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Malden

It wasn’t the first time David Malden felt paralyzed by a patient, but 
the last time was so long ago he couldn’t remember it. Thirty years 
of providing psychological services had taught him when to speak, 
when to be still, how to redirect the flow of communication. Malden 
was good at the job; he was patient; he knew how to wait for words 
that would come, emerging sometimes in spite of the speaker—
words to repeat, consider, use. Initially just one or two, but if things 
went right, there would be more and more of these words, and then 
the work could begin.
 Often progress happened slowly, but with Robert Percy, it wasn’t 
happening at all. For a month and a half, the man never missed a 
session, sat hunched in the chair as if the faded sweatshirt and denim 
jacket weighed him down, his large sad eyes fixed on Malden’s face. 
The weeks passed, the old snow in the streets of Buffalo melted in 
the cold rain of upstate New York spring, and Robert Percy never 
stopped talking. His story was always the same: he had no friends and 
no family, except for a foster mother in Michigan. Everyone—where 
he worked, where he lived, where he ate, where he shopped—treated  
him unfairly, or worse, ignored him. He tried to make friends, and 
Malden could imagine how: following people around, sticking to 
them until they had to shake him loose, doing favors, lending things, 
buying things so he had them to lend. Like a kid offering you his toys 
if you’ll just let him play.
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 But Robert Percy wasn’t a kid. He was almost thirty, according to 
the notes Sonja gave Malden. He was taller than Malden and much 
heavier, twice as wide in the shoulders, burly in a soft, helpless way.
 Nothing Malden said or suggested had worked, but he had no 
illusions about why. Robert Percy couldn’t afford to change. If people 
treated him differently, it would upset the balance. And so far, Malden  
had no idea why the balance was so crucial. Percy was proving to be 
more competent at maintaining his helplessness than Malden was at  
uncovering its source.
 He stared at Robert Percy. The man never stopped to breathe. 
 “Most likely a simple case of depression and anxiety,” Sonja had 
told him, her small eyes watching him, like she watched everything,  
carefully. “Not serious enough for us over at the hospital.” She glanced  
around his office. “I thought you could use a change from the affluent 
divorcées.” The comment stung, as she knew it would.
 Percy was more than a change. When he first showed up, Malden 
thought he’d come to fix something. Sonja said he worked at Bos
worth’s, one of the manufacturing plants south of the city where she 
occasionally gave presentations for the employee assistance program. 
Robert Percy approached her after she’d finished a session on anger 
management. Malden wondered what those men thought of Sonja 
Nielsen, a tall, largeboned woman with a small pale oval of a face, a 
flat voice sure of its own way. It was her body they would remember, 
big and stronglooking, shoulders that would bear, carry, endure. In a 
long dress and a bonnet, Sonja Nielsen would have walked alongside 
oxen. As it was, she favored cheap pantsuits, regardless of weather 
or fashion—like some kind of security guard, he’d told her once, but 
she just shrugged.
 It was time to call her, set up a consultation. Malden had put it off 
long enough.
 Percy was in the middle of a story about a girl at the plant, the 
one who worked in the office and had seemed so nice, before. But 
she made a face when Percy asked for a change in his schedule. “She 
asked me if I thought I was special. She made her voice funny when 



3

she said special.” Percy kept his eyes on Malden’s face. “The other 
woman laughed.” 
 Malden cleared his throat. “Do you . . .”
 “I don’t think she was teasing. Maybe, but I don’t think so.” Percy 
bowed his head, probably the same way he had then, and Malden was 
left staring at the man’s shaggy reddish hair. A moment later, when 
Percy lifted his head and started to talk, Malden said, “Wait.” 
 Percy waited, and Malden waited too. He wasn’t sure why. When 
Percy opened his mouth again, Malden just shook his head. Percy 
swallowed, blinked, and looked down at his hands. When he glanced 
up and started to say something, Malden shook his head again. Malden  
had no plan. He had nothing to say, but he couldn’t let Percy talk. 
He was done with words.
 Percy studied his shoes, shifted in his chair. He peered at Malden’s 
face, looked away, confused. Malden held himself very still. He heard 
a car door slam in the parking lot; he heard a phone next door; he 
heard Percy breathing, heavily now.
 Then Malden heard a different sound, not really a sound, more 
like a very low tone, a hum, but then it grew in volume, and Malden 
realized it was coming from Percy. His eyes were shut and his mouth 
was closed, his lips pressed tightly together, but the sound got louder. 
 Malden seldom touched a patient, but he reached over now, plac
ing his hand on the man’s shoulder. Percy opened his eyes, and then 
he opened his mouth, but the sound that came out took Malden by 
surprise. He expected a roar, a scream, a cry. It was all of that, but 
none of that, because there was no sound. It was a huge scream that 
made no sound at all.

Nielsen

I hadn’t known what I was waiting for, until it didn’t happen. It was 
June before I heard anything from Malden about Robert Percy, and 
that was only because I spotted Malden during a coffee break at a 
local conference, this one on bipolar issues. I didn’t have to corner 


