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What people are saying about


Travelers


Donald Altman’s Travelers is a gripping mystical journey through Time and Space, rooted in the reality of a Psychiatric Hospital. A Psychiatrist journeys into his young patient’s universe and together they fight his inner demons which turn out to be both real and imagined. The outer demons make this book a real thriller in the unique microcosm of the Hospital which reverberates and expands to illuminate the forces unleashed in our world today. Both chilling and moving.


Lyle Kessler, Tony-Award nominated playwright and screenwriter of Orphans and The Saint of Fort Washington 


The mutual reciprocity between Professional Care Giver and Under Cared For unfolds in various surprising and meaningful ways in this fascinating novel, and reminds me of K-Pax; of Ken Kesey’s hero’s Herculean labors to free the prisoners of Nurse Ratchet and her over-institutionalized mental health system; as well as initiatory and cosmic healing journeys of all kinds, outer and inner and beyond, physical, mental, spiritual, emotional— during which the shadows in the fearsome heart of darkness are revealed as nothing less than the light of spiritual love itself. It is insights like Dr. Banks’ profound pith instruction, “Just remember no one is either all bad or all good,” that makes Travelers worth reading and savoring in the heart of awakened awareness during these tumultuous, confused and stressful times.


Lama Surya Das, author of Awakening the Buddha Within 


Donald Altman’s Travelers is a brilliant and beautiful journey into the mystical realms of mind, body, and spirit healing. It is so well written that it immediately draws you into the story of a psychiatrist’s spiritual initiation. It is written from the perspective of someone who has spent countless hours working with patients, studying mindfulness and exploring the vast realms of the interiority. Travelers is an odyssey of hope, healing and the holistic integration of our fragmented selves.


Michael Stone, trauma facilitator and author of Living a Shamanic Way of Life 


Travelers is a powerful and touching novel of loss, grief and healing. In the tradition of Herman Hesse, this thought-provoking story carries you into new realms of the psyche as it follows the main character in his search for authenticity, self-knowledge, and spirituality. Its timeless message is how love is given, not taken.


John Arden, PhD, psychologist and author of Mind-Brain-Gene 


Travelers is a thrilling adventure and journey into the uncharted world of shamanic visions, paranormal states and new dimensions of consciousness. A clinical psychiatrist’s theories, personal life, and medical career are jeopardized through his chance encounter with a mysterious “traveler” at the psych hospital. Donald Altman draws on his extensive experiences as a psychotherapist, former monk and spiritual seeker to weave a narrative full of twists and turns, as compelling as it is inspiring.


David Nez, author of Tree of Visions: Visionary Traditions of the Western World 


Travelers promises a spiritual journey of significance and Altman’s book delivers. While it reads like a true story written by a therapist, the story carries you along on a mystical journey of initiation into another reality. This novel challenges what you assume to be true and how your beliefs can limit you. The story reveals the deeper truth of how those who unexpectedly show up in your life can open your heart and help you consider possibilities beyond the known. The grieving protagonist experiences a deep transformation, and the reader is invited to a deeper understanding of self as well.


Julie Tallard Johnson, LCSW, author of The Clue of the Red Thread and Wheel of Initiation 


Travelers is a marvelous book that shows how we all have our little mental boxes, and for psychiatrist Dr. Ben Banks, his have become a prison cell. Then, a new patient, young Mason Delabrey, with his mind-blowing experiences, comes for help. And the boy’s therapy quickly becomes a two-way street that broadens the doctor’s limited perception of himself and his possibilities—even those that exist after death. Something we all need. Highly recommended.


John Nelson, visionary author of I, Human and Matrix of the Gods 


Read this book to open your doors of perception! This story casts a quantum spell, triggering “spooky action at a distance” within you. Like the works of Carlos Castaneda, Travelers takes you on a journey beyond the limits of rationality and science that will have you questioning reality. Travelers is sure to leave an enduring echo of hope reverberating in your heart and spirit long after the words recede into memory. A deeply soul satisfying and meaningful work for our times.


