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Praise for Pharmakon

“What’s best about Pharmakon, beyond the curiosity value of its unusual premise and atmosphere, is Mr. Wittenborn’s colorful, affectionate evocation of a complex family story. . . . Pharmakon is a smart, eccentric coming-of-age story about an entire culture’s maturation process, not just one about the workings of a single family.”

—Janet Maslin, The New York Times

 

“In Pharmakon Dirk Wittenborn has given us a fascinating portrait of a family living on the edge in the barely post-medieval age of 1950s psychopharmacology. Both victims and perpetrators, pioneers and innocents, the saga of the Friedrichs will stay with you long after the book has been read.”—Richard Price, author of Lush Life

 

“Smart, darkly funny, entertaining and informational, told with love and an eye toward the bigger issue of how families endure both the poisons and the curatives of everyday life.”—BookPage

 

“John Irving is a benevolent influence on Wittenborn’s work. Just as Irving will fix on a social concern . . . to anchor his novels, so Wittenborn comes back again and again to psychopharmacology. . . . Somehow it works.”

—The Times Literary Supplement

 

“Wittenborn’s life is much lived-in, and Pharmakon is all the better for it. The novel merits handbag status, a long flight.”—The Times (London)

 

“Wittenborn has given us a haunting illustration of the Tolstoyan maxim that every unhappy family is unique in its unhappiness, though in fact no one who has ever been part of a family can fail to feel pangs of recognition as they follow the saga of the Friedrich family across three tumultuous generations. Pharmakon is an ambitious and memorable novel.”

—Jay McInerney, author of The Good Life

 

“First-rate . . . A family drama that covers nearly half a century of medicine, pharmacology, psychology and nearly every neurosis you can imagine, all told through the knowing voice of Zach [Friedrich].”—The Seattle Times

 

“Pharmakon is a big book in every way except page count. It is filled with vivid, nuanced characters and with ideas, and Wittenborn’s engaging writing recalls Richard Russo.”—Booklist

 

“The word ‘pharmakon,’ from the ancient Greek, has a double-edged meaning, signifying both a remedy and an enchanted potion or poison. One of the book’s themes is the ambivalent nature of all drugs; another is the rampant pharmaceuticalization of the world over the last fifty or sixty years: what vast amounts of money and scientific research have been thrown into the search for that elusive quantity, happiness—or, to look at  the other side of the coin, into the fight against depression. . . . Physician, heal thyself.”—The New York Times Book Review

 

“In this blistering slice of Americana, Wittenborn takes some well-aimed potshots at the brutal cures for mental illness in 1950s America.”

—Marie Claire

 

“A brilliant portrait of a young family of the 1950s, possessed of the particular qualities of postwar America—optimism, prosperity and security—and the inevitable loss of innocence as both country and family encounter the challenges of maturity. Dirk Wittenborn’s provocative book is sharply observed; a subtle and wise fable of our time.”

—Susanna Moore, author of The Big Girls

 

“Timely . . . fascinating . . . The writing is witty, the storytelling engaging . . . a sharp, distinguished story . . . really, really fun . . . Pharmakon is quite well written.”—Daily Telegraph

 

“A humorously drawn family saga, a febrile psychological thriller and a fascinating chemical history . . . there are echoes of Richard Yates and the whole thing gleams with a cool, retro sheen.”—The Guardian (London)

 

“An old-fashioned novel about a modern subject—set in the past but completely relevant to where we are today. It might remind you of mid-period John Irving, but gentler. And just when you’ve settled into a groove the book takes surprising—sometimes shocking—turns. Beneath all the pain there’s hope coursing through these pages, and in the end don’t be surprised if you find yourself moved to tears.”

—Bret Easton Ellis, author of Lunar Park

 

“Addictive medicine, despite the side effects . . . Pharmakon is brightened by an atmosphere of personal authority.”—The Washington Post

 

“Eerie, authentic, and always with heart, Pharmakon is a slow-burning triumph.”—Marisha Pessl, author of Special Topics in Calamity Physics

 

“Pharmakon . . . touches upon the contradictions of psychological study and analysis, the relationship between genius and insanity, and the role of our childhood experiences, or even events that occurred before birth [that] never truly leave us.”—Blogcritics Magazine

 

“Readers who enjoy the skewed family dynamics found in books by Douglas Coupland, and the dramatic plot twists found in books by John Irving, will not want to miss out on this book. This is not a light, happy, little read about being on drugs. It’s also not a psychological text about depression, or a diatribe about the evils of companies who manufacture drugs. In some ways, however, it is about all those things.”

—Book Sandwich
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In memory of J. R. Wittenborn, PhD




PROLOGUE

I was born because a man came to kill my father. If he hadn’t showed up with a gun in his pocket and bad thoughts in his head, I wouldn’t exist, much less have a story to tell. This tragic footnote to my conception left me feeling as if I had three parents: a father, a mother, and a murderer.

My father suffered from strange and temporarily paralyzing attacks of catatonia that my family, with characteristic discretion, referred to as Dad’s “Sock Moments.” You would walk past my parents’ bedroom door on the way to breakfast or the bathroom and glimpse Dad sitting on his side of the bed, fully dressed, legs crossed, one shoe on, sock in hand, about to put on his other shoe. Perfectly normal, right? Trouble was, sometimes ten or twenty minutes would pass, and you’d look in on him again, and he’d still be sitting there, sock in hand, staring at the other shoe he’d yet to fill.

Once my sister Lucy and I clocked him with the timer my mother used to make sure the roast beef was rare. Fifty-seven minutes passed before he got the other sock on. Frozen in time and space in his own thoughts, Dad would appear perfectly normal, except for the look he’d have in his eye. It wasn’t a faraway, glassy-eyed stare; it was a perplexed squint, as if he were trying to see something he wasn’t sure was there.

My father could have three episodes in a week, then there’d be a six-month reprieve. Usually, but not always, these becalmed fits of melancholic introspection would come over him in the morning as he readied himself to set off for work. But sometimes they’d ambush him in the evening, when he went upstairs just for a moment to put  on a fresh shirt or wash his hands or get my mother her purse. Occasionally, according to my mom, they’d even bushwhack him after midnight, when a dry mouth or a bad dream would wake him, and he’d reach for his slippers with the thought of heading downstairs to make himself a cup of tea or a stiff drink. Only he’d never get there. Technically, those weren’t Sock Moments, because my mother would wake up and find her husband cradling a slipper. But the question remained the same: What was going on in Dad’s head?

Once, when I was eight, and Dad was lost in his bedroom with nothing but a sock to show him The Way Home, I snuck into the room, tiptoed past him, and slipped into his big closet. He used it as a dressing room. It was the grandest thing about the house we lived in then; it was a long, narrow, wondrous little right triangle of a room tucked under the stairs to the attic. It had a round window at one end that offered a view of nothing but sky, and it smelled of cedar and shoe polish and dust from parts of his life that were none of a small boy’s business.

