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        To one’s soul, I dedicate to thee. For all the struggles and strife melded into a once forlorn world. You’ve fought. You’ve conquered. Now into the evanescing chasm of possibility.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      This book delves into High Angst, where shadows intertwine with raw emotion. Within these pages, you’ll encounter substance abuse, physical altercations, and verbal storms. Scenes may ignite panic within you.

      

      Mental health matters. Proceed at your own pace, for this narrative bears both weight and vulnerability.
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            Chapter One

          

          ORSON

        

      

    

    
      In the disinfected swaddle of Tranquil Peaks Wellness Institute, I find myself counting each crack on the ceiling tiles of my inpatient room. Each fissure serves as a profound reminder of the fractures within my tarnished soul. There’s no doubt sleep will be an impossible feat tonight. Not with my roommate snoring—sawing logs—to the cadence of a thunderous, rumbling furnace opposite our wall. Resting hasn’t come easy for me anyway. Not since the bellows of desperation swallowed my outlook on life weeks ago. Correction, months.

      Quietly, I slip from the side of this bed, which is no more comfortable than a military bunk, fitted with a solitary thick, white blanket and pillow. The pamphlets about this facility are vastly misleading, painting a ginormous façade veiled by happy colors, amassed by smiling patients and staff. Lies. All-encompassing trickery, indeed. The only comfort I’ve found a semblance of peace in was the only shirt on my back when medics whisked me into the trauma bay at California Pacific Medical Center three weeks ago.

      Twenty-one days. What a prophetic number to describe my fragile existence. It takes everything within me to keep quiet as I tip-toe over the threshold of our room into a narrow hallway. Not like a sneeze would jolt Ryan awake from his slumber, akin to a Labrador basking in the warmth of a July amber sun.

      Goosebumps scatter in every direction across my arms, passing directly underneath an air vent down from the nurses' station. The subtle darkness is a welcome gift, providing a superficial luxury of stillness in these early morning hours. We’re not afforded many devices to tell time here, so all I can rely on as a measurement of woeful breaths is my own internal clock.

      Nurse Martinez, otherwise known as Vanessa, shoots a judicious frown while I saunter on the pads of my feet. If it weren’t for the seafoam safety socks, I’d be squeaking with each step due to clammy feet. She doesn’t have to utter a word for me to identify her indignation. Though friendly, I can respect a nurse in her likeness and their need for quiet before the bustle of morning rounds tests each patient’s limits.

      A single tear glides from the cusp of my right eye, as I find a comfortable position seated in the dim common area. This chair isn’t without a certain inherent grit, much like my torn past. But if there’s only one thing I can rely on in a psychiatric hospital, it’s this antiquated piece of hardware I’ve deemed my own personal real estate. Ryan and my fellow patients have learned to respect my yearning for a steady comfort—when all else in my world has shattered like the delicate Christmas trinket it is.

      Feet away from the wall adorned by a choral piano, I find myself clenching a tight fist. This has been a coping mechanism, helping me realize the fragility of life. The reminder I’ve often forgotten about our body’s innate ability to control the effects of pain. My gaze sets out beyond an ample window, bidding a nighttime view of Nob Hill’s elegant features.

      The cacophonies of life outside are a stark difference to the realities we’re dealing with inside Tranquil Peaks. Out there is a world ripe with danger and mystique, smattered with a thin layer of possibility. Yet all I’ve been able to grip tightly here is one shallow breath after another. Each a traumatic dissension of what I’ve aspired to become.

      Splinters of moonlight shine through the stationary pane of glass, reflecting from a mirror bolted to a wall off to the left of me. My attention struggles to focus on the here and now, finding it difficult to hold onto a solid moment of rationality. Another tear traipses down my chin as the gentle hum of early morning commuters down on Hyde Street ushers evanescing memories of a simpler life.

      My mother sat in her designated living room lounger, piecing together the latest Thomas Kinkaid scenery teeming with daffodils and throngs of crocus. A degree of joy in her aspect screamed of gratification. She yearned for those days filled with peace, free from the venom my father would bring home from work every evening. We didn’t have to speak aloud to one another, no. We’ve always been adjoined spiritually, our own unique form of psychic telepathy within a brain cell’s grasp.