Randall Fitzgerald, author and former Roving Editor of Reader’s Digest 


Travelers is a beautifully crafted story of the journey of Dr. Banks, a trained psychiatrist coping with his own inner pains and demons along with those of his patients. The author’s professional knowledge of the inner workings of a psychiatric hospital create such vivid reality that the reader wonders if the story is biography, fiction or science fiction. The reader is drawn effortlessly into the town and hospital and home of Dr. Banks, and accepts the strange and wondrous visitors and visions that come to ease his personal pain. The very human struggle for finding truth and healing adds a veracity to a well-drawn and compelling story that allows the reader to ponder their own attitudes toward the spiritual unknown with greater insight. Travelers is a quick read but contains depths of knowledge that teach and enlighten and ends with a positive appreciation of the individual potential that exists inside us all. Highly recommended.


Doug Lowell, author of Soulmate 
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To My Fellow Stardust Travelers—


May we help those travelers we encounter each day,


in ways both large and small. 


And, as an ancient blessing advises:


May suffering ones be suffering free,


May the fear struck fearless be,


May grieving ones shed all grief,


May all beings find relief.


And as we awaken,


May we all travel in peace. 




Chapter 1


Let me start this book with an apology of sorts. You see, I am a board-certified psychiatrist, not a book writer. I’ve written an occasional article here and there, but I’m most comfortable making diagnostic assessments, writing chart notes and documenting sessions with patients at a large hospital’s psychiatric unit in Oregon where I have worked for over fifteen years. To remove any confusion, let me disclose upfront that I have no affiliation with the Oregon State Hospital. That’s where they filmed One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest and have a nearby museum where you can still see Big Indian’s broom and the hydrotherapy room. That story, I assure you, was pure fiction. What I’m about to share with you, on the other hand, is an accurate rendition of events to the best of my ability. Naturally, for reasons of confidentiality, I have changed all the names, as well as any details that might reveal the actual persons involved. Still, the key events themselves are undeniable.


One more thing needs to be clearly stated before I launch into this case. You may not think that psychiatrists are scientists, but we undergo intense medical training, learn best practices, and use a combination of neuroleptics and other meds with proven talk therapy approaches to help patients. I only mention that because what I’m about to share in these pages may seem to be “out there,” in the sense that it lacks rationality and science-based evidence.


For that reason, I have drawn extensively from my notes, as well as recollections from my journal to assemble them into a single, cohesive story. If there is any fault in the telling of events, that is my own, and my own completely. Again, not being a writer, I hope you’ll permit me the benefit of adding the word “cohesive”—if I may be so optimistic as to do so.


This case precipitated with the arrival of a young man, Mason Delabrey, age 19, at the hospital for evaluation. When he first arrived in my office, Mason looked so thin that I wondered if he was emaciated. He was dressed all in black, and his straight, long black hair hung low over his forehead making it difficult to see his eyes. When I held out my hand to shake his, Mason retreated inwardly. Uncertain yet hopeful, I kept my arm outstretched. It was only after an awkward pause that he hesitantly reached out to greet me. Though his hand was quite cold, I noticed his nails were not brittle. Neither could I see any lanugo hair on his face or neck—the furry or fine hair that is sometimes present with anorexia and which serves as the body’s strategy for preserving heat. Still, I made a mental note to check for disordered eating. However, the most salient issue on his admission report which I’d be addressing in my initial intake was an attempted suicide.


Mason chose to sit on the red sofa in my office. Seeing this, I joined him in a nearby, adjacent chair, so as not to sit behind a desk. I tried to match his posture, even subtly. He watched me through his long bangs, which he swept aside for a moment. There, I finally saw his entire face; it was soft and as white as a pearl with an anathema to the sun. His nose was long and slender, and his eyebrows, set beneath a large forehead, furrowed over his large brown eyes, all lending to an expression that seemed perpetually questioning and melancholy.


“You body matching me?” he asked. There was not the slightest hint of hostility in his tone, only a sense of curiosity.


“Body matching?” I asked.


“Mocking my movements.”


Caught off guard, I paused. I had gotten in the habit of doing this to attune to patients, but I couldn’t remember the last time a patient pointed this out. In rapid succession, a few possible responses to Mason’s query ran through my head. Finally, I realized if I was to connect with this young man, I needed to fess up.


