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  The woman was fifteen minutes late.

  Peter Mazur squirmed impatiently in the almost new captain’s chair, glancing at the clock on the opposite wall for the third time in five minutes.

  She had written saying the matter was urgent. He had dropped all the work he had in the Norwalk branch – the personality profiles, the intelligence tests, the psychological exams that he had spent months collating for forwarding to various secondary and prep schools. He could see the piles of them – falling out of their manila envelopes – stacked on chairs around his desk in the main office. And she had the nerve to be late!

  The New York Times was spread on the otherwise unlittered desk. Mazur turned to the book page. He had already read the book review, and found two grammatical errors in it. He looked at the advertisements again, found nothing that even vaguely interested him. The crossword puzzle was about half-done – in ink. He’d begun it over coffee, and had stopped, stuck in the upper left hand corner. What he had finished seemed all wrong. Who was this guy making them up now? The woman who had done them for years had been better.

  It always happened at the end of the school year. Not at the beginning, when there was nothing for the Darien–Norwalk school board psychologist to do but go around visiting classrooms, checking on problem pupils from the year before, hoping they had adjusted or grown up during the summer vacation. Always at the end of the school year, when Mazur would probably never see the child again. Not at the beginning, when he might be able to help, instead of having to refer them to one of the many private practices scattered around the Connecticut landscape.

  Where was she? He had work to do!

  He darted into his sleek sealskin briefcase, and extracted a large, soft-looking navel orange. From another compartment he took out a letter, which he leaned against the briefcase. He then began methodically to peel off the orange rind, trying to make it all come off in one piece, as he had seen some Portuguese do at Cape Cod several years before. At the same time, Mazur reread the letter which had summoned him into this encounter, which it seemed would never take place.

  Susan Halpern wrote a good hand: clean, direct, without any of the feminine geegaws so many old maid teachers used. But then, that was the way she had always seemed to Mazur whenever he came to the Darien Intermediate School – as straightforward and certain as the results of the laboratory experiments she presided over. Mrs Halpern had never had a problem child before, Mazur reflected, and so, he supposed, she was entitled to one now. But a problem child was one matter, and a mystery was a completely different matter. And that is precisely what her letter intimated – a twelve-year-old male mystery named Nicholas De Luca.

  Mrs Halpern was Nicholas’s home room teacher as well as his science teacher, Mazur recalled, and in her letter she said she had been in greater contact with the boy over his three years in the school than any of his other period teachers. More importantly, she had witnessed several occasions during which he had been “afflicted”. That was the curious word she had repeatedly used in her letter, and Mazur stopped peeling the orange as he tried to understand why a bright, young, scientifically-trained teacher would use such a word. What the affliction was, Mrs Halpern hadn’t said in her letter. She had bandied about other words, other terms meant to be mysterious – Nicholas was “not himself”, Nicholas at “other times”, Nicholas in that “other state”. Mazur had been irritated by all this even before she had decided to be late for her appointment with him.

  And if all that wasn’t enough, there was Mrs Halpern’s strange defense of the boy. Nicholas was ordinarily charming, polite, mature for his age, she had added. And, bright. Perhaps the brightest pupil in the school. Certainly the most promising. He had already been accepted at several of the most prestigious prep schools in New England, and she was certain he would do very well wherever he went. If it weren’t for this “affliction”.

  Mazur had been school board psychologist long enough to know that most problems with students derived from conflicts with their teachers – sometimes merely personality conflicts. He had been willing to write this case off as such a problem. But Mrs Halpern had never struck him as the type of teacher who would allow such a case to get the upper hand on her. Then again, there was the cryptic note from the school nurse. Mabel Anders had added her own short note to Mrs Halpern’s letter, stating that she had treated Nicholas for a rather violent attack that seemed to be a psychological ailment. She repeated the request for Mazur to come as soon as possible.

  Mazur had come as soon as possible, and as he now sat waiting for Mrs Halpern, he wondered whether he hadn’t overemphasized her case. Perhaps she now realized she’d become hysterical over what was simply adolescent anger misdirected. Perhaps she was standing in the sky-lighted hallway outside his office that very minute, trying to find a way to slough off her letter. Of course, Mazur would have to see the boy. The nurse’s report was enough for that. But he was far more interested in Mrs Halpern. He had checked her record carefully before coming out to the school – checked it as carefully as Nicholas’s record – but he found nothing to elucidate the suddenly mysterious letter.

  He was hoping she would plead exhaustion from the long school year, and readiness for the summer vacation. Better yet, he hoped she wouldn’t appear at all. He would wait a full period, go see the nurse, check the program cards, and finally take a look at Nicholas in one of his classes. Then he could go back to Norwalk, to those piles of reports waiting for him.

  Just as Mazur successfully removed the final curlicue of orange skin, there was a sharp knock on the door. He popped the orange into his briefcase, cleared the desk of both briefcase and newspaper, and propped up the letter where he hoped it would be conspicuous. Then he got up and answered the door.

  Susan Halpern looked older than Mazur remembered her. She was small, but well put together – Mazur assessed – with a wiry, almost masculine toughness that seemed appropriate for a female science teacher. What annoyed him, however, was that she didn’t look at all worried or uncertain. Instead she seemed very confident, very straightforward.

  She shook his hand firmly, and said she was very glad he had come. She spoke in a steady, clipped voice, excusing herself for being late by explaining that she’d lingered with some students over an experiment after the period bell. She finally sat down looking somewhat askance at the fresh, almost unused office they were in, as if to say she disliked such waste in a school. Her nose pricked up the way a cat’s nose does when it smells a favorite food, and Mazur remembered the peeled orange. Gallantly he produced the briefcase, opened it, and, to her surprise, brought out and offered the juicy fruit.

  “Only a piece, thanks,” she said, smiling – a slightly fatigued crease appearing on either side of her eyes. “I haven’t had lunch yet. Some days I don’t get around to it.”