      I remained on the sofa enjoying my Coke, fresh from a chilled can. Sounds of female banter emanated from our television, tuned into some afternoon talk show gossiping about America’s incoming President. The first African American leader our nation voted for the month prior. It’s the first election I got to officially partake in. And boy, was I proud to be among the citizens who nominated the President-elect.

      Nobody knew what the state of affairs would be like, being led by a pragmatic gentleman such as Barack Obama. But I could tell this was of no consequence to Mom. No, a much more somber tune cloaked her disposition.

      Frightened to confront the detriments of my dark reverie, I couldn’t come to terms with asking Mom if she was trifled by future uncertainties. In fact, that had absolutely nothing to do with our country at all.

      Merely weeks prior, I’d awoke to a quaking sensation in my chest. An obscurity shrouded me as I tried to make sense of one ridiculous nightmare. In the dream, I witnessed my mother in a hospital bed. Her labored breathing heralded the precipice of death around the bend. Moments, which felt like an enduring decade, passed with the second hand of my watch.

      Some immediate and other extended family members surrounded me in the bleak confines of her ICU room. Meanwhile, each rise and fall of her sinus rhythm warranted the hairs on my neck to stand straight up. Forget crying. Tears wouldn’t rescue her from the penalties of failing health. Nor would they harness any semblance of accepting fate, the cruel mistress which it can sometimes take shape.

      A dejected moan neighs from down the hallway. Likely Alfred, an elderly man with dementia who swallowed a month’s supply of his Klor-Con left in the wake of his doting wife. Why he’s not being monitored closely in a privatized, skilled nursing facility is beyond me. But I don’t make the rules. Well, not anymore.

      Sixteen months ago, I was among the handful of unlucky bastards downsized from MediNex Pharmacy. That’s putting things too lightly. Instead, I’d been included in the first round of firings after Vita-Care acquired each of my company’s holdings, only later pilfering all ninety-thousand MediNex employees of their steady incomes altogether. Some people considered my twist of fate a stroke of luck. Yet, all I could do in those obsequious moments was laugh in their ignorant faces.

      But I digress. I’m no longer a contributor to establishing new policies for anything in society. Hardly even capable of holding steady to my once unyielding routines. A shallow yawn escapes my lips as I further reminisce on an impaired solitary life. The cool draft from above sends a bitter chill across each riverbed, staining both of my cheeks. Each shoulder jerks from the fleeting shiver. Meanwhile, I shut the apertures of my soul to a dark infinity.

      All I can do is continue thinking back on the turn of events that deemed me worthy of a ‘grippy sock vacation.’ Months before I accepted my new role as an abject failure of the Hart Family, fate had already dealt another trivial hand at the poker table.

      A crisp breeze bit at my nose, beginning the trek toward my apartment in the hilly terrain of San Francisco’s cultured Castro District. It was a great day of finding reprieve from the one prior—Hallmark’s favorite February occasion of last year. Only moments after thanking my lucky stars for surviving another lonely V-Day, my celebration was immediately cut short by the banner notifications that lit my phone’s lock screen.

      Among the hordes of comments deriding my shrewd meme about singletons delighting in half-price chocolate remained one message that brought a new shift in my life. Rendering utter turmoil over my already fragmented family. The inbox lit up with a weighted cry from my older brother’s then-wife.

      EMILY: ORSON, I  DON’T KNOW HOW ELSE TO SAY THIS. CHRISTOPHER WAS FOUND DEAD IN HIS BATHROOM TONIGHT. THE CORONER BELIEVES HIS HEART ARRESTED.

      Vanessa brushes my left shoulder delicately, muttering softly. “Orson, you need to get some sleep.”

      I shake my rattled visage up towards the luminous speckles of moonlight on her forehead. “I’m sure I won’t get any solid rest until Ryan’s discharged.”

      She reaches into her pocket for a clean tissue. “Been thinking about stuff again, have ya?”

      “You could say that,” I acknowledge, accepting the simple gesture. “I’m still trying to make heads or tails of things—” I stammer.

      Vanessa takes a seat in the chair adjacent to mine, clearing her throat in the process. “I have a few minutes to listen if you’d like to get it out of that pretty little head of yours.”

