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      It’s a sensitive, delicate deal, hewing brand new stories from the depths of the mind. Trading ideas, accepting some, storing others in the maybe-later box. Killing your darlings and committing various muses to the polluted abyss of the proverbial cutting-room floor. Trying to weave it all together so that it makes a lick of sense to an outside observer. Trying to write it all in just the right way to sway the hearts of any who would deign to flick through the pages.

      I used to be good at it. Some even went so far as to call me gifted. I won awards. I made headlines. My name is Henry Levi – a name which, just a few years ago, not a single bookstore in the world could escape.

      I still don’t know what exactly went wrong, but I do know when it started.

      My wife Aria and I had taken a writing retreat through the Midwest. We frequented those little towns that never properly showed on any map – the places where I wouldn’t be recognised by fans. It hadn’t been a problem before the movie deal and the podcast series, but in those days, I was frequently burdened by stammering, rambling drips who had a hundred questions and a few thousand better ideas about where the series could head. I’ve never been social, but frankly, I found the arrogant, spoiled nature of the modern American to be insufferable. Worst of all were the op-ed reporters; self-moralising know-nothings, dissecting my every phrase to reflect badly on me one way or another, using my name to grab a sliver of self-importance and trying to tear down my stories because they knew better. There had been a few incidents when meeting journalists where I had reacted poorly. Aria was worried. My manager more so. The publicity was bad. You can imagine what happens when you sucker punch the guy writing the reviews. 

      See, none of that was part of the plan. I was content to grow old in near-solitude, somewhere near the mountains, and write from obscurity. I never needed the modern social hype. I don’t know how I got wrapped up in it.

      In that sense, our trip worked. Not a single reporter. Not one fan. We kept our phones off as much as possible to avoid calls from radio stations, journos, my editors, or my manager. We reached a little town named Scarlet. It wasn’t on the itinerary; we hadn’t known it existed. 

      Aria’s decision, of course. She had always been the adventurous type. 

      Meanwhile, I had a bad feeling from the moment we arrived. I know such vagaries aren’t befitting an author, but that was the case of it. I couldn’t put my finger on the source of my unease.

      The surrounding forest was impenetrable. Early-morning fog clung to the dense treeline. Something darted across the road. Probably a deer, but I’d been distracted just enough to mistake it for a person. I swerved. 

      The trip ended abruptly. Badly.

      Things weren’t the same after that. I lost my leg, amputated below the knee. I could afford the best prosthetics that money could buy, but that was hollow succour. 

      Aria was very supportive. In the beginning. She rightly expected that the accident wouldn’t have a significant effect on our lives. I wasn’t an athlete, after all. Nor was I in the military. My job was to sit at my laptop and type away. Except it wasn’t that simple. The words had stopped. I was angry and had no outlet for those frustrations.

      I see now that the straight course of my life, while rocky at times, was finally derailed by that accident. I lost all direction. Was stuck in a spiral. I could see the coiling turns of cause, effect, and affect all around me … narrowing, sinking deeper, and drawing me down too.

      The fact that no new novels came was only the tip of the iceberg that sank me.

      It was just before 3 o’clock on a miserable November morning. The lights were off. The dark was conducive to my brooding. Familiar. Comforting. The cursor flickered on the dimmed laptop screen, a blank document filling the room. But I wasn’t even looking at it. I was doodling spirals all over the divorce papers instead.

      My notepad was a scrawl of good ideas that I simply could not commit to the page, now stained with numerous coffee-rings. 

      ‘Enough,’ I sighed, snapping the laptop shut.

      I staggered up from my seat, prosthetic squeaking. The apartment was dead silent without Aria. Desolate.

      I passed by a table, overcrowded with beer bottles. The sight of the discarded caps inspired a thirst in me, and I laboured towards the fridge. Opening its door flooded the messy kitchen with a pale industrial glow. The fridge’s blinding interior light flickered like a strobe. It was loose, malfunctioning.

      Squinting through the brightness, I sighted my target.

      One beer left. Only one … I snatched it up. Moved to the living room and fumbled about for the television remote. I winced again as the screen flared to life. The sudden glare and noise made my skull pound. I clawed at the bottle, but it wasn’t a twist-off. A curse left unvoiced, I rose to hunt for the opener.

      Returning to the couch, I collapsed onto it, unwittingly landing on top of the remote and changing the channel to an interview show. I recognised it. It was a recording. Aria had always saved my television and radio appearances. 

      Eyes locked on the screen, I took a swig.

      ‘Thank you!’ my doppelganger called out to the cheering crowd, something approximating a sincere smile plastered onto his face. ‘Thank you.’

