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About the Book


Family ties can bind you too tight.


Doctors believe that they can successfully treat five-year-old cancer patient Woody Swope.  But Woody’s parents, linked to a cult called ‘The Touchers’, are not only refusing the treatment, they’re also threatening to remove him from the hospital.


Psychologist Alex Delaware is called in to talk the parents round.  But before he can, the Swopes are gone and so are their promiscuous teenage daughter, Nona, and desperately ill son, Woody.  All that remains is a savagely ransacked and bloodied hotel room . . . and an increasingly dark and bizarre case for Alex to solve.
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I sat in the courtroom and watched Richard Moody get the bad news from the judge.


Moody’d come dressed for the occasion in a chocolate polyester suit, canary-yellow shirt, string tie, and lizard skin boots. He grimaced and bit his lip and tried to lock eyes with the judge, but she outstared him and he ended up looking at his hands. The bailiff at the rear of the room held his gaze on Moody. As a result of my warning he’d been careful to keep the Moodys apart all afternoon and had gone so far as to frisk Richard.


The judge was Diane Severe, girlish for fifty, with ash-blond hair and a strong, kind face; soft-spoken, and all business. I’d never been in her court but knew her reputation. She’d been a social worker before going to law school and after a decade in juvenile court and six years on the family bench was one of the few judges who really understood children.


‘Mr Moody,’ she said, ‘I want you to listen very carefully to what I’m going to say.’


Moody started to assume an aggressive body posture, hunching his shoulders and narrowing his eyes like a bar fighter, but his attorney nudged him and he loosened up and forced a smile.


‘I’ve heard testimony from Dr Daschoff and Dr Delaware, both eminently qualified as experts in this court. I’ve spoken to your children in my chambers. I’ve watched your behavior this afternoon and I’ve heard your allegations against Mrs Moody. I’ve learned of your instructions to your children to run away from their mother so that you could rescue them.’


She paused and leaned forward.


‘You’ve got serious emotional problems, sir.’


The smirk on Moody’s face vanished as quickly as it appeared, but she caught it.


‘I’m sorry you think this is funny, Mr Moody, because it’s tragic.’


‘Your Honor,’ Moody’s lawyer interjected.


She cut him off with the flick of a gold pen.


‘Not now, Mr Durkin. I’ve heard quite enough wordplay today. This is the bottom line and I want your client to pay attention.’


Turning back to Moody: ‘Your problems may be treatable. I sincerely hope they are. There’s no doubt in my mind that psychotherapy is essential – a good deal of it. Medication may be called for as well. For your sake and the sake of your children I hope you get whatever treatment you need. My order is that you have no further contact with your children until I see psychiatric evidence that you are no longer a threat to yourself or to others – when the death threats and talk of suicide cease, and you have accepted the reality of this divorce and are able to support Mrs Moody in the raising of the children.


‘Should you get to that point – and your word won’t be sufficient to convince me, Mr Moody – the court will call upon Dr Delaware to set up a schedule of limited and monitored visitation.’


Moody took it in, then made a sudden move forward. The bailiff was out of his chair and at his side in a flash. Moody saw him, gave a sick grin, and let his body go slack. The tears flowed down his cheeks. Durkin pulled out a handkerchief, gave it to him, and raised an objection concerning the judge’s encroachment upon his client’s privacy.


‘You’re free to appeal, Mr Durkin,’ she said evenly.


‘Judge.’


It was Moody now, the bass voice dry and strained.


‘What is it, Mr Moody?’


‘You don’t unnerstand.’ He wrung his hands. ‘Those kids, they’re my life.’


For a moment I thought she was going to tongue-lash him. Instead she regarded him with compassion.


‘I do understand, sir. I understand that you love your children. That your life is in shambles. But what you need to understand – the whole point of the psychiatric testimony – is that children can’t be responsible for anyone’s life. That’s too big a burden for any child to bear. They can’t raise you, Mr Moody. You need to be able to raise them. And right now you can’t. You need help.’


Moody started to say something but choked it back. He shook his head in defeat, gave the handkerchief back to Durkin, and tried to salvage a few shards of dignity.


The next quarter hour was spent on property settlement. I had no need to listen to the distribution of the meager estate of Darlene and Richard Moody and would have left, but Mal Worthy had said he wanted to talk to me afterward.


When the legal mumbling was over, Judge Severe took off her glasses and ended the hearing. She looked my way and smiled.


‘I’d like to see you in chambers for a moment if you’ve got the time, Dr Delaware.’


I smiled back and nodded. She swept out of the courtroom.


Durkin ushered Moody out under the watchful eye of the bailiff.


At the next table Mal was pep-talking Darlene, patting her plump shoulder as he scooped up handfuls of documents and stashed them in one of the two suitcases he’d brought. Mal was compulsive and while other lawyers made do with an attaché case, he carted around boxes of documents on a chromium luggage rack.


