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As always, to my family.

And to Barney Karpfinger,
Agent Extraordinaire.


Have mercy, Heaven! When here I
cease to live
And this last act of
wretchedness forgive!

Thomas Chatterton
(“The Marvellous Boy”)
Last Verses
August 24, 1770


Many thanks to Michael Tolwin, M.D., tour guide
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IT WAS my first middle-of-the-night crisis call in three years.

A thousand days out of practice, and there I was, bolted upright in the darkness, clutching the receiver with sleep-slowed fingers, queasy and drowsy but ready for action—my voice soothingly professional even as my brain struggled for a toehold in its climb toward consciousness.

Slipping into the old role with autonomic ease.

There was a stirring from the other side of the bed. The phone had wrenched Robin from sleep, too. A blade of lace-filtered starlight striped her face, the perfect features restfully blank.

“Who is it, Alex?”

“The service.”

“What’s the matter?”

“I’m not sure. Go back to sleep, hon, I’ll take it in the library.”

She looked at me questioningly, then rolled away in a swaddle of covers. I threw on a robe and left the bedroom. After switching on the lights and wincing at the glare, I found paper and pencil and picked up the receiver.

“I’m back.”

“This one sounds like a real emergency, Doctor. He’s breathing real hard and not making much sense. I had to ask him several times for his name before he caught on, and then he screamed it at me. I’m not sure, but it sounded like Jimmy Catmus or Cadmus.”

“Jamey Cadmus.” Uttering the name brought me completely awake, as if by incantation. Memories that had been buried for half a decade surged forth with the clarity of yesterday. Jamey was someone you didn’t forget.

“Put him on,” I said.

The phone line crackled.

“Hello, Jamey?”

Silence.

“Jamey? This is Dr. Delaware.”

I wondered if the connection had gone through.

“Jamey?”

Nothing, then a low moan and labored, shallow breathing.

“Jamey, where are you?”

The reply was a strangled whisper: “Help me!”

“Of course, Jamey. I’m here to help. What’s the matter?”

“Help me hold it together. Together. Together. It’s all…coming apart. The stink of it. Stinkflesh of all seasons…stinking lesions…ripped apart by the reeking blade—“

Until then I’d conjured an image of him as I’d seen him last: solemnly prepubescent, blue-eyed, milky-skinned, hair black and shiny as a helmet. A twelve-year-old boy. But the voice on the telephone was a tortured baritone, undeniably masculine. The juxtaposition of visual and aural was bizarre, unsettling—the boy lipsynching the words of an adult ventriloquist.

“Easy, Jamey. It’s all right.” Taking special care to be gentle: “Where are you?”

More silence, then jumbled spurts of words, as erratic and staccato as automatic-weapons fire: “Stop telling me that! Always telling me that stink. I hear you lying telling me the sudden burst of valve arterial…plumes of the nightbird…I am so…—Shut up! I’ve heard enough stink! The dark has gone stink—masturbating master…”

Word salad.

A gasp and his voice trailed off.

“I’m here, Jamey. I’m staying right with you.” When there was no reply, I went on: “Have you taken something?”

“Dr. Delaware?” Suddenly he seemed calm, surprised at my presence.

“Yes. Where are you—“

“It’s been a long time, Dr. D.,” he said mournfully.

“Yes, it has, Jamey. It’s good to hear from you.”

No answer.

“Jamey, I want to help you, but I need to know what’s going on. Please tell me where you are.”

The silence stretched to an uncomfortable length.

“Have you taken anything? Done anything to hurt yourself?”

“I’m in hellstink, Dr. D. Hell’s bells. A glass canyon.”

“Tell me about it. Where is this canyon?”

“You know!” he snarled. “They told you! They tell me all the time! An abyss—a piss!—glass and steelstink.”

“Where, Jamey?” I said softly. “Tell me exactly.”

His breathing quickened and grew louder.

“Jamey—“

The cry was sudden, wounded, a pain-filled whisper.

“Oh! The earth stinking, soaked scarlet…opening lips.…The plumes are rankstink…. They told me so, the stinking liars!”

I tried to break through, but he’d retreated absolutely into a private nightmare. Maintaining the eerie whisper, he held a rambling dialogue with the voices in his head, debating, cajoling, cursing the demons that threatened to engulf him until the curses gave way to abject terror and impotent sobbing. Powerless to stem the hallucinatory flow, I waited it out, my own heartbeat hastened now, shivering despite the warmth of the room.

Finally his voice dissipated in a funnel of sucking breaths. Taking advantage of the silence, I tried to reel him back.

“Where’s the glass canyon? Tell me exactly, Jamey.”

“Glass and steel and miles of tubing. Serpentine…Rubber snakes and rubber walls…” More shallow breathing. “Goddamn white zombies bouncing bodies off the walls…needle games…”

It took me a moment to process that.

“Are you in a hospital?”

He laughed hollowly. The sound was frightful. “They call it that.”

“Which one?”

“Canyon Oaks.”

I knew the place by reputation: small, private, and very expensive. I felt momentary relief. At least he hadn’t overdosed in some dark alley.

“How long have you been there?”

He ignored the question and started crying again.

“They’re killing me with lies, Dr. D.! Programming painlasers through the tender flesh! Sectioning the cortex—draining the juices raping the tender gender flesh—stinkpiece by stinkpiece!”

“Who—“

“Them!…flesh eaters…white zombies…dead-climb all up out of the towerful torrent-shit…shit plumes…shit birds…out of the wetflesh…Help me, Dr. D.—fly here help me hold it together…beam down! Suction me into another sphere into clean.…”

“Jamey, I want to help you—“

Before I could finish, he was at it again, his whispers as agonized as if he were being boiled alive. I drew my robe tighter and tried to think of the right thing to say when he landed back on earth. Suppressing feelings of helplessness, I concentrated on what little I could do: Go with the hallucinations, accept them, and try to work from within to calm him down. The important thing was to keep him on the line, not to lose his trust. To ride it out for as long as it took.

It was a good plan, the only sensible one under the circumstances, but I never got a chance to use it.

The whispering rose in pitch as if responding to the twist of an unseen dial, spiraling higher as relentlessly as an air-raid siren. At the top of the spiral was a plaintive bleat, then a scream amputated by a dull click as the line went dead.
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THE NIGHT OPERATOR at Canyon Oaks Hospital informed me that incoming calls wouldn’t be accepted until 8 A.M.—almost five hours away. I used my title, told her it was an emergency, and was connected to a flat contralto who identified herself as the night shift nursing supervisor. She listened to what I had to say, and when she answered, some of the flatness was seasoned by skepticism.

“What did you say your name was, sir?”

“Dr. Alex Delaware. And you’re Ms.—”

“Mrs. Vann. Are you a member of our staff, Doctor?”

“No. I treated him several years ago.”

“I see. And you say he called you?”

“Yes. Just a few minutes ago.”

“That’s highly unlikely, Doctor,” she said with some satisfaction. “Mr. Cadmus is on a locked—he has no phone access.”

“It was him, Mrs. Vann, and he was in real distress. Have you checked his room recently?”

“No, I’m on the opposite wing of the hospital.” A pause. “I suppose I could call over there.”

“I think you should.”

“Very well. Thank you for the information, Doctor. And good night.”

“One more thing—how long has he been hospitalized?”

“I’m afraid I’m not allowed to give out confidential patient information.”

“I understand. Who’s his attending doctor?”

“Our director, Dr. Mainwaring. But,” she added, protectively, “he’s not available at this hour.”

Muffled noises came on in the background. She put me on hold for a long time, then returned to the line, sounding stressed, and told me she had to go. It was the second time in ten minutes I’d been cut off.

I switched off the lights and went back to the bedroom. Robin turned toward me and propped herself on her elbows. The darkness had transformed the copper in her hair to a strangely beautiful lavender. Her almond eyes were half closed.

“Alex, what was that all about?”

I sat on the edge of the bed and told her about the call from Jamey and my conversation with the night nurse.

“How strange.”

“It is weird.” I rubbed my eyes. “I don’t hear from a kid in five years, and out of the blue he calls, talking gibberish.”

I stood up and paced.

“He had problems in those days, but he wasn’t crazy. Nowhere near crazy. His mind was a work of art. Tonight he was a mess—paranoid, hearing voices, talking nonsense. Hard to believe it’s the same person.”

But intellectually I knew it was possible. What I’d heard over the phone had been psychosis or some kind of bum trip. Jamey was a young man by now—seventeen or eighteen—and statistically ripe both for the onset of schizophrenia and for drug abuse.

I walked to the window and leaned on the sill. The glen was silent. A faint breeze ruffled the pinetops. I stood there for a while and stared out at velvety layers of darkness.

Finally she spoke:

“Why don’t you come back to bed, honey?”

I crawled back between the sheets. We held each other until she yawned and I felt her body go slack with fatigue. I kissed her, rolled away, and tried to fall asleep, but it didn’t work. I was too wound up, and both of us knew it.

“Talk,” she said, slipping her hand into mine.

