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  Praise for Jonathan Kellerman


  ‘A relentlessly intelligent thriller’


  ‘Sophisticated, cleverly plotted and satisfying psychodrama’ Sunday Telegraph


  ‘High-octane entertainment’ The Times


  ‘Exceptionally exciting’ New York Times


  ‘When it comes to psychological or even psychopathic themes, Jonathan Kellerman leads the pack – partly because he is a clinical psychologist and partly because he is a damned good writer’ Guardian


  ‘He has shaped the psychological mystery into an art form’ LA Times Book Review


  ‘Often mystery writers can either plot like devils or create believable characters. Kellerman stands out because he can do both. Masterfully’ USA Today


  ‘Jonathan Kellerman has justly earned his reputation as a master of the psychological thriller’ People


  ‘Kellerman has proved that you can combine action, mystery and believable characters to create an intelligent bestseller’ Crime Time


  ‘Kellerman’s speciality is getting quietly but persistently inside his hero’s head . . . thoughtful and intelligent stuff . . . that is slick, quick and a pleasure to read’ Mirror


  ‘Kellerman designs his predictably unpredictable plots like expert crossword puzzles’ Observer


  ‘A tour de force’ New York Times


  ‘The world’s number one psychological thriller writer’ Publishing News


  ‘The expected unexpected twists are embedded in a tale of real texture’ Evening Standard
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  About the book


  Dr Sharon Ransom is the most beautiful woman in the room; she’s also the most troubled. So when former lover, psychologist Alex Delaware, bumps into her at a lavish LA cocktail party, though still attracted to her, fear of reviving unhappy memories prevents him from offering the help she seems so desperate for.


  Hours later, Sharon’s body is discovered with a self-inflicted gunshot wound. Tortured by guilt, Alex wants answers. As his investigation continues, dark memories of his past with Sharon  emerge.   And a present full of madness, murder and sexual violence  unfolds.


  


  
    This one’s for Bob Elias
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Stuart Vener, David Aftergood, and Al Katz
  


  


  
    If the rich could hire the poor to die for them, the poor would make a very nice living.
  


  
    Yiddish saying
  


  


  
    1
  


  
    I’VE ALWAYS hated parties and, under normal circumstances, never would have attended the one on Saturday.
  


  
    But my life was a mess. I relaxed my standards. And stepped into a nightmare.
  


  
    Thursday morning I was the good doctor, focusing on my patients, determined not to let my own garbage get in the way of work.
  


  
    I kept my eye on the boy.
  


  
    He hadn’t yet gotten to the part where he tore the heads off the dolls. I watched him pick up the toy cars again and advance them toward each other in inevitable collision.
  


  
    ‘Cah!’
  


  
    The ringing concussion of metal against metal blocked out the whine of the video camera before dying. He tossed the cars aside as if they burned his fingers. One of them flipped over and rocked on its roof like a trapped turtle. He poked at it, then looked up at me, seeking permission.
  


  
    I nodded and he snatched up the cars. Turning them over in his hands, he examined the shiny undercarriages, spun the wheels, simulated the sounds of revving engines.
  


  
    ‘Voom voom. Cah.’
  


  
    A little over two, big and husky for his age, with the kind of fluid coordination that foretold athletic heroism.  Blond hair, pug features, raisin-colored eyes that made me think of snowmen, an amber splash of freckles across nose and chubby cheeks.
  


  
    A Norman Rockwell kid: The kind of son any red-blooded American father would be proud of.
  


  
    His







 father’s blood was a rusty stain on the central divider somewhere along the Ventura Freeway.
  


  
    ‘Voom cah!’
  


  
    In six sessions, it was as close as he’d come to speaking. I wondered about it, wondered about a certain dullness in the eyes.
  


  
    The second collision was sudden, harder. His concentration was intense. The dolls would come soon.
  


  
    His mother looked up from her seat in the corner. For the past ten minutes she’d read the same page of a paperback entitled                 Will Yourself Successful!







 Any pretense of casualness was betrayed by her body language. She sat high and stiff in the chair, scratched her head, stretched her long dark hair as if it were yarn, and kept coiling and uncoiling it around her fingers. One of her feet tapped out a nonstop four-four beat, sending ripples that coursed upward through the soft flesh of a pale, unstockinged calf and disappeared under the hem of her sun dress.
  


  
    The third crash made her wince. She lowered the book and looked at me, blinking hard. Just short of pretty – the kind of looks that flower in high school and fade fast. I smiled. She snapped her head down and returned to her book.
  


  
    ‘Cah!’ The boy grunted, took a car in each hand, smashed them together like cymbals, and let go upon impact. They careened across the carpet in opposite directions. Breathing hard, he toddled after them.
  


  
    ‘Cah!’ He picked them up and threw them down hard. ‘Voom! Cah!’
  


  
    He went through the routine several more times, then abruptly flung the cars aside and began scanning the room with hungry, darting glances. Searching for the dolls, though I always left them in the same place.
  


  
    A memory problem or just denial? At that age, all you could do was infer.
  


  
    Which was what I’d told Mal Worthy when he’d described the case and asked for the consult.
  