      There’s no way in literal Hell I’m burdening anyone with the inconsequentialities of my life. Group therapy is taxing enough. And even at that, I’ve yet to unload any sort of craptastic story about why I’m here. In fact, I’m embarrassed enough to admit that I need help at all. In the absence of any natural support system these past several years, I’ve done every fucking thing myself.

      If anything’s been imparted to me from my father, it’s his toxic masculinity vernacular. Hart men simply don’t admit defeat.

      Another shaken head accompanies my reply, dabbing the sorrow from both lower lids. “Nah,” I shrug. “I’m good.”

      Vanessa furls a brow. “Oh okay—because if that were true, you’d be in your own cozy bed right this minute,” she smirks. “But if you’re not ready to open up,” she adds, rising to her feet. “Then I can’t make you.”

      Her hastiness thwarts my best efforts at a rebuttal. No sooner do I try engineering my response when Alfred’s disgruntled cry flounders from down the hall. Same, Alfie. Same.

      Vanessa wags her forefinger quickly. “Hold that thought,” she exclaims, quickly shuffling out of view.

      In lieu of my night nurse’s consolation, I return to my damaged recollection. A hoarse throat causes me to swallow whatever amount of saliva I can muster. Frankly, as of the last few days, my mouth’s been drier than Death Valley. Okay, maybe that’s a terrible analogy, given my current predicament. Which is why I’m on a 5260 hold in the first place.

      The onslaught of medications forced down my pie hole this last week has brought many unsavory side effects, including a recent change to lithium. Though the pharmacokinetics aspect of drugs isn’t in my wheelhouse, I’m not without a fair understanding of their many side effects. But if anyone can be the first pharmacy guy to cringe at the mere thought of swallowing pills, let it be me. Especially provided this thirty-day involuntary hold is a direct result of my vast pharmacological knowledge. A splintered, flashing light dances from one end of the common area to the other, delivering me back to the night when I thought things would come to an official end.

      Lightning scurried past my bedroom window, followed by a raucous boast of thunder. I’d checked my alarm clock for the umpteenth time that night, wondering why the inevitable hadn’t come faster than anticipated. Golden Girls played on my television well into its fourth season after finishing a microwavable lasagna. Despite an unpleasant metallic taste churning in my stomach, I wondered if I’d miscalculated what would do the deed.

      I thought after twelve hours, surely the hefty dosage of swilled heart medication would propel me into a permanent sleep. Oh, how I underestimated my body’s physiological differences from the textbook human. No sooner did I turn over in bed at the twang of Golden Girls’ theme song when I felt an immediate urge to vomit.

      One retch after another forced a sour upchuck into the porcelain vessel, my own chalice of regret to snap me back to reality. That ‘come to Jesus moment’ left me feeling foolish. And if there were any hopes of bouncing back from such an irrevocable decision, I knew time was of the essence. A call to 9-1-1 and five paramedics later, I drifted off into an elusive haze that served as my transition from this plane to the ether.

      Whispered chatter envelopes me from every direction of this common area as the force of an elbow jab into my side jerks me from what seems like a brief nap. Ambient light from our Bay Area sunrise reminds my conscience of precisely how much rest I’ve sorely lacked. Dr. Carter’s a damned fool if she thinks I’m coherent enough to participate in group therapy this morning, either.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          DANTE

        

      

    

    
      Late-night city lights shimmer like faraway stars, casting an almost magical glow over the pulsating streets of San Francisco. Sharing a booth with Miguel and Carlos, my steadfast companions, we’re nestled in our favorite burger joint. The inviting aromas of comfort food and draft beer mingle with our hearty laughter, symbolizing our longstanding camaraderie.

      “That’s a load of horseshit, Carlos,” Miguel shouts across the table, his mouth dripping with grease. “She was flirting with Dante, not your pruney butt.”

      Of course, my pals are currently having an argument over our server, Mel, as she dances away from the table. A generous combination of mixed brown hair cascades all the way down her backside. They think she’s been flirting with me all night. Perhaps she is. But I’m not interested in the least. Not since three weeks ago, when a certain younger boy sparked a fuel in my soul for the first in a long while.

