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To the late Frank Beazley

Godspeed, my friend

A Note to Readers

This is entirely a work of fiction. I created the characters and events.

But I did not create the historical circumstances in which Asylum is set.

Not so very long ago — within my memory as a journalist who covered their dying days — American institutions for the mentally ill and disabled were as depicted in these pages: warehouses that often became laboratories for the mistreatment of our fellow human beings. Residents suffered needlessly, and endlessly. Time dragged. The real world faded until it was gone. Hydrotherapy, insulin, electroshock treatments, lobotomy, forced sterilization, all of which are mentioned in this book — all were real. All were commonplace. Untold numbers of lives ended beneath unnamed concrete markers in potter’s fields.

Since the 1980s, when I began covering these issues for The Providence Journal, many of these institutions have closed. I would like to be able to report that our society’s treatment of the people who once filled them has become more enlightened. And while there are some communities where this is indeed the case, and while I know of one institution where care is compassionate and first-class — Zambarano Hospital, in Pascoag, Rhode Island, where Frank Beazley, to whom this book is dedicated, lived for so long — overall, little has changed. Many of the mentally ill and disabled are now imprisoned — one institution having replaced another. Many are on the streets, lost, abandoned, and often abused. Some are war veterans, which adds an additional layer of national shame.

And all remain subject to ugly stigma that pervades our society. Stigma that is based on the absurd notion that disorders of the brain are somehow different than disorders of any other organ.

Are we so lacking in compassion?

Have we learned nothing?

A percentage of the proceeds from sales of Asylum are being donated in memory of Frank Beazley to Patients for Progress, which benefits residents of Zambarano Hospital. Frank, who died in 2012, was the group’s long-time president. Additional donations may be sent to: Patients for Progress, Zambarano Hospital, 2090 Wallum Lake Rd., Pascoag, R.I., 02859.

A deeply inspirational man who became my dear friend, Frank was the subject of my 12-part Providence Journal series, “The Growing Season,” published Sept. 24 - Oct. 5, 2006. Of my many Journal series, this remains my favorite—and it was a favorite of readers, who responded with an outpouring of affection unlike any I have ever seen in my years at the paper. Find it on my blog:  http://gwaynemiller.blogspot.com/2012/11/frank-beazley-growing-season-in-full.html
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ASYLUM

CHAPTER ONE

Champagne

“Here’s to Nick Emin, successful architect!” announced the thirtyish, raven-haired woman in an apartment on Providence’s fashionable East Side. Sharon Emin raised her champagne and clinked her husband’s glass.

“Here’s to our future,” agreed Nick, tall and clean-shaven and nearly a decade older. “A future made considerably brighter today by the Cabot Corporation.”

“Cheers!”

“Cheers!”

They drank — single, healthy gulps that drained each of their glasses.

“Now here’s to our past,” Sharon said, furnishing immediate refills from an ice-bucketed bottle. “Particularly the decision of a certain ex-doctor I know to leave the practice of medicine when almost everyone was saying he must have lost his mind.”

“It’s been seven years,” said Nick. “Sometimes, it seems like seventy.”

“Call it paying your dues.”

“Call it a grind,” Nick said, hastening to add: “With the notable exception of your support, kiddo.”

“And your father’s.”

“Yes, once he got through with his I-told-you-sos. He always did want me to get into architecture.”

“I remember the hospital’s reaction when you announced you were going back to school,” Sharon said.

“They were all surprised.”

“Stunned is more like it. I don’t think they’d ever had anyone pull the ripcord on them before. Not like that.”

“Believe it or not, they had,” Nick said. “When I was doing my residency — long before we met — a couple of guys bailed out. And after me, I heard, there was somebody else. Ken Bevilacqua. I don’t think you knew him. He left psychiatry for horse breeding, of all things. But there’s no question, it’s not your everyday event.”

“I can still remember your retirement party.”

“We’d just gotten engaged.”

“In one breath, everyone was congratulating me. In the next, they were telling me how crazy they thought you were — to leave neurosurgery, that is. By the end of the evening, they almost had me convinced.”

“Well, as the saying goes, if only they could see me now.”

“If only they could see this now.”

Sharon picked up the contract and the $25,000 bank draft that had been paper-clipped to it.

“I think if they saw that now, they’d laugh their buns off,” Nick said. “That’s chicken feed to them. Chicken feed to me, in my former life.”

“Lighten up, will you? Money’s not why you did what you did.”

“No,” Nick agreed, “it’s not.”

In a remarkably short time, the champagne was gone. In its wake was a pleasant buzz — not enough to impair upper-level brain functioning, but enough to make magic from the June air rustling the curtains, the play of the setting sun on the wallpaper, the strains of classical music drifting down from the apartment upstairs. Enough to really savor Nick’s biggest success yet in his fledgling career — renovation architecture.

It had arrived by Federal Express at 10:00 this morning — a real-life, honest-to-goodness written contract, eleven pages long, signed and stamped, confirmation of an oral agreement reached by phone yesterday after what the Cabot Corporation’s CEO had described as an “exhaustive” and “unbiased” competition among architects “from Boston to L.A.” This project was unique, the CEO took pains to remind Nick in a letter accompanying the contract. This was a plum. This was going to be written up everywhere, in all the technical journals, all the popular magazines. It would even be on TV. This was going to put the design team on the map, by God. Nick believed it as passionately as the CEO, who just so happened to be his dad.

The institution was called Elmwood, and once, more than half a century ago, its three dozen buildings had been home to more than 1,000 of life’s also-rans. Twenty years ago, it had closed, its few remaining indigents and septuagenarian schizophrenics shipped off to nursing homes. Two years ago, the last of a long series of blue-ribbon panels had concluded — as had the very first — that there was no feasible public use for Elmwood, that the commonweal would best be served by unloading the damn place. And so sealed bids had been solicited. Nearly 800 acres in the Berkshire Hills, convenient to Tanglewood and dance festivals and summer stock and winter skiing, all barely two hours from Boston, accessible by road and rail and air. Use must conform to all applicable environmental restrictions. Not zoned for industry. Sale contingent upon proof of financing, twenty-five percent down.

The Cabot Corporation, developers of resorts from Aspen to Bangor, was high bidder.

Cabot had grand designs for Elmwood. From the ashes would rise Berkshire Acres, a decidedly upper-crust, year-round vacation community with time-sharing units, condominiums, shops and restaurants and a brewpub second to none. There would be sailing. Swimming. Golf. Tennis and racquetball. A health club and night club. Such a unique re-use. The governor, in signing the purchase and sales agreement, said so himself. Now, someone had to take that concept and head Cabot down the road to making money. Someone had to take what was essentially a couple of fancy drawings and a few crisply worded passages and a commitment by one of Boston’s largest banks and buckle down to the nitty-gritty — decisions on what buildings should be razed, which should be saved, where the restaurants should go, how the shops would be clustered, which hills would make the best ski slopes, and how the thing was going to be sewered and landscaped and heated through the long New England winter.

Someone had to come up with a schematic design, which Cabot would critique and move along to the next steps, design development and production of working drawings — the blueprints the general contractor would need by next spring, when ground on Berkshire Acres was scheduled to be broken.