  
                    

  


  
    ‘You’re not going to get hard proof.’
  


  
    ‘Not even trying for it, Alex. Just give me something I can work with.’
  


  
    ‘What about the mother?’
  


  
    ‘As you’d expect, a mess.’
  


  
    ‘Who’s working with her?’
  


  
    ‘No one, for the moment, Alex. I tried to get her to see someone but she refused. In the meantime, just do your thing for Darren and if a little therapy for Mama takes place in the process, I won’t raise an objection – God knows she needs it – something like that happening to someone her age.’
  


  
    ‘How’d you get involved in an injury case, anyway?’
  


  
    ‘Second marriage. Father was my handyman. I handled the divorce as a favor. She was the other woman and remembered me with fondness. Actually, I used to do lots of PI in the beginning. Feels good to get back into it. So tell me, how do you feel about working with one this young?’
  


  
    ‘I’ve had younger. How verbal is he?’
  


  
    ‘If he talks I haven’t heard it. She claims before the accident he was putting a few words together, but I don’t get the

    impression they were saving up tuition for Cal Tech. If you could prove IQ loss, Alex, I could translate it into dollars.’
  


  
    ‘Mal—’
  


  
    He laughed over the phone. ‘I know, I know, Mr – excuse me, Dr Conservative. Far be it from me to—’
  


  
    ‘Good talking to you, Mal. Have the mother call me to set up an appointment.’
  


  
    ‘—attempt to unduly influence an expert witness. However, while you’re analyzing the situation, you might consider imagining what it’s going to be like for her, raising a kid by herself, no training, no money. Living with those memories. I just got pictures of the crash – they almost made me lose my lunch. There are some deep pockets here, Alex, and they deserve being dipped into.’
  


  
                    

  


  
    ‘Dah!’ He’d found the dolls. Three men, a woman, a little boy. Small, soft plastic and pink, with bland, guileless faces, anatomically correct bodies, and detachable limbs. Next to them another pair of cars, larger than the first two, one red, one blue. A miniature child’s car seat had been placed in the rear seat of the blue one.
  


  
    I stood, adjusted the video camera so that it was trained on the table, then sat on the floor next to him.
  


  
    He picked up the blue car and positioned the dolls using a familiar sequence: One man driving, another next to him, the woman behind the driver, the child in the car seat. The red car was empty. One male doll remained on the table.
  


  
    He flapped his arms and tugged his nose. Holding the blue car at arm’s length, he looked away from it.
  


  
    I patted his shoulder. ‘It’s all right, Darren.’
  


  
    He inhaled, blew out air, picked up the red car and placed  both vehicles on the floor, two feet apart, grille to grille. Taking another deep breath, he puffed up his cheeks and let out a scream, then smashed them together full force.
  


  
    The male passenger and the woman flew out and landed on the carpet. The boy doll slumped in its harness, head down.
  


  
    It was the driver doll that held his attention – lying across the front seat, its flight restrained by one foot caught in the steering wheel. Huffing, the boy struggled to pull it loose. Tugged and twisted, started to grunt with frustration, but finally managed to free it. He held it away from his body, examined its plastic face, and yanked its head off. Then he placed it next to the little boy.
  


  
    I heard a gasp from across the room and turned. Denise Burkhalter ducked behind her book.
  


  
    Oblivious of her reaction, the boy dropped the headless body, picked up the female doll, hugged it, put it down. Then he returned to the male dolls –the decapitated driver and the front-seat passenger. Raising them over his head, he threw them against the wall, watched them hit, then fall.
  


  
    He looked at the child slumped in the seat and picked up the head next to it. After rolling it under his palm, he tossed it aside.
  


  
    He stepped toward the male doll that hadn’t been moved – the driver of the other car – took another step, froze, then backed away.
  


  
    ‘Do you want to go to Mommy?’
  


  
    Drowsy nod.
  


  
    She still hadn’t moved. I said, ‘Denise.’ Nothing. I repeated her name.
  


  
    Giggling, he rocked back and forth, wrung his hands  and waved them in the air, sputtering and spitting. He ran from one side of the room to the other, kicking bookshelves, chairs, the desk, scuffing the baseboards, clawing the walls and leaving little greasy smudges on the plaster. His laughter rose in pitch before giving way to a croupy bark followed by a rush of tears. Throwing himself to the floor, he thrashed for a while, then curled fetally and lay there, sucking his thumb.
  


  
    His mother remained behind her book.
  


  
    I went to him and scooped him up in my arms.
  


  
    His body was tense and he was chewing hard on his thumb. I held him in my lap, told him everything was OK, he was a good boy. His eyes opened for an instant, then closed. Milk-sweet breath mingled with the not unpleasant odor of child sweat.
  


  
                    

  


  
    She put the paperback in her purse, strung the purse over one shoulder, got up, and took him.
  


  
    We left the library and walked toward the front of the house. By the time we reached the door he was sleeping. I held the door open. Cool air blew in. A gentle summer that kept threatening to heat up. From the distance came the sound of a motorized lawnmower.
  


  
    ‘Any questions you want to ask me, Denise?’
  


  
    ‘Nope.’
  


  
    ‘How’d he sleep this week?’
  