      Miguel nudges sideways into my right shoulder, spilling an eighth of his Anchor Steam refill, fresh from the tap. “Get her number when she comes back, man,” he laughs. “If you don’t, you know Carlos will be all over her like a stallion.”

      I smirk jovially. He can have her. Miguel Ramirez has been in my life since 1999 when he joined my first squadron in North Oakland as a probie. That is, we acquired his fresh talents from training immediately dispatched that day to a devastating mall fire in Berkeley. Without him on the lookout, I may never have walked out of the crumbling department store alive.

      Despite what he’d tell anybody, my focus on each call is always laser-like. Yet, if anyone were to ask Miguel about it, he’d waste no time recounting my weakness for dapper apparel. There’s a standing inside joke between us about my penchant for sexy ties. To this very day, he busts my chops about being distracted in that burning mall. He thinks it’s because I stopped to admire a silky sapphire necktie on display. In actuality, I paused to assess if there was a person who may have fallen behind the rack.

      An oversalted french fry finds its way between my gnashed teeth, moderately embarrassed for his constant need to set me up with a nice gal. “Let the pruney bastard have Mel,” I cut in, washing down the spices with a sip of my brew.

      Carlos clears his throat somewhat aggressively. “I’m not pruney as you both like to call it,” he says, rapping his knuckles on the table. “They’re stress lines,” he follows up without a beat.

      Miguel contorts his head. “On your butt?” He blinks vacantly. “Is there some extracurricular activity you’ve been failing to mention?”

      Our pal blushes because he knows precisely where Miguel’s headed with this assumption. Carlos has been one of my main men since 1992. A longtime friend from the very beginning of our firefighting careers. The bond between us solidified quickly over a pitcher of Coors as we had a meeting of the minds to study for our final exam in the academy. Luck endured later that year when he was transferred to my department. He took offense to their flagrant boast of racism, whereas I thanked God that they did. One man’s trash definitely is another man’s treasure.

      There’s another reason my confidence is deeply rooted within Carlos. Much like him, I’ve had sexual relationships with both men and women. He was the friend sitting to my left at my family’s dinner table after graduating from the academy. One particular moment, when I made the mistake of mentioning a date with another man I’d been seeing at the time. My father rose from his seat after tossing his plate of uneaten mashed potatoes. However, at that moment, Carlos tilted his head to plant a kiss directly on my lips.

      The date in question was with Carlos Martinez. We’ve only remained good friends over the last twenty-five years because of the added tension it provided my family. He didn’t want to be what divided us, because a man needs their father. Incidentally, my father died nine years ago. And I’ve battled with my sexual identity since well before then.

      I raise my glass, conceding to Carlos’ desire for Mel’s number. “To beautiful women and stress lines on our assholes.”

      My brood replies in kind, clinking each pint glass against each other’s. “Here, here,” Carlos flashes his slightly yellowing chompers, shouting, “Long may they develop cellulite!”

      A group of college-aged kids find their seats around a table across from ours. Their youth is a paragon of what my life used to be like. Not only the age factor but also their dexterity and grit. Retirement’s still a few years out of reach, yet I’m already taking to the Voltaren bottle as if they’re chewable Flintstones. One young man takes a corner chair closest to my left shoulder, ushering in a memory from three weeks ago.

      Exhaustion set in as I shut my eyes for some rest. The day seemed long-fought, yet my extra shift had hardly begun. Earlier, I was informed that the night squad’s Captain called out because her daughter was stuck in the hospital with swine flu. Since I’m never opposed to extending a hand when necessary, I expressed my willingness to play ‘Night Captain.’ But Hell would have to freeze over before I did so without a wink.

      No sooner did I count a fourth sheep when the alarm on my radio whistled its cries. Both eyes widened as I leaped from my bottom bunk in our sleeping quarters. The dispatcher relayed details pertinent to our distress call.

      “Thirty-year-old Caucasian male, 4337 18th Street, reports of smelling smoke and visible flames. R.P. is currently outside, alerting residents of adjoining structures to exit their homes.”

