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The fault, dear Brutus, is not in our
stars,

But in ourselves, that we are underlings.

 


— William
Shakespeare

 


If you can't be a good example, then
you'll

just have to be a horrible warning.

 


— Catherine Aird

 



 


For Doli —

for too many reasons

to list on one page;

but a lot of them are

in the ones that follow.

 



Foreword to the Second Edition, by John
Shirley

 


This is a foreword; it is supposed to tell
you things about a book before you read it. But no author wants
someone else to spoil his story or tell the reader: “This is what
it is all about, man, this is the true meaning that I will now
reveal unto you…”

So I’m not going to do that in my
foreword.

Of course you can always write about how the
book came about … but I have no idea how it came about.

A lot of forewords are about the
foreworder’s personal relationship to the author, how you go back
years together and have shared many deep thoughts or at least a lot
of beers.

I know Hodge, but not well.
At least one of the conventions we were both at I’ve even tried to
block out of my memory (or possibly my brain damage blocked it out)
and my agent, who knows Hodge better than I do, had to remind me
about it. Anyway, I’ve never bonded with him in that collegial way
that writers sometimes do. I also never bonded with him, in the bad
old days, by waking up in the same pool of puke in a back room
somewhere. (At least, I don’t think
that was Hodge.)

I know Hodge only from his
work and, frankly, I haven’t read a great deal of it. Don’t take
that wrong. The fact that I’ve read any of it at all is a real
compliment. I don’t read much fiction at all and even less that can
be considered “genre” fiction. This is not unusual, by the way. I
don’t think my friend Tim Powers has read any genre fiction
published in the last thirty or so years, unless it’s by Jim
Blaylock. (Well, he read my Demons,
but I’m not sure he considered that “genre”.) I
understand Clive Barker will not read fiction of any kind when he
is himself writing fiction.

But I have read some of
Hodge’s work and I know he’s a damned good writer. He’s also a
damned dark writer. He illuminates our own personal darknesses by showing
us the darker dark. And this book, Prototype, is, as far as I know, the
darkest thing he’s ever written. It is as if, after he wrote this
one, he saw some light himself and never needed to go back down to
this depth.

Clay Palmer, the strange
mutant character in Prototype, is the ultimate misfit, a
freak, a man in whom the worst human aggression is heightened past
all endurance, multiplied to the point of unquenchable, consuming
rage that must result in the destruction of others and of himself.
Wait — was Hodge writing about me, when I was, like, 25? No, he
didn’t know me then. But he’s writing about all youthful male
alienation, when it’s alienation keyed to the point of igniting
rage. And in this case, igniting something else…

But even though he is what he is, Palmer
still has a choice. He wants to “rise above” what he is.

It always struck me that
in, say, the movie Blade
Runner, as in the Phil Dick novel
Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?
underlying that film, the rebellious androids were
really stand-ins for humanity, for everyone angry, secretly or out
front, about mortality; angry that they are brought into the world
to live and learn and then must die before having a real chance to
live, a chance to really learn. And in Prototype Palmer seems to me to
represent everyone who finds themselves hating what they are — at
least at first — until they learn to understand their true nature.
And that’s most of us, at least at some point — most of us, if only
as insecure adolescents, but often later in our lives, too — look
at ourselves with profound dissatisfaction. Why was I this and not
that? I was intended to be an Olympic skater! Or: I was supposed to
be a scientist! Or: Why’d I waste my life training to be an Olympic
skater, when really I wanted to be a scientist? I was supposed to
be smart or slim or witty or talented or a much kinder person
people would like and cherish and…

But what I am is … what I am. And we go
through a process of finding out what we are. We model different
versions, in high school and college — often in the process of
trying this “major” and then shifting to that one, or going from
studying philosophy to vocational school. We take adult classes to
be more…something else. But eventually we work out who we are.

Most good science-fiction,
you see, is about something other than what it immediately seems to
be about. The best science-fiction or horror is metaphor — it’s a
great story, as this book is, but it also resonates on some deeper
level for us. Prototype
resonates with questions of identity and what it
means to be human.

People tend to sleepwalk
through their lives. If they become aware of it, they either try to
go deeper asleep — maybe by drinking, taking drugs, spending half
their lives in role-playing games online — or they struggle to wake
up. A motivator for waking up is wanting to change. To become
master of oneself. To do that, you have to be able to make choices.
Sleepwalking, knee-jerk people can’t make choices. Somewhere
in Prototype is an
understanding of just those issues — to change, you have to wake up
enough to see yourself as you really are. Then — maybe. You have to
accept who you are … but there’s always another possibility. The
chance for evolution…

At one point, Clay and his kind are called
“outsiders adrift in societies for which they have more contempt
than love.” Some writers are like that or at least writers like me
— maybe Hodge too. Others are more like the Impressionist artist,
Willard Metcalf, whose “The White Veil” Palmer describes as,
“Fuzzy, soft focus … diffused. Even though that’s a winter scene,
it’s still warm.” Writers who write dark fiction are more like
Clay’s artist friend, Graham, whose work reflects a harsher — and
more relevant — truth in which you can find a perverse beauty.

It is not that writers of dark fantasy and
sf cannot see beauty or have no hope or feel such things are
irrelevant. It’s that we know that making that choice to rise
above, to be aware and awake, is not easy. Once the choice is made,
you have to continue to choose and that is more difficult still.
Writers like Hodge know that and they aren’t going to lie to you
and make it soft and fuzzy. Sometimes we are even going to be,
well, a little extreme.

Just a little, though, because people like
Hodge and myself aren’t nihilists. We might be accused of that —
punk rock is often labeled nihilistic and I’ve been known to be a
punk rocker — but we know better. That fictional artist, Graham, is
a nihilist and he creates a work of art that is as extreme as it
gets: The Dream of Kevorkian. I’ll let you discover just where
Hodge sees nihilism taking an artist.

There’s nothing soft or
fuzzy about Prototype. Oh it has its touching moments — the lesbian relationship
between Adrienne and Sarah is as real and nuanced and sophisticated
as any I’ve read. Pretty good coming from a male. Not something I’d
try — and he pulled it off.

When Prototype was first published it had
the word “horror” on its spine. I imagine you’d still call it
horror now too but keep in mind as you read this book that if this
had been a generic horror novel, Hodge would have told his story
more or less like this: Clay is a monster. Maybe it is not his
fault he’s a monster, but he is one, so he is, therefore, evil. His
doctor, Adrienne, wants to help him not be a monster. In a
conventional horror novel they might even fall in love because the
power of love might save the day. (Besides women, in that sort of
book are only allowed to be good or bad themselves. And she’s a
scientist, and there’s only good or bad science.) But, one way or
another there would be a confrontation between “good” and “evil.”
Good will more or less win, one way or another, because that’s how
those stories are supposed to work.

