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For my father,

Theodore Salter, M. D.

1917–1993

He had the gift of healing. 





ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I would first of all like to thank Sandi Gelles-Cole, who edits all my books privately, and who makes an enormous difference in their quality. Sandi has a lot of Michael Stone in her.

I would also like to thank Helen Rees, my wonderful agent, who is warm, humane, and exceedingly competent— a rare combination.

Likewise, I would like to thank Linda Marrow, my editor at Pocket Books, for her vision and her support.

I would like to thank Lt. H. John Wojnaroski III of the Michigan State Police, Polygraph Section, for the use of one of his many superb interrogation techniques.

My appreciation too goes to my colleagues at the Mid-west Center for Psychotherapy and Sex Therapy: Dan Brakarsh, Kristi Baker, Harvey Dym, Carol Endicott, Jane James, Pat Patterson, and Lloyd Sinclair. These folks are my professional family.

I would like to thank my long-term mentor and friend, Regina Yando, Ph.D., for her suggestions, her support, and her love.

I would like to thank Minna Alanko for her superb care of my children and for her friendship. Knowing my children are well looked after gives me the ease of mind I need to write. 







How can I teach her

some way of being human

that won’t destroy her?


I would like to tell her, Love

is enough, I would like to say,

Find shelter in another skin.


I would like to say, Dance

and be happy. Instead I will say

in my crone’s voice, Be

ruthless when you have to, tell

the truth when you can, . . .

–Margaret Atwood 
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1

He’s dead. He’s dead.” The woman on the other end of the phone was sobbing. I tried to shake the sleep off. I looked at the number the emergency service had given me—Clarrington. If the call came from Clarrington, chances were she was standing over him with a gun. Clarrington was a small, industrial town twenty miles from the thriving university community where I worked. Mills were closing in Clarrington; people were more or less constantly being put out of work, and maybe because of that—or maybe because of some esoteric reason I knew nothing about—Clarrington was, I thought, the center of violence in the known universe. Clarrington was like that square mile in Mexico where all the monarch butterflies go, only every antisocial, drug- or alcohol-addicted, violent person in the world seemed to pass through Clarrington.

“Where is he? Is he there?” I wasn’t sure what to say. Nothing in my training as a forensic psychologist specializing in child abuse and domestic violence cases covered some of the things I ran into in the real world when I worked emergency for the Department of Psychiatry at Jefferson University Hospital. I was pretty sure “How do you feel about that?” wouldn’t cover it, at least not until I figured out if she needed an ambulance.

The sobbing woman ignored me. “He’s dead,” she repeated. She was crying so hard I could hardly hear her. “I read about it in the paper.” I slumped down in the bed. This was another ball game, entirely. I glanced at the clock. Three A.M. Grief time, maybe, for my unknown caller. Still, if she cared that much, odd she had to read about it in the paper.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said. I wasn’t sure what she wanted me to say.

“I didn’t know,” she said, “I didn’t know he was alive.”

Wait a minute. Someone she didn’t know was alive is dead, and she read about it in the paper. Why is she upset if she already thought he was dead? I sat up straight again and rubbed my eyes. Was I dealing with someone who wasn’t playing with a full deck?

“If I’d only known he was alive . . . if I’d only known. . . .” I waited for the list of regrets: the call never made, the apology never delivered, the amends only planned. “If I’d only known,” she wailed, “I’d have killed him myself.”

I was stumped. Ah, Clarrington. We all have regrets when someone dies, but being deprived of the chance to murder him? I opened my mouth to say something, I’m not sure what, but my unknown caller hung up. It’s just as well. I’m sure there was nothing in my training to cover this.

I glanced at the black emergency book on the table beside me. It was passed back and forth from emergency worker to emergency worker. It included all of the chronic callers—the dependent and the hysterical and the entitled folk, not to mention the truly crazy—that made up the vast bulk of calls on emergency. Without a name I couldn’t check to see if my unknown caller made a habit of scaring emergency workers. Certainly, her call didn’t fit the pattern of any active emergency caller I had been briefed on. It was a strange fact that almost none of the calls that came in on emergency were true emergencies; mostly they were chronic callers who somehow figured out that a voice on the end of the phone pushed back the night.

I had too much adrenaline from the call to go back to sleep. I got up and walked downstairs and crossed the living room of the tiny A-frame and walked out onto the deck. There was just enough moon to see the small stream glistening below. I glanced at the darkness where I knew the trees began, beyond the stream.

