d imagine.”


“It’s an interesting aspect. That’s all. But I’d like to know more.”


“I’m here for you, Doctor.”


He tries to spread his arms wide in a gesture of openness but the restraints prevent him, so that he merely raises his hands clasped together in front of his face as if in prayer.


When he lowers them she considers his face without looking away.


You’d never mistake him for a pretty man, nor perhaps even handsome, but he’s unquestionably appealing. The long, flared nose, the scrubby islands of beard, the eyes downturned at the corners so that they convey a constant expression of what could be either empathy or gnawing grief. There are indications of strength in even the smallest of his motions. Not bulging, weight-lifted muscle, but sinewy, like braided rope. She was wrong in her initial impression of him as a swimmer. There’s an elegance to that sport—the progress of an individual body against a resisting element—he would have little interest in. Lily’s client has the physical presence of someone who has never



done anything in pursuit of athletics, rather only to bring about immediate alterations to his environment, the delivery of pleasure or the infliction of pain. His nature strikes her as equal parts lover and street fighter.


It’s the mouth. The other parts too, but Lily thinks it’s the mouth above all. Full and sharply etched. A mouth to kiss, to open yourself to. “I’m no expert,” Lily always says whenever Denise hands her a photo of some movie star in one of the magazines she brings to work and asks if Lily thinks he’s hot. “Good-looking, I guess, but I’m no expert.” As if expertise were required to respond to the way someone looks.


“Why did you decide to hurt him, a stranger?” she asks, looking down at the file again.


“Proximity.”


“To what?”


“The police cruiser parked on West Broadway.”


“You wanted to be seen?”


“Yes.”


“To be arrested?”


“Yes.”


“Why his ears?”


“I needed to do something out of the ordinary.”


“Why?”


“Aren’t those the kind they send you? The scary ones?”


“So you did this because you want to be locked up in a forensic psychiatric facility?”


“Not at all, Doctor. I did this because I want to be with you.”


Lily leans back in her chair. The man hasn’t made any move toward her but she catches a scent of his skin as if he’d placed his hands on her cheeks. There’s woodsmoke in it, and some kind of grain alcohol. The sawdust and aged meat of the butcher shop.


“You think you know who I am?” she asks, and immediately sees



it’s the wrong question. If a client believes a relationship exists between himself and his examiner, it’s important to point out that this connection is a side effect of their deviance, a false illusion of intimacy. A physician in her position has to either get things back on track or end the interview altogether and try again another time. Lily has made a mistake. She’s given this man the opportunity to confirm his convictions. Which he does.


“Of course I know you,” he says.


“So tell me.”


“You are Dr. Lily Dominick. Thirty-six years old. Unmarried, no children. You completed your residency in forensic psychiatry at Brown, and prior to that graduated summa cum laude in biological science at the University of Michigan. All on full scholarship, give or take a part-time job here and there. The Kirby has been your sole place of employment since entering practice, which I can assume is because you chose it to be. You wanted nothing but the best. Which, in your field, means nothing but the worst.”


“My name. That’s all you’re working from,” Lily replies, speaking with intentional force to cover the tremble in her voice. “It’s public knowledge who’s on staff here. My CV is on the web somewhere too, along with my birth date for all I know. A diligent Internet search. Quite a different thing from knowing me.”


“Very true. As it stands, you are little more than a collection of facts to me. But I hope that will soon change.”


“It won’t.”


“Hold on to your doubt, Doctor. It will provide you some comfort for a time.”


“Until what?”


“Until it turns to dust. Until your old life ends and your new one begins.”


She jots another note. This one to compose the right question, one that will allow her to slip away from his tightening knot of riddles.




“If you really knew me,” she says, “you would know the names of my mother and father.”


“Clever! You are setting traps for me!”


“How so?”


“Because you never had a father, at least one you ever knew. And your mother—what is the polite term in America? Not dead, certainly not! You’re allergic to the idea in this country, even the mention of it. Your mother has passed on. But it was she with whom I had an acquaintanceship. Before you were born and up until—”


“—died. I’m not offended by the term.”


“Of course! What physician would be? Died. There! Let’s both be grown-ups.”


