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CHAPTER ONE


Defenestration was going to be a bitch. Patience didn’t like touching unsealed wood, a quirk of hers since childhood, and there wasn’t a window frame in the place that wasn’t paint-curled and splintered. She didn’t care for the sensation of freefall either, and—despite the impression people seemed to form at the sight of her tattoos and fuchsia-streaked hair—she abhorred a public spectacle. Also, she was afraid of heights. She crouched in the living room window frame of her fifth-story apartment, gazing across the neighboring rooftops at the skyline of downtown Boston, and disappointment hung around her like a tuba. Patience didn’t want to die.


Patience.


She wouldn’t have heard the building explode over the wind in her ears, but The Voice came through as clear as a live mic in an empty auditorium. She fought against the surging air to be just as clear as she told it to fuck off.


It sighed. She ignored it.


Her descent into the Kelleher family schizophrenia had been marked by the intrusion of an auditory hallucination more passive-aggressive than her mother’s Aunt Prim. The Voice sighed. It cleared its throat. It complained when she didn’t respond and typically ended up insulted when she did. She’d slept little the past few weeks, and fitfully when she did—dreaming of laboratories and boy band singers—despite the double shifts she’d been pulling to exhaust herself beyond its reach. It didn’t work of course, nothing ever did. The Voice interrupted as she took customers’ orders and followed her into the walk-in freezer. It commented if her plates weren’t carried straight enough or if she spilled some juice over onto her tray, always insisting that it was just trying to help. Her head hurt all the time now, and she was done. She’d known for years that this was coming, and now that it was here, she could think of nothing but finding some way to make it go away. The culmination of a decade’s anticipation and anxiety had turned out to be something of a fucked-up joke, but she’d be damned if she wouldn’t handle the punchline herself.


She looked down at the tattered strap of leather she’d worn around her left wrist since her thirteenth birthday—since the night her favorite uncle gave it to her and then packed up his voices and disappeared for good. He’d promised her that she’d understand someday, that his world would make sense to her when the time was right. It had been ten years of ticking since that night. Ten years of waiting in line for a movie she didn’t want to see. Like the constant drip from a leaking faucet, it was always there, whether she noticed it or not.


Patience yanked the old cord from her wrist and dropped it over the ledge, then pushed a pink lock from her face.


“Fuck your promises, Uncle John. And fuck you too.”


Patience.


“That goes double for you.”


It sighed again, and then her cell phone rang inside the apartment. Its chimes sounded clearly in her ears, as impervious to the wind’s dominance as The Voice. She glanced back to her cluttered coffee table, then turned forward again and caught sight of a man not much older than her standing at a window across the street. He was dressed in pajamas with a cup of coffee in his hand. She stared for a moment, confused at finding him there, and then he waved.


She tightened her grip on the frame as it occurred to her that her plummet to the street would likely cause a fair amount of danger and discord to the people around her. She’d managed to miss that detail in her distraction and fatigue, and she was curious now whether that sort of disregard for others was a condition of the schizophrenia, or if she’d simply become an asshole over the past several weeks and somehow failed to notice.


She slid her hands back to pull herself inside again as a torrent of wind bent a path around her and drew her forward, breaking her grasp of the frame. She hung suspended over Commonwealth Avenue for one miraculous moment as the shaft of air completed its arc around her body and pulled her back into the apartment. It dropped her onto her living room floor and quieted to a reassuring breeze, brushing the hair back from her eyes as her heart thumped in her ears. She coughed for air, and then, slowly, she began to quiet as well. It was as though a persistent humming she’d never noticed had stopped and a new sort of peace existed beneath the world’s general blare. She pushed herself up and dropped her head back against the sill. Her apartment seemed brighter than before, the air more transparent. She turned her eyes up to the light shining from the uncovered bulb and wondered if it always felt this way when an episode passed. The sensation wasn’t unpleasant. It was something—she wasn’t at all sure what—but the moment was tolerable.


She wondered, too, if it was sensations like this that had fed the one constant thing in her uncle’s increasingly inconstant psyche—his staunch refusal to accept any form of help that might quiet the voices he alone could hear.


She looked down to the tan line at her newly naked wrist.


“We’re alike, Pax. You and me,” he’d said. “Don’t worry, I’ll be there to help you through it when your time comes.”


But, he wasn’t. He’d never been heard from again. It was months before her mother stopped crying and accepted that her little brother was gone, just the way their grandfather and one of their uncles were also gone. Patience learned soon enough to stop asking about him and life resumed as a new kind of normal.


No one ever spoke of John now.