The former Mrs Richard Moody looked up at him, bewildered, cheeks feverishly rosy, bobbing her head in assent. She’d stuffed her milkmaid’s body into a light blue summer dress as frothy as high tide. The dress was ten years too young for her and I wondered if she’d confused new-found freedom with innocence.


Mal was decked out in classic Beverly Hills attorney mufti: Italian suit, silk shirt and tie, calfskin loafers with tassles. His hair was styled fashionably long and curly, his beard cut close to the skin. He had glossy nails and perfect teeth and a Malibu tan. When he saw me he winked and waved and gave Darlene one last pat. Then he held her hand in both of his and saw her to the door.


‘Thanks for your help, Alex,’ he said when he came back. Piles of papers remained on the table and he busied himself with packing them.


‘It wasn’t fun,’ I said.


‘No. The ugly ones aren’t.’ He meant it but there was a lilt in his voice.


‘But you won.’


He stopped shuffling papers for a moment. ‘Yeah. Well, you know, that’s the business I’m in. Jousting.’ He flipped his wrist and looked at a wafer-thin disk of gold. ‘I won’t say it pains me to dispose of a turkey like Mr M.’


‘You think he’ll take it? Just like that?’


He shrugged.


‘Who knows? If he doesn’t we’ll just keep bringing in the heavy artillery.’ At two hundred dollars an hour.


He lashed the suitcases to the rack.


‘Hey listen, Alex, this wasn’t a stinker. For those I don’t call you – I’ve got hired guns up the wazoo. This was righteous, no?’


‘We were on the right side.’


‘Precissimoso. And I thank you again. Regards to the lady judge.’


‘What do you think she wants?’ I asked.


He grinned and slapped me on the back.


‘Maybe she likes your style. Not a bad-looking gal, heh? She’s single, you know?’


‘Spinster?’


‘Hell, no. Divorced. I handled her case.’


Her chambers were done in mahogany and rose, and permeated with the scent of flowers. She sat behind a glass-topped, carved-wood desk upon which stood a cut-crystal vase filled with stalks of gladiolus. On the wall behind the desk were several photographs of two hulking blond teenage boys – in football jerseys, wetsuits, and evening wear.


‘My gruesome twosome,’ she said, following my eyes. ‘One’s at Stanford, the other’s selling firewood up at Arrowhead. No telling, eh, Doctor?’


‘No telling.’


‘Please have a seat.’ She motioned me to a velvet sofa. When I’d settled she said, ‘Sorry if I was a little rough on you in there.’


‘No problem.’


‘I wanted to know if the fact that Mr Moody wears women’s underwear was relevant to his mental status, and you refused to be pinned down.’


‘I didn’t think his choice of lingerie had much to do with custody.’


She laughed. ‘I get two types of psych experts. The puffed-up, self-proclaimed authorities, so taken with themselves they think their opinions on any topic are sacrosanct, and the cautious ones, like you, who won’t give an opinion unless it’s backed up by a double-blind, controlled study.’


I shrugged. ‘At least you won’t get a Twinkie Defense out of me.’


‘Touché. How about some wine?’ She unlatched the doors of a credenza carved to match the desk and took out a bottle and two long-stemmed glasses.


‘My pleasure, Your Honor.’


‘In here, Diane. Is it Alexander?’


‘Alex is fine.’


She poured red wine into the glasses. ‘This is a very fine Cabernet that I save for the termination of particularly obnoxious cases. Positive reinforcement, if you will.’


I took the glass she offered.


‘To justice,’ she said, and we sipped. It was good wine and I told her so. It seemed to please her.


We drank in silence. She finished before I did and set down her glass.


‘I want to talk to you about the Moodys. They’re off my docket but I can’t help thinking about the kids. I read your report and you have good insights on the family.’


‘It took a while but they opened up.’


‘Alex, are those children going to be all right?’


‘I’ve asked myself the same thing. I wish I could tell you yes. It depends on whether or not the parents get their act together.’


She clicked her nails against the rim of the wineglass.


‘Do you think he’ll kill her?’


The question startled me.


‘Don’t tell me it didn’t cross your mind – the warning to the bailiff and all that.’


‘That was meant to prevent an ugly scene,’ I said, ‘but yes, I do think he could do it. The man’s unstable and profoundly depressed. When he gets low, he gets nasty and he’s never been lower than right now.’


‘And he wears ladies’ panties.’


I laughed. ‘That too.’


‘Refill?’


‘Sure.’


She put the bottle aside and laced her fingers around the stem of her wineglass, an angular, attractive older woman, not afraid to let a few wrinkles show.


‘A real loser, our Mr Richard Moody. And maybe a killer.’


‘If he gets in a killing mood, she’d be the obvious target. And the boyfriend – Conley.’


‘Well,’ she said, running the tip of her tongue over her lips, ‘one must be philosophical about such things. If he kills her it’s because she fucked the wrong guy. Just as long as he doesn’t kill someone innocent, like you or me.’


It was hard to tell if she were serious or not.