It’s only a successful shot in the dark—to guess a single parenthood, no names, no specific circumstances—but Lily has to remind herself of it. He’s on a fishing expedition and nothing else. Just like the psychic who chances on the dead loved one whose name starts with a vowel (“Uncle Ed!”) and is credited with uncanny accuracy, this man is feeling around until she helps him find a nugget of particularity. Something she’s not about to do. First, because it’s her job to turn this interview around. Second, she doesn’t like the idea that he possesses even a piece of faked knowledge of her past.


“There are a number of problems with your proposition,” Lily states calmly.


“Yes?”


“For one, it would appear that we’re about the same age. Which means if I was a child when you knew my mother, you were a child too. Even if you had met her—which I don’t believe—you wouldn’t have remembered it, given how young you would have been.”


“You said a number of problems. Could you cite another?”


“You haven’t given my mother a name, or stated where you knew her from.”


There’s a clock on the wall and the man glances up at it, rightly



calculating that these interviews have fixed time limits. His shackles clank together under the table as he weighs what approach he should take.


“I have many things I’d like to say that you will find unbelievable at first. Specifics are where that doubt of yours puts me at a disadvantage, especially here, where I can’t show you things, only speak them,” he says. “Yet I look forward to our future discussions, Doctor. They will require some time. That’s where the showing will be of assistance.”


“I can observe more than you think from right here,” Lily says, placing her elbows on the table. “And my hearing is fine. It’s my job to listen.”


“Then hear this. I am not like anyone who has ever passed through this place before. I am a singular case.”


“Were you trying to prove your singularity when you injured that man the way you did?”


He takes a deep breath. “Let’s stop talking about him.”


“Isn’t he the reason we’re together right now?”


“No. He means nothing.”


“The pain you caused him. Are you saying—”


“No!”


The man stands. Kicks at the leg shackles with such force the table, the floor itself shakes. His hands clenched in fists he stops himself from swinging down. Lily flinches, but almost instantly sits straight again.


“I’m not here to explain a petty crime! I’m not a case study! I thought you—”


He stops once he realizes he’s shouting. He sits. His eyes dart to the door to see if an officer will appear. Lily half expects it herself. But whether the guard on the other side of the glass is too busy dunking his donut or whether he’s waiting for a signal she has yet to give, the door remains closed.




“I’m here to give you a gift,” the man says, his voice no more than a whisper.


Lily closes the file. “I should go.”


“Please don’t.”


“These interviews—they can’t happen if—”


“I promise I won’t do that again. I will be patient. And it’s really the most extraordinary gift. Please, Lily.”


The way he says her name. It sounds to her, with that accent of his, closer to its true articulation than when she says it herself. She lingers, partly to confirm her diagnosis by learning what he wants to present her with, partly to hear him say her name again.


“What gift?” she asks.


“Something I’ve never wholly shared with anyone before.”


“A secret.”


“If it’s a secret, it’s been sitting right under mankind’s nose for a very long time.”


“It’s special knowledge, then.”


“Only the truth, Doctor.”


Lily puts her pen down. Gestures for him to continue.


“It’s true by appearance we would seem to belong to the same generation,” he begins. “Which would mean I was a child at the same time you were. But the fact is I was never a child.”


“Metaphorically, I take it.”


“Not at all.”


“I don’t follow.”


“I came into the world in this adult form, and have remained this way all my life. A life that’s over two hundred years old, Dr. Dominick.”


Lily nods as casually as she can and picks up her pen. Makes another note in the file.





Irrational age claim. Constancy = appearance. Supernatural attributes.







It’s almost disappointing. Even this one, so interesting, so seemingly different, is falling into place, into a category.





Delusions of immortality consistent with schizophrenia => indication of Cotard’s Syndrome?





He was going in this direction all along, she recognizes now. It was his intensity—his seasick-making attractiveness—that put her off course at first. But now he’s coming into diagnostic focus just like all the others. Which makes this day just like all the ones that came before. It makes her feel old. Two hundred years old.


“The longest recorded life span of a human being is one hundred and twenty years,” she says. “You’re aware of this?”