“I’m not going to B.S. you, Mason. You’re right. But, I didn’t do it in a deceitful way. Sometimes it helps me sense what others are feeling. You’re very observant,” I said, purposely pointing out one of his strengths—and wondering how he would respond.


“So tell me, what am I feeling?” he insisted, not letting me off the hook.


I pressed my hands together and raised them up until my forefingers touched my lips. Taking a breath, my chest heaved slightly on the exhale.


“I don’t know.” I shook my head. “I was hoping you’d tell me.” Instead of sharing, he just stared down at the floor. So, I thought I’d break the ice by explaining that I didn’t like to do standard tests, such as giving patients the Beck Depression Inventory or any of the anxiety inventories during an initial intake. I simply wanted to enter a person’s world and see how I might gain an understanding before coming to any conclusions, diagnostic or otherwise. “I do know that you’re in pain. Life is a continuum of experiences, and the best I can tell you, Mason, is that I’ve learned not to judge. So, I hope you’ll share with me…”


“What? Why I tried to kill myself?” he interrupted.


“Yes, I do want to know that. But what I was going to say was, ‘I hope you’ll share whatever can help me to help you.’”


There was another long period of silence. As I sat, I noticed a shaft of light coming through the screened window and forming a rectangle on the worn beige carpet between Mason’s feet and my own. I was just about to break in when he shared a rather vivid hallucination experience, as follows from sections of my chart notes and memory:


The patient’s affect was somewhat flat as he began talking: 


“I don’t ever remember anything being so completely black. So black so that it made me catch my breath. I jerked my head from side to side to see where I was, but there was just this empty darkness. I remember clenching my hands and I could feel the coldness of my fingers in my palms. It felt good to feel them.” 


The patient reported peering into the darkness when an arm reached forward, as if out of a cloud of nothingness. When I asked if this startled him, Mason stated he “wasn’t afraid,” which struck him as kind of “weirdly different.” He reported being more curious than anything. It was in this state of openness that he simply watched as the arm, an apparently disembodied arm, reached upwards and towards the side of his head. 


The fingers, long and thin, touched him ever so gently on his left temple. With that, a hoarse, almost whispering voice asked him, “Are you a traveler?” 


Upon hearing this question, the patient reported thinking, “Am I a traveler? What does that mean?” The patient pondered over this question as the fingers continued to lightly touch his temple. They felt warm to the touch, somehow inviting. Even though the body from which the arm reached out was not visible, this entity, or whatever it was, made him feel safe. Although he wasn’t a hundred percent sure, something inside told him what to say: “Yes. Yes, I’m a traveler.” 


What happened next was abbreviated in my notes, but I’d like to share it here in its entirety. Mason said that someone, or something, dressed in a black shawl stepped out from the veil of darkness. When I asked Mason about any identifying features, he reported that because the figure was hooded, he was unable to describe any details about the face or even the sex.


Then, unexpectedly, in the blink of an eye this figure bear-hugged him. At that moment, according to the patient, “the blackness was suddenly replaced with the brightness of white light, white all over, a white so bright that for a moment it blinded me.” Simultaneously, he felt himself being catapulted upward, like a cannonball.


With this sense of upward movement came an overwhelming feeling he had never known before. It was, he described, like being enveloped in “a warm glow, kind of sweet, like warm honey and roses.” The glow, along with the sweet fragrance and sense of lightness, was intoxicating. It occurred to him for a moment that maybe this was like meeting God, but as soon as that thought occurred, the whiteness and light cleared away.


Suddenly, Mason realized he was in a garage, floating up near the ceiling. Before any thoughts could interfere, he recognized various objects like a rusty rake with a broken handle, the bent garbage can, the blue mountain bike. The word “Damn!” popped into his head with the realization that this wasn’t just any garage, but the garage at his parent’s home. He lived here!


Mason noticed that the garage was smoky, and the car was running. He felt his body descending, attracted to the car like a magnet, even though he hadn’t consciously told it where to move. That’s when he saw a figure collapsed across the front seat.


