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What is the use of talking, and there is no end of talking,


There is no end of things of the heart.


From “Exile’s Letter” by Li Bai (701–762), as “translated” in Cathay by Ezra Pound (1885–1972)
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The wild man didn’t speak. Whether he refused to speak or had lost the ability to shape words into sound, no one knew.


After the media uproar—the hyperbolic newspaper stories and earnest journalists on the evening news describing him as dangerous as a beast—it was a miracle that he was saved from the wilderness alive. When pursued, he ran with unnatural speed, often on all fours. The constables shot dozens of tranquilizer darts that missed their mark. In the end, the two that brought him down might have just been lucky shots. In any case, the hunt for this man who kept company with a bear excited the journalists like a pack of hounds. The image of the wild man unconscious and restrained on a stretcher carried by two strong men was broadcast across the country.


Thea Firth watched the interview with the hunter again and again. A strapping man with close-cropped peppered hair, he sat in his study with a scoped rifle across his lap. Behind him, the stuffed head of a buck with six-point antlers looked out from above a fireplace mantel.


“I saw the opening to the cave,” he said, choosing his words with care. “I wanted to go in but something, a sixth sense maybe, warned me not to. I stayed at the entrance and slowly moved my rifle barrel across the interior. It took time for my eyes to adjust to the light, so I didn’t see him until I brought the rifle back across the cave. Filthy, naked, crouching in the darkness, he didn’t look like a man. He was emaciated, starving maybe, but alert like a wild animal. I was afraid he might rush at me. I kept my eyes from meeting his. Acting as if I hadn’t seen anything, I backed away. I could barely keep myself from running. I’ll never forget those eyes.”
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Thea didn’t consider herself a romantic or a superstitious person, but the wild man arrived at the institute near the end of April, on an afternoon flooded by sunlight, only three days after she began her residency. The Institute for Healing and Transformation was high up in the mountains the man had roamed with such freedom. Five large, vine-covered buildings of stone faced a pentagon of grass. Each building was named for one of the great continental rivers—Danube, Nile, Amazon, Yangtze, and Mississippi. The walkways, made of bluestone from nearby quarries, met in a circular patio at the center of the lawn, where a golden sundial marked the passage of the minutes and hours. Built more than one hundred years ago, the institute was a center for retreats, healing, and meditation.


The wild man occupied a small room with yellow walls and no windows. It reminded Thea of the rectangular aquarium pool in which she once watched a ghostly beluga whale swim endless laps. The room had no features except for fluorescent lights recessed in the ceiling, a stainless-steel toilet without a seat, a sink, and a twin mattress on the gray tiles of the floor. A small one-way mirror in the entry door allowed Thea, or anyone, to remain unseen while peering at the new patient. The switch for the lights was not in the room but in the hallway, beside the door.


The man was near her own age, fifty give or take a few years, painfully thin, barely aware of his surroundings. His eyes, when Thea could see them, looked glazed. The matted mass of hair had been shaved, so his bald skull gleamed in the bluish-white light from the fluorescents overhead. His facial expressions, even his postures as far as she could tell, were distorted from the months he’d lived in the wild with a large bear for his companion. Thea could hardly believe this was true, but eyewitnesses had seen him running on all fours beside the bear. More definitive proof came from an infrared motion-detecting camera a ten-year-old boy had set up in the woods for a science project. In the images it captured, the man and bear looked wary but at ease with one another. They entered and left the area together.


Ordinarily, Thea paid little attention when people would say that this or that event happened for a reason. “If I hadn’t gone to the wrong platform and missed my train, I would never have met her.” “If I hadn’t failed the accrediting exam, I wouldn’t have found my true calling.” Thea heard reason after reason in her sessions with clients. The reasons could be almost a relief. Without reasons, unpleasant and tragic events simply happen. They lack explanation, context. Her work as a therapist convinced her that the essential ingredient of any life is meaning. This was true even when the meaning was that life can be lived with suffering and unbearable losses.


Yet she believed from her first glimpse of this man through the one-way glass that their arrivals so close together connected them. The strong feeling defied her ability to explain, even to herself, why this should be the case. Often, he would rest on his side facing the wall. Staring at his back, uncertain whether he slept, she wondered what images flashed on the screen of his mind. She wanted to enter his room, close the door behind her, and be alone with him.


This fantasy troubled her. The man didn’t speak. He could hardly move. As the days passed, he remained under heavy sedation. Did she hope to heal him?