“There’s really nothing to talk about. It was just so strange to hear from him like that. And then getting the cold shoulder from the hospital. The hag I spoke to didn’t seem to give a damn. She was a real ice cube, acted as if I were a nut case. Then, while I was on hold, something happened that upset her.”

“You think it had something to do with him?”

“Who the hell knows? The whole thing is so bizarre.”

We lay side by side. The silence began to feel oppressive. I looked at the clock: 3:23. Raising her hand to my lips, I kissed the knuckles, then lowered and released it. I pushed myself out of the bed, walked around to her side, leaned over, and covered her bare shoulders.

“I won’t be able to sleep tonight. No reason to keep you up.”

“Gonna read?” she asked, knowing my usual way of coping with occasional insomnia.

“No.” I went to the closet and began selecting clothing in the dark. “I think I’ll take a drive.”

She rolled over and stared, eyes open wide.

I fumbled a bit before finding flannel slacks, cordovans, a turtle-neck, and a mediumweight Harris tweed sportcoat. Sufficiently professional. Quietly I got dressed.

“You’re going out there—aren’t you?—to that hospital.”

I shrugged.

“The kid’s call was a cry for help. We once had a good relationship. I liked him a lot. Now he’s falling apart, and there’s probably nothing I can do, but it’ll make me feel better to get some closure.”

She looked at me, started to say something, and sighed.

“Where is this place?”

“Out in the West Valley. Twenty-five minutes at this hour. I’ll be back soon.”

“Be careful, Alex, okay?”

“Don’t worry, I’ll be fine.”

I kissed her again and said, “Go back to sleep.”

But she was wide-awake as I crossed the threshold.

Winter had come late to Southern California and had hung on tenaciously before dying. It was cold for early spring, and I buttoned my coat as I stepped onto the terrace and walked down the front steps. Someone had planted night-blooming jasmine several years ago; it had flourished and spread, and now the glen was heavy with perfume from March through September. I breathed deeply and, for one brief moment, thought of Hawaii.

The Seville was in the carport, next to Robin’s Toyota longbed. It was coated with dust and in need of a tune-up, but started up faithfully. The house sits atop a twisted old bridle path, and it takes a bit of maneuvering to get a Cadillac through the tree-shaded curves without a scratch. But after all these years I can do it in my sleep, and after backing out with a lurch, I wheeled around quickly and began the winding descent.

I turned right on Beverly Glen Drive and barreled downhill toward Sunset. Our part of the glen is rural chic—small clapboard houses on stilts gussied up with insets of stained glass, SAVE THE WHALE bumper stickers on old Volvos, a market specializing in organic produce—but just before Sunset it turns into gated estates. At the boulevard I hooked right and headed toward the San Diego Freeway. The Seville sped past the northern border of the UCLA campus, the south gate of Bel Air, hypertrophied haciendas on million-dollar lots. A few minutes later the 405 overpass came into view. I pointed the Seville at the on-ramp and flew onto the freeway.

A couple of tankers groaned in the slow lane, but otherwise all five lanes were mine. The blacktop rose before me, vacant and glistening, an arrowhead aimed infinitely at the horizon. The 405 is a section of the artery that traverses California vertically, running parallel with the ocean from Baja to the Oregon border. At this part of the state it tunnels through the Santa Monica mountain range, and tonight the highlands that had been spared hovered darkly, their towering, dusty haunches breaded with the season’s first vegetative stubble.

The asphalt humped at Mulholland, then dipped toward the San Fernando Valley. A breathtaking view—the pulsating rainbow of distant lights—appeared suddenly, but at seventy miles per, it dissolved in an instant. I swung to the right, got onto the Ventura Freeway West, and increased my speed.

I zipped through twelve miles of valley suburbia: Encino; Tarzana (only in L.A. could a bedroom community be named after the ape-man); Woodland Hills. Keyed up and bright-eyed, I kept both hands on the wheel, too edgy to listen to music.

Just before Topanga the blackness of night surrendered to an explosion of color, a winking panoply of scarlet, amber, and cobalt blue. It was as if a gigantic Christmas tree had been planted in the middle of the freeway. Mirage or not, I braked to a halt.

Few vehicles had been cruising the freeway at that hour. But there were enough of them—logjammed and static, bumper to bumper—to create a 4:00 A.M. traffic jam.

I sat for a while with the motor idling, then realized that the other drivers had turned off their engines. Some had exited and could be seen leaning against trunks and hoods, smoking cigarettes, chatting, or simply gazing up at the stars. Their pessimism was overwhelming, and I turned off the Seville. In front of me was a silver Porsche Targa. I got out and walked up to it. A ginger-haired man in his late thirties sat in the driver’s seat, chewing on a cold pipestem and perusing a legal journal.

“Excuse me, could you tell me what’s going on?”

The Porsche driver raised his eyes from the magazine and looked up at me pleasantly. From the smell of things it wasn’t tobacco that filled the pipe.

“Smash-up. All lanes are blocked.”

“How long have you been here?”

A quick look at a Rolex.

“Half hour.”

“Any idea when it’ll clear up?”

“Nope. It’s a nasty one.” He put his pipe back in his mouth, smiled, and returned to an article on maritime shipping contracts.

I continued walking along the left shoulder of the freeway, past half a dozen rows of cold engines. Rubbernecking had slowed traffic on the opposite side to a crawl. The stench of gasoline grew stronger, and my ears picked up an electric chant: multiple police radios barking in independent counterpoint. A few yards more, and the entire scene was visible.

A huge truck—twin transport trailers over eighteen wheels—had jackknifed across the freeway. One trailer remained upright and was positioned perpendicular to the dotted white lines; the other had flipped on its side, a good third of it suspended over the side of the highway. The linkage between the two vans was a severed sprig of twisted mesh. Pinned beneath the sprawling metal carcass was a shiny red compact car crushed like a used beer can. A few feet away sat a larger sedan, a brown Ford, its windows blown out, its front end an accordion.

The lights and noise came from a pair of hook and ladders, half a dozen ambulances, and a platoon of fire department and highway patrol cars. Half a dozen uniforms huddled around the Ford, and a strange-looking machine outfitted at the snout with oversized tongs made repeated passes at its crumpled passenger door. Blanketed bodies on stretchers were being loaded into ambulances. Some were hooked up to intravenous bottles and handled gingerly. Others, encased in body bags, were treated like luggage. From one of the ambulances came a moan, unmistakably human. The freeway was littered with glass, fuel, and blood.

A line of CHP officers stood at parade rest, shifting their attention constantly from the carnage to the waiting motorists. One of them saw me and motioned me back with a curt hand wave. When I didn’t comply, he marched forward, grim-faced.

“Go back to your car immediately, sir.” Up close he was young and big with a long red face, a skimpy fawn-colored mustache, and thin, tight lips. His uniform had been tapered to show off his muscles, and he sported a tiny, foppish blue bow tie. His name tag said BJORSTADT.

“How much longer do you think we’ll be here, Officer?”

He stepped closer, one hand on his revolver, chewing an antacid and giving off an odor of sweat and wintergreen.

“Go back to your car immediately, sir.”

“I’m a doctor, Officer. I’ve been called out on an emergency and have to get through.”

“What kind of doctor?”

“Psychologist.”

The answer didn’t seem to please him.

“What kind of emergency?”

“A patient of mine just called in crisis. He’s been suicidal in the past and is at high risk. It’s important that I get to him as quickly as possible.”

“You going to this individual’s home?”

“No, he’s hospitalized.”

“Where?”

“Canyon Oaks Psychiatric—just a few miles up.”

“Let me see your license, sir.”

I handed it over, hoping he wouldn’t call the hospital. The last thing I needed was a powwow between Officer Bjorstadt and sweet Mrs. Vann.

He studied the license, gave it back, and looked me over with pale eyes that had been trained to doubt.

“Let’s just say, Dr. Delaware, that I follow you to the hospital. You’re saying that once we get there, they’re going to verify the emergency?”

“Absolutely. Let’s do it.”

He squinted and tugged on his mustache. “What kind of car are you driving?”

“’Seventy-nine Seville. Dark green with a tan top.”

He studied me, frowning, and said finally: “Okay, Doctor, coast through slowly on the shoulder. When you get to this point, you can stop and stay put until I tell you to move. It’s a real disaster out here, and we don’t want any more blood tonight.”

I thanked him and jogged to the Seville. Ignoring hostile stares from the other drivers, I rolled to the front of the line, and Bjorstadt waved me through. Hundreds of flares had been laid down, and the freeway was lit up like a birthday cake. It wasn’t until the flames disappeared in my rear-view mirror that I picked up speed.

The suburban landscape receded at Calabasas, giving way to softly rolling hills dotted with ancient gnarled scrub oak. Most of the big ranches had long been subdivided, but this was still upper-crust horse country—high-priced “planned communities” behind gates and one-acre spreads designed for weekend cowboys. I got off the freeway just short of the Ventura County line and, following the arrow on the sign that said CANYON OAKS PSYCHIATRIC HOSPITAL, swung south over a concrete bridge. After passing a self-serve filling station, a sod nursery, and a Christian elementary school, I drove uphill on a one-lane road for a couple of miles until another arrow directed me westward. The pungence of ripe manure clogged the air.

