

[image: ]





 
 
 

 
Flesh and Blood

 

 
JONATHAN KELLERMAN

 
 
headline


www.headline.co.uk




 
Copyright © 2001 Jonathan Kellerman

 



 
The right of Jonathan Kellerman to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

 



 
Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

 



 
First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2009

 



 
All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

 



eISBN : 978 0 7553 5175 6

 



 
This Ebook produced by Jouve Digitalisation des Informations

 



 
HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP
An Hachette Livre UK Company
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH

 



 
www.headline.co.uk
www.hachette.co.uk





Jonathan Kellerman is one of the world ’s most popular authors. He has brought his expertise as a clinical psychologist to more than two dozen bestselling crime novels, including the Alex Delaware series, Bones, The Butcher’s Theatre, Billy Straight,  The Conspiracy Club and Twisted. He is the author of numerous essays, short stories, scientific articles, two children’s books and three volumes of psychology, including Savage Spawn:  Reflections on Violent Children. He has won the Goldwyn, Edgar and Anthony awards, and has been nominated for a Shamus Award. Jonathan lives in California and New Mexico with his wife, writer Faye Kellerman, and their four children, one of whom is the novelist Jesse Kellerman.




Praise for Jonathan Kellerman’s novels:


 


‘When they’re this good, it’s impossible to get enough’

Mirror


 


‘Kellerman has shaped the psychological mystery novel into an art form’ Los Angeles


Times Book Review


 


‘An alert eye for detail . . . Engrossing’

New York Times


 


‘Plot and sub-plot coalesce satisfyingly in high octane entertainment that never loses its characters’ vulnerability’

The Times


 


‘A fast, professional read, with strong insights into the quirks of human and criminal nature’

Guardian




To my children
Jesse, Rachel, Ilana and Aliza




1

SAD TRUTH: Had she been just a patient, I probably wouldn’t have remembered her.

All those years listening, so many faces. There was a time I recalled every one of them. Forgetting comes with experience. It doesn’t bother me as much as it used to.

Her mother phoned my service on a Saturday morning soon after New Year’s.

‘A Mrs Jane Abbot,’ said the operator. ‘She says her daughter’s an old patient. Lauren Teague.’

Jane Abbot’s name meant nothing to me, but Lauren Teague sparked an uneasy nostalgia. It was an 818 number, somewhere in the Valley. When I’d known the family they’d lived in West LA. I searched my old case files before returning the call.


Teague, Lauren Lee. Intake date, ten years ago, the tail end of my Wilshire Boulevard practice. Shortly after, I cashed in some real estate profits, tried to drop out, met a beautiful woman, became friends with a sad, brilliant detective, learned more than I wanted to know  about bad things. Since then I’d avoided the commitment of long-term therapy cases, stuck to court consults and forensic work, the kinds of puzzles that removed me from the confines of my office.

Lauren had been fifteen at referral. Thin file: One history-taking meeting with the parents followed by two sessions with the girl. Then a missed appointment, no explanation. The next day the father left a message canceling any future treatment. Unpaid balance for the final session; I’d made a halfhearted effort to collect, then written it off.

When old patients get in touch it’s usually because they’re doing great and want to brag, or exactly the opposite. Either way they tend to be people with whom I’ve connected. Lauren Teague didn’t qualify. Far from it. If anything, I was the last person she’d want to see. Why was her mother contacting me now?

Presenting problems: Poor school achiev., noncompliance at home. Clin. impressions: Fath. angry; moth. possib. deprssd. Tension bet moth and father - marital strss? Parents agree re: Lauren’s behavior as the prim. prob. Uneventful birth hx, only child, no sig. health probs., contact pediatric MD to verify. School: Per Mom: ‘Lauren’s always been smart.’ ‘Used to love to read, now hates it.’ B- aver. till last year, then ‘change of attitude,’ new friends - ‘bums’ (fath), some truancy, C’s and D’s. Basic mood is ‘sullen.’ ‘No communic.’ Parents try to talk, get no resp. Suspect drug use.

As I leafed through the file, Jane and Lyle Teague’s faces came into semifocus. She, thin, blonde, edgy, a former flight attendant, now a ‘full-time mom.’ A heavy smoker - forty-five minutes without tobacco had been torture.

Lauren’s father had been slit-eyed, blank-faced, reluctant to engage. His wife had talked fast . . . nervous hands, moist eyes. When she’d looked to him for support, he’d turned away.

They were both thirty-nine, but he looked older . . . He’d done something in the building trades . . . here it was, elect. contractr. A powerful-looking man, fighting the advent of middle age with long hair, sprayed in place, that fringed his shoulders. Black pelt of beard. Muscles made obvious by a too-tight polo shirt and pressed jeans. Crude but well-balanced features . . . gold chain circling a ruddy neck . . . gold ID bracelet - how did I remember that? Put him in buckskins and he could’ve been a grizzly hunter.

Lyle Teague had sat with his legs spread wide, consulted his watch every few minutes, fondled his beeper as if hoping for intrusion. Unable to maintain eye contact - lapsing into dreamy stares. That had made me wonder about attention deficit, something he might’ve passed on to Lauren. But when I raised the topic of academic testing, he didn’t stir defensively, and his wife said Lauren had been examined two years before by a school psychologist and found to be ‘normal and extremely bright.’

‘Bright,’ he said, putting no praise into the word. ‘Nothing wrong with her brain that a little discipline won’t cure.’ Accusing glance at his wife.

Her mouth twisted, but she said, ‘That’s what we’re here to learn.’

Lyle Teague smirked.

I said, ‘Mr Teague, do you think anything else is going on, besides Lauren’s being spoiled?’

‘Nah, basic teenage garbage.’ Another look at his wife, this time seeking confirmation.

She said, ‘Lauren’s a good girl.’

Lyle Teague laughed threateningly. ‘Then why the hell are we here?’

‘Honey—’

‘Yeah, yeah, fine.’

He tried to tune out, but I stuck with him, finally got him talking about Lauren, how different she was from the ‘cute little kid’ he’d once taken to job sites in his truck. As he reminisced, his face darkened and his speech got choppy, and by the end of the speech he pronounced his daughter ‘a real hassle. Hope to hell you can do something with her.’

 



Two days later Lauren showed up in my waiting room, alone, five minutes late. A tall, slender, conspicuously busted, brown-haired girl, treated kindly by puberty.

Fifteen, but she could’ve passed for twenty. She wore a white jersey tank top, skimpy, snug, blue-denim  shorts, and ludicrously high-heeled white sandals. Smooth, tan arms and long, tan legs were showcased by the minimal clothing. Pink-polished toes glinted at the tips of her sandals. The strap of a small black patent leather purse striped a bare shoulder. If she’d been studying the hookers on Sunset for fashion tips, she’d learned well.

When young girls flaunt, the result is often a comic loss of equilibrium. Lauren Teague seemed perfectly at ease advertising her body - like father, like daughter?

She favored her father in coloring, her mother in structure, but bore no striking resemblance to either. The brown hair was burnt umber sparked with rust, thick and straight, hanging halfway down her back, parted dead center and flipped into extravagant wings at the temples. High cheekbones, wide mouth glossed pink, dominant but perfectly proportioned cleft chin, heavily lined, azure-shadowed blue eyes - mocking eyes. A strong, straight, uptilted nose was dashed by freckles she’d tried to obliterate with makeup. Lots of makeup. It stuccoed her from brow to jaw, creating a too-beige mask.

As I introduced myself she breezed past me into the office, taking long, easy strides on the impossible heels. None of the usual teenage slump - she held her back straight, thrust out her chest. A strikingly good-looking girl, made less attractive by cosmetics and blatancy.

Selecting the chair closest to mine, she sat down as  if she’d been there a hundred times before. ‘Cool furniture. ’

‘Thank you.’

‘Like one of those libraries in an old movie.’ She batted her lashes, crossed and recrossed her legs, threw out her chest again, yawned, stretched, folded her arms across her torso, dropped them to her sides suddenly, a cartoon of vulnerability.

I asked why she thought she was there.

‘My parents think I’m a loser.’

‘A loser.’

‘Yup.’

‘What do you think of that?’