I had retreated to the country a few years ago, to a tiny A-frame with no room for guests. The small deck, the stream below, the hot tub tucked around the bend of the L-shaped deck had all brought something I was looking for. But in my line of work I meet violent folk from time to time, and after I had moved, one had stalked me, gotten into my remote cabin, and eventually tried to kill me. Now there were times when I wouldn’t go onto the deck at night without my .38 revolver tucked in my pocket.

On impulse I walked back into the house and picked up the phone to call my office answering machine. At least I think that was the impulse. Maybe I just wanted an excuse to get off the deck, where I felt exposed. I was like a drug addict these days, always thinking up excuses when I didn’t want to face the real reason I was doing things. It was more than a little silly to be calling my machine. I checked it before I went to bed, and all my clients had the emergency number for anything urgent enough to be calling at night—but to my surprise there was a message that had come in at two A.M.

“Dr. Stone, this is Camille.” Camille was a new client coming in today for the first time. “I wondered if it would be okay if I brought my seizure dog to the session today. She’s licensed so she’s supposed to be able to go anywhere, grocery stores and things like that. Please let me know because I don’t think I can come without her.” The voice was tiny and had something in it I couldn’t identify: not anxiety, not depression, something odd.

A seizure dog. What the heck is a seizure dog? If people can’t do anything about someone having a seizure, what’s a dog supposed to do? And why is Camille up at two A.M. worrying about this? She was upset enough to be up and calling me, but too polite to call the emergency number I had given her when she made the appointment. That meant the question was important to her and not just an excuse to make contact.

Was she depressed? People who couldn’t sleep in the middle of the night were almost always depressed. But maybe I’d be depressed too if I had seizures so often I couldn’t go for a fifty-minute therapy session without my seizure dog.

I was still thinking about it on the way into my office the next morning. The drive was fifteen minutes of green, leafy, postcard New England stuff—three quarters of the year. Whoever put together New England decided that it was only fair—given that New England has green, rolling hills dotted with old farmhouses, given that New England has small, winding back roads that meander next to small, curious streams, given that New England has possibly the fewest McDonald’s of any place in the nation and, Vermont at least, has people with enough sense to ban highway billboards— given all those gifts, it seemed only fair that New England miss out on something. New England has no spring.

I am a Southerner, born and bred. And while the South has many things that keep me out of it—Mama for one—you have to take your hat off to the South when it comes to spring. Spring starts in February in the South, and the whole world explodes. There is more color in Chapel Hill in February than there is in the entire state of Vermont in May. And the light. In a North Carolina spring there is light—glorious, endless light—light when you wake up and light when you go to bed. But who could go to bed? I remember sitting on my grandmother’s porch on the swing in the evening—everybody sat on their porch in the evening—watching the azaleas sway in the breeze off the water.

I glanced at the brown landscape. It was May and the leaves were clearly waiting for mud season to end before they made an appearance. Mud season is the time when the snow melts leaving enough mud that casual visitors assume some sort of flood has gone through. It is also New England’s substitute for spring. It looked less like spring and more like a setting for a horror flick.

By 9 A.M. I was sitting in my private practice office waiting for Camille. I had called at eight to let her know I had no problem with her dog. I heard the door to the small waiting room in the old Victorian house open and walked out to meet Camille. A rottweiler roughly the size of my couch walked in, sat down calmly, and looked at me in a decidedly unfriendly way. She had that I’ve-got-the-distance-to-your-throat-measured look that attack dogs have. She was definitely a working dog. This is a seizure dog? This dog could cause seizures.

I moved forward to shake hands with the woman on the other end of the leash and saw the dog’s muscles bunch. Camille was my height but much rounder. She was pale and looked out-of-shape. Her coloring was all wrong, but I was so focused on the dog it took me a moment to realize why. It was the mismatch. Her skin was fair and her eyebrows were blond, but her hair was dark brown, almost black. Very few natural blondes dye their hair an unflattering shade of dark brown, but she had. She had bright eyes, and somehow the body she was living in, her whole appearance, didn’t seem to go with those eyes. She was also shaking noticeably, but if she had seizures, maybe she had cerebral palsy too. The shaking didn’t explain the dog. You don’t need an attack rottweiler just to help with seizures. I know you’re supposed to call them protection dogs these days, but somehow when I looked at this one, the term “attack dog” just kept coming to mind.

Camille shook hands with me limply. “I don’t know if I can stay,” she said as soon as we were seated. “I’m not feeling very well.” She was sitting across from me, but she kept glancing at the windows over her shoulder.