She had come to the institute needing a time out of time, a vacation from clients and quotidian routines, a period in which little would be demanded of her. She wanted to follow the gravitational force of her energies. Perhaps she would hike up and down the wooded mountainsides like the wild man, find a therapist on the staff and talk her way to a new vision of where she stood in her life, or write down her nightly dreams and use the daylight hours to tease out their meanings. She could sit on a bench in one of the lookouts that dotted the grounds and drift through the landscapes of her thoughts. Even boredom, if she wandered into that vast territory, struck her as meaningful and worth experiencing in its many varieties.


Her status at the institute could best be described as undefined. She possessed the degrees, accreditations, and experience to work as a facilitator and mentor to the individuals and groups who sought solace there. But her role as a resident didn’t require any duties. If she simply needed to purify herself by breathing the clean air, wandering the vast forests, or resting her eyes on the mountains that stretched one after another into the distance, no one would interfere with her. Even the duration of the residency had been left open ended.


Thea wanted to be selfish, to be with herself and ignore the demands of others. Yet the wild man slipped in among her innermost feelings. As she contemplated the progression by which she had come to this place in her life, and to the institute, she would find herself distracted by the yellow walls of that room, the way the man’s fatigued eyes stared at nothing, and her sudden fury at how the institute treated him. Anyone, even a wild man, deserved better.
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Sitting on her straight-backed wooden desk chair, Thea looked through the open window as twilight darkened the lawn and walkways connecting the institute’s buildings. Breezes flowed about her, a pleasant, light touching of her skin by the invisible hands of the air. She seemed not to be thinking anything, but beneath that emptiness she sensed the pressure of thoughts and images waiting to rise to her awareness. She resisted that pressure and focused on the fickle play of the air. In front of her was a white pad of blue-lined paper. She had placed it on the desk, with a gold-sheathed pen beside it, when she’d arrived seven days earlier. The pen challenged her to pick it up, but so far she had written nothing.


Irreconcilable—that was the truth. What she felt mattered not at all. There were others. She had loved. There were different kinds of love. The image of a child rose. “Let it go,” she pleaded with herself, but the girl remained. Futile. Sadness, rage, the desire to start anew, to relive—all futile. Betrayal, rage, love, sadness—futile.


Take up the pen, she ordered herself. The command echoed in her head but failed in its journey from synapse to synapse down the chain of nerves leading to her hand. Instead of grasping the pen, her hand opened. Her palm turned up with fingers extended. This gesture was like a prayer. “Let something be given. Let me receive.” She didn’t dare say what should be received. “Let me accept what can’t be changed.”


At last, as if a message had arrived from a distant outpost, her hand swiveled and her fingers embraced the golden pen. The page looked unblemished; the blue lines, despite their straightness, felt reminiscent of waves. She didn’t want to write. Yet her hand, animated by some brain in her palm or wrist, lifted the pen and slowly wrote a single word.


Forgive.


Thea stared at the word. Another word should follow, like one block placed beside another, but the brain governing her hand didn’t offer another word.


Thea’s eyes flickered across her room. On the top floor, the fifth floor, of Nile, her tiny room offered just enough space for a twin bed, a bureau, a closet, and the small wooden desk with its chair. The room was like a nun’s cell, bare of anything that would distract from contemplation. Nothing decorated the pale green walls. Thea thought the tint might be called jade, a green that wasn’t too dark and possessed luminosity. To use the bathroom or shower, she had to walk down the hallway and share the facilities with other guests whose furnishings were as meager as hers. That the founders decided on this configuration, the humble scale and the sharing, offered her a glimpse of the philosophy that brought the institute into being. Yet the mind could still distract itself. However good the intentions of the founders, they could do nothing about that.


Returning her gaze to the pad, she began to crosshatch between the blue lines beneath the word she had written. When she finished this mindless doodling, she considered whether to add other words after “forgive” or to begin fresh in the white space beneath the crosshatching.


After “forgive,” she could add “me.” But “forgive” was such a large word, open, welcoming, promising. To add “me” would shrink the word and blame her. She wasn’t the only one who should be blamed. Anger heated her stomach and rose to her heart and her head. Beneath the crosshatching, her fingers resumed their dance with the golden pen.


You were her stepfather. If you couldn’t respect her, did you despise me so much?


Why address him at all? It was like so many words she collected, rearranged, and ultimately let slip back into disorder. She couldn’t find the magical sequence, the spell to undo the harm.


You were my husband. My husband.


That was just a cry of pain. “Husband” meant nothing, not now, after years had passed. If she could ever write this letter, to whom would she send it? “My husband.” How could that mean nothing?


This construction of words would topple before its completion, as so many before it. It sounded like an email to be rushed over the internet, but it would never be sent. It was too late for outrage and pain. She had tried to take a reasonable path, but there was no reason. There could be no reason, not one she could understand. Yet words kept shaping in her mind, trying to solve a puzzle that couldn’t be solved.