      ‘No, thank you!’ the gaudy presenter replied. ‘Mister Henry Levi, everybody, the man behind the many myths that are taking our globe by storm.’

      From my position on the couch, I rolled my eyes, drowned the frustrations of memory in more beer.

      ‘So, Mister Levi, if I could,’ continued the presenter jovially, ‘I’d like to focus on the opening passage of your last work.’

      ‘Oh boy,’ my younger persona replied, flashing the crowd a wide-eyed, nervous smile.

      There were laughs enough.

      ‘No, no,’ the presenter continued. ‘Only good things, I swear! So, this is the final entry in the Alistair Black series, is that right?’

      My persona gave a nod. ‘Right you are. It’s the swan song of our titular detective.’

      ‘This has been a long time coming then – six books! Now then, naturally, some minor spoilers will follow … that’s for the two of you out there who haven’t already read the book!’

      More laughs.

      ‘This line, this first line, quite the departure from your previous openings, wouldn’t you say? I mean, have a listen here, “Tonight you will be mine.” Eh? A few of the ladies in the front row already gave a shiver. Wouldn’t mind being yours tonight, aye, Mister Levi?’

      ‘Now, now, calm down,’ I chuckled in nervous reply. ‘That first chapter already landed me in enough trouble, thank you very much.’

      ‘What? Why? Such a classy, sultry piece of prose! Whatever could be the problem with it?’

      I flashed another embarrassed smile at the camera. It was well-practised.

      ‘Well, aside from the upset calls from some religious family members, my manager received a few complaints from concerned parents.’

      ‘Nonsense, I guarantee those kids are looking at worse,’ the presenter jibed. ‘Kidding, kidding. But really now, better to encounter such themes behind the veil of intelligent metaphor than in a … a … less tactful corner of the internet, right?’

      ‘Look, I wouldn’t know about that, but I stand by my words.’

      The presenter nodded. ‘And what about those family members?’ He turned to eye the camera with faux severity. ‘Yeah, you know who you are. Called out on live TV!’

      The audience erupted in laughter and the presenter broke eye contact with the camera. He was smiling at my younger likeness again. ‘But are they really unimpressed, or simply trying to get a taste of those royalties?’

      I laughed off the scandal. ‘Careful about those jokes there – my family’s Jewish, so that might hit a little too close to home – might be a bit too true for comfort!’

      A ripple of laughter raced through the crowd, louder. I winced at it in the dark. Onscreen, I raised my hands placatingly.

      ‘What? Hey, hey, now! I’m allowed to say it!’ I laughed.

      ‘Sure,’ said the presenter, mock-serious. ‘But won’t that land you in more hot water?’

      ‘Maybe,’ I admitted. ‘But here’s the thing. After that opening line, I already have a few aunts saying that I’m not Jewish enough. Or that I’m not Jewish at all! Something about my not wearing a yarmulka unless I pray or go to temple. Oh, but I also don’t do either of those things, so …’

      I remembered now. I’d never been a spiritual person, but it had suddenly become difficult to keep up the niceties. I would hear a sermon and wince. That was even before the accident. I’d not seen a synagogue since. I’d forgotten that prayer existed.

      ‘And?’ asked the presenter. ‘What do you have to say in your defence?’

      Onscreen, I pretended to ponder the question. 

      ‘Well, firstly, I’ve taken your criticisms under review,’ I began amiably. ‘But the fact is that I am Jewish, and I’m sorry, Auntie Goldmann, but that decision is final.’

      That one actually got a chuckle out of me, but only because I remembered the subsequent fallout after the episode aired. All the gossipmongering, the drama, the indignation. 

      While I was musing, the interview got back on track.

      ‘We polled the audience,’ the presenter said. ‘And the most pressing question we have for you is one you must have had many times before: Where do you get your inspiration from, Henry?’

      I offered him my first sincere smile of the interview. ‘That would be my wife, Aria,’ I answered. ‘My unwavering support. And my muse. All my books are dedicated to her, even if they don’t say so in the dedications.’

      Now, watching the earnestness with which I had delivered that line, it made my jaw quiver. I gritted my teeth. Tossed the half-empty beer bottle to the floor in a fit of anger and dove for the remote. I regretted even watching the bloody recording. Typically, the damn remote had become lost somewhere between the cushions.

      ‘Ahw,’ the presenter cooed, nodding along gently. ‘Behind every great man … as the saying goes.’

      ‘I wouldn’t say I’m a great man,’ my past persona replied. ‘But I am blessed to have a great woman beside me.’