I knew I was trespassing. The closet was Dad’s private space, to be entered only at his personal invitation and explored under his supervision. There were bone-handled pocketknives to be opened and closed, fly rods to be assembled, and a wooden crate that once held a dozen bottles of Château d’Yquem but now was home to the collection of Indian arrowheads and stone tomahawks he’d found in freshly plowed fields and unearthed in serpentine burial mounds during what had passed for a boyhood in his hardscrabble, Midwestern youth. But his hospitality had its limits. Even when I was a baby, if I crawled too far back in his closet and tried to open the old steamer trunk, latched, strapped closed, and too heavy to lift, visiting hour would be over. My father would pull me away from it as if it were radioactive, and in the grown-up voice he used with doctors who came to our house to talk to him, he’d announce, “Nothing in there pertains to you.”

I remember asking him once, “Then why can’t I look in it?”

“I’ve lost the key” was what he said, but I didn’t believe it. I just figured that’s where Dad kept his real treasure, and he didn’t want anyone to know because he was afraid they’d steal it.

Back when I was invading Dad’s private space at age eight I felt guilty on two counts: I was doing what I had been told not to do, and worse, I was taking unfair advantage of what seemed to be, until several decades later, my father’s only weakness—his Sock Moments. Whether out of my own innate sense of fairness or fear of the great man paralyzed on the edge of the bed, I did not go directly to the trunk that loomed so large in my imagination. Instead, I contented myself with taking out the Indian artifacts. A noisy child by nature, prone to talking to myself out loud, I retold the stories he had shared with me about the Indian tribes that had lorded over the state of Illinois long before he was born; the Kaskaskia, the Cahokia, and the Peoria tribes, all decimated by their brethren, the Iroquois, in the Beaver Wars. But it wasn’t the same. I wanted his voice; I wanted him to come back from wherever he was in his Sock Moment; I wanted him to hear me. Anything was preferable to the loneliness I felt knowing he could be so close and yet still so far away.

Suddenly desperate to break the spell that held him, I did the worst thing I could imagine, far more forbidden and dangerous and unforgivable than opening the trunk: I stood up on the overturned wine box, pulled out the squeaky top drawer of his head-high dresser, and took hold of the loaded .38 caliber long-barreled Smith & Wesson revolver he kept on top of his clean handkerchiefs.

He was so far gone even the sound of me opening the forbidden gun drawer did not wake him. Not even the click of me closing the cylinder snapped him out of whatever held him captive.  What if Dad never woke up? What if he never came back from this Sock Moment? What if he stayed petrified like that forever?

Missing him, wanting him, needing him, and mad at him, I pulled back the hammer of the big pistol. My hands shook, my finger closed on the trigger. If I fired the gun, he’d have to wake up. No matter how severely I’d be punished, at least he’d be with me. An eighth of an ounce of trigger pressure away from bringing the hammer down on the Moment, the thought occurred to me: What if I pulled the trigger and he still didn’t wake up?

Then I’d know there was no hope. I lowered the hammer and placed the handgun back onto tomorrow’s handkerchief and closed the squeaky drawer.

I went back out into his bedroom and got down on my knees the way you do in church. Taking the argyle sock from his hand, I gently began to pull it onto his long, narrow, white foot.

I watched as my father’s eyes focused down on me. They were gray, pearly, and wet, like the inside of a shell pulled up from the sea with something alive inside it.

“Daddy?” He had a scar shaped like a crescent on his forehead. His hair was gray and cut so short you could see the shape of his skull and the veins feeding his brain like the Visible Man model he had helped me put together.

“Yes?” He still sounded far away.

“What are you thinking?”

“I was thinking about . . .” The sock was on now. He was lacing up the shoe by himself. “. . . how I feel about things.”

No question, my mother would have sent him to a good psychologist if Dad wasn’t already a shrink himself, a semifamous shrink, in fact: Dr. William T. Friedrich. I failed Psych 1A myself, but I’m told if you made it to the second semester, your professor probably mentioned his name. He was what they used to call a neuropsychopharmacologist. If there’s brain candy in your medicine cabinet, chances are my father’s messed with your head, too.



BOOK I

DECEMBER 1951

 

 

That morning, Dr. Friedrich’s first Sock Moment was years away. There was no scar on his forehead, and in place of the receding hairline, there was a thick cowlick of chestnut-colored hair. Back then Will, as he was called, was a thirty-three-year-old untenured, overworked, hollow-eyed ambitious associate professor of psychology at Yale with a wife, four children, a mortgage, and eighty-seven dollars in his bank account until payday.

It was the week before Christmas break. A skull-numbing arctic air mass had driven all things with feathers from the sky. The temperature had been in the single digits all week, and yesterday eleven inches of snow had fallen in as many hours. New Haven was frozen solid.

His car, which in fact wasn’t a car but a monstrous old 1938 DeSoto ambulance that his wife had dubbed the “White Whale,” wouldn’t start. The streetcar he had to take into town was an hour late. When he finally got off at his stop near campus, it was snowing again.

The wind blew in fits. His eyes teared. As sharp flakes swirled up his pants legs, Will wished he’d listened to his wife when she had told him to put on long johns. Rock salt had turned the icy sidewalks to slush, and two blocks into this last leg of his morning’s march to work, one of his galoshes began to leak. The week before Nora had told him to buy a new pair.

As ice water slowly filled his left boot, soaked through his shoes, and now squished between the numbness of his toes, he wondered why he had not listened to her. To save a buck making old galoshes last another winter, he had ruined his only pair of good shoes. Now, on top of having to buy a new pair of galoshes, he’d have to blow another five bucks on a pair of Oxfords.

Eager to get out of the cold and impatient for his future to begin, Will began to run. As his heartbeat rose, his mood improved. The cold was still making him cry, but he could at least smile at the memory of a time when snow equaled fun.

Friedrich felt more optimistic about the day he was facing when he stepped inside the building and was greeted by a brigade of buckets and wastepaper baskets collecting water as it dripped down from the ceiling. A janitor looked up from his mop. “Pipes burst. Classes canceled.”

As Will happily sloshed down the hallway, he began to plan out a miniholiday for his family. He’d call Nora and tell her to start getting the kids into their snowsuits. They’d pull out the old Flexible Flyer from the garage and take the kids sledding. And afterward, they’d make hot chocolate, and he’d read aloud from  A Christmas Carol or Peter Pan or perhaps . . .

Before Will could settle on which fairy tale to finish the day with, he realized that although the halls were empty of students, the offices were bustling with psychologists of every rank and persuasion—clinical, abnormal, behaviorists, neobehaviorists, humanists, psychoanalytic—all hard at work on research papers, projects, grants, and experiments while he was thinking about sleigh riding.