Delphina.


Her daughter’s name was an incantation. Delphina. She had chosen that name with such joy, an unusual name. Surely her daughter would be an unusual child.


The ballet of fingers and pen ceased.


Her face warmed with shame. He had violated Delphina. He slipped into Delphina’s small bed, an athletic man with a child of nine. He pressed against her. His hands touched her everywhere—relentless, determined, possessed by an inexplicable hunger. He exposed himself to her, not once but who knew how many times. He would enter her bedroom abruptly and unannounced. He hovered about her. He spied on her. When Delphina finally told her mother, she said it began soon after Hugh arrived.


Hugh Eustis. His name sounded so promising. He’d seemed solid, caring, present. He didn’t mind her divorce or her daughter who had just celebrated her ninth birthday. Hugh Eustis. The name resounded like a hunting cry or a drinking oath. Husband. Violator. She wanted to explain, to understand why he was what he was. But understanding is a prize for fools.


Barren, this endless winter. Bitter, this cold.


She chose each word with care. When she wrote the last word, her willingness to write was finished. It was enough for tonight. She had a sudden, violent desire to tear the paper to shreds, but her hands did nothing. As Hugh had once hovered near her daughter, now his spirit hovered near her—the aftermath of what he had done. Delphina, too, was always in her thoughts or just beneath the surface. Painful, changeless, never departing. How could she have failed to protect Delphina? Yes, failed. Not seen through him. Failed. A word of accusation. Her lament. Failed.
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Returning from the mountain late the next morning, a hiking pole in each hand, Thea followed a bluestone walk through the wide lawn. Overhead, the sun peaked in the sky. The sundial, as she passed it, showed barely a shadow of time.


She paused in front of the administration building. Smoothing back a fallen strand of hair, she felt the perspiration on her forehead. Above her, engraved in ornate script on the massive stone lintel, the name Danube appeared over lines chiseled to represent water. That the founders used the names of the great rivers symbolized the flow of the world’s wisdom to the institute’s campus. So she meditated in the Hall of Mirrors in Nile, where she could climb the stairs to her small room, read mythology and psychology tomes in the library in Mississippi, visited the wild man on the third floor of Amazon, where she joined the staff and other visitors in the dining hall, and listened to lectures given in the auditorium in Yangtze.


Entering Danube, she glanced at the high ceilings and walls paneled in mahogany. This luxurious style dated to the previous century, when the institute had been planned and erected. A large map of the same period showed the course of the Danube River through Europe. Runners of Persian carpet made intricate channels along the wide-planked floor of the long hallway. Walking past a sitting room with aged couches and voluminous chairs, she could see the lawn through high windows. Opposite the windows, a sequence of doors like enormous dark dominoes gave entry to the various administrative offices.


“Good morning again,” Thea said, smiling as she stopped at the desk of a red-haired young woman who was efficiently moving her fingers over the keyboard of her computer. Thea had come each morning in the hope of seeing Dr. Andreas Henniger, director of the institute.


“You’re in luck,” the woman answered. “He’s back today.”


“May I see him?”


Thea knew the director. In fact, he had probably played a role in her being invited as a resident. She had first met Andreas at another institute, the Center for Psychotherapeutic Training, where he’d both sat on the board of trustees and served on the faculty. A generation her senior, he’d taught seminars on subjects such as the symbolism of dreams and fantasies, mythology as a tool for understanding psyche, and the potentials of art therapy.


She wasn’t certain if Andreas would see her without an appointment. After announcing Thea on the intercom, the woman rose and gestured to usher Thea to the imposing door.


“Come this way.”


Inside, the office was spacious but bare. Thea expected bookshelves, but there were none. Behind the large man standing to greet her, windows opened to a striking view of the vast valley and the mountains beyond. For a moment, the light pouring through the windows made Thea blink. A bright halo glowed at the contours of Andreas’s body, which seemed eclipsed in dark shadow. The effect lasted only a moment as Andreas, smiling, walked around his curved desk with his hand outstretched.


“Thea,” he said, holding the vowels of her name on his tongue to savor the sound, “so you’re here for a stay. It’s been a long time. Please have a seat.”


Andreas’s features reminded Thea of the marble bust of an ancient Roman. The exercise of his facial muscles over a lifetime revealed determination and a high-mindedness seldom made so visible in others. He had always been handsome, but Thea compared him to the man whose lectures she enjoyed nearly two decades earlier. Then, she would let his flood of words wash over her, at times taking more energy than meaning from his crescendos on the intricacies of the human soul. Andreas today, while he still stood several inches over six feet, carried the gravitas of a ring of flesh around his middle. He was more wrinkled, his forehead cross-hatched by horizontal and diagonal creases, and his curly hair had thinned to a white fringe that floated about him like wisps of cloud.