      ‘Then, the final question … and it has been a pleasure, Mister Levi! What’s next for your dynamic duo? It does seem like the past saga has come to a close.’

      ‘And good riddance too,’ I teased. ‘It was fun, but all good things have to come to an end.’ How my own words stung me now. ‘Given the success of that opening scene, I’m considering a romance. Could be more fun than writing mysteries, that’s for sure. Maybe a period drama. An action-thriller, even.’

      ‘So … you’re saying you don’t know? You got nothin’ then?’ The presenter snickered at his own joke.

      ‘Well, I⁠—’

      Enough. I couldn’t stomach another word. I stood up and yanked the TV’s plug out from the wall and leant against the dusty windowsill, panting, suddenly nauseous.

      I was trapped in the spiral. I’d been high up there, so it was a long way to fall, and I hadn’t reached the bottom yet. Finally, some less stubborn part of myself accepted that I would have to do something. Anything.

      The notification light on my phone was blinking. I unlocked the screen. Turned the brightness way down low. There were a few missed calls and a hundred or so unanswered text messages from Simon, my manager. 

      He was trying to help, in his way, but that largely involved him throwing money at a problem until it drowned. Apparently, there was a fancy clinic in Europe that specialised in ‘treating’ artists. It was somewhere secluded, near the base of the mountains. He’d been trying to get me to go for months. This might’ve been his last pitch. I opened one of his texts. There was a link attached. I opened it. 

      The clinic labelled itself as an artists’ luxury mental-wellness centre, specialising in curing developed creative hang-ups amongst the entertainment elite. It was called the Hawthorne Wright Institute.

      I scrolled through its list of ‘clientele’ and studied their success stories and treatment plans.

      Looking at the high-profile names and vaguely recalling their impressive efforts at self-destruction, I started to suspect that there was something wrong with artists. Individuals whose flirtations with delusion were their shared passion. It took a unique – dare I say, toxic – mind to try to create a spark of life in such a shallow receptacle as a work of fiction, a painting, or a song. 

      I gripped my head. All the coffee and booze didn’t mix well, nor lend themselves to philosophising, but once I was on a roll, I couldn’t put a cap on my lamentations.

      It was vanity of the highest order to try and control the creative spark. To engineer one’s creation with the express intention of drawing someone else into a Machiavellian imitation of life. All this to manipulate their feelings to specific ends – that was the name of the game, after all. My bread and butter. 

      The simple act of unplugging the damn television had left me winded and unsteady. I didn’t know how long it had been since I’d eaten anything. The fridge hadn’t housed more than beer in a month. Even the take-out cartons were buried under bottles.

      I sank down in the corner of the room, knowing how much I’d have to struggle to rise later. What made me feel even worse was how much of myself I saw in every name on that celebrity meltdown list. I suppose I recognised an aspect of myself in them, my Machiavellian spark. 

      I realised that the instinct of the artist is, perhaps, one of sacrilege. 

      We are jealous of God.

      We live to play God.

      No wonder I couldn’t bring myself to pray. 

      I saw then that the clinic was occupied by those bastardised unfortunates who had been forced to confront the cold absolutism of truth. Playtime was over. They crumbled at the realisation, just as I was doing.

      We had all peeked behind the curtain of … of what? I didn’t know. Distraction? Consumerism, maybe? It was one of those words that got thrown around a lot. The fact remained that I’d been happy whilst ignorant, and when I had stolen a look past the unnameable veil and seen the futility of it all, I had lost everything. What did any of it matter? How could we justify our deluded pursuit of conceitedness? 

      There was a question lurking there, in the twists of my downward spiral, that stopped me from putting any words on the page. In the dark corner of my living room, I lamented it again. If I could only find an answer, then – despite my desperation, I would not have to ask for help.

      What good was a story, I wondered, if all the world – filled with countless true tales of love to eclipse the greatest literary romance, and every unspeakable terror and torture to make seem tame even the most repulsive horror – held no higher meaning than the immutable laws of blood, beak, and bone? Was there ever a higher reason than the simple fact that some idiots would pay money for books, and I needed money for beer?

      Nature; cruel, base nature. Incontrovertible biology. It was hunger, thirst, desire and death. There was nothing more. No point to any of it.

      I had no answer, but I remembered a time when I’d believed there was more. Surely, I had. The young me I’d watched on the recording; he could have given an answer.

      I lowered my eyes to the dim screen of my cell phone. The link to the Hawthorne Wright Institute was still open.

      Drunkenly, I navigated back to the chat with the hundreds of unanswered messages.

      I finally typed a reply.