  
    ‘The same.’
  


  
    ‘Six or seven nightmares?’
  


  
    ‘About. I didn’t count – do I still have to?’
  


  
    ‘It would help to know what’s going on.’
  


  
    No response.
  


  
    ‘The legal part of the evaluation is over, Denise. I have enough information for Mr Worthy. But Darren’s still struggling – totally normal for what he’s been through.’
  


  
    No response.
  


  
    ‘He’s come a long way,’ I said, ‘but he hasn’t been able to act out the role of the . . . other driver yet. There’s plenty of fear and anger still in him. It would help him to express it. I’d like to see him some more.’
  


  
    She looked at the ceiling.
  


  
    ‘Those dolls,’ she said.
  


  
    ‘I know. It’s hard to watch.’
  


  
    She bit her lip.
  


  
    ‘But it’s helpful for Darren, Denise. We can try having you wait outside next time. He’s ready for it.’
  


  
    She said, ‘It’s far, coming up here.’
  


  
    ‘Bad traffic?’
  


  
    ‘The pits.’
  


  
    ‘How long did it take you?’
  


  
    ‘Hour and three quarters.’
  


  
    Tujunga to Beverly Glen. A forty-minute freeway ride. If you could handle freeways.
  


  
    ‘Surface streets jammed?’
  


  
    ‘Uh huh. And you’ve got some curvy roads up here.’
  


  
    ‘I know. Sometimes when—’
  


  
    Suddenly she was backing away. ‘Why do you make yourself so hard to get to, living up here! If you want to help people, why do you make it so damned hard!’
  


  
    I waited a moment before answering. ‘I know it’s been rough, Denise. If you’d rather meet me in Mr Worthy’s—’
  


  
    ‘Oh, forget it!’ And she was out the door.
  


  
    I watched her carry her son across the deck and down the  stairs. His weight caused her to waddle. Her ungainliness made me want to rush down and help her. Instead, I stood there and watched her struggle. She finally made it to the rental car, worked hard at opening the rear door with one hand. Bending low, she managed to get Darren’s limp body into the car seat. Slamming the door shut, she walked around to the driver’s side and threw open the front door.
  


  
    Putting her key in the ignition, she lowered her head to the steering wheel and let it rest there. She sat that way for a while before turning on the engine.
  


  
                    

  


  
    Back in the library, I turned off the video camera, removed the cassette, tagged it, and began my report, working slowly, with even greater precision than usual.
  


  
    Trying to forestall the inevitable.
  


  
    Several hours later the damned thing was finished; evicted from the helper role, I was, once again, someone who needed help. Numbness rolled over me, as inevitable as the tide.
  


  
    I considered calling Robin, decided against it. Our last conversation had been anything but triumphant – tongue-biting civility finally sabotaged by depth charges of hurt and anger.
  


  
    ‘. . . freedom, space – I thought we were past that.’
  


  
    ‘Well, I never got past                 freedom







 , Alex.’
  


  
    ‘You know what I mean.’
  


  
    ‘No, I really don’t.’
  


  
    ‘I’m just trying to figure out what you want, Robin.’
  


  
    ‘I’ve explained it over and over. What more can I say?’
  


  
    ‘If it’s space you want, you’ve got two hundred miles of it between us. Feeling any more fulfilled?’
  


  
    ‘Fulfillment’s not the issue.’
  


  
    ‘Then what is?’
  


  
    ‘Stop it, Alex. Please.’
  


  
    ‘Stop what? Wanting to work this out?’
  


  
    ‘Stop cross-examining me. You sound so hostile.’
  


  
    ‘How am I supposed to sound, a week stretched to a month? Where’s the end point?’
  


  
    ‘I . . . I wish I could answer that, Alex.’
  


  
    ‘Terrific – the endless dangle. And what was my big sin? Getting too involved? OK. I can change that. Believe me, I can be cool as ice. In training I learned how to detach. But if I pull away, ten to one I’ll be accused of male indifference.’
  


  
    ‘Stop it, Alex! I was up all night with Aaron. I can’t handle this right now.’
  


  
    ‘Handle what?’
  


  
    ‘All your words. They’re coming at me like bullets.’
  


  
    ‘How’re we supposed to work anything out without words?’
  


  
    ‘We’re not going to work anything out right now, so let’s put it aside. Goodbye.’
  


  
    ‘Robin—’
  


  
    ‘Say goodbye, Alex. Please. I don’t want to hang up on you.’
  


  
    ‘Then don’t.’
  


  
    Silence.
  


  
    ‘Goodbye, Robin.’
  


  
    ‘Goodbye, Alex. I still love you.’
  


  
    The shoemaker’s children go barefoot.
  


  
    The shrink chokes on his words.
  


  
    The low mood gathered strength and hit me full force. Having someone to talk to would have helped. My list of confidants was damned short.
  


  
    Robin at the top.
  


  
    Then Milo.
  


  
    He was off with Rick, on a fishing trip in the Sierras. But even if his shoulder had been available I wouldn’t have cried on it.
  


  
    Over the years, our friendship had taken on a certain rhythm: We talked about murder and madness over beer and pretzels, discussed the human condition with the aplomb of a pair of anthropologists observing a colony of savage baboons.
  