“Is there anything that would make you more comfortable?” I asked. She looked extremely uncomfortable.

“Not really,” she said, and silence filled the room.

I waited a few moments and then asked, “Where would you like to start?” This was clearly not someone I could just fire questions at. Probably the dog was trained to bite anyone who fired questions at her.

“I . . .” Her voice trailed off, and she looked down. She seemed to be fighting back tears and trying to steady herself.

“Take your time. Say what you can.” I considered the options while I waited. Paranoid? No, paranoids are more concerned with what was in the room than what is outside. Paranoids scan the room and inevitably fasten on the couple of videotapes on my bookshelves. Then they look around for a camera. Paranoids keep glancing at the notes I’m writing until I hand them over for inspection.

If not paranoid, what? Battered spouse. Possibly. Battered spouses are often in pretty bad shape, and they are sometimes afraid their husbands will find out they are seeing a therapist. An estranged spouse might be stalking her. But there was something in her level of fear that I had never seen before, not even in a battered spouse. I didn’t think it was battering.

“I can’t talk about it.” She was crying. “But I need to know if I’m ever going to get better. It’s been five years. I don’t think I’m going to get better. I can’t go outside, and I haven’t been alone without Keeter since then. And sometimes I think he’s in the house, and I know he’s not because Keeter is just sitting there, but it really seems like he’s there.” She paused and cried for a few minutes.

“I didn’t used to be like this,” she said. “I was never like this. I was a nurse,” she said as though that identity was now light-years away, which it probably was.

Rape? A violent, stranger attack? Maybe. I had seen some people in pretty bad shape from that, but never this bad. Something had shattered her whole sense of identity. She was hiding in the dark hair and the overweight body—which I’d be willing to bet she didn’t have before—hiding in the house and behind the rottweiler, but what besides rape would make someone hide like that?

“Most people get better eventually from almost any kind of trauma,” I said. I didn’t say how much better. Some don’t get a whole lot better, but it probably wouldn’t help her to hear that right now. “I don’t know what happened, and I know you can’t tell me right now. But when I learn a little more about what you’ve been through, maybe I can give you a better idea of time.” This woman needed whatever reassurance she could get, even if it was just a vague, most-people type.

“When I talk about it, it makes it worse.”

“I’m sure that’s true. It kicks off the flashbacks, right?” She nodded. “Tell me about Keeter,” I said. She looked up, surprised. She looked at Keeter and then at me. “She won’t hurt you,” she said. “She’s very well trained.”

“She looks very well trained,” I said. She had to be because it was only her training that was controlling her; this lady sure wasn’t emotionally strong enough to control an attack dog right now. “I didn’t ask because I was worried,” I said gently, which I think was true—although I did know a dog trainer once who was attacked by a rottweiler while she was sitting behind a desk signing its owner up for a class. The rottweiler had gone over the desk straight for her throat without any warning. I glanced at Keeter again.

“I asked because you can probably talk about her without kicking off your flashbacks since she wasn’t part of whatever happened to you. You got her, afterward, right? So she’s related to what happened, but she wasn’t there, and maybe I could learn a little bit about your symptoms without triggering anything if you talk about Keeter and your relationship with Keeter.”

She looked at me thoughtfully. I was glad to see she could pull out of herself for a moment. It was a good sign, small, but good. “I’ve been to counselors before. They always want to talk about what happened.”

“But you can’t, or you start to fall apart, right?”

“Yeah, but then they just let me talk about anything.”

“We’ll go at this sideways,” I said. “We won’t hit it directly at first, and we won’t go away from it entirely either. We’ll get as close as we can without tearing things up for you. Okay?”

She nodded and sighed, looking ever so very slightly relieved. “I do know a little bit about this problem,” I said gently. She was lost and frightened, and she needed to know the person she was asking for directions had a clue which way to go. Otherwise, the anxiety about being lost would make the problem worse.

“What’s a seizure dog?”

“Well, she’s trained to press a button on the phone, which dials a number for medical help, and also, she takes me home if I’m out somewhere and get confused. I’ve had seizures all my life, but I didn’t get a dog until a few years ago. My first dog was a little terrier, and she was wonderful, but I didn’t feel safe afterward. I wanted a dog who could protect me too, and I know Keeter can, it’s just . . . I just don’t feel safe anymore, even with Keeter.” 

“So Keeter’s a protection dog who’s also trained to deal with seizures?” She nodded. It must have been something, trying to train Keeter to let help in instead of keeping people away if Camille was hurt. The two jobs didn’t seem all that compatible, and I wondered which way Keeter would go in a pinch.