Derisive laugh, toss of hair. Her tongue tip skated across her lower lip. ‘May-be.’ Shrug. Yawn. ‘So . . . time to talk about my head problems, huh?’

Jane and Lyle Teague had denied previous therapy, but Lauren’s glibness made me wonder. I asked her about it.

‘Nope, never. The school counselor tried to talk to me a couple of times.’

‘About?’

‘My grades.’

‘Did it help?’

She laughed. ‘Yeah, right. OK, ready for my neurosis?’

‘Neurosis,’ I said.

‘We have psych this year. Stupid class. Ready?’

‘If you are.’

‘Sure. I mean - that’s the point, right? I’m supposed to spit out all my deep, dark secrets.’

‘It’s not a matter of supposed to—’

‘I know, I know,’ she said. ‘That’s what shrinks always say - no one’s gonna force you to do anything.’

‘You know about shrinks.’

‘I know enough. Some of my friends have seen ’em. One of them had a shrink give her that shi—That stuff about never forcing her, then the next week he committed her to a mental ward.’

‘Why?’

‘She tried to kill herself.’

‘Sounds like a good reason,’ I said.

Shrug.

‘How’s your friend doing?’

‘Fine - like you really care.’ Her eyes rolled.

I said nothing.

‘That, too,’ she said. ‘That’s the other shrink thing - just sitting there and staring. Saying “Ah-ah” and “Uh-huh.” Answering questions with questions. Right?’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘Very funny,’ she said. ‘At what you charge, I’m not coming here forever. And he’s probably gonna call to make sure I showed up and did a good job so let’s get going.’

‘Dad’s in a hurry?’

‘Yeah. So give me a good grade, okay? Tell him I was good - I don’t need any more hassles.’

‘I’ll tell him you cooperated—’

‘Tell him whatever you want.’

‘But I’m not going to get into details, because—’

‘Confidentiality, yeah, yeah. It doesn’t matter. Tell them anything.’

‘No secrets from Mom and Dad?’

‘What for?’ She played with her hair, gave a world-weary smile. ‘I’ve got no cool secrets anyway. Totally boring life. Too bad for you - try not to fall asleep.’

‘So,’ I said, ‘your dad wants you to get this over with quickly.’

‘Whatever.’ She picked at her hair.

‘What exactly did he tell you to accomplish here, Lauren?’

‘Get my act together, be straight - be a good girl.’ She laughed, arced one leg over the other, placed a hand on a calf and tickled.

‘Be straight,’ I said. ‘As in drugs?’

‘They’re paranoid about that, along with everything else. Even though they smoke.’

‘They smoke dope?’

‘Dope, tobacco. Little after-dinner taste. Sometimes it’s booze - cocktails. “We’re mature enough to control it, Lauren.”’ She laughed. ‘Jane used to be a stewardess, working all these fancy private charters. They’ve still got this collection of tiny little bottles. I like the green  melon stuff - Midori. But I’m not allowed to touch pot till I’m eighteen.’ She laughed. ‘Like I’d ever.’

‘Pot’s not for you?’ I said.

‘Pot’s boring - too slow. Like hey, man, let’s pretend we’re in the sixties, get all wasted and sit around staring at the sky and talking about God.’ Another gust of laughter, painfully lacking in joy. ‘Pot sure makes them  boring. It’s the only time she slows down. And he just sits and veges on the TV, munches nachos, whatever. I’m not supposed to be talking about their bad habits, I’m the one who needs to change.’

‘Change how?’

‘Clean my room,’ she singsonged. ‘Do my chores, get ready in the morning without calling my mom a bitch, stop saying “fuck” and “shit” and “cunt.” Go to class and pay attention, build up my grades, stop breaking  curfew, hang out with decent friends, not low-life.’ She rotated one hand, as if spooling thread.

‘And I’m supposed to get you to do all that.’

‘Lyle says no way, you never will.’

‘Lyle.’

Her eyes got merry. ‘That’s something else I’m supposed to not do. Call him by his name. He hates it, it drives him crazy.’

‘So no way you’ll stop.’

She played with her hair. ‘Who knows what I’ll do?’

‘How does he react when you do things that irritate him?’

‘Ignores me. Walks away and gets involved in something else.’

‘He has hobbies?’

‘Him? Only thing he does is work, eat, smoke dope, stuff his face, watch TV. He has no faith in me. In you, either.’ Conspiratorial smile. ‘He says shrinks are just a bunch of overpaid clowns who can’t screw in a light-bulb by themselves and I’m gonna just end up conning you like I con everybody. He’s only paying for this because Jane’s really getting on his nerves with all her nagging.’

‘Mom has more faith in shrinks?’

‘Mom’s totally worried,’ she said. ‘Mom likes to suffer. They’re—Here’s a juicy one for you: They only got married ’cause they had to. One day I was looking for a bra in Jane’s drawer and I found their wedding license. Two months before my birthday. I was conceived in sin. What do you think of that?’

‘Is it a big deal to you?’

‘I just think it’s funny.’

‘How so?’

‘Here they are being all moral and . . . whatever.’ Lifting the tiny black purse, she undid the clasp, peered inside, snapped it shut.

‘Mom likes to suffer,’ I said.

‘Yeah, she hates her life. She used to work private charters, fly all around the world with superrich people. She regrets ever coming down to earth.’ She shifted to  the edge of the chair. ‘How much longer do I have to be here?’

Rather than pick apart the fine points of free choice, I said, ‘Half an hour.’

Opening the purse again, she pulled out a compact, checked her reflection, plucked an eyelash and flicked it away.

‘Half an hour,’ she said. ‘No way do I have half an hour of problems - want to hear all of them?’

‘Sure.’

She launched into a long, droning speech about stupid girlfriends getting on her case, stupid ex-boyfriends foolish enough to think they were still in her good graces, stupid teachers who didn’t know anything more than the students, stupid parties, a stupid world.

Talking nonstop in the flat tones of a rehearsed witness, looking everywhere but at me.

When she was through I said, ‘So everyone’s getting on your nerves.’

‘You’ve got that right . . . How much longer now?’

‘Twenty-five minutes.’

‘Shit. That much? You should have a clock up there. So people can keep track.’

‘Usually people don’t want to.’

‘Why not?’

‘They don’t want to be distracted.’

She favored me with a bitter smile, scooted forward  on the chair. ‘Well, I want to leave early. OK? Just today. Please. I’ve got some people waiting for me, and I need to get home by five-thirty or Jane and Lyle’re gonna freak out.’

‘People waiting for what?’

‘Fun.’

‘Friends are picking you up.’

She nodded.

‘Where?’

‘I told them to meet me a block from here. So can I go?’

‘Lauren, I’m not forcing you—’

‘But if I split early you’ll fink, right?’

‘Look,’ I said, ‘it’s a matter of twenty minutes. As long as you’re here, why not make good use of the time?’

I expected protest, but she sat there, pouting. ‘That’s not fair. I told you everything. There’s nothing wrong with me.’

‘I’m not saying there is, Lauren.’

‘So what’s the point?’

‘I’d like to learn more about you—’

‘I’m not worth learning about, okay? My life’s boring, I already told you that.’ She ran her hands over her torso. ‘This is it, all of me, nothing exciting.’

I let several seconds pass. ‘Lauren, is everything really going as well as it could for you?’

She studied me from under grainy, black lashes,  reached into the purse again, and extricated a pack of Virginia Slims.

When she produced a lighter, I shook my head.

‘Oh, c’mon.’

‘Sorry.’

‘How can you do that? People coming here all stressed out. Don’t they complain - wasn’t Jane  climbing the walls? She’s a chimney.’

‘Mostly I see kids and teens,’ I said. ‘People manage.’

‘Kids and teens.’ She gave a short, cold laugh. ‘Every teen I know smokes. Are you allergic or something?’

‘Some of my patients are.’

‘So why does everyone have to suffer because of a few? That’s not democracy.’

‘It’s consideration,’ I said.

‘Fine.’ She jammed the pack back into the purse. ‘How much time left now?’
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THE SECOND time she was twenty minutes late, hurried into the office muttering what might have been an apology.

Same getup, different color scheme: Black tank top, sunburn pink shorts, lips coarsened by bright red paste.