The phone chirped beside her pile of unopened mail and she nodded. If she wasn’t going to kill herself, she should probably check her messages.


The guy across the street was still at his window, but his mug was overturned and empty now and his coffee was streaming down the front of his pajamas. She waved back apologetically and pulled the window shut.


•  •  •


A text message was waiting from someone who called himself The Biz. Patience frowned at the extra fifteen cents this would cost her and pressed the button. She didn’t know anyone who called himself The Biz. She didn’t want to know anyone who called himself The Biz.


CAN U HEAR ME NOW?


She checked the sender field again and deleted the message. Cell phone spam could get to be a pricey invasion for a girl without a text plan, and Patience didn’t care for texting in the first place. There was an immediacy and an expectation about it that she found annoying and harsh, and text speak generally made her want to put her head through a wall. She hit the power button, but the phone lit right back up in her hand.


THER IS WRK 2 DO! :)


It had been a stressful enough morning as it was. She was in no mood for a lecture from some anonymous ass with a cell phone. She had nimble dialing fingers and an excellent vocabulary. She hit reply, fully prepared to spend another fifteen cents unloading her displeasure onto The Biz and his work ethic, but the field was empty where his number should have been.


“Goddamn it!”


HEY!


She stood very still beside the table, staring down at the admonishment. A prickly sensation started at the back of her neck and worked its way up. This would be the paranoia, of course, arriving right on cue. She leaned against the wall and raised a hand to her throbbing forehead.


“Would you at least lay off the caps lock, for crying out loud? It’s too early for the noise.”


The responding chime seemed more restrained than the last. Patience opened one eye and glanced down.


Sorry.


That prickly sensation turned into a cold sweat. She turned slowly around the apartment and then looked back out the window. Her neighbor’s was empty now and she appeared to be alone. But Patience was not alone, she was certain of that. Someone was there with her, watching. Taking inventory. She grabbed her coat on her way to the door and took the stairs down two at a time.


•  •  •


“I’m being followed.”


The cop at the front desk looked up and Patience dropped the phone without invitation.


“I’ve been receiving text messages from someone I don’t know. I think he was in my apartment this morning.”


“You think he was in your apartment? Was there evidence of a break-in?”


“No.”


“Did you hear something?”


“Nothing but the phone.”


“Miss …”


“Look,” she said, “I’m getting messages from someone who’s responding to the things I do and say, as I’m doing and saying them. He was there with me this morning, I’m certain of it.”


The officer picked up the phone. “It’s probably kids. What they can’t do with cell phones these days. I let my twelve-year-old get his hands on mine a couple of weeks ago to set up my voicemail for me, and in the five minutes it was in his possession, he’d downloaded over thirty bucks worth of video games, including something called Zombie Cop Killers. I never knew a thing about it until the bill came.” He paused and looked up at her. “Did you erase the messages?”


“Why would I ask you to look if I’d erased them?”


“There’s nothing here now.”


He passed the phone back and Patience grabbed it from the counter. They were right there on the screen, just as they had been. “What are you talking about?” She held it up to show him. “This one at the top, I’ve already deleted twice and it’s still here. Look!”


The officer glanced down and his expression grew increasingly cop-like. “Miss, I am looking at a screen that says zero messages. What’s your name?”


She raised her hands and stepped back. She’d come in looking for help and had wound up the remedy for some cop’s boredom instead. Unless, of course, the messages she could see as clearly as she could see the suspicion in his eyes weren’t really there, and the episode from the morning hadn’t passed at all.


“My mistake,” she said. “You know, I think it was a different phone I was looking at. Thank you for your help, Officer. I’m sorry to have wasted your time.”


She turned away and pushed through the precinct door, praying no one would follow. The phone went off again halfway down the steps and she froze. She glanced back toward the station and then slammed the device ten or twelve times against the frigid iron banister, until there was nothing left but a catastrophe of plastic and metal. She yanked the battery from its remains and shoved the mess back into her pocket before turning in the direction of the wireless store.





CHAPTER TWO


The kid fiddled with his Bluetooth earpiece as Patience refused to let him transfer her previous number to the new phone. He finally gave in after some discussion, and it wasn’t until she asked whether it could be programmed not to receive calls at all that he became visibly annoyed.


“Why don’t you just keep it turned off?”


“Because messages would still go to my inbox. I don’t want them coming in at all.”


He chewed on the tape covering his lip ring and frowned.


“I don’t think there’s a setting for that.”


“Well, could you just get rid of the inbox for me? Delete it or something?”


“Delete the inbox?” He scratched his head. “I’ve never heard of anybody wanting to delete their inbox. I mean, how would you even do that?”