Camille’s shaking had stopped, and I realized it was more likely anxiety than cerebral palsy. This woman was a train wreck, but what kind of train had hit her and how was she ever going to tell me?

“I was never like this,” she said. “I was a nurse,” she said again. “I was an ICN nurse.” She looked up, and I saw her face fill up. That is part of what happens with trauma: People end up grieving their own lost lives. Camille couldn’t get used to not being who she had been.

And who she had been was probably a whole lot different than who she was now. The Intensive Care Nursery is one place where nurses never get stuck putting patients in and out of examining rooms. Half the preemies are critically ill at any given moment, and codes are as common as visitors. ICN nurses have a ton of responsibility and do some procedures restricted elsewhere only to doctors.

“Tell me about being a nurse.”

Her hands stopped twisting the shredded Kleenex in her lap, and she sighed. “I had a rotating shift. I could have had an escort to the car. I mean, I was on the night shift, and I got out around midnight, and some of the other nurses would call for security to escort them to the parking lot. But I was just never afraid, and security would take twenty minutes, half an hour to come. I just didn’t want to sit there. So I always walked down.” She stopped abruptly, and when she spoke again all the fluency was gone, and she sounded almost aphasic.

“I just never . . . I didn’t expect . . . I know I locked the car . . . It was still locked when . . . I still don’t know . . . mummy, oh, mummy.” Her face had paled, and her eyes were scanning like she was watching something. Keeter stood up, looked at Camille then looked at me. Keeter had a hell of a job. How was she supposed to know whom to attack? I was just sitting there, but Camille was clearly reacting like someone was coming after her with a knife.

Keeter distracted me, and I didn’t redirect Camille quickly enough. By the time I opened my mouth to get her back to safer ground she had stood up and was turning to the door. “I have to go,” she said.

“Wait,” I said urgently. “Don’t go yet. Let’s pull this together.” This was no way for her to leave. I take seriously the idea that therapy shouldn’t make people worse. I like to think people leave my office in at least as good shape as they came in. If Camille left now, she would have a dreadful day of flashbacks and fears.

She paused and turned back toward me.

“I want you to imagine a safe place. Sit down for a moment,” I said quietly.

She stood a few minutes longer, and I said nothing, just waited. You can’t just order trauma victims around; they have to make their own decisions. Finally, she perched hesitantly on the edge of the seat. I guess you’d call that sitting.

I opened my mouth to ask her to shut her eyes and then realized what a stupid idea that was and said instead, “Just imagine any place you’d feel safe—a garden, a fortress, a boat, anything. It doesn’t have to be a real place. It can be anything you can imagine.” If she could do it, it would bring down her autonomic arousal. Her heart would quit pounding, her palms would quit sweating, the racing thoughts would slow. It would distract her from the threatening imagery and decrease the chances she’d spend the day having flashbacks of whatever had happened to her.

She looked in the distance for a moment and then at the floor. “There isn’t any place that’s safe,” she said. “There isn’t any place he couldn’t be.”

“Then imagine a place where you would feel a little less afraid, however improbable a place. A cloud, sitting at the right of God, surrounded by tanks, whatever.” I waited for her to think it through.

“A grave,” she said, finally. “Maybe there.” I hoped against hope she’d laugh ruefully, but she didn’t. Instead, for the first time a fleeting look of peace passed over her face at the thought. I felt my heart drop. When a grave is the only place people feel safe, sooner or later they try to get there.

After she left, I thought it over. It sounded like rape, but it didn’t sound like rape. Something more had happened, not that rape wasn’t bad enough, but I had always been impressed with people’s ability to recover from some pretty terrible traumas. Most women who are raped regain their ability to function more quickly than this lady had. Someone had been waiting in the parking lot that night, and something had happened—something worse than rape—but what?

I was still musing when the phone rang. Carlotta, my longtime best friend despite the fact that she had wasted a six-foot flame on modeling, for God’s sake, instead of basketball, was on the line. She was a lawyer now—at least she had come to her senses and gotten a real job. Funny how you can tell if something is good news or bad just by the sound of the voice. I didn’t like it when Carlotta’s voice sounded like it did now. Once she had given me some very bad news, indeed, and ever since then, I cringed when I heard that sound in her voice.

“What’s up?” I said.

She sighed. “Have you seen the papers?”

“No,” I said, “What’s in them?”