Same precarious sandals and cheap little purse. She reeked of tobacco and a rose-heavy perfume. Her cheeks were flushed, and her hair was mussed.

She took a long time settling in the chair, finally said, ‘Got hung up.’

‘You and your friends?’

‘Yeah.’ Hair flip. ‘Sorry.’

‘Hung up where?’

‘Around . . . the pier.’

‘Santa Monica?’ I said.

‘We like the beach.’ She massaged one bare, bronze shoulder.

‘Nice sunny day,’ I said, smiling. ‘Classes must have let out early.’

Sudden, bright laughter tumbled from between the crimson lips. ‘Right.’

‘School’s a drag, huh?’

‘School would have to be on uppers to be a drag.’ She produced the cigarette pack, bounced it on a shiny knee. ‘When I was little they tested my IQ. I’m supposed to be supersmart. They say I should be studying more. I say I’m smart enough to know it’s a waste of time.’

‘No interest in any subject?’ I said.

‘Nutrition - love that garlic bread. Is today when we talk about sex?’

That caught me off guard. ‘I don’t recall our scheduling that.’

‘They scheduled it. I’ve been instructed to talk to you about it.’

‘By your parents.’

‘Yeah.’

‘Why?’

‘It’s mostly Lyle’s idea. He’s positive I’m doing the dirty, gonna get pregnant, stick him with a “little nigger grandkid.” Like if I was, talking to you about it would  help. Like just because I don’t talk to them, I’m going to throw up my insides to some outsider.’

‘Sometimes talking to an outsider can be safer.’

‘Maybe for some people,’ she said. ‘But explain me this: When you’re young everyone’s always knocking into your head never talk to strangers, beware of  strangers, watch out for strangers. So now they’re paying  for me to tell my secrets to a stranger?’

She ran a fingernail under the seal of the pack, slit it open, played with the foil flap. ‘What bullshit.’

‘Maybe they’re hoping eventually you won’t consider me a stranger.’

‘They can hope all they want.’ Low, tight laugh. ‘Hey, I’m not trying to be rude, it’s just coming out that way—Sorry, you seem like a nice guy. It’s just that I shouldn’t have to be here, OK? Face it: They’re just using you to punish me - like grounding me or threatening not to let me get my license next year. None of that worked, and this won’t either. You have to care to be controlled, and I don’t do caring.’

‘What are they punishing you for, Lauren?’

‘They say it’s my attitude,’ she said, ‘but you know what I think? I think they’re jealous.’

‘Of what?’

‘My happiness.’

‘You’re happy and they’re not.’

‘They’re making themselves out to be all . . . in control. Especially him.’ She lowered her voice to a hostile baritone parody: ‘“Lauren, you’re screwing up your life. This therapy crap is goddamn expensive. I want you to go in there and spill your guts.”’

Last week she’d talked about spitting out secrets. The emetic approach to insight.

‘So,’ I said, ‘your parents aren’t happy, they’re taking it out on you, and I’m the weapon.’

‘They’re stuck where they are and I’m cool, free,  enjoying my life, and that bugs them. Soon as I get my own money, I’m out of there, bye-bye, Lyle and Jane.’

‘Do you have a plan to get money?’

She shrugged. ‘I’ll figure something out - I’m not talking right now. I’m not impractical. I know even McDonald’s won’t hire me without their permission. But someday.’

‘Did you try to work at McDonald’s?’

Nod. ‘I wanted my own money. But they said no. “No outside work until your grades come up.” Which they won’t, so forget that.’

‘Why won’t your grades come up?’ I said.

‘’Cause I don’t want them to.’

‘So it’s a few more years of this.’

Her eyes shifted. ‘I’ll figure something out—Listen, forget sex. I don’t want to talk to you about it. Or anything else. No offense, but I just don’t want to spill my guts.’

‘OK.’

‘OK, great.’ She shot to her feet. ‘See you next week.’

Ten minutes to go. I said, ‘No way you can stick it out?’

‘Are you going to tell them I split early?’

‘No, but—’

‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘No, I really can’t stick it out, this is hurting my head—Tell you what, next week I’ll come on time and stay the whole time, okay? Promise.’

‘It’s only ten minutes.’

‘Ten minutes too long.’

‘Give it a chance, Lauren. We don’t have to talk about your problems.’

‘What, then?’

‘Tell me about your interests.’

‘I’m interested in the beach,’ she said. ‘OK? I’m interested in freedom - which is exactly what I need right now. Next week I’ll be good - I mean it.’


Next week. Conning me or did she really intend to return?

‘I’ve gotta get out of here.’

‘Sure,’ I said. ‘Take care.’

Big smile. Hair flip. ‘You’re a doll.’ Swinging the purse like a slingshot, she hurried out. I caught up with her in the waiting room, just as she whipped out her lighter.

Jamming the cigarette in her mouth, she shoved at the door. I watched her trot down the hall, a girl in a hurry, haloed by a cloud of smoke.

I thought about her a few times - the image of self-destructive escape. Then that faded too.

 



Six years later I was invited to a bachelor party the weekend before Halloween.

A forty-five-year-old radiation oncologist at Western Pediatrics was getting married to an OR nurse, and a consortium of hospital physicians and  administrators had rented the presidential suite of the Beverly Monarch hotel for the send-off.

Steaks, ribs, buffalo wings, assorted fried and grilled stuff on the buffet. Iced tubs of beer, serve-yourself bar, Cuban cigars, gooey desserts. My contact with the honoree - a mumbling loner lacking in social skills - had been a few stiff, unproductive discussions about patient care, and I wondered why I’d been included in the festivities. Perhaps every face helped.

There was no shortage of faces when I arrived late. The suite was vast, a string of mood-lit, black-carpeted rooms packed with sweaty men. Penthouse level - no doubt a great view - but the drapes were drawn and the air felt heavy. Suit jackets and neckties were heaped on a sofa near the door under a hand-lettered sign that said, GET CASUAL! I made my way through testosterone guffaws, random backslapping, blue cigar fog, the strained glee of boozy toasts.

A crowd swarmed the food. I finally got close enough to redeem a skewer of teriyaki beef and a Grolsch. Belched cheers and scattered applause from the next room drew me to a larger throng. I drifted over, found scores of eyes trained forward on the hundred-inch projection TV the hotel provided for presidents.

Skin flicks flashing larger than life. Bodies squishing and squirming and slapping in time to an asthmatic sax score. The men around me gaped and pretended to be  casual. I wandered away, got more food, stood to the side, chewing and wondering what the hell I was doing there, why I just didn’t wipe my mouth and leave.

A pathologist I knew sauntered by with a whiskey in his hand. ‘Hey,’ he said, eyeing the screen. ‘Aren’t you the guy who’s supposed to explain why we do this?’

‘You’ve obviously mistaken me for an anthropologist. ’

He chuckled. ‘More like paleontologist. I’ll bet cavemen painted dirty pictures. How about we videotape this and show it at Grand Rounds?’

‘Better yet,’ I said, ‘at the next gala fund-raiser.’

‘Right. Ten-inch cocks and wet pussies - better have oxygen ready for Mrs Prince and all the other biddies.’

A roar from the wide-screen crowd made both our heads swivel. Then a sharp peal - flatware on glass, shouts for quiet, and the vocal buzz faded out, isolating the thump-thump of the porn soundtrack. Moans continued to thunder in stereo. A woman’s voice urged, ‘Fuck it - fuck me,’ and nervous laughter rose from the audience. Then a tight, abrasive silence.

A thickset, ruddy man holding a nearly full beer mug - a financial officer named Beckwith - stepped into the space between the two front rooms. His eyeglasses had slid down his meaty nose, and when he righted them beer splashed and foamed on the carpet.

‘Go, Jim!’ someone shouted.

‘Get a neuro workup, Jim!’

‘That’s why pencil pushers can’t be surgeons!’

Beckwith staggered a bit and grinned. ‘Here, here, gentlemen - and I do use the term loosely—Look at what we’ve wrought - is this a goddamn blast or what!’

Cheers, hoots, nudges, bottoms up.

‘You’re sure blasted, Jim!’