According to Mason, his body again moved without effort. He felt himself contacting and moving through the car door, which was still shut. He hovered closer to the body. He was looking at a profile of a pale face; the eyes were half shut, and each breath was heavy and labored. Suddenly it dawned on him. This young man was himself.


In my office, Mason screamed aloud, “Noooo!” as if he were reliving the moment. Although I am trained to be professionally neutral, I felt a chill surge through my body. I asked the patient to take a few slow breaths before telling me what he saw. After feeling composed again, he described a crushing pain.


No longer was he floating and witnessing. Instead, it was like a thousand needles pierced him. He tried to move his body, but each limb was heavy like large rocks. It took every ounce of his remaining strength to press the “off” button on the car’s dash. His arm slid over to the horn, which he pressed and pressed repeatedly while gasping and choking for air. The last thing he remembered thinking, he told me, was, “Please take my head out of this fucking vice.”


Mason’s next memory was waking up in the hospital with an IV drip in his arm. Before our session was up, we talked at length about what this traveler experience meant to him. Had he ever heard this traveler “voice” before? It was well recognized in the field that the first symptoms of schizophrenia often developed in late adolescence with hallucinations and delusions. But Mason’s experience seemed unusual to me, and I’d have to rule out other possible physical causes, including a brain concussion history.


Before our time was up, I asked Mason about his suicide and said that I wanted him to be safe. I was relieved when he promised not to harm himself and that he was willing to work on a safety plan with me. As he stood to leave my office, he paused at the door.


“Can you call my mom?” His voice was quivering, trailing off. “Tell her I’m sorry…”


“Sorry for what?”


“For this, for everything, for being such a fuck-up.” He stood frozen, looking blankly at the floor.


I cupped my hand ever so gently on the back of his shoulder, which felt so frail that I could clearly feel his scapula. “I’ll be talking to her. Would you like me to arrange for you to see her?”


A small, fragile voice, somewhere from deep inside of this six-foot tall young man answered with a single word, “Okay,” before shuffling out the door where an orderly was waiting to show him to his room.


Composing my SOAP notes (that’s psycho-lingo for one way to format and structure notes on a session: the Subjective, the Objective, the Assessment, and the Plan), I realized that even if his suicide attempt was caused by a triggering event, Mason clearly suffered from anhedonia and other signs of acute depression. The only thing he reportedly got pleasure from was drawing and sketching, but he had stopped doing those activities months ago.


Under the Plan section of my notes, I wrote that Mason might benefit from being included in a group with our excellent art therapist, David. There was certainly enough reason to keep him hospitalized until we eliminated any possible self-harm and had his diagnosis and meds sorted out.


Most patients on my residential unit were a fair bit older than Mason. They were severely impaired, delusional and in crisis. Typically, they remained here for two or three weeks until they were stabilized on meds and returned to their home or family. Unfortunately, the families didn’t always welcome them back, and so more than a few ended up on the streets, biding their time until they boomeranged back to us. Mason didn’t really seem to fit in with our milieu, but we’d just have to make it work.


“Hey, it’s Bono! Oh my God, I love U2, you are so awesome!” A manic patient, Roy, beamed at me as I headed down the hall to a staff meeting.


“Hi, Roy,” I smiled.


“You gonna play something for us? I can’t believe Bono is here. Look!” he said to Mr. Dibby, a middle-aged man with unipolar depression who rarely spoke. Mr. Dibby looked up, obviously unimpressed by my Bono impression.


“Coffee!!!” came a shout from Wanda, a thin older woman who was seated in the common area and could never seem to get enough caffeine.


“Is your rib open?” asked Frita, a slender woman in her thirties.


“No, I think it’s my jacket.”


“Coffee!!!” called out Wanda again, to no one in particular.


“Bono, don’t go! No, not before you sing,” pleaded Roy from behind.


“I’m not going anywhere, Roy. I’ll check in on you later, okay?”


“‘Sunday Bloody Sunday’, man!” My biggest fan moved and gyrated wildly.


“That’s wrong,” demanded Burt, a fifty-year-old who was diagnosed with schizoaffective disorder. “You don’t know what you’re doing. I work here and you can’t do that!” Burt grabbed another patient’s coffee and spilled it all over himself. “I’m wet! I’m wet! Oh my God, I’m wet!” he shouted, trying to wipe the coffee off his shirt and pants.