      It took fractions of a minute for my temporary crew and I to shimmy into our gear, board the engine, and then head Southeast on Lincoln Boulevard. The rowdy horn of our engine blared in succession all the way down Presidio, connecting with Masonic Avenue. Our dispatcher soon announced she’d lost contact with the reporting party, Orson Hart, and was unsuccessful in reestablishing a connection.

      As is the case with each call, my ability to remain poised indeed persevered. But the tremendous lack of sleep left me hoping the fire was minute and could be quickly extinguished. I glanced around the engine’s cabin, taking note of everybody else and their keenness to respond. Certainly more rested than myself, that’s for damn sure.

      The truck reached Castro Street and 18th in no time, leaving me to scan the surroundings for a frightened young man in a black shirt and brown sweatpants. Indeed, I didn’t have to look too far, spotting a boy matching the dispatcher’s description down the hilly sidewalk. What I couldn’t take note of, however, was any visible signs of a structure fire. Not a flame, nor smoke, nothing at all. My team jumped to the pavement with me in tow, making a beeline up his front steps between two goldenrod-painted railings.

      In a usual instance, the first signs of a fire emergency are deafening shrills of smoke detectors and the presence of thick, black smoke. The only sounds I could hear inside as I combed each room of his apartment were the gentle purr of traffic and a rattling motor from his refrigerator in the kitchen. As for any smell, my nostrils took great delight in the scent of a floral-like candle, then left unattended by a bay window in his living room. Given my occupation, I obviously lurched forward to blow out the miniature inferno pooled in ivory wax.

      Relief washed over me as I descended his steps to the sidewalk, noting our night Lieutenant, Gina, calming down Orson in her soothing demeanor.

      “It’s all clear, Washburn,” I shouted on my trek down to her and the boy. “I can’t find any evidence of a fire, kid.”

      Orson’s face lit with panic, pointing up the sidewalk to the structure. “Are you blind?” He shouted. “The entire building’s going up in flames,” he shrieked, shaking with worry. “My whole life’s in there,” he droned.

      The glint of tears bounced off a reflective streetlight across the road as I calmly extended my right hand to his shoulder. “It’s gonna be okay, Orson,” I muttered low. “Your home is completely free of danger.”

      “There’s no fire?” He retorted, seeming to second-guess his panic.

      Lieutenant Washburn skidded up the sidewalk to our engine for paperwork. Meanwhile, I remained patiently and calmly in front of the young man. His dark hair took the appearance of dense, black licorice dancing in the gust of a late San Francisco breeze. There’s no doubt about it. Orson was suffering a mental health crisis. At that moment, however, I couldn’t pinpoint what or why.

      “I’m Captain Delatore,” I announced, firmly patting his arm. “I can assure you that it’s safe to go back inside,” I added, clearing my throat. “Are you going through any stressors right now, which could be causing you to imagine things that aren’t really happening?”

      Orson rolled his eyes. “You could say that,” he said, brushing a tear from his welted cheek. “Story of my life for over a year now.”

      I’m not an intuitive person, but I could empathize with him. “Yeah, kiddo,” I replied. “It’s been a hell of a year for me also.”

      I winced. Obviously, it’s not ethical to divulge such personal details with the reporting party in their moments of panic. So, I couldn’t tell him about my recent breakup with John Mitchell. Orson’s eyes narrowed as he glanced up the sidewalk, shooting a curious look at the police car arriving on the scene. We stood in the serenity of a calm wind while I gave him a moment to engineer what he needed to say. Seconds later, his gaze returned to mine with a hard swallow of air.

      “Stress is putting it mildly, Captain Deltamore⁠—”

      A grin warmed my face. Absolutely few people can say my name correctly the first time around.

      “It’s Delatore,” I winked. “You can call me Dante, if that’s easiest.”

      He lowered his palm from the side of his anxious forehead to the hip. “Well, Dante,” he clarified. “The details of my life are of no consequence to you, so I wouldn’t even know where to begin.”

      Orson provided the cliff-notes version of his torrential year. A corporate failure, downsized from a nationwide pharmacy chain, also mourning the loss of his middle brother. He shed a tear, recalling his new reality as a nearly broke thirty-year-old spending endless nights sobbing into his sofa cushions. My heart ached with each new detail that fell from his dehydrated lips. It took everything within me to keep from pulling the boy into a tight hug.