The Canyon Oaks property line was marked by a large flowering peach tree shadowing low, open gates meant more for decor than security. A long, winding lane bordered by boxwood hedge and backed by shaggy eucalyptus led me to the top of a knoll.

The hospital was a Bauhaus fantasy: cubes of white concrete assembled in clusters; lots of plate glass and steel. The surrounding chaparral had been cleared for several hundred yards, isolating the structure and intensifying the severity of its angles. The collection of cubes was longer than tall, a cold, pale python of a building. In the distance was a black backdrop of mountain studded with pinpoints of illumination that arced like low, shooting stars. Flashlights. I parked in the near-empty lot and walked to the entrance—double doors of brushed chrome centered in a wall of glass. And locked. I pressed the buzzer.

A security guard peeked through the glass, ambled over, and stuck his head out. He was middle-aged and potbellied, and even in the dark I could see the veins on his nose.

“Yes, sir?” He hitched up his trousers.

“I’m Dr. Delaware. A patient of mine—James Cadmus—called in crisis, and I wanted to see how he was.”

“Oh, him.” The guard scowled and let me in. “This way, Doctor.”

He led me through an empty reception room decorated in insipid blue-greens and grays and smelling of dead flowers, turned left at a door marked C Ward, unlocked the dead bolt, and let me pass through.

On the other side was an unoccupied nursing station equipped with personal computers and a closed-circuit TV monitor displaying video oatmeal. The guard passed the station and continued to the right. We entered a brief, bright corridor checkered with blue-green doors, each pocked with a peephole. One door was open, and the guard motioned toward it.

“Here you go, Doc.”

The room was six-by-six, with soft white vinyl walls and low, flat ceilings. Most of the floor space was taken up by a hospital bed fitted with leather restraints. There was a single window high up on one wall. It had the filmy look of old Plexiglas and was barred with steel posts. Everything—from the commode to the nightstand—was built in, bolted down, and padded with blue-green vinyl. A pair of crumpled white pajamas lay on the floor.

Three people in starched white crowded the room.

An obese blond woman in her forties sat on the bed, head in hands. By her side stood a big, broad black man wearing horn-rimmed glasses. A second woman, young, dark, voluptuous, and sufficiently good-looking to pass for Sophia Loren’s kid sister, stood, arms folded across her ample chest, at some distance from the other two. Both women wore nurse’s caps; the man’s tunic buttoned to the neck.

“Here’s his doctor,” announced the guard to a trio of stares. The fat woman’s face was tear-streaked, and she looked frightened. The big black narrowed his eyes and went back to looking impassive.

The good-looking woman’s eyes narrowed with anger. She shouldered the black man aside and stomped over. Her hands were clenched, and her bosom heaved.

“What’s the meaning of this, Edwards?” she demanded in a contralto I recognized. “Who is this man?”

The guard’s paunch dropped a few inches.

“Uh, he said he was Cadmus’s doctor, Mrs. Vann, and, uh, so I—”

“It was a misunderstanding.” I smiled. “I’m Dr. Delaware. We spoke on the phone—”

She looked at me with amazement and swiveled her attention back to the guard.

“This is a locked ward, Edwards. It’s locked for two reasons.” She gave him a bitter, condescending smile. “Isn’t it?”

“Yes, ma’am—”

“What are those reasons, Edwards?”

“Uh, to keep the loon—to maintain security, ma’am, and, uh—”

“To keep the patients in and strangers out.” She glared at him. “Tonight you’re batting oh-for-two.”

“Yes, ma’am. I just thought since the kid—”

“That’s enough thinking on your part for one night,” she snapped. “Return to your post.”

The guard blinked rheumily in my direction.

“You want me to take him—”

“Go, Edwards.”

He looked at me hatefully and shuffled away. The fat woman on the bed put her head back in her hands and began to snuffle. Mrs. Vann shot her a sidelong glance full of disdain, batted her long dark lashes in my direction, and held out a finely boned hand.

“Hello, Dr. Delaware.”

I returned the greeting and tried to explain my presence.

“You’re a very dedicated man, Doctor.” Her smile was a cold white crescent. “I suppose we can’t fault you for that.”

“I appreciate that. How’s—”

“Not that you should have been let in—Edwards will answer for that—but as long as you’re here, I don’t imagine you’ll do much harm. Or good, for that matter.” She paused. “Your former patient’s no longer with us.”

Before I could respond, she went on:

“Mr. Cadmus escaped. After assaulting poor Miss Surtees here.”

The fat blonde looked up. Her hair was a stiff, platinum meringue. The face under it was pale and lumpy and mottled with pink. Her eyebrows were plucked flat, canopying small, olive drab, porcine eyes rimmed with red. Thick lips greasy with gloss tensed and trembled.

“I went in to check on him”—she sniffled—“just like I do every night. All this time he’s been such a nice kid, so I undid the cuffs like I always do—give the boy a bit of freedom, you know? A little compassion doesn’t hurt, does it? Then the massage—wrists and ankles. What he always does is he drifts right off in the middle of the massage and starts smiling like a baby. Gets a good sleep sometimes. This time he jumped up real crazy, screaming and frothing at the mouth. Punched me in the stomach, tied me with the sheet, and gagged me with the towel. I thought he was gonna kill me, but he just took my key and—”

“That’s enough, Marthe,” said Mrs. Vann firmly. “Don’t upset yourself any further. Antoine, take her to the nurses’ lounge, and get some soup or something into her.”

The black man nodded and propelled the fat woman out the door.

“Private-duty nurse,” said Mrs. Vann when they were gone, making it sound like an epithet. “We never use them, but the family insisted, and when big bucks are involved, the rules have a way of getting bent.” Her head shook, and the stiff cap rustled. “She’s a float. Not even registered, just an LVN. You can see the good she accomplished.”

“How long’s Jamey been here?”

She came closer, brushing my sleeve with her fingertips. Her badge had a picture that didn’t do her justice and, under it, a name: Andrea Vann, R.N.

“My, but you’re persistent,” she said archly. “What makes you think that information is less confidential than it was an hour ago?”

I shrugged.

“I had the feeling when we spoke on the phone that you thought I was some sort of crank.”

The frigid smile returned.

“And now that I see you in the flesh I’m supposed to be impressed?”

I grinned, hoped it was charming. “If I look the way I feel, I wouldn’t expect you to be. All I’m trying to do is make some sense out of the last hour.”

The smile turned crooked and, in the process, somehow grew more amiable.

“Let’s get off the ward,” she said. “The rooms are soundproofed, but the patients have an uncanny way of knowing when something’s up—almost an animal type of thing. If they catch on, they’ll be howling and throwing themselves against the walls all shift.”

We went into the reception room and sat down. Edwards was there, shuffling around miserably, and she ordered him to fetch coffee. He screwed up his lips, swallowed another gallon of pride, and complied.

“Actually,” she said, taking a sip and putting the cup down, “I did think you were a crank—we get plenty of them. But when I saw you, I recognized you. A couple of years ago I attended a lecture you gave at Western Peds on childhood fears. You did a nice job.”

“Thanks.”

“My own kid was having bad dreams at the time, and I used some of your suggestions. They worked.”

“Glad to hear it.”

She pulled out a cigarette from a pack in the pocket of her uniform and lit it.

“Jamey was fond of you. He mentioned you from time to time. When he was lucid.”

She frowned. I interpreted it:

“Which wasn’t very often.”

“No. Not very. How long did you say it’s been since you last saw him?”

“Five years.”

“You wouldn’t recognize him. He—” She stopped herself. “I can’t say more. There’s been enough rule bending for one night.”

“Fair enough. Can you tell me how long he’s been missing?”

“A half hour or so. The orderlies are out in the hills with flashlights.”

We sat and drank coffee. I asked her what kinds of patients the hospital treated, and she chain-lit another cigarette before answering.

“If what you’re asking is, Do we get lots of escapes, the answer is no.”

I said I hadn’t meant that at all, but she cut me off.

“This isn’t a prison. Most of our wards are open—the typical stuff: acting-out adolescents, depressives past the high-risk period, anorexics, minor manics, Alzheimer’s, cokeheads, and alkies on detox. C Ward is small—only ten beds, and they’re rarely all full—but it creates most of our hassles. C patients are unpredictable—agitated schizos with impulse control problems; rich psychopaths with connections who weaseled out of jail by checking in for a few months; speed freaks and cokers who’ve taken it too far and ended up paranoid. But with phenothiazines, even they don’t act up much—better living through chemistry, right? We run a tight ship.”

Looking angry again, she stood, adjusted her cap, and dropped her cigarette into cold coffee.

“I’m gonna have to get back, see if they found him yet. Anything else I can do for you?”

“Nothing, thanks.”

“Have a nice drive back, then.”

“I’d like to stick around and talk to Dr. Mainwaring.”