      Okay.
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      My flight was at night. Simon handled everything. Unshaven and haggard, I was bundled into first class after a hellish battle through security. The airport personnel had been made suspicious by my uncouth look, and when my leg set off their goddamned scanner, a petty-but-pretentious functionary gave me an earful and said I had to have the thing declared.

      I’d had half a mind to hit him then, but it was my good fortune that I was too damn tired to cause a scene. I knew too that it wouldn’t have helped anything. Instead, I smiled condescendingly, marvelling at how his showy little triumph of power-pushing could actually go so far as to make someone’s day. 

      First-class boarded before the rest, so I was able to manoeuvre my carry-ons through the sparsely populated boarding bay, even with the unsteady leg.

      A pretty air hostess helped me with my luggage once inside, but I could see she was surprised that someone like me was in that area of the plane. A few seconds after I’d settled in, one of her colleagues came to double-check my ticket, and looked just as surprised. Was I really so unrecognisable now? No one had ever felt the need to check any of my tickets before … but this wasn’t a grudge worth holding – too petty even for me, too small, too quick to slip through fumbling fingers. Besides, I could hardly blame ‘em.

      I had a window seat, as was my preference. Secluded there, by the good grace of first-class seating, I heaved a relieved sigh, happy to be off my feet. I hadn’t flown in what felt like decades, and this was the only way I was willing to do so again. Heavy vehicles bothered me after the accident. From cars, to planes, to yachts. Some primitive warning system had been triggered in me and now it would not be shut off. 

      I was nervous as the plane lifted from the ground. We pierced the black, wispy clouds that hung over my hometown and tore through the heavens. The many lights of the cities below were quite remarkable in the dark; like embers, some drifting, some settled in the surrounding ashes.

      The city was a dying fire.

      There were patterns in the blaze. The glimpsed impression of a winding spiral reminded me of myself. I shut the window and began to ponder whether or not the Hawthorne Wright Institute could actually help me. I wondered if I was even possible to help. After all, if Aria hadn’t been able to revive me after that fateful crash, then what hope would these stale clinicians have?

      I had begun to regret the whole affair. I was going to be confined with the worst radicals and egoists that the world had to offer. I would be amongst my own kind, and it would surely be hell. This was where the descending helix had led me. I began to view the procedure less as a chance to break from my Thanatos-seeking cycle and more as a punishment for all that had gone before.

      They shut off the excess lights in the cabin and I was content to allow myself to doze. My semi-lucid thoughts were grim, as they tended to be in those dismal days. I constructed stories that would keep me from sleep, but which would never find their way onto a page.

      I imagined the pilot dying. Perhaps, even, he killed himself, and the whole plane careened down. Out of control, warnings blaring, cabin pressure lost. The jet-powered hulk of metal would scream like a bomb siren as it corkscrewed through the clouds. It would join the blaze of lights in the dimming city pyre below. Poetic, no?

      Could this be a story? The makings of one at least? No, I thought. Too morbid without the payoff. It lacked justification, not that justification was something I’d ever found in art before.

      A jolt of turbulence shook me awake with the startled imagining of a towering inferno of metal and debris, rising along a path of smoke that had rippled down from the clouds.

      My heart was racing.

      ‘Excuse me, sir,’ the air hostess said. Her voice was soft, apprehensive, comforting. ‘There’s nothing to worry about.’ She smiled politely as she spoke. ‘We’ve encountered a spot of turbulence, but it is expected as we make our way over the ocean. It’s very routine.’

      I mustered a smile in return. ‘The ocean?’ I asked, edging the plastic window cover open a sliver to inspect the world below. I could see very little. Just blackness. Void. But I reasoned she was right; the dimming fire was nowhere to be seen.

      ‘Would you care for a refreshment?’ she asked, gesturing to the cart she pulled along with her. ‘Champagne? Wine? Or perhaps a brandy?’

      Ah, another perk of first-class. They gave you the good stuff. ‘Wine to start,’ I answered. 

      ‘Dinner will be served shortly,’ she added as she retrieved a selection of wine bottles. ‘You can access the flight menu via the video screen and choose your meals from there.’

      I shook my head. ‘No, no. The screen’s too bright for that, and I have a headache. Could you fill me in on the meal selection?’

      ‘Oh, of course. I’ll fetch you a printout instead. Would you like an aspirin for your headache, sir?’

      I arced an eyebrow. I didn’t know they offered those. ‘Yes, please.’

      Returning her attention to the wine, she showed me the two rows of bottles available.

      ‘White or red?’

      ‘Ah, red. Always red. And whichever one you recommend.’