Beckwith rubbed his eyes and his nose, gave a one-armed salute, splashed more beer. ‘Since all of us are such serious, no-nonsense citizens - since we’d never dream of abandoning God and spouses and country and moral obligation except for the direst emergency’ - raucous laughter - ‘thank God we’ve got ourselves one hell of an emergency, brethren! Namely the impending sentencing - uh, matrimony of our esteemed - steamed-up - buddy, the eternal, infernal, nocturnal  Dr Phil Harnsberger, wielder of the radioactive cancer-killer beam, better known to all of us as El Terminador, aka He Who Lurks Behind the Lead Door! Come on out,  Phil - where are you, boy?’

No sign of the groom.

Beckwith cupped his hands into a megaphone. ‘Paging Dr Deathray! Dr Deathray to center stage,  stat. Come on, Phil, show yourself, boy!’

Chants of ‘Phil, Phil, Phil, Phil . . .’

Then: ‘Here he is!’

Thunderous ovation as the crowd rippled and Phil Harnsberger, clutching a Martini glass, was expelled from its midst and shoved next to Beckwith.

Balding and normally pallid, with a pink-red mustache demeaning his upper lip, the radiotherapist was flushed incandescent. His smile was a paranoid smear, and he seemed on the verge of tipping over. He had on a black T-shirt so grossly oversized that it skirted past the knees of his slacks. A yellow cartoon silk-screened across the front portrayed a hefty, leering bride gripping a leash that tethered a pint-sized groom prostrate before a hanging judge and looming scaffold. A bold legend protested: I Dint Kill No One, Yer Honor, So Why the Life Sentence?


Beckwith slapped Harnsberger on the back. Harnsberger flinched and tried to down some Martini. Most of the liquid ended up on his chin, and he wiped himself with his sleeve.

‘Sterile procedure!’ someone shouted. ‘Call the fucking JCAH!’

‘Fucking germ culture - stat!’

Beckwith slapped Harnsberger again. Harnsberger labored at smiling.

‘Hey, Phil, hey, old guy - and I do mean old - speaking of which, it’s about time you lost your cherry!’ Stooping, Beckwith pretended to search for something on the floor, examined Harnsberger’s cuffs, finally straightened and picked the olive out of Harnsberger’s Martini. ‘Ah, here, it is! Turned green from disuse!’

Whoops from the crowd. Harnsberger smiled but hung his head.

‘Phil,’ said Beckwith, ‘you may be pathetic, but know  we love you, big guy.’

Silence.

‘Terminador?’ said Beckwith. ‘Do you know it?’

Harnsberger muttered, ‘Sure, Jim—’

‘You know what?’ said Beckwith.

‘You love me.’

Beckwith backed away. ‘Not so fast, Lone Ranger!’ To the crowd: ‘Don’t ask, don’t tell is okay for those fruits in the Navy, but maybe someone should inform the bride!’

Harnsberger flushed. Wild laughter. Beckwith closed back in on his target, going nose to nose. ‘Seriously, Phil, you’re sure you’re having a good time?’

‘Oh, yes, absolutely—’

Beckwith reached around and delivered yet another backslap, hard enough to cause Harnsberger to drop the Martini glass. Beckwith crushed the glass underfoot, ground the shards into the carpet. ‘Like the Jews say, moozel tav - happy batch-day, Phil. Sure hope you’re enjoying your last meal - er, last rites. Grub to your satisfaction?’

Harnsberger nodded.

‘Get enough to drink?’

‘Yes—’

‘’Cause none of us want you pissed off and beaming that death ray of yours down at us, Philly.’

Shouts of agreement. Harnsberger simpered.

Beckwith said, ‘That’s also why none of us want to be around when you get the bill!’

Momentary panic in Harnsberger’s eyes. Beckwith slapped him again. ‘Scared you there, huh, boy? Nah, don’t get your co-jone-jones in an uproar, it’s all taken care of - lifted it out of patient funds.’ Beckwith rubbed an index finger against a thumb and winked. ‘Sorry. No kidney transplants for Medi-Cal patients this month!’

Peals of merriment.

Beckwith took hold of Harnsberger’s arm. ‘And now, for the pièce de résistance, Phil. Pieces. So to speak—Sure you’ve eaten enough?’

‘I’m sure, Jim.’

‘Well . . .’ Beckwith grinned. ‘Maybe not.’ He flourished an arm. Nothing happened for a moment; then the lights dimmed and music surged from behind the giant TV. Warp-speed disco beat, louder than the porn score.

The crowd parted, and two women in long black trench coats pranced into the clearing. As Beckwith slipped from view they positioned themselves on either side of Harnsberger.

Young women - tall, shapely, coltish, stepping high on spiked heels. Wide-smiling - tossing the smiles as if dispensing candy - they rotated their hips, thrust their pelvises, made the exaggerated moves of trained dancers. Long mass of coal black hair on one girl. Her partner’s coif was white-blond, boy-short, gel-spiked.

Synchronized butt shakes as they flanked Harnsberger, rubbed his neck, kissed his cheek, bumped his hips. A pair of tongues flicked the radiotherapist’s ears, now crimson. His face was polluted with arousal and fear.

The girls stomped and shouted, stroked their crotches, pretended to go for Harnsberger’s fly, threw back their heads and pantomimed openmouthed laughter, began shoving him gently between them - back and forth, the way baby jackals play with a rabbit.

The music took on even more speed. Off came the trench coats; the girls wore identical black leather bustiers, black thongs, garter belts, and fishnet stockings.

Several beats of bump and grind. I stared along with everyone else, caught a side view of busty profiles, heard the girls whoop and laugh as they continued to tease Harnsberger. The black-haired girl tickled his chin, veneered herself against him, ran her hands over his head, messed his hair. The blonde took hold of his face, kissed him long and hard on the mouth as he tried to wriggle away, hands flying wildly. Suddenly he succumbed to the kiss, getting into it. He was reaching for the blonde’s rear when she shoved him away, did an athletic squat, danced back up to him, shook her head from side to side, peeled back a bustier cup and flashed a nipple, let the leather flip back up.

The black-haired girl joined her for more crotch  rubbing and prancing. Both bras teased down on cue, now shed and tossed to the crowd.

Full, young breasts bobbled and rotated. The girls pinched their nipples hard, bent low, dropped to perfect splits, bounced up, danced wildly, played with their G-strings.

Pointing at Harnsberger and moving in on him, but this time they guided him offstage and returned, just the two of them, holding hands. The G-strings popped, snapped back on firm, flat pubises.

A bit more genital hide-and-seek, then the black-haired girl got down on all fours, rotated her buttocks, pulled at the blonde’s ankle. The blonde stood there, shaking her head no, pouting, feigning resistance. Hoarse screams of encouragement from the choir. Everyone paying attention.

In a flash both girls were naked but for garter belts and fishnets. The music slowed to languid sludge in a too-sweet key, and they began caressing each other, vamping, stroking, kissing, tongues lizarding.

The black-haired girl sank to the carpet, lay on her back, arched her pelvis. The blonde shimmied between her partner’s legs, lowered to her knees, bowed her head prayerfully, grazed the dark girl’s abdomen with platinum spikes.

Tonguing the dark girl’s navel. The dark girl writhed.

The blonde girl looked up, placed a finger on her  lip, as if contemplating what to do next. A big-eyed travesty of innocence, holding out her hands as if seeking counsel from the crowd.

The crowd cheered her on.

She tilted her head back to the dark girl’s crotch, began to dip again, raised her face. Kneeling in place but not moving as the dark-haired girl, still bucking, took hold of her arm and urged her down.

The blonde girl studied the audience. Took in the entire room.

Turning my way, giving me a full view of her face.

Long, oval face beneath the silvery spikes. Pale eyes under plucked brows, dominant but perfectly proportioned cleft chin.

Recognition was a splinter in my chest.

Hers too. The slyness dropped off her face, replaced by . . . a queasy smile.

She stared at me, and her head froze above the black-haired girl’s writhing hips. I thought I saw her give the faintest headshake - denying something?

The music oozed on. The black-haired girl kept gyrating, started to realize something was off. Made a grab for Lauren’s head.

Lauren didn’t budge.

Then she did.

As she allowed herself to be dragged down, I escaped.
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I DROVE home nearly blind with shame, cutting through dark, cold streets as if nothing mattered.