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you. I called him right after we discovered Jamey was missing, but he was in Redondo Beach—visitation with his kids. Even if he left right away, that’s a long drive. You’ll be stuck here.”

“I’ll wait.”

She adjusted her cap and shrugged.

“Suit yourself.”

Once alone, I sank back down and tried to digest what I’d learned. It didn’t add up to much. I sat restlessly for a while, got up, found the men’s room, and washed my face. The mirror bounced back a tired visage, but I felt full of energy. Probably running on reserves.

The clock in the reception room said 4:37. I thought of Jamey wandering in the darkness and grew taut with anxiety.

Trying to put him out of my mind, I sat back and read a copy of the hospital throwaway, The Canyon Oaks Quarterly. The cover article was on the politics of mental health financing—lots of talk about HMOs, PPOs, PROs, and DRGs. The gist of it was to urge families of patients to lobby legislators and insurance carriers for more money. Briefer pieces dealt with anticholinergic syndrome in the elderly—old people misdiagnosed as senile because of drug-induced psychosis—the fine points of occupational therapy, the hospital pharmacy, and a new eating disorders program. The entire back page was an essay by Guy Mainwaring, M.D., FACP, medical director, entitled “The Changing Role of the Psychiatrist.” In it he asserted that psychotherapy was of relatively minor value in dealing with serious mental disorders and best left to nonmedical therapists. Psychiatrists, he stressed, were physicians and needed to return to the medical mainstream as “biochemical engineers.” The article ended with a paean to modern psychopharmacology.

I put the paper down and waited restlessly for half an hour before hearing the rumble of an engine and the sizzle of gravel under rubber. A pair of headlights beamed through the glass surrounding the front doors, and I had to shield my eyes from the glare.

The headlights went off. After my pupils had adjusted, I made out the waffled contours of a Mercedes grille. The doors swung open, and a man charged in.

He was fiftyish and lean, with a face that was all points and angles. His hair was gray-brown and thin and brushed straight back over a generous crown. A widow’s peak marked the center of a high, wide brow. His nose was long and sharp and slightly off-center; his eyes were restless brown marbles set deeply in shadowed sockets. He wore a heavy gray suit that had cost a lot of money a long time ago, a white shirt, and a gray tie. The suit hung loosely, trousers bagging over dull black oxfords. A man unconcerned with frills and niceties, a perfect match for the Bauhaus building.

“Who are you?” The accent was crisp and British.

I stood up and introduced myself.

“Ah, yes. The psychologist. Mrs. Vann told me about Jamey’s call to you. I’m Dr. Mainwaring.”

He shook my hand vigorously but mechanically.

“It was good of you to drive all the way out here, but I’m afraid I can’t talk with you at length. Have to put things in order.” Then, as if contradicting himself, he leaned closer. “What did the boy have to say over the phone?”

“Not much that made sense. He was extremely anxious and seemed to be experiencing auditory hallucinations. Pretty much out of control.”

Mainwaring made a show of listening, but it was obvious that nothing I’d said surprised him.

“How long’s he been this way?” I asked.

“Quite some time.” He looked at his watch. “Sad case. Apparently he was extremely bright once.”

“He was a genius. Off the scale.”

He scratched his nose. “Yes. One wouldn’t know it now.”

“That bad?” I asked, hoping he’d say more.

“Quite.”

“He was moody,” I recalled, trying to get a dialogue going. “Complex—which you’d expect, given his intellectual level. But there was no indication of psychosis. If I had predicted anything, it would have been depression. What precipitated the breakdown? Drugs?”

He shook his head.

“Sudden onset schizophrenia. If I understood the etiologic process”—he smiled, revealing an Englishman’s tea-stained teeth—“I’d be waiting for the call from Stockholm.”

The smile faded quickly.

“I’d best be off,” he said, as if talking to himself, “to see if he’s turned up. I’ve avoided drawing the authorities into this—for the sake of the family. But if our people don’t find him soon, I may have to call the police. It gets quite cold in the mountains, and we can’t have him catching pneumonia.”

He turned to go.

“Would you mind if I waited around to see him?”

“I’m afraid that wouldn’t be advisable, Dr. Delaware—confidentiality and all that. I appreciate your concern and regret your driving out here for nothing. But before anything else, the family needs to be notified—which may take some doing. They’re in Mexico on holiday, and you know the phones down there.” His eyes darted distractedly. “Perhaps we can chat at some later date—once the proper releases have been signed.”

He was correct. I had no right—legally or professionally—to a shred of information on Jamey. Even the moral prerogatives were vague. He’d called me for help, but what was that worth? He was crazy, incapable of making rational choices.

And yet he’d been rational enough to plot and carry out his escape, sufficiently intact to obtain my number.

I looked at Mainwaring and knew that I’d have to live with the questions. Even if he had the answers, he wouldn’t be doling them out.

He took my hand again and pumped it, muttered something apologetic, and rushed off. He’d been cordial, collegial and had told me nothing.

I stood alone in the empty waiting room. The sound of shuffling feet made me turn. Edwards, the guard, had waddled in, somewhat unsteadily. He threw me a feeble imitation of a tough guy stare and fondled his billy club. From the look on his face it was clear he blamed me for all his troubles.

Before he could verbalize his feelings, I saw myself to the door.
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I GOT HOME at five forty-five. Robin was sleeping, so I sat in the living room and watched the sun wipe the tarnish from a sterling silver sky. By six-fifteen she was up and humming, draped in a wine-colored kimono. I went into the bedroom, and we embraced. She drew away and cupped my chin with her hand. Taking in my unshaven face and rumpled clothes, she looked at me, incredulous.

“You’ve been up all this time!”

“I got back a few minutes ago.”

“Oh, honey, you must be exhausted. What happened?”

“When I got there, he was gone. Escaped. I stayed for a while, hoping they’d find him.”

“Escaped? How?”

“He knocked out his nurse, tied her up, and split. Probably went up into the foothills.”

“That’s spooky. Is this kid dangerous, Alex?”

“He could be,” I admitted reluctantly. “The head nurse implied as much without coming out and saying so—told me the ward he was on was reserved for unpredictable patients. On the phone he was ranting about flesh eaters and reeking blades.”

She shuddered. “I hope they find him soon.”

“I’m sure they will. He couldn’t get too far.”

She began laying out her clothes. “I was going to make breakfast,” she said, “but if you’re beat, I can grab something in Venice.”

“I’m not hungry, but I’ll keep you company.”

“You sure? You look awfully beat.”

“Positive. I’ll sleep after you leave.”

She dressed for work in jeans, chambray shirt, crew-neck sweater, and Top-Siders, making the outfit look as elegant as an evening gown. Her long auburn-tinted hair has the kind of bouncy, soft curl obtainable only from nature. This morning she wore it loose, glossy ringlets tumbling over delicate shoulders; at work she would bunch it up under a cloth cap. All sixty-two inches of her moved with a liquid grace that never ceased to catch my eye. Looking at her, you’d never know she was an ace with a circular saw, but that was part of what had attracted me to her in the first place: strength and mastery in a totally feminine package, the ability to forge beauty amid the roar of lethal machinery. Even covered with sawdust, she was gorgeous.

She sprayed herself with something floral and kissed my chin. “Ouch. You need a sanding.”

Arms around each other, we went into the kitchen.

“Sit,” she ordered, and proceeded to prepare breakfast—bagels, marmalade, and a pot of decaffeinated Kona coffee. The room was sun-filled and warm, soon seasoned by the burgeoning aroma of the coffee. Robin laid out two place settings on the ash-burl trestle table she’d built last winter, and I carried the food in on a tray.

We sat opposite each other, sharing the view. A family of doves cooed and pecked on the terrace below. The gurgle of the fish pond was barely audible. Robin’s heart-shaped face was lightly made up—just a trace of shadow over eyes the color of antique mahogany—the olive-tinted skin smooth and burnished by the last remnants of summer tan. She spread marmalade on half a bagel with quick, sure strokes and offered it to me.

“No, thanks. Just coffee for now.”

She ate slowly and with obvious pleasure, rosy, alert, and bristling with energy.

“You look raring to go,” I said.

“Uh-huh,” she replied between mouthfuls. “Got a big day. Bridge reset on Paco Valdez’s concert box, finish a twelve-string, and get a mandolin ready for spraying. I’m gonna come home stinking of varnish.”

“Great. I love a smelly woman.”

She’d always been industrious and self-directed, but since returning from Tokyo, she’d been a dynamo. A Japanese musical conglomerate had offered her a lucrative position as a design supervisor, but after much deliberation she’d turned it down, knowing she preferred craftsmanship to mass production. The decision had renewed her dedication, and twelve-hour days at the Venice studio were becoming the rule.

“Hungry yet?” she asked, holding out another bagel half.

I took it and chewed absently; for all I tasted it could have been warm modeling clay. I put it down and saw her shake her head and smile.

“Your lids are drooping, Alex.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be. Just get yourself into bed, fella.”