  
    When the horrors piled up too high, Milo bitched and I listened. When he went off the wagon, I helped talk him back on it.
  


  
    Sad-sack cop, supportive shrink. I wasn’t ready to reverse the roles.
  


  
                    

  


  
    A week’s worth of mail had piled up on the dining room table. I’d avoided opening it, dreading the superficial caresses of come-ons, coupons, and get-happy-quick schemes. But I needed, at that very moment, to keep my mind tethered to minutiae, free from the perils of introspection.
  


  
    I carried the stack into the bedroom, pulled a waste basket to the side of the bed, sat down, and began sorting. At the bottom of the pile was a buff-colored envelope. Heavy linen stock, a Holmby Hills return address, embossed silver script on the back flap.
  


  
    Rich for my blood. An upscale sales pitch. I flipped the  envelope over, expecting a computerized label, and saw my name and address printed in extravagant silver calligraphy. Someone had taken the time to do this one right.
  


  
    I checked the postmark – ten days old. Opened the envelope and pulled out a buff-colored invitation card, silver-bordered, more calligraphy:
  


  
    
                              

    


    
      DEAR DOCTOR DELAWARE,
    


    
                              

    


    
      YOU ARE CORDIALLY INVITED TO JOIN DISTINGUISHED ALUMNI AND MEMBERS OF THE UNIVERSITY COMMUNITY AT A GARDEN PARTY AND COCKTAIL RECEPTION HONORING
    


    
      DOCTOR PAUL PETER KRUSE, BLALOCK PROFESSOR OF PSYCHOLOGY AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT, UPON HIS APPOINTMENT AS
    


    
                              

    


    
      CHAIRMAN, THE DEPARTMENT OF PSYCHOLOGY
    


    
                              

    


    
      SKYLARK
                        








LA MAR ROAD
                        








LOS ANGELES
                        








CALIFORNIA 90077
    


    
                              

    


    
      RSVP, THE PSYCHOLOGY DEPARTMENT
    


    
      Kruse as chairman. An                         endowed







 chair, the ultimate reward for exceptional scholarship.
    


    
      It made no sense; the man was anything but a scholar. And though it had been years since I’d had anything to do with him, there was no reason to believe he’d changed and become a decent human being.
    


    
      Back in those days, he’d been an advice columnist and a darling of the talk-show circuit, armed with the requisite Beverly Hills practice and a repertoire of truisms couched in pseudoscientific jargon.
    


    
      His column had appeared monthly in a supermarket-rack ‘women’s’ magazine – the kind of throwaway that prints articles on the latest miracle crash diet, closely followed by recipes for chocolate fudge cake, and combines exhortations to ‘be yourself’ with sexual IQ tests designed to make anyone taking them feel inadequate.
    


    
      Endowed professor. He’d made only the slimmest pretense of conducting research – something to do with human sexuality that never produced a shred of data.
    


    
      But he hadn’t been expected to be academically productive, because he hadn’t been a member of the tenured faculty, just a clinical associate. One of scores of practitioners seeking academic cachet through association with the University.
    


    
      Associates gave occasional lectures on their specialties – in Kruse’s case that had been hypnosis and a manipulative form of psychotherapy he called Communication Dynamics – and served as therapists and supervisors of the clinical-psych graduate students. A nifty symbiosis, it freed up the ‘real’ professors for their grant applications and committee meetings while earning the associates parking  permits, priority tickets to football games, and admission to the Faculty Club.
    


    
      From that to Blalock Professor. Incredible.
    


    
      I thought of the last time I’d seen Kruse – about two years ago. Chance passers-by on campus, we’d pretended not to notice each other.
    


    
      He’d been walking toward the psych building, all custom tweeds, elbow patches, and fuming briar, a female student at each elbow. Letting loose with some profundity while copping fast feels.
    


    
      I looked down at all that silver writing. Cocktails at four. Hail to the chief.
    


    
      Probably something to do with a Holmby Hills connection, but still the appointment defied comprehension.
    


    
      I checked the date of the party – two days from now – then reread the address at the bottom of the invitation.
    


    
      Skylark







. The very rich christened their houses as if they were offspring.
    


    
      La Mar Road, no numbers. Translation:                         We own all of it, peasants







.
    


    
      I pictured the scene two days hence: Fat cars, weak drinks, and numbing banter wafting across money-green lawns.
    


    
      Not my idea of fun. I tossed the invitation in the trash and forgot about Kruse. Forgot about the old days.
    


    
      But not for long.
    

  


  


  
    2
  


  
    I SLEPT poorly and woke with the sun on Friday. With no patients scheduled, I dived into busywork: Messengering the video of Darren to Mal, finishing other reports, paying and mailing bills, feeding the koi and netting debris out of their pond, cleaning the house until it sparkled. That took until noon and left the rest of the day open for wallowing in misery.
  


  
    I had no appetite, tried running, couldn’t get the tightness out of my chest and gave up after a mile. Back home, I gulped a beer so quickly it made my diaphragm ache, followed it with another and took the six-pack into the bedroom. I sat in my underwear and watched images float across the TV screen. Soap operas: Perfect-looking people suffering. Game shows: Real-looking people regressing.
  