As of the moment the Federal Express man rang his buzzer, that someone was Nick.

They ate out.

Only once was the evening bittersweet — once, when the conversation turned to the next several weeks, when Nick would be setting up shop in Smithfield, the town closest to Elmwood. They would be together weekends, but it was still the first time since his doctor days that they would be apart more than the occasional night or two. It was going to be a little weird, they agreed. It was going to be a little lonely.

And it was going to be what both of them wanted.

After dinner, after coming home, after another half bottle of champagne that spun their heads firmly into orbit, they made love.

Sharon did not check the clock. That was intentional. When you were in the daycare business, morning came early; right now, she did not need a reminder of just how early. Her head pounded so badly it had awakened her and her stomach was about to lose the battle to keep her dinner down. She craved Alka-Seltzer, and she found them, two foil-wrapped tablets that she plunked into a Dixie cup filled from the bathroom tap.

As she waited for the bubbles to taper off to a drinkable level, Sharon wandered the apartment. Out of the bathroom and down the hall. Past their bedroom, where Nick snored. Through the kitchen — checking, as she automatically did every time, to be sure the stove was off. Into the living room. At the front door, parting the curtains to look across a darkened city that seemed to slumber easily. Into Nick’s study.

She paused — it was not the first time, nor was it unreciprocated — to admire her husband’s achievements. An entire wall was covered with framed sheepskins and certificates. His B.S. from Brown. His M.D. from Harvard. His membership in the American Association of Neurological Surgeons. The founding charter for CAN, Children’s Advocacy Network, the group he and she had established to push for legislation favorable to youngsters. His architecture degree, earned from Rhode Island School of Design at the age of 38 (not even close to senior member of my class! he’d reminded everyone at graduation. That’s Joe Blake, 51!). His certificate from the state Board of Examination and Registration of Architects.

Like Sharon, who with her sister had built one of the state’s largest daycare centers, Nick seemed to have come into this world with the word ambition imprinted on his forehead. Not blind ambition, the kind that combines with intelligence to make supreme assholes out of certain people. Not silly ambition, which propels certain others to make names for themselves in channeling or crystals or ufology. Not vulgar ambition, the sort associated with pinkie rings. Like Sharon’s, Nick’s ambition was gentle. Nick did not step on people to get where he wanted to go. He did not lie, cheat or chant mantras. He simply set goals, then reached them.

Sharon lifted the Dixie cup to her lips and swallowed, letting out a deep belch of relief as the Alka-Seltzer snuffed the blaze that heartburn had lit in her gut. She was at Nick’s desk now, her tongue working to cleanse her mouth of the taste of chalk. Unconsciously, her free hand found the gooseneck lamp and turned it on. Ambitious, yes, but not tidy. Not Nick. His desk was a foot high with papers. The Elmwood project, in all its glory. Surveyor’s charts. Aerial photographs. Ring binders filled with pages of building dimensions, maps of utility lines, locations of steam tunnels. Topographical surveys. Several dozen pencil sketches.

He’s nothing if not thorough, Sharon thought. Not content with the materials made available by Cabot, Nick had done his own research before submitting his proposal for Berkshire Acres. He’d read library books on institutions, gone back through his college texts for ideas on reuse of turn-of-the-century, red-brick schools and firehouses, which many of Elmwood’s buildings resembled. He’d made a day trip to the institution, a trip on which Sharon had accompanied him. He’d visited the Berkshire County Historical Society in nearby Pittsfield, where he’d ordered prints of several photographs, including one labeled “Field Day, 1941” showing middle-aged men in three-piece suits and clerical garb flanked by patients wearing clown costumes and rubber noses. The group was assembled on what appeared to be a bandstand. In the background was a lake.

Sharon pulled the photograph from the pile and held it to the light. It was black-and-white, grainy, slightly out of focus. An amateur job.

She’d seen it before — the day Nick had returned from Pittsfield with it. In his reading, Nick had discovered that field day was a tradition almost as old as institutions themselves. It was usually outdoors, usually involved a picnic and a parade and carnival games and dressing-up, usually included a visit by a bishop or the local mayor. Field day often ended with the crowning of a king and queen and, in some cases, fireworks and a ball. The idea was benevolent — even praiseworthy: make the demented and deranged feel special, at least for one day, by giving them a holiday. There might well have been therapeutic value, Nick and Sharon had agreed. But that still didn’t make it any less bizarre. The idea of taking a bunch of mentally ill people — people who heard voices and saw snakes and Lord knows what else in the ordinary course of events — and propelling them into some crazy fantasy world — well, it was like that absurdly comical film, The King of Hearts. Staring at the photograph that first time, Nick and Sharon had had a good howl.

Now, studying it again, Sharon was not amused. She was...

Spooked.

I don’t like this picture, she thought. There’s something weird going on in it. Something more than the clown costumes and rubber noses. Something deeper, disturbing.

Of course, that idea was as ludicrous as the picture itself.

Or was it?

A scene from her youth flash-flooded her mind.

She is back in high school — the public high school at Salem, Massachusetts, on Boston’s North Shore. She is a sophomore. It is Friday night. Her boyfriend has the car and he and she and a bunch of their friends are joyriding, sharing cigarettes and apple wine and an eight-track of Led Zeppelin. Someone suggests they head a couple of towns over to Danvers. There’s an institution sitting atop a hill overlooking Route 1 there. The local loony bin. Everyone’s favorite funny farm.

So they go.

They tear ass over to Danvers and there it is, hulking, dark, a mini Gothic city in which every building has spires, every window iron bars, every slate roof a red light and fire siren. Off the main road they turn, the Boone’s Farm going down mighty fast. Up the drive, the windows down, the spring night crisp and clean. Shouting and hooting and stopping the car. Looking up at the nearest building, the one labeled FORENSIC — a word they can’t quite define, but instinctively understand means the worst of the worst. Unexpectedly, a silence. They sit, these six sap-is-running teens, their merriment melting away. They can feel it, each of them: the same feeling the grown-up Sharon will experience two decades later looking at a picture her doctor-turned-architect husband has unearthed in an archive.

Suddenly, the laugh none will ever forget. Barely a giggle at first, slowly getting louder, shriller, rising in pitch, expanding to fill the warm spring night until it seems as if it’s in the car with them, enfolding them, pressing down on them, suffocating the very breath out of them. It’s coming from FORENSIC. Coming from the second story, from behind black bars, installed with axe murderers in mind. A laugh that has known death. That has caused death. Louder, that laugh. More insane.

Finally, a face at the window. Too dark to discern features, but not too dark to hide the teeth... the grin... the whites of the eyes.

The spell breaks. The car rockets forward, leaving rubber, leaving Danvers State Hospital behind... for good. Never again, would Sharon go up there.

In her husband’s office, Sharon shivered.

No, she didn’t like that picture of Field Day, 1941. Not one bit. She hoped Nick would be taking it with him when he headed off to Elmwood. Re-burying it in the pile, she went back to bed. It was an hour before she found imperfect sleep.