      She charged my glass and then retreated to fetch my medication. Red wine and aspirin, I mused. That was a mercy. 

      The engaging little air hostess reminded me a bit of Aria. A bittersweet comparison at best. In a futile effort of resistance, I downed my wine, but it was not enough to hold the memories at bay. It seemed I had bid farewell to my wonderings about the things to come. 

      Future be damned. The flight was too long to be kept occupied with anxieties, and so I progressed to reflecting on and lamenting my past. It occurred to me – not for the first time – that I may have missed some warnings, even in those pleasant early days of marriage. It happens, after all, just as one ignores the fasten-your-seatbelt sign before a spot of turbulence, or dozes through the onboard safety briefing before a crash. 

      I’d met Aria just as I was coming out of law school. She was young and it was summer. I’d just completed my first book, but it hadn’t even been edited yet. I’d tried to woo her from our first encounter, and I must have been obvious in my efforts. She’d laughed at me, and said that she actually preferred handsome men … but that just for me, she was prepared to make an exception.

      In hindsight, winning her was easy, but regret would become my prize. 

      We had become serious once the first book was released. It never blew up, but it was enough to convince me to focus on the arts instead of law. The success of my second novel pushed me to pop the question. I don’t know what I would have done if she hadn’t said yes.

      It took us forever to plan our wedding. The ceremony was bolstered by the financial success of my third novel, the first of the Alistair Black series that would garner me global acclaim. Aria was beautiful in her dress. We didn’t take enough pictures. 

      Looking back, I thought that the past would last me, but my future came too quickly.

      ‘Here is our menu, sir.’ The air hostess had returned with the printout. 

      I gave her a smile and took the card. I requested another glass of wine while selecting my meal. I didn’t have much of an appetite, but my thirst had returned.

      By my third glass, I was toasting to the memories. ‘Thanks for the dance, Aria,’ I whispered, drinking deep and departing from those colourful recollections of my wedding day.

      I dozed fitfully over the course of the flight. My tastes turned cruder as we neared Europe and I called for beer. I drank too much, and the air hostess grew worried, but I wasn’t the sort to turn violent or raucous when inebriated. It was all a sedative. It numbed me and made my silent lamentations a more clinical procedure – a disinterested and dispassionate autopsy on myself. 

      When we landed, the descent churned my stomach. I was woozy. I swayed when I made to get up and had to steady myself on the other chairs. Drunkenness is better experienced on two legs, I had come to learn. The air hostess assisted with the removal of my carry-on and helped free me from the tight confines of the aisle. I laboured slowly up the ramp then entered the tunnel leading back to the terminal, which swayed as I tried to negotiate it.

      This would be the interesting part, I knew. Now deposited in a foreign country, with no established ties, I trudged along to see who would collect me.

      I saw the sign for the Hawthorne Wright Institute. Given the high profile of their clientele, it made sense for them to advertise the institution, rather than the arriving individual. Still, my name had fallen out of the spotlight, so such obfuscation was unneeded.

      Two men awaited me. The first, I recognised from the link Simon had sent me. It was Doctor Wright himself, one of the founders and the mastermind behind the institute. He was an unassuming fellow, grey of hair by now, yet still in possession of youthful vigour. 

      ‘Good day, Mister Levi,’ the doctor greeted me. ‘I do hope your flight was satisfactory!’

      He had zeal, this one – a bubbliness of voice that brought to mind someone who had recently found promotion and was still impressed by their new position. 

      The other man was one of the institute’s staffers, poshly dressed and impeccably groomed. He took my luggage and introduced himself as my chauffeur. I noted that he was a rather large individual, and he handled my baggage with such ease that I conjectured that he was brought along not just for convenience, but as security … should a new patient prove unwilling.

      Both men had surprisingly firm handshakes. I had to flex my palm after greetings and introductions were concluded.

      ‘Shall we, Mister Levi?’ the doctor asked, already leading me to the exit. 

      ‘Please, just Henry,’ I said.

      Doctor Wright smiled, a caricature-esque eyebrow darting up his amiable face. ‘Ah, of course, Henry. These things do go better if conducted with a more personable effect. I’d like you to call me Charles then. Or Charlie, if you prefer.’ 

      I forced a smile. ‘Right … Thanks, Charles.’ 

      I could see that Doctor Wright’s nose wrinkled slightly when I spoke. Doubtless, the alcohol I’d taken during the flight still hung about me. I assumed that he was used to that though.

      ‘Well, Henry, it’s a bit of a drive up to the establishment,’ he began. ‘I’m sure you must be tired of sitting after that flight. Perhaps you would like us to stop by the town and take in some fresh air before committing to the long drive?’