The closest I’ve come to having children are the people who’ve depended on me. Encountering Lauren had given me a glimpse of what the parents of whores and felons go through.

The look in her eyes when she’d recognized me - stripper’s flaunt degrading to . . . imbalance. The uncertainty she’d never shown as a teenager.

Now she was twenty-one. Legal. That made me laugh out loud.

Why the hell had I gone to Harnsberger’s party in the first place? Why hadn’t I left when the tone of the evening became clear?

Because, as in most men, something in me craved fresh erotic imagery.

Robin was waiting up for me, but that night I was very poor company.

[image: 001]

I slept terribly, woke the next morning wondering what, if anything, I should do about the encounter. At eight o’clock I called my service, and the operator informed me Lauren had phoned at midnight and asked for an appointment.

‘She sounded urgent,’ said the operator. ‘I knew about that cancellation at two, so I gave it to her. Hope that was okay, Dr Delaware.’

‘Sure,’ I said, sick with dread. ‘Thanks.’

‘We’re here to serve, Doctor.’

 



At two P.M. precisely the bell on the side door rang and my heart jumped.

Patients who’ve never been to my house usually remain down at the gate. The bell ring meant Lauren had unlatched the gate, mastered the route across the front drive and through the garden. No warning dog bark; Robin had gone up to Carpinteria on a wood-buying trip, left at daybreak, taking Spike with her.

I put down the coffee I hadn’t touched, hurried through the house, opened the door.

New face on the other side.

Fresh, scrubbed, expressionless, clipped snowy hair stripped of product, brushed forward, falling in a soft Caesar cut.

No makeup at all. The same blue eyes - tougher, tempered. An untested face, except for the eyes.

At twenty-one Lauren looked younger than she had at fifteen.

A bleached-denim shirt and easy-fit jeans covered her from neck to ankle. The shirt was buttoned to the top and cinched with a turquoise clasp. The jeans managed to hug her frame, advertise the tight waist, soft hips. On her feet were white canvas flats with straw soles. A big calfskin bag hung over one shoulder - rich, burnished roan, gold-clasped, conspicuously expensive.

‘Hello, Lauren.’

Gazing past me she offered her hand. Her palm was cold and dry. I didn’t feel like smiling, but when her eyes finally met mine, I managed.

She didn’t. ‘You work at home now. Cute place.’

‘Thanks. Come on in.’

I stayed just ahead of her during the walk to my office. She moved fast - as eager to enter as she’d once been to leave.

‘Very nice,’ she said when we got there. ‘Still seeing kids and teens?’

‘I don’t do much therapy anymore.’

She froze in the doorway. ‘Your answering service didn’t say that.’

‘I’m still in practice, but most of my work is consultation, ’ I said. ‘Court cases, some police work. I’m always available to former patients.’

‘Police work,’ she said. ‘Yes. I saw your name in the  paper. That schoolyard shooting. So now you’re a public hero.’

Still looking past me. Through me.

‘Come on in,’ I said.

 



‘That’s the same,’ she said, eyeing my old leather couch.

‘Kind of an antique,’ I said.

‘You’re not - you really haven’t changed that much.’

I moved behind the desk.

‘I’ve changed,’ she said.

‘You’ve grown up,’ I said.

‘Have I?’ She sat stiffly, made a move for the calfskin bag, stopped herself, started to smile, quashed that too. ‘Still no smoking?’

‘Sorry, no.’

‘Filthy habit,’ she said. ‘Inherited it from Mom. She had a scare a few years back - spot on her X ray, but it turned out to be a shadow - stupid doctor. So she finally stopped. You’d think it would teach me. People are weak. You know that. You make a living off that.’

‘People are fallible,’ I said.

One of her legs began to bounce. ‘Back when I came to you, I gave you a real hard time, didn’t I?’

I smiled. ‘Nothing I hadn’t seen before.’

‘It probably didn’t seem like it, but I was actually getting into the idea of therapy. I’d psyched myself up for it. Then they killed it.’

‘Your parents?’

The surprise in my voice made her flush. ‘They  didn’t tell you.’ Her smile was cold. ‘They claimed they did, but I always wondered.’

‘All I got was a cancellation call,’ I said. ‘No explanation. I phoned your house several times, but no one answered.’

‘Bastard,’ she said with sudden savagery. ‘Asshole.’

‘Your father?’

‘Lying asshole. He promised he’d explain everything to you. It was his decision—He never stopped complaining about the money. The day I was supposed to see you, he picked me up from school. I thought he was making sure I showed up on time - I thought you’d lied to me and finked to him about my coming late. I was furious at you. But instead of heading to your office, he drove the other way - into the Valley. Over to this miniature golf course - this Family Fun Center. Arcades, batting cages, all that junk. He parks, turns off the engine, says to me: “You need quality time with your dad, not hundred-buck-an-hour baby-sitting with some quack.”’

She bit her lip. ‘Doesn’t that sound a little . . . like he was jealous of you?’

As I mulled my answer she said, ‘Seductive, don’t you think?’

I continued to deliberate. Took the leap. ‘Lauren, was there ever any—’

‘No,’ she said. ‘Never, nothing like that, he never  laid a finger on me. Not for anything creepy or for normal affection. The fact is, I can’t remember him  ever touching me. He’s a cold fish. And guess what: He and Mom finally got divorced. He got himself a bimbo, some slut he met on the job—So they never told you they canceled, that it wasn’t my idea. Figures. They brought me up with lies.’

‘What kind of lies?’

The blue eyes met mine. Got hard. ‘Doesn’t matter.’

‘That day at the golf course,’ I said. ‘What happened?’

‘What happened? Nothing happened. We played a few holes, finally I said I was bored, started nagging and whining to be taken home. He tried to convince me. I sat down on the green and wouldn’t budge. He got mad - got all red-faced like he does, finally drove me home, steaming. Mom was in her room—It was obvious she’d been crying. I thought it had to do with me. I thought everything had to do with me - thought it all the time, and it just sat there in my head like a tumor. Now I know better; they were totally messed up all along.’

She crossed her legs. ‘A few weeks later he walked out. Filed for divorce without telling her. She tried to get child support out of him, he claimed business was lousy, never gave us a penny. I told her to sue his ass, but she didn’t. Not a fighter - she never has been.’

‘So you lived with her.’

‘For a little while. If you call it living. We lost the house, moved into an apartment in Panorama City, real dive - gunshots at night, the whole bit. Things sucked, we were broke, she was always crying. But I was having a great time ’cause she wasn’t even trying to discipline me and finally I could do what I wanted. She wouldn’t fight with me either.’

She took a tissue from the box I position strategically, crumpled it into a ball, picked it open.

‘Men suck,’ she said, staring at me. ‘Now let’s talk about last night.’

‘Last night was unfortunate.’

Her eyes sparked. ‘Unfortunate? That’s the best you can do? You know the problem with this goddamn world? No one ever says they’re sorry.’

‘Lauren—’

‘Forget it.’ She waved the tissue dismissively. ‘I don’t know why I even bothered.’ She began rummaging through the leather bag. ‘End of session. How much do you charge now? Probably more, now that your name gets in the papers.’

‘Please, Lauren—’

‘No,’ she said, shooting to her feet. ‘The time’s mine, so don’t tell me how to spend it. No one tells me what to do anymore. That’s what I like about my job.’

‘Being in control.’

Her hands slapped onto her hips, and she glared down at me. ‘I know you’re dishing me shrink talk but  in this case you happen to be right. Last night you were probably too turned on to notice, but I was in charge - Michelle and me. All you guys with your mouths hanging open and your dicks stiff, and we were calling the shots. So don’t judge me as if I’m some brainless slut.’

‘No judgments.’

Her hands fisted and she stepped closer. ‘Why’d you have to leave like that? Why were you ashamed of me?’

As I considered my answer, she gave a knowing smile. ‘I turned you on and that freaked you out.’

I said, ‘If you were a stranger, I probably would’ve stuck around. I left because I was ashamed of myself.’

She smirked. ‘Probably would’ve stuck around?’

I didn’t answer.

‘But we are strangers,’ she said. ‘How can you say we’re not?’