Note that Hodge does just about everything a
writer can do to avoid that formula and he does it in many
different ways. But few of them are simple ways. A simple way would
have been pull a reverse — good is evil, evil is good. He plays
with that concept with a character, Patrick Valentine, who quotes
Nietzsche a lot and seems to think that the “monsters” here
represent the “atavism of a more ancient world” and that
monstrosity is inevitable.

In the end, well, you’ll
have to decide about the ending of this book yourself, but I think
you may find that you will feel every character has made a key
mistake, made at least one wrong choice at some turn. Long before
reaching the conclusion you’ll also understand that the world
itself and society, in Prototype, is the end sum of
humanity’s many mistakes. (There’s not a lot about the nonfictional
world that doesn’t support that idea.)

In fiction, you write resolutions. There is
an end. At most, like here, there is an epilogue. As a reader, you
close the cover and there is no more. The End. Choices, mistakes,
consequences — all over. Whatever impression that writer is going
to make has been made.

And Brian Hodge makes a
lasting impression with Prototype.

Life’s not like a novel. We
don’t write our lives and resolve our dilemmas so easily.
But Prototype will
at least lead you to consider the higher questions … questions that
have a secret relevance to your own life.

John Shirley

February 15, 2006

 



PART ONE/RUST

 


It pointed to the generation of all these
creeds. They were assertions, not arguments; so they required a
prophet to set them forth… Their birth set them in crowded places.
An unintelligible passionate yearning drove them out into the
desert.

 


— T.E. Lawrence

The Seven Pillars of Wisdom

 



 


 


 


One

 


After the calm, Adrienne looked in on her
patient, up from Emergency and now in his room. He was at such
peace, and she marveled: The difference between the countenance of
a devil and that of an angel is sometimes nothing more than
sleep.

It was an archaic association, the kind she
would always have to keep to herself. How many fellow
psychologists, colleagues and mentors alike, would frown upon such
medieval terminology? Angels, devils; good, evil; black, white … no
such things. The modern age had sounded the death knell for such
absolutes.

There existed but chaos and order, illness
and health.

But if the metaphor fits … apply it.

The patient, peaceful now, lay beneath the
precautionary restraints across his bed. He was, so far, without
name, without history. He was nothing but symptoms and wounds. An
IV line snaked into one arm to boost fluid levels; he was suffering
from mild dehydration. He had been brought in without ID, and the
police had been unable to take fingerprints even after he'd been
sedated into sleep: Both hands were heavily stitched, splinted, and
bandaged.

Adrienne held little hope for a lucid talk
with him tomorrow. Only someone suffering from extreme personality
disturbances would not only break his own hands on another's face,
but continue to pummel away until jagged fragments of his own
metacarpals protruded from his hands in compound fractures.

The patrol officers who had brought him in
earlier tonight, in restraints, told her that he had been picked up
on the east side of Tempe, at a shopping strip. That he had spent a
good deal of time in the Arizona desert seemed a reasonable
deduction. There had been sand and dust inside his boots, with his
jacket and jeans heavily coated as well. According to the police,
witnesses to the altercation that had landed him here said that
three skateboard thugs had tried to relieve him of his wallet as he
was leaving a Tex-Mex stand. All three of them, ironically, had
been brought in as even more deserving emergency cases.

Comical enough in its beginnings, Adrienne
supposed: The kid who'd snatched the wallet from their John Doe's
hand had been knocked from his skateboard by a well-aimed sack of
tacos to the head. After which the victim had become the aggressor.
He had snatched up the upended skateboard and used its flat, wide
top to shatter its owner's nose.

The melee was joined at once by the other
two, valiantly altruistic musketeers, the both of them — in their
own eyes, at least. Adrienne well knew that boys in their late
teens listened far more readily to testosterone than to common
sense.

And they had paid dearly. Between the three
of them, their tally of injuries was headed by a broken jaw, two
broken noses, nine missing teeth, one shattered elbow, two ruptured
testicles, a skull fracture, thirteen broken ribs. One would be
urinating blood for days. Then there were the punctures and
lacerations caused by the bones protruding from John Doe's
hands.

Adrienne, as a staff
psychologist, had not treated them, had scarcely even seen them.
Her understanding of the hapless trio's fate was mainly appraisal
from colleagues working the night shift. While grievous injuries
they were, Adrienne found it difficult to sympathize. Three-on-one
was such an act
of vicious cowardice. She despised the pack mentality — an
evolutionary carry-over, perhaps, still buried in the primal brain,
but a behavioral anachronism. Like a burst appendix, it could cause
only misery. Surely human beings were better than that, somewhere
within, weren't they?

Apparently their John Doe, bruised and
battered but the last one on his feet, had attempted to lurch away
from the scene, and even then had needed two police officers to
subdue him. His bone-razor hands were secured behind his back and
in he came, 9:22 P.M. this September midweek night. He was an
immediate code blue, all available able-bodied personnel converging
on the ER entrance to make sure he hurt no one else or did no more
damage to himself. His hands may have been bound, but he had feet.
And teeth. And a seemingly bottomless reservoir of ferocious energy
— adrenaline, most likely. A later blood test checked negative for
presence of drugs.

Drugs had, in the end, been their only
recourse to stop him. He nearly had to be submerged in Thorazine
before it took effect.

Adrienne had witnessed,
had felt an unexplained sorrow after the final plunge of the needle
into exposed arm, a drama played out by nearly a dozen participants
— oh, here was a
pack in action. Watching John Doe's struggles dwindle to twitches,
and the fury fade from his eyes as they shut, yet even then still
seemed to hate, she had thought of animals she'd seen on
documentaries beyond number: fine and noble predators such as lions
and tigers and panthers, enraged at the sting of the dart in their
hip, and given to spectacular acrobatics even as consciousness
ebbed. At the end, wobbly and confused, they invariably seemed like
nothing so much as cubs, clumsy and mystified. And then they
fell.

John Doe … where
did you come from, and
where were you going? And what demons followed you
within?

Demons in, of course, a wholly figurative
sense.

She kept that to herself too.

 


*

 


Adrienne had but a half-hour remaining on
her shift, and it went peacefully enough. Midnight came and she
knocked off duty but had little desire to leave the hospital.
Ensconced in her office, she rang home and got the machine; left a
message that she had a patient for whom she wanted to be on-site
whenever he came around, and would probably be home later in the
morning.