She finished her coffee, stood, and began clearing the table. I retreated to the bedroom, peeling out of my clothes in transit. After drawing the drapes, I slunk between the sheets and lay on my back. I’d been staring at the ceiling for several minutes when she stuck her head in.

“Still up? I’m going now. Be back around seven. How about dinner out?”

“Sure.”

“I have a craving for Indian. Does varnish go with tandoori chicken?”

“It does if you’ve got the right wine.”

She laughed, fluffed her hair, came over, and kissed my forehead. “Catch you later, sweetie.”

After she left, I slept for a couple of hours. I awoke feeling fuzzy, but a shower and a glass of orange juice made me feel semihuman.

Dressed in jeans and a polo shirt, I went into the library to work. My desk was stacked with papers. It had never been like me to procrastinate, but I was still unaccustomed to being busy.

Three years earlier, at thirty-three, I’d fled burnout by retiring prematurely from the practice of psychology. My plan had been to loaf and live off investments indefinitely, but the leisurely life ended up being far more exciting—and bloody—than I could have known. One year and a reconstructed jaw later, I crawled out of my cave and began working part-time—accepting a few court-ordered custody evaluations and short-term consultations. Now, though still not ready for the commitment of long-term therapy cases, I’d increased my consult load to where I felt like a workingman again.

I stayed at the desk until one, finishing two reports to judges, then drove into Brentwood to have them typed, photocopied, and mailed. I stopped at a place on San Vicente for a sandwich and a beer and, while waiting for the food to arrive, used a pay phone to call Canyon Oaks. I asked the operator if Jamey Cadmus had been found yet, and she referred me to the day shift supervisor, who referred me to Mainwaring. His secretary told me he was in conference and wouldn’t be available until late afternoon. I left my service number and asked him to return the call.

My table was near the window. I watched joggers in peacock-hued sweat suits huff along the grassy median and picked at my lunch. Leaving most of it on the plate, I paid the check and drove back home.

Returning to the library, I unlocked one of the cabinets under the bookshelves. Inside were several cardboard cartons packed with the files of former patients. It took a while to find Jamey’s—I’d vacated my office with haste, and the alphabetization was haphazard—but soon I had it in my hands.

Sinking down in the old leather sofa, I began to read. As I turned the pages, the past materialized through the haze of data. Soon vague recollections began to take on shape and form; they rushed in noisily, like poltergeists, evoking a clamor of memories.

I’d met Jamey while consulting on a research study of highly gifted children conducted at UCLA. The woman who ran the grant had a thing about the genius-insanity stereotype: She was out to disprove it. The project emphasized intensive academic stimulation of its young subjects—college-level work for ten-year-olds, teen-agers earning doctorates—and though critics charged that such superacceleration was too stressful for tender minds, Sarita Flowers believed just the opposite: Boredom and mediocrity were the real threats to the kids’ well-being. (“Feed the brain to keep it sane, Alex.”) Certain that the data would support her hypothesis, she asked me to monitor the mental health of the whiz kids. For the most part, that meant casual rap groups and a counseling session now and then.

With Jamey it had evolved into something more.

I reviewed my notes from our first session and recalled how surprised I’d been when he showed up at my door wanting to talk. Of all the kids in the project, he’d seemed the least open, enduring group discussions with a distant look on his pale, round face, never volunteering information, responding to questions with shrugs and noncommittal grunts. Sometimes his detachment stretched to retreating between the pages of a volume of poetry while the others chattered precociously. I wondered, now, if those asocial tendencies had been a warning sign of things to come.

It had been a Friday—the day I spent on campus. I’d been examining test data in my temporary office when I heard the knock, soft and tentative.

In the time it took me to get to the door he’d backed away into the corridor, and now stood pressed against the wall as if trying to recede into the plaster. He was almost thirteen, but slightness of build and a baby face made him appear closer to ten. He wore a blue and red striped rugby shirt and dirty jeans and clutched a book bag stuffed so full the seams had spread. His black hair was worn long with the bangs cut ruler-straight, Prince Valiant style. His eyes were slate-colored—blueberries floating in milk—and too large for a face that was soft and round and at odds with his skinny body.

He shifted his weight and stared at his sneakers.

“If you don’t have time, forget it,” he said.

“I have plenty of time, Jamey. Come on in.”

He nibbled his upper lip and entered, standing back stiffly as I closed the door.

I smiled and offered him a seat. The office was small, and the options were limited. There was a musty, moth-eaten green couch of Freudian vintage on the other side of the desk and a scarred steel-framed chair perpendicular to it. He chose the couch, sitting next to his book bag and hugging it as if it were a lover. I took the chair and straddled it backwards.

“What can I do for you, Jamey?”

His eyes took off in flight, scanning every detail of the room, finally settling on the tables and graphs crowding the desk top.

“Data analysis?”

“That’s right.”

“Anything interesting?”

“Just numbers at this point. It’ll be awhile before patterns emerge—if there are any.”

“Kind of reductionistic, don’t you think?” he asked.

“In what way?”

He fidgeted with one of the straps on the book bag. “You know—testing us all the time, reducing us to numbers, and pretending the numbers tell the truth.”

He leaned forward earnestly, suddenly intense. I didn’t yet know why he’d come but was certain it hadn’t been to discuss research design. A great deal of courage building had preceded the knock on my door, and no doubt, a rush of ambivalence had followed. For him the world of ideas was a safe place, a fortress against intrusive and disturbing feelings. I made no attempt to storm the fortress.

“How so, Jamey?”

He kept one hand on the book bag. The other waved like a pennant in a storm.

“Take IQ tests, for example. You pretend that the scores mean something, that they define genius or whatever it is we’re supposed to be. Even the name of the study is reductionistic. ‘Project 160.’ Like anyone who doesn’t score a hundred sixty on a Stanford-Binet can’t be a genius? That’s pretty lame! All the tests do is predict how well someone will do in school. They’re unreliable, culturally biased and according to my reading, aren’t even that good at predicting—thirty, maybe forty percent accuracy. Would you put your money on a horse that came in a third of the time? Might as well use a Ouija board!”

“You’ve been doing some research,” I said, suppressing a smile.

He nodded gravely.

“When people do things to me, I like to understand what it is they’re doing. I spent a few hours in the psych library.” He looked at me challengingly. “Psychology’s not much of a science, is it?”

“Some aspects are less scientific than others.”

“You know what I think? Psychologists—ones like Dr. Flowers—like to translate ideas into numbers in order to look more scientific and impress people. But when you do that, you lose the essence, the”—he tugged at his bangs and searched for the right word—“the soul of what it is you’re trying to understand.”

“It’s a good point,” I said. “Psychologists themselves have been arguing about it for a long time.”

He didn’t seem to hear me and continued expounding in a high, child’s voice.

“I mean, what about art—or poetry? How can you quantify poetry? By the number of verses? The meter? How many words end with e? Would that define or explain Chatterton or Shelley or Keats? That would be stupid. But psychologists think they can do the same kind of thing to people and come up with something meaningful.”

He stopped, caught his breath, then went on.

“It seems to me that Dr. Flowers has a fetish for numbers. And machines. She loves her computers and her tachistoscopes. Probably wishes we were mechanical, too. More predictable.” He worried a cuticle. “Maybe it’s because she herself needs contraptions to live a normal life. What do you think?”

“It’s a theory.”

His smile was mirthless.

“Yeah, I forgot. The two of you are partners in this. You have to defend her.”

“Nope. When you guys talk to me, it’s confidential. Test data—the numbers—go into the computer, but anything else stays out. If you’re angry at Dr. Flowers and want to talk about it, go ahead.”

He took his time digesting that.

“Nah, I’m not angry at her. I just think she’s a sad lady. Didn’t she used to be an athlete or something?”

“She was a figure skater. Won a gold medal at the ‘sixty-four Olympics.”

He was silently pensive, and I knew he was struggling to visualize the transformation of Sarita Flowers from champion to cripple. When he spoke again, his eyes were wet.

“I guess that was a cruel thing to say—about her needing machines and all that.”

“She’s open about her disabilities,” I said. “She wouldn’t expect you to pretend they don’t exist.”

“But jeez, there I was going on about reductionism, and I went and did the same thing to her—pigeonholed her as a gadget freak because she walks with braces!”

He dug the nails of one hand into the palm of the other.

“Don’t be too hard on yourself,” I said gently. “Looking for simple answers is just one way we try to make sense out of a complicated world. You’re a critical thinker, and you’ll be all right. It’s people who don’t think who sink into bigotry.”

That seemed to provide some comfort. His fingers relaxed and spread on whitened denim knees.

“That’s an excellent point, Dr. Delaware.”

“Thank you, Jamey.”

“Uh, could I ask you one more thing about Dr. Flowers?”

“Sure.”

“I don’t understand her situation—her physical condition. Sometimes she seems pretty strong, almost normal. Last week I actually saw her take a couple of steps by herself. But a few months ago she looked really bad. Like she’d aged years overnight and had no strength at all.”

“Multiple sclerosis is a very unpredictable disease,” I explained. “The symptoms can come and go.”