  Mazur ate a piece himself and waited for her to begin their conversation. Despite her confidence, Mrs Halpern was in the position of patient in his eyes until she had proven herself otherwise. It was standard practice to let the patient begin first. The first words would reveal much more than she would think. They ate the orange in silence, but for the ticking of the wall clock and the distant shouts of children from a far-away play courtyard.

  “We’ve met before, haven’t we?” she suddenly asked.

  “Several years ago,” Mazur answered.

  “Funny, I don’t really remember you looking so young.”

  “I’ve been on the school board for three years,” Mazur said.

  She started back a bit. “I’m sorry. I didn’t meant to doubt your ability or your experience …”  She let the sentence hang. Then she began, “You’ve looked at Nicholas’s records?”

  “Naturally.”

  “Of course, I’ve never paid a great deal of attention to them,” Mrs Halpern said. “I prefer making my own observations. There’s a great deal personality profiles don’t tell.”

  “They’re very helpful,” Mazur said.

  “I don’t mean they’re valueless, I just think more contact with the students tells more.”

  “Perhaps you ought to write to the school board, telling them exactly that.”

  Mazur offered her another piece of orange. She declined it. He ate it himself. He had eliminated hostility as a motivation for her line of questioning. She probably had ideas of her own how matters should be run, and now that he was there she was going to offer them.

  “The intelligence tests show Nicholas is in the 99th percentile in his age group,” Mazur said. “The personality profiles show a model child: well-adjusted, remarkably mature, with very little in the way of personality conflicts. There is nothing in his school records showing any previous behavior problems.” He paused and played with the uneaten section of orange. “And I’m afraid, Mrs Halpern, the psychological exams given two years ago show very little in the way of even neurotic tendencies, not to mention the rather complete absence of pathological ones.”

  “As I suggested in my letter to you? …” she more than asked. “No, I don’t think Nicholas is emotionally disturbed. I think I’ve come across enough of that here to recognize it by now. It’s rather common in the age group we have here at Darien Intermediate … But you will see Nicholas, won’t you?”

  Mazur lifted the letter, pretending to read a line or two, although he knew it word for word by now, then looked at her again. “I’m a bit bewildered, Mrs Halpern. Before I go to look at Nicholas, I’d like to know what I’m looking for.”

  She didn’t answer him at first, then she said, “I thought it was clear from my letter.”

  “Nothing is clear from your letter. You talk about ‘other’ states and ‘other’ times, and such terms as ‘afflictions’, and quite frankly I don’t know what you are trying to say.”

  “You know as well as I do that the language we use is very limited. I’ve studied psychology, of course, but I hesitate using words I’m not certain of.”

  “That’s a relief.” Mazur laughed. “Everyone else uses them indiscriminately.” She said nothing more, so he went on. “Am I to understand that Nicholas is exhibiting schizoid behavior?”

  “I’m not certain what it is,” she said in that same vague manner. “What I’ve seen is so completely different from the way Nicholas usually is. You must understand that. He is a mature rational boy, very aware, very considerate. Really. You would think he was ten years older most of the time. Except …”

  “Then you are suggesting schizoid states,” Mazur probed. “That is what you mean when you talk of his ‘affliction’?”

  “I just don’t know,” she said.

  “We’re not getting anywhere,” Mazur said.

  A wave of what might have been despair passed over her face, followed by a brightening. “Mazur,” she said. “That’s a Jewish name, isn’t it?”

  Mazur was thrown off by the question, but admitted the fact.

  “Well, if I know of it, you certainly should,” she said.

  “Know what?”

  “The closest description of Nicholas’s problem. It is a Yiddish word. That’s why I asked you if you were Jewish.”

  Mazur waited for her to go on.

  “Do you recall what a Dybbuk is?” she asked.

  Mazur recalled. The word struck him like a gong, propelling him into the synagogue schoolroom. He smelt the curious tallow odor of the candles, the acrid odor of the ceremonial garments in the closets. He saw the old rabbi sitting there, while the students gathered around him after class, telling the silent, frightened boys of the demons that inhabited the world outside of the schul and good Jewish homes. Gog and Magog. The Golem. Names from legends, and from the Kabbalah, the book of forbidden knowledge. And, of course, of the flesh-crawling tales of the Dybbukim.

  “Refresh my memory, Mrs Halpern.”

  “Then you do know!” she said, relieved. “My grandmother used to tell us the story. It was a rambling story she would drag out all night long when she was baby-sitting for us. I’ll make it short. It takes place in old Poland, and concerns a young Yeshiva student and his beautiful young bride to be. The entire community is happy over their marriage, which will unite the two most important families of the town. But on the night before the wedding, as the girl is preparing her trousseau, she suddenly falls into a swoon. When she recovers, a man’s voice – a horrible, gruff voice – comes out of her mouth, instead of her own voice. And, instead of acting like a demure Jewish girl, she swaggers, laughs, and swears like the foulest of all the Goyim in the countryside. The rabbi is called in and recognizes that she has been taken over by the spirit of a heretic butcher of great infamy who had been found murdered the week before. Through a great many religious rituals and incantations, the rabbi is finally able to exorcise the spirit, but he can never take away the shame she has suffered, and she cannot be married to the student.” Mrs Halpern finished her tale and looked into her lap.

  In the silence that followed her story, Mazur became aware that he had begun nervously tapping his pencil against the edge of the desk. He stopped himself immediately, then decided it helped him to think and began again.

  “So Nicholas De Luca has a Dybbuk.”

  “No doubt you’ll reach your own conclusions,” she hastily answered. “But that’s the only way I can describe it.”

  “You’re an intelligent woman,” Mazur began, “you know all about schizophrenia and its manifestations …”

  “I can’t see it coming on so suddenly, so … totally different,” she insisted.

  “But that’s exactly why it is so dangerous,” Mazur went on. “Don’t you see that?”

  She looked away from him, outside the window.

  Of course, recourse to fairy tales and legends was helpful, especially in analysis, but why bring in the superstition if all it was was simple preschizoid behavior.

  “And Nicholas’s other teachers? Do they think the same thing?”

  “I haven’t mentioned my belief to the others,” she said.

  “I see.” Thank God she at least had the sense to keep it to herself. “And Miss Anders, the nurse, what does she think?”