“Why don’t you go get one? I’ll meet you for lunch. You’ll probably be able to talk by then,” she said. 

I glanced at my watch. It was 10:30. “No,” I said evenly. “You’re scaring the shit out of me, and I don’t want the anxiety of racing around looking for a paper not knowing. What happened?”

There was a pause. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Nobody’s died.” I realized I had been holding my breath as I let it out. “It’s just that Willy’s out.”

“Willy’s out? Willy’s out? Willy is not out. What? How the hell could he get out?”

Carlotta started to speak, but I kept going. “How could Willy get out? Have you been in a maximum security prison recently? Those things are fortresses. He could not have gotten out. This is a joke, Carlotta. Just the sort of trick that son-of-a-bitch would play. He likes to give me a heart attack.”

There was another pause, and I realized this was just what Carlotta had been trying to avoid. I was screaming at her as if she had personally smuggled Willy out of prison. I shut up. After a moment Carlotta spoke.

“He didn’t escape, Michael. He won on appeal. The court remanded the case back for a new trial and released him in the meantime.”

“What? On what basis?”

“Suggestibility. The court ruled that some of the social worker interviews of the abused children were leading and suggestive.”

“I don’t believe this.” My decibel level was rising again, but what sane person’s wouldn’t have?

“There’s more. I don’t think the case will see court again, but look, I don’t have time to get into it; I’ve got a hearing. Go get a paper, and I’ll see you at Sweet Tomatoes at noon.” Carlotta hung up. How could she leave me hanging like that? Why wouldn’t it go back to court?

Carlotta had joined the county prosecutor’s staff this year, which meant, even though Willy’s case hadn’t been in our county, Carlotta could probably get the prosecutors on the case to talk to her. I wondered if she had called them already and that’s how she knew it wasn’t going back to court.

Alex B. Willy was out of prison. I had never known Alex B. Willy out of prison, and I didn’t care to now. When I met him three years ago, he was starting a thirty-year sentence for child molestation. That was long by today’s anemic sentencing standards for child molestation, but it had come to light in the sentencing phase of the trial that Willy had had quite a string of victims.

He had turned out to be swimming up to his ears in narcissism, and he had delighted in telling me about all the offenses he hadn’t been caught for. As bad as his known track record was, the truth was worse: Willy was not a simple, manipulative, get-the-children-to-trust-him-and-then-molest-them-pillar-of-the-community-dime-a-dozen child molester. Willy was a sexual sadist. What turned him on was hurting people, children, to be specific.

I made it to the corner and stared at the machine holding the Upper Valley Times as though it were a mortal enemy. God damn that son-of-a-bitch. No sane person would have put him on the street. I finally came up with the quarters I needed and jerked the paper out. I couldn’t wait to get back to the office, so I just stood there and went through the paper until I found it.


MINISTER WINS APPEAL.


Appleton, NH—The New Hampshire Supreme Court ruled today that Alex B. Willy was entitled to a new trial on charges of first degree sexual assault against a minor. In a case that many felt was marked by overzealous prosecution and naive faith in the credibility of chil dren’s testimony, the court ruled that Mr. Willy’s accusers, a six-year-old boy and a seven-year-old boy had been subjected to leading and suggestive questioning by county social workers during their investigation. The Supreme Court held that the lower Court had erred in permitting the children’s testimony without first holding a “taint” hearing to determine whether the children’s recollections had been too influenced by suggestive interviewing to be reliable.

The ruling stated that a new trial cannot occur until such a hearing takes place. Prosecutors must prove in the “taint” hearing that the children’s recollections are reliable and were not unduly influenced by suggestive questioning. If they fail to do so, the state is barred from seeking a new trial.

Mr. Willy stated that, “I’m just grateful for the chance to prove my innocence, and I am confident that a new trial will do just that. Hopefully, this dreadful ordeal will soon be over. I hold no malice in my heart toward anyone. I know the adults involved meant well, and the children, of course, were just children and as such were easily swayed by those around them.”


Classic Willy. I could feel the pull of the words even in print. He sounded exactly like an innocent man, and the average person reading that statement wouldn’t even question his innocence for a second. In fact, Willy sounded like a kind, innocent man who wasn’t even angry about the horrible things his accusers had put him through. 

Willy had a gift. Dealing with Willy was like dealing with an emotional chameleon. He knew, as though he had radar, just what kind of emotional tone people wanted to hear, and he could produce it unfailingly. I had studied Willy for countless hours, but I still didn’t know how he did it. Something in me couldn’t grasp it.