CHAPTER TWO

In the dark of the night

The wind came in great gusts through the potter’s field, there in the distant shadow of Thunder Rise, rustling the leaves of the oaks that towered overhead, swaying the grass and milkweed and wildflowers that had grown uninhibited for season after endless season, whistling through concrete tombstones that were numbered but bore no names. Every now and then, a half moon broke through the clouds. When it did, the darkened shapes of slate-roofed buildings could be seen on the horizon. Most prominent was the white Victorian house — boarded and shuttered — that stood on the crown of a hill.

The voices were soft, no need to be loud, no need to carry more than a few feet.

“He’s coming,” the one named Saint Peter declared.

“Who?” Alphonse asked.

“The promised one. The one we’ve waited for all these years.”

“Balderdash,” Alphonse replied, and it was evident from his tone that he was not in the habit of believing the things his friend said — not immediately, at any rate.

“Ah, but you are wrong. I heard the train today. Train’s a-coming.”

“I didn’t hear any train.”

“You weren’t listening. Soon, he will be here. Soon, he will walk amongst us.”

“You have said so before — and where has it gotten us? Nowhere.”

“This time, there is no mistaking.”

“Balderdash.”

“You shall see.”

“He will never come. Have you not learned that by now? Can’t you see?”

“I can see,” Saint Peter said, “and what I see is him. Here. Very soon.”

And then the voices were gone — borne away by the wind, so warm and sweet this early-summer night.

CHAPTER THREE

Happy Times

From outside came the sounds of kids: kids in class, kids at recess, kids in the yard on swings and slides. Big kids. Little kids. Infants and toddlers. Girls and boys. Every so often, an adult voice — a staff member’s — could be heard. Summer was the off-season for Happy Times, the daycare center Sharon Emin and her younger sister owned and operated, but it was by no means down time. Fully four-fifths of their 125 children were year-rounders. Meet the modern family.

“So he got off all right,” Gail Metcalf said to her sister.

“First thing this morning,” Sharon said. “I imagine he’s there by now.”

They were in Happy Times’s inner office, having their morning coffee. As much as they liked kids — and it was their love of children, not money, that got them into the daycare business — they never passed on their morning coffee.

“Sounds like he’s into it,” Gail said.

“God, yes. He believes the Elmwood job is going to make or break him.”

“How long has he been working on it?”

“About a month.”

“You never said a word!”

“He wanted to keep it a secret.”

“Shame on him.”

“I guess he didn’t want to raise expectations. If he’d lost out, I don’t think he would’ve wanted anyone to know.”

“What would make him think he wouldn’t get it?” Gail said. “His father owns Cabot, for heaven’s sake.”

“That’s exactly what he’s afraid of,” Sharon said, sounding more irritated than she intended. “The perception he got it because of his dad.”

“Well, it couldn’t have hurt.”

“If you knew his dad like I do, you’d know he got where he is the hard way. He’s a self-made man and he expects others to be, too. Including his son.”

“Don’t tell me he doesn’t have a soft spot for Nick,” Gail said.

Gail knew a thing or two about entrepreneurship — as did Sharon. They knew, for example, that without the financial backing of Gail’s college roommate, they might never have made a go of Happy Times. They knew that Sharon getting appointed to the Governor’s Commission on Child Care hadn’t hurt, nor had co-founding CAN with her husband, the ex-surgeon. They knew that in business — any business, architecture to daycare — success depended as much on who you knew as what you knew.

“Well, maybe he does have a soft spot for Nick,” Sharon conceded. “But Nick believes he won this one because he was the best candidate, pure and simple. I believe it, too. The fact that he’s a one-man shop — for now — that impressed Cabot. He can throw all his energies into this.”

Gail finished her coffee. The Berkshire Acres concept — it was unique, all right. Bizarre.

“I don’t know,” she said. “The idea of living in an old bughouse... no matter how fancied-up you make it...”

“Pardon the pun, but it does sound crazy, doesn’t it?”

Gail nodded.

“Until you start thinking about it. Thirty years ago people would have laughed you out of the room for suggesting you could make a home out of an old church. But that’s exactly what Nick did last year: took an old Baptist church and turned it into a house that went on the market for three quarters of a million dollars. Elmwood is the same thing, just on a larger scale.”

“Consider, too, what else the place has going for it.”

“What?”

“Location. It’s in the heart of the Berkshires — a pretty hot area these days. You can’t go anywhere without bumping into a New Yorker.”

“Just what we need,” Gail laughed. “More New Yorkers.”

“Yeah, but they’re the ones with the bucks. The marketing plan Cabot has in mind — Tanglewood, summer stock, the skiing — it’s right up their alley.”

“I can see the full-page ads now.”

“Not so crazy, huh?” Sharon said.

“No,” her sister conceded, “I guess it’s really not. You’ve convinced me.”

“Have I?”

“Sure. Reserve me a condo. In the meantime,” Gail said, checking the clock, “coffee break’s over. The little monsters have to be fed — and don’t forget, Rhonda called in sick. It’s you and me, sis, wearing the aprons today.”

“Not tuna casserole again,” Sharon said, rising.

“Sorry.”

“Yuck.”

“Healthy,” Gail corrected. “Nutritionally sound.”

“And still yuck.”

Laughing, the sisters left the office and waded through a sea of pre-schoolers gathered in classroom C for the start of story hour. As she passed through the children on her way to the kitchen, Sharon thought — as she did daily, and far more than daily on days she was menstruating — how ironic it was that life had not blessed her with a child of her own.

CHAPTER FOUR

The Jolly Roger

Nick passed through the small towns of Hubbardsville and Morgantown, and he was deep into the Berkshire woods again. The road crested a hill, snaked down into a valley, finally depositing him onto Main Street, Smithfield. In the distance, Thunder Rise was visible, a brooding presence on the horizon.

Once, a mill specializing in men’s worsted had lent a Gold-Rush aura to downtown Smithfield. Once, there had been civic pride — and money, a great gush of it, pumped out weekly in wages paid strictly in cash. Starting as a colonial water wheel used to grind corn, the mill by Crooked River had expanded and prospered as the Industrial Revolution flexed its young muscles, becoming, by the late-nineteenth century, a steam-powered leviathan whose fine fabrics were worn by gentlemen on four continents. The Sharpe family’s factory had brought the railroad to Smithfield, brought a hotel, brought two banks and three saloons and the telegraph and electricity and the post office and a free library and a vaudeville theater and Berkshire County’s first Buick dealership.

Later, as the manufacture of fine textiles became more and more a southern affair, state government had assumed the role of Sugar Daddy. Because it was not only the business of cloth that had boomed in Smithfield. The business of keeping crazies and indigents had, too. Where better than in the middle of nowhere for these pitiful unfortunates? Where better than half a world from civilized society? Starting as the county poorhouse in 1859, Elmwood had grown and multiplied and been transformed by decisions of a legislature 125 miles away in Boston until, at its height in the mid-1950s, its remarkably variegated population had topped out at over 1,000.

Now, the mill was ancient history, its roofless granite shell standing like some sort of Easter Island monument, its meaning left for future generations to divine.

Now, tucked away at the end of a road only vandals and an occasional hunter or game warden ever travelled, the institution lay crumbling and rotting.

Ashes to ashes.

Dust to dust.