  “Of course, I didn’t mention the Dybbuk business to her either, but the last time she had to restrain Nicholas, she as much as said he had the devil in him.”

  Mazur flinched. “She gave him a sedative?”

  “She had to inject him with one, while Mr Breitkopf and I held Nicholas down. He was very violent. That was the incident last week, the most serious one so far. It was that incident that induced me to write to you.”

  Mazur nodded that she should go on. He sat back in the chair, and put on his blandest professional mask.

  “We’d been studying salts and bases in class. Nicholas’s class is really quite advanced for their age. I noticed that Nicholas wasn’t performing his experiment. At first, I assumed he had finished it; it was an awfully simple one, and he is so very fast. But, from the other side of the room I could see that he wasn’t involved in the experiment at all, not even just standing at the table, watching the others do theirs. He was crouched over his table, talking in a very low voice to Alice Dunstable, who shares the table with him. Alice had stopped doing the experiment too, and she was also hunched over the table, her face turned away from his and toward where I stood. She had the most terrified look on her face, as if she would cry if she weren’t so frozen with fear.”

  Mazur noted how intently Mrs Halpern was saying every word almost as if she had rehearsed the incident to herself, time and time again, before he had even answered her letter saying he would come to the school to look into the case.

  “The table Alice and Nicholas share is in the far corner of the room, several feet away from anyone else’s. The other children weren’t even looking at them. I wondered what it was that would not only stop them from doing their work but scare Alice so much. Right behind their table, the laboratory storeroom opens, and its other doorway is out in the hallway. I left the room on the pretense of needing some other materials and went into the storeroom. From the doorway, half-open, I could stand behind Alice and Nicholas without myself being seen.”

  “Both of Alice’s hands were clenched on top of the table, and Nicholas was very close to her, closer than when I had still been in the room. He had one hand inside Alice’s skirt – a rather short skirt to begin with. But his hand was definitely within it. I know you are going to say it was merely preadolescent foreplay, and although rather immodest not unusual.”

  Mazur tried not to look annoyed. It had been exactly what he was going to say.

  “But I’ve seen enough of all that in the wardrobes before periods and whatever I am, I am not an old prude. I think it’s all healthy enough.” She looked down at the last piece of orange which she touched lightly, almost as if she were planning to pick it up and eat it. “What isn’t healthy, though, are the things he was saying to Alice, the lewd things, and the nasty little grim face of his as he said them, and the tone of voice he used. I don’t think I’ve ever heard the like of it in my life, and believe me, I’ve been around.”

  Mazur could believe her. “What did you do?” he asked.

  “I didn’t want to call attention to them. But I did want whatever he was doing to stop right then and there. He has made other children cry. No. Not only cry, but shriek in terror and cling to you as if for their lives and call for their mothers. And these are eleven- and twelve-year-old children! I didn’t want any of that happening with Alice. So I quietly left the storeroom, went back to the classroom, clapped my hands and signaled that I had something I wanted to show the class.

  “I remembered a very fancy little chromium-sulfate experiment which is great fun, not dangerous, and illustrated many of the properties of salts and bases. The class usually gathers around my table for these little shows, and they did this time too. Alice didn’t linger in the back of the room. She tore away from Nicholas and came close to where I was standing. So close, I could feel her trembling, until she was calm and involved in the new experiment.”

  “Nicholas did stay where he had been, and never once said a word during the show, even though I purposely made several errors of fact to draw him out. He is usually proud to be the first one to point out a mistake.”

  “When did he have to be restrained?” Mazur asked, thinking she was finished with her story.

  “Later,” she said, realizing for the first time since she had entered the room that the wisp of hair had been misplaced, and replacing it now so deftly she was probably accustomed to its disobedience. “After class, I asked Nicholas to stay and help me clean up. I had a free period. 1 knew he also had a free period, as he sometimes volunteered to stay on. He agreed with what I could only characterize as a leer, if a twelve-year-old boy can actually leer. While the classes changed outside, I pretended to be doing some paper work, and he began cleaning up the tables, making a great deal of noise in the process to show me he was still there. Once the period bells had rung, the hallways were empty. I got up, closed the door and point-blank asked Nicholas what he had been doing to Alice.”

  She kept brushing her hair aside now, even though it had been put into place by her first fixing. Mazur was aware of how nervous she suddenly was.

  “This is very difficult for me to tell,” Mrs Halpern admitted, “but if you knew Nicholas you would realize how completely out of character it was. He answered that he had been doing what Alice liked. She loved it, he said in that dirty little voice, and with the strangest inflection, almost as if he were a foreigner speaking Scots. I would like it too, he said. He knew I would. I couldn’t hide that from him. It just wasn’t like him. Not at all. He kept coming at me, and I kept backing away. And that voice of his was so – so strange! He would do to me what he had done to Alice, he said. He knew a lot of other ways to do it too. With his face. With what he had in his breeches – that’s what he said, breeches! And all the while he was holding me, gripping me with his eyes, and very close to me. I became very frightened after the initial shock and confusion. I can’t really say why. Not so much frightened as paralyzed. It was the same a while back when I was getting these obscene phone calls. You’re held to the voice as it goes on, and unable to do anything about it until you finally snap out of it. And that’s the way Nicholas was then, like a stranger. He kept repeating what he had said before. He would do it right then, he said. Then he began telling me what he would make me do to him … It was incredible, hearing a kid talk like that. I couldn’t believe he could ever come into contact with such depravity, such … ugh” – her shoulders shook – “it was all so, well, low-class.”

   

  “Nicholas didn’t get the chance to do to me what he said I wanted him to do. When I reached the edge of the table, I got really panicky. I pushed him off me – he already had his hands on me – pushed him really hard, until he fell down against the other table, and I ran behind my lab table. He began screaming his filth at me then, screaming it not as a child would scream it but in that horrible voice, years older than his own. I was ready to make a run for the door when Mr Breitkopf came into the room to see what all the noise was about. Seeing Nicholas coming for me again, Mr Breitkopf grabbed him by the arm. Nicholas turned and hit him, hit him hard, and after a stunned second Mr Breitkopf hit back, pulling Nicholas down to the floor. They were on the floor, wrestling, and Nicholas was still yelling.