Silence, then. Was any place so quiet as a
hospital office after midnight? Off came her shoes and she wiggled
her feet for a moment, felt full circulation restore; then she
cranked the Levolor blinds into a barrier and raised her slacks'
legs to peel away her knee-highs.

She dropped to sit on the
couch. That was the great thing about her chosen career — always a
place to sleep. Adrienne shut her eyes and did some slow, deep
breathing, let the day and tonight's shift ease out of her one
lungful at a time. Directly across the office, centered between
packed bookshelves, she kept hung a large square print of a
landscape from early American impressionism, Willard
Metcalf's The White
Veil. She regarded it as mildly hypnotic,
so serene she could nearly hear the whisper of its falling snow. It
was easy to lose herself in the painting every time, wander down
its blanketed hillsides to the valley below, and even the bleakness
of its bare trees seemed softened beneath a milky gray sky. Such a
glaring contrast to the stark desert landscape that surrounded her
waking world, and she supposed that was a large part of its appeal.
Perhaps she was being quietly obstinate.

Adrienne reached over the couch and took
down a Navajo blanket from the wall clips that held it in place.
Off with the light, and she curled herself on the couch. Reached
behind her head to unbind the straight blond hair she kept pulled
back while on duty, and let it fall to just above her
shoulders.

Beneath the blanket, she held her gaze
across the office to the painting, pale luminescence in the office
gloom. Let it sink in, be the last thing she saw before sleep, and
perhaps she would dream of snow. The virgin autumn of late
September was still plenty warm here, but winter was on its way,
and still she would miss the winters of the north. Desert winters
were never satisfying, in the schema of the
birth-growth-death-rebirth cycle of the seasons.

She slept, and dreamed instead of ice, and
factories where straggling drones stoked desperate, feeble fires
until the last embers died, and then the drones fell, until they
too lay frozen.

 


*

 


Buzzing, persistent and harsh enough to
pierce sleep: her phone. Adrienne pushed aside the blanket and took
several reeling steps to her desk and answered, barely
coherent.

"Doctor Rand?"

"Mm. Yes." Blinking, widening her eyes,
alternately; focus had to be somewhere.

"This is Beth Weatherford, down on five. You
wanted to be notified as soon as your John Doe from last night came
around?"

"Right, right, right…" Adrienne cleared her
throat; could not yet make sense of her clock. "What time is
it?"

"It's about seven-fifteen."

"What kind of emotional state is he in this
morning?"

"Well, he's … quite calm, really. He's very
lucid and aware."

Interesting. Adrienne thanked her, said
she'd be down in a few minutes, asked to have an orderly make sure
there was a chair in the room. Even before the phone was cradled
she was reaching for the small curved combs she used to hold her
hair back. She kicked into her shoes, and while she never much
liked the white coat, better that than it being so obvious she had
slept in her clothes.

Down on five, Adrienne smiled briefly at the
nurse who had buzzed her from the duty station, clicked a brisk
walk down the hall. While some found Ward Five a nightmare zone,
rarely did it bother her. It took a special breed to work here,
amid the crises and breathing cautionary tales of lives in
implosion. The schedule of the outside world and the pulse of
circadian rhythms meant nothing here. Rooms might rebound with
despairing moans and nonsensical conversations at any hour of the
day.

Room 532. She knocked, entered. Wished, for
a moment, that she'd thought to hunt for the breath spray somewhere
in her desk drawer. Her mouth tasted stale.

Room 532, and its sole occupant … she found
them both eerily calm, as if they belonged on another floor
entirely. Certainly, the man's behavior and countenance were polar
opposites of what they had been last night.

"Another new face," he said.

She smiled, hoped it came across as
disarming. "That's odd. It looked like the same old thing to me
this morning."

A bit lame, as wit went, but at least he
didn't roll his eyes. Adrienne contended that, just as the first
crucial five years of a child's life could set the tone for the
remainder, the first several minutes of exchange between patient
and therapist could determine everything to follow. Even minor
missteps could blaze trails along terribly wrong paths.

She pulled the chair over from the wall,
near the bed. Best to get to the same eye-level as soon as
possible. Nobody liked dealing with someone towering over him the
entire time. A tape recorder might be intimidating this soon, as
well, and anyway, she didn't plan on covering ground any more
complicated than what could be served later by memory and quick
jottings in the notebook she slipped from her pocket.

"How are you feeling this morning?"

He shrugged with a tilt of his head and a
constricted twitch of his shoulder. Beneath the restraints
criss-crossing the bed, it was about all the body language he could
manage.

"My name's Adrienne Rand," she said. "I'm a
psychologist on staff here. I was on duty last night when you were
brought in."

He nodded, almost matter-of-factly, gave a
small sigh. Rolled his head away for a moment, to stare with flat
eyes toward the window. Beyond the chain-link window guard and
spots on the glass, there was nothing to see, nothing but
brightening sky.

Lying there, calm, he looked smaller than he
had when first brought in last night. Certainly too small to have
inflicted the kind of damage he had on three assailants, and then
require two police officers to subdue him. Average height and
build, skinny hipped; she wondered how well he'd been eating
lately. Black hair of moderate length, wildly unkempt now, with
days' worth of beard stubble. His head and bruised, sunburned face
were characterized by a curiously sleek appearance, with both
contoured cheekbones and jawline that swept around to either side
of his skull. It seemed a face engineered to lean into the wind, to
cut resistance, to slice ahead. Adrienne found a strange beauty in
it. As faces went, this one was fascinating. Last night's
figurative assessment as she watched him sleep still held: His
could be the seductive face of an angel or a devil. A single stroke
by the artist — or a vandal — could tilt it in favor of one or the
other.

"Do you know where you are?"

"If it's Friday, then this
must be Tempe. Or didn't you have geography in mind?" His voice was
low and even. Not inviting, but neither was it hostile. He tilted
his head toward the meshed windows. "If those are any indication, I'd say
I'm in a psycho ward. How'm I doing so far?"

Day, city, and facility. She nodded. "Three
for three." She took a deep breath, tried to minimize the swell in
her chest on the inhale. The spotlight was definitely on; without
being too obvious about it, this man was sizing her up … her every
move, every word. And if he'd had a way of picking through her
every thought, no doubt he would be exercising that option,
too.

"How much do you remember about last night,
about why you were brought here? Do you have any recollection at
all?"

Hooded gray eyes, lids drifting shut. For a
moment they clenched as fiercely and tightly as fists. "I didn't
finally kill someone, did I?"