Slowly, I walked back to the office. Just to reassure myself of my own sanity, I opened the drawer with my Willy-tapes in it. With his permission I had audiotaped some of my interviews with him—getting a sadist to really talk was such a rare thing I had decided to tape so I could go back over them. I could learn a lot from Willy although what he had to teach was pretty depressing.

I thumbed through the cassettes until I found the one I was looking for: the label read “Ways to Con Adults.” Willy had signed permission for me to tape his interviews with the written stipulation that I could never share the tapes with anyone else. Just like Willy to tantalize me with something and then make sure I couldn’t use it.

I pulled out my tape recorder and popped the tape in. I had left the tape set at the section it seemed to me was the most important. “It’s very simple, Dr. Michael,” Willy was saying. “Simply find out what people need. What do they need? Do they need money? I’ll loan it. Do they need a listening ear? I’ll be there. Do they need reassurance? I’ll supply it. People are full of needs.” He had laughed.

“The only difficult part is figuring out what they need most. What do they need badly enough that they will sell their firstborn, so to speak. What do they need badly enough that they will ignore what is right in front of their eyes? I have molested kids in the backseat of a car with their parents in the front seat.”

I had been floored by that and hadn’t spoken for a moment. Willy had laughed again. “Indeed, I have. I’d simply pull a blanket over a sleepy child and fondle them with their parents in the front seat. They’d wake up, of course, and that trapped look they’d give their parents was so satisfying. They knew they wouldn’t be believed. Somehow they knew. And they were right. Their parents wouldn’t have believed them if they had reported me on the spot.

“There are subtleties, of course, which I can’t expect you to grasp. You are really such a limited student.” Which, I thought every time I heard the tape, was true.

“Like what?”

“What they need. What they hunger for. Ultimately, it’s never anything concrete. Oh, sometimes it starts with money, a loan to get them out of debt or something, but it always turns out that the money represents something else—importance or support or something—something that turns out to be much more addictive than money.

“The highest level”—and I could still remember Willy’s eyes starting to shine—“is to supply something crucial that the person is not even aware of needing, something completely unseen that they become totally dependent on my providing. Then you can take chances, which of course intensifies the excitement.”

“Like what?”

“Oh, you can make the abuse of their child a little more obvious and a little more obvious until they have to work not to see it.”

“And what is it that people need badly enough, even unconsciously, to tolerate your molesting their child? Friendship? Self-worth? What is it you supply, Mr. Willy, that is worth so much?”

“Well, Dr. Michael, no good cook shares all the ingredients. Really, you don’t expect me to do all the work for you, do you?”

And what was it that Willy had supplied me with, that kept me coming back to see him? Willy didn’t want to talk about that, but then again, neither did I.

I popped the tape, picked up the newspaper, and stared glumly at the article. A taint hearing. The case was over. There wasn’t any way to prove something didn’t exist. It was like trying to prove a white elephant wasn’t in the room. Some misguided fool had asked a leading question somewhere along the way, and after that, anything the children said would be considered tainted.

Never mind that the children disclosed abuse before the interview with the county social worker—otherwise, there wouldn’t have been an interview. Never mind how many symptoms the children had—and Willy had described to me their deterioration in gloating detail.

The bottom line was simple: One thing people surely needed was to believe they could tell who was safe and who wasn’t, and a whole lot of people had trusted Willy. He looked good; he talked good; he was a popular minister in his community who had regularly visited the sick and the elderly. A lot of people had been devoted to him. If there was any way to explain away the accusations against him, people would take it. And now they had one. 
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By noon, Sweet Tomatoes was in high gear. Nontraditional pasta dishes are their specialty, and nobody can cook pasta like Sweet Tomatoes. The area is too small for the restaurant to have any serious competition, but it would have held its own anywhere. I have tenure at Sweet Tomatoes.

I was led to the last table by the window, and waved to Harvey, one of the owners, as I sat down. He came over and joined me. “Got a minute?” he said.

“Probably more than a minute,” I answered. “I’m waiting for Carlotta to get out of a hearing.” Prosecutors don’t control when hearings end so Carlotta might or might not show up in the foreseeable future. Harvey sat down, and I resisted the temptation just to close my eyes and listen. He had that kind of deep, snuggle-up, male voice you can’t hear without thinking about climbing into bed. He was a teddy bear of a man, a big guy carrying a little extra weight around his middle. You could easily overlook the extra weight. That voice would sound very good about an inch from your ear. But I swore off married men. I did.

“Still making the world safe from child abuse?” he asked.