   

  “I ran to the next room, and had a monitor run to the nurse. Then I tried to quiet Mr Breitkopf’s class. When I got back in the room, Nicholas had gotten up again. I hit him with something – I can’t remember what, a beaker, I think – and it stopped him. Then Mr Breitkopf tripped him and held Nicholas in some sort of wrestler’s lock with his hands and feet twisted behind him. When Miss Anders arrived, she saw what was up and ran back for the hypodermic. And Nicholas kept twisting and squirming and spitting out his filth at us all the while. I had to sit on him too when she gave him the injection, but after only a minute or so he was calm, and then asleep.”

   

  Mazur had inched forward during this last part. “And since then?”

   

  “Nothing,” she said. “Nothing at all. When he awakened later that day, Nicholas was sent home ill. And since then, he has been his usual charming, polite, mature self. Completely oblivious to what he said, what he did, how he got to be in the nurse’s office – as if nothing had happened.”

   

  “His parents were notified, of course?”

  “That night,” she said, appearing relieved now that she had told her tale, been relieved of the burden. “They were astonished. They promised they would talk to Nicholas and if they weren’t satisfied with his answers they would punish him. It was impossible to make them see what had happened. Miss Anders tried. She insisted it wasn’t a case of behavior, that he should be given a physical checkup. But they didn’t seem to understand her. I’m not surprised. Until that day, I wouldn’t have believed it either.”

  “Yet you said you have seen him make other children cry.”

  “In the schoolyard, once. He was obviously talking to another boy, very quietly, again at a distance. When I passed by the yard I saw the boy trying to get away, and finally succeeding. Of course I thought it was just horseplay of some sort. Mrs Linder has also seen some examples of it, but she insists that Nicholas wasn’t doing anything wrong, perhaps merely telling scary stories.”

  Mazur leaned back in the chair and began tapping his pencil again. He wanted to talk to Miss Anders. Although it seemed clear that the boy had suffered from some sort of hysterical reaction, somewhat connected with a sexual adjustment problem. Possibly preschizoid, since the personality manifested was found to be significantly different. There were three more weeks of school, and Nicholas was his responsibility until the end of the school year. And it had been a while since an interesting preschizoid had surfaced in the Darien–Norwalk system. Mrs Halpern had been right to call for him. But all that nonsense about the Dybbuk. What was all that about? Perhaps she had brought out the superstition because of the sexual tensions involved. After all, she was a normal woman who had been sexually threatened, fascinated and finally verbally raped by a child.

  “Where is Nicholas now?”

  “I believe he is in Mr Marcus’s class. That’s a two period social sciences block. One of the new classes.”

  “Where?”

  “You’ll see him?”

  “Certainly.”

  “Room 415. On the second courtyard from the administration core.” She stood to leave, and Mazur escorted her to the door. “He’s really an attractive boy,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m really very fond of him. It’s all very depressing.”

  “Don’t worry about it,” Mazur said.

  Then she was off, walking briskly down the hall, and the period bells were ringing.
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  Mazur waited an unconscionable time before going into Mr Marcus’s class. He knew he ought to have gone in at the period bell, at a time when there already was the disturbance of changing classes, settling down, instead of later when he was certain to be an upset. But this was a two period class, and he had wanted to reread Nicholas’s records again for any clue to the sudden change in the boy’s behavior.

  Instead, he sat with the closed file unread in his hands, staring out at the sudden soft-falling shower in the next courtyard, feeling somewhat dissatisfied and excited at the same time. After an attempt at analyzing himself, he decided the dissatisfaction came from his having to work through the schools, and thus be limited in his effect.

  It took less time to understand why he was excited. If Mrs Halpern wasn’t exaggerating, Nicholas De Luca might be a classical schizoid case – one of the rare occurrences of split personality, a particularly violent character disorder, and an especially interesting one to Mazur who had studied just such cases for many years and even presented his graduation thesis on the matter. Of course, there would be some ragged edges. These he would discover as he went along. Still, if Nicholas were intelligent and aware as both the records and Mrs Halpern suggested, then Mazur would have the benefit of that intelligence to work closely on the problem. It would be a real case. Something to do. He was tired of the pathetic little incidents he had to look into year after year, the pathetic little people suffering from their parents’ absurd goals and drives, trying to make individual lives of their own despite nagging mothers and pushing fathers. Often enough during this most boring of school years, Mazur had seriously thought of giving up his work, of going into clinical work or of returning to theoretical work. Just the month before he had read the papers he had prepared for his thesis on personality dissociation – a paper that had been controversial, attacked by the great Sebastian Rebus, Mazur’s senior and guide all during internship.

  Yet he had no guarantee he could do anything about this De Luca boy. The most he could do – given his position – was to warn the parents, then recommend some private psychiatrist and watch from afar while the case developed.

  Forget all that. Just get up and go look at him.

  He always disliked visiting classrooms. Although it gave him the opportunity to observe a student interacting with his peers in a natural day-to-day setting, Mazur always felt his presence was an alien one in a classroom; that it forced the disturbed child into more complicated role-playing than the already complex roles the child would have grown used to in the classroom structure.

  He stopped on his way there for a talk with Miss Anders. She wasn’t in, her aide told Mazur, having been called to the gymnasium to look at a scraped knee.

  Room 415 occupied one corner of a partially open courtyard, one of the half-dozen or so that comprised the school. Mazur strolled casually around the little yard, his hands stuffed into his trouser pockets, a mask of cool, observant indifference on his face. He wondered if he could pass for an ordinary citizen of the community, exercising his right to see how his share of taxes to education were being spent. When he was finally composed, Mazur entered the classroom.