“Is there any treatment for it?”

“No. Not yet.”

“So she could get worse?”

“Yes. Or better. There’s no way to know.”

“That’s hideous,” he said. “Like living with a time bomb inside you.”

I nodded. “She copes with it by doing work she loves.”

The water in the blue-gray eyes had pooled. A single tear rolled down one soft cheek. He grew self-conscious, wiped it away quickly with his sleeve, and turned to stare at a faded ocher wall.

He remained silent for a few moments, then sprang up, grabbing the book bag and hefting it over his shoulder.

“Was there anything else you wanted to talk about, Jamey?”

“No,” he said, too quickly. “Nothing.”

He walked to the door. I followed and placed a hand on his skinny shoulder. He was quivering like a pup whisked from the litter.

“I’m glad you came by,” I said. “Please feel free to do it again. Anytime.”

“Sure. Thanks.” He flung the door open and scurried away, footsteps echoing faintly down the high, arched corridor.

Three Fridays went by before he showed up again. The book bag was gone. In its place he lugged a graduate-level abnormal psychology text that he’d tagged in a dozen places with shreds of tissue paper.

Plopping down on the couch, he began flipping pages until he came to a frayed scrap of tissue.

“First,” he announced, “I want to ask you about John Watson. From what I can gather the man was a total fascist.”

We discussed behaviorism for an hour and a half. When I grew hungry, I asked him if he wanted something to eat, and he nodded. We left the office and walked across campus to the Coop. Between mouthfuls of cheeseburger and gulps of Dr Pepper, he kept the dialectic going, moving sequentially from topic to topic, attacking each one as if it were an enemy to be vanquished. His mind was awesome, astounding in its ability to mine slag heaps of data and emerge with essential nuggets. It was as if his intellect had assumed an identity of its own, independent of the childish body in which it was housed; when he talked, I ceased to be aware of his age.

His questions came at me, as rapid and stinging as hailstones. He seemed to have barely assimilated one answer before a dozen new lines of inquiry had been formed. After a while I started to feel like a Sunday batter facing a pitching machine gone berserk. He fired away for a few minutes more, then, just as abruptly as he’d begun, ended the conversation.

“Good.” He smiled with satisfaction. “I understand now.”

“Great,” I said, and exhaled wearily.

He filled half his plate with ketchup and dragged a bunch of soggy french fries through the scarlet swamp. Stuffing them in his mouth, he said:

“You’re fairly intelligent, Dr. Delaware.”

“Thank you, Jamey.”

“When you were a kid, were you bored in school?”

“For the most part. I had a couple of teachers who were inspiring. The rest were pretty forgettable.”

“Most people are. I’ve never really attended school. Not that Uncle Dwight didn’t try. When I was five, he sent me to the snobbiest private kindergarten in Hancock Park.” He grinned. “Three days into the semester it became clear that my presence was”—he mimicked a histrionic schoolmarm—“upsetting to the other children.”

“I can imagine.”

“They were doing reading readiness exercises—color matching, learning the alphabet, stuff like that. I thought it was mind-numbing and refused to cooperate. As punishment, they put me in the corner by myself, which was no punishment at all because my fantasies were terrific entertainment. Meanwhile, I’d gotten hold of an old paperback copy of The Grapes of Wrath that someone had left lying around at home. The cover was really interesting, so I picked it up and started to read it. Most of it was pretty accessible, so I really got into it, reading in bed at night with a flashlight, stashing it in my lunch box and taking it to school. I’d sneak in a few pages during snack time and when they stuck me in the corner. After a month or so, when I was halfway through the book, that bitch of a teacher found it. She freaked out, snatched it out of my hands, so I attacked her—punching, biting, a real fight. They called Uncle Dwight down, and the teacher told him I was hyperactive and a discipline problem and needed professional help. I jumped up, accused her of being a thief, and said she was oppressing me the same way the farm workers had been oppressed. I still remember how their jaws dropped—like robots that had become unhinged. She shoved the book in front of me and said, ‘Read!’—just like a Nazi storm trooper ordering a prisoner to march. I buzzed through a couple of sentences, and she told me to stop. That was it—no more kindergarten for Master Cadmus.”

He stuck out his tongue and licked ketchup from his lower lip. “Anyway, so much for school days.” He looked at his watch. “Oops. Gotta call my ride.” And with that, he was off.

The Friday afternoon visits became regular after that, a floating crap game with ideas as the dice. We talked in the office, in the graduate reading room, over junk food in the Coop, and while strolling the shaded walkways that webbed the campus. He was fatherless and, despite the guardianship of an uncle, seemed to have little awareness of what it meant to be male. As I fielded countless questions about myself, all framed in the hungrily naïve manner of an immigrant seeking morsels of information about a new homeland, I knew I was becoming his role model. But the questioning was one way; when I attempted to probe into his personal life, he changed the subject or emitted a blitzkrieg of irrelevant abstractions.

It was an ill-defined relationship, neither friendship nor therapy, for the latter implies a contract to help, and he had yet to confess the existence of a problem. True, he was intellectually alienated, but so were most of the kids on the project; alienation was assumed to be a common trait of those in the cosmic range of intelligence. He sought no help, wanted only to talk. And talk. About psychology, philosophy, politics, literature.

Nevertheless, I never relinquished the suspicion that he’d shown up that first Friday to unburden himself of something that bothered him deeply. I’d observed his moodiness and periodic anxiety, bouts of withdrawal and depression that lasted for days, had noticed the sudden dark look or wet eye in the midst of a seemingly neutral conversation, the acute constriction of throat and involuntary tremble of hand.

He was a troubled boy, plagued, I was sure, by significant conflict. No doubt it was buried deep, wrapped, like a mummy, in a gauzy cocoon of defenses, and getting to the core would be no mean task. I decided to bide my time: The science of psychotherapy is knowing what to say, the art is knowing when to say it. A premature move, and all would be lost.

On the sixteenth Friday he arrived carrying a load of sociology books and started to talk about his family, spurred on, supposedly, by a volume on family structure. As if lecturing from that text, he ejected the facts, helter-skelter, in a voice devoid of emotion: The Cadmuses were “rolling in money”; his paternal grandfather had built an empire in construction and California real estate. The old man was long gone, but people spoke of him as if he were some kind of god. His other grandparents were dead, too. As were both his parents. (“Almost like a hex, huh? Sure you wanna stick around with me?”)

His mother had died in childbirth; he’d seen pictures but knew little about her. Three years later his father had committed suicide by hanging himself. The responsibility of raising an orphaned toddler had fallen to his father’s younger brother, Dwight. This had translated to the hiring of a succession of nannies, none of whom had stuck around long enough to mean anything to Jamey. A few years later Dwight had married and fathered two daughters, and now all of them were one happy family—this last comment pronounced with bitterness and a look that warned against further questions.

His father’s suicide was one subject I was determined to broach eventually. He’d indicated no self-destructive thoughts or impulses, but I considered him at elevated suicidal risk; the moodiness concerned me, as did his extreme perfectionism, sometimes unrealistic expectations, and fluctuating self-esteem. When you added a history of parental suicide, the odds tipped further upward; the possibility that he’d choose, one bleak day, to imitate the father he’d never known couldn’t be ignored.

It came to a head midway through our twentieth session.

He liked to quote poetry—Shelley, Keats, Wordsworth—and was particularly enamored of a poet named Thomas Chatterton, of whom I’d never heard. My questions about the man were evaded with contentions that a poet’s work spoke for itself. So I did a little library research of my own.

An afternoon spent slogging through dusty volumes of literary criticism produced some interesting facts: The experts considered Chatterton a genius, the chief poet of England’s eighteenth-century Gothic revival and the major precursor to the Romantic movement, but in his day he’d been alternately ignored or vilified.

A tormented, tragic figure, Chatterton lusted for fortune and fame and was denied both. Frustrated at the lack of appreciation for his own works, he perpetrated a major literary fraud in 1768, producing a group of poems supposedly written by a fifteenth-century monk named Thomas Rowley. But Rowley never existed; he was a figment of Chatterton’s imagination, his name cribbed from a tombstone at St. John’s Church in Bristol. Ironically, the Rowley poems were well received by the literati, and Chatterton enjoyed a brief, vicarious adulation—until the hoax came to light and its victims exacted their revenge.

Excommunicated from the literary scene, the poet was reduced to pamphleteering and menial jobs and, eventually, to begging for scraps of food. There was a final, morbid twist: Though penniless and denied bread on credit by local merchants, the starving Chatterton complained to a benevolent apothecary of rat infestation in his garret and was dispensed arsenic.

On August 24, 1770, Thomas Chatterton swallowed poison, a suicide at the age of seventeen.

The next time Jamey quoted from him I reported what I’d learned. We were sitting on the rim of the inverted fountain that fronted the psych building. It was a clear, warm day, and he’d taken off his shoes and socks to let the water trickle over bony white feet.

“Uh-huh,” he said glumly. “So what?”