Finally? He remembers
something, definitely. "No, you didn't
kill anyone."

He relaxed. "Well that's good news."

"How much
do you remember about
last night?"

"I remember losing my temper, but I'd say I
was provoked. And I still never got to eat my tacos." He laughed,
weakly. "Once the police got me here, hauled me out of the car …
gets kind of fuzzy. I don't remember you." Suddenly those watchful
gray eyes flashed upon the door. "Have I been charged with
anything?"

"Not yet, not that I've heard."

"Think I will?"

"I couldn't say one way or the other, I'm
sorry. Given the degree to which you … defended … yourself last
night, I'm sure the police will at least be interested in some
follow-up before any decision is made."

He rolled his head to face the window again.
There, for the first time: what seemed to be a glimpse of genuine
emotion, an ache in something far deeper than the shattered hands
encased in heavy casts.

"As I said," she went on, "I was there when
you were brought in last night. Both your hands had sustained
compound fractures. It was necessary to give you Thorazine to
prevent you from hurting yourself any more, or someone else."

"Did you shoot me with it?"

"No."

"You just watched." A flat statement,
almost an accusation, then he smiled directly toward her with
something like twisted pride. "It took a lot, didn't
it?"

Adrienne hesitated, then agreed. "We thought
you might have pocketed the first dosage. There was no discernable
effect, really."

"It just takes a lot. I don't know why."

Definitely something to look into, once she
had access to his case history, more background. He certainly
didn't speak as if he were any stranger to the receiving end of
crisis intervention.

"When you were brought in, you had no
identification with you. So as far as who you are, I'm afraid I'm
going to have to start from scratch. Could you tell me your
name?"

"Clay Palmer." His mouth ticked. "Of the
Gehenna Palmers."

She frowned. "Gehenna?"

"That's a mythical name
for hell. It's a joke."

"And where
is your home,
Clay?"

"Home…" He looked at the ceiling, as if
attempting to define the term. "I always thought of my home as my
shell of skin. That way I'm never lost. But that's not what you
mean. Is it?"

"This time I
did have geography in
mind … but we can get around to that later, too."

"I'll bet." He eyed her with a flicker of
wicked mirth; he'd just baited her and he knew it. Whether he'd
done it deliberately or not was the only thing that wasn't clear.
"I'm from Denver."

After she got his address, he reeled forth a
social security number and his birth date without any prompting.
She'd have to double check later, but for now, would take his word
for it that he was twenty-five years old.

"You did considerable damage to yourself
last night, Clay. I wonder if you could tell me what was going
through your mind at the time?"

"You mean what I
was feeling?"
Laughter, harsh and incredulous. "I'd say I was feeling extremely
pissed off. Adrienne."

"Lots of people feel pissed off. Some of
them even act on it. Very few of them go so far as to break their
own hands."

He gazed down along his body, the casts
engulfing his lower arms. "My hands, yeah, I miss them this
morning. At the time, they were just … means to an end."

"What end was that?"

He sighed, looked very stricken and
exhausted all at once. "I don't know … conquest?"

She took a quick breath and decided to steer
this thing back to case history. "Had you ever been attacked like
that before? That you remember?"

He let a small, ironic smile twist one
corner of his mouth. "Like that, three-on-one … no … I don't — no,
definitely not."

She had wondered last night, immediately
upon learning the particulars of his case. Because his fight hadn't
ended when all three assailants were on the ground, had it? In some
convolution of his brain, he had seen reason to fight the police
and emergency room personnel, too. Every reaching hand belonged to
an enemy.

Not uncommon, though. When trauma had
wrenched a life to its foundations, some people simply withdrew
from all but the most overt stimuli. They could not differentiate
foe from ally. She recalled the case of the jogger gang-raped and
beaten in Central Park. Even having been clubbed unconscious, the
woman had flailed about and fought the trauma-center team while on
the table.

But therein lay the
difference: Clay Palmer had successfully fought his assailants
and still gone
past the brink of shutdown.

What had
happened to him in the
past, to generate such fear, such virulent rage? What lay buried
like a bomb in that mind?

"Clay, is there anybody you'd like us to
notify, that you're here, that you're safe?"

"Nobody. Adrienne."

Mental note: He was baiting her again, that
name thing. The last two times she had called him by name, he'd
turned around and done likewise, though in deliberately obvious
fashion. Not quite sarcasm, not quite as afterthought … more like
he was letting her know he wasn't going to be swayed by attempts to
buddy up through co-opting his first name. She couldn't blame him,
actually. Often as not, she associated the tactic with creepy
salesmen she didn't want to deal with at all, much less buy
from.

"Any family or friends in Denver, or
locally…?"

"I said nobody."

Adrienne nodded. "If you change your mind,
I'll be happy to take care of it for you. And convey any message
you might like to pass along."

"Even if it's obscene?"

She maintained a level gaze, even returned
his earlier wry smile. "I'll let discretion play the better part of
judgment."

"Just checking. Probing the bounds of your
honor." For a moment his gaze roved about the room, this cheerless
and spartan chamber, and through his eyes she sought the human
being behind them. When he wasn't looking at her, wasn't playing
the role of guardian at the gate of his privacy, he seemed to drift
upon small painful currents within. If only she could see him free
and unencumbered, observe how he moved, how he sat. How he might
enter a room and commandeer it for his own, or find its most
sheltered corner and make it his harbor. The body told much … but
his was silenced. And in its restriction, it was as if his eyes
were compensating by what they communicated, like sharpened hearing
to the newly blind.

But this she knew: He would not be the type
who found it easy to ask for help. Which didn't mean he was not
without other questions: "How old are you?"

Adrienne saw no harm in answering. "I'm
thirty-four."

"Baby boomer, huh?"

She couldn't help but smile. "Just barely.
In that bulging demographic chart that looks like a pig in a
python, I'm pretty much at the pig's curly little tail." And on
that cusp, Adrienne supposed, she did not truly belong to the body
proper. Cut off the pig's tail, and it may squeal, but it will
never miss the thing. She was a vestigial appendage, with no
generation to call her own. She lived in the temporal gulf between
those who came before and those who followed.

"The boomers," he said.
"Our civilization's last big gasp of self-indulgence. At least I
know my place."

"And where's that?"

"I'm with the people on the side, holding
the shovels." Clay Palmer cleared his throat. "Are we through?"

"Yes. I think that's enough for now."
Adrienne stood, put away her notebook. "About all we've done this
morning is introduce ourselves. We've talked a bit about last night
… but there's a lot that led up to last night that we never touched
on. I think we should, and … I hope you feel the same. And I hope
you'll want to continue talking with me later this weekend."