“Nah, I switched. I testify for the perps now. More money in it.”

Harvey looked taken aback. “Just kidding,” I said. “I almost got in trouble in court with my sick sense of humor, though. A prosecutor asked me why I was charging so much less than the defense expert, and I almost said, ‘Costs more when you sell your soul,’ but I didn’t.”

Harvey laughed. “Why not?”

“Too risky,” I answered. “I’ve already had one judge recluse the jury in the middle of my testimony and say to the prosecutor, ‘Your witness has come perilously close to calling the defense a flim-flam.’”

“You can’t call the defense a flim-flam?”

“Nope. Not even when it is. You’re supposed to be respectful. What’s up with you?”

“Nothing really. We’re going to Italy again. Testing new wines for the restaurant.”

“Tough life,” I said.

“I wanted to ask you something, about a neighbor of mine. . . .”

“Shoot,” I replied. I hated this. People always want me to diagnose their spouses, their children, even their cats. But you have to listen. At least you do if you want the last table by the window.

“I have this neighbor with this vicious-looking dog, and I’m a little worried. . . .” My ears perked up. Could it be? Small areas are like that: You run into all kinds of crossovers—once my dentist turned out to be the battering husband of a new client. But even in small areas, I reminded myself, there is more than one neighbor with a vicious-looking dog. 

I didn’t get to explore it because at that moment Carlotta walked in. Heads turned discretely. No one actually stares at anybody in New England. Charles Bronson could—and did— walk down the street in the town where he had a vacation home without a single fan drooling on him. But people do notice interesting folks, and Carlotta had been six feet tall and interesting-looking since she was twelve.

Harvey saw her too and stood up. “Never mind,” he said. “I’ll catch you later.”

“Give me a call,” I said with, I hoped, nothing in my voice but ordinary friendliness. Sexy men always pull me off center.

Carlotta may have just rushed out of the hearing, but no one in the restaurant would have known. She walked unhurriedly to the table and sat down. She was dressed very simply in black crepe pants, a black matte blouse, and a black blazer. Around her neck she wore a handmade Native American beaded necklace. It was exquisite, and the simple black surrounding it set it off like a frame. If Calvin Klein had walked in, he would have put Carlotta on a runway just as she was. Well, actually, he had, once upon a time.

Carlotta looked worried. “Case go okay?” I asked when she sat down.

“Fine,” she said, looking at me carefully. I realized I was the reason she was worried, and it hit me that Carlotta had probably chosen Sweet Tomatoes over my office because she knew I wouldn’t yell there. Jesus. I’ve become someone other people have to manage. Maybe I ought to tone down my temper a bit.

“I’m all right,” I said. “I don’t like it. I think it’s bullshit. I think it’s worse than bullshit; I think it’s criminal. I think every single judge that voted to put him on the street should be shot, but what can I say, every day somebody gets off who shouldn’t.” 

There was a pause. What was bothering Carlotta? I was calm. Neither of us could do anything about Willy. “Well, what are you going to do?” she asked.

“Do? As in do what? There isn’t a whole lot I can do.”

“Michael, I don’t want to remind you of anything you’re trying to deny.” Great. Now Carlotta’s a psychologist? “But Alex Willy is a very dangerous man.”

“So?”

“So, if I understand this right, he has told you things that no one else knows about him.”

“So?”

“So, maybe I’m missing something, but isn’t that likely to worry him?”

“Maybe,” I admitted. “But how much harm can I do him? Obviously I can’t put it in the paper. What’s he got to worry about?”

“Is he going to quit molesting children?” Carlotta asked me directly.

“No, he isn’t.”

“What are the chances he’ll get caught again?” she pressed.

“Eventually it’s likely,” I said. “But probably not soon. Willy controls kids with a combination of getting the kids to fear him and the parents to trust him, and the things he does to the kids are so extreme. The kind of abuse he inflicts doesn’t sound plausible to most parents.”

“So why is he going to get caught again?”

“He’s too active,” I answered. “He just molests too many kids, and he loves to take chances. He’ll push the envelop until eventually he’s caught.”

“And when he is, what about you?”

“Carlotta, what do you mean what about me? What about me nothing.”

“Are you or are you not a threat to Willy?” Carlotta said as though she were cross-examining a hostile witness, which she was, sort of. “Given how much you know, wouldn’t you be a very effective witness for the prosecution?”

“You forget, counselor. Everything Willy has told me is considered ‘hearsay’ by the courts, and it is not admissible.”