“How do you get a cup of coffee around here? I paid for it! Coffee!!!” echoed in the hall behind me as I walked past the nurses’ station and turned down the hall.


Yes, these patients were sometimes delusional and might act out, but they weren’t scary violent like those living in the forensic unit of our hospital. I had spent time working on the forensic side, and it was no fun always looking over your shoulder to make sure you weren’t getting assaulted.


The most frightening patient in forensics was the behemoth of a man nicknamed “Sasquatch.” This name was not chosen lightly. Sasquatch stood almost seven feet tall. He refused to cut his hair or shave his beard, both of which were hopelessly matted and accentuated the impression of his being a dangerous, fierce and wooly animal. He lumbered about the unit clumsily, each foot slapping at the ground as his arms swung wildly along for the ride. He was probably over-medicated on Haldol, which might have accounted for the atypical body movement, but no doctor wanted to be responsible for reducing the dose of his antipsychotic cocktail.


He was in his mid-twenties, after an already long history of assault, paranoia and delusions, that Sasquatch tragically stabbed his brother in the eye and his sister in the throat with a carving knife at the family Thanksgiving dinner table. The sister bled out and died before the EMTs arrived, and the brother lost an eye. Sasquatch seemed genuinely remorseful about what he had done. While he rarely heard voices anymore like the one that told him to attack his brother and sister, he never pleaded for his release when his time came up for a mandatory court appearance. His mother continued to visit him with site supervision, but his father and brother refused to acknowledge him. Unlike those forensic patients who made progress and left the unit for weekend visits with family, Sasquatch was most likely a lifer.


I found a seat and settled in for the staff meeting around the rectangular table along with my unit’s other two clinicians, psychiatrist Dr. Rick Milton and Licensed Professional Counselor Sarah Brown. Also in attendance was our art therapist, David, and our pharmacist, Mitch. Sitting at the head of the table and leading the group was Executive Director of the hospital, Dr. Beverly Howell. She oversaw the operation of all the units and had been here since the hospital’s inception twenty-five years prior. Beverly’s rosy complexion made her seem warm and approachable. But make no mistake. When her piercing brown eyes, framed by gray hair flecked with black undertones, turned in your direction, she communicated a very different impression. With Beverly you always knew where you stood, and she was usually right.


When my turn came to present the status of my cases, I started with Mason. In particular, I raised a concern as to whether he needed our level of hospital care. Wouldn’t a depression treatment center for young adults be a better fit? In response, Beverly divulged that the boy’s parents had requested and received, a mental health commitment hold. This had been pending, but was just approved by the court. She slid a thick packet of papers across the table in my direction.


“His father, Edward Delabrey, is a very influential attorney who has assisted this hospital on numerous occasions. So I want to be sure we offer him, uh, and his family, every accommodation.”


It flashed in my mind who she was talking about. Five years earlier, the hospital was sued for not protecting patients from a male nurse who had a history of sexually abusing patients in another state. He moved to Oregon, but the hospital didn’t do a thorough background check. Edward Delabrey had successfully represented the hospital in a high profile court case in which he discredited the female patient who had accused the nurse. He saved the hospital millions, but the whole incident left a bad taste in my mouth. Apparently, Delabrey’s law firm was on retainer and continued to help the hospital with all kinds of legal issues.


“The utilization manager says we’ve been low on census,” continued Beverly. “That’s not a reason to keep him, obviously, but that report gives us more than enough reason to admit him, possibly long term.”


Glancing at the court order, I couldn’t disagree. I saw the list of reasons why Mason’s mother and father had co-signed the mental health hold. The evidence showed that Mason had been refusing depression medication prescribed by his family doctor, had threatened self-harm, and was recently caught lighting fireworks and setting off the fire alarm at his father’s law office. There was also the mention of an assault against a family member, but no details of that assault were given nor was any official charge ever made. Mason hadn’t shared this information with me, and the assault was something I’d have to clarify in our next session.