"Maybe," he said. "But no touching. I don't
really like being touched. No touch therapy."

"All right." Adrienne nodded. Interesting:
could indicate a past history of abuse, emotional withdrawal. "I
think we can work around that."

He raised his hips and torso, pushing up off
his shoulders until his body surged against the restraints. The
twin casts lay along his sides, chunky anchors of white plaster.
"Can you do something about getting these straps off me?"

She would first have to get an authorization
from Ferris Mendenhall, the psychiatrist who oversaw all Ward Five
treatment, but her own recommendation would be that Clay no longer
needed to be restrained, for his own protection or anyone
else's.

Still, not to forget: He had broken his own
hands and used the ends of snapped bones to lacerate three faces.
What damage might he be capable of inflicting with those casts, if
he set his mind to it?

It was nearing eight o'clock, and Mendenhall
should be in by now. It was his call.

"I'll look into it immediately," she
said.


Sometimes it was a relief to defer
responsibility.

 



 


Two

 


Adrienne was back in her own driveway by
nine o'clock that morning, sitting behind the wheel for several
moments after killing the engine. On the dry wind rode the creeping
burn of the day. An all-nighter — sleep in her office
notwithstanding — and still she found something decadent about
dragging wearily in at this hour. Only the motivations had changed
over time. Fifteen years ago it would have been the inevitable
final surrender after a binge. Now, just more overtime devoted to a
classic type-A personality's drive to alleviate the sufferings of
humanity. By fifty, her lock on sainthood should be clinched.

She left the car, started for the front
door.

Adrienne called it home, but after two years
it still took some adjustment. Two floors of stucco topped with
red-tile roofing, on a lot whose lawn was suitably sparse, as per
desert climes, and at least one palm tree visible from nearly every
window. Each time she came rolling down the street she expected to
see a burro tied up out front.

Adrienne's own tastes ran more toward
colonial and Victorian, but upon first setting foot inside when
they'd looked at it, Sarah had loved it, and felt instantaneously
at home here in that impulsive, predestined way she had about her
sometimes. Adrienne figured, in her heart, that her own love would
grow.

Still waiting. By now, she was probably up
to at least an amiable affection for the place.

Sarah was in the front room when Adrienne
came through the door, looked up from her book and brightened
immediately. Uncurled from her cross-legged perch in the cushioned
rattan chair that hung in one corner.

"Hiya," she said, and met Adrienne halfway
to kiss hello, good morning, whatever they had skipped the night
before. "Guess who missed you last night."

"You got my message, didn't you?"

"Yes, I got your message. I was just
feeling needy." Sarah gripped her by the shoulders and steered her
gently toward the sofa. "C'mon. Sit, sit, sit, sit."

Adrienne shut her eyes and smiled and let
fatigue overwhelm her, began to feel tired all over again. Let
Sarah take charge — some indulgent pampering now and then was good
for body and soul. Sarah stayed behind her, reaching across the
back of the sofa and down to the shoulders that felt cramped and
unnatural after sleeping on the office couch, and maybe from all
that residual tension from her first encounter with Clay Palmer.
With this one she wanted very much to tread wisely.

"Let it out, let it out," Sarah said, then
nipped her on the ear. "Can you come out and play tomorrow? I think
it's in your own best interests, you're looking too serious this
week."

"Tomorrow being, what … Saturday?"

"Gasp — she's in touch with modern
timekeeping after all."

Adrienne made a show of inner debate, but a
day out on her day off sounded like a tonic she would be wise to
self-prescribe. "Since it's you, and since you asked," she said.
"What do you have in mind?"

Sarah was digging with strong and nimble
fingers for each and every muscle at the base of Adrienne's neck.
"I was thinking Swiss coffee and a French film and Greek food.
It'll be very multicultural and don't you dare say no."

"Multicultural? You know you're
showing a definite centrism toward Western Europe."

"Shut up. Who's the anthropologist
here?"

Sarah wrapped up her ministrations and
slapped each of Adrienne's shoulders simultaneously, as if swatting
the bottoms of newborns. Her shoulders sang, they hummed, they
throbbed with vitality restored, and Sarah crawled over the back of
the sofa to drop beside her.

Sarah was so physical sometimes, she came
close to being overpowering — not by intimidation, more that to be
around her was to risk either exhaustion by proxy or feelings of
inadequacy. She had entirely too much life-force to contain; would
throw herself into anything and everything that drew her interest
and contend with the bruises or broken heart later.

Sarah was slim and straight above the waist,
with lushly curved hips below. She had a round face almost too
small for her eyes, and mismatched lips that somehow went with her
body: the top one thin, the lower, heavy and ripe and delicious,
the both of them bracketed by smile lines that inscribed her mouth
like soft little parentheses. Her full black hair she brushed
irregularly, and she scuffed around on wide peasant feet, a legacy
from a barefoot childhood. At twenty-nine, Sarah still distrusted
shoes.

They molded together well,
Adrienne four inches taller, and when they embraced, every gentle
swell in one seemed to meet with a corresponding hollow in the
other. Side-by-side they looked to be complementary opposites,
Sarah very much the child of a fecund earth, while there was
something mildly Teutonic about Adrienne … in the fine blond hair,
so very straight, and the murky blue eyes; in the height that once
caused her to slouch until the boys caught up, then began to
surpass her. But it worked; together they worked, and Adrienne had
recently decided she loved Sarah enough that it ached.

She supposed that was a good thing. To gauge
the quality of life, there often seemed no better barometer than
the measure of its pain. I've seen the highs, I've seen the lows,
now how about I linger upon the middle plateaus awhile and sort it
out?

"I came up with another maybe for my thesis
this morning." Sarah beamed with the enthusiasm that inevitably
came when something dawned upon her, its avenues of possibility yet
to be explored. "Want to hear it?"

Adrienne laughed. "How
many will this make, anyway?"

"Five. Want to hear it?"

"I'd rather hear that you've made up your
mind."

Sarah jabbed out and pinched her along the
ribs. "Do you want to hear it or not?"

Adrienne slid down onto the sofa and flung
off both shoes. "Dazzle me."

"Retention in American society of old world
customs by Asian immigrants." She frowned. "That's still too
simplistic for the final approach. But I think it's something I
could really devour. Plus it's something that feels
contemporaneously relevant, you know … not just something I can get
eggheaded about that doesn't address anything going on right now in
our own backyard."