‘The fact that you’re here—’

‘So what?’

‘Lauren, once you came to me for help, I had a duty to be there for you. Like a surrogate parent. I felt my presence caused you shame too, but it was my own embarrassment that got me out of there.’

‘How noble,’ she said. ‘Man, you’re confused. Like all guys are—OK, I got what I came for. Now I’m going to pay you.’

‘There’s nothing to pay for.’

She wagged a finger. ‘Oh no, you don’t. You’ve got  the title and respectability, and in your eyes I’m just some stripper-slut. But once I pay you, the balance of power equalizes.’

‘I am not judging you, Lauren.’

‘You say.’ She whipped a wad of cash out of her jeans pocket. ‘What’s the tab, Doc?’

‘Let’s talk about—’

‘How much?’ she demanded. ‘What’s your hourly fee?’

I told her. She whistled. ‘Not too shabby.’ She peeled off bills, handed them to me. ‘OK, here you go, and you don’t even have to declare it to the IRS. I’ll find my own way out.’

I followed her anyway. When we reached the door, she said, ‘My roll - that stash I paid you from? Did you see the size of it? That’s my tip money, honey. I do great with tips.’
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NOW, FOUR years later, I had to talk to her mother.

Mrs Jane Abbot.

So she’d remarried. Was life treating her more kindly? Had the spot on her lung recurred? I was curious but could’ve lived without finding out.

Life would be so much easier if I was one of those flakes who felt no obligation to return calls.

My pompous little speech to Lauren about surrogate parenthood rang in my ears. I put off the call anyway. Revved up the coffee machine, tidied up an already clean kitchen, checked the stores in the pantry. When I returned to the kitchen I discovered I’d forgotten to put coffee in the filter and started from scratch. Listening to the machine bubble offered another few minutes of respite, and when I finally sat down to drink I dropped a little brandy in the mug, took my time sipping, scanned a newspaper I’d already covered from front to back.

Finally, the inevitable. Staring at the big pine that nearly blocks the kitchen window, I punched numbers.

Two rings. ‘Hello?’

‘Mrs Abbot?’

‘Yes, who’s this?’

‘Dr Delaware.’

Two beats of silence. ‘I didn’t know if you’d phone—Do you remember me?’

‘Lauren’s mom.’

‘Lauren’s mom,’ she said. ‘My claim to fame.’ Her voice broke. ‘It’s Lauren I was calling about, Dr Delaware. She’s missing. For a week. I know you work with the police. I’ve seen your name in the papers. Lauren saw it too. That impressed her. She always liked you, you know. It was my husband - my ex-husband - who stopped her from seeing you. He was a very mean man - is a mean man. Lauren hasn’t had contact with him in years. But that’s neither here nor there—The problem I’ve got now is I can’t find her. She’s been living on her own for a while, but this - it just feels wrong. By the third day I called the police, but they say she’s an adult and unless there’s evidence of a crime there’s nothing they can do other than have me come in and file a report. I could tell they weren’t taking me seriously. But I know Lauren just wouldn’t take off like that. Not without telling me.’

‘Does she ever travel?’

‘Occasionally, but not for this long.’

‘So you’re in regular communication with her,’ I said,  wondering if Lauren was still stripping, and did her mother know.

Pause. ‘Yes. Of course. I call her, she calls me. We manage to stay in touch, Dr Delaware.’ Adding, ‘I live in the Valley now,’ as if that explained the lack of face-to-face contact.

‘Where does Lauren live?’ I said.

‘In the city. Near the Miracle Mile. She wouldn’t just walk out without telling me, Doctor. She didn’t tell her roommate anything either. And it doesn’t look as if she packed a suitcase. Don’t you think that’s frightening?’

‘There could be an explanation.’

‘Please, Dr Delaware, I know how things work. It’s who you know. You’ve worked with the police—With your contacts, they’ll listen to you. You must know someone who can help.’

‘What’s Lauren’s address?’

She recited some numbers on Hauser. ‘Near Sixth Street. Not far from the museum complex - the La Brea Tar Pits. I used to take her to the tar pits when she was little—Please, Dr Delaware, call your contacts and ask them to take me seriously.’

My contact was Milo. His turf was West LA Division, and Hauser near Sixth was Wilshire. Petra Connor, my only other LAPD acquaintance, worked Hollywood Homicide.

A pair of homicide detectives. Jane Abbot didn’t want to hear that.

I said, ‘I’ll make a call.’

‘Thank you, so much, Doctor.’

‘How’s Lauren been doing?’

‘You’d be superproud of her - I am. She—We had a few rough years after her father walked out on us. She dropped out of high school without graduating - it was kind of . . . But then she pulled herself together, got her GED, attended JC, got her associate’s degree with honors, and transferred to the U this past fall. She just finished her first quarter, got all As. She’s majoring in psychology, wants to be a therapist. I know that’s your influence. She admires you, Doctor. She always said what a caring person you were.’

‘Thank you,’ I said, feeling surreal. ‘It’s midquarter break at the U, for another few weeks. Sometimes students travel.’

‘No,’ she said. ‘Lauren wouldn’t have gone anywhere without telling me. And not without luggage.’

‘I’ll do what I can.’

‘You’re a good man, I always sensed that. You were a great influence on her, Doctor. You only saw her that couple of times, but it had an impact. She once told me she wished you were her father instead of Lyle.’

 



I tried Milo at home first, got no answer, just the tape with Rick Silverman’s voice on it. I tried the West LA detectives’ room.

‘Sturgis.’

‘Morning, this is your wake-up call.’

‘Got sunrise for that, boyo.’

‘Putting in weekend overtime?’

‘What’s a weekend?’

‘Thought the murder rate was down,’ I said.

‘Exactly,’ he said. ‘So now we’re all ball-and-chained to subarctic cold cases. What’s up?’

‘I need a favor.’ I told him about Lauren, letting him know she’d been a patient, knowing he’d understand what I could and couldn’t say.

‘She’s how old?’ he said.

‘Twenty-five. Missing Persons told her mother the only option was filing a report.’

‘Did she file?’

‘I didn’t ask her,’ I said.

‘So she wants some strings pulled . . . Problem is, Missing Persons is right. An adult case, without some evidence of disability or blood and guts or a stalking boyfriend - it comes down to routine for the first few weeks.’

‘What if it were the mayor’s daughter?’

Long sigh. ‘What if I went down in a light plane off the coast of Cape Cod? I’d be lucky to get two drunks in a rowboat as a search party, let alone a Navy destroyer and a fleet of choppers. OK, I’ll put in a call to MP. Anything else I should know about this girl?’

‘She’s enrolled at the U, but it’s possible she got involved in something less than wholesome.’

‘Oh.’

‘Four years ago she was working as a stripper,’ I said. ‘Private parties. She may still be stripping.’

‘The mother told you this?’

‘No, I learned it myself. Don’t ask how.’

Silence. ‘OK. Spell her full name.’

I did and he said, ‘So we’re talking bad girl here?’

‘I don’t know about that,’ I snapped. ‘Just that she danced.’

He didn’t react to my anger. ‘Four years ago. What else?’

‘She’s done one quarter at the U. Straight As, according to her mother.’

‘Mama knows best?’

‘Some mamas do.’

‘What about this one?’

‘Don’t know. Like I said, it’s been a long time, Milo.’

‘Your own cold case.’

‘Something like that.’

 



He promised to get back as soon as possible. I thanked him and hung up, took a longer than usual run, returned home sweat-drenched and faded, showered off, got dressed, went down to the pond and fed the koi without bothering to enjoy their colors. Returning to my office, I started to clear some custody reports.

I ended up thinking about Lauren.

From stripping to straight As at the U . . . I decided  to call Jane Abbot, let her know I’d followed through. Maybe that would be the end of it.

This time a machine answered. A man’s voice, robotic, one of those canned recordings women use as a security device. I delivered my message, worked for a few more hours on the reports. Shortly after noon I drove into south Westwood, bought a take-out Italian sandwich and a beer at Wally’s, returned to Holmby Park, where I ate on a bench, trying not to look ominous among the nannies and the rich kids and the old people enjoying green grass as cars whizzed by. When I got back the message light on my answering machine was a blinking red reproach.