But Smithfield wasn’t a ghost town, as Nick was reminded as he took a right at the town’s only stop sign and headed down Main Street in search of the Smithfield Motel. The condition was critical, the prognosis hardly promising, but the patient was not ready for the body bag — not yet. People had remained. No matter how bad it gets, people never quite leave, do they? Nick thought — not the elderly, anyway, not the spinsters and widowers and aging schoolmarms. Not the parents of grown kids, for whom mid-life career change is inconceivable. Not that percentage of younger folk for whom education and advancement and the American Dream are foreign notions. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, Smithfield had a hair over 4,000 residents, less than half its population during the peak year of 1949. Thanks primarily to Social Security and a General Electric heavy-transformer plant some twenty miles away that provided employment on an endless boom-bust cycle, the town was able to support the sort of nickel-and-dime economy where Mom-and-Pop stores still survive, if not exactly prosper.

They sure as hell must like movies, Nick thought.

Not that there was a theater any longer. Like most of America’s vaudeville palaces, Smithfield’s ornate Orpheum had succumbed, in the opening days of the Great Depression, to the talkies; but this had been a transition, not a termination, and for two generations, the renamed Nickelodeon had gone great guns. When, on Fourth of July night, 1975, the Nickelodeon had fallen prey to an unknown and still-unapprehended arsonist, Smithfield was plunged into a cultural black hole. Movie entertainment meant the long drive to Pittsfield — a drive only the youngest and most adventuresome regularly made. The VCR and then the DVD revolution that had swept town like a fresh breeze. No one could escape its invigorating influence — not even, finally, the widowers and spinsters, who could order a warranted video player for under $200 from the Sears catalogue. Nick counted: not one, but three video rental stores, all open, all doing business even now at noon. Had the internet somehow missed the town? Had Netflix forgotten it?

There was more. Smithfield was too far into the boonies to make cable TV a profitable venture, but satellite signals could be plucked crisply from the sky, and everywhere Nick looked there were those giant metal dishes mounted on lawns and rooftops. It gave Main Street the appearance of an advanced communications center for aliens.

Past the liquor store, Nick drove, soaking up detail in a way he hadn’t bothered on his first trip to Smithfield. Past Baptist and Methodist Churches, a hardware and feed outlet. Past four stores with FOR RENT signs in their empty windows. Past a Laundromat, Harry’s Market, Harry’s Pizza, the Jolly Roger, a pub that advertised “Lunch and Dinner Specials.” Next to the pub was the Smithfield Motel, its parking lot empty but for an electric company truck, its status declared in flashing red neon as VACANCY. Nick wondered how long — if ever — it had been since the NO component of the sign had been lit, too. He wondered how long ago the owner, this iron-poor-blood-looking matron behind the desk, had erected the billboard that proclaimed COLOR TV! and PHONE IN EVERY ROOM! He wondered why there was no mention of the establishment’s personal satellite dish, then concluded it required no advertisement.

At this, the height of the season, the daily rate was $22.50; the weekly rate, $125. For him, Mrs. Koslowski informed Nick, an entire month would be a flat $400. That’s four-even, Mista Ee-min, payable all in advance. Surprised that they accepted MasterCard, Nick paid.

He wondered how long it had been since anyone had stayed a week, never mind a month.

What a depressing room — if a cinder-block cube the size of an ice-fishing shanty could fairly be characterized as a room and not, say, a bunker. It had a double bed, a bathroom with a shower, a television old and small enough to have been RCA’s prototypical color TV, a night table with a black telephone that looked like it had been scavenged from the set of I Love Lucy. Every fabric — bedspread, curtains, even the rug and towels — was color-coordinated in an outlandish mauve shade, probably Mrs. Kozlowski’s idea of high-class interior decorating. It made Howard Johnson’s, which Nick considered the nadir of contemporary American innkeeping, seem extravagant.

At least the phone, this Bakelite anachronism that belonged in a communications museum, was free. Except for long-distance calls, as Mrs. Kozlowski had made a point of saying after informing him that cell service here was, at best, spotty.

“Hello?” came the voice at the other end of the line after Nick had dialed the motel line. His cell phone indeed showed zero bars.

“Hello, love,” Nick said. “It’s me.”

“Nick! You made it!”

“Indeed, I did,” he said. “Drove non-stop. No problems at all.”

“Where are you?”

“At the Smithfield Motel.”

“That pisshole we passed that day? Pardon my language, Nick, but that place looked gross. That was the one made out of concrete blocks, right? With the satellite dish out front?”

“That’s the joint,” Nick laughed. “One-twenty-five a week. With color TV. A free phone. And a bed that’s probably seen... God, I don’t dare think what that bed’s seen. At least the sheets are clean.”

“I thought you were going to stay at that bed and breakfast we drove by. Didn’t you have a reservation?”

“I did. Which reminds me I have to call and cancel it. That inn — it’s another fifteen miles. And that’s a fifteen-mile commute I don’t need every day, that’s what it finally boiled down to. Besides, maybe there’s some sort of sociological value staying here. Who knows? Maybe tomorrow I’ll change my mind. But for tonight at least, this is it. Home sweet home.”

“I miss you,” Sharon said. “Already.”

“I miss you, too, kid.”

It was not one-hundred percent the truth. Ninety-five, perhaps, but not the full C-note. Nick would miss her — it would just take a little while. Until he did, Nick figured he’d enjoy his newfound solitude. Even the best of marriages could benefit by a little space every now and then, couldn’t they?

“It’s going to seem like forever,” Sharon said.

“But it’ll only be a month — if that.”

“I know. I’m being silly, that’s all. It’s been a tough day here... and it’s barely half over. We’ve got a couple of people out sick. Including our cook. It was me and Gail in the kitchen at lunch.”

The call meandered from there — details of Sharon’s day, a blow-by-blow description of Nick’s room, his plan to spend the afternoon at Elmwood just getting his bearings. Nick’s stomach growling reminded him it was past one o’clock, and he still hadn’t had a bite to eat since breakfast, a bagel and orange juice at six this morning. Even tuna casserole was starting to look mighty damn good, he joked as the conversation petered out.

Before bringing it to a close, Sharon said: “We’ll talk every night?”

“Every morning, too, if that’s what you’d like.”

“You’re a sweetheart,” she said. “I love you, Nick.”

“I love you, too, kid.”

“Now go get your lunch.”

“With pleasure!” Nick said, placing the phone back in its cradle and opening the tiny room’s tiny window.

The smell in here — it was God-awful. Coital sweat and old cigarettes. And it wasn’t getting better with the passage of time. The nostrils refused to acclimate. It was like something had died, and Mrs. Kozlowski hadn’t found it yet. Laughing at his ridiculousness, but moving earnestly, Nick opened the closet, pulled out every drawer of the dresser, looked under the bed, lifted the mattress. Just last year, a corpse had been found inside a padded chair in a hotel in Warwick, Rhode Island, not ten miles from their apartment. Judging by the stage of decomposition — the word the medical examiner had used with the media was “advanced,” which Nick had translated as “completely rotted” — the body, that of a kidnapped and sexually assaulted three-year-old boy, had been part of the chair at least two weeks. “Guests had complained of an odor like bad cheese,” the Associated Press had quoted a chambermaid as saying, “but no one could find what it was. Like, who would’ve thought of a chair, anyways? I mean, that’s wicked gross, stuffin’ a kid in a chair. Real sick.”