His wide lips smiled in greeting to reveal a familiar flaw, an incisor that partially overlapped the adjacent tooth in the top row of his otherwise evenly shaped teeth. He wore dark-rimmed eyeglasses. His trousers were gray and his dress shirt black, which emphasized the whiteness of his face.


Releasing her hand from the soft envelopment of his, Andreas returned to his high-backed desk chair. Thea sat in one of the armchairs facing him. He studied her intently as if to see her anew.


“I’m delighted,” he began, “to have you as a resident. Our visitors may benefit from their time here, but the institute benefits as well. The mix of new and old, the flux of change—it’s refreshing, and now you’re part of it. Welcome.”


“I’ve stopped by every day since I arrived.”


“I’ve been in the city. Board meetings, budgets, fundraising, side trips to court wealthy donors. Amazing what you have to go through to preserve a place like this.”


Andreas had been one of the three faculty members on the panel when Thea defended her thesis. She’d argued that anyone’s unconscious contains imagery and beliefs that transcend the person’s particular culture and can be used in healing. The other two analysts vigorously attacked her. Strange as it might sound to someone outside the analytic community, these attacks weren’t based on a fallacy in her thesis. Rather, they believed that she didn’t fully understand why she had chosen to write a thesis on this topic. In their view, she needed to deepen her self-awareness. This failure, they argued, invalidated her thesis.


Throughout these attacks, Andreas interposed an occasional question related to her research. He seemed to sit on the fence, more like a spectator than a judge whose decision would help decide whether her years of work at the center would finally be complete. When the battering ended, she despaired of graduation. Yet a few weeks later, she was notified that she had successfully defended her thesis and would indeed be awarded a diploma. Clearly, Andreas had supported her.


“The hiking.” Andreas gestured to the walking sticks she rested against her armchair. “You’re enjoying it?”


“Yes.”


“It’s special country.”


“Without a doubt,” Thea agreed.


Andreas spoke of colleagues who had come from the city to rest for a weekend or even a week.


“You’re unusual,” he asserted, “a visitor who has no time limit.”


“Everything has its limits,” Thea parried.


“You’ll have to resume your practice, isn’t that right? Sooner or later?”


She didn’t know. Some of her clients delighted her because of the way they discovered their own depths and moved forward with their lives. Others, entrenched in their complexes, made her dread the boredom of sitting in the same room with them. But it was this combination, the endless possibility of change, whether quick or ever so slow, that made her work rewarding. She had been frank with those who came to her for their weekly appointments. She was taking a leave of absence, like a sabbatical except that she couldn’t say for how long or if she would ever return. Each person struggled in his or her way, especially because Thea couldn’t be definite. Some saw her crisis as similar to crises in their own lives. Others struggled with feelings of abandonment, anger, and pain. To sacrifice these people and let them go, to let go of her career, whether for a while or forever—Thea was unsure where it would lead.


“I’ll certainly have to resume something.”


“After all,” he added, “you have a gift.”


“Thank you.”


His words touched her. A sudden moistness in her eyes made her blink. Often, especially when he had been her teacher, she experienced Andreas as trying to close a distance between himself and others. He had mastered many subjects, some quite obscure. He could easily make himself invisible behind his store of knowledge. It might also have been his pose as a therapist. The therapist’s personality and needs had to give way to make space for those in therapy. Yet she always felt warmth within his reserve.


His eyes connected with her, held to her with an unfaltering attention that she experienced as caring.


“Is there a special reason you’re here?”


She hesitated. “It’s a difficult time.”


Andreas’s gaze remained warm and unwavering. “Do you want to tell me about it?”


“Yes, but not today when you’re just back in your office.”


Andreas smiled. “You’re very considerate of me. Are you as considerate of yourself? Whatever work I didn’t do while I was gone can certainly wait a little longer.”


“I want to speak about it,” Thea said, her face flushing, “but I need a little more time.”


“Come to me when you’re ready,” Andreas offered, rising behind his desk and adding, “My door is always open.”
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In Thea’s exploration of the institute and its vast forested surroundings, she unerringly came to the yellow room to stare through the one-way mirror at the wild man within. The caregiver she most frequently found in the bright hallway outside the room was a blond youth whose accent she took for Swiss. As she returned day after day, sometimes coming in the morning and again in the afternoon, she introduced herself and found that his name was Moritz Manz. He was Austrian, not Swiss.