Her patience with the kid was wearing thin. “If I knew the answer to that, Eugene, I’d hardly need to call upon your expertise, now would I?”


He crossed his arms and shook a lock of faded green hair back from his eyes.


“No, I cannot delete the inbox. I also can’t set the phone to self-destruct whenever a call comes in, and I can’t program it to automatically electrocute anyone who adds your number to their contacts. There could be an update for that one down the road, though, so you might want to keep an eye on the website or something. Is there anything else I can help you with today?”


Patience smiled back at him. “You could disable the texting function for me, right? Or do I need to wait for an update for that as well?”


He tugged on his tie and leaned in a little closer. “Maybe you’re not ready for a cell phone, ma’am. Landlines have way limited functionality, and they’re a lot less convenient too.”


Patience touched the dismembered carcass of her phone on the display case as she stared back at the kid barely two years younger than her who’d called her ma’am on the worst day of her life. He straightened and took a half step back as she brushed the phone’s pieces onto his shoes.


“Do you have any other recommendations?”


He picked up her new phone and pressed its buttons deftly. “The texting is disabled now.” He nodded. “And as an extra special treat, I’ve set your ringtone to silent and turned off all your message alerts. I’ll ring you up at that register over there, if there’s nothing else I can help you with.”


“Super.”


•  •  •


Patience reached to slide the new phone into her coat pocket, but the text and ringtone-disabled beast lit right up in her hand.


I M THE LORD UR GOD! :)


She stared down at the message, paralyzed in her tracks as pedestrians played chicken with the traffic on Harvard Avenue and a car alarm polluted the peace. A bus pulled up and she blinked at the passengers stepping off before looking down at the display again. Her fingers closed around it as she turned back to the brick façade of the store and smashed it until it was virtually unrecognizable from its predecessor. Then she stalked back inside and tossed the pieces onto the case in front of the startled kid.


“Change it again.”


•  •  •


Patience sat on a bench in Ringer Park, contemplating her descent into mental illness. Perhaps more than any other facet, she was dismayed to discover such a dearth of creativity at the deepest recesses of her mind. So she was receiving messages from God now, like a million other schizophrenics before her. She’d have thought her psyche would have gone with someone edgier and a little less clichéd. Someone like Kurt Cobain or Dorothy Parker…Lenny Bruce, perhaps.


U DONT WNT 2 GIVE LENNY BRUCE ACCESS 2 UR HEAD!


TRST ME ON THT ONE!


She glared up at a passing cumulus cloud and deleted the messages. It chimed again and her face was hot in a flash. “Stop it! Can’t you leave me alone for five damn minutes?”


A woman on a nearby bench looked up as Patience argued with the sky and she took a breath. She smiled back nicely and the woman returned to her book.


“Would you at least cool it with the texting?” She kept her voice low now. “It’s obnoxious. If you won’t get lost, then why don’t you speak normally, like a proper hallucination, until I find someone to prescribe me something that’ll make you go away?”


I DID SPEAK! U WUD NOT LISTN!


“You’re right. I’m sorry. Mea-fucking-culpa! You’ve got my attention now, though, so you can go back to your regular voice anytime you’re ready.”


The phone remained dark and silent for a moment. Then it chimed at last.


NU IPHONE! GRATEST THNG SNCE YO-YO MA!


SRSLY…DID I DO THIS???


She dropped her face into her hands as it chimed away like a babbling toddler. Patience didn’t care what intricate perversities were involved with mental illness, this was unconscionable. “You cannot be serious,” she prayed. “Please tell me that you’re joking.”


ABOUT THT LAST PART, YEAH …


WUDNT WNT 2 PISS OFF JOBS! ;)


The woman across the path stole another glance as Patience cursed and snapped the phone shut. Then, without a thought to what she was doing, she was on her feet with it thrust before the startled stranger’s face.


“I’m very sorry to bother you, ma’am, but I need an outsider’s opinion on something. This is too much, don’t you think? I mean, I don’t care if the guy does think he’s God, it’s bordering on harassment. I really don’t feel I’m being overly sensitive or anything…”


The woman drew back. She appeared apprehensive about her role in the conversation.


“I’m sorry, I don’t understand. Were you expecting a call?”


“God, no! I want the calls to stop!”


Patience pleaded silently with her to understand, and then, just as quickly, lowered the phone and backed away. She’d never understood why Uncle John hadn’t kept his voices to himself. He knew that no one else could hear what he did, but he never seemed able to refrain from upsetting everybody by answering back. And now, here she was in a public park, demanding validation from a perfectly polite-looking stranger, and there seemed no stopping the momentum.