Yale was the Promised Land for psychologists in 1951. The brightest and the best battled and politicked to come to New Haven. Friedrich felt privileged, even blessed, when he was awarded the position of instructor just after the war. The head of the department, Dr. Hugo Cunningham, had welcomed him and the other newcomers with a faculty tea and the promise that “this department prides itself on being an open, eclectic, noncompetitive sanctuary, where all members of our staff, regardless of rank or  tenure, are given a voice, as well as the opportunity to contribute, to work together, as we soldier on to disassemble, demystify, and deconstruct the magic that drives the clockwork of human nature.”

Friedrich had later learned that Dr. Cunningham had worked in propaganda during the Second World War. The psychology department may have been a sanctuary for some; it had seemed that way at first, even for Friedrich. But now he saw it as a tweed tower with no way out.

When Friedrich first arrived, he, like everybody else in the building, had believed that if he kept his brain to the grindstone, his brilliance would outshine the brilliance of the guy in the office next door. But it was more complicated than that. With so many sharp minds being honed and wielded in such close quarters, you had to be guarded without seeming to be on your guard. What made the Yale psych department different, and in fact far more competitive, than your average above-average workplace was that everyone who worked there knew that they were being observed by people who had made a career out of judging who and what was and wasn’t normal.

All were qualified for greatness, but only one, maybe two, per decade would extract something from their minds so novel and wondrous and inarguable that even their competitors would have to acknowledge the superiority of another’s brain. If that happened, you became a full professor. Otherwise you had to wait until the senior colleague in your area of expertise either retired, died, or had a nervous breakdown.

By the time Friedrich had reached the stairway at the end of the hall, he’d put the Flexible Flyer back into the garage. He could smell the animal behaviorists in the basement lording over classrooms filled with mice. His friend Jens claimed to have taught rats to share. Will was just thinking about how much he liked the idea when a scream shocked out of a chimpanzee named Molly echoed up from below.

As he climbed up the stairwell he returned the nod of an elderly renowned therapist who never trimmed his nose hairs,  deliberately wore two different colored socks, and encouraged the rumor that he had had an affair with Garbo while treating her for a mild case of agoraphobia. The right eccentricities were valued at Yale.

The third floor housed the head of the department and his fa vorites. He ran a program called “Communication and Persuasion.” They’d all been in the same army unit during World War II, working on ways to tap into the collective subconscious to influence public opinion. Since then they’d formed a chamber music group that played on weekends.

Friedrich’s office was on the fourth floor, with the other psychologists who had separated themselves from the pack by mastering the shadowy art of statistics. He and the other young psychometricians were hired guns, not just for the psychology department, but for the psychiatrists over at the med school as well. The ability to reduce the human condition to a set of numbers made them indispensable. They made up the rules and kept the score of the games that were being played among the headshrinkers. Will wanted to be more than a thought accountant.

Some of Friedrich’s colleagues specialized in measuring IQ, memory, or senility. Yale had recruited Friedrich for a rating scale he had thought up at an Army Air Corps base in Illinois that was used to measure whether a mental patient was getting saner or crazier, happier or sadder, improving or deteriorating. Even those in the department who thought him brash, lacking in gentility, and possessing a farm boy’s chip on his shoulder recognized that the Friedrich Psychiatric Rating Scale could give them the proof needed to convince the department they were on the right track.

On the day of its publication Friedrich felt a sense of pride he had not experienced since the age of twelve, when he’d earned enough money selling eggs from a roadside stand to buy back the family pony that his mother had insisted on selling to a neighbor in that first lean year of the Depression. He and Nora had gone out for chop suey to celebrate. There was just one problem. In the previous five years Friedrich’s rating scale had proved only  one thing: Ninety-five percent of the people psychologists and psychiatrists treated never got any better. In fact, most of them got worse after seeing a professional. Of course, Will Friedrich didn’t talk about that in the psych building.

Last summer a neurologist had asked him to go down to Columbia and help him come up with the data that would prove lobotomies were both brutal and bad medicine. Friedrich administered his tests to patients before and after they received what was then called a “precision lobotomy.” To get a clearer picture of the damage that was being done, Friedrich augmented the tests by asking patients who were under local anesthesia a series of simple, mathematical questions while the scalpel was cutting into their frontal lobe.

“What’s one plus one? Two plus three? Count backward from a hundred.” He could still see the face of the teenage girl with curly black hair who had been sentenced to neurosurgery by her parents. When Mom and Dad found out she had contracted syphilis at Wellesley, they had sent her to a state mental health facility. Shortly after her arrival, she had attempted suicide.

“Eighty-eight, 87, 86, 8 . . .” Will could still hear that girl counting down the last seconds she had to be herself, then gasping a sigh and mumbling, “What comes next?”

Friedrich’s findings did not make him popular among those PhDs and MDs at Yale who were on the lobotomy bandwagon. Will knew it was just a matter of time before the numbers he and others came up with put the lobotomists out of business. But that didn’t make him feel any less guilty for having interrogated a teenager on simple math while someone broke into her brain and stole her soul. Friedrich hadn’t performed the operation, or ordered it, or put her in a loony bin. He hadn’t cut into her head—it would have happened even if he hadn’t been there. But he had watched it happen and done nothing to stop it. And that bothered him.

Throwing off his overcoat and kicking off his galoshes, Will slumped into his desk chair. There were a half dozen different research projects he could have started. He had toyed with the  idea of doing studies on foster children, senility, and a half dozen other dark corners of health care that could have benefited from the spotlight of his mind, but Friedrich’s ego couldn’t shake the vain notion that somewhere in him was a big idea that could make the world a saner place.

As he reached for a yellow pad to make notes, a pencil fell off his desk. It was an early Christmas gift from the head of the department. Embossed on the pencil were the words “Publish or Perish.” Friedrich snapped it in two, pulled on a leaky boot, and reached for his overcoat.

Will ran toward the exit. As he headed out the front door the janitor called out, “Where are you off to in such a hurry, Dr. Friedrich?”

“Christmas shopping for my kids.”

“I’m glad somebody in here has some sense.”
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Feeling like an escapee from an institution, Friedrich whistled along to the Salvation Army band on Main Street and spun himself through the revolving doors of the first department store he came to. He had no trouble finding the children’s department, and the robotic reindeer that pranced across the rooftops of a gingerbread palace worthy of the “Mad” King Ludwig was impressive. But the toys depressed him.