“I’ve seen you in the library,” she said.


“Yes, I’m often there.”


“You like to read?”


“It’s a compulsion and a pleasure.”


He looked no more than thirty. His slender physique radiated an energy that might move him in an instant. The energy gave a glow to his face, a brightness to his blue eyes.


“You’re on staff?” she asked.


“I’m really a guest who forgot to leave.” He smiled as he said this, his careful enunciation making each accented word like a picture in a frame. “I help if I’m asked.”


“You work with the wild man?”


“Yes. I help feed him and clean him.”


“Is that difficult?”


“Not really.”


“He cooperates?” she asked.


“He doesn’t resist.”


“Is he ever … violent?”


“He’s in another world.” Moritz shook his head. “He’s under sedation, of course.”


“Does anyone else look after him?”


“There are several others, so someone is always in the room or here in the hallway. The hallway lights are kept bright and the lights in the room dimmer. That way we can look in, but he can’t look out.”


“He’s locked in?” Thea asked.


“Yes, that’s why someone always has to be here. We can let him out in an emergency.”


“When did you arrive?” she asked.


“Almost four months ago.”


“Are you a student?”


“Not a formal student, no,” he said, adding, “I’m more of a traveler.”


“Where do you travel?”


He shrugged nonchalantly. “To places like this one. Retreats, monasteries, ashrams, temples.”


Moritz was a puzzle to her. If he was a spiritual seeker, why did he look after this wild man?


“Have you found what you’re seeking?”


“No.”


“But you stay here.”


“Yes, for the moment I remain.”


Thea positioned herself at the door and looked through the one-way mirror. The man wore only boxer shorts, pale blue and clean. Moritz dressed him this way, leaving the pants and shirts provided by the institute on a shelf in a storage room down the hallway. Facing the wall, the man lay without the least movement. To Thea he looked reduced, deprived of the freedom that makes one human. She saw from the corner of her eyes as Moritz seated himself, took a book from a small table between the two chairs, and began to read. The longer she looked at the man within the yellow room, the more she had a disquieting sense of something wrong. Wrong with the man? With his situation, the locked room? Or wrong that she and others looked at him when he couldn’t know and had no way to look back?
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Each visit with the wild man left Thea feeling she hadn’t finished with him. More was necessary, but what she didn’t exactly know. Visiting in the morning and again in the afternoon didn’t seem enough. Several times after dinner she climbed the three flights of stairs to look through his door again. He puzzled her. She carried an image of him with her as she left Amazon and walked through the soft cling of the night air. The waist-high lanterns on either side of the walks looked antique and might as easily have been lit by candle or gas as electricity.


The bluestone walks all led to the sundial at the center of the lawn. It would have been far more direct to also have walkways from building to building. Unless she walked on the lawn, every excursion brought her to the sundial. In the twilight, the sundial became an ornament, a sculpture, rather than a tool for telling time. Thea considered whether to sit on one of the five stone benches positioned around it. Knowing she should go to her room, she came to the center only to leave again on a different walkway.


Standing in front of Nile, she studied the dark letters of the name, which seemed to be levitating above the curving lines of water incised in the stone lintel. She wondered about naming the quintet of buildings after the great rivers of the world. Perhaps this confluence of rivers implied a unity. The flow of consciousness, of inner development, could be found in everyone, whatever the continent of their birth.


She hesitated at the entrance to her room, reluctant to enter. Pushing open the door, she was reminded by the narrow space of the yellow room where the wild man was locked away. Crossing the room in a few strides, she sat at her desk. She didn’t want to write, but she felt compelled and lifted her pen above the blue-lined paper.


What good could come of this?


The open window expanded the room. Was her interest in the wild man a distraction from this work she had come to do? She sensed inner presences. Writing would bring them forth from their concealment. Perhaps she would do better to leave these spirits from the past, and herself, in peace. Yet she knew she would have no peace until she did the work that must be done: the inner searching, the probing of depths, the construction of meaning, the unblinking stare at whatever she discovered to be the truth.


Quickly she read through her notes from prior nights. The pages were accumulating in a pile toward the back of the desk. She doodled, aware of her reluctance to begin. She lacked the power to direct her writing. Much as she preferred control, she set herself aside.


I am.


Each beginning was an incantation, a calling forth. Tonight, for whatever reason, she asserted her existence, her presence, her being. Her hand moved the pen to create a circle to contain the “I am.” She added smaller circles to the outside of its circumference. Contained, it was protected. She was protected.


If she could be protected. Her mind held so many images of Delphina. Baby, little girl, adolescent, woman. Her child, the father gone before the baby learned to crawl. She raised her alone. When the girl was nine, Thea met Hugh. She needed a companion. She imagined her daughter needed a father.