She closed her eyes and pressed her palms into her temples. She could stop the momentum; she would control this. She turned away before opening her eyes again, afraid of what she’d find in the woman’s expression.


“I’m very sorry I disturbed you, ma’am. I’m sleep deprived and a little out of my mind at the moment. I’m pretty sure I’m not dangerous, or anything. I’ll leave you to your book now.” She left the park and waited until she was out of sight before pulling the chirping phone back out and hitting the power button.


“I’m done talking for today.”


PATIENCE!


“Bite me, Biz.”


She may be hearing voices, but that didn’t mean she had to listen to them, and she sure as hell didn’t have to do their bidding. Her will might be slightly fucked up at the moment, but it was still hers and it was still free.


PATIENCE!!


“What did I just tell you?” She stalked up Allston Street, shutting down text after text as she fumed at her hallucination’s disregard for her personal space and boundaries.


PATIENCE!!!


HOLE!!!


She looked up just in time to avoid tumbling into a massive ditch in the sidewalk, six feet deep and more than two feet across, with nothing but a string of yellow tape attached to a few skinny sticks to protect the distracted or disabled from plummeting to a broken leg or worse. She stared down at the hole. She stared at the tape. She really wasn’t sure how much more of this she had left in her to take.


She glared up at the sky and shouted. “What about blind people?!”


A man at the mailbox at the corner of Commonwealth Avenue gawked at her as she turned back to the street.


“I’m going to get drunk now,” she warned the cloud. “Do not fucking follow me.”


THER IS WRK 2 DO!


“I mean it.”





CHAPTER THREE


Patience turned her glass in its condensation on the bar, her face propped in her hand. A guy approached from a few seats away, but she wasn’t interested enough to look until he paused beside her and gaped.


“You’re the girl…”


He looked a bit stunned, and she realized that she knew him. His familiarity seemed associated with some vague sense of guilt on her part. She shrugged back, wondering if maybe she’d cut past him on the train some night to grab the last seat—or one of the other crimes of impoliteness she was prone to committing when she was more tired than fair-minded—and had then felt badly enough to look in his direction more often than she might otherwise have. Whatever it was, she was certain about two things: She had been in the wrong, and he had not been nearly this inebriated.


“I’m what girl?”


The phone chirped and she stabbed a finger at the power button. The tequila wasn’t having nearly the amnesic effect she’d been hoping for, and she was about ready to throw in the towel on the evening. She was mildly curious, however, and decided to give him another thirty seconds to illuminate her about how, precisely, she’d done him wrong.


He listed to one side and she grabbed him by the arms.


“Thank you.”


“Look, if we’re going to have a conversation, you’re going to have to drop in something I can work with pretty soon, okay? Because, this really isn’t doing it for me.”


He reached for the back of her stool and smiled down into his glass.


“You’re the girl from the window this morning.”


Patience considered him seriously for the first time. She hooked her foot around a leg of the stool next to hers and slid it back from the bar.


“Right,” she said. “I think I owe you a drink.”


•  •  •


She shook her head as she signaled to Frank for another round.


“I’m sorry, but you really don’t look like a Zane. Are you sure you’ve got that right?”


“My name?” He drained the last of his vodka and glanced sideways at her as he set the glass on the bar. “I’m pretty sure, yeah.”


“Maybe you’ve misheard. Maybe your parents actually named you Wayne and they’ve been too polite to correct you all these years.”


“My parents have not been too polite. Your phone is ringing again.”


Patience lined up a row of cocktail nuts and flicked them, one by one, at the tip jar. She missed one hundred percent of the shots, but spotted herself two points for the peanut that plinked cleanly into a BU undergraduate’s beer. The guy beside her was still trying to sort out what he’d seen that morning, even as they both avoided the question of what she’d been doing on the window ledge in the first place. She didn’t begrudge him his need to work through it any more than she begrudged the undergrad the dirty look he shot her just before he hurled the dripping nut back and nailed her companion squarely in the forehead, but she really couldn’t help either of them just then.


“But, if you didn’t fall,” he persisted, “and you didn’t jump, and you weren’t pushed, then how on Earth did you—”


“It’s just that Zane sounds like a cowboy name or something.”


He sighed and wiped at his forehead with a napkin. “Zane Grey,” he said. “The author of about a thousand Westerns. My father couldn’t get enough of them when he was younger. Getting tagged with the name Zane Grey Ellison doesn’t follow a kid during his formative years, let me tell you.” He dropped the napkin back onto the bar. “I suppose it could have been worse, though. My older brother’s given name is Steve McQueen.”


“Well, I still think you look more like a Wayne.”