I must admit, I had to stifle a smile when reading about the fire alarm episode. There were times, I thought, when I would have wanted to do something like that to rattle my own father’s sense of propriety and smugness. Strangely, this stirred a memory about mythic philosopher and storyteller Michael Meade and his work on the father-son dynamic. I made a mental note to consider bringing Meade’s concepts into my work with this young man. While Mason’s outbreak at his father’s office hardly seemed reason enough for commitment, he certainly exhibited a pattern of behavior that was concerning. Just as I concluded the case discussion, David piped up and suggested that Mason might be a good fit for his art therapy group. I agreed and said I’d schedule him for it.


By the end of the day, as I wrapped up loose ends and filed away my notes, I felt a weariness overcome me. My mind was spinning with all that I’d have to unpack in my next meeting with Mason. That would include making a decision on meds and a definitive diagnosis, such as schizophrenia, unless I could rule that out. I’d also need to arrange to meet with his family and get greater insight into Mason’s behavior and the family dynamics—and learn about the assaults.


I looked out my window to check the weather. It was still dry out, despite a mix of clouds and sun. The heart-shaped leaves on the white-trunked aspen trees had already fallen, which was not surprising given it was late October. I put on my hat and jacket, and entered in my code to unlock the only door to the unit.


“Goodnight, Dr. Banks,” said our perpetually sanguine, redheaded receptionist by the main entrance.


“Goodnight, Fran,” I said, forcing a smile.


Outside, the chilly air stung my face. I noticed the topiary shrubs alongside the walkway looked a little ragged, and I wondered how our longtime gardener Reggie could have possibly missed this.


The sky was streaked with long strands of pink and yellow. “Damn, another summer on the way out,” I mused wistfully, “I wonder how many more of these I’ll see?” I hinged open the creaky, metal gate leading to the street. Each time I opened that gate, it reminded me of my own creaky knees that had caused me to abandon jogging.


A few steps away, near my car, I spotted a short woman with long and bushy dark brown hair moving slowly along the sidewalk. She wore faded jeans and an unusual, multicolored jacket. A large backpack hung from her stout frame and thick shoulders. I thought I saw something move, and I was surprised to see a small black and white spaniel balancing on her shoulders. As she knelt down to remove the backpack, the spaniel leapt down from its hairy perch.


After putting my briefcase inside the trunk of my car, the dog pranced up to me, tail wagging.


“Hey, nice dog.” I bent down to pet the pooch’s head.


“His name is Bear.” The dog’s owner smiled at me. Her face was round, her hair framing warm and inquisitive green eyes. Her skin was deeply tanned and leathery from exposure to the elements. “Damn, another summer on the way out. Makes you wonder just how many more of these you’ll see, don’t it?” As she finished, she gave me a sly wink.


Her exact repetition of what I had thought just moments earlier stopped me in my tracks. “Uh, yeah. I was just thinking that.”


“Gonna be getting cold soon. Bear and me be hitting the road, headed south to warm weather.”


“So you don’t live around here?” My eyes were drawn to a tassel hanging from her hair. Woven into the tassel was a long white feather. It caressed the side of her head and glistened like a jewel in the fading sunlight.


“Oh no,” she guffawed. The feather floated up and down, as if in agreement. “Nah, just stayed for the summer. We don’t live nowhere. Me and Bear, we’s travelers.”


“Travelers?” I spit out reflexively. It seemed a strange coincidence so soon after hearing Mason’s hallucination, but as I recalled from my time poring over Jung’s Red Book, there are no coincidences, only the manifestation of parallel events that live beyond the fringes of chance and probability.


“Yeah, I ain’t no panhandler. I don’t ask for money.” She started digging into her backpack, stood up and held out a small, intricately woven metal wrapped pendant no larger than a thumbnail. “Here, look. I make these. This one here’s a necklace. You can put a stone in here if you want.”


“That’s very nice,” I nodded, inspecting the detailed handiwork.


“Takes me about 12 hours to make this. And I make these jackets, too.” She extended her arms to model the creation, which was a patchwork of shapes and materials. She told me that the cuffs, which consisted of fabric adorned with metal holes, were recycled from old gym shoes.