What did she expect the pen to write when she felt so barren? Delphina had put that barrier between them. Her refusal to visit her mother. Her refusal to share. Of course, she knew the city where Delphina lived. Chicago. But it might as well have been Antarctica’s snow-clad wastes.


Slowly, she began to write.


I look for your face among all the faces. In the faces of strangers. The endless faces.


She looked when she walked the streets of the city. She looked on the bluestone walkways of the institute. It was instinctive, ingrained. Two years had passed since Delphina’s decision not to see her mother. At first, Thea hoped her daughter would return to her. She reached out again and again. Delphina rebuffed her, pleaded with her to stop. Stop the letters, the emails, the texts. Stop the effort to be loving. Respect her wish to be left alone, to be free of her mother.


Knowing I will not see you. Knowing you do not want to see me. I look for your face in the faces of strangers.


Thea tossed down the pen and leaned forward to rest her forehead on her palms. She had done as Delphina wanted. She had fallen silent. It wasn’t only a silence with Delphina. It was larger. “I am.” So many words could follow. “Not.” “Less.” “Sorry.” “Hurt.” “Hurting.” “Silent.”


Lifting her head, she scrutinized the small stack of books on the back of her desk. It was a relief to free her thoughts from Delphina. Several of the books were about the lives of men like Freud and Jung whose inquiries into the nature of the human moved them beyond the opinions of their time. At moments in her life, their journeys toward the edge, their transgressions of accepted beliefs, excited her and reassured her that her own journey made sense.


Sooner or later, she would have to forget what she inflicted on Delphina. It was impossible, but she had no choice. She could even imagine that her interest in the wild man was merely a way to distract herself from Delphina. But that couldn’t be true. Wasn’t her desire to help him, to heal him, the same impulse that made her choose therapy for her profession? She had brought her diploma with her only to hide it beneath the neatly folded clothing in the bureau. But if her intention was to escape the familiar for at least a little while, she may as well have left it on the wall of her office in the city.


Pulling the round handles, Thea opened the bureau’s bottom drawer and felt the hard rectangle of wood and glass beneath the soft fabric of her clothes. How many times had she read the words of this diploma? Yet she sat on the bed to read them once again.


The Center for Psychotherapeutic Training


Theodora Lysandra Firth, having successfully completed the program requirements for the issuance of this diploma, swears a most solemn oath to seek the wellness and growth of clients, to hold information divulged by clients as confidential to the fullest extent allowed by law, to work for the betterment of community and profession, to avoid inappropriate behaviors or any appearance of such, to abhor discrimination, to serve psyche, and, above all else, to do no harm.


Among the three signatures to make this vow official was that of Andreas, illegible but bold, in dramatic strokes like Japanese calligraphy. It had taken her six years to earn the diploma, all the while working full time as a therapist. Four years had been devoted to courses she took in the evenings at the center; the final two years she worked on her thesis. With so much effort symbolized by this single piece of paper, she wondered that she felt so little. It seemed to her like an artifact, proof that in some distant past a person had struggled and at last completed a process. But did she believe the lofty aspirations enshrined by the center in its diploma?


She had been unable to heal her relationship with Delphina. It would have been easy enough to surrender her belief in healing, in its possibility. Delphina had locked their impasse as tightly as the door to that yellow room. Nothing could change because Thea couldn’t even reach out to Delphina to reason, plead, or express her love. To offer whatever might help her daughter. The only possibility appeared to be to accept the unacceptable, to be separated, sundered, silenced. Thea opened her fingers in a gesture that might be plea or protest, then curled them closed to nestle in her palms.


Despite this, she remained a believer. Already certified to give counseling by her degree in social work, she had chosen the center because of its aspirations. If she despaired at times, such as when she found herself under attack in the defense of her thesis and feared she would never receive the diploma, she nonetheless believed in the hopeful view of human nature espoused by humanistic psychology. People could lift themselves by seeking their depths. This sustained her regardless of whether she could return to her work.


Thea searched the wall for a nail or a hook, but the pale green paint spread over the walls without a blemish. Picking up the pile of books from the desk, she moved them to the back of the bureau. It was like making a little shrine, a place of prayer for departed griefs and beloved presences. On top of this foundation, on the biographies of Freud, Jung, and the others, she carefully leaned her diploma against the wall.
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Thea came after breakfast to sit cross-legged in the meditation hall. With walls of mirrors and dim light flickering from a single candle in a translucent holder of blue glass, the hall seemed a perfect place to let phantoms rise into awareness. Delphina, of course. Hugh. Thea watched the working of her mind. She would recognize each image that arose as a manifestation of her own thoughts and release it. Occasionally she would drift, without a separate sense of herself, in a space, a vastness, where her efforts were no longer needed—until the hungry images returned.