‘It’s something I think about,’ she said, ‘some warped loser coming back and taking out his troubles on me. The losers never want to take responsibility for their crappy little lives. You ever worry about it?’


‘Not really. When I was clinically active most of my patients were nice kids from nice families – not much potential for mayhem there. I’ve been pretty much retired for the last couple of years.’


‘I know. I saw the gap in your resumé. All that academic stuff, then blank space. Was that before the Casa de Los Niños thing or after?’


I wasn’t surprised she knew about it. Though it had been over a year, the headlines had been bold and people remembered. I had my own personal reminder – a reconstructed jaw that ached when the weather got clammy.


‘A half year before. Afterward I didn’t exactly feel like jumping back in.’


‘No fun being a hero?’


‘I don’t even know what the word means.’


‘I’ll bet.’ She gazed levelly at me and adjusted the hem of her robe. ‘And now you’re doing forensic work.’


‘On a limited basis. I accept consultations from attorneys I trust which narrows the field substantially and I get some directly from judges.’


‘Which ones?’


‘George Landre, Ralph Siegel.’


‘Both good guys. I went to school with George. You want more work?’


‘I’m not hustling. If the referrals come, okay. If not, I can always find things to do.’


‘Rich kid, huh?’


‘Far from it, but I made a few good investments that are still paying off. If I don’t get sucked into a Rodeo Drive mentality I’m okay.’


She smiled.


‘If you want more cases, I’ll spread the word. The members of the psych panel are booked up for four months and we’re always looking for guys who can think straight and put it into language simple enough for a judge to understand. Your report was really good.’


‘Thanks. If you send me cases I won’t turn you down.’


She finished the second glass. ‘Very mellow, isn’t it? Comes from a tiny little vineyard up in Napa. Three years old and still operating at a loss, but the place is turning out limited bottlings of very fine reds.’


She got up and walked around the room. From the pocket of her robe she removed a pack of Virginia Slims and a lighter. For the next few moments she stared at a wall decorated with diplomas and certificates and dragged deeply on the cigarette.


‘People really manage to fuck up their lives, don’t they? Like Miss Bright Eyes Moody. Nice country girl, moves to LA for a taste of excitement, gets a job as a checker at Safeway and falls in love with the macho man in lace undies – I forget, what is he, a construction worker?’


‘Carpenter. For Aurora Studios.’


‘Right. I remember. Builds sets. The guy’s an obvious loser but it takes her twelve years to figure it out. Now she’s extricating herself and who does she hook up with? The loser’s clone.’


‘Conley’s a lot more mentally intact.’


‘Maybe so. But take a look at them side by side. Twins. She’s being pulled to the same type. Who knows, maybe Moody was a charmer too in the beginning. Give this Conley a few years, he’ll turn. Bunch of losers.’


She turned and faced me. Her nostrils flared and the hand holding the cigarette trembled almost imperceptibly: Alcohol, emotion, or both.


‘I hooked up with an asshole and it took me a while to get out of it, Alex, but I didn’t turn around and do the same damn thing first chance I got. Makes you wonder if women will ever get smart.’


‘I wouldn’t bet on Mal Worthy having to give up his Bentley,’ I said.


‘Nor I. Mal’s a smart boy. Did my divorce, did you know?’


I feigned ignorance.


‘Probably conflict of interest, my hearing this case, but who cares, it was open and shut. Moody’s crazy, he’s screwing up his kids, and my order was the best shot at getting him straightened out. Any chance he’ll follow through on therapy?’


‘I doubt it. He doesn’t think anything’s wrong with him.’


‘Of course not. The craziest ones never do. Baloney afraid of the slicer. Assuming he doesn’t kill her, you know what’s going to happen, don’t you?’


‘More days in court.’


‘Absolutely. That idiot Durkin’ll be here every other week with some ploy to reverse the order. In the meantime Moody will harass Bright Eyes and if it keeps up long enough the kids will be permanently screwed up.’ She walked back to her desk with a long graceful stride, took a compact out of her purse and powdered her nose.


‘On and on. He’ll drag her through the system, she’ll bleat and weep, but she’ll have no choice.’ Her expression hardened. ‘But I don’t give a damn. In two weeks I’m out of it. Retirement with pension. I’ve got some investments of my own. And one big money-loser. A tiny little vineyard up in Napa.’ She grinned. ‘This time next year I’ll be in my cellar sampling the vintage until I reel. If you travel that way, be sure to drop in.’


‘I’ll make it a point to do that.’


She looked away from me, talked to her diplomas.


‘Do you have a lady friend, Alex?’


‘Yes. She’s in Japan now.’


‘Miss her?’


‘Very much.’


‘Figures,’ she said good-naturedly. ‘The good ones get snapped up.’ She rose to indicate the audience was concluded. ‘Good to meet you, Alex.’


‘My pleasure, Diane. Good luck with the vines. What I tasted was great.’