"Asian immigrants," said Adrienne.
Nit-picking, but sometimes that's what Sarah needed; she tended to
view panoramas at the expense of details. "You know Fishbine will
make you narrow your focus." Her faculty adviser in the doctoral
program at Arizona State University; generally easygoing but he
tolerated no shotgun approaches and had no patience with
indecision. At least he was not prone to imposing his own research
needs on the agendas of his students; Sarah was fortunate in that
respect.

"I know he will. Japanese, Chinese, Korean,
Vietnamese, Thai … I have no idea which one I'd end up
preferring."

"You wouldn't prefer one above the other,
that's why you can't make up your mind."

Sarah leaned back and probed Adrienne's
thigh with her toes. "We only get one full life … if that much. Is
it my fault if it all looks so interesting?"

"You and your experiential smorgasbord."
Adrienne smiled, grabbed Sarah's foot, and began to massage it,
digging her thumbs into the arch where she knew Sarah liked it
best. "I wish I could extract that mania from you and inject it
into about half the patients I see. We'd cure thousands from
depression."

"And make millions." Sarah
shuddered, froze, held her foot still. "Right there … yes.
Yes!" She hurled herself
backward along the length of the sofa and threw both arms across
her face with a satisfied groan. "What would you inject into the
other half?"

"Probably your hedonism."

"Rome fell," she said, and groaned again,
"but what fun it must have been at the time, you know?"

A few minutes later Adrienne got up to
change into shorts and a T-shirt. They breakfasted on the back
patio, grapefruit juice and day-old muffins from a favorite bakery.
When Sarah returned to her chair in the front room and her book —
an autobiographical account of a Japanese woman's transition and
adjustment to life under the thumb of American culture — Adrienne
showered away the last of her night's shift. Let her at least make
a clean break before it all began again at four o'clock this
afternoon.

Sarah had left the bedroom blinds down after
rising, to keep the sun out, so the room was still cool. The unmade
bed sat in a low frame, and Adrienne crawled into it, set the alarm
for two-thirty, although she might not need it at all; how one
human body could be so tired but not sleepy still made little sense
to her.

Staring up then, focusing on the slow
hypnotic revolution of the ceiling fan, whirling, whirling, as if
to lift the entire room away. Like Dorothy, cast on the winds
toward Oz. It beat counting imaginary sheep.

Alone in the bedroom on days like this,
sleep could never be too quick in claiming her; days warm outside
and cool in, the sun glowing brightly around the edges of the drawn
blinds, and filling every crack until it became more than light, it
was a luminescent presence trying to assert itself and intrude.

And did it ever take her back.

Three years and chump change ago, she had
been a different Adrienne Rand. In fact, she'd not been Adrienne
Rand at all, but Adrienne Wythe, a name now entirely foreign to
her. Marriage had been, well … adequate, certainly. She recalled
relishing the assurance of someone being there to come home to, and
in turn to be there for someone else. In that sense her marriage
was certainly secure; but then again, so are prisons, so there you
are.

Why, with all the training and fieldwork to
hone those skills in pinpointing everything wrong with a stranger's
life, was her own inner vision confined to hindsight? The paradox
of the trade, she supposed. She and Neal never should have married;
went through six months joined by love, and the rest by inertia
alone. Like a pair of asteroids that never once touch, yet still
hurtle through the black voids in tandem, linked by their own
peculiar gravity.

In those days even her base of home and
career was different. She had been born in San Francisco, and it
seemed perfectly reasonable to expect she would eventually die
there, or at least across the bay in Oakland. In the meantime, S.F.
General was apt to provide all the therapeutic and research
opportunities she could want. She showed a particular flair for
handling violent types, and S.F. General indulged her; there was no
shortage.

Adrienne had never put much credence in
fate. Fate was just a convenient, catchall term for moments of
truth when the laws of probability met in random collision, and
left people to pick their way through the wreckage. And so it had
happened, over a week's time, that the staff of S.F. General fell
by the dozens to a nasty strain of summer flu. Long hours, lowered
resistance — enter the virus, stage left, and her turn came. Simple
cause and effect, but how tempting to believe the universe that day
was plotting. Whether to try to crush her in disillusion, or
liberate her at last, Adrienne had yet to decide. The universe was
funny that way.

No matter. In the long run, she was glad it
had happened.

She timed her commute home
between bouts of wretched upheaval and pulled into the driveway in
time to christen it with bile. Ahead of her was Neal's car, the
Nissan sitting there alone — what's wrong with this picture?
This time of day?
Perhaps he had fallen victim to the same viral prankster, and she
decided she'd best enter as quietly as possible. Neal ill was Neal
near death, to hear him moan on about it.

As it was, such
consideration became quite unwarranted. Once in the house, Adrienne
had tiptoed halfway up the stairs to the second floor and the
bedroom before her ears conceded the obvious: Neal was
not alone.

They had no idea Adrienne
was there, apparently no idea she could be there, ever. Their abandon
was total, and for at least a full minute Adrienne watched from the
hallway. Who the woman was, she didn't know, and even after she had
the name days later, it was no one Adrienne had heard of. Healthy,
though, and even Neal seemed possessed of a certain robust
exuberance that he otherwise lacked in their own bedroom
encounters. They were on their knees, the woman lowered to elbows
as Neal coupled with her from behind, the both of them golden and
glowing in shafts of sunlight that pierced the room through drawn
blinds. They looked like an ad for vitamin E.

My bed. That's my
bed, Adrienne had thought. Perfectly calm,
ungodly calm, every thought and impulse under control.
Shouldn't I at least hate them and start
screaming?

She left the hall, quietly, and eased down
the stairway and back out the front door and stood for a few
moments overlooking a lawn so green and smooth a golfer could have
used it for putting practice. She disconnected a hundred-foot coil
of garden hose from the lawn sprinkler, then reattached the regular
nozzle head. Went back in the house, trailing the hose after her
like some snake that just kept coming, sliding through the doorway
and up the stairs.

Neal and the mystery woman still didn't
notice she was there, not until she unleashed the fury of the hose
upon them. It was the most humiliating form of coitus interruptus
she could devise on the spur of the moment, wetting them down not
like husband and mistress, but rather a pair of mongrels rutting on
the front lawn.

After that day, she refused to see him
without having first consulted a lawyer about it. And whenever, in
the ensuing battle over communal property, she was prone to despair
with frustration over Neal's own legal firepower, one recollection
of him on his side, legs kicking impotently, screeching apologies
and clutching his privates from the bruising force of the spray,
was usually enough to bring a smile. And perspective…

Still more of which came later when she
realized that the whole of northern California had a taint, and
might for years to come. Too lush, too hilly, too many secret
enclaves in the land itself where she might run to contemplate the
changes wrought in her life, only to find she was hiding from
herself, as well.