“Nothing. You got me curious, so I looked him up. He was an interesting fellow.”

He moved several feet away and stared into the fountain, kicking one heel against the concrete with enough force to redden the skin.

“Something the matter, Jamey?”

“Nothing.”

Several minutes of tense silence passed before I spoke again.

“You seem angry about something. Does it bother you that I looked up Chatterton?”

“No.” He turned away disgustedly. “That’s not what pisses me off. It’s that you’re so smug—thinking you understand me. Chatterton was a genius, Jamey’s a genius; Chatterton was a misfit, Jamey’s a misfit. Click, click, click. Putting it all together like some fucking case history!”

A pair of passing students heard the anger in his voice and turned to stare. He didn’t notice them and gnawed on his lip.

“You’re probably worried I’m gonna snarf rat poison up in some attic, right?”

“No. I’ve—”

“Bullshit. You shrinks are all the same.” He folded his arms across his chest, kept smashing at the fountain. Pinpoints of blood sprouted on his heel.

I tried again.

“What I was saying is that I’ve wanted to talk to you about suicide, but it has nothing to do with Chatterton.”

“Oh, really? And what does it have to do with?”

“I’m not saying you’re suicidal. But I have concerns, and I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t bring them up, okay?”

“Okay, okay. Just spit it out.”

“All right,” I said, choosing my words carefully. “Everyone has bad days, but you’re depressed way too much of the time. You’re an exceptional person—and I don’t mean just your intelligence. You’re sensitive, caring, and honest.” The compliments might have been slaps across the face from the way they made him flinch. “Yet you don’t seem to like yourself very much.”

“What’s to like?”

“A lot.”

“Right.”

“That’s part of what worries me—the way you put yourself down. You set extremely high standards for yourself, and when you succeed, you ignore the success and immediately raise your standards. But when you fail, you won’t let go of it. You keep punishing yourself, telling yourself you’re worthless.”

“So what’s the point?” he demanded.

“The point,” I said, “is that you’re setting yourself up for constant misery.”

He avoided eye contact. The blood from his heel trickled into the water and disappeared in a pink swirl.

“None of this is meant as criticism,” I added. “It’s just that you’re going to encounter disappointment throughout your life—everyone does—and it would be good to know how to cope with it.”

“Sounds like a great plan,” he said sarcastically. “When do we start?”

“Whenever you want.”

“I want now, okay? Show me how to cope. In three easy lessons.”

“First I need to know more about you.”

“You know plenty.”

“We’ve talked plenty, but I really don’t know much at all. Not about the things that bother you or turn you on—your goals, your values.”

“Life and death stuff, huh?”

“Let’s say important stuff.”

He faced me, smiling dreamily.

“You wanna know how I feel about life and death, Dr. D.? I’ll tell you. Both suck. Death’s probably quieter.”

Crossing his legs, he examined the bloody heel as if studying a biology specimen.

“We don’t have to talk about this now,” I said.

“But I want to! You’ve been leading up to it all these months, right? This is what all the buddy-buddy stuff has been about, right? Building rapport so you can head-shrink more effectively. So let’s talk about it now, okay! You want to know if I think about killing myself? Sure. Once or twice a week.”

“Are they passing thoughts, or do they stay with you for a while?”

“Six of one, half dozen of the other.”

“Do you ever think about a method?”

He laughed out loud, closed his eyes, and began reciting in a low voice:

        Since we can die but once, what matters it,

        If rope or garter, poison, pistol, sword,

        Slow wasting sickness or the sudden burst of valve

        arterial in the noblest parts,

        Curtail the misery of human life?

        Tho’ varied is the cause, the effect’s the same

        All to one common dissolution tends.

The eyes opened.

“Tom C. had an answer for everything, didn’t he?”

When I didn’t respond, he laughed again, forcing it.

“Not amused, Dr. D.? What do you want, catharsis and confession? It’s my life, and if I decide to bow out, it’s my decision.”

“Your decision will affect other people.”

“Bullshit.”

“No one lives in a vacuum, Jamey. People care about you. I care about you.”

“What textbook did you pull that out of?”

The fortress seemed impenetrable. I searched for a wedge.

“Suicide is a hostile act, Jamey. You, of all people, should appreciate that.”

His reaction was sudden and extreme. The blue eyes ignited, and his voice choked with rage. Jumping up, he turned on me, shouting shrilly:

“My father was dog shit! And so are you for bringing him up!”

He bobbled a shaky finger in front of my face, sputtered, and ran barefoot across the courtyard. I picked up his shoes and socks and took off after him.

Having crossed the science quad, he swung left and disappeared down a flight of steps. Catching up wasn’t difficult because his gait was clumsy, spindly legs knocking against one another like syncopated chopsticks.

The steps ended at the loading dock of the chemistry building, an empty concrete rectangle, oil-slicked and darkened by brick walls on three sides. There was only one exit, a green metal door. He tried the latch, but it was locked. Turning to run, he saw me and froze, panting. His face was white and tear-streaked. I put down the shoes and approached.

“Go away!”

“Jamey—”

“Leave me alone!”

“Let’s work this out—”

“Why?” he screamed. “Why bother?”

“Because I care about you. You’re important to me, and I want you to stick around.”

He broke into sobs and looked as if he were going to crumple. I came nearer, put my arm around his shoulder, and held him.

“You’re important to me, too, Dr. D.” He sniffled into my jacket. I felt his arms go around my waist, small hands caressing my back. “You really are. ‘Cause I love you.”

I stiffened. It was the wrong thing to do, the worst thing to do. But it was reflexive.

He cried out and twisted free, the young face a mask of hatred and pain.

“There! Now you know! I’m a little faggot! I’ve been one for years, and now I have the hots for you!”

The shock had worn off, and I was in control again, ready to be therapeutic. I stepped forward. He shrank back.

“Get away, you lame fuck! Leave me the fuck alone! If you don’t, I’ll scream for help!”

“Jamey, let’s talk—”

“Help!” he wailed. The sound reverberated in the emptiness of the dock.

“Please—”

He screamed again.

I put the shoes and socks down and walked away.

Over the next few weeks I made repeated attempts to talk to him, but he shunned me. I played the scene over and over in my head, wondering what I could have done differently, wishing for magic while cursing the limitations of words and pauses.

The more I thought about it, the more I worried about suicide. After much deliberation I broke confidentiality and phoned his uncle. Knowing it was the right thing to do didn’t make it any easier.

I talked my way through an army of underlings and finally reached Dwight Cadmus at his office in Beverly Hills. Introducing myself, I kept the betrayal to a minimum, mentioning nothing about homosexuality, addressing only my concerns for the boy’s safety.

He listened without interruption, answered in a voice that was dry and deliberate.

“Hmm, I see. Yes, that is of concern.” A ruminative pause. “Is there anything else, Doctor?”

“Yes. If you have guns in the house, unload them, hide the ammunition, and put them away.”

“I’ll have that done immediately.”

“Lock up your medicines. Try to keep him away from knives—”

“Certainly.”

“—and ropes.”

Strained silence.

“If that’s all, Doctor—”

“I want to reemphasize how important it is to get him some professional help. If you need a referral, I’d be happy to provide you with a couple of names.”

“Thank you. I’ll discuss this with my wife and get back to you.”

I gave him my number, and he thanked me again for my concern.

I never heard from him.
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I PUT the file back and called Canyon Oaks again. Mainwaring hadn’t returned to his office, but his secretary assured me he’d gotten the message.

In the silence of the library my thoughts wandered. I knew if I sat around long enough, they’d return to roost in dark places. Rising, I searched for the cordless phone and found it in the living room. With the phone hooked to my belt, I stepped out onto the terrace and descended the stairs to the Japanese garden.

The koi were swimming lazily, a concentric rainbow. The sound of my footsteps brought them to the rock-edged rim of the pond, gulping hungrily and churning the water in anticipation.

I tossed a handful of pellets into the water. The fish thrashed and bumped against one another to get at the food. Their scales threw off sparks of scarlet, gold, platinum, and tangerine, the roiling bodies fiery amid the tranquil hues of the garden. Kneeling, I fed the more assertive carp by hand, enjoying the tickle of their barbels against my palm.

When they were sated, I put the food away and sat cross-legged on a cushion of moss, tuning my ears to small sounds: the gurgle of the waterfall; the tiny kissing sounds made by the fish as they nipped at the algae coat on the smooth wet rocks that rimmed their pool, a warm breeze gently agitating the branches of a flowering wisteria. Evening approached and shrouded the garden in shadow. The jasmine began to emit its perfume. I watched colors give way to contours and worked at shrouding my mind.

I’d grown meditatively calm when the phone on my belt whistled and beeped.

“Dr. Delaware,” I answered.

“Pretty formal, Alex,” said a youthful voice speckled with static.

“Lou?”

“None other.”

“How are you? The formality’s ‘cause I was expecting someone else.”

“I’m peachy. I trust you’re not too disappointed.”

I laughed. The static grew louder.

“The connection’s weak, Lou. Where are you calling from, ship or shore?”