      Was this a concession for my fears or for my wooziness? I couldn’t tell, but I knew that Simon had already given the man my whole life’s backstory – from his point of view at least.

      I saw the conspicuous snow-white limousine that would be transferring us, and my stomach pitched at the idea of a lengthy confinement.

      ‘Yes, that sounds about right. Thank you,’ I added. 

      My bags were stowed without my noticing, and we set off. The doctor was seated across from me in the spacious interior.

      ‘Something to drink?’ he asked.

      I thought it unwise to request more liquor. ‘Just water.’

      Pulling the drink from the onboard minibar, the doctor gave a pleased nod. I didn’t like the feeling that I was already being tested, but I was thirsty.

      ‘Thanks for coming out personally, Doctor,’ I said.

      ‘Of course, Henry.’ He took a tonic water, but without any of the dressings I was accustomed to. ‘It is helpful to meet with people personally before they are admitted, I think. The procedure is too formal once we’re inside and it is helpful to gain an understanding of the individual before all of that.’

      ‘Ah, so you plan to assess me from the get-go,’ I added, not meaning for the observation to sound quite so confrontational. 

      Doctor Wright brushed the remark aside with practised ease. ‘Well, Henry, we’ll be working together now for some time. I’d like to get to know you.’

      I sensed a flood of probing questions behind the remark. The limo came to a stop nearby a cold and tranquil lake. It was a sort of park, but the day was overcast and cold and so it was deserted. 

      ‘Here we are,’ the doctor said. ‘Some fresh air and a chance to admire some local colour.’

      It wasn’t very colourful, I noted. Rather grey, though the vast, placid lake of deep, navy blue was quite beautiful. Across from the lake, in the distance, I saw the snow-speckled peaks of the institute’s mountainous backdrop. 

      ‘You can actually make out the clinic in the distance,’ said Doctor Wright, pointing along one of the lush ridges at the far mountain’s base. 

      I squinted. There was something there. A mansion, I’d assumed at first, but the manicured gardens that surrounded the place were also in keeping with the Hawthorne Wright luxury brand. Thus far, the entire process felt more like a vacation than an admission into a hospital. 

      My leg ached at the stump when it was cold, but the cool air was sobering. It was fresher here than back home. Doctor Wright echoed my thoughts, drawing in a deep breath and sighing contentedly.

      I could tell he was preparing to restart his inquiries. I beat him to the punch. 

      ‘I’ll answer whatever you like,’ I began, ‘but I have questions of my own, Doctor.’ 

      ‘Go ahead,’ he insisted.

      My eyes returned to the far-off institute. I studied the winding path that curved through the countryside and trundled through the fancy garden yard to join with the main entrance to the converted mansion.

      ‘I thought that this affair must have been … very lucrative for you. That’s why I assumed you were doing this. But looking at your amenities and services, your hospital is on a par with any resort. And you’re priced almost the same.’

      ‘Of course,’ the doctor continued. ‘Given the luxurious lifestyles that our patients lead, this is necessary to enable their recoveries.’

      I scratched at my stubble. ‘Not my point. I get that … but you aren’t making bank on this, really.’ I gave a wry chuckle. ‘That’s suspicious, doctor. I’m struggling to understand.’

      Doctor Wright threw his head back and laughed cheerily, as if he had enjoyed my little joke. He clapped his hands together exuberantly. ‘So, you’re suggesting that we raise our prices, Henry? If you’re that eager, I’m sure we can arrange for a donation.’

      I set my lips in a thin, forced smile. ‘I’m serious. Why be a benefactor, Charles? Why all this?’ The doctor was staring at me pensively now. I could tell that he was assessing my question quite carefully. ‘Why devote yourself to dealing with these spoiled brats?’ I elaborated. ‘If you just had a passion for medicine, I’m assuming you could’ve opted for slightly less frustrating patients.’ I sighed. ‘Something doesn’t add up to me, Charlie.’

      ‘By and large, they’re not quite so bad as you seem to be expecting.’

      ‘Then maybe you’re not prepared for me,’ I snapped. This only earned me a wry smile from my new clinician. ‘Really now,’ I pressed. ‘What’s your motive?’

      Doctor Wright pursed his lips, bobbing his head faintly as if nodding along to his own internal investigation into my question. He walked a bit ahead of me as he mulled it over. He stopped suddenly and stooped over with a muffled oof, selecting a smooth, flat rock which he whipped out ahead of him. We both watched as it skimmed across the surface of the tranquil lake, dispersing ripples all around it as it hopped. The water was so dark and mysterious that it discontented me to see the surface disturbed. The stone sank down and I wondered what it might disturb in the depths. If a butterfly’s delicate wings could churn hurricanes, as the proverb goes, what could all those little ripples do?