  He was always amazed at the Darien School classrooms with their uncluttered, uncomfortably bare appearance. It continually clashed with his own memories of school. Those remembered classrooms had had lines of wooden and metal desks, connected front to back, in four neat lines, all facing a commandingly placed teacher’s desk at the front of the room. Those older rooms had had a solid wall of dull blackboards in front, and traditional paintings of scenes from American history – “The Signing of the Constitution”, “Washington Crossing the Delaware”, “The Surrender of Lee to Grant” – a limply hanging American flag in one corner of the room, and huge multiframed windows which had to be raised and lowered by a long wooden pole with a metal hook on the end.

  This classroom had no paintings on walls, and no flag in view. The green chalkboards glistened, scattered it seemed on any given wall space. The teacher’s desk might be any one of a number of large tables in front of the huge windowwall leading out into the courtyard. The children were divided into four groups – the mobile, light furniture placed in easy circles and semicircies and rectangles to accommodate whatever function the group had that week, day, or hour. It was all very up-to-date and necessary, and yet to Mazur it lacked the traditional orderliness he still associated with the education process.

  Mrs Halpern had been right in saying the children would scarcely notice him. One dark-haired girl from a group preparing what appeared to be a topographical map of the Darien–Norwalk area smiled at him and offered a chair, but the other students there only glanced around once and immediately set back to their tasks.

  Still casual, Mazur wandered through the large room. A second group was preparing a paper on the Connecticut State Constitution: one student, a vivacious and high-spirited little girl, read the paper, while the others constantly interrupted her to comment and suggest changes. A third group was holding an impromptu discussion. From the few words Mazur picked up, it seemed they were discussing current affairs. The last group was placed in a circle devoted to history, discussing the memoirs of an early settler in New England. A chubby boy stuffed into an expensive velvet suit was reading the text; the archaisms of the time seemed almost like another language.

  After a minute or so Mr Marcus rose from the reading group, posed the question of which modern conveniences were unavailable to the anonymous female settler, the answers to be listed on the grayboard by the chubby reader. Then Marcus sauntered over to where Mazur stood.

  “You know how the class works?” Marcus asked.

  Mazur said he didn’t really.

  “Each group works on a project for several weeks, then moves onto another project. That group with the map did the history part last time. The group involved in current issues will move onto the maps next week. They did the history part at the beginning of the term. Each group covers the same areas but at different times. The memoirs were the kids’ idea. It gives them a better sense of what it actually was like to live during the time than reading a lot of textbooks.” He paused. “The student you came to see contributed that book we’re reading now,” he added in a low voice. “From his family’s library.”

  “Which one is he?”

  Marcus nodded toward the current events group. He led Mazur over to the children at the maps, made a few technical suggestions to the students, then cocked an ear to the reading group.

  Was Marcus being polite, or deliberate in not wanting to point the boy out more distinctly? Mazur decided to play. “Is he the blond one?”

  “You’ll see,” Marcus said. “Make yourself at home. Join a group.” Then he walked over to the reading circle. Mazur followed Marcus with his eyes for a second. He might have been a busdriver or a construction worker, a marine sergeant – anything in fact, with his chunky body and bulletlike crew-cut head – anything but a junior-high school teacher.

  Marcus interrupted the chubby boy writing the word “toast” on the board, explaining that one could toast bread by holding it over the fire.

  When Mazur turned away from Marcus, he came face to face with a large pair of unwavering gray eyes in a face he somehow immediately assumed belonged to Nicholas De Luca.

  The boy had turned fully around in his chair, away from his discussion group, and looked at Mazur with the most friendly, yet the most challenging stare Mazur could recall. Those pale eyes intimated that the boy not only knew who Mazur was, but also why he was in the classroom. Mazur pulled up a chair, and sat on the edge of the discussion group, directly opposite the boy.

  It didn’t take Mazur very long to realize why Mrs Halpern could allow herself the obvious inconsistency of believing the boy possessed one minute, then saying how fond she was of him the next minute. The boy was startlingly attractive, with a physical presence that was overwhelming in a child. The gray eyes that had first caught Mazur’s attention were not a misplaced feature for all their unusualness. They fitted perfectly into the boy’s cooly chiseled face, already squarish, with an almost perfect symmetry. The boy had the look of a young model from a Renaissance master, a comparison furthered by his long straight nose, his fine, deep-tanned skin and his curling-almost-in-ringlets black hair. He sat with a self-assurance and an awareness that he was being looked at which to Mazur said “go on, look all you want, it’s free”. In turn, he looked at Mazur every once in a while, and whenever their eyes met his soft-lipped mouth would form a curious half-smile, as if the two of them had a secret.

  All the while, the boy’s attitude seemed not to fully interact with Mazur, not allow himself to “be distracted from the discussion. He closely followed whomever was speaking, shifting his body languorously so that its surprisingly hard maturity showed through the close-fitting tee shirt and over-bleached denims. Mazur was reminded of a Spanish girl – with dark eyes and a very sensual body – who had looked at him from across the open aisle of a New York subway car for at least twenty minutes last year. He felt vaguely uncomfortable.

  Just how closely Nicholas had been following the discussion was revealed in a minute. Mazur had been half aware that the speaker – a youngish looking boy with a high pitched voice – had been urging greater efforts at legislation on the county level to stop industrial pollution. Nicholas leaned forward and in a cordial voice said:

  “That’s unrealistic. The way politics are in this country, legislators are apt to be personally involved in large businesses themselves. As investors. As board members. Their own self-interest lies in keeping overhead costs low. That’s why there is so much pollution already.”

  The group was stopped to silence by this remark. The boy who had been speaking suddenly asked Nicholas to prove it.

  “My Grandfather was state senator for two terms,” the gray-eyed boy said quietly. “I think he’s a reliable source of information. Don’t you?”

  The other boy shrugged. “Well, then, what’s your suggestion? It makes no sense to criticize unless you can do so constructively.”

  The gray-eyed boy agreed to this. “Do you all recall how we helped clean up the beach last year after the oil-freighter incident?”

  The other students recalled it. Obviously it had been a school project.

  “At this time,” the boy went on, “I think that’s the most we can do, work locally in our own groups. Of course, Alan is right in suggesting we continue to write and organize lobbies to get legislators involved in large-scale pollution.”