  
    My mind wandered. I stared at the phone, reached out for the receiver. Pulled back.
  


  
    The shoemaker’s children . . .
  


  
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    

  


  
    At first I’d thought the problem had something to do with business – with forsaking the world of high tech for the hand-cramping, poorly compensated life of an artisan.
  


  
    A Tokyo music conglomerate had approached Robin about adapting several of her guitars into prototypes for  mass production. She was to draw up the specifications; an army of computerized robots would do the rest.
  


  
    They flew her first-class to Tokyo, put her up in a suite at the Okura Hotel, sushied and sake’d her, sent her home laden with exquisite gifts, sheaves of contracts printed on rice paper, and promises of a lucrative consultantship.
  


  
    All that hard sell notwithstanding, she turned them down, never explaining why, though I suspected it had something to do with her roots. She’d grown up the only child of a mercilessly perfectionistic cabinetmaker who worshiped handwork, and an ex-showgirl who grew bitter playing Betty Crocker and worshiped nothing. A daddy’s girl, she used her hands to make sense of the world. Endured college until her father died, then eulogized him by dropping out and handcrafting furniture. Finally she found her perfect pitch as a luthier, shaping, carving, and inlaying custom guitars and mandolins.
  


  
    We were lovers for two years before she agreed to live with me. Even then she held on to her Venice studio. After returning from Japan, she began escaping there more and more. When I asked her about it she said she had to catch up.
  


  
    I accepted it. We’d never spent that much time together. Two headstrong people, we’d fought hard for independence, moving in different worlds, merging occasionally – sometimes it seemed randomly – in passionate collision.
  


  
    But the collisions grew less and less frequent. She started spending nights at the studio, claiming fatigue, turning down my offers to pick her up and drive her home. I was keeping busy enough to avoid thinking about it.
  


  
    I’d retired from child psychology at the age of thirty-three  after overdosing on human misery, had lived comfortably off investments made in Southern California real estate. Eventually I began to miss clinical work, but continued to resist the entanglement of long-term psychotherapy. I dealt with it by limiting myself to forensic consultations referred by lawyers and judges – custody evaluations, trauma cases involving children, one recent criminal case that had taught me something about the genesis of madness.
  


  
    Short-term work, with little or no follow-up. The surgical side of psych. But enough to make me feel like a healer.
  


  
    A post-Easter lull left me with time on my hands – time spent alone. I began to realize how far Robin and I had drifted from each other, wondered if I’d missed something. Hoping for spontaneous cure, I waited for her to come around. When she didn’t I cornered her.
  


  
    She shrugged off my concerns, suddenly remembered something she’d forgotten at the studio and was gone. After that, I saw her even less. Phone calls to Venice triggered her answering machine. Drop-ins were maddeningly unsatisfying: Usually she was surrounded by sad-eyed musicians cradling mangled instruments and singing one form of blues or the other. When I caught her alone she used the roar of saws and lathes, the hiss of the spray gun, to blot out discourse.
  


  
    I gritted my teeth, backed off, told myself to be patient. Adapted by creating a heavy workload of my own. All during the spring, I evaluated, wrote reports, and testified like a demon. Lunched with lawyers, got stuck in traffic jams. Made lots of money and had no one to spend it on.
  


  
    As summer neared, Robin and I had become polite strangers. Something had to give. Early in May, it did. A Sunday morning, rich with hope. She’d come home late Saturday afternoon to retrieve some old sketches, had ended up spending the night, making love to me with a workman-like determination that scared me but was better than nothing.
  


  
    When I woke, I reached across the bed to touch her, felt only percale. Sounds filtered from the living room. I jumped out of bed, found her dressed, handbag over one shoulder, heading for the door.
  


  
    ‘Morning, babe.’
  


  
    ‘Morning, Alex.’
  


  
    ‘Leaving?’
  


  
    She nodded.
  


  
    ‘What’s the rush?’
  


  
    ‘Lots of things to do.’
  


  
    ‘On Sunday?’
  


  
    ‘Sunday, Monday, it doesn’t matter.’ She put her hand on the doorknob. ‘I made juice – there’s a pitcher in the fridge.’
  


  
    I walked over to her, put my hand on her wrist.
  


  
    ‘Stay just a little longer.’
  


  
    She eased away. ‘I really have to go.’
  


  
    ‘Come on, take a breather.’
  


  
    ‘I don’t need a breather, Alex.’
  


  
    ‘At least stay for a while and let’s talk.’
  


  
    ‘About what?’
  


  
    ‘Us.’
  


  
    ‘There’s nothing to talk about.’
  


  
    Her apathy was forced, but it pushed my button anyway. Months of frustration were compressed into a few moments of blazing soliloquy:
  


  
    She was selfish. Self-obsessed. How did she think it felt to live with a hermit? What had I done to deserve this kind of treatment?
  


  
    Then a laundry list of my virtues, of every lofty service I’d performed for her since the day we’d met.
  


  
    When I was through she put down her bag and took a seat on the couch. ‘You’re right. We do need to talk.’
  