Bad cheese. An overripe brie or camembert. Ugh.

But Nick found nothing.

There appeared to be but two choices for lunch: Harry’s Pizza, which displayed no evidence of possessing a liquor license, and the Jolly Roger, which had an attractive, hand-stenciled BUDWEISER KING OF BEERS sign over the door. Normally, Nick never drank at lunch, but today he had the sort of thirst only an ice-cold pop could quench.

Probably something to do with this grimy little backwater town, he thought as he opened the door and stood rocking on his feet a moment, allowing his eyes to adjust to the semi-gloom.

Except for an older couple in a back corner, the pub was empty. Not even anyone behind the bar, a surprisingly long, surprisingly swank piece of furniture that dominated the room. Surely it couldn’t be made of mahogany, not in the one-motel, three-video store town of Smithfield, Massachusetts — but it was. No other wood had that dark, rich texture that kept such a magnificent shine. It was an awesome bar, decorated with polished brass trim, seemingly devoid of water stains and cigarette burns characteristic of most bars — the kind of bar you’d find gracing the main lounge in one of New York’s finest hotels. And maybe it had been salvaged from an old hotel. Bought at auction for dirt and trucked up here in pieces, although heaven only knew why, or by whom.

Nick perched on a long-legged oak stool. The rest of the pub was low-rent Americana: Formica-topped tables, Naugahyde chairs, a jukebox, a rubber plant that had seen better days, restrooms reserved especially for “Gulls” and “Buoys.” Red drapes that looked recently drycleaned covered the windows, one of which contained a noisy but effective air conditioner. The couple, intent on cigarettes and after-lunch coffee, were oblivious to Nick.

There was a stirring from the kitchen. A door opened and a man appeared. He was wearing a chef’s apron and smiling — a big, gentle, can-I-get-you-a-cold-one smile.

“Howdy,” he said.

“Howdy.” It was a greeting Nick never used — but in this case it seemed appropriate.

He was an older man, a grey-bearded and white-haired man well into his 80s, substantial in both breadth and height. Age had pared an inch or two off him, Nick surmised, while gifting him with that tremendous gut, but even after the shrinking he was still the far side of six feet tall. Still powerful, with high-definition forearms and meaty palms that suggested heavy-duty lifting had been prominent in his past. Still an imposing presence — but not an unfriendly one. That smile, which struck Nick as genuine, silenced any hostility signals his frame might otherwise have broadcast. Behind wire rim glasses were twinkling eyes. That rare breed, the Gentle Giant, who wouldn’t hurt a fly unless provoked — and then, by God, watch out.

“What can I get you?” the man — Nick automatically assumed he was the owner — asked in a baritone voice.

“That’s the lunch menu?” said Nick, pointing to the wall, where a blackboard hung next to a dartboard. In a working man’s rough script, a number of courses had been written in chalk, along with today’s date and prices. Nothing was more than $7.25.

“Yup. Sorry, but we’re out of the scrod. And the hamburger patty. Had a run on ‘em earlier, during the noontime rush.”

He shook his head slowly, as if to stress the true gravity of today’s developments.

“No matter how hard you try, you never can figure appetites. Two weeks ago, we had scrod, and nobody’d touch it. I ended up throwing half of it out. Today — by 12:30, we were out. Going on forty years in this business, and still they’ll pull a fast one on you. If I didn’t know better, I’d take it personally.”

“How’s the roast beef sandwich?”

“Best you’ll ever have,” the man answered. His tone said: And I believe that. I honestly do. You find me a better roast beef sandwich and I’ll refund your every penny.

“It’s roast beef the way I like it — and long’s I can remember, roast beef’s been my favorite.”

“Roast beef sandwich it is, then,” Nick said.

“Something to drink?”

“What kind of beer do you have?”

“Bud, Bud Light, Miller, Coors, Pabst, Genny Cream Ale. That’s by the bottle. On tap, we got Genny and Pabst, except today the Genny’s run dry. Seems we’re out of everything today, doesn’t it? I tell you, you hit us at a bad time.” He laughed.

“Make it a Bud,” Nick said.

“Bud it is. Mustard on the roast beef?”

“Yes. Mayo, too.”

“White or rye?”

“White.”

“Back in a flash,” the man said, disappearing into the kitchen.

When he returned, he was carrying a plate heaped with potato chips, dill pickle slices and the biggest roast beef sandwich Nick had ever seen. This thing was huge! This thing would knock back a longshoreman’s appetite! Easily two inches of beef, dwarfing the bread slices that contained it. Nick took a bite. It was delicious. Nick managed to wolf down the sandwich, pickles and chips in under five minutes.

“Tell me now,” the man said with a smile, “was it or was it not the best roast beef sandwich you ever had?

“It was,” Nick admitted. “Absolutely, it was.”

“That’s because I cook it myself. After buying it myself. I learned a long time ago — never trust the suppliers, not even the best suppliers, for fresh meats. Vegetables, fruits, sauces — anything but meats. Not out here. No, twice a week I drive over to a butcher in Albany. Jack Lee. Known him forever. He lets me select my own cuts. Can’t beat that.”

“Nope. It’s definitely worth your effort,” Nick said admiringly.

“You’re darn right it is. It’s the roast beef, I swear, that’s kept me in business all these years. Smithfield isn’t what you would call a gold mine for restaurants and bars, as you’ve probably noticed. It was, once upon a time — when I jumped in, in ‘53, just before the Sharpes’ mill went belly-up — but those days are long gone. Used to be six restaurants in town. Now there’s only me and Harry, and word is he’s looking to sell.”

“Too bad,” Nick said, not knowing what else to add.

“I guess that’s life. By the way,” the man said, extending one of those meaty hands, “my name is Roger. I own the joint.

“My name’s Nick. Nick Emin.”

“Just passing through?”

“Well... yes and no.”

Roger furrowed his brow.

“What I mean,” Nick said, “is I’m not moving in or anything. But I am going to be spending some time in Smithfield. Up to a month.”

Nick could sense Roger’s curiosity.

“I’m an architect,” he explained.

It clicked immediately. “Elmwood,” Roger said.

“Right. Then you know it’s been sold.”

“Yes. There was a big story in the paper.”

For years, there’d been no end to big stories about Elmwood. Years in which the talk had been fast and furious, the action non-existent. Five years after the last patient had departed Elmwood, the Department of Mental Health — following a series of internal studies showing the institution was outmoded, former inhabitants were being adequately treated in community programs — had declared it surplus property. By state law, it had to be offered to other state agencies first. A blue-ribbon panel had been established. For three consecutive legislative sessions, members met. Hearings were held. Environmental impact statements were prepared. Groundwater studies commissioned. Economic forecasts made. A frenzy of analyses. Consultants made rich.