“You’re really creative.” I pulled out my wallet and held out a $10 bill. “Please take this for you and Bear. Maybe you could use it?”


“Sure could, thanks,” she grinned, displaying a couple of missing teeth.


She suddenly crouched down and began digging in her backpack. I looked on, curiously, and so did Bear. No more than five seconds passed when she bolted upright and presented me with a pristine business card. I couldn’t believe that anything could come out of her crammed backpack without so much as a crease, a wrinkle or a smudge.


“Call me if you need anything. A necklace, or, well, I’m sure you need something I can offer, Ben.” She winked mischievously at me.


I blinked in surprise. Had I told her my name? I didn’t think so, and I felt a strong and immediate sense of unease. Besides, I had absolutely no idea what she was hinting at with her vague offer.


“Gotta find the trainyard. It’s a big yard, called Albina. The Albina Train Yard. You know it?”


“Train. You mean riding the rails? Isn’t that dangerous?”


“Ain’t so bad. Only dangerous if the bulls get ya’. So long as you hop on or off outside of the yard, it’s okay.”


“The ‘bulls’?”


“That’s train security.” She zipped shut the pack and lifted Bear back onto her neck. “You know where Albina is?”


“North Portland, I think.”


“Oh, I’m Jacki,” she said, holding out her hand. She had a firm grip as she pumped my arm up and down several times.


“Did I meet you or… How’d you know my name?”


“Oh. You told me, right? Or, sometimes I just knows things, ain’t that right, Bear?” She chuckled and her dog barked, seemingly nodding its head. “I’m a traveler, so call me Traveler Jacki.”


“In that case, Bear and, uhm, Traveler Jacki… Good luck.”


“See ya’ round, Ben.”


For a few seconds I stood immobile, and everything seemed unnaturally quiet as I watched her walk along the sidewalk with Bear hunched low for the ride. I glanced at her card and found it contained no phone number. All it said was, Traveler Jacki and Bear at Your Service. Jobs Big and Small.


Oddly, when I got in my car and pulled forward, this unusual woman and her dog had seemingly vanished into thin air. Meeting her was discomforting, and I could only shrug my shoulders as I stuffed her bizarre calling card in my pocket.




Chapter 2


When I pulled into my driveway that evening, the lights were on inside the house. I knew what to expect before entering through the door from the garage. Beth would be curled up on one corner of the worn, purple upholstered sofa. A thick flowered pillow would prop her up, and a big box of knitting supplies, yarn and needles would sprawl beside her like a spider’s web. This was a web that you would not go near. And when I say “you,” what I really mean is that it’s a web that “I” was not meant to go near.


Stepping inside, I heard Judge Judy’s voice blaring from the TV like it did almost every night, harping on someone, telling them how stupid, selfish and irresponsible they were and how they needed to get a job, as if that was the answer to all of life’s problems. In the living room I set down my briefcase on the far end of the sofa where I used to sit. No, I didn’t need to put my briefcase here, but it helped me feel nearer to Beth, as strange as that may sound.


Beth looked so small, sitting there with a mound of yarn on her lap and legs crossed under her, like a knitting Buddha. Every now and then, as Judge Judy raised her voice to verbally berate someone, Beth would glance up without moving her head. Her maroon-framed glasses didn’t move in the slightest as she looked back down at her knitting. Judge Judy, you see, was just another web separating us, one that I had learned not to breach.


“Hi, Beth.” I always said this. It was my way of stepping ever so gently onto the web.


“Benjamin.”


Her ignoring the implied “Hi” stung, but I’d gotten used to it. I tried my damn best to keep things normal, even though they weren’t. I don’t recall exactly when we stopped interacting at the end of the day. For much of our twenty years plus of marriage, we’d always enjoyed sharing a bold, berry-flavored glass of Cabernet Sauvignon in the evening, sometimes paired with aged Parmigiano-Reggiano, our favorite hard cheese. Living not too far from Oregon’s wine country of the Willamette Valley, we preferred to go local whenever possible.
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“A gripping mystical journey through Time and Space, rooted in the
reality of a Psychiatric Hospital. Both chilling and moving.”
LYLE KESSLER, screenwriter of Orphans and The Saint ofFort Washington