“That’s not polite!”


Indignation sparked life into a face alcohol had rendered nearly incapable of maintaining an expression up until that point. She smiled at him for the first time and lifted her hands in surrender. His ire evaporated as Frank approached with their round.


“This is her, Frank; the one I was telling you about. This is the girl from the window.”


The bar owner set their glasses down and crossed his arms over his chest. Patience shrank on her stool as he looked down at her.


“You’re what’s at the bottom of this, Patience? Christ, I mighta known.”


She shoved a shock of pink back from her eyes and pulled her drink closer for protection.


“What have I done now? Damn, Frank, this is a hard room tonight.”


“You’ve had this man so far off his mark today, I nearly had to bounce him twice, just to get some peace. No offense, Zane, but you’ve been a bit longwinded.”


“None taken,” he said. “You’ve been a pal, Frank. Really.”


“I really haven’t. And if you’re hoping that being my goddaughter will save you from getting bounced yourself, Patience Abigail, think again. Well, my dear, seeing as you’ve been the cause of Zane’s mysterious angst, I’m making him your responsibility. Quit with the theatrics and practical jokes and see to it that he gets safely back to wherever it is he goes at night. I’ve little faith he’ll make it in one piece on his own.”


Patience’s phone lit up then and her godfather narrowed his eyes.


“And whatever it is you’ve got cooking, you keep it out of my pub.”


She lifted the phone from the bar and dropped it into her drink. A halting chime garbled to the surface, turned whiny, and then died.


“I’m trying, Frank. So help me, I am.”


He closed his eyes for a moment and pointed to his cheek. She rose dutifully up onto the rungs of her stool and gave him a kiss.


“Call your mother tomorrow. You’re way overdue.”


Zane just blinked as she settled again and stared down at yet another hundred and twelve dollars she didn’t have, resting at the bottom of her seven-dollar margarita.


“Frank is your godfather.” It was more a statement than a question.


She sighed. “And he never forgets it for a second.” She looked up again with a slight shrug. “My father was killed by a poorly secured truckload of kegs behind the pub when my mother was pregnant with me, so Frank takes this business of watching out for me pretty seriously.”


“Jesus Christ.”


She smiled at that. “He’s a little overzealous, if you ask me. Especially when you consider the fact that my father shouldn’t have been in that alley in the first place. Frank was constantly threatening to brain him with an andiron if he didn’t stop picking up ‘sweet deals’ in Southie and supplementing the pub’s inventory with them. But my family’s always been a bit cracked when it comes to loyalty, and my father was extremely loyal to Frank. It had been that way since they were kids in Belfast. So he just ignored the threats and kept on helping him out, against Frank’s wishes.”


Zane sat quietly with for a moment, with his fingers curled around his glass. “I’m sorry about your father,” he said. “My mother died when I was twelve. That’s a hard thing.”


Patience shook her head. “That’s real loss. To me, my father’s always just been someone who was missing from the lives of the people I loved. My mom did just fine with me, and I’m really not sure how much more of a father figure I could have taken beyond what I’ve had in Frank.”


He laughed, and then a message alert chimed and her eyes flew to her drink. She exhaled as Zane pulled a sleek-looking phone from his coat and she reached over to steal his vodka.


He was quiet too long, so she set his half-empty glass down and looked up. He met her glance and then turned on his stool, as if checking the room for something or someone. Patience watched with a growing sense of apprehension as he turned back with a puzzled expression.


“I think it’s for you.”


She took the phone and dropped it into his drink, and then she stood up and reached for her cash. Zane stopped her and tossed a couple of bills onto the bar. He rose clumsily beside her with a sidelong glance at the submerged phones.


“Bad breakup?”


She just grabbed him by the elbow and turned him toward the door without a word of goodbye to her godfather.





CHAPTER FOUR


Patience sat on her living room floor and considered the heap of mismatched linens on the couch. Somewhere in that pile of cotton and fleece was a Wayne—or a Zane as the case may be—and he seemed to be the only other person on Earth with the ability to witness her great hallucination, the Lord her God. Whether this development was evidence in support of her sanity or against his, however, remained to be seen.


“Zane.”


She pressed her fingers to her temples. The room was silent, apart from the haranguing of her inner self for having chased copious amounts of tequila with vodka. She repeated his name a little louder and resigned herself to standing up.