‘It’s gonna get better and better. I can feel it.’


Her handshake was firm and dry.


My Seville had cooked in the open parking lot and I pulled my hand away from the heat of the door handle. Midway through the motion I sensed his presence and turned to face him.


‘S’cuse me, Doc.’ He was looking into the sun and squinting. His forehead was sweat-glossed and the canary-colored shirt had darkened to mustard under the arms.


‘I can’t talk now, Mr Moody.’


‘Just a sec, Doc. Just lemme connect with ya. Lemme zero in on some main points. Communicate, you know?’ His words came out in a rush. As he spoke, the half-closed eyes darted back and forth, and he rocked on his boot heels. In rapid succession he smiled, grimaced, bobbed his head, scratched his Adam’s apple, and tweaked his nose. A discordant symphony of tics and twitches. I’d never seen him this way but I’d read Larry Daschoff’s report and had a good idea what was happening.


‘I’m sorry. Not now.’ I looked around the lot but we were alone. The rear of the court building faced a quiet side street in a run-down neighborhood. The sole sign of life was a scrawny mutt nuzzling a patch of overgrown grass on the other side of the road.


‘Aw, c’mon, Doc. Just lemme make a few main points, lemme break on through, lemme zero in on the main facts, like the shysters say.’ His speech picked up velocity.


I turned away from him and his hard brown hand closed on my wrist.


‘Please let go, Mr Moody,’ I said with forced patience.


He smiled.


‘Hey, Doc, I jus’ wanna talk. State my case.’


‘There’s no case. I can’t do anything for you. Let go of my arm.’


He tightened his grip but no tension registered on his face. It was a long face, sun-cured and leathery, with a broken pug nose at center, a thin-lipped mouth, and an oversized jaw – the kind of mandibular development you get from chewing tobacco or gritting your teeth.


I put my car keys in my pocket and reached around to pry his fingers loose but his strength was phenomenal. That, too, made sense, if what I suspected was true. It felt like his hand had become heat-welded to my arm and it was starting to hurt.


I found myself assessing my chances in a fight: We were the same height and probably just about the same weight. Years of hauling lumber had given him an edge in the physical strength department, but I’d been sufficiently diligent about karate practice to have a few good moves. I could stomp down hard on his instep, hit him when he was off-balance, and drive away as he writhed on the cement . . . I interrupted that train of thought, ashamed, telling myself that fighting him would be absurd. The guy was disturbed and if anyone should be able to defuse him, I should.


I dropped my free arm and let it fall idly to my side.


‘Okay. I’ll listen to you. But first let go so I can concentrate on what you have to say.’


He thought about it for a second, then grinned broadly His teeth were bad and I wondered why I hadn’t noticed it during the evaluation, but he’d been different then – morose and defeated, barely able to open his mouth to speak.


He released my wrist. The piece of sleeve where he’d held me was grimy and warm.


‘I’m listening.’


‘Okay, okay, okay.’ His head continued to bob. ‘Just gotta connect with you, Doc, show you I got plans, tell you how she twisted you roun’ her little finger jus’ like she did me. There’s bad stuff in that house, my boys tell me how he’s makin’ the kids do things his way, and she lets it happen, she says okay, okay. Fine and dandy with her, they be cleanin’ up after a scumbag like that, who knows what kind of dirt he’s leavin’ around, the guy’s not normal, you know? Him wantin’ to be man of the house and all that, all I gotta say is har, har, you know.


‘Know why I’m laughin’, doc, huh? To keep from cryin’, that’s why, keep from cryin’. For my babies. The boy and the girl. My boy tol’ me the two of them be sleeping together, him wantin’ to be the daddy, to be the big shot in the house that I built with these two hands here.’


He held out ten large-knuckled, bruised fingers. There was an oversized turquoise and Indian silver ring on each ring finger, one in the shape of a scorpion, the other a coiled snake.


‘You unnerstan’, Doc, you grab what I’m tossin’ at you? Those kids are my life, I carry the burden, not nobody else, that’s what I tol’ the lady judge, the bitch in black. I carry it. From me, from here.’ He grabbed his crotch. ‘My body into hers when she was still decent – she could be decent again, you unnerstan’, I get hold of her, speak some sense, straighten her out, right? But not with that Conley there, no way, no fuckin’ way. My kids, my life.’


He paused for breath and I took advantage of it.


‘You’ll always be their father,’ I said, trying to be reassuring without patronizing him. ‘No one can take that away from you.’


‘Right. Hunnerd procent right. Now you go in there and tell that to the bitch in black, straighten her out. Tell her I got to have those kids.’


‘I can’t do that.’


He pouted like a child denied dessert.


‘You do it. Right now.’


‘I can’t. You’re under a lot of stress. You’re not ready to take care of them.’ You’re going through a full-fledged manic episode, Mr Moody. You’re a manic-depressive and you need help badly . . .