  As deftly as he had taken the floor, he seemed to relinquish it again. But in the silence that followed, he added, “Naturally that all takes years, what with one bureau after another, and one committee after another, and all the red tape that comes with	committees and boards and bureaus. Don’t you agree Mr ?” he asked, looking at Mazur suddenly, with that same confidential smile.

  “Mazur. Peter Mazur,” he answered almost instinctively. The earlier challenge had been made explicit, Mazur thought. “In emergent cases,” Mazur added, “I’ve often noticed how red tape is circumvented rather effectively and the problem worked out from its core. Don’t you agree?”

  The boy smiled, acknowledging Mazur’s point. “Nevertheless, that is rare.”

  “Rare enough,” Mazur said. “Still it’s very effective.” He had the feeling the boy was talking not at all about the discussion subject, but somehow or other – gingerly and in guarded terms – about what he felt they had in common. He decided he would not let the repartee go any farther.

  As if the boy realized this and respected it, he gave the floor back to Alan and settled back into his chair in the sensual, indolent position he had taken before.

  Rather than be taken unawares again, Mazur waited until the group was again involved in a detail, at which point he excused himself and joined the group over the maps. The girl who had first greeted him took him over willingly and began explaining the project to him. Mazur listened carefully, but his attention was distinctly split – and he placed himself in such a way that he could still watch the gray-eyed boy while the girl rambled on.

  From this vantage point, Mazur noticed the boy had a sure but quiet control over the discussion group, that he acted and was accepted more as leader than mere participant. Occasionally he would sit back listening, and even smile at Mazur or let his eyes wander around the room. Then whenever a statement was made that he wanted to comment on, he would spring forward, like a cat, speaking quietly and effectively pressing his points. It was a natural, easy leadership, accepted by the rest of the children, and it in no way corresponded to schizoid or even preschizoid behavior. Those behavior patterns were seldom so confident, so in control, so outgoing, except perhaps in later, fully-developed cases. What Mazur was seeing was precisely what the records – the personality profile especially – showed, and not at all what Mrs Halpern had told him. Mazur was puzzled.

  The period bell surprised Mazur and he realized he hadn’t seen enough of the boy. He had to see him under stress, perhaps. He couldn’t follow him to his next class, or even find out what his next class was and drift into it accidentally. The game would be up then, for sure. Still, he didn’t want to call the boy into his office quite yet. That might throw it completely out of perspective, send the boy into cautious, reserved behavior.

  Before he could decide on what approach to take, the students were filing out of the room, and Mr Marcus was still engaged with some of them in one corner. Mazur waved goodbye to the teacher and left the room, planning to return to his office.

  He was surprised to see the boy lingered in the courtyard, probably waiting for one of the other students, Mazur thought. He smiled at the boy, and was joined.

  “I’m Nicholas De Luca,” the boy said, holding out his hand. “We don’t have a class government, but if we did, I’d be class president,” he said, with the same matter-of-factness he had shown when he announced his grandfather had been state senator. “Would you like a tour around the school?”

  “Don’t you have a class?”

  “I’m on a free period,” Nicholas said, leading Mazur through a sky-lighted hallway toward the administration core of the school. “I think Mrs Linder will give me a pass if I explain I’m showing you around.”

  Mrs Linder was in the study hall. She was about forty-five years old, with a face that was once very beautiful – a fact she tried to hide with a great deal of cosmetics unsparingly used, and a short dumpy body swathed in layers of scarves and dress. She had a general air of not quite knowing what she was doing with so many children around her when obviously she should be at home planting petunias and reading Gothic novels. But the students seemed to ignore her completely, settling in groups, talking, studying.

  Mazur stood aside while Nicholas went up to Mrs Linder and outlined his mission. She looked at Mazur with only the slightest flutter of recognition, then searched in the huge pockets of her smock until she had managed to find both paper and pencil. It was another few minutes before she had found space to sit down at a table and write out a pass for Nicholas, and in those minutes Nicholas waved to several friends, looked over her shoulder as if checking up on her, and smiled at Mazur as if to say, “She’s slow and dizzy, but she’s OK.” They were almost out the door when she called Nicholas back and rushed up to remind the boy that he hadn’t another free period for two hours, that he ought to get something to eat in the meanwhile.

  “We’ll go to the teachers’ cafeteria,” Nicholas said. “It’s okay, I’ve got an honors pass. They don’t serve coffee in the students’ cafeteria. I don’t know why Mr McKay put her in charge of a study hall,” Nicholas said, almost to himself, as they walked along the courtyard. “She really is too nervous for it. At the beginning of the year it was bedlam.” He laughed. “But I straightened that out in no time.”

  “Oh?” Mazur said.

  “Yes. I convinced her to make me monitor. She had to have one anyway. And once I was monitor, I used the same system as the KGB.”

  “The KGB?”

  “The Secret Police in Russia. They make half the people secretly inform on the other half. What one half doesn’t know is that the other half is informing on it. It’s very effective.”

  “I don’t doubt that,” Mazur said, wondering how well this system had been carried out outside of the study hall. It could be merely
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  “And no one will believe you either – that’s what he said to me. Those were his exact words. With that smugness of his, and contempt. And those incredible eyes of his, watching me all the time …”

  Even with all the interruptions, all the questions and painful details he had answered throughout, he still felt he hadn’t really gotten it across.

  Sebastian Rebus shifted uneasily in the chair he had pulled up. He was wearing turtleneck sweater, corduroy trousers and jacket. None of the hair on his face or head had grown back yet. Still, the clothes and sympathetic attention reminded Mazur of the way Rebus had seemed before, and it comforted him.

  “Of course, that was intolerable,” Rebus said.

  “Intolerable,” Mazur agreed unhappily. Rebus at least seemed to understand. Rebus agreed. Rebus believed him. He had held out Rebus as his last chance, when everything had seemed the blackest, the most chaotic, he had asked for Rebus and the old man had come. Thank God for that. No one else would listen.

  “And is that when …” Rebus hesitated, weighing his words. “When you attacked him?”