One call. Milo sounding even more tired: ‘Hey, Alex, getting back to you on Lauren Teague. Call whenever you’ve got a chance.’

I jabbed the phone. Another detective answered, and it took a few moments for Milo to come on the line.

‘The mother did file a report. Yesterday. MP ran a background on Lauren.’ He coughed. ‘She’s got a record, Alex. They haven’t informed the mother yet. Maybe they shouldn’t.’

‘What kind of record?’ I said.

‘Prostitution.’

I kept silent.

He said, ‘That’s all, so far.’

‘Does that alter the chance that someone will actually look for her?’

‘The thing is, Alex, there’s nothing to go on. They asked the mother for any known associates, and she came up with zilch. MP detective’s feeling is that Mama is not in the loop when it comes to Lauren’s private life. And maybe Lauren traveling isn’t exactly an aberration. Her arrests weren’t only here. Nevada too.’

‘Vegas?’

‘Reno. Lots of girls work that route, hopping on cattle-car flights, doing one-, two-day turnarounds for fast cash. So maybe her picking up without explanation is just part of her lifestyle. Student, or not.’

‘She’s been gone for a week,’ I said. ‘Not exactly a turnaround.’

‘So she stayed to play the tables. Or got herself a lucrative gig she wants to milk for a while. The point is, we’re not talking Suzy Creamcheese wandering away from the church bus.’

‘When was her most recent arrest?’ I said.

‘Four years ago.’

‘Here or Nevada?’

‘Good old Beverly Hills. She was one of Gretchen Stengel’s girls, got nabbed at the Beverly Monarch Hotel.’

Site of Phil Harnsberger’s bachelor bash. The hotel’s vanilla rococo façade flashed in my head.

Tip money. I do great with tips.


‘What month four years ago?’ I said.

‘What’s the difference?’

‘Last time I saw her was four years ago. November.’

‘Hold on, let me check . . . December nineteenth.’

‘Gretchen Stengel,’ I said.

‘The Westside Madam herself. At least she wasn’t working the street for crack vials.’

I gripped the phone so hard my fingers ached. ‘Is there any record of a drug history?’

‘No, just the solicitation bust. But Gretchen’s girls did tend to party hard—Look, Alex, you know passing judgment on people’s sex lives isn’t my thing, and I don’t even think much about dope unless it leads to someone being made dead. But the fact that Lauren’s a working girl does have to be taken into account here. Most likely she split for a gig and the roommate’s covering for her with Mom. I can’t see any reason to panic.’

‘You’re probably right,’ I said. ‘Mom may be out of the loop. Though she’s not totally unaware - told me Lauren went through some rough times, and her voice tightened up when she said it. And with the last arrest four years ago, maybe Lauren did turn herself around. She did enroll at the U.’

‘That could be.’

‘I know, I know - cockeyed optimism.’

‘Hey, it gives you that boyish charm . . . So you treated her four years ago?’

‘Ten. I saw her once four years ago. Follow-up.’

‘Ah,’ he said. ‘Ten years is a long time.’

‘It’s a damned eon.’

Long pause. ‘You still sound . . . protective of her.’

‘Just doing my job.’ Surprised at the anger in my voice. I avoided further discussion by thanking him for his time.

He said, ‘The MP guy did agree to make some calls to hospitals.’

‘Morgues too?’ I said.

‘That too. Alex, I know you didn’t want to hear about the girl’s sheet, but in this case maybe it puts things in a more positive light - she’s got a rationale for cutting out without explanation. Best thing to tell the mom is just wait. Nine times out of ten, the person shows up.’

‘And when they don’t, it’s too late to do anything about it anyway.’

He didn’t answer.

‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘You’ve done more than you had to.’

He laughed softly. ‘No, I had to.’

‘Up for lunch sometime?’ I said.

‘Sure, after I chip away at some of this ice.’

‘Subarctic, huh?’

‘I wake up middle of the night with penguins pecking my ass.’

‘What kinds of cases?’

‘Potpourri. Ten-year-old child murder, parents probably did it but no physical evidence. Twelve-year-old convenience store robbery-gone-bad, no witnesses, not  even decent ballistics, ’cause the bad guys used a shotgun; drunk snuffed out in an alley eight years; and  my personal favorite: Old lady smothered in her bed back when Nixon was president. Should’ve gotten my degree in ancient history.’

‘English lit’s not a bad fit either.’

‘How so?’

‘Everyone’s got a story,’ I said.

‘Yeah, but once I’m listening to them, you can forget happy endings.’
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THE ROOMMATE’S covering for her . . .

A roommate who lived the same life as Lauren? If so, no reason for her to talk to Jane. Or the police. Or anyone else.

Jane Abbot claimed Lauren admired me. I found that hard to believe, but perhaps Lauren had mentioned me to the roommate and I could learn something.

I called the 323 number Jane had given me for Lauren, got another male robot on the machine, hung up without leaving a message.

I thought some more about the path Lauren’s life had taken. Given the little I knew about her family life, I supposed there was no reason to be surprised. But I found myself succumbing to letdown anyway.

Ten years ago. Two sessions.

When her father had terminated, had I let it go too easily? I really didn’t think so. Lyle Teague had never accepted the idea of therapy. Even if I’d managed to reach him by phone, there was no reason to believe he’d have changed his mind.

No reason at all for me to feel I’d failed, and I told myself I felt comfortable with that. But as the afternoon grayed Lauren’s disappearance continued to chew at me. Just after two P.M., I left the house, gunned the Seville down the glen to Sunset, and headed east, through Beverly Hills and the Strip, to the roller-coaster ramp that was the crest of La Cienega.

Catching Third just past the Beverly Center, I picked up Sixth at Crescent Heights and cruised past the tar pits. Plaster mastodons reared, and groups of schoolkids gawked. They pull bones out of the pits daily. One of LA’s premier tourist spots is an infinite graveyard.

Lauren’s apartment on Hauser sat midway between Sixth and Wilshire, a putty-colored six-unit box old enough for fire escapes. I made my way up a chunky cement path to a glass door fronted by wrought-iron fettuccine. Through the glass: Dim hallway and dark carpeting. A column of name slots and call buttons listed TEAGUE/SALANDER in apartment 4.

I pressed the button, was surprised to be buzzed in immediately. The hallway smelled of beef stew and laundry detergent. The carpeting was an ancient wool - flamingo-colored leaf forms over mud brown, once pricey, now heeled and toed to the burlap. Mahogany doors had been restained streaky and lacquered too thickly. No music or conversation leaked from behind any of them. A flight of chipped terracotta steps at the rear of the building took me upstairs.

Unit 4 faced the street. I knocked, and the door opened before my fist lowered. A young man holding a white washcloth stared out at me.

Five-six, one-thirty, fair-haired and frail-looking, wearing a sleeveless white undershirt, very blue jeans cinched by a black leather belt, black lace-up boots. A heavy silver chain looped a front jeans pocket.

‘Oh. I thought you were . . .’ Breathy-voiced, pitched high.

‘Someone else,’ I said. ‘Sorry if I’m interrupting. My name’s Alex Delaware.’

No recognition in the wide, hazel eyes, just residual surprise. The fair hair was dun tipped with yellow, clipped nearly to the skull. Zero body fat but what was left was string, not bulk. Tiny gold ring in his right earlobe. A tattoo - ‘Don’t Panic’ in elaborate blue-black script - capped his left shoulder. A band of thorns in the same hue circled his right biceps. He looked to be around Lauren’s age, had the round, unlined face, pink cheeks, and arched brows of an indulged child. As he looked me up and down, surprise began to give way to suspicion. He clenched the washcloth, and his head drew back.

‘I’m an old acquaintance of Lauren’s,’ I said. ‘One of her doctors, actually. Her mother called me, concerned because she hasn’t heard from Lauren for a week—’

‘One of her doctors? Oh . . . the psychologist - yes,  she told me about you. I remember your name was one of the states - are you Native American?’

‘Kind of a mongrel.’

He smiled, pulled at the silver chain, produced a saucer-sized pocket watch. ‘My God, it’s two-forty!’ Another eye rub. ‘I was catching a nap, heard the bell, thought it was three-forty, and jolted up.’