“One hundred and twenty-two years and one hundred and sixty-four days. Yes, I’m aware of it.”


“So you see yourself as an exception?”


“Yes.”


“How?”


“In the simplest terms? I’m not a human being.”


Ah, here we go, Lily thinks. Which will it be? Alien or angel? It’s usually one of those two. Though she’s prepared to give this one the credit of coming up with something a little more original.


“You beg the question, 46874-A,” Lily says, reading the number on the stickered ID of his file. “If not human, what are you?”


He smiles. But it’s not like his earlier ones. There’s sadness in his face now that transfers to her, an instant, swelling despair in her chest.


“I think the answer to that is why I’m here,” he says.


“You’ve said that already. To have someone give you a name.”


“No, Lily.” His face drifts closer to hers over the table, a distance greater than she would have guessed his leg shackles would allow. “To have you know what I am.”


It comes to her all at once. The fear.




He’d made her alert from the moment she’d entered the room. But she hadn’t felt truly frightened until now.


To have you know what I am.


The layers of unwanted discovery he implies with this sentence alone, a darkness that goes deeper than any psychiatric condition—it enters her like a bullet of ice to the chest.


“I have another appointment,” she mumbles as she sweeps the file up and stands. “We’ll have to arrange—”


She knocks her chair back without meaning to and it clatters to the floor. This seems to get the guard’s attention, because she hears the buzzer that opens the door. Only ten feet away but looking three times that distance now. She doesn’t stop to right the chair. She doesn’t look back at him.


“Alison,” the shackled man says.


“What did you say?”


“She went by other names at different times in her life, but that’s most likely what you knew her as.”


Lily can’t find words. Or air. She makes it to the door but goes still once she gets there, her hand riveted to the handle.


“Your mother,” he says. “I knew her, Lily. In ways you didn’t. Still don’t.”


“How did you—”


“Your mother was not who she presented herself as. Not at all.”


“That’s not—”


“She told you a story. And as you grew up in other people’s homes, you passed it along until you could construct your own story. But I have come here to tell you that what you know of your origins contains only the smallest fragment of truth.”


It takes all her will to do it, but Lily turns to face him. “Why don’t you tell me. Tell me the truth.”


“Your father wasn’t a man named Jonathan. Those few photos of him that you possess are pictures of a stranger that your mother gave



you so that it would appear you were the product of a brief coupling, that they had gone their separate ways.”


“That’s enough.”


“While the woman you know as Alison was your mother—”


“Shut up!”


“While Alison was your mother, the man in those photos— Jonathan—played no part in your conception.”


“You’re wrong,” she says. “Jonathan Dominick was my father.”


“No, he wasn’t.”


“How do you know?”


“Because I am.”
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Lily staggers from the interview room with her hands held out at her sides, partly to brace herself, partly to fend off any attack. The latter concerns her more than the dizziness that feels like a nest of birds trapped in her head, beating their wings against the inside of her skull. Defend herself? From what? The client was being taken to his cell by way of a separate, secured hallway. He is no threat now. But it doesn’t stop her from feeling threatened. The half-smile and swallowing eyes of the man in chains. She told you a story. Her mother’s body. The thing standing over it.


She can feel the nameless client inside the building. Somewhere in the concrete vastness of the Kirby’s long halls he radiates a heat that makes her look behind her more than once over the course of the day to check if he’s standing there. Each time there’s a second of real surprise when he isn’t.


Lily knows this is only her returning to what he said, over and over. Odd in itself. Clients said bizarre things to her all the time and, for



the most part, none of it echoed in her head once she’d shut the interview room door. She tries to tell herself it’s because what the man said was so personal. But then again, clients had tried to get under her skin before, tried to make it about her. None of them could back it up with obscure facts the way the man from this morning had. Is that why his voice lingers? The psych studies say it’s the same way with ghosts. The dead appear most vividly to those already looking for them, so that those suffering grief see the one grieved for just as those playing with a Ouija board unknowingly move the planchette with their own fingers. A series of links of her own making: she’s thinking of him, and this gives her the sensation of his presence, so that it seems he’s reaching out to her just as she is to him.
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