As she approached the couch, she discovered that it wasn’t so much that Zane was a quiet sleeper as it was that he was an absent one. She stared down at the blankets, and then her eyes darted to the still-bolted door. She turned next to the window above her fire escape, but nothing aside from the blankets seemed out of place. Could she have gone so far as to pull out linens for a man who didn’t exist? She pushed them aside and dropped to the couch, searching her mind for some proof that she hadn’t hallucinated their stumble back from O’Malley’s. She could still feel the pressure of his arm around her shoulder and smell the booze and soap in his skin, but the memory of him wasn’t enough. It wasn’t reliable. She fought against surrendering to her mounting panic as she lowered her face to her hand.


On the floor beside the couch lay a pair of men’s sneakers. In the distance beyond the kitchen, she heard the toilet flush.


She closed her eyes and exhaled. Three weeks before, she’d at least have considered the obvious before assuming the fantastic, but those three weeks seemed like a lifetime ago now. The unreliability of her reality was crushing her.


Zane came barefoot through the kitchen and paused in the doorway. She lifted her face to look back at him and frowned. He was taller than she’d thought, and his T-shirt and jeans hung a lot better on him now that he wasn’t slumped against a bar. He reminded her of a less emaciated, less twitchy Ian Curtis—if Ian had grown his hair out a bit and made it to the age of twenty-five alive. The inebriation had cleared from his face and was replaced now by a slight squint and tightening at his brow that suggested a headache on par with her own. He nodded a half-smile and she breathed a curse at the water-stained ceiling tiles. The Wayne of the previous evening had seemed a manageable enough dolt to contend with. The Zane of this morning, however, had an appreciable intelligence to his expression. He also had a runner’s build, well-defined arms, and dark eyes that made her bite down on her lip a little too hard as they met hers from the doorway. This guy was the last thing in the world she needed.


He approached and she pushed the blankets aside. She kept her gaze forward as he sat down beside her and stared at the knees of his jeans. An embarrassed smile slid onto his face.


“I don’t usually drink to make a fool of myself,” he said. “I also don’t make a habit of conning strange women into taking me home with them just to spare me the indignity of waking up behind the Twin Donuts covered in cat piss. That was out of character for me.”


Patience laughed. “You were never going to make it to the Twin Donuts last night. Hell, you couldn’t even tell me your apartment number. The alley behind O’Malley’s was about as far as you were going to make it on your own.” He glanced down again and Patience felt like an ass. His contrition left him toothless in the discussion and they both knew it. “Anyway, it was obvious that you weren’t a habitual offender. You’re pretty bad at it, for one thing.”


“I suppose that’s hard to argue.”


She went to the kitchen for some aspirin, hitting the coffee maker on her way past. She paused before the sink, taking more time than necessary to fill the water glasses. She was feeling a bit toothless, herself, and hoped it didn’t show. She had no intention of letting her guard down around this guy until she figured out who he was and what, precisely, his connection to her delusions was.


She returned to the living room and he took the aspirin from her gratefully.


“Now that I’ve been duly chastised for my behavior, would you please be so kind as to tell me what the hell is going on?”


It seemed a reasonable question, considering what he’d been through on her account over the past twenty-four hours.


“No,” she said. “But I will buy you a new phone.”


His eyes sparked and she backed up half a step. “I couldn’t care less about the phone, Patience. Whatever it is that’s bothering you, it’s got my number now too. I think that entitles me to some information.”


She was thrown by the directness of his appeal. And by his apparent confidence that it would be responded to. The confidence struck her as peculiar, however, rather than arrogant, and there was something unusual about the way he spoke as well. It was sort of as though he had an accent, but it wasn’t exactly that. Zane Grey Ellison seemed less like the man she’d met at the pub with every passing moment, but she couldn’t put her finger on the change.


“I couldn’t help you if I wanted to, Zane. I’m sorry, but this is beyond my control.”


“This isn’t some sort of prank, is it Patience? You’re not just entertaining yourself, or screwing around with me for kicks or the attention?”


She choked back a gasp and a laugh together. He didn’t sound hostile or accusing, nor did he appear to be joking. “What on Earth are you talking about? I’d never laid eyes on you until yesterday morning. What could I possibly have against you?”


“Nothing, I hope. Actually, I was hoping you might help me put some things into perspective, but it’s often been pointed out to me that I’m not as careful as I ought to be. So, if you are having a laugh at my expense, I’d appreciate it if you’d let me in on it now and I’ll be on my way.”


She didn’t know how to respond to that. He shrugged and reached for his shoes.


“What kinds of things?”


He turned back and set the shoes on the table. That look of total confidence from just moments before seemed to have evaporated, but he didn’t appear to miss it. Patience was starting to feel disoriented.