‘I can handle it, I got plans. Get a trailer, get a boat, take ’em outta the dirty city, outta the smog-clouds, take ’em to the country – fish for trout, hunt for meat, teach ’em the way to survive. Like Hank Junior says, country boy will survive. Teach ’em to shovel shit and eat good breakfasts, get away from scumbags like him and her until she gets straightened out, who knows when it’ll come she keep up with him, humpin’ him in front of them, a disgrace.’


‘Try to calm down.’


‘Here, watch me calm down.’ He inhaled deeply and let the air out in a noisy whoosh. I smelled the stench of his breath. He cracked his knuckles and the silver rings sparkled in the sun. ‘I’m relaxed, I’m clean, I’m ready for action, I’m the father, go in and tell her.’


‘It doesn’t work that way.’


‘Why not?’ he growled and grabbed the front of my jacket.


‘Let go. We can’t talk if you keep doing that, Mr Moody.’


Slowly his fingers parted. I tried to edge away from him but my back touched the car. We were close enough to slow-dance.


‘Tell her! You fucked me up, you fix it, Headshrinker!’


His voice had taken a decidedly menacing tone. Manics could do damage when they got worked up. As bad as paranoid schizes. It was obvious that the power of persuasion wasn’t going to do the trick.


‘Mr Moody – Richard – you need help. I won’t do anything for you until you get it.’


He sputtered, sprayed me with saliva, and jacked upward viciously with his knee, a classic street brawler’s move. It was one of the gambits I’d figured him for and I swiveled so that all he made contact with was gabardine.


The miss threw him off-balance and he stumbled. Consciously sad, I caught his elbow and threw him off my hip. He landed on his back, stayed down for a quarter second, and was at me again, arms chopping like a thresher gone mad. I waited until he was almost on me, ducked low, and hit him in the belly just hard enough to knock some wind out. Moving out of the way I let him double over in privacy.


‘Please, Richard, calm down and pull it all together.’


His response was a growl and a snivel and a grab for my legs. He managed to get hold of one cuff and I felt myself going down. It would have been a good time to jump in the car and tool out of there, but he was between me and the driver’s boot.


I contemplated a move for the passenger door, but that would mean turning my back to him and he was strong and crazy-fast.


As I contemplated, he bounded up and charged toward me shouting gibberish. My pity for him had made me too careless and he was able to connect with a punch to the shoulder that made my body rattle. Still stunned, I cleared my eyes soon enough to see the follow-through: A left hook aimed squarely at my man-made jaw. Self-preservation won out over pity and I slid away, took hold of his arm, and threw him full-force against the car. Before he could have second thoughts I jerked him up, yanked the arm behind him, and pulled up to the point where it was just short of snapping. It had to be agonizing, but he evinced no sign of suffering. Manics could get like that, on a perpetual speed trip, impervious to minor details like pain.


I kicked him in the butt as hard as I could and he went flying. Grabbing for my keys, I jumped in the Seville and spun out.


I caught a glimpse of him in the rear-view mirror just before turning onto the street. He was sitting on the asphalt, head in hands, rocking back and forth and, I was pretty sure, weeping.
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The big black and gold koi was the first to surface, but the other fish soon followed his lead and within seconds all fourteen of them were sticking whiskered snouts out of the water and gobbling down food pellets as fast as I tossed them in. I knelt by a large smooth rock fringed with creeping juniper and lavender azaleas and held three pellets in my fingers just beneath the surface of the water. The big one caught the scent and hesitated, but gluttony got the better of him and his glistening muscular body snaked its way over. He stopped inches from my hand and looked up at me. I tried to appear trustworthy.


The sun was on its way down but enough light lingered over the foothills to catch the metallic glint of the gold scales, dramatizing the contrast with the velvety black patches on his back. A truly magnificent kin-ki-utsuri.


Suddenly the big carp darted and the pellets were gone from my hand. I replaced them. A red and white kohaku joined in, then a platinum ohgon in a moonlight-colored blur. Soon all the fish were nibbling at my fingers, their mouths soft as baby kisses.


The pond and surrounding garden refuge had been a gift from Robin during the painful months of recuperation from the shattered jaw and all the unwanted publicity. She’d suggested it, sensing the value of something to calm me down during the period of enforced inactivity, and knowing of my fondness for things oriental.


At first I’d thought it unfeasible. My home is one of those creations peculiar to southern California, tucked into a hillside at an improbable angle. It’s an architectural gem with spectacular views from three sides but there’s very little usable flat land and I couldn’t envision room for a pond.


But Robin had done some research, sounding out the idea with several of her craftsmen friends, and had been put in touch with an inarticulate lad from Oxnard – a young man so outwardly stuporous his nickname was Hazy Clifton. He had arrived with cement mixers, wooden forms, and a ton or two of crushed rock, and had created an elegant, meandering, naturalistic pond, complete with waterfall and rock border, that weaved its way in and around the sloping terrain.