  
    She stared out the window.
  


  
    I said, ‘I’m listening.’
  


  
    ‘I’m trying to collect my thoughts. Words are your business, Alex. I can’t compete with you on that level.’
  


  
    ‘No one needs to compete with anyone. Just talk to me. Tell me what’s on your mind.’
  


  
    She shook her head. ‘I don’t know how to put this without being hurtful.’
  


  
    ‘Don’t worry about that. Just let it out.’
  


  
    ‘Whatever you say, Doctor.’ Then: ‘Sorry, this is just very hard.’
  


  
    I waited.
  


  
    She clenched her hands, unflexed them and spread them out. ‘Look around this room – the furniture, the artwork – everything exactly the way it was the first time I saw it. Picture-perfect –                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               your















































































































































 perfect taste. For five years, I’ve been a boarder.’
  


  
    ‘How can you say that? This is your home.’
  


  
    She started to reply, shook her head and turned away.
  


  
    I stepped into her line of vision, pointed to the ash-burl trestle table in the dining room. ‘The only furniture that means anything to me is                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 that















































































































































. Because                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 you















































































































































 built it.’
  


  
    Silence.
  


  
    ‘Say the word and I’ll chop everything to matchsticks, Robin. We’ll start from scratch. Together.’
  


  
    She put her face in her hands, sat that way for a while, and finally looked up, wet-eyed. ‘This isn’t about interior decorating, Alex.’
  


  
    ‘What                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 is















































































































































 it about?’
  


  
    ‘                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                You















































































































































. The kind of person you are. Overwhelming. Overpowering. It’s about the fact that you’ve never thought to ask if I wanted anything different – if I had ideas of my own.’
  


  
    ‘I never thought that kind of thing mattered to you.’
  


  
    ‘I never hinted that it did – it’s me, too, Alex. Accepting, going along, fitting into your preconceived notions. Meanwhile, I’ve been living a lie – viewing myself as strong, self-sufficient.’
  


  
    ‘You                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 are















































































































































 strong.’
  


  
    She laughed without joy. ‘That was Daddy’s line: You are                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 strong















































































































































 girl, beautiful                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 strong















































































































































 girl. He used to get mad at me when my confidence lagged, yelled at me and told me over and over that I was different from the other girls.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 Stronger















































































































































 than them. To him, strong meant using your hands, creating. When the other girls were playing with Barbies, I was learning how to load a band saw. Sanding my knuckles to the bone. Constructing a perfect miter joint. Being                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 strong















































































































































. For years I bought into it. Now here I am, finally taking a good look into the mirror, and all I see is another weak woman living off a man.’
  


  
    ‘Did the Tokyo deal have anything to do with this?’
  


  
    ‘The Tokyo deal made me stop and think about what I wanted out of life, made me realize how far I was from it – how beholden I’ve always been to someone.’
  


  
    ‘Babe, I never meant to hem you in—’
  


  
    ‘That’s the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 problem















































































































































! I’m a                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 babe















































































































































 – a damn                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 baby















































































































































! Helpless and ready to be fixed by doctor Alex!’
  


  
    ‘I don’t view you as a patient,’ I said. ‘I love you, for God’s sake.’
  


  
    ‘Love,’ she said. ‘Whatever the hell that means.’
  


  
    ‘I know what it means to me.’
  


  
    ‘Then you’re just a better person that I am, OK? Which is the crux of the problem, isn’t it! Doctor Perfect. PhD problem-solver. Looks, brains, charm, money, all those patients who think you’re God.’
  


  
    She got up, walked the floor. ‘Dammit, Alex, when I first met you, you had problems – the burnout, all those self-doubts. You were a                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 mortal
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 could care for                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 you















































































































































. I helped you through that, Alex. I was one of the main reasons you pulled out of it, I know I was.’
  


  
    ‘You were, and I                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 still















































































































































 need you.’
  


  
    She smiled. ‘No. Now you’re fixed, my darling. Perfectly tuned. And there’s nothing left for me to do.’
  


  
    ‘That’s crazy. I’ve been miserable not seeing you.’
  


  
    ‘Temporary reaction,’ she said. ‘You’ll cope.’
  


  
    ‘You must think I’m pretty shallow.’
  


  
    She walked some more, shook her head. ‘God, I’m listening to myself and realizing it all comes down to jealousy, doesn’t it? Stupid, childish jealousy. The same way I used to feel about the popular girls. But I can’t help it – you’ve got it all together. Everything organized into a neat little routine: Run your three miles, take a shower, work a little, cash your checks, play your guitar, read your journals. Fuck me until we both come, then fall asleep, grinning. You buy tickets to Hawaii, we take a vacation. Show up with a  picnic basket, we take lunch. It’s an assembly line, Alex, with you pushing the buttons, and one thing Tokyo taught me was that I don’t want an assembly line. The crazy thing is, it’s a great life. If I let you, you’d take care of me forever, make my life one perfect, sugar-coated dream. I know lots of women would kill for something like that, but it’s not what                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 I















































































































































 need.’
  


  
    Our eyes met. I felt stung, turned away.
  


  
    ‘Oh, God,’ she said, ‘I’m hurting you. I just hate this.’
  