      Miguel snaps his fingers, stealing me from my daydream of the other night. “Hello?” He whines. “Let’s go,” he adds, sliding away from his side of the booth to don a Harrington jacket made of camel skin.

      Judging by the folded napkin within Carlos’ grasp, he and Miguel have spent the last half hour discussing his future date with our waitress, Mel. The boy sitting adjacent to us is responsible for my recovered memory of Orson from weeks ago. But that’s not where the story ends, either.

      I surrender with a grimace. “Alright, alright, I’m coming,” I reply, downing the last gulps from my water glass.

      Miguel tosses his keys, slurring his words somewhat intentionally. “I’rve hads too mushh to drinks,” he giggles. “You’re drivvin me home.”

      Apparently. Since I don’t like consuming much alcohol outside of my own home, I’m used to being the responsible one within my group of pals. That being said, Miguel and I rode to Smashburger in Carlos’ Expedition. So, I’ll likely be driving it home with him, where Miguel and I will share an Uber from there.

      I crack my neck to the side, curling both eyebrows in the process. “Okay, you drunk bastards,” I laugh, pointing to the door. “I suppose I’d better get you both home.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Two hours later have me climbing the front steps of my townhouse on Clipper Street. I’d usually be home long before now. That is, if Miguel’s wife would’ve come to rescue his chatty butt from the porch sooner. In fact, our Uber driver honked his horn after five minutes of us dropping him off. Once he grew impatient, he called out that I’d just need to order another car when I was ready.

      The door slams behind me, locking both deadbolts securely with a yawn. Damn you, Miguel. Now there’s hardly time for a shower at this point. I finish cursing him while tossing my wallet and keys onto the coffee table, then hobble into the kitchen for a bottle of water. Max purrs on his way out from underneath my breakfast table, whomping his thick tail against my legs.

      “I know,” I mumble, drips of cold water escaping my bottom lip. “I should’ve been home hours ago—I’m such a terrible father.”

      If Max could talk, I’m betting he’d have to agree. As a Maine Coon, he’s pretty affectionate and needy. This probably proves I’m a defective caretaker. And with that, the world should be ever so grateful I haven’t fathered any children. It’s one reason of many why I don’t have any natural plants. Miguel and Carlos gifted me a plastic cactus at the station, joking the entire time that I couldn’t possibly kill it. The joke was on them precisely a week later when I inadvertently threw it away.

      The digital display above my stove says it’s already two in the morning. Thankfully I’m off for the next three days, paving the way for total peace and relaxation. However, I can think of one person in the Bay Area who might not be as fortunate.

      I hunch forward to scoop all fifteen pounds of Maxwell into my arms. “I reckon it’s bedtime, wouldn’t you say?”

      His eyes lull under the tender motion of my fingers painting through his ginger mane. As we make our way up the stairwell to my bedroom, my mind can’t help but return to the poor boy who’s currently in the thick of it. Orson Hart, that distressed gentleman three weeks back. The beautiful young man who hallucinated the fire in his apartment.

      My sweaty S.F.F.D. shirt lands in the closet hamper as I enter the bathroom. There’s simply no time to shower tonight, as it’s well past my typical bedtime. I’ll brush my teeth, then fall asleep to some monotoned television show as background noise. I wonder if the kid even has a toothbrush. The way he spoke, he has no support system to bring him anything.

      Not even forty-eight hours after talking Orson down from his heightened mental state, another distress call came through the scanner. Yet again, for a thirty-year-old Caucasian at 4337 18th Street. Only that time, the EMS team was sent to what dispatch described as an 801. In lay terms, a person attempting suicide who requires an urgent medical response.

      I shake my head, still in disbelief that poor Orson would try to take his own life. As I spit the gunk of toothpaste down my sink, all I can do is feel more than a tinge of guilt. The truth is I should’ve checked on the boy sooner. However, I’ve only returned home yesterday after dealing with my own drama these past few weeks.