Gifts he could afford were either made of plastic or looked like they’d been sewn together by a sweatshop worker wearing mittens. There were big-ticket items he didn’t have the money for but would have loved to find under his Christmas tree, even if he were a girl, like a chemistry set claiming to contain “everything needed to perform real scientific experiments at home”: a crystal-radio kit, complete with its own soldering iron. But when he opened the box all he found was an assortment of chemicals available under your average kitchen sink, a nickel’s worth of wire, some pegboard, and a soldering iron guaranteed to set off an electrical fire.

A saleswoman tapped him on the shoulder. “You opened the box.”

“I’m sorry. I just wanted to see what was inside.”

“It says what’s inside right on the plastic wrapper.”

“Yeah, but I wanted to see for myself.”

“Well, you have, and that will be $8.54.”
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Will Friedrich was in the bar of the faculty club now, self-medicating with a beer, trying to think what his mother called “pleasant thoughts,” i.e., trying to cheer himself up before he boarded the streetcar home. He felt contagious. Self-absorbed but not selfish, he did not want to infect his family with his mood.

If he couldn’t buy what he wanted for his children, he would make them something they would never forget, create something that would give them memories he wished he had. He would go to the lumberyard, get wood, finishing nails, and little brass hinges and glue and construct a dollhouse. It would be for the girls, mostly, but his sons, ages three and almost two, were too young to think it so gender-specific that they would feel overlooked or emasculated. Yes, a wonderful dollhouse, three stories high, with windows big enough for little hands to reach inside, and floors that could be raised and lowered so that his progeny could get a sense of the three-dimensionality of the world and develop their spatial thinking.

But before the dollhouse was half built in his head, Friedrich began to pull it down. Imagining the girls fighting over it Christmas morning, Jack choking to death on one of the little plastic shrubs he was going to plant outside. Jack put everything in his mouth; last week he was nearly murdered by a cat’s-eye marble.

Still thinking about the box he was in, Friedrich’s mind moved out of the dollhouse and attempted to distract itself from his melancholy by constructing a whole new future for himself. He could  leave Yale. Why not take his doctorate in psychology to where the money was: advertising.

For a brief, giddy moment on that bar stool he imagined himself working in a Madison Avenue ad agency. Living in a penthouse on Park Avenue, applying his insights to the frailties of the human mind, to creating subliminal ad campaigns, questionnaires that tricked the consumer into revealing what really made them willing to pay more for toilet paper.

Why not just pack it in and go for the gold . . . why not? I’m thirty-three, I have a wife, children, I’m too old to start a new career, and even if I wasn’t, I’d have to begin at the bottom. I wouldn’t even be able to afford to live in Manhattan. Besides, Friedrich didn’t want to be an ad man any more than he wanted to sell his skill set to one of the foundations that funneled CIA money to clever young men at Yale.

Dr. Friedrich tried to remember why he had become a psychologist. If he’d had two more beers, or an audience, Will Friedrich would have answered that question with a glib and not entirely untrue “because it was the Depression and I didn’t have the money to go to med school and become a real doctor.”

Instead he thought of his mother and his older brother, Homer, and that other institution she packed her first-born off to the day after Will had left for his freshman year of college. He didn’t discover what she’d done with Homer until he came home for Thanksgiving and found his mother holding a séance in Homer’s bedroom. That was the fall she’d become a devotee of Madame Blavatsky and theosophy. It had taken him five days to hitchhike east to the New Jersey State Hospital at Trenton. He found Homer playing his harmonica in a caged room, while nearby a naked woman he could now diagnose as a classic schizophrenic finger-painted with her feces.

Homer didn’t seem any worse for wear until he turned his head. The left side of his jaw was caved in. It looked like someone had taken a trowel to the inside of his mouth. Dr. Cotton, the director of Trenton, had pulled out a half-dozen of Homer’s teeth based on his well-respected and much publicized theory that  bacteria from tooth decay and the small bowel were the causes of dementia praecox.

Homer and his bowel had been scheduled to go under the doctor’s knife the next day. Getting his big brother released before surgery cost Will the rest of his college money. He still didn’t know why Homer couldn’t always spell his own name and thought nothing of rocking for three or four hours at a time repeating the same phrase over and over again: “If it’s not raining, you don’t need an umbrella” was the one that was playing in Friedrich’s head now. Will Friedrich wasn’t sure if he’d become a psychologist to cure Homer or forgive his mother; all he knew was he hadn’t succeeded at either.

What did occur to Friedrich at that moment was that one of the reasons he had lost faith in psychoanalysis—the unearthing of old wounds, the deconstruction of dreams, the dissection of fantasies and choices of words—was that after years of analyzing himself, he wasn’t an iota happier. Exhausted, drained, and dissatisfied by a lifetime of picking his own scabs, he wanted to heal his patients, not listen to them bleed. He had enough of that in his own head.

Laughter erupted from the table behind him. A gang of Yale profs were holding court under a halo of cigarette smoke. He’d seen them at the club before. They always commandeered the same booth. Had they come in while he was building the dollhouse or thinking about Homer? Whatever, they were on their second round of cocktails and, as usual, were having a hell of a lot more fun than he was.

The five faculty members at the table belonged to a subset of academia Friedrich’s wife called PWM—professors with money, either inherited or married into. Their vowels were polished by boarding school; they swam and played tennis at the New Haven Lawn Club; and they sent their children to a private school called Hamden Hall and “summered” in places Friedrich had never heard of much less wanted to be invited to until he had “come east.” They prided themselves on knowing famous Negroes, having best friends who happened to be Jewish, signing anti-McCarthy  petitions, and loving abstract art. All of which combined to make them feel superior to your average everyday garden variety snob, not to mention Friedrich and everybody else in the world.

The only member of the gang Friedrich recognized by name was Dr. Winton. Even if she hadn’t been the first and only female instructor of psychiatry at Yale medical school, Bunny Winton would have stood out. She was over six feet tall, counting the long red braid she coiled on top of her head like a snake. Forty years old, she looked a decade younger. Her skin was pale, white, and translucent, like skimmed milk, and she was never seen outdoors without a hat. While her fellow profs had cocktails, she imbibed a cup of hot water—she’d brought her own tea. Plainly smart, in a tweed suit—just in case you didn’t notice she was special even among the table full of men who had made careers out of being special—she wore a gold pre-Columbian frog on a leather thong around her neck.

“Best martini in the world,” called out the man in the herringbone suit.

“21,” boasted the guy who was cleaning his glasses with the end of an orange-and-black tie that he wore to let you know he went to Princeton.

“21’s for tourists . . . Bath & Tennis, Newport.”

“Harry’s Bar.” The only Harry’s Bar Will Friedrich knew was in Evanston, Illinois. “San Marco, Venezia . . .”

Bunny Winton had the last word without looking up from the article she was reading in the Lancet. “It’s the ten to one formula, gin to vermouth.” Whereas the others smelled of money, she stank.