And out of all of it — nothing. Oh, there was no shortage of ideas. Everyone had an idea. A state senator, now deceased, who represented Smithfield had gone to bat for a new state college. Another state senator — from Boston, naturally — wanted a prison. A prominent congressman thought Elmwood would make a fine wildlife refuge — if only the Commonwealth of Massachusetts would pick up the tab to raze Elmwood’s buildings, fill and level the foundations and plant new cover — preferably a pine-oak mix, to match the surrounding woods. The state adjutant general envisioned a firing range, with weekend warriors scorching the earth with their howitzers and tanks. The state fire marshal drooled at the idea of a fire-fighting school. So many different buildings! Big ones and small! Wood and brick! An inferno a week!

The next step had been offering Elmwood to local government. Like Big Brother back there at the other end of Massachusetts, the town of Smithfield and the county of Berkshire had named their own commission. Like Big Brother, their conclusions after months of excited debate had brought them exactly nowhere. Elmwood had a heck of a lot of potential, but they’d be goll-darned if they knew where they could get the necessary capital to fulfill any of it.

Which left private development. That avenue, too, had languished for years. The Special Legislative Commission on Elmwood State Hospital, the blue-ribbon panel — its charter had expired, and there was no great rush to create another. Who really cared about Elmwood, anyway? It wasn’t a toxic-waste or nuclear power-plant kind of situation, one demanding immediate action. It didn’t vote. And while the good citizens of Smithfield did, they did so in numbers too miniscule to matter. The Commonwealth had more important business to attend to. Only when Nick’s father heard about the institution, in a purely coincidental conversation with an old buddy who summered in the Berkshires — heard, and was immediately intrigued — was interest rekindled. Only when that buddy, who just happened to be the governor, set in motion the bureaucratic mechanism leading to auction did anyone even remember the fuss when Elmwood had become the very first asylum in Massachusetts to be phased out under the state’s new deinstitutionalization policy.

“I know all about Elmwood,” Roger said. “I worked there once myself. Most of the older folks in town did. I was an attendant, right before the war. I was still in high school. When the war came, I enlisted; when it ended, I never went back. Didn’t fancy that kind of work,” he said, not casually. Nick suspected his employment at Elmwood had not been particularly pleasant.

“What do you think of Cabot’s plan for the place?” Nick asked.

“Don’t know a whole heck of a lot about it. Only what I’ve read, and that’s been sketchy.”

“It’s going to be a year-round resort. Berkshire Acres, it’ll be called. It’ll have golf and swimming and tennis and all that.”

“So they say. I’ll believe it when I see it.”

During his research, Nick had seen the clippings — all the ideas and proposals, none brought to fruition. He couldn’t blame the old man for his skepticism.

“Cabot paid a pretty penny for the place,” Nick said. “I think it’s unlikely they’d pull out now.”

“There’s still local zoning to clear,” Roger said.

“I thought the sentiment in Smithfield was that development would be good for the area. I mean, the town’s so—” Nick caught himself. “Poor” had been on his tongue. “The town’s slowed down since the institution left.”

“ ‘Slowed down?’ Ha!” Roger chuckled. “Died a long, slow death is more like it. As for trouble... no, I can’t honestly say I foresee any serious trouble. I imagine the hearings will be pretty much routine.”

Roger paused, seeking the best way to frame something he’d never described to a stranger before.

“What I’m trying to say,” he continued, “is that there are two schools of thought about Elmwood.

“One school — and it’s the bigger one, by far — says this resort or whatever it is would be good for the area. All those jobs... it’s been a long time since the economy here did anything but go backward. The consensus is it’s about time Smithfield’s number came up.”

“What’s the other school?”

“That the place ought to be left alone.”

Now it was Nick’s turn to be puzzled. “Why?”

“It wasn’t a nice place,” Roger said. “The things they did to people back then — it wasn’t good at all. I know. I saw it firsthand, the couple of years I was an attendant. The poor people who lived there...”

Roger seemed to drift away momentarily. Memories — Nick could see that he was being swamped with memories, the sort one wishes would go away for good... but never do.

“That’s all ancient history, now,” Nick said.

“Is it? Is anything like that ever ancient history? Or does it never leave us, only shift underground — out of sight, maybe — but never gone.”

Roger pulled up short. He seemed to realize he’d drifted into an area Nick didn’t understand. An area he himself, perhaps, didn’t understand. He was embarrassed.

“But of course,” Roger started again, “that’s an opinion that won’t count for much, and probably that’s as it should be. I imagine when your people get before the Zoning Board they’ll get a standing ovation from this town.”

“Can I put my money on it?”

“I reckon you can.”

CHAPTER FIVE

Elmwood

It was nearing three o’clock when Nick crossed rusted railroad tracks, pulled off Crooked River Road, and started down Elmwood’s driveway.

He remembered the old photos.

In the banner years (Is that what you’d call the prime of an institution? Banner years? Salad days?), the drive had been a magnificent promenade: wide, long, smartly cobblestoned, with perfectly straight rows of elms on each side and a generous median strip that sported neat beds of tulips, daisies or marigolds, depending on season. Weeds had long since gained a foothold in the cracks between cobblestones, and now some were taller than the car. The median strip had all but disappeared. Here and there, Nick saw the head of a black-eyed Susan popping out, but mostly it was ragweed and wild grass. The elms, of course, had long since fallen victim to Dutch elm disease; not even the trunks remained. Nick looked left, then right, toward dark woods that lay beyond what once had been meticulously maintained lawns. The lawns now were forests in formation: a ground cover of milkweed and pokeberry with maple and oak saplings reaching for the sunlight above. If nature took its course, it would be but a few more years before the lawns were gone for good. The woods, kept at a distance by Elmwood’s grounds crew, would be right up to the drive. A few more years still, and there would be no drive. Nature would win.

Nick drove slowly — so slowly the car nearly stalled out — allowing the panorama to unfold before him.

This would be the first view prospective buyers would have of Berkshire Acres, and it would be a critical view for the Cabot Corporation. Everyone seeing Berkshire Acres for the first time would know what it had been: Elmwood State Hospital. The bin. Everyone would be eager for reassurances that the past was indeed past, that whatever had gone on there (Don’t tell us what really went on there! We don’t want to know!) was of no concern to them whatsoever. The drive could be the first such reassurance. The drive could settle the issue even before they set eyes on a single beautifully recycled building.

Nick imagined the return of lawn, groomed with golf-course care. He imagined Chinese maples — or would it be weeping willows? — framing the drive in place of those elms. He imagined the cobblestones, shorn of their weeds, scrubbed and cleaned, lending a colonial touch to the resort. He imagined the hills in the distance, bathed in Berkshire purple. He imagined blue sky and fair weather and summer sun, just like today. He imagined Mrs. Jones turning to Mr. Jones in their BMW and announcing, with beaming satisfaction, that she had been right. See? This really is a special kind of resort. This really is as beautiful as those full-page ads in The New Yorker. Now aren’t you glad we came?

The driveway hooked to the left and abruptly widened. Ahead was the gatehouse, a two-story edifice built into the brick wall that ran halfway around the institution.

The wall’s coming down, Nick thought. Too much like an asylum.

But the gatehouse... it was an attractive if stylistically ordinary building, adorned with none of those garish gargoyles and cornices some high-minded but foolish turn-of-the-century architect had slapped onto many of Elmwood’s buildings. The roof was shot, as were the windows, but those were matters easily remedied. Heaven only knew what purpose a medieval gatehouse had served, but Nick didn’t get hung up over it. Berkshire Acres’s sales office would go nicely there.