“There are twenty-four exceptions to hearsay. I won’t bore you with the details, but the bottom line is I’ve gone over this carefully and checked it out with my boss—without any names, of course,” she added hastily, “and I think the stuff he’s told you would be admissible.”

“Jesus.” Willy wouldn’t like that. And he would surely check it out. Willy counted on the fact that any abused child who reported him would not have any corroboration of what he was saying. And regardless of what happened to the current case, there would surely be abused children reporting him in the future.

“Patient/doctor confidentiality?” Carlotta asked. “What about that?”

“I don’t think so,” I had to answer. “He was never a client of mine. I never provided any services.”

We were both quiet for a moment. “Michael, anything he’s confided in you might even be admissible if he’s ever tried again for the current offense.”

“He won’t be.”

“True.”

Silence fell. This conversation was not going anywhere I wanted to go. I picked up my menu and got very involved in the choices.

“Michael, you’re going to have to deal with this.”

I put the menu down. From her artful makeup to her tastefully streaked hair, Carlotta looked like a woman whose chief concern in life was not breaking a nail. Not exactly. I knew Carlotta well enough to know once she got her teeth in something, there wasn’t going to be any way to ignore it. 

“Deal with what, Carlotta? Look. He’s not really interested in adults sexually, so he wouldn’t go after me just as a straight victim. And remember he’s been away from kids for years now, and he’s built up a lot of fantasies. He’s going to set himself up somewhere and start ingratiating himself in the community.

“I don’t think he’ll want to take a detour to come after me just to keep me quiet. He can solve his problem with me by moving as far away as possible. I’ll never know if he gets caught for something new. And the old case isn’t going back to trial. You know that.”

We sat in silence again. I went back to the menu, although not very hopefully. “Is it likely?” Carlotta asked. “Would he just move away? And could you live with it if he did? Knowing that he would still be out there molesting kids?”

“No” to everything, I thought. In my heart of heart I knew Willy was too thorough to leave loose ends. And part of it was he’d know that even if he left me alone, I wouldn’t leave him alone.

“Sure,” I lied. “Why not? Look, do you know how many people there are out there molesting kids? I can’t make myself crazy with it. I do what I can do.” And, I thought, Carlotta was right. I needed to do something about Alex B. Willy.

But there was no way I’d tell Carlotta that. She would hover and scold and act like a mother hen. Worse, she’d tell Adam, the town’s full-time police chief and my part-time lover, who would get protective and make me crazy with it, and then I’d lose the relationship with him and the friendship with Carlotta, and it would all be because I had told Carlotta the truth. So, really, I was just protecting my relationships with both of them by lying, through my teeth, to Carlotta.

Mama wouldn’t have done it. Mama likes to let the chips fall where they may. Sometimes Mama throws the chips. But I wasn’t Mama. Definitely, I wasn’t Mama. 

“Ummmm,” Carlotta said, and I saw the indecision in her eyes. She should know better than to believe me. And then a chill went up my spine. I was selling Carlotta safety. She wanted to believe I was safe so she didn’t have to worry about me, and she’d go against her own best judgment to believe it. Maybe, I had learned something from Willy after all. 
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I am not good at waiting, and I am not a procrastinator. I’m the kind that speeds up at intersections. When I jump horses cross-country I sometimes—well, frequently to be honest—have horses taking jumps too fast and too strung out, but I rarely have a horse balk. We are going over that jump if it kills us. It’s a genetic thing, the price of being related to Mama.

I could have asked Carlotta to use her connections in the prosecutor’s office to find out where Willy had gone once he was released. She was a Vermont prosecutor, and Willy’s case was in New Hampshire, but one prosecutor would talk to another regardless. But looking at her, I didn’t think it was a good idea. There wouldn’t be any way I could ask her without tipping her off.

We got off Willy, finally, and onto the backlash against victims of child sexual abuse and “taint” hearings and legal issues and the way the media gobbles up any perp’s version of events regardless of how bizarre, but underneath it all I kept thinking about Willy. Carlotta had kicked off something. I had been so furious that some fool judge had released him that I hadn’t yet thought about where his release put me. By the time lunch was over I was facing the fact that if Willy didn’t go after me, I’d have to find a way to go after him. I couldn’t just walk away knowing he was going to sadistically abuse eighteen million kids.

I walked back to my office thinking about the problems that come when you start on a life of deception. If I was going after Willy it would have been safer to have somebody know exactly where I was and what I was doing at all times, but it wasn’t worth the hassle.
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