She wanted — needed — a simpler, less
cluttered environment for a while. The austerity of the desert
beckoned, clean and wind-scoured, like a cleared foundation on
which to rebuild. Arizona would do nicely, and if she wasn't yet
convinced she wanted to die here, she nevertheless owed this place
debts she could never pay.

Here was where she relearned that love need
not stifle, nor grow complacent; that passion need not grow stale.
That you really could link hands and hearts with another, whose
life became a precious complement to your own. As long as there was
love, there was life, and Arizona was just fine that way.

Sarah was from here, after all, and that
counted for much.

The ancient Middle East wasn't the only
place where saviors walked in the desert.

 



 


Three

 


Even in her off-hours, of which there were
many that weekend, Adrienne frequently found her thoughts turning
to Clay Palmer, and the mysteries buried inside him: poisons in
need of draining, psychological boils awaiting the lance.

On Friday, Ferris Mendenhall had okayed the
removal of Clay's restraints. Later that day he'd prescribed a
regimen of lithium to get Clay stabilized and defuse any aggressive
tendencies he might still harbor. He was already on pain medication
for his hands, but Mendenhall preferred taking no chances; for
someone who liked to use his fists, those casts were tantamount to
giving him a pair of bludgeons.

Shortly thereafter the tide of paperwork
began.

The name and other information Clay had
given her had been verified and his records accessed from two
Denver-area hospitals. All dated from the past four years, though
along with these came records from Minneapolis, compiled over the
several years prior to his relocation to Denver. On Sunday,
Adrienne came in to her office an hour early to go through it all,
uninterrupted.

Eleven times over the past seven years he
had made trips to emergency rooms; stitches in his shoulder, his
thigh, his cheek; a few broken bones — ribs alone, three times —
and once a dislocated elbow. In Minneapolis he had thrice been
brought in for alcohol poisoning. Twice in Denver he had been
involuntarily committed for a week of psychological evaluation,
then released. Lithium had been prescribed once before, and
Carbamazepine another time, in an attempt to combat poor impulse
control, but there was no follow-up to see how these affected him,
or even if he had taken them on any regular schedule.

One scribbled note caught
her attention: Some resistance to
Thorazine.

The dry understatement of the weekend.

In his evaluations,
Adrienne found brief passages of interest: Professes an inability to form close interpersonal
attachments yet still speaks with affection of a small number of
friends … reports frequent sleep disturbances, with insomnia and
night terrors most common … exhibits preoccupation with undergoing
vasectomy … spent 5 1/2 hours in apparent self-induced trance this
afternoon but emerged with full knowledge of break — schizophrenia
not indicated … body exhibits scars from self-mutilation but all
appear to date from patient's teens, with no recent manifestations
visible.

Still, the bulk of it was simplistic and
cursory and nothing she hadn't already surmised from having spent
ten minutes with him the morning after a violent spell.

If only his mind had been treated as
thoroughly as his body. Typical.

Since it had required the police to get him
to the hospital in the first place, Adrienne also had the local
force obtain a transcript of his record from Denver. It was nothing
she didn't already expect: primarily a history of petty violent
altercations in which he was lucky enough that no one was seriously
injured. On three separate occasions he had done a month or two of
jail time for misdemeanor assault. Fined for discharge of a firearm
in his apartment. Some property damage, as well. Arrested last year
for demolishing a BMW with a length of pipe; charges dropped due to
lack of evidence. Arrested three years ago for breaking four glass
display-case windows in a convenience store; charges dropped
because of failure to establish positive ID.

And where there were records, odds were
there were incidents never reported.

I didn't finally kill
someone, did I? he had asked.

No. He hadn't. But the probability that he
was headed in that direction was too likely. One slip of his broken
hands the other night, and a jagged shank of exposed bone could
easily have opened someone's jugular or carotid.

Prime objective: The last thing she was
going to do was repeat the mistakes of her predecessors. It wasn't
enough to look over Clay Palmer for a few days, pronounce him
competent to deal with the outer world, prescribe some pills he may
not even bother taking, and send him back into the feeding frenzy
of modern society.

She closed the files.

Adrienne tapped a fingernail on her desktop
and took a long look at herself, the mirror inside. This growing
interest in her mysterious wandering pugilist wasn't merely a
therapist's concern, was it? Admit it — the clinician was rising up
within her too. Clay Palmer was part of an entire fascinating field
ripe for study, something she had long been interested in, if not
always actively. Sometimes the field seemed prevalent enough
without having to seek it out. She’d grown up within a culture of
accelerated war and its glorification, had been educated in a time
when a campus rape no longer came as a surprise when announced on
the morning news; she now lived in an age when in so many factions
it had become socially acceptable sport to beat others half to
death because of their ancestry or who they liked to sleep with or
what god they prayed to, or didn't.

She could wallow in statistics and never
tire of them. Ninety percent of violent crimes were committed by
men. Each Super Bowl Sunday, domestic violence against wives and
girlfriends made a leap averaging forty percent. The previous year,
twenty-five percent of all deaths of males aged fifteen to
twenty-four were by gunshot.

Why? She really wanted to know. Testosterone
could shoulder only so much of the blame.

God bless — in a wholly
non-denominational way — every woman who actively crusaded in
opposition to violence against other women; but too many took such
statistics and hammered them into a license to condemn all things
male. It couldn't be that simple. Their outrage was understandable,
but nothing was ever understood that way, much less
resolved.

If she was seen as sympathizing with the
enemy, so be it. Not every blow, regardless of the recipient's
gender, was struck out of purely evil intent. She had observed too
many perpetrators of violence an hour or two after the act,
shedding genuine tears of anguish and resembling nothing so much as
little boys, bewildered at what their growing bodies had been
capable of.

Sometimes they hurt, too, these bringers of
pain. They deserved to pay for their acts, yes, but how much better
for everyone if they lived in a culture in which they were better
able to understand such destructive impulses in the first place,
and learn to master them. Preventative medicine — no crime, no
victim.

Adrienne had to wonder if her renewed
fascination with violence in men didn't coincide with the
dissolution of her marriage and the subsequent lapsing — for the
time being, at least — of the hetero side of her sexuality. Since
she had initiated divorce proceedings against Neal, she had gone to
bed with only one other man, a dreadful one-night stand born as
much of wine as of desire. Since moving to Tempe, and with Sarah's
eventual entrance into the picture two and a half years ago, she'd
not even had any real impulse to make it with another man.