In these first days of visiting the meditation hall, her sessions inevitably ended in the triumph of the images over her power to release them. She would find herself pleading with Delphina. When had her daughter’s eyes become bright and destroying? Or raging against Hugh, who had gone on with his life. When the images overpowered her, she would bow to her reflection in the mirror, rise, and end her session for the day.


About a week after her meeting with Andreas, she exited the meditation hall to find him sitting on one of the benches.


“Good morning,” Andreas greeted her. “I’ve been waiting for you to visit me again.”


This room was a transitional space between everyday activities and the meditation hall. It was square, easily crossed in five or six steps, and only a little smaller than the meditation hall itself. Oak benches lined every wall, and beneath each bench was a shelf where shoes or bags could be stored. Above the benches were hooks for coats.


“I did want to come,” Thea said. “But I’ve been thinking. I’m not sure I’m ready to put it into words.”


“So I’ve come to see how you’re doing. Has it been two weeks yet?”


“Almost. I’m settling in.”


Thea reached under a bench to retrieve her hiking shoes and sat beside him to lace them up.


“You come here every morning,” Andreas observed.


“I like to start here.”


“You had a good meditation?” he asked.


“Troubling.”


“Any special reason?”


“Hard to keep my focus.”


Thea expected him to ask what happened in her meditation, but he took a different tack.


“Yes, I know what you mean. It can be a struggle. Do you ever wonder about the mirrors in the meditation room?”


“Not really,” she answered, “but why are they there?”


“The face is such an intimate aspect of our identity. The builders of the institute designed this hall to challenge us. They believed each person has the power to open the third eye.” He tapped the center of his forehead just above his eyebrows. “Third eye has a quaint sound, but it’s just another way to speak of transcending the physical. We’re capable of seeing the greater realm in which the soul is journeying.”


“Sounds a little overblown,” Thea replied, wondering as she spoke the last word if Andreas might feel slighted.


“You think so?”


“Yes, I do. Isn’t it enough to work on ourselves? At first, what the unconscious holds is invisible to us. Gradually, through dreams, fantasies, and inner searching, we receive gifts or messages from the unconscious. This, especially with the talking in therapy, allows us to discover new possibilities. But each person’s discoveries are unique. There isn’t a goal, only a process with an uncertain outcome. Certainly there’s no one destination where we’ll all arrive.”


“The realm of the invisible,” Andreas said confidently, like a chess master setting down a piece, “is usually death. Hades, the god of the underworld, is invisible. When people die, they enter that place where we no longer see them. Curious that the unconscious should be invisible too.”


She had taken Andreas’s course on mythology at the Center for Psychotherapeutic Training. The gods and goddesses of the Greeks offered excellent models for various theories, but personal pain could sear in ways that made irrelevant the distant lives of immortals on the heights of Olympus.


“The unconscious offers us insights,” she rejoined. “It lets its contents escape in so many ways—dreams, slips of the tongue, desires that suddenly overtake us. Death isn’t so generous. What it takes, it keeps.”


Andreas smiled at her tone, her willingness to challenge him.


Thea hesitated. It would be painful to speak but more painful to be silent. He looked concerned. He had been her professor, her mentor. She had come here in part to encounter him again. For her not to speak made no sense. Yet she didn’t have the words. She lacked the clarity, but here was her opportunity to confide. She had come to the institute for this. His coming to her had been intuitive and timely. She would never have the perfect words, the crystalline explanation that might save her discomfort. In a way that couldn’t be true, she felt not to speak now would be irrevocable.


“My daughter. My ex-husband.”


“What about them?”


“I’m estranged from my daughter.”


The words reverberated in the small room.


“When did this happen?”


“The break came two years ago. She didn’t want to see me. She’d just left for graduate school. She told me not to visit. I wrote to her, and she told me not to write.” Unbidden, tears filled Thea’s eyes, overflowed, and left glistening tracks on her cheeks. “Not to send emails. Not to text her. She wouldn’t answer me. Finally, I realized I should stop. To show respect for her wishes, if nothing more. No matter the pain it causes me. I still want to reach out to her—that hasn’t changed. But I don’t.”


“How old is she?”


“Twenty-two.”


“Where is she now?”


“The University of Chicago.”


“Studying?”


“Philosophy.”


“What’s her name?”


“Delphina.”


“I like the name,” Andreas said, nodding approvingly. “You named her after the ancient temple at Delphi?”