“How would you know, Bunny? You don’t even drink.”

“My father did. And besides, you don’t have to have a weakness to appreciate it in others.” She was bored with the game. She’d played along just to remind the old boys she could beat them at their own game.

A history professor he’d seen tooting around campus in a red sports car with the top down, even in the rain, sagely posed the next point of debate: “Happiest people in the world.”

“You mean, besides us?” Everybody at the table laughed. Friedrich mouthed the words “horse’s ass” and asked for his check.

“Firemen. They’re heroes, everybody loves them, and they get to spend three weeks out of four away from their wives.”

“Doesn’t count, Fred,” Bunny protested.

“What are you talking about?” Fred was the history professor.

“Women can’t be firemen. You said ‘happiest people.’ ” Dr. Winton held up her empty cup, signaling for more hot water.

“Women are people?” The group thought this was a scream.

Bunny laughed. Not at his joke but at the one she was about to make: “We’re just like you boys, only smarter. Believe me, if there were a way to do without you, we would have thought it up a long time ago.”

The prof with the beard thoughtfully stirred his drink with his forefinger. “I’ve got it. Happiest people are . . . soldiers, nurses, or doctors of either sex . . .” he lifted his drink in acknowledgment of Bunny, “. . . still in uniform, on the way home from a war they’ve won thinking about the sweetheart that’s waiting for them at home who they don’t know has been cheating on them.”

“I thought we were talking about real people, not characters in one of your novels.” Bunny had a nice way of making you feel stupid.

“Okay, Doc, what’s the right answer?”

“The Bagadong.”

“You’re making that up.”

“No, I’m quite serious. They’re a tribe in New Guinea. We had a field hospital near their village during the war.” She was Bunny Rutledge when she’d signed up straight out of medical school. When the U.S. Army refused to promise the woman doc a combat zone assignment at the start of the war, Bunny had taken the train to Canada and wangled a commission in the British Army.

“Are you talking about cannibals?”

“They are, among other things.” Bunny smiled as she sipped her tea.

“You’re telling us eating their enemies makes them happy?”

“I think it had more to do with fermented kwina leaves. The shamans call it ‘gai kau dong.’ It means ‘The Way Home.’ They take it after bad things happen to them, after stressful events. Head-hunting trip gone wrong, child being eaten by a crocodile. And of course, they give it to girls after ritualized clitoral circumcision with a flint scalpel.” Bunny Winton was having so much fun shocking the men that she didn’t notice Friedrich taking notes on his cocktail napkin.

 

 

FEBRUARY 1952

 

Though they had never spoken or corresponded, Friedrich had learned all sorts of things about Dr. Bunny Winton over the previous two months. A trip to the library had told him that she had attended Radcliffe and Yale medical school, and worked out of Yale’s pillared and domed Institute of Human Relations. He had dropped by IHR in the hopes of bumping into her. It didn’t happen, but he did discover that the previously all-male department had decided she deserved office space commensurate with her first and only woman on the faculty status—her desk was wedged into a six-by-eight cubicle that before her arrival had been home to the janitor’s mops, buckets, and brooms.

Behind her back they called her “Dr. Bunny.” And scrawled above a urinal in the second-floor men’s room, he had found a dirty limerick about Bunny that included her home phone number.

By coincidence, a graduate student at IHR named June, who came to him for therapy on Thursdays and whose husband wanted her to quit therapy and grad school to have babies, had brought up Dr. Winton’s name in a session. She identified Winton as her role model, and worried that she didn’t have the “intestinal fortitude” to put up with what Dr. Winton had to put up with.

All Friedrich had to say was “What do you think she puts up with?” and he was treated to an in-depth rehash of how Winton  had written a paper about a study she had conducted entirely by herself on the use of hypnotics to bring out a patient’s thought process. When she submitted it for publication, her name alone graced the title page, but when it appeared in print, the name of a male psychiatrist who was younger and less intelligent appeared on its cover first, even though her last-minute collaborator’s surname started with the letter Y. Friedrich felt worse about what had happened to Winton than he did about milking one of his patients for information.

Will Friedrich couldn’t remember where he’d overheard the gossip passing for gospel that Bunny had been hired solely because her uncle had already given Yale Rutledge Hall, and university elders were hoping Uncle would write another check. But nothing he learned changed his original opinion of Winton. He still thought she was spoiled and a snob, but he sensed that she had one quality he could both relate to and take advantage of: She was hungry.

What he didn’t know was if he could trust her. But he would soon find that out, since at that moment Will was riding up the elevator to the office Dr. Winton retreated to when the broom closet became claustrophobic. She saw her private patients just off campus in the penthouse of a smart, professional building on Chapel Street. Will could have arranged a meeting in her broom closet at IHR, or at his office over in the psych building. But he did not want to run the risk of having other men’s names attached to the idea he was carrying inside his head.

Friedrich knocked on the door. It buzzed open with an electric click. Bunny had a receptionist/secretary, but she was out to lunch. Her waiting room was decorated with Salvador Dalí drawings and a Corbusier leather couch. They shook hands. “I’m Dr. Winton.”

“Will Friedrich.”

She glanced at the small suitcase he was carrying and eyeballed him up and down as if she were trying to guess his height and weight. He had on his best suit, and yet her gaze made him feel shabby. That wasn’t Dr. Winton’s intention. It was just that  he didn’t look like an insurance executive who wore women’s underwear, the patient she had never met but was expecting.

She gestured toward the room with a view of the green where she conducted her therapy sessions, taking note that he took the Danish modern recliner upholstered in pony fur and let her sit on the couch.

“So . . .” She smiled. “What brings you here, Mr. Friedrich?” She had a small notebook and a gold pen in her lap.

“Curiosity.” Friedrich tried to sound casual, but there was an edge to his voice—he was nervous. She was looking at his hands. They were nicked with scars. He found himself wondering whether she read them as a sign of hard work or a propensity for violence. Friedrich knew he was projecting, and shook the thought out of his head.

“What specifically are you curious about?” She fingered the gold frog around her neck.

“Depression.”

“What about it?”

“How to get rid of it.”

“Your wife told me she’s noticed a change in you.”

“You’ve talked to my wife about me?”

“I thought you knew.”

Realizing she thought he was a patient, Friedrich decided to make the most of it and play dumb. “Gosh, what’d she have to say?”

“Well, that she’s disturbed and confused.”

“About what?”

“You’re not the first male patient I’ve had who’s found it arousing to wear women’s undergarments.”

Her stare was unblinking, her voice professional. Giving her credit for that, he threw his head back and began to laugh. “I’m sorry, Dr. Winton, I think you have me mixed up with a patient. I’m a psychologist over at the psych department. I made an appointment with your secretary.” Putting people on the defensive always made Friedrich feel more comfortable.