      Doctor Wright turned back to me, smiling proudly. I feigned an equally impressed response. He dusted off his hands and started back towards me.

      ‘You’re a man who lives for stories, Henry,’ he said, stressing the word ‘stories’ as if they were a profound invention. I wondered if that was true. I wondered if he believed it. If I believed. Once upon a time, maybe. I had lived for stories and poetic romanticisation. Now, I wasn’t sure what kept my mortal coil in motion.

      ‘Well, you’ve surely read some of those stories of the Gypsies and the Jews?’ he remarked. ‘The travesties of tyranny. Tales of the sorrowful dirges of lost lives that have rung out throughout history.’ 

      I held his gaze, unresponsive. Yes, I was familiar. I had extended family close to those who had persevered through the unfathomable horrors of the Holocaust.

      In response to my grave silence, the good doctor put up his hands in a placatory fashion. ‘I’d recommend them, Henry. They’re good stories … and they aren’t boring.’

      ‘You’re right about that at least,’ I added. ‘But what would that have to do with my question?’

      ‘You see, my friend,’ he began – for it seemed I was his friend now – ‘I have long been intrigued by the workings of the human mind and how variable its outputs can be. We are creatures capable of creating such intense and startling beauty and cruelty both.’

      ‘Maybe …’

      He continued, unabated. ‘I look at our histories and I am shocked by how people could have been swayed so easily away from the high aspirations of beauty to construct such horrors. I note that those hapless masses, who turned on their neighbours with such malicious intent, were swayed by unwell minds. The politicians and propagandists that held sway propagated their vices via stories, via art and religion. I suppose I revile the distortion of art … and I’d prefer that it remedy the distortion of the soul, rather than aggravate it.’

      Oh, shit. I’d fallen victim to a sermon again. I hissed a sigh through a set jaw. It actually made me laugh, incredulous. Charles stared at me, bemused.

      I shook my head at him. ‘Oh, God, I thought it was your job to remedy those false delusions of grandeur. I thought you had to purge that mad arrogance from your patients, not indulge their petty egos. Are you actually one of those hopefuls who believes that a work of art can change the world?’

      My tone was harsh again, but the good doctor was a resilient old soul. He laughed off my barbs good-naturedly. ‘The world? No, no. Much too big and far too immutable. But you can change people. Not all of them, no, but a few. And that counts for something.’

      I scoffed again. ‘People change for the worse … if they change at all.’ I didn’t really believe this, but I was being stubborn and petulant in response to his gaudy optimism. 

      He laughed again. ‘Then, Henry, perhaps you are in need of a good story yourself. Something in which you can speak of the ideals you believe in.’

      I gaped at him, deadpan. ‘You’re … you’re shitting me,’ I muttered.

      I glanced up at the hospital again, nestled against those massive, frigid mountains. Somehow, I couldn’t picture it as a hippy love-inn, replete with drum circles, its corridors reverberating with the sounds of ‘Kumbaya’.

      ‘You’re not satisfied, Henry? That answer isn’t good enough?’ he chortled. ‘Fine then. What else? Well, perhaps I have the instinct of a creative myself. Some spark of wonder, but not enough talent, for I’ve come to learn that too often it is something you are born with.’ He leaned in conspiratorially. ‘I’ve also seen first-hand how … messy your craft can be. I suppose I’m a bit wary of the artist’s role. But I could still assist the artist’s journey. I could fulfil the role of producer, instead of director. That appeals to me.’

      I chewed on his words for a while. I suppose this made more sense to me. I suspected I understood then that the entire operation could have been, in part, an effort by Charles Wright to snatch up some of the renown and distinction that his successfully rehabilitated patients amassed.

      He snapped his fingers. ‘I once fancied I could play piano,’ he declared, miming the motion of playing invisible keys as he spoke, ‘and I could replicate music by playing whatever was on the sheets set before me. But I could not for the life of me create a song myself. I have dealt with so many musicians, Henry, and I tell you, they are second only to actors when it comes to conceited self-destruction. They struggled to create songs and it left a sour taste in my mouth, which made me reluctant to try myself. It was a gloomy rabbit hole. Perhaps I had been spared the process.’ He gave a light stretch, smiling as he recollected some fond institute success. ‘But I could oversee their compositions, and help them to eke out the music again. That was enough for me.’

      I nodded slowly. ‘Okay,’ I said. ‘I guess that is enough then.’