Was she sufficiently distanced from intimacy
with men that now they had assumed the fascinating aura of
creatures to be studied? Perhaps so. Live in a rain forest, and you
take it for granted; live in a city, and that forest exudes a
powerful allure to the explorer of terra incognita.

And for some explorers, there is no
territory so enticing as that which can kill them.

Adrienne checked the time. A quarter past
four. On duty and she didn't even know it. She picked up her phone
and buzzed down to Ward Five.

"This is Dr. Rand," she said. "Could you
have an orderly bring Clay Palmer up for his session?"

 


*

 


When Clay arrived,
Adrienne almost had second thoughts about turning down the
orderly's offer to linger behind; in his eyes was the implicit end
of the offer — just in case, you
know. It would have sent a poor signal,
though. She wanted Clay to trust her? She had to trust
him.

He looked drawn, tired,
but reasonably well. Good color beneath his fading sunburn and
nicks and bruises. He had been recently shaved, so most of that
scruffy drifter quality had been sacrificed to the razor. The casts
made the visible portion of his arms appear deceptively thin, the
lean, ropy arms of a gangly teenager. His eyes flicked about the
room, taking in decor here, books there, the layout in general.
Cataloging, almost. She had met veterans of recent wars and
skirmishes who did much the same: came into a room evaluating it
for weapons and for cover. She briefly wondered if a military stint
in his background had been overlooked, then decided no. He'd had no
time, not with that file she'd just read.

"Where do you want me?" he asked.

She gestured. "Whichever you prefer. I just
want you to be comfortable."

He chose the couch over
either of the two plush chairs set before it, but would not
recline; sitting, instead, with his back to the wall while she took
a chair. She eased into the session with small talk — how are you
feeling, fine,
how are your hands, fine
— the little opening moments that could either be
a cautious dance or a subtle sparring match.

She asked if he would mind if she recorded
their conversation, and he said no. From her desk she took a small
Sony, about half the size of a paperback book, and placed it on a
table adjacent to them, set it rolling. She never understood
counselors who used voice-activated recorders; even the duration of
a pause could sometimes be more telling than words.

"This is the part where we start talking
about my sex life and toilet training, isn't it?" His streamlined
face was half-turned her way, his eyebrows mock-inquisitive
arches.

"Only if they seem relevant."

"I'd say they are. These casts?" He lifted
them, ponderous weights from which mere fingertips protruded. "I
can barely aim myself steady enough to hit the toilet." A
self-effacing little grin of embarrassment, but something about it
rang hollow. "And I definitely can't whack off. Can I count on a
little relief from you?"

"The last time I checked,
that's not in my job description," she said. At times such as this
she wished she wore glasses; nobody looks more like they mean
serious business than someone tugging off glasses with one hand.
She continued, voice even-tempered and professional: "A remark like
that is way out of line and we both know you're aware of that.
Dirty little propositions quit shocking me a long time ago, so if
it's all the same to you, I'd rather get past that phase of
your evaluation
of me. Good
enough?"

He did nothing for several moments, then
grinned lazily down toward the couch with a single conciliatory
nod. Whatever test that had been, it appeared that she'd
passed.

So proceed.

"Neither of us brought this up on Friday
morning, when we first spoke, but there's something I'm still
wondering about. Not that it's necessarily important — more for my
own curiosity. What brought you down this way from Denver?"

"I just wanted to get away by myself for a
while."

"You wanted to be completely alone, then."
More a statement of clarification than a question. You had to be
careful with direct questions; too many and a session could turn
into an interview that yielded facts, but ignored the richer vein
of feelings.

"I wanted to get away from everything I was
familiar with. So about a week and a half ago, I just left. You
know how you go for a walk to think, to clear your head."

"If you wanted to be alone, you could have
locked your door and not answered it, and unplugged your
phone."

He cleared his throat,
uncertainty shifting across his face. "I knew that wasn't going to
be enough. Sometimes that is
enough, it works … but it's a very passive way of
going about it. Sometimes you need that distance. It didn't even
seem right to drive it. So I didn't."

Adrienne eased forward in her chair. "Eight
hundred miles is quite a walk to do some thinking."

"I had a lot to think about."

"And what was that?"

"Besides, I was hitchhiking some of the
time. The way I see it, that's not cheating, that's allowed."

She said nothing — let the silence weigh
upon him until he decided to do something about it. Her question
hung there and he was perfectly aware of it; she could tell in a
flicker of eye contact. What she could not yet discern was if his
evasion was genuine, or one more little game.

Clay slid forward on the
couch. The hospital robe bunched beneath his legs and he stood.
Wandered across the office to stand before her print of
Metcalf's The White Veil
while she looked at his back, framed against the
tranquil snowscape.

"Impressionism, right?"

"Yes."

"French or American?"

"American."

He nodded, still presenting his back to her.
"I know this guy who's an artist. His work … it's nothing like
this. He doesn't see the world this way."

"Is this a friend of yours?"

Slowly, Clay turned his back on the scene
and returned to the couch. She decided his evasion, as well as his
lengthy contemplation, were genuine.

"Friend is an outmoded concept, isn't
it? Graham … I get along with him, I wish him well, I like his
work. We … we protect each other in a way. But I wouldn't even
think of dying for him, so I don't think I'd make a very good
candidate for friend, no."

Adrienne nodded. She could tell, for the
time being at least, that the way to Clay's psyche was going to be
a serpentine path. He did not seem to mind ruminating
philosophically about matters, but dealing bluntly with his own
feelings was a thornier task. She'd have to start out reading him
mostly by his reactions to things. Pick away here and there and see
what flaked away, like rust.

"Why don't you describe Graham's work to me.
The things you like about the way he sees the world."

Clay shut his eyes a moment, moved as if to
run one hand through his hair, then stopped. Her breath caught in
her throat for an instant. A concussion, that's all he needed right
now.

"His work doesn't present
the world like that," waving one cast toward The White Veil. "Fuzzy, soft focus …
diffused. Even though that's a winter scene, it's still warm. Why
do you have it hanging there, anyway? That world's dead. Is this
supposed to be some kind of memorial?"

She frowned. "'That world's dead' — I don't
quite understand what you mean by that."

"Artistically, I mean. Been
there, done that. Let's look at something relevant." Perhaps she
was on the right track — Clay was starting to appear rather
captivated. "Who honestly needs a snowy hillside anymore? It means
nothing in terms of anyone's life. Maybe it meant something when it
was painted, but now it's completely devoid of
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