Friedrich smiled innocently as she checked her secretary’s appointment book. He could tell she wasn’t convinced that he wasn’t suffering from delusions as well as erotic confusion.

“My mistake, Dr. Friedrich. I should have recognized your name.” Had she heard of him, or was she just being the kind of phony rich people called being polite? “So, what brings you here?”

“I’ve been thinking about something I overheard you say at the faculty club a couple of months ago.” Friedrich had his suitcase on his lap.

“I’m sorry, but for the life of me I don’t recall having been introduced to you or ever having . . .”

Friedrich cut her short. “We didn’t meet. I was eavesdropping on a conversation you were having about the happiest people on the planet; you mentioned something called The Way Home?”

“Gai kau dong.” As she slowly pronounced the words, Friedrich noticed that there were two photographs on her desk. He guessed the glamour shot of the guy on the yacht was her husband. He could tell the other one was taken during the war—it showed a younger Bunny, hair cut as short as a boy’s, sitting in a dugout canoe wearing khaki shorts and mud-caked boots, an Enfield jungle carbine slung across her back.

“So what is it about The Way Home that interests you?”

“How do you know it’s the plant your shamans brew up that’s affecting behavior, and not superstition, the power of suggestion?”

Friedrich watched her smooth the wrinkles in her dress before she answered. “In the fall of 1944, I had a patient, a lieutenant in the Royal Engineers. In addition to suffering from malaria, dysentery, and the usual assortment of jungle parasites, he had been a Japanese prisoner for six months.” She looked out the window. Her voice softened. “And in that camp, there was a Japanese sergeant, a textbook sadist, homosexual tendencies; he did things, unspeakable things, to my lieutenant . . .”

Friedrich took note of her use of the personal pronoun. Dr. Winton caught herself as soon as she said it: “I say ‘my’ because  we were all such a long way from home, and the young men in those hospitals suffered so much, we were all possessive and protective of our patients.” Friedrich wondered if the emaciated officer in the dugout canoe next to her was her lieutenant.

“I think the worst part for him was the things he was made to do to others in order to survive that left him feeling . . .” She turned back to Friedrich, “. . . less than good about being alive. He was severely depressed; he had attempted suicide twice. I had thirty patients under my care; it was just a matter of time before he succeeded, and so I gave him gai kau dong.”

“Did you administer it, or the shaman?”

“I did.”

“Was the lieutenant aware that it came from a witch doctor? Cognizant of any mystic connection or magical powers the natives attributed to what you were prescribing him?”

“None other than that we were fond of one another. Soldiers in the middle of nowhere have almost religious faith in doctors.”

“Especially pretty doctors.” Friedrich wasn’t flirting; he was just being a good clinician.

“That, too. Anyway, a few hours after I administered the first dose, he experienced mild hallucinations. I had no idea of the strength of the stuff, so I followed the shaman’s instructions; I gave it to him twice a day. Before the week was up he was able to talk openly about what had happened. He told me how they had to play soccer with a Dutch officer’s head, and about sex acts he had to perform with the guards, horrible stuff. The interesting thing was, after a week or so, it didn’t upset him in the slightest to discuss the degradation in detail. As a psychiatrist, all I can tell you is, he seemed totally at peace with the idea that he had done these things to stay alive. He spoke about them almost as if they had happened to someone else. Now that he was free, he was a different person, and there was no need to be ashamed.”

Friedrich was so excited about the possibilities of what he was hearing, he didn’t notice that Dr. Winton had tears in her eyes. “Have you ever thought about testing these kwina leaves, isolating the psychoactive ingredients, see if they work on patients here? I mean, a drug that could put people back together again emotionally after life has dismantled them. . . . A pill for depression, something that actually works?”

“Yes, I’ve thought about it.” Dr. Winton had thought about her lieutenant, but not about what Friedrich was suggesting.

“Well, not to be blunt, but what are you waiting for?”

“The Institute of Human Relations is having enough trouble getting used to a female psychiatrist. I think it might be pushing them to accept a woman witch doctor.”

“We could work on it together. You’ve worked with drugs. I read your paper on administering hypnotics. Sodium amytal. I did my dissertation on psychological testing. During the war, I worked for the Army. . . .”

She held up her hand. “To begin with, gai kau dong is made with kwina, and kwina only grows in New Guinea and we’re in New Haven.”

“I’m way ahead of you.” Friedrich flipped opened his suitcase like a Fuller Brush man. It was filled with the waxy pale green serrated leaves of the kwina. Dr. Winton picked up one that had fallen to the floor. It smelled of rot.

“Where did you get this? The botany department doesn’t even have . . .”

“I helped out a botanist at the University of Illinois who had a schizophrenic daughter. He knew someone who was doing field work in New Guinea.”

“But how did you get it here?”

“Friends in low places. I did some testing of pilots at a flight school.”

“What kind of testing?”

“Personality, aptitude, ability to perform under stress . . .” Friedrich didn’t like her, but suddenly, he did trust her. “They were trying to figure out who were the best guys for suicide missions. I didn’t know that until after the war.”

“Would that have made a difference to you, Dr. Friedrich?”

“I probably would have failed a few more.”

Friedrich thought about that for a few heartbeats, then pushed on. “Anyway, the chicken colonel in charge of the project owed me. He’s stationed in the Philippines. Flies all over. I sent him a telegram about The Way Home. He checked it out, and now I have four two-bushel sacks of it in my garage. And best of all, I have one of these . . .” He handed her a small snapshot of a Bagadong shaman standing next to a hip-high wooden figure.

“You brought a shaman to New Haven?” Dr. Winton was looking at him as if he was wearing women’s underwear again.

“No, but the colonel brought me one of the wooden jugs they ferment it in. We have to duplicate the procedure; this way we can get a yeast culture from the residue inside the jug. Of course, there’s the possibility it’s something in the local water, but I don’t think so. At least it gets us started.” Friedrich had the enthusiasm of a twelve-year-old farm boy entering his prize pig in a 4-H contest.

“Why me?” She looked at him like she suspected someone at IHR had put Friedrich up to this. “Surely you know other psychiatrists, more experienced and influential.”

“Yes, but I came to you first because I couldn’t think of anyone else with more to prove.”

“You want to work with me because I’m a woman psychiatrist.”

“That, and you gave me the idea. I just thought I should give you a chance to share in the credit.”

“As optimistic and opportunistic as you are fair.”

“I’m an old-fashioned guy. What do you say to my proposal?”

“I’m not quite sure I understand what you’re proposing.”

“Partnership. Want to see if it works?” Friedrich held out his hand. When she didn’t shake it, it occurred to him to ask, “What happened to your friend, the English lieutenant you gave it to?”

“He died.” She said it like she blamed the lieutenant for running out on her.