      I trudged down towards the water and braced myself on a willow tree branch as I bent to pick up a stone. My vision swam, almost causing me to fall over. My stone wasn’t quite as smooth and flat as the doctor’s pebble, but I made an effort of skimming it across the water anyway. There was a splash, and it was gone. I gave a wry smile. There was something funny about it. My throw may have failed, but it had made a much bigger spray.

      ‘You had questions?’ I asked.

      Doctor Wright cleared his throat. ‘How much did you drink during your flight, Henry?’

      I grumbled at the question. I’d heard the insinuation too often recently.

      ‘Too much,’ I answered.

      ‘Funny you should recognise that,’ the doctor replied. ‘You knew as you were drinking that it was too much?’

      I shrugged. ‘Yes. But the temptation was there.’

      ‘Have you ever tried to fight temptation, Henry?’

      This was about more than my drinking.

      ‘Of course I’ve fought temptation,’ I answered. His expression was hard. Unconvinced.

      I continued. ‘It’s just that … I don’t think I wanted to win.’

      ‘Why is that?’

      What kind of a question … ? I swallowed my frustration. Sighed and began to wax lyrical. ‘You see, a man such as myself doesn’t like to see temptation caving in.’ I suppose that this answer was, in actuality, the truth. ‘It shouldn’t lose to someone like me.’

      The doctor looked momentarily taken aback, then his face broke into a smile. ‘Witty,’ he remarked.

      I forced a dry laugh. ‘I try.’

      ‘So, you won’t even put up a fight? Now, I’ve read some of your earlier works.’ A bad sign. ‘The lessons in morality you seemed to espouse in those tales were ones of resilience. Have you really abandoned such beliefs?’

      ‘Seems I’m old enough now that I’ve finally had to settle on a different point of view,’ I answered, sidestepping the question as best I could. 

      ‘So, you are a purveyor of fine liquors. You enjoy a good red wine, a matured brandy? There will naturally be certain tests once you are admitted into the facility, so I thought to ask in advance if you’ve taken to relying on any other … substances recently?’

      I snorted at his indirectness. ‘Drugs? I bet that’s a real problem for your patients.’

      ‘Well, some substances can cause terrible physical and mental damage, Henry.’

      He let his earlier question hang between us. I never saw the appeal of such recreational concoctions, and I was too antisocial to foster any clever connection that could have hooked me up anyway.

      ‘Well,’ I began, ‘do sleeping pills and coffee count as drugs?’

      The doctor laughed. ‘They can be, if one relies on them. But still, they are tamer ones.’

      ‘Oh, I’m afraid I do rely on them,’ I chuckled.

      ‘Sleeping tablets and coffee …’ the doctor mused. ‘An interesting combination.’ 

      ‘I’m aware of the irony, doctor.’

      A phantom breeze settled through the park, barely rustling the leaves and not even marring the smooth mirror surface of the lake. I could see the snowy mountains reflected atop the black depths, as if they alone were lit amidst a starless night. My leg ached. I felt my teeth begin to chatter. The doctor noticed and gestured me back towards the car.

      ‘Ah, come,’ he said. ‘We’ve lingered about long enough and though the cool air does wonders to steady the mind, I feel a warm room is in order. What do you think, Henry?’

      ‘Sure,’ I said. I wasn’t too keen on being admitted, but I was freezing my ass off.

      The doctor paused as we approached the limo. He had a tentative look in his eyes that made me nervous. He extended one hand, index finger raised as if the thought had just occurred to him, though I knew he’d been sitting on this one all along.

      ‘Before that, another important thought I feel it would be good to discuss … if I may touch on the more delicate subject of your wife … well⁠—’

      ‘Ex-wife,’ I breathed, narrowing my eyes at him.

      ‘Ah. Yes. Your earlier books were all dedicated to her. You’ve been struggling to get the work out lately and …’

      ‘And that’s what you’re here to fix, right? Get me writing again?’

      Another well-practised smile. ‘Yes, Henry. I’ll do all I can. But it occurs to me, and indeed it may have even occurred to you, that the reason why you can’t put the words to the page as you used to is because you lack … the reason to do so. The person to whom the tales are devoted …?’ 

      I could have blown into a furious rage, but that would have told him too much. When you’re squeezed for information, that’s when you’ve got to play it dumb. So, I opened my mouth as if to answer, and fumbled over the shapes of a few words that I didn’t intend to voice. I shrugged, avoiding meeting his gaze, and shook my head dismissively as if I didn’t know what to say.

      ‘My apologies,’ the doctor said. ‘Let’s get inside. We can revisit these things later, at a more appropriate time.’
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