An elderly Asian gnome materialized after Hazy Clifton’s departure and proceeded to embroider the young man’s artistry with bonsai, zen grass, juniper, Japanese maple, long-necked lilies, azalea, and bamboo. Strategically placed boulders established meditative spots and patches of snowy gravel suggested serenity. Within a week the garden looked centuries old.


I could stand on the deck that bisected the two levels of the house and look down on the pond, letting my eyes trace patterns etched in the gravel by the wind, watching the koi, jewel-like and languid in their movement. Or I could descend to the floor of the garden and sit by the water’s edge feeding the fish, the surface breaking gently in concentric waves.


It became a ritual: Each day before sunset I tossed pellets to the koi and reflected on how good life could be. I learned how to banish unwanted images – of death and falsehood and betrayal – from my mind with Pavlovian efficiency.


Now I listened to the gurgling of the waterfall and put aside the memory of Richard Moody’s debasement.


The sky darkened and the peacock-colored fish grayed and finally melted into the blackness of the water. I sat in the dark, content, tension a vanquished enemy.


The first time the phone rang I was in the middle of dinner and I ignored it. Twenty minutes later it rang again and I picked it up.


‘Dr Delaware? This is Kathy from your service. I had an emergency call for you a few minutes ago but nobody answered.’


‘What’s the message, Kathy?’


‘It’s from a Mr Moody. He said it was urgent.’


‘Shit.’


‘Dr D?’


‘Nothing, Kathy. Please give me the number.’


She did and I asked her if Moody had sounded strange.


‘He was kind of upset. Talking real fast – I had to ask him to slow down to get the message.’


‘Okay. Thanks for calling.’


‘I’ve got another one, came in this afternoon. Do you want to take it?’


‘Just one? Sure.’


‘This one’s from a doctor – let me get the pronunciation right – Melendrez – no Melendez-Lynch. With a hyphen.’


Now that was a blast from the past . . .


‘He gave me this number.’ She recited an exchange I recognized as Melendez-Lynch’s office at Western Peds. ‘Said he’d be there until eleven tonight.’


That figured. Raoul was a notable workaholic in a profession famous for them. I recalled seeing his Volvo in the doctors’ lot no matter how early I arrived at the hospital or how late I left.


‘That’s it?’


‘That’s it, Dr D. Have a nice one and thanks for the cookies. Me and the other girls finished ’em off in one hour.’


‘Glad you enjoyed them.’ That was a five-pound box she was talking about. ‘Munchies?’


‘What can I say?’ she giggled.


A switchboard staffed by potheads and they never fouled up a message. Someone should be researching it.


I drank a Coors before addressing the question of whether or not to return Moody’s call. The last thing I wanted was to be on the receiving end of a manic tirade. On the other hand, he might be calmer and more receptive to suggestions for treatment. Unlikely, but there’s enough of the therapist left in me to be optimistic past the point of realism. Recalling that afternoon’s scuffle on the parking lot made me feel like a jerk, though I was damned if I knew how it could have been avoided.


I thought it over and then called, because I owed it to the Moody kids to give it my best shot.


The number he’d left had a Sun Valley exchange – a rough neighborhood – and the voice on the other end belonged to the night clerk at the Bedabye Motel. Moody’d found the perfect living quarters if he wanted to feed his depression.


‘Mr Moody, please.’


‘Second.’


A series of buzzes and clicks and Moody said, ‘Yeah.’


‘Mr Moody, it’s Dr Delaware.’


‘’lo, Doc. Don’t know what got into me, jus’ wanted to say sorry, hope I dint shake you up too badly.’


‘I’m fine. How are you?’


‘Oh fine, jus’ fine. Got plans, gotta get myself together. I can see that. What everyone’s saying, gotta have some sense to it.’


‘Good. I’m glad you understand.’


‘Oh, yeah, oh yeah. I’m catchin’ on, jus’ takes me a while. Like the firs’ time I used a circular saw, supervisor tol’ me Richard – this was back when I was a kid, jus’ learning the trade – gotta take your time, take it slow, concentrate, ’thwise this thing chew you up. And he’d hold up his left hand with a stump where the thumb shoulda been, said, Richard, don’ learn the hard way.’


He laughed hoarsely and cleared his throat.


‘Guess sometimes I learn the hard way, huh? Like with Darlene. Mighta listened to her before she got involved with that scumbag.’


The pitch of his voice rose when he talked about Conley so I tried to ease him away from the subject.


‘The important thing is that you’re learning now. You’re a young man, Richard. You’ve got a lot ahead of you.’


‘Yeah. Well . . . old as you feel, y’know, and I’m feeling ninety.’


‘This is the roughest time, before the final decree. It can get better.’


‘They say that – the lawyer tol’ me too – but I don’ feel it. I feel shit on, y’know, shit on first class.’


He paused and I didn’t fill it in.


‘Anyway, thanks for listenin’, and now you can talk to the judge and tell her I can see the kids, take ’em with me fishin’ for a week.’


So much for optimism.