      Hours after hearing of Orson’s second distress call through the scanner, I awoke to a call from Isabella, my sister in Alabama. Our mother took a nasty spill while sitting out on their front deck, crocheting her hundredth afghan or so. My impromptu trip to Mobile thwarted any hopes of checking in on Orson’s condition at the hospital. And only after spending an extra fourteen days helping Isabella find a senior care facility have I been able to soothe my worries about young Mr. Hart.

      That being said, I did something unconventional for someone in my field. Halfway into my emergent trip, I assigned Miguel the task of keeping tabs on Orson. Which medical facility they took him to, ultimately leading to which psychiatric hospital he’d be assigned. Now that I’m home, I’m quite intent on making him feel like he isn’t alone in this world.

      Even if all Orson needs is a friend, he can count on Capt. Dante Delatore to be the beacon of hope in his currently joyless world. However, I wonder if my feelings about him come from an alternative place deep in my soul. Is Mr. Hart the man that the psychic medium brought up a few years ago?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          ORSON

        

      

    

    
      Sitting in the circle of our group therapy room, I’m surrounded by stories, each a unique thread of pain and healing. I listen to the yarns of strangers’ lives, their battles and demons laid bare. Each struggle seems so different from mine—like separate galaxies of despair. Yet, within these four walls, we’re united by the common theme of agony, each with our own shattered pieces to mend.

      Mandy’s voice trembles as she recounts her fears of a worldwide economic collapse. And Patrick’s tense posture betrays the weight he carries, fighting back a river of sorrow from the death of his three-year-old daughter. It’s a medley of human torture. Yet, I’m acutely aware that my own struggle is a singular shade. One particular hue unlike anyone else’s. The contours of my mind form their own maze—something I navigate alone despite this shared space.

      The circle encompassing Dr. Carter is a map of patients at various acuities. Clustered islands adrift in the same vast ocean of emotions. However, my isolation feels untouched by the currents that push and pull the others. My shattered hope is a castaway. It’s as if my pain speaks a language this world can’t quite decipher. And where am I? Sitting here in a plastic chair one might find in an elementary school, yearning for someone to truly understand. Damn it, even I find myself struggling to fathom the mass weighing me down.

      Dr. Carter pivots in her chair, abruptly putting me in the prime hot seat for sharing. “Orson, you’ve been here a couple weeks and haven’t yet shared anything with your peers,” she gripes. “How do you expect to heal if you can’t be honest with those around you?”

      I’m entirely unprepared to expose my damage. As if the dismay can’t be read on my face enough, how does a man prove he’s at the end of his rope? “I took a bunch of pills, and it didn’t work, that’s my story?”

      Just as soon as my lips part with a deep breath, an orderly enters the therapy room with a solemn expression on his face. Since my stay in this hygienic purgatory, I’ve noticed this man several times. And judging by the reaction of those other patients, I can only equate him to that of a Lucifer for San Francisco’s psychiatric underbelly. Mark shuffles past everyone on his path, straight for me. Jesus, take the wheel. Is this one of those ‘Saved by the Bell’ moments?

      Mark bends down to whisper in my ear. “Orson, a man just called expressing an interest in visiting you, but he’s not on your list of approved contacts,” he affirms, giving his clipboard a once-over. “In fact, nobody’s listed here at all.”

      There’s less than one percent of a probability it’s my father. How he’d possibly know I’ve been involuntarily committed, I couldn’t be sure. Let alone the fact Robert Hart isn’t aware I’ve shed fragments of my sanity every day for the past sixteen months. A harsh nip of air rushes down my pipes as I scowl back into Mark’s face.

      “That’s because I don’t have a family anymore—” I whisper. “Nor friends, for that matter.”

      The only other male I can imagine might’ve been contacted in some capacity would be my oldest brother from Los Angeles, Benjamin. And at that, I suspend all belief he’d drop everything to care for me in the ways he never has.

      I contend with the tickle in my throat. “Who’s asking to see me?”

      Mark lowers his clipboard, pointing to a name written in blue ink.

      
        
        DANTE DELATORE

      

      

      “Ohh hmm,” I rejoinder, trying to place where I’ve heard that name.

      Mark checks the time at his wrist. “Visiting hour is approaching, Orson,” he says. “If you’d like to sign off on this visitor, I just need your signature⁠—”

      My reply interjects him the moment I recall that name. “Ohhh yeah—Dante—the fireman.”