Nick parked and got out, notebook and pencil in hand. There was nothing specific he intended to accomplish this afternoon — nothing more than a casual meander through the grounds, stepping inside this or that building, breathing the fresh air and letting his mind wander where it would. His best ideas came to him like this. No pressure. No preconceptions. Just free-association.

Starting with his back to the gatehouse, Nick paced the distance to the stone pillar that defined the other side of Elmwood’s entrance. Thirty feet, give or take a yard. Wide — but not out of scale, considering it wasn’t only the road that went through the entrance, but also the railroad tracks, which ran parallel to the driveway. Nick’s eye travelled the pillar. Anchored into the stone were three hinges, each the length of a grown man’s arm, each rusted. Once, Nick knew, there had been an enormous, castle-style wooden gate — in the photos he had, it was always open. He doubted it had ever been more than decorative... although, like the gargoyles and gatehouse, he could only guess what the intended effect was. Intimidation, perhaps. Let the poor buggers know where they stood.

He strolled.

He strolled Elmwood Avenue, the same road he and Sharon had taken on their trip — a familiar road by now, a road he probably could negotiate even after dark, what with their visit and the endless hours he’d spent poring over the photographs and schematic diagrams of the buildings. The avenue divided the campus into two roughly equal halves, each pierced by several smaller side roads. Elmwood had been built in stages over many decades, and while it had not been a deliberately disorderly evolution, the intent had never been a neat Cartesian grid, either. The intent had been expeditious expansion, whenever the legislature and public sentiment had demanded.

Especially now — the height of the summer season, the weeds grown berserk, the hedges untrimmed for years, the orchard and pastures and once laboriously tilled fields gone to seed — Elmwood looked chaotic, designed more in sympathy with an inmate’s warped logic than that of the supposedly superior minds who’d built and administered it. Here were rows of residential halls, their windows shattered or missing. There, the fieldstone chapel, its wooden steeple tilting comically to the side. The original almshouse, which had ended life as an old-age home. The great barn, its architecture heavily Shaker-influenced, its red-stained board-and-batten siding looking none the worse for wear. The lesser barn, nothing but a singed timber skeleton now. A once-mighty silo, collapsed into itself. The power plant, several tons of coal still piled to the side, its distinctive black-brick smokestack still boldly jabbing the sky. Next to it, the warehouse, a rusted boxcar waiting for a train that had never come.

Two vistas encouraged.

The first was on the hill. Not one of those background hills — the sides of the evergreen bowl encasing the institution — but a smaller rise behind the old-age home. Elm Knoll, the maps identified it: a foothill to its taller, more distant cousins, destined by the Cabot Corporation to be ski slopes. On the hill was a water tower, but that wasn’t what captured Nick’s eye. It wasn’t the stable, or the staff residence, or another structure that had been Elmwood’s administrative offices.

It was what crowned the knoll: a three-story Queen Anne Victorian, identified on the maps as “Supt.’s Cottage.” Nick looked at it, as awestruck as the first time he’d seen it with Sharon. It was not merely the most prominent building on grounds, visible from every quarter. It presided over Elmwood, the way Norman Bates’s house had presided over his motel. The difference was that where the Bates place had been chilling, Elmwood’s Victorian was commanding, even stately.

What a magnificent specimen! What a grand old lady she’d been — would be again with a loving facelift! Nick had been raised in a Victorian, and he’d never outgrown the sense of wonderment and mystery that pervaded that magical house, with its Hansel-and-Gretel turret, its balcony, those fabulous gables. The superintendent’s cottage reminded him of the Emin residence, which his dad still occupied. But it was only a reminder. Elmwood’s lavender Victorian had been a much grander affair, with three stories, six sharply pitched gables, a combination of Turkish turret and two “witch’s hat” towers, the likes of which Nick had seen only in photographs.

Saving her would be no small job. The fir flooring on the wraparound porch — if only pressure-treated lumber had been around back then — was rotted. The balustrades were rotted. The porch posts were rotted. Paint was peeling everywhere. Wind had lifted sections of the slate roof. All three chimneys needed re-pointing. But Nick’s initial examination, subject to the engineers’ final report, suggested the basic structure was sound. Someone had bothered to plywood the windows, sparing the interior the worst of the elements. Vandals, who had ransacked and torched other structures, had been kind. Restoring this gem would not be cheap, but it wouldn’t break the bank.

How on earth did this place get such a building? Nick wondered.

Who built it? Why? How did he manage to get the funds? The very best materials and workmanship went into this house, more fit for a banker than the head honcho of Basket City. This is gingerbread Victorian, for God’s sake. A San Franciscan Painted Lady. What were they trying to make? Was it a humanizing touch? Or a cruel reminder of the world beyond Elmwood’s walls?

From his research, Nick knew a couple of the answers. He knew that the building was not late-nineteenth century, as authentic Painted Ladies were, but a neo-Victorian built in 1928 by Elmwood’s superintendent, Dr. Abraham Adams. He knew that it had been paid for with funds generated by “Friends of Elmwood,” a civic group. Nick didn’t know the architect, but he knew from an article he’d come across that much of the construction had been done by residents of the asylum. He knew, too, that it had taken almost three years to go up.

The other outstanding feature was the lake.

It was directly opposite Elmwood Avenue from the superintendent’s cottage, and it formed the northern border of the institution. Like the rest of Elmwood, nature had gone to work on Crooked Lake once man had left. A mega-growth of lily pads choked the shallow water, and what probably had been a white-sand beach was now buried under a carpet of rotted leaves. Tree trunks and limbs carried by spring melt were clumped here and there in tangled messes. But the water was clean and pure, like the river — Crooked River — that drained it. New sand could be trucked in, the log tangles hauled away. The lily pads could be harvested. Crooked Lake could be stocked with largemouth bass and trout, and a small marina could be built, and on summer afternoons like this, swimmers and anglers and Hobie Cat sailors could be quite content.

Nick strolled.

Fifty feet from the shore was a bandstand, its roof caved in, its softly decaying floor sprinkled with beer cans and broken bottles. Only the lattice work that ringed its base like a checkered apron remained intact.

It was another puzzling touch, a bandstand.

Why here, at Elmwood State Hospital? These things belong on village greens, next to park benches and Civil War monuments.

Nick remembered that bizarre photograph he’d come across of “Field Day, 1941.” Could that be why they built it? For Field Day photos? Or did they really have concerts here? Mom-and-apple-pie Souza-band concerts, Elmwood’s patients gathered ‘round, clapping hands and marking time with their crutches and canes...

Careful where he stepped, Nick mounted rickety stairs to the platform. He tested the railing. One section was solid. Easing himself down, he sat.

Almost unconsciously, he pulled his small sketch pad from his backpack. From his shirt pocket, a pencil. He began to draw. His hand flowed freely and smoothly... the view toward the west... the almshouse roof, the orphanage, the power plant chimney... the sun low on the horizon... the leaves of the trees, bending to the wind... big pillowy puffs of cumulous clouds drifting over the remains of the silos where Barn Swallows swooped and dived... the Victorian’s towers piercing the sky... the cross over the chapel...