‘Richard, I’m glad you’re getting in touch with the situation but you’re not ready to care for your children.’


‘Whythefucknot?’


‘You need help to stabilize your moods. There are medications that are effective. And get someone to talk to, like you’re talking to me.’


‘Yeah?’ he sneered, ‘if they’re assholes like you, goddamn money-chasing fuckers, talkin’ to them ain’t gonna do me no good. I’m telling you I’m gonna take care of the problems now don’t give me any shit, who the fuckareyou to tell me when I can see my kids.’


‘This conversation isn’t going anywhere—’


‘Hunnerd procent right, Headshrinker. You listen and you listen good, they’ll be hell to pay’f I’m not set up in my rightful place as daddy . . .’


He emptied a bucket of verbal swill and after listening for several minutes I hung up to avoid being sullied.


In the silence of the kitchen I became aware of the pounding of my heart and the sick feeling at the pit of my stomach. Maybe I’d lost the touch – the therapist’s ability to put distance between himself and the ones who suffered so as to avoid being battered by a psychological hailstorm.


I looked down at the message pad. Raoul Melendez-Lynch. He probably wanted me to give a seminar to the residents on the psychological aspects of chronic disease or behavioral approaches to pain control. Something nice and academic that would let me hide behind slides and videotape and play professor again.


At that moment it seemed an especially attractive prospect and I dialed his number.


A young woman answered the phone, breathless.


‘Carcinogenesis lab.’


‘Dr Melendez-Lynch, please.’


‘He’s not here.’


‘This is Dr Delaware returning his call.’


‘I think he’s over at the hospital,’ she said, sounding preoccupied.


‘Could you connect me to the page operator, please.’


‘I’m not sure how to do that – I’m not his secretary, Dr Delray. I’m in the middle of an experiment and I really have to run. Okay?’


‘Okay.’


I broke the connection, dialed the message desk at Western Peds, and had him paged. Five minutes later the operator came and told me he hadn’t answered. I left my name and number and hung up, thinking how little had changed over the years. Working with Raoul had been stimulating and challenging, but fraught with frustration. Trying to pin him down could be like sculpting with shaving cream.


I went into the library and settled in my soft leather chair with a paperback thriller. Just when I’d decided the plot was forced and the dialog too cute, the phone rang.


‘Hello.’


‘Hello, Alex!’ His accent turned it into Ahleex. ‘So good of you to return my call.’ As usual, he talked at a breakneck pace.


‘I tried to reach you at the lab but the girl who answered wasn’t too helpful.’


‘Girl? Ah yes, that would be Helen. My new post-doc. Brilliant young lady from Yale. She and I are collaborating on an NIH study aimed at clarifying the metastatic process. She worked with Brewer at New Haven – construction of synthetic cell walls – and we’ve been examining the relative invasiveness of varying tumor forms on specific models.’


‘Sounds fascinating.’


‘It is.’ He paused. ‘Anyway, how have you been, my friend?’


‘Fine. And you?’


He chuckled.


‘It’s – nine forty-three and I haven’t yet finished charting. That tells you how I’ve been.’


‘Oh come on, Raoul, you love it.’


‘Ha! Yes I do. What did you call me years ago – the quintessential type. A personality?’


‘A plus.’


‘I will die of a myocardial infarct but my paperwork will be completed.’


It was only a partial jest. His father, dean of a medical school in pre-Castro Havana, had keeled over on the tennis court and died at forty-eight. Raoul was five years from that age and he’d inherited his sire’s lifestyle as well as some bad genes. I’d once thought him changeable but had long ago given up trying to slow him down. If four failed marriages hadn’t done the trick, nothing would.


‘You’ll win the Nobel Prize,’ I said.


‘And it will all go for alimony!’ He thought that tremendously funny. When his laughter died down he said:


‘I need a favor, Alex. There’s a family that’s giving us some trouble – noncompliance problems – and I wondered if you could talk to them.’


‘I’m flattered but what about the regular staff?’


‘The regular staff made a mess of it,’ he said, peeved. ‘Alex, you know the high regard I have for you – why you abandoned a brilliant career I’ll never know, but that’s another issue. The people Social Services are sending me are amateurs, my friend. Rank amateurs. Starry-eyed caseworkers who see themselves as patient advocates – provocateurs. The psych people will have nothing to do with us because Boorstin has a death phobia and is terrified of the word cancer.’


‘Progress, huh?’


‘Alex, nothing’s changed in the last five years. If anything it’s gotten worse. I’ve even started opening my ears to other offers. Last week I was given the chance to run an entire hospital in Miami. Chief of Staff. More money and a full professorship.’


‘Considering it?’


‘No. The research facilities were Mickey Mouse and I suspect they want me more for my Spanish than my medical brilliance. Anyway, what do you say about lending the department a hand – you’re still officially listed as our consultant, you know.’


‘To be honest, Raoul, I’m not taking on any therapy cases.’