“Like how I can be absolutely certain that what I saw you do outside your window yesterday morning is impossible. Also, I still can’t put that call to my phone into any context that makes sense to me, and I’m a reasonably intelligent person. I graduated summa cum laude from Harvard with degrees in philosophy and religion, and I am about to feel like a complete ass for telling you that. I was a pretty decent guy until yesterday morning, Patience. What the hell have you done to me?”


She reached for his arm and he stopped talking. He looked so earnest, and she wanted so much to help him. But how could she explain what she couldn’t understand, or help him understand what she couldn’t accept?


“If you can’t work it out after four years at Harvard, Wayne, I don’t think there’s anything more I can do.”


He nodded and removed her hand from his arm.


“Fair enough, Patience. Goodbye. Thank you for the use of your couch.”


She tried not to watch as he got himself back together and started for the door. She was glad that he was leaving and sorry to see him go.


He paused with his hand on the knob and looked back. “Please do me just one favor, though, would you? Watch it around the open windows.”


“You bet.”


A tortured bleat emanated from his coat as he pulled the door open. He froze at the threshold and turned back, reaching into his pocket with equal parts suspicion and trepidation in his expression. A brick of lead formed in Patience’s gut as he withdrew a margarita-sticky cell phone and his lips fell apart. Then he closed them and returned to set it on the table between them.


“What the hell is that?”


She glanced up, and Zane Grey Ellison looked confident of nothing in the world. She gestured down to the cell she’d made damn sure was still submerged when they’d left O’Malley’s the night before.


“That, Zane, is the physical manifestation of my schizophrenia. Either that or it’s God. Take your pick.”


•  •  •


Zane ignored the periodic chirps and bleats as he scrolled back through the messages.


“God likes emoticons.”


“Yes,” she replied. “He does.”


He shook his head at some of The Biz’s less decipherable stabs at text speak and turned it off when he came to the end at last.


“Who do you think is doing this?”


“I think I am.”


He raised an eyebrow at her. “If you were schizophrenic, you’d just be schizophrenic. You wouldn’t be trying to bully yourself and your hallucinations into believing that you were, and I certainly wouldn’t be able to see any of this.”


“I’ve been thinking about that.” She tugged at a torn bit of the blanket, wrapping the errant threads around her index finger until its tip turned as purple as her mood. “I believe you might be schizophrenic, too, Zane. I’m really sorry about that.”


He laughed and set the phone back down. “I’m not schizophrenic, Patience, and neither are you. Which brings us to your second theory.”


“Don’t be absurd.”


“I think I earned the right to be as absurd as I like the moment your hallucination called my cell phone.”


He leaned back as the threads she was tugging ripped a gash up the side of the blanket.


“What the hell is wrong with you? You noticed a girl on a window ledge yesterday morning and you waved at her. Now you’re sitting here, calmly trying to determine whether it’s reasonable to assume that I’ve been receiving text messages from an iPhone-obsessed God—as if that’s no more unexpected than spam email or a fundraising call from the Fraternal Order of Police. Does none of this strike you as even a little over-the-top? Because, frankly, Wayne, it’s freaking me out.”


He glanced up for the briefest moment, and then a strange look passed over his face. “I suppose I might be slightly more accustomed to the over-the-top than the average person,” he said. “My life, until recently, was spent in an environment most would probably consider fairly surreal.”


He appeared uncertain about elaborating further.


“Were you raised by circus performers or something?”


“No.” He paused. “My father is Rutherford Ellison.”


Patience busied herself with collecting the aspirin and water glasses from the table.


“You’ve heard of him, then?”


A few drops of water sloshed from a glass as she turned back to face him. “Of course I’ve heard of him, Zane. I may not be the most tuned-in person in the world, but I’m not unconscious.”


He dropped an arm over his eyes and leaned back, then caught her wrist to prevent her return to the kitchen. Patience exhaled and turned back again. She hadn’t meant to be rude or to make him feel self-conscious, but he kept catching her off guard. She was also a little intimidated by him now, and that irritated her as well. It was just money, for crying out loud—that and the inalienable power and prestige that fortressed the Ellison name. As if the guy wasn’t trouble enough already.


“I wasn’t trying to impress you,” Zane said. “Which is good, of course, because it’s obvious that I haven’t. I was just trying to clarify that if I seem a little less thrown by unusual occurrences than others tend to be, it’s probably because I’m still acclimating to the everyday world. I’ve only just moved up from Hyannis, and at least half of what I encounter tends to strike me as somewhat unusual. I’m learning to roll with the punches when the dots don’t seem to connect, Patience, because nine times out of ten, the piece that’s missing between those dots is with me.”


She just stared back at him. “I thought you said you went to Harvard.”


“I did.”


“You weren’t able to get some sense of the everyday world after four years in Cambridge?”