In the soft pastel light of an early evening, it was a pretty scene. Such a pretty scene.

And yet—

And yet it was impossible not to see it for what it really was: the ruins of a human warehouse that had once held, in perfectly containerized fashion, hundreds of schizophrenic, retarded, diseased and dying people. Life’s losers — life’s victims — all of them hidden — all of them forgotten. More than a thousand nameless, faceless residents in the peak year — and who knew how high the total was if you went back to 1859 and its beginnings as the county poorhouse?

Sitting there inside the shell of the bandstand, Nick was reminded of the enormity of his job. He questioned — for only a flash of a moment — his father’s wisdom in acquiring this place. He wondered — then would let himself entertain doubts no more — if Elmwood could ever be sufficiently disinfected for Cabot’s intended clientele. Could ever become Berkshire Acres, not forever remain Elmwood State Hospital.

His mind happened onto a memory.

A perfect summer day like this... outdoors... the grass just this green... birds singing... he and Sharon on their honeymoon. They were on the last leg of a month in Europe, a month that had taken them to London, Paris, Barcelona, Florence. They’d worked their way back north, had stopped in Vienna, and now they were in Bavaria... home of wiener schnitzel and lederhosen and oompah bands.

They’ve done the beer halls, visited Olympiadorf and the Englischer Garten, hung out on Marienplatz, sunbathed on the Isar, and now... now, a visit both had resisted making, to the Dachau concentration camp memorial, a few kilometers north of Munich. Sharon’s paternal grandparents, both Polish-born Jews, had died at Dachau — of malnutrition, as best could be determined. Her parents had escaped — but only because her grandparents had had the luck to have enrolled them in an English boarding school the very year they themselves had been arrested.

There had been no choice. Nick and Sharon had gone.

The Dachau memorial included a chapel and auditorium, where a film of Nazi atrocities was shown. Afterwards, visitors were free to roam what was left of the camp: reconstructed wooden barracks, a parade ground, the crematory. A gas chamber had been built at Dachau, but it was never used; nonetheless, thousands of prisoners had been shipped to camps in Poland, where they’d been exterminated. Along with Auschwitz, Dachau had been in the forefront of Nazi medical experiments — monstrous experiments performed on human guinea pigs, hideous details of which turned stomachs at Nuremberg. Prisoners had been infected with typhus and malaria, then treated with strange new drugs. Prisoners had been left naked overnight in subzero weather, then sprayed with ice water. Prisoners had been subjected to sudden decreases and increases in atmospheric pressure, made to drink seawater, forced to go without food, had limbs amputated to “simulate” war wounds, been sterilized through the use of X-rays and injections. The legs of women had been cut open, stuffed with glass and dirt, then sutured shut again in “studies” of battlefield infection. Livers had been punctured with needles stuck through abdomens — without anesthesia. The SS surgeons were particularly fond of their bone and muscle transplants — experiments that, without exception, failed.

Walking the Dachau grounds that day, Nick silent by her side, Sharon reflected out loud on her grandparents. Had they been the subject of any of these experiments? Did they toss and turn at night, haunted by what tomorrow might bring? If the wind was right, could they smell the crematory? Did they dream of escape, of liberation by the Allies, of deliverance from this living hell? Were they able to sneak a kiss, share a comforting embrace, shed mutual tears? Or were they even together? And how had it been, the final weeks, their bodies steadily wasted by malnutrition... if that, in fact, was how they’d gone, and not at the hand of some Nazi “doctor.”

And Nick... the feelings of anger and rage he experienced. He wanted to reach back in time somehow, alert the world at large, make it his personal campaign to stop Dachau, and Treblinka, and Auschwitz, and all of the other camps.

He wanted a gun, and a chance to be alone with Mengele.

But for all its power, there was an oddly impersonal element to Dachau some forty years later. The blood was long since washed away, the crematory long since cold, the operating rooms and atmosphere chambers dismantled and removed. Even Sharon, whose own blood relatives had died here, their bodies reduced to unidentifiable ash — even she felt an unsettling sense of detachment, as if the wrath of the Holocaust couldn’t really have visited this patch of God’s good green earth.

As if the horrors of Dachau were too mind-boggling to assimilate on that sun-blessed day in an unassuming little village outside Munich.

Perched on the bandstand railing, Nick had that identical feeling. From near-giddiness, his mood had slid off some precipice, free-falling into uneasiness. Certainly it was stretching it to strike any kind of analogy, Elmwood with Dachau. Still, there was no question that...

that things had happened here.

Pain and misery had been no strangers to Elmwood. The human condition here had been peeled open, revealing layer upon layer of misfortune and suffering.

He sensed this, looking at the wreckage of Elmwood — sensed it with that peculiar detachment he’d felt at Dachau.

He wouldn’t allow himself to think about it.

Couldn’t.

He got up.

As he walked back toward his car, he thought, instead, about his brother.

It was his brother who’d ultimately been responsible for his leaving medicine. Brought him to Elmwood, if you wanted to take it that far.

His thirty-one-year-old kid brother Kevin, still lying in a coma, still swaddled in Attends diapers, a gastrointestinal tube delivering him his liquid Similac thrice daily, his limbs hopelessly contracted, muscles irreversibly atrophied, empty eyes drifting pitifully upwards — always upwards, toward the fluorescent ceiling fixture — as if the answer was written in code up there, if only those eyes could decipher it.

Nick could — at any time, any place, not only in the nightmares that had never really let him be — recall detail by detail that Friday night, some seven years ago, when Kevin had lost control of his car heading into the infamous Thurber’s Avenue curve on Interstate 95. How he, Nick, had been on call that Friday night. How he was at home with Sharon, putting the relaxed finishing touches — coffee and dessert — on a dinner party for four good friends. How, at a quarter past 10:00, the phone began to toll. Not ring, but toll.

How he’d known before answering what it would be.

Accident.

Car into bridge abutment.

Severe head trauma.

Nick used the seven-minute drive to Rhode Island Hospital to psyche himself. No matter how many times he’d performed brain surgery, and it was in the hundreds by then, nothing associated with the procedure had become second-nature. All the best neurosurgeons were like that. Still got all pumped up for every operation. Still scrubbed up with the excited, super-charged nervousness of a first-year resident.

“OR?” Nick barked on entering the emergency room.

“Being prepped,” said the orderly.

“Condition stable?”

“So far.”

Nick took from him a manila envelope containing X-rays and CT scans. He held them to the light. They were not promising. They were, from the prognosis perspective, extremely grim. Not looking forward to encountering the relatives on this one, he thought. The fracture was long, highly fragmented, extending in an irregular jag across the left occipital bone and on into the left mastoid. Equally grave was what the CT scans showed: a massive splotch of gray over much of the surface of the brain. Uncontrolled bleeding. One of the largest subdural hematomas Nick had ever seen. He was looking at permanent, irreversible brain damage — the kind where independently tying shoes or bringing spoon to mouth without spilling anything would be achievements worthy of celebration.

That’s if the patient survived. In cases like this, Nick believed, it was better if they didn’t.

“There’s something you should know, Doctor,” said the nurse, an affable woman Nick had known a decade. He did not detect the
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