Thea smiled, touching her cheeks to dry them.


“You’re one of the few people who would think that. I liked the name, but, yes, it did have to do with the temple too. And my ex-husband wasn’t her father. He was her stepfather, my second husband. She was nine when I married him, seventeen when we divorced.”


“And you’re not with anyone now?”


Thea shook her head.


“You miss your daughter?”


“Very much.”


Andreas considered this.


“Your ex-husband, what’s his name?”


“Hugh.”


“Hugh played a role in the estrangement.” Andreas stated this as a fact.


“Yes.”


“What role was that?”


How quickly Andreas brought the strands together. Thea felt she had touched fire and wanted to snatch her hand from the flames. She wanted to speak and be silent. She needed more time to prepare herself.


“It’s so good that you came, but maybe I’ve had enough for today.”


“I’m available for you,” Andreas said, adding, “if you want, of course. You certainly don’t have to tell me anything.”


“It’s just finding the words to speak. I need to listen to myself first.”


“That I certainly understand.”


“Shall we say,” Thea asked, “to be continued?”


“Yes,” Andreas agreed. “Let’s definitely say that.”
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Often, Thea found the wild man curled on his mattress in a fetal ellipse with his arms embracing his knees.


He did have a private life of sorts. If she watched long enough through the one-way mirror, he might roll to the gray tiles, raise himself to his hands and knees, and finally stand up. Slowly, looking crumpled in on himself and leaning a shoulder against the wall, he would walk a few steps to use the toilet or sink. If he had truly become wild, he would have lost the ability to do this. But slowly, so slowly it could try her patience, he would relieve and clean himself. Then he would bend his knees to shuffle back to the mattress and awkwardly lower himself to rest on his side.


If Moritz entered the room during one of his walks, without a glance at Moritz, the wild man would return to his resting place on the mattress. From this, Thea gleaned his private life, his distinction between the many hours by himself and the far briefer periods when others joined him.


At times, she focused on the back of the wild man’s skull. Directing her thoughts, she tried to create a beam of energy that would connect them. This was a futile fantasy. She could no more communicate with him by telepathy than she could speak with him in English. What penetrated her was his aloneness. With a sort of inner tumbling, she imagined herself as this lonely, imprisoned man. What hope could buoy her? Confinement in the yellow room kept her from the nurturance and warmth of other people. Even if she dared to think she could make a life without human contact, would she really want to return to her malnourished, furtive wanderings in the wilderness?


Visits to the wild man often proved to be visits with Moritz as well. He had been selected as the main attendant for the patient in the yellow room. Moritz read constantly, his startling blue eyes intent on the pages of one thick volume or another.


Thea would sit in one of the two chairs in the hallway, watching as Moritz continued his reading. Separated from him by the small, white-topped table, she experienced his hunger for information. Not just any information, but the insights of great minds that sought to explain the depths and processes of the human. “Do you miss home?” she asked.


He removed a bookmark from the back of the book, placed it where he had been reading, and closed the volume.


“I don’t miss home,” Moritz finally said, after waiting for a reply to come to him. “This is my home.”


“The institute?”


“For the moment.”


“But you came from somewhere,” she said.


“Yes, I did come from that place.” He smiled, the eyes brightening with a sudden sparkle of light.


“Vienna?” she asked, adding the German, “Wien?”


“A suburb, very old. Not like the suburbs here, all new and shiny.”


“You don’t go back?”


“I might visit, but it’s not my home.”


“But you aren’t really here,” she said. “You’re just a visitor like I am. Sooner or later, you’ll move on.”


“And that will be home.”


“How long are you here for?” she asked.


“Until there are no more books to read in the library.”


Thea smiled. “Longer than I thought. Why this library and not some other?”


“Psychology, religion, mythology, cults, the occult, astrology—every book is about the path of the soul. There are different paths and obstacles, but the destination is the same.”


His passion for the spiritual impressed her, but she wondered what caused such an intense yearning in him.


“And I have a job now,” he added, pointing to the door of the room.


“Do you like the job?”


“Better if it didn’t exist.”


“You don’t like it?”


“It’s strange, a strange situation and a strange man.”


“But you’re helping him.”


He considered this. “Perhaps you’re right.” He sounded doubtful. “But what of your home?”


“I have an apartment in Manhattan.”


“That’s where your practice is?”


“Yes.”


“You can leave your work? How long are you here for?”


“I don’t know.”


Her office was a separate room in her apartment, and each month she paid the rent on that apartment. The payments were like the moving hand of a clock bringing closer the moment when her savings would be depleted and she would have no choice but to leave the institute.
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