  Attacked him? He hadn’t attacked him so much as … Mazur flashed on the sudden moment of surprise on the boy’s face when Mazur had spun around and out of his chair. The uncharacteristic instant of being caught off-guard, surprised; and then the almost serene, satisfied look as Mazur’s backhand caught his upper cheek and eye, and the refusal to make a sound as Mazur had gone from his own surprise at his act to a need to do it again, and again … and Mrs Lamp was standing in the doorway screaming, the rush past her, and the look in Catherine’s eyes – stopped short at the bottom of the ramp – before he’d felt his anger subsiding and in its place the awful understanding that he’d, finally, been beaten, and was, in fact, trapped …

  “You’ve got to try to understand what it was like being in my position –”

  “Yes, yes, but is that when the attack occurred?”

  “No, it was later, much later. Months later. He kept goading me. Wouldn’t let me alone. He would come over to me when we were alone and repeat to me the details of his plan, how well it had all worked and how it was just part of a larger plan. Over and over again. He simply wouldn’t let me alone. I admit I finally couldn’t stand it any more. I don’t think anyone could have. I know children aren’t supposed to be treated as adults. We should make allowances, and a psychologist especially is supposed to understand, but he’s not a child, at least not in any normal – or abnormal – sense that I’ve ever come across. What he’s done isn’t –”

  “Of course,” Rebus said, “it must have been difficult. But tell me, wasn’t there anything else that might have, well … unnerved you?”

  “Anything else? What else did I need? It was weeks before I could clearly and calmly put together all the information and admit I had been used by him. That my thesis – that Mazur’s Syndrome, however valid it might be as far as it went, in this case was based on a hoax that he had, out of his own needs, perpetrated. Do you think that was easy to do? You know me, Rebus. I thought I’d never be able to admit it to anyone else. And then … well, it couldn’t go on any longer, and I had to admit it, to show its limitations as well as its usefulness. And the awful irony is that now no one will listen to me. No one but you. After all, he’s just a kid – how could he possibly manage something like this? … Well, he could, and so far he’s gotten away with it. I’m sure he counted on that – on adult smugness and certainty that a kid of his age, no matter how bright, couldn’t pull off something as complicated and dangerous as this.”

  Rebus’s face suddenly looked pained, and Mazur realized he had been gripping the older man’s hand. He let go and turned to the windows. The day was opaque, vaguely yellow.

  “I guess I’m a little worked up,” Mazur said.

  “Perhaps you’d like to rest a little?”

  But Mazur knew he couldn’t rest now, that he had to convince Rebus, and even more to explain better to himself, to come to grips with it and find out how he had come into this intolerable position. It had all come together so clearly a few minutes before, he had almost stopped talking to Rebus with the surprise at the full realization of it. If he could only express it better. He had to try.

  “The thing about it,” Mazur said, “the key thing, really, is why I was selected. Me. Peter Mazur. With my particular background, my particular knowledge, my ambitions, my desires, my methods of working. He studied and understood me completely, better, in fact, than I do myself. He said he knew I was the right one after he had read my thesis, but I think it’s more than that. I think he also has some uncanny knack for knowing someone else, especially their vulnerabilities. Yes, that’s it, he latches on to people with particular flaws – providing they are of use to him.”

  Mazur was excited now. It was coming out clearer. “It was my rigidity that he latched on to, that he could work on. It’s no coincidence, I now realize, that I’ve been using many of the same phrases, the syntax, in describing Nicholas’s case in articles over the last months that I used years ago in my thesis working out the Mazur Syndrome. The fact is I’ve been fixed on finding a case to prove my thesis, and he provided it – once he knew what I believed and was looking for. He needed my weakness. Without it he could never have managed what he did. I at least see that now. He couldn’t do it alone. He needed a collaborator – even if the collaborator didn’t know his role. Just a kid, but what kind of a kid I’ll never know …”

  “We can talk about this later,” Rebus suggested, standing up. “Tomorrow, perhaps.”

  “No! Please. Just a minute more. I want you to see how ingenious it was, so you’ll understand and appreciate it. So you’ll know how you can deal with him. I understand. Maybe only his victims can understand. I wonder if Agate did, in those last terrifying moments when she realized he wasn’t going to open that freezer door …

  “Now, I’m not certain what his damn larger plan is, but I can’t help but worry about it. Consider the type of mind he has. Anyone who could conceive and contrive what he did is evidently a very advanced paranoiac. I wonder if he somehow didn’t realize this about himself. Sense it, as many disturbed people do about their illness. And wasn’t the selection of a therapist useful to him in working out the worst external manifestations of that psychosis also calculated, but in a way he couldn’t suspect? I was, as he’s said, perfect for him, but I think in more ways that he knows. I believed and he knew I believed that schizophrenia in adolescents was a stage and not a deadly malady as it is in adults, and that it would respond to time and understanding, friendship rather than formal therapy. So I urged his two personalities on him, told him that they were natural, that they should be good friends, and then when it seemed to happen and the alien Christopher Darling disappeared after the island episode, I began to congratulate myself on a cure. Except that it was his cure, not mine, and not real – not on my terms, or even his.

  “What I seem to have done is help him adjust to abnormality, as I would adjust other patients to normality. I guess that’s really the basic danger in my whole theory, the temptation to mistake the abnormal for a normal temporary stage. And now by eliminating me, by destroying my credibility, by making my sanity suspect, he eliminates for himself any need to believe that he was ever disturbed himself. Eliminates it completely. It’s beautiful! The perfect paranoid power play. Almost organic. The way cells of the body fight off a disease by producing antitoxins, and then discharging both the germs and the antitoxins, and voilà, it’s as if the disease was never there …”

  “That’s very interesting,” Rebus said hesitantly, “but aren’t you suggesting something impossible? The mind can heal itself, but only of relatively minor disturbances. For what you’re suggesting a near-mutation would be required.”

  “Yes, that’s it, I’m certain of it,” Mazur said, “some kind of mutation.”