“Because of the stuff?”

“It was in a bombing.”

“I’m sorry.” Friedrich was anything but.

[image: 004]

Bunny Winton had told Will Friedrich, “Let me think about it for a few days and get back to you.” But as soon as he left the office, she knew her answer would be “no.” She had struggled too long to be taken seriously at the med school to risk having her name linked to a study based on oceanic folk medicine, especially one inspired by anecdotal evidence culled from her efforts to save the life of a patient she had lost her virginity to.

Bunny did not want to think about The Way Home, and she resented Friedrich for barging in on her with the disappointments of her past, though she did recognize she felt a vaguely therapeutic release talking about it to someone other than her own analyst. After she saw the last of her patients that day, she sat down at her typewriter and wrote him a short note,Dear Dr. Friedrich,

After careful consideration, I have decided not to take part in your research project. The story I told you about my experience with gai kau dong was relayed in confidence, and I trust it will remain so. I wish you the best of luck.

Sincerely,

Dr. T. L. Winton.





Her decision was signed and neatly folded. Her tongue was tasting the glue on the flap of the envelope when she suddenly stopped and thought about what she was doing. A moment later, she ripped up the letter and put the cover on her typewriter. No, on second thought, she realized it was better that she relay the above to Dr. Friedrich over the phone. She did not want any connection to gai kau dong in writing. An eavesdropping psychologist  who shows up at your office in a cheap suit with a suitcase full of kwina leaves might be trustworthy, but he was definitely what her uncle called “a loose cannon.” The more Bunny Winton thought about it, the angrier she was that Friedrich had intruded on her life.

Not wanting to put things off, she looked up his phone number and immediately called Friedrich’s office. No answer.

That was Friday. It was Saturday now and Friedrich was out of her mind as she closed her eyes and listened to the last notes of Schubert’s String Quartet in C Major at the recital given by a faculty chamber music group at Branford College. She was by herself. Her husband, Thayer, had stayed home to meet with a naval architect about a new racing yawl. He liked to sail, she liked to listen. The last two notes of the piece were what made it special, supertonic and tonic played forte. The effect they had on her ear-drums prompted her to wonder if Schubert knew he was dying when he wrote them. A moment of silence, then applause—she considered the possibility that psychiatrists hear music differently.

Having forgotten to bring her own tea, Bunny had half a glass of sherry, asked after a neurologist’s wife and children, and was putting on her gloves to leave when she realized that the second viola was also head of the psychology department.

Over a foul dip made of onion soup mix and sour cream, Bunny Winton made just enough small talk with Dr. Cunningham about his work so as not to make him curious when she inquired, “Someone at IHR was asking me about your Dr. Friedrich—any thoughts?”

“Unusual mix of things. He’s the only person in the department who can do a standard deviational analysis in his head.”

“So Friedrich’s a numbers guy.”

“He’s more of a seat-of-the-pants kind of fellow. Intuitive. Surprises you with things.”

“How so?”

“Well, it’s really a matter of, you don’t know how he comes to the conclusions he comes to, especially when he’s right.”

“Can you give me a for instance?”

“Well, a female instructor over in the Romance Languages department was receiving obscene phone calls, which were traced back to a pay phone at one of the dorms. The dean came to the psychology department to get our take on how it should be handled. Since there was no way of telling who was making the calls, there was nothing to be done, until a few months later Friedrich came into my office after having lunch with a bunch of students and gave me a name.”

“How’d he get the student to tell him?”

“The student didn’t tell him. It was just a notion Friedrich had, and since he couldn’t back it up with anything, we took no action. A few months later a student was caught in the act, and sure enough, it was the boy Friedrich had told us to take a look at to talk to. And when I asked Friedrich how he figured it out, all the son of a gun said was . . .” Cunningham paused for effect and another glass of sherry, “ ‘he seemed like the kind of boy who’d need to resort to anonymous obscenity with a stranger to make intimate contact.’ ”

“What does that mean?”

“I have no idea.”

 

When Bunny Winton got into bed that night and turned out the light, her answer was still “no.” She and her husband had separate bedrooms but a shared bathroom was not the limit of their intimacy. They had tried to have a child, especially in the first year of their marriage. Theoretically it was possible she could still conceive.

But Bunny was not thinking about any of this as she lay in the darkness, her hair spread out across her pillow like a scarlet fan. She was thinking about how she had ended up in the bed she was unable to fall asleep in. When she married, right after the war, just out of uniform, it seemed a safe and sensible match to make. Not just because Thayer had so much money she wouldn’t have to worry about his being after hers. At thirty-five, she was old for a bride. She thought she wanted to be safe, to live in a world that  was clean and starched and ordered. She wanted to be as far from the jungles of New Guinea and memories of her lieutenant as she could get.

Bunny’s eyes were open now. Still hoping for sleep, she tried to distract herself by thinking about the history of this bed she had inherited. It was made by an eighteenth-century master cabinet-maker by the name of Goddard, constructed of mahogany hauled out of the jungle by slaves. It featured four posters topped with finials shaped like pineapples and a carved scalloped shell on its headboard.

Her great-grandmother and her grandmother and her mother had died in that bed. And so, she guessed, would she. But before it was her turn, she wanted to do more than be the first woman on the staff of the medical school. It was at that moment Bunny Winton, née Rutledge, realized that she missed the jungle—in a way, even missed the war. Not the killing, but the sense that you were fighting for something. She longed to take a risk that would make her feel fully alive.

Without bothering to turn on the lamp on the bedside table, Bunny Winton got out of bed, sat at her desk, and by the light of a crescent moon picked up a fountain pen and wrote the following on a leaf of double-weight gray linen stationery:Dear Dr. Friedrich,

After careful consideration, I have decided I am very much interested in researching The Way Home. As to how we might best coordinate our schedules . . .





APRIL 13, 1952

 

When Will Friedrich got in his car to go home after work that day, he felt better than fine. The Whale had started without his having to lift the hood, a rarity. The forsythia were in bloom, and he had been able to talk a promising tailback on the football team out of shock therapy. The kid had been arrested on his knees in  the men’s room of a Greenwich Village bar called the Lily Pad. Will had simply listened to the frightened football player’s confession and said, “I don’t regard homosexuality as a disease and I don’t think shock cures anything.”

Well-intentioned was Will Friedrich. Even though he knew he had risked his job by reassuring the boy that he wasn’t sick, Will did not think of it as going out on a limb—he did not see himself as a beacon of enlightenment, just as a man doing his job. That afternoon he was as close to happy as a man who devotes his life to the study of unhappiness can be. Less than a mile into his journey home that day, Friedrich looked in the rearview mirror and saw a fine film of sweat collecting on his face. Suddenly, his throat tickled and his eyeballs felt like they needed to be scratched. Sneezing twice, rolling up the window, Will muttered to himself, “Christ, I’m getting a cold.”