“Ship. Got a boatload of prospective investors heading for the Turks and Caicos, a hold full of bluefin and wahoo, and enough rum to render the inhibitions flaccid.”

Lou Cestare held a long-term lease on a warm spot in my heart. Years ago, when I was earning more money than I knew what to do with, he’d shown me what to do with it, guiding me through a series of real estate and securities investments that would allow me to live comfortably without ever having to work again—if my life-style remained reasonable. He was young and aggressive, a clean-cut, fast-talking, blue-eyed, northern Italian. At the age of twenty-seven he’d been written up by the Wall Street Journal as a superstar stock picker. By thirty he was top dog in a large investment firm and heading higher. Then, abruptly, he made a change in his life-style, quitting the corporate world, selling a Brentwood spread, packing up a young wife and baby, and moving to northern Oregon to work for himself and a select group of clients. Most were megarich; a few, like myself, he kept on for sentimental reasons. He alternated, now, between a home office in the Willamette Valley and a hundred-foot yacht christened The Incentive. Both were outfitted with a fortune in computer gizmos that enabled him to talk to an international army of floor traders by modem.

“Your portfolio came up on-screen the other day, Alex. I’ve got everything tagged, just like a dentist. Time for a midyear checkup.”

“What’s up?”

“You’ve got two hundred eighty K in tax-frees at an average yield of eight-point-seventy-three percent, producing a yearly income of twenty-four thou four hundred forty that Uncle Sam can’t touch. Ninety K of that matures over the next few months. It’s generally the older stuff with a slightly lower yield—seven-point-nine percent average. The question is, Do you want more munis or should I get you high-yield corporates or T bills? They’d be taxable, but if you’re not earning much, the higher rates would put more bucks in your pocket. According to my records, you pulled in forty-two grand last year doing odds and ends. What about this year?”

“I’m working a little more. About six thousand a month.”

“Gross or net?”

“Gross.”

“Any big deductions?”

“Not really.”

“Last year’s rentals and interest income were thirty-one K. Any reason for that to change?”

“None that I can foresee.”

“So you’re pulling a little over a hundred thou, still in a healthy fifty percent bracket. Unless you need to be liquid or feel like gambling, the munis are the way to go.”

“What kind of gambling are you talking about?”

“Brand-new over-the-counter issues, mostly unlisted. I’ve got a laser imaging firm based in Switzerland that looks promising, a Pennsylvania scrap conversion syndicate, and something right up your alley: a Carolina outfit specializing in booby hatches.”

“Booby hatches?”

“You bet. This group—Psycorp—contracts for mental health services in medium-sized communities. Mostly down South and Midwest, but it’s expanding. Very aggressive marketing, and the demographics look good. Lots of crazies out there, Alex. Bet you never thought of yourself as a high-growth industry.”

“I think I’ll stick with bonds. What kinds of rates are you getting?”

“I’ve got a line on some ten and a half percent stuff at par from an estate sale, but you’ll have to go out long-term—thirty years minimum. Your net increase in income will be approximately”—I heard keys clicking in the background—“two thousand three hundred and forty dollars. Don’t spend it all in one place.”

“Double A?”

“These are rated triple B—which is still investment quality—but I expect an upgrade to A in a few months. I don’t take ratings that seriously anymore; the services have gotten lazy. Look at the WPPSS debacle—from triple A to the toilet, and they never saw it until it was too late. Best thing is to bird-dog each issue yourself. Which I do—assiduously. The one I’ve got in mind for you is very kosher. Conservative beach community with a heavy tax base. Long-overdue public utility financing, no controversy. You want in?”

“Sure. How much can you get?”

“Two hundred and fifty thou. I’m committed for a hundred to someone else. You can have the other one fifty.”

“Get me a hundred even. Ninety from the maturing bonds, and I’ll wire you ten thousand tomorrow. Oregon or the West Indies?”

“Oregon. Sherry’s handling transactions while I’m gone.”

“How long are you planning to be away?”

“A week, maybe longer. Depends on the fishing and how long it takes for the rich folk to get on each other’s nerves. By the way, we got your thank-you note for the coho. Good stuff, huh?”

“That was terrific salmon, Lou. We invited friends over and barbecued it like you suggested.”

“Good. You should see the bluefin we’ve been hauling in. Three-hundred-pounders with meat like purple butter. Got a plate of it sashimied right here in front of me. I’ll save you some fillets.”

“That would be great, Lou.”

“Whoa!” he called out. “Pardon me, Alex, some kind of action starboard. Jesus God, look at that monster!” He took a sip of something and came back on the line, swallowing. “Haul it in, Jimbo! Pardon me, again. Everything okay by you?”

“Just great.”

“Terrific. Then I’d best be signing off and heading down to charm the customers.”

“Bye, Lou. Think of me over crab cocktails.”

“Conch,” he corrected. “Marinated in lime juice. Eat it; then play Miles Davis with the shell.”

A beep came on the line.

“That your end or mine?” he asked.

“Mine. Call waiting.”

“I’ll let you go, Alex. Roger, over and out.”

I depressed the button and connected to the waiting call.

“Alex? This is Milo, and I gotta make it quick.”

“Milo! Good to hear from you. What’s up?”

“I’ve been talking to someone who says he knows you. Fellow by the name of James Wilson Cadmus.”

“Jamey! Where is he?”

“So you do know him?”

“Sure I do. What’s—”

“He said something about calling you this morning.”

“Yes, he did.”

“What time was that?”

“Around three-fifteen.”

“What did he have to say?”

He hesitated. Milo is my best friend. I hadn’t heard from him for longer than usual and had started to wonder about it. Under different circumstances, I would have welcomed his call. But his tone of voice was far from friendly, and I became acutely aware of what he did for a living.

“It was a crisis call,” I hedged.

“He wanted help.”

“With what?”

“Milo, what the hell is this about?”

“Can’t explain, pal. Catch you later.”

“Wait a second—is the kid okay?”

It was his turn to hesitate. I could visualize him running his hands over his big, scarred face.

“Alex”—he sighed—“I really gotta go.”

Click.

It was no way to treat a friend, and I was stiff with anger. Then I remembered the case he’d been working on, and anxiety washed over me like toxic surf. I called his extension at the West L.A. station and, after getting the runaround from the police bureaucracy, learned nothing more than that he was at a crime scene. Another call to Canyon Oaks elicited barely muted hostility from Mainwaring’s secretary. I was starting to feel like a pariah.

The thought that Jamey might be mixed up with Milo’s current case was sickening. But at the same time it gave me some direction. The case had received lots of press coverage, and if Milo wouldn’t tell me what was going on, perhaps the media would.

I reached for the radio and spun the dial, tuning in each of the two all-news AM stations in turn. Not a word. Further spinning produced nothing but audio garbage. The TV news was all blow-dried hair and moist white teeth—happy talk and phony ad libs interspersed with hefty servings of murder and mayhem on blue plate special.

Plenty of horrors but not what I was looking for.

I spied the morning Times rolled up on the desk and seized it. Nothing. I knew two people on the paper, the chess editor and Ned Biondi at the Metro Desk. I found the reporter’s number on my Rolodex and dialed it.

“Doc! How the hell are you?”

“Just fine, Ned. How about yourself?”

“Super. Ann Marie just started grad school at Cornell. Education.”

“That’s terrific, Ned. Next time you talk to her give her my best.”

“Will do. We couldn’t have done it without you.”

“She’s a great kid.”

“No debate from me on that. So, what kind of scoop do you have for me today? The last one wasn’t half bad.”

“No scoops,” I said. “Only questions.”

“Ask away.”

“Ned, have you heard about anything breaking on the Lavender Slasher case?”

“Not a damn thing.” His voice edged a notch up the register. “Something drift your way?”

“Nothing.”

“Just random curiosity, huh?”

“Something like that.”

“Doc,” he implored, “that case has been bone dry for a month. If you know something, don’t hold back. Prick teasing went out with the Pill.”

“I really don’t know anything, Ned.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Sorry to bother you. Forget I called.”

“Sure,” he said edgily. “My mind’s a goddamn blank.”

“Bye, Ned.”

“Sayonara, Doc.”

Neither of us believed for a moment that the issue had died with the conversation.

Robin came home in a great mood, showered, put on jewelry, and changed into a slinky little black dress. I dressed in a tan linen suit, blue pinpoint oxford shirt with a white spread collar, navy and claret tie, and calfskin loafers. Very stylish, but I felt like a zombie. Arm in arm we walked out onto the terrace and down to the Seville.

She settled in the passenger seat, took my hand, and squeezed it. Reaching up, she opened the sunroof and let warm California air flow over her face. She was in fine spirits, fairly glowing with anticipation. I leaned over and kissed her cheek. She smiled and lifted her lips to mine.

The kiss was warm and prolonged. I mustered all the passion at my disposal but was unable to clear Milo’s call from consciousness. Dark, disturbing thoughts kept peeking around the empty corners of my mind. I struggled to contain them and, feeling like a louse for failing, vowed not to ruin the evening.
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