  “Now, Peter, I find this rather strange. You’ve always been pretty hard on things you considered beyond the norm, the norm of science, at least. And, as you know, I have always had a more open mind …”

  He could see that behind the conciliatory professional mask he wore, Rebus was having doubts, even with his professed belief in parapsychology and Oriental mysticism. But Rebus had to know about this unknown factor. Because that’s what the boy was. Agate had felt it. Angelo had been sane enough to get away when he had the chance. Catherine was trapped; she would do anything the boy said. And he, his career, his entire life, had been dragged down to this because he hadn’t recognized it soon enough. The unknown factor was doubly dangerous because it wasn’t recognized in the overlays of standard psychiatric rationalizations that he’d leaned on … parricide, dissociative behavior, all the rest, or even in the further speculations of Rebus’s parapsychology.

  “Well,” Rebus said, “do you feel better?”

  “Better?” Mazur asked, puzzled. “Why should I?”

  “Well, I thought …” Rebus looked confused now. And Mazur realized that Rebus not only doubted him, he didn’t believe him. Not a bit. Rebus had said he had a more open mind. Oh God, Mazur thought, if only he had – enough to believe him now about this boy. And with the wish came the realization that Nicholas had been right, that he would never be believed. But it wouldn’t stop him from trying to tell, to explain, what Nicholas was, or at least what he wasn’t … A door had finally swung open in his mind, and through it some light had come, light, but with a hard, chilling quality to it, like stilettos of ice. Mazur sighed; his chest ached.

  “And I think it’s a good idea for you to rest now,” Rebus said, as from a distance.

  Mazur turned to the window. Aside from its thickness and the opacity of light through it, it looked like any other window. They must have them like this in all the rooms so people wouldn’t hurt themselves if they became violent or tried to get out. No more bars. You couldn’t even tell from the decor. Actually, it was a pleasant place. For what it was.


  * * *


  Rebus found Catherine in the small waiting room at the end of the corridor, a magazine open across her lap. She had been staring out at the golden summery day. When she heard his footsteps, she looked up expectantly.

  Rebus sat down opposite her, crossing his legs, leaning one arm on the coffee table between them. Her eyes seemed to read what he had to say.

  “Any different?” she asked, tonelessly.

  “It’s the apparent consistency in what he says that especially upsets me,” Rebus said. “Today it was worse, he’s finding motivations, explanations, for everything. He’s building it up even more. As if he were having revelations.” He paused. “I’m sorry, Mrs Mazur. At the moment there’s nothing I can do. He’ll be well-treated here. They use the most advanced methods.”

  She reached beside her chair for the cane. A stray wisp of hair had fallen forward. Rebus wanted to lift it away. Softly. So softly she would hardly feel it.

  She stood up, unsteadily, leaning against the back of the chair. “How long do you think …?” she began, then quickly realized from the look Rebus gave her that it was a question without answer. “He was working so hard. I knew it couldn’t be good for him. He was always sensitive. Much too sensitive to get so involved with a job that size. Management. Organization. He’d changed so in the last weeks. I just couldn’t understand it.” She started for the door, limping slightly, and Rebus walked with her to the car.

  “The overwork was only a catalyst, Mrs Mazur. You mustn’t blame yourself. This has been coming on for a long time. He recognized part of the problem himself – his need to be right, his rigidity. He sees it as a flaw the boy exploited. Of course, he did it on his own. Curious. So similar to what he said the boy claimed to have done … collaborators, I believe he described them. Well, how is the boy?”

  “All right. He cried like a baby when Peter … you know, when it all happened. He couldn’t understand why Peter had turned on him. He’d never been close with his own father, but it was different with Peter. Of course, he understands it isn’t his fault. Still, he’s pretty broken up about it.”

  “That will pass,” Rebus said. “He’s a strong boy, a healthy boy. I’ve talked to him. I’m sure of it.”


  * * *


  Nicholas was setting up the typewriter on Catherine’s work table in the living room.

  Empty and huge, the vaulted space was scarcely big enough for the way he was feeling. He inserted a page, then began typing, seldom hesitating. After it was written, he would convert it into his own code.


  
  The complete success of Stage I of my program has encouraged me not to wait but to move directly into the second stage.

  I am more convinced than ever that if someone of Mazur’s intelligence and ability can be so easily taken over and disposed of, it will be relatively simple to recruit assistants for the larger efforts. Mazur, of course, knows about me, but it won’t do him any good, thanks to Rebus.

  My continuing statistical researches have shown rather conclusively that most people in this country resent the type of leader they now have and would willingly accept a more dominant one so long as economic and social problems are solved. This has happened during the last fifty years in other industrialized countries. I realize that those who have gone before me for the most part failed, although they left useful guidelines. If properly planned, my program will not fail as theirs did. I do, after all, have an advantage – already proved in a modest way – over my predecessors: my youth and precocity. I will not be suspected because of my youth, and I will have more time to perfect my plans.

  I realize youth can also have its disadvantages. Fortunately, Sebastian Rebus has come on the scene, as I hoped and planned that he would. He has hinted he will soon break his long silence and publish a repudiation of Mazur’s Syndrome. This will serve to reestablish him as an active figure in his field, and after his long silence and retirement his words on this – and other matters – will carry greater weight with a generation that already looks upon him as a legend.

  I believe Rebus may be the first and best possible figurehead for my movement. It is true he is a lesser known quantity to me than Mazur was, but I have studied his works and believe I can identify his strength and weaknesses.

  Preliminary assessment, based on these studies and close personal observation, leads me to believe he would not be adverse, for example, to entering local politics. He would require appropriate flattery and persuasion at first, but his vanity would not allow him to refuse. I will have further opportunity to check this when he comes to dinner again tonight.

  Mother has never looked so good as she does this summer. Her legs are nearly healed. That is good, because she will have to be more active with Rebus. So far she seems fascinated by him on a purely intellectual level, but that will change. His own very courtly manners around her and remarks I’ve overheard lead me to believe it. As does his established reputation as a ladies’ man at the various colleges he has taught. His concern for his virility seems to be a sensitive and vulnerable spot.

  I think I will enjoy working with him. For a while …
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