  
    ‘I’m fine. Just go on.’
  


  
    ‘That’s all of it, Alex. You’re a wonderful man, but living with you has started to                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 scare















































































































































 me. I’m in danger of disappearing. You’ve been hinting about marriage. If we married, I’d lose even more of my self. Our children would come to see me as someone dull and unstimulating and bitter. Meanwhile, Daddy would be out in the wide world performing heroics. I need time, Alex – breathing space. To sort things out.’
  


  
    She moved toward the door. ‘I have to go now. Please.’
  


  
    ‘Take all the time you need,’ I said. ‘All the space. Just don’t cut me off.’
  


  
    She stood trembling in the doorway. Ran to me, kissed my forehead, and was gone.
  


  
    Two days later I came home and found a note on the ash-burl table:
  


  
    
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      

    


    
      Dear Alex,
    


    
      Gone up to San Luis. Cousin Terry had a baby. Going to help her, be back in about a week.
    


    
      Don’t hate me.
    


    
      Love,
    


    
      R
    

  


  


  
    3
  


  
    ONE OF the cases I’d just finished working on involved a five-year-old girl as the hostage in a vicious custody battle between a Hollywood producer and his fourth wife.
  


  
    For two years the parents, encouraged to wage war by lawyers on retainer, had been unable to reach a settlement. Finally the judge got disgusted and asked me to come up with recommendations. I evaluated the girl and asked that another psychologist be appointed to examine the parents.
  


  
    The consultant I recommended was a former classmate named Larry Daschoff, a sharp diagnostician whose ethics I respected. Larry and I had remained amicable over the years, trading referrals, getting together occasionally for lunch or handball. But as a friend he fell in the casual category and I was surprised when he called me at 10.00 P.M. on Friday.
  


  
    ‘Dr D? It’s Dr D,’ he shouted, cheerful as usual. A hurricane of noise roared in the background – squealing tires and gunshots from a blaring TV competing with what sounded like a schoolyard during recess.
  


  
    ‘Hi, Larry. What’s up?’
  


  
    ‘What’s up is Brenda is at the law library cramming for her torts course and I’ve got all five monsters to myself.’
  


  
    ‘The joys of parenthood.’
  


  
    ‘Oh, yeah.’ The noise level rose. A small voice whined, ‘Daddy! Daddy! Daddy!’
  


  
    ‘One second, Alex.’ He put his hand over the phone and I heard him say, ‘Wait till I’m off the phone.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 No















































































































































, not now.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 Wait















































































































































. If he bothers you, just stay                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 away















































































































































 from him. Not                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 now















































































































































, Jeremy, I don’t want to hear it.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 I’m talking on the phone, Jeremy















































































































































. If you don’t cool it, it’s                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 no Cocoa Puffs and twenty minutes off your bedtime















































































































































!’
  


  
    He came back on the line. ‘I’ve become an instant fan of aversive therapy . . . Fuck Anna Freud and Bruno Bettelheim. Both of them probably locked themselves in their studies to write their books while someone else raised their kids. Did old Anna even have kids? I think she stayed married to Daddy. Anyway, first thing Monday I’m sending away for half a dozen cattle prods. One for each of them and one to shove up my own ass for encouraging Brenda to go back to school. If Robin ever comes up with a creative idea like that, change the subject fast.’
  


  
    ‘I’ll be sure to do that, Larry.’
  


  
    ‘You OK, D?’
  


  
    ‘Just a little tired.’
  


  
    He was too good a therapist not to know I was holding back. Too good, also, to pursue the issue.
  


  
    ‘Anyway, D, I read your report on the Featherbaugh mess and concur in every respect. With parents like these, what would really benefit the kid would be orphanhood. Barring that, I agree that some half-assed joint custody arrangement’s probably the least terrible way to go. Want to take bets on the chances of its working out?’
  


  
    ‘Only if I can wager on the down side.’
  


  
    ‘No way.’ He excused himself again, yelled for someone to turn down the TV. No compliance followed. ‘People are really fucked up, aren’t they, D? How’s that for a major insight after thirteen years as a mind prober? Nobody wants to work at anything anymore – God knows I’m no day at the beach and neither is Brenda. If we can stick it out all these years, anyone should be able to.’
  


  
    ‘I always thought of you two as the perfect couple.’
  


  
    ‘One born every moment.’ He chuckled. ‘We’re talking Italian marriage – mucho passione, mucho screamo. Bottom line, she puts up with me because of my erotic prowess.’
  


  
    ‘That so?’
  


  
    ‘                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                That so?















































































































































 ’ he mimicked. ‘D, that was pretty damn shrinky sounding, not up to your usual level of sparkling repartee. Sure you’re OK?’
  


  
    ‘I’m fine. Really.’
  


  
    ‘If you say so. Anyway, on to my main reason for calling. Get the invite to Kruse’s big bash?’
  


  
    ‘It’s gracing the bottom of my wastebasket – that sparkling enough?’
  


  
    ‘Not by a long shot. Not planning on going?’
  


  
    ‘You’ve got to be kidding, Larry.’
  