      “This is a yes, then?” He clarifies.

      Dr. Carter offers me a side-eye, apparently moving onto another victim of circumstance. At least for now. Meanwhile, Mark provides his gel pen for me to sign in the designated field. As it would seem, an ‘O’ followed by a few scribbles is as good as it’ll get. I’m coming up on a month of using flexi-pens. So, writing with a standard instrument brings a cold, foreign feel entirely.

      Mark smiles with a gentle pat on my shoulder. “Thanks, pal,” he offers, quietly removing himself from the circle of doom.

      Thoughts of my concerned visitor assault every crevice of my mind. Why does he want to visit me? What’s it to him? As I remain slumped in my chair, the uncertain affect on my face must be screaming louder than a factory whistle.

      Dr. Carter breaks her thought in reply to Patrick’s hollowed despair. “Is everything okay, Orson?”

      I shrug, pointing to the area in my chest where a violent thud once endured. “Who, me?”

      She nods with certitude, accompanied by the fellow patients glowering at me curiously. Of course, she’s talking to me. I’m the only Orson these people will probably ever meet.

      Another hard swallow precedes my crackly reply. “Yeah, I’m just surprised, is all.”

      Now I’ve gone and done it. I’ve set myself up to take the hot seat. Just when I thought Mark’s intrusion would make Dr. Carter forget all about my shallow contributions, devoid of any actual value.

      Dr. Carter gestures a hand as if coercing me into expressing my feelings. “Go on.”

      Moments pass after a condensed version of events. That apparently, I’m expecting a visitor to arrive this afternoon—somebody I hardly share a rapport with. Especially when all I’d really hoped for was to skate through this inconvenient vacation unscathed by the few people in my personal life. Perhaps a few weeks would progress when I felt better, paving the road to a discharge. Wham bam—I’m a brand new man!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As I sit alone here in the frosty cafeteria, minutes creep by like slow, agonizing footsteps on a two-mile schlep home in the Bay Area. This mental health hospital is nothing like the dramatic scenes depicted in “Girl, Interrupted,” which I initially imagined. The reality is a bland repetition, a sea of gray walls and fluorescent lights that mirror a certain numbness I feel on the inside.

      Tranquil Peaks offers bupkis in the way of decent meals. The food on my tray is a tasteless reminder of how my appetite has dwindled since I arrived. Recalling the last time I managed to finish a whole plate is a distant memory all on its own. Today, however, feels utterly different from the rest. Dante’s looming presence is a promise for table scraps from the outside world—the connection to something concrete beyond this sequestered vacuum of hysteria.

      Lunchtime has ushered in a new hope from only a few minutes ago. Maybe Dante’s words will be the lifeline I need to pull me out of this dense fog that has settled over my spirit. There are a few things in my mind which seem to be surfacing from the mist. The night before, my rash decision should have been a red flag that I needed psychiatric intervention. A first for me—hallucinating my apartment burning to the ground. I’ll have to ask Dante why he didn’t insist I be evaluated that night.

      After talking me down, Dante gently escorted me back inside my home. Even that night, his tenderness left me feeling comforted and most unusually seen. Tears of relief poured from the wells of my soul as I took my first step through the doorway. My plight was merely a harrowing, living dream exacerbated by a climaxing stress.

      “You’re safe, Orson,” Dante muttered, gently guiding me to the sofa by my shoulders.

      Safe. I can’t recall any moment in time when I’ve received such a simple reassurance from somebody else. I felt comforted, placated by the older man’s strong hand bracing me as I dropped to the cushions.

      A sigh fell from my lips while I pressed a palm into my temple. “Thank you, Captain Delatore,” I droned. “I feel foolish for calling you, and I’ve only imagined an emergency.”

      Dante cleared his throat underneath his gentle eyes. “Nonsense,” he replied, covering me with my oversized leopard print throw. “Can I make you a cup of hot tea before I leave?”

      My embarrassment was piqued already. So there’s no way I’d let the public servant wait on me hand and foot.

      “No, but thank you,” I choked back, shaking my head. “I probably just need to sleep.”

      The fireman
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