“I didn’t live in Cambridge. I lived in Hyannis, where I pretended to manage banks in my off hours. That was the deal I struck with my father—I could live anywhere I liked while pursuing a field of study that would advance me toward an MBA or law degree or I could live at home and commute while gaining work experience if I insisted upon studying inane drivel like philosophy and religion.”


Patience pulled on a smile and sat awkwardly beside him again. There was too much about Zane that she couldn’t understand, and she was trying so hard not to like him.


“Well, it was admirable of you to stick to your convictions.”


He shrugged.


“It was the single stupidest decision I’ve ever made in my life. I threw away four years of freedom over a pissing match with my father. I could have studied all the philosophy and religion I wanted through elective courses and free access to the world’s largest academic library. No one’s ever died from understanding business or the law. In fact, a degree like that might even come in handy someday, if I ever figure out what I want to do with my life.”


She stared down at the gummy mess on the coffee table. She’d really liked this response from him, although she wasn’t entirely clear why. Finally, she stifled a sigh and looked up again. “Is it strange that I didn’t recognize you?”


“Not at all.” He didn’t sound terribly convincing. “There’s a lot to be said for juxtaposition. Allston can be pretty good camouflage when I want it to be.” He paused and looked down as a wry smile slid onto his face. “My name tends to ring a bell with most people, though.”


“I’m sorry.”


“Don’t apologize.”


She chewed on her lower lip. Something wasn’t coming together for her. “If that’s true, Zane, and you’re trying to fly under the radar here in Allston, then why on Earth did you make such a big deal out of telling me your name last night?”


He shrugged at the threadbare rug with a sheepish expression.


“Because last night I was trying to impress you.”


She turned back to the kitchen, heartless to his dismayed expression. Members of the Ellison family didn’t get caught sunbathing nude on remote islands or fall down in VIP rooms. They sat on the boards of humanitarian organizations and donated art to museums. The sons of Rutherford Ellison most certainly did not move out to dingy apartments in Allston, and they didn’t trouble themselves about the opinions of a waitress on the verge of a mental breakdown. Patience had never been a gullible girl, so the fact that she hadn’t yet doubted a word this man had said seemed proof enough that she was insane.


At least he wasn’t texting her.


She paused before the sink. “What happened to it, if you don’t mind me asking? Did you lose it in the stock market or something?”


There was no response for a moment as she stared down into the two-day-old dishes. Then he appeared in the doorway.


“To the money?” he asked. “Nothing’s happened to it. It’s safe and diverse and being very well cared for, I can assure you of that. I turned twenty-five recently, and a greater degree of freedom has become available to me. I’ve chosen to exercise it, that’s all.”


“You’ve chosen to exercise it in Allston?”


“Why not?” He glanced at the untouched coffee mugs on the counter. “I didn’t want to live on Beacon Hill, and other than the really dodgy parts you read about in the papers, I wasn’t familiar enough with the neighborhoods of Boston to know which areas I might find interesting enough to want to live in. So I opened up the Apartments for Rent section in the paper and set my finger down on a listing. It’s worked out pretty well, in my opinion. The apartment is right on the Green Line and O’Malley’s is just around the corner. What’s not to like?”


She laughed, despite herself, and poured the coffee at last. He pounced on his mug like a starving man on a free filet mignon.


“Well, it gets way too much wireless coverage for my tastes.” Patience sighed. She was quiet a moment, and then she turned back. “So how long has it been, exactly, since you ditched the family compound for the mean streets of Allston?”


“It’s an estate, actually,” Zane replied. “It’s not a compound. There are outbuildings, of course, but just one primary residence.” He squeezed his eyes shut then, as the pink crept up from his collar. Then he shook it off and continued. “It’ll be three weeks ago tomorrow. I’m starting to feel like one of the locals.”


She took the cup back from his hand and turned to the sink again. Three weeks ago tomorrow was the very day a strange voice had broken into her head and refused to go away. She didn’t know what was happening, but she needed Zane to leave.


The phone bleated and she ran past him to the living room. A picture of Joey Forsyth appeared on the screen, shimmering in all his Plasticine and porcelain glory. And that’s when Patience broke.


“That is it! I’m out. I can’t take this one second more!”


She threw the window up and leaned out into the wind. Zane leapt and pulled her back, stumbling as his foot caught the corner of the table and they fell together to the floor. He lay frozen above her for a moment, breathing into her hair as his wits returned, and then he scrambled back with his neck glowing approximately the color of her hair.


Patience pulled herself up to sit with the sticky phone still in her hand. She stared down at it and then held it up for him to see.
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