  
    ‘I don’t know. It could be fun in a                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 mondo bizarro















































































































































 kind of way – see how the other half lives, stand on the sidelines making nasty analytic comments while suppressing our bourgeois envy.’
  


  
    I remembered something. ‘Larry, weren’t you Kruse’s research assistant for a while?’
  


  
    ‘Not                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 for a while















































































































































, D. Just one semester – and yes, I’m being defensive. The guy was a sleaze. My excuse is that  I was broke – just married, slaving over the dissertation, and my NIMH stipend ran out mid-semester.’
  


  
    ‘C’mon, fess up, Larry. It was a plum job. You guys sat around all day watching dirty movies.’
  


  
    ‘Not fair, Delaware. We were exploring the frontiers of human sexuality.’ He laughed. ‘Actually, we sat around all day and watched                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 undergraduates















































































































































 watch dirty movies. Oh, for those licentious seventies – could you see getting away with that today?’
  


  
    ‘A tragic loss to science.’
  


  
    ‘Catastrophic. Truth be told, D, it                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 was















































































































































 total bullshit. Kruse got away with it because he’d brought in money – a private grant – to study the effects of pornography on sexual arousal.’
  


  
    ‘Did he come up with anything?’
  


  
    ‘Major data: Fuck films make college sophomores horny.’
  


  
    ‘I knew that when                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 I















































































































































 was a sophomore.’
  


  
    ‘You were a late bloomer, D.’
  


  
    ‘Did he publish?’
  


  
    ‘Where?                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 Penthouse















































































































































? Nah, he used the results to go on talk shows and cheerlead for porn as a healthy sexual outlet, et cetera, et cetera. Then in the “uptight eighties,” he made a complete about-face – supposedly, he’d “re-analyzed” his data. Started giving speeches about porn promoting violence against women.’
  


  
    ‘Lots of integrity, our new department head.’
  


  
    ‘Oh, yeah.’
  


  
    ‘How’d he climb this high, Larry? He used to be part-time help.’
  


  
    ‘Part-time help with full-time connections.’
  


  
    ‘The name on the endowment – Blalock?’
  


  
    ‘You got it. Old moolah – steel, railroads – one of those families that gets a penny every time someone west of the Mississippi breathes.’
  


  
    ‘What’s Kruse’s connection?’
  


  
    ‘Way I hear it, Mrs Blalock had a kid with problems, Kruse was the kid’s therapist. Must have made it all better because Mommy’s been pouring money into the department for years – on condition that Kruse administer it. He’s been promoted, given everything he wants. His latest want is to be department head, so,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 voila















































































































































, party time.’
  


  
    ‘Tenure for sale,’ I said. ‘I didn’t know things had gotten that bad.’
  


  
    ‘That bad and worse, Alex. I still give those lectures in family therapy, so I’m involved enough in the department to know that the financial situation sucks. Remember how they used to push pure research at us, look down their noses at anything even remotely applied? How Ratman Frazier used to keep telling us                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 relevant















































































































































 was a dirty word? It finally caught up with them. Nobody wants to fund grants to study the eyeblink reflex in decorticate lobsters. On top of that, undergraduate enrollment’s way down – psych’s not a hip major anymore. Nowadays everyone, including my oldest, wants to be a business major, inside-trade their way to health and happiness. Which means budget cuts, layoffs, empty classrooms. They’ve had a hiring freeze for nineteen months – even the full profs have got their noses to the floor. Kruse brings in Blalock money, he can eat tenure for breakfast. In the words of my oldest: Money talks, Dad. Bullshit walks. Hell, even Frazier’s jumped on the bandwagon. Last I heard he was into mail-order, marketing stop-smoking tapes.’
  


  
    ‘You’re kidding.’
  


  
    ‘I kid you not.’
  


  
    ‘What does Frazier know about how to quit smoking? About anything                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 human















































































































































?’
  


  
    ‘Since when is that important? Anyway, that’s the situation. Now, about Saturday. I managed to farm out all five cupcakes for three hours tomorrow. I                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 could















































































































































 use the time to pump iron, watch the game, or do something else comparably thrilling, but the idea of getting all spiffed up and saturating myself with free drinks and                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 haute-cuisine















































































































































 munchies at some Holmby Hills pleasure dome didn’t sound half bad.’
  


  
    ‘The drinks are bound to be lousy, Larry.’
  


  
    ‘Better than what I’m drinking now. Diluted apple juice. Looks like piss. It’s all that’s left in the house – I forgot to go shopping. I’ve been shoveling sugared cereal into the kids for two days.’ He sighed. ‘I’m a trapped man, D. We’re talking terminal cabin fever. Come to the damned party and trade cynical barbs with me for a couple of hours. I’ll R-S-Veep for both of us. Bring Robin, parade her around, and let the rich farts know money can’t buy everything.’
  


  
    ‘Robin can’t make it. Out of town.’
  


  
    ‘Business?’
  


  
    ‘Yup.’
  


  
    Pause.
  


  
    ‘Listen, D, if you’re tied up, I understand.’
  


  
    I thought about it for a moment, considered another lonely day and said, ‘No, I’m free, Larry.’
  


  
    And set the gears in motion.
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