‘Yes, yes, I’m aware of that,’ he said impatiently, ‘but this is not therapy. Short-term liaison consultation. I don’t want to sound melodramatic, but the life of a very sick little boy is at stake.’


‘Exactly what kind of noncompliance are you talking about?’


‘It’s too complicated to explain over the phone, Alex. I hate to be rude, but I must get over to the lab and see how Helen is doing. We’re pacing an in-vitro hepatoblastoma as it approaches pulmonary tissue. It’s painstaking work and it requires constant vigilance. Let’s talk about it tomorrow – nine, my office? I’ll have breakfast sent up, and voucher forms. We’re prepared to pay for your time.’


‘All right, Raoul. I’ll be there.’


‘Excellent.’ He hung up.


Being released from a conversation with Melendez-Lynch was a jarring experience, a sudden shift into low gear. I put down the receiver, regained my bearings, and reflected on the complexity of the manic syndrome. 
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Western Pediatric Medical Center occupies a square block of mid-Hollywood real estate in a neighborhood that was once grand but is now the turf of junkies, hookers, drag queens, and fancy dancers of every stripe. The working girls were up early this morning, halter-topped and hot-panted, and as I cruised eastward on Sunset they stepped out from alleys and shadowed doorways sashaying and hooting. The whores were as much a fixture of Hollywood as the brass stars inlaid in the sidewalks, and I could swear I recognized some of the same painted faces I’d seen there three years ago. The streetwalkers seemed to fall into two categories: Doughy-faced runaways from Bakersfield, Fresno, and the surrounding farmlands, and lean, leggy, shopworn black girls from South Central LA. All of them raring to go at eight forty-five in the morning. If the whole country ever got that industrious the Japanese wouldn’t stand a chance.


The hospital loomed large, a compound of aged dark stone buildings and one newer column of concrete and glass. I pulled the Seville into the doctors’ lot and walked to Prinzley Pavilion, the contemporary structure.


The Department of Oncology was situated on the fifth floor. The doctors’ offices were cubicles arranged in a U around the secretarial pool. As head of the department, Raoul got four times as much space as any of the other oncologists, as well as privacy. His office was at the far end of the corridor and cordoned off by double glass doors. I went through them and walked into the reception area. Seeing no receptionist, I kept going and entered his office through a door marked PRIVATE.


He could have had an executive suite but had chosen to use almost all the space for his lab, ending up with an office only ten by twelve. The room was as I remembered it, the desk piled high with correspondence, journals, and unanswered messages, all ordered and precisely stacked. There were too many books for the floor-to-ceiling bookcase and the overflow was similarly heaped on the floor. One shelf was filled with bottles of Maalox. Perpendicular to the desk, faded beige curtains concealed the office’s sole window as well as a view of the hills beyond.


I knew that view well, having spent a significant proportion of my time at Western Peds staring out at the crumbling letters of the HOLLYWOOD sign while waiting for Raoul to show up for meetings he had scheduled but inevitably forgot about, or cooling my heels during his interminable long-distance phone chats.


I searched for signs of habitation and found a Styrofoam cup half-filled with cold coffee and a cream-colored silk jacket draped neatly over the desk chair. Knocking on the door leading to the lab brought no response, and the door was locked. I opened the curtains, waited a while, paged him and got no callback. My watch said ten after nine. Old feelings of impatience and resentment began to surface.


Fifteen minutes more, I told myself, and then I’ll leave. Enough is enough.


Ninety seconds before the deadline he blew in.


‘Alex, Alex!’ He shook my hand vigorously. ‘Thank you for coming!’


He’d aged. The paunch had grown sizeably ovoid and it strained his shirt buttons. The last few strands of hair on his crown had vanished and the dark curls around the sides bordered a skull that was high, knobby, and shiny. The thick mustache, once ebony, was a variegated thatch of gray, black and white. Only the coffee-bean eyes, ever moving, ever alert, seemed agelessly charged and hinted at the fire within. He was a short man given to pudginess and though he dressed expensively, his wardrobe wasn’t selected with an eye toward camouflage. This morning he wore a pale-pink shirt, a black tie with pink clocks, and cream-colored slacks that matched the jacket over the chair. His shoes were mirror-polished, sharp-toed tan loafers of perforated leather. His long white coat was starched and immaculate but a size too large. A stethoscope was draped around his neck, and pens and documents stuffed the pockets of the coat, causing them to sag.


‘Good morning, Raoul.’


‘Have you had breakfast, yet?’ He turned his back to me and moved his thick fingers rapidly over the piles on the desk like a blind man speedreading Braille.


‘No, you said you’d—’


‘How about we go to the doctor’s dining room and the department will buy you some?’


‘That would be fine,’ I sighed.


‘Great, great.’ He patted his pockets, searched in them, and muttered a profanity in Spanish. ‘Just let me make a couple of calls and we’ll be off—’


‘Raoul, I’m under some time pressure. I’d appreciate it if we could get going now.’
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