‘Sorry for waking you.’

He let the washcloth unfurl, waved it in a tight little arc. ‘Oh, don’t apologize, you did me a favor. I have . . . an old friend dropping by, need the time to pull myself together.’ A hip cocked. ‘Now why are we having this conversation out in the hall?’ A bony arm shot forward. His grip was iron. ‘Andrew Salander - I’m Lauren’s roomie.’

He swung the door wide open, stepped aside, and let me into a large parlor with a high, cross-beamed ceiling. Heavy ruby-and-gold brocade drapes sealed the windows and plunged the space into gloom. New smells blew toward me: Cologne, incense, the suggestion of fried eggs.

‘Let there be light,’ said Andrew Salander as he rushed over and yanked the curtains open. A cigar of downtown smog hovered above the rooftops of the buildings across the street. Exposed, the living room walls were lemon yellow topped by gilded moldings. The cross-beams were gilded as well; someone had taken the time to hand-leaf. French cigarette prints,  insipid old seascapes in decaying frames, and frayed samplers coexisted in improbable alliance on the walls. Deco and Victorian and tubular-legged modern furniture formed a cluttered liaison. A close look suggested thrift-shop treasures. A keen eye had made it all work.

Salander said, ‘So Mrs A called you. Me, too. Three times in as many days. At first I thought she was being menopausal, but it has been six-plus days, and now I’m  starting to get concerned about Lo myself.’

He pulled a tattered silk throw off a sagging olive velvet divan and said, ‘Please. Sit. Excuse the squalor. Can I get you something to drink?’

‘No thanks. It’s far from squalid.’

‘Oh, please.’ A hand waved. ‘Work in progress and very little progress at work - Lo and I have been going at this since I moved in. Sundays at the Rose Bowl Swap Meet, Western Avenue, once in a while you can still find something reasonable on La Brea. The problem  is neither of us has time to really give it our all. But at least it’s habitable. When Lo lived here by herself, it was utterly bare - I thought she was one of those people with no eye, no artistic sense. Turns out she has fabulous taste - it just needed to be brought out.’

‘How long have you been rooming together?’

‘Six months,’ he said. ‘I was in the building already - downstairs in Number Two.’ He frowned, sat on a mock-leopard-skin ottoman, crossed his legs. ‘Month to month, I was supposed to move out to . . . Then  things changed, as they so often do, and the landlord leased my space to someone else and suddenly I found myself without hearth or home. Lo and I had always had a good rapport - we used to chat at the laundromat, she’s easy to talk to. When she found out I was stuck, she invited me to move in. At first, I refused - charity’s one of many things I don’t do. But she finally convinced me two bedrooms were too much for her and I could share the rent.’

A fingertip grazed a plucked eyebrow. ‘To be honest, I wanted to be convinced. Being alone’s so . . . dark. I hadn’t . . . And Lo’s a wonderful person - and now she’s flown off somewhere. Dr Delaware, do we need to worry? I really don’t want to worry, but I must admit, I am bothered.’

‘Lauren didn’t give a clue where she was going?’

‘No, and she didn’t take her car - it’s parked in her space out back. So maybe she did fly off - literally. It’s not as if she’s a Greyhound girl. Nothing slow suits her, she works like a demon - studying, doing research.’

‘Research at the U?’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘On what?’

‘She never told me, just said that between her classes and research job she had a full plate. You think that’s what might’ve taken her somewhere - the job?’

‘Maybe,’ I said. ‘No idea who she worked for?’

Salander shook his head. ‘We’re chums and all that,  but Lo goes her way and I go mine. Different biorhythms. She’s a morning lark, I’m a night owl. Perfect arrangement - she’s bright and chirpy for classes and I’m coherent when the time rolls around for my work. By the time I wake up, she’s usually gone. That’s why it took a couple of days to realize her bed hadn’t been slept in.’ He shifted uncomfortably. ‘Our bedrooms are our private space, but Mrs A sounded so anxious that I did agree to peek in.’

‘The right thing to do,’ I said.

‘I hope.’

‘What kind of work do you do, Mr Salander?’

‘Andrew. Advanced mixology.’ He smiled. ‘I tend bar at The Cloisters. It’s a saloon in West Hollywood.’

Milo and Rick sometimes drank at The Cloisters. ‘I know the place.’

His brows climbed higher. ‘Do you. So why haven’t I seen you before?’

‘I’ve driven by.’

‘Ah,’ he said. ‘Well my Bombay Martinis are works of art, so feel free to breeze in.’ His face grew grim. ‘Listen to me, Lauren’s gone and I’m sitting here prattling—No, Doctor, she never gave me a clue as to where she was headed. But till Mrs A called I can’t say I was ready to panic. Lauren did go away from time to time.’

‘For a week?’

He frowned. ‘No, one or two nights. Weekends.’

‘How often?’

‘Maybe every two months, every six weeks - I can’t really recall.’

‘Where’d she go?’

‘One time she told me she spent some time at the beach. Malibu.’

‘By herself?’

He nodded. ‘She said she rented a motel room, needed some time to decompress, and the sound of the ocean was peaceful. As for the other times, I don’t know.’

‘Those weekends, did she usually take her car?’

‘Yes, always . . . So this is different, isn’t it?’ He rubbed his armband tattoo, wincing as if the art were new, the pain fresh. ‘Do you really think something’s wrong?’

‘I don’t know enough to think anything. But Mrs Abbot seems to be worrying.’

‘Maybe Mrs A’s getting us all overwrought. The way mothers do.’

‘Have you met her?’

‘Only once, a while back - two, three months ago. She came to take Lo out to lunch and we chatted briefly while Lo got ready. I thought she was nice enough but rather Pasadena, if you know what I mean. Coordinated ensemble, several cracks past brittle. I saw her as a perfect fifties person - someone who’d drive a Chrysler Imperial with all the trimmings and pile the backseat full of Bullocks Wilshire shopping bags.’

‘Conservative,’ I said.

‘Staid,’ he said. ‘Theatrically sad. One of those women fighting the future with mascara and matching shoes and tiny sandwiches with the crust trimmed.’

‘Doesn’t sound like Lauren.’

‘Hardly. Lauren is très natural. Unaffected.’ The washcloth was wadded once more. ‘I’m sure she’s fine. She has to be fine.’ He sighed, massaged the tattoo some more.

I said, ‘So the time you met Mrs Abbot, she and Lauren went out to lunch.’

‘Long lunch - must’ve been three hours. Lo came back alone, and she didn’t look as if she’d had fun.’

‘Upset?’

‘Upset and distracted - as if she’d been hit on the head. I suspected something emotional had gone on, so I fixed her a gimlet the way she likes it and asked if she wanted to talk about it. She kissed me here -’ he touched a rosy cheek - ‘said it wasn’t important. But then she drank every drop of that gimlet and I just sat there emitting that I’m-ready-to-listen vibe - it’s what I do, after all - and she—’ He stopped. ‘Should I be telling you this?’

‘I’m beyond discreet,’ I said. ‘Because of what I do.’

‘I suppose. And Lauren did say she liked you . . . All right, it’s nothing sordid, anyway. She simply told me she’d spent her childhood fighting not to be controlled, had made her own way in the world, and  now her mother was trying to do the same old thing, again.’

‘Control her.’

He nodded.

‘Did she say how?’

‘No - I’m sorry, Doctor, I’m just not comfortable flapping my trap. There’s nothing more to say, anyway. That’s the entire kit and caboodle.’

I smiled at him. Didn’t budge.

He said, ‘Really, I’ve told you everything - and only because I know Lo liked you. She came across your name in the paper, some kind of police case, said, “Hey, Andrew, I knew this guy. He tried to straighten me out.” I made some remark - how it obviously hadn’t taken. She thought that was funny, said maybe it was patients like her who’d driven you to quit doing therapy and work with the cops. I -’ his cheeks flamed - ‘I made some crack about shrinks being more screwed up than their patients, asked if you were . . . like that. She said no, you seemed pretty . . . I think conventional was the word she used. I said, how boring, and she said no, sometimes conventional was exactly what you needed. That she’d screwed up, not making good use of her therapy, but looking back it had all been a setup anyway.’
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