It was too beautiful a day for him or anyone else to be sick. The sky was the same shade of blue as a set of sheets he had liberated from an Army Air Corps hospital outside Chicago where he had worked during the war, when he and his wife were first married and the clouds on his horizon were as invitingly white as freshly fluffed pillows.

But when traffic stopped and he looked over at the big plate-glass window of a department store over on the avenue, the promise of the day flew out the window, even though it was rolled up. It was a store he couldn’t afford to shop in. Usually, the sight of the expensively dressed mannequins in its window would prompt superior thoughts such as, ideas are important, not things. Or, shopping’s the opiate of the people, not religion. But that day, due to the clouds and the angle of the sunlight on the glass, the windows became a gigantic mirror, and all Dr. Friedrich could see was himself smiling inanely behind the wheel of a vehicle that belonged in the junkyard and he should have been embarrassed to drive. What did he have to be smiling about? He’d gone to college for eight years, and as his wife had reminded him that morning, their checking account was overdrawn . . . again.

Traffic began to move, but the reflection of himself stayed in his head. He turned on the radio, forgetting the tuner was broken and that the only station he could receive was the AM colored station out of New York. Usually the dark rhythms were all static, but today he heard them as clear as the bell that seemed to be going off inside his head. Ain’t no doctor in all the lan’ can cure the fever of a convict man. Leadbelly’s wail didn’t make Dr. Friedrich feel any better. But he did wonder why he identified with a Negro field hand who’d been sent to prison for murder. Though he’d given up on psychoanalysis—time and manpower prevented it from ever helping more than a handful of people—Friedrich never tired of psychoanalyzing himself.

Gunning the White Whale up the steep incline of the short driveway, Friedrich swerved just in time to avoid running over his six-year-old daughter Lucy’s hand-me-down scooter. By the time he hit the brakes he’d flattened the new Schwinn bicycle he had just given Fiona for turning eight, the one he’d told her to put in the garage that morning.

“Why do I bother talking? No one ever listens to me,” Friedrich muttered to himself. Of course, it was unrealistic to expect an eight-year-old, even his eight-year-old, to have the retentive abilities to comprehend the repercussions of her irresponsibility. If he’d had the money to buy her a new bicycle, he could have turned it into an object lesson by refusing to replace the bike she should have put away. But because he was unable to afford to replace the bike, his predicament was exacerbated by shame. Friedrich was well aware that he’d feel even more foolish for blaming his child and his wife, but knew he’d probably do both. He was embarrassed by his embarrassment.

Will Friedrich slammed the flat of his hand against his frontal lobe and was about to ask himself “What the fuck is happening to me?” when he looked up and saw a flock of hungry parrots dining al fresco in his mulberry tree.

If Dr. Friedrich had been a psychologist practicing on the citizens of Caracas, or Manila, or even Miami, the sight of eleven noisy parrots shrieking red, blue, green, turquoise, and tropical  gold in his fruit tree would have been nothing out of the ordinary. Dr. Friedrich’s mulberry tree being full of parrots in the front yard of a little two-story ersatz Cape Cod cottage in a housing development just outside of New Haven, Connecticut, this was an incident of greater magnitude. He was a thousand miles too far north to believe his eyes.

Having labored that morning in a poorly ventilated, jury-rigged chem lab taking the first of a series of tedious steps necessary to isolate the psychoactive ingredients of a drab little shrub native to the island of New Guinea, Friedrich’s mind jumped to the logical conclusion: “I’m hallucinating.” He said it out loud, like a miner who’s just struck gold.

He climbed out of the White Whale without bothering to turn off the engine or close the car door. Hat on the back of his head, necktie blowing in the wind, he’d left the world of a broken bicycle behind. A spiderweb, woven between a climbing rose and a leafless apple tree that had died over the winter, broke across his face.

With the calm eye of a clinician, he reviewed the circumstances of the morning’s fermentation in the basement lab over at the med school. He’d been there by himself, and was wearing rubber gloves. He was certain he’d not been so foolhardy as to touch his fingers to his lips. The active ingredient must have been absorbed into his bloodstream through his nasal passages. He put his finger to his nose. Yes, it was running. He tasted it. Slightly bitter, but not at all unpleasant.

Pulling a small black notebook and pencil out of his pocket, he checked his watch, jotted down the time, and made his initial observations. The first hallucinations he was aware of appeared around 5:00. Or was that reflection he saw in the store window a hallucination? Had that tailback really been arrested for sodomy in Greenwich Village? He’d call him up, see how he was doing, just to make sure.

Friedrich walked toward the shrieking, feathered apparitions with a smile on his face. In fact, he was grinning from ear to ear. This is why, at seventeen, after reluctantly leaving his brother in  the care of a blind great-uncle who used Homer as a Seeing Eye dog, Will had climbed on top of a boxcar and headed west with $1.17 in his pocket. He had ridden the rails with bums, hobos, and men driven mad by lack of employment, and counted himself lucky that he ended up in California picking fruit for twelve hours a day, two bucks a week, and had told himself he had it good when he found a job in a cannery, all to save up enough money to go back to college.

This is why he had become a psychologist and taken a job at Yale at a salary that forced him to put off going to the dentist. Yes, this moment made even the indignity of having to teach Ivy League freshmen snobs statistics seem like time well spent. He, William T. Friedrich, had discovered something. Willy Friedrich, the farm boy from southern Illinois, had just stepped off the beaten track of what was on the pages of other men’s textbooks into the untouched wilderness of the unknown.

Hofmann had accidentally discovered LSD in 1943. April 16, to be exact. Will noted that his hallucinations weren’t like the distortions Hofmann had experienced. These parrots in his mulberry tree were goddamned perfect. There was a pair of macaws, one blue, one red, both with yellow eyes; a green-cheeked Amazonian; gold-headed parakeets with green wings and a tail feathered in turquoise; cockatoos that shouted obscenities and asked questions in Spanish and English; a threesome of lovebirds, and a drab but loquacious African gray. Friedrich recorded that he felt no confusion or disorientation in crisp penmanship; his handwriting was neater than usual.

His mind never felt sharper. It had been more than a year since he had read Hofmann’s





































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































A graduate student transcribed the tapes in duplicate. The transcription of that first session in Winton’s office was twenty-seven pages long, plus three quarters of a page of single-spaced notes. Friedrich circled the following passage in red pen:
























After the session was over, Friedrich dictated his notes on Casper Gedsic, which began as follows:




Two sessions later Friedrich circled the following portion of the transcript, this time in blue ink:






















The following Monday Friedrich’s hand had healed enough for him to scrawl the word “interesting” in number two pencil across the first page of that afternoon’s transcript:
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