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    I                    T WAS



















 shaping up as a beautiful morning. The last thing I wanted to hear about was murder.

  




  

    A cool Pacific current had swept its way across the coastline for two days running, propeling the pollution to Pasadena. My house is nestled in the foothills just north of Bel Air, situated atop an old bridle path that snakes its way around Beverly Glen, where opulence gives way to self-conscious funk. It’s a neighborhood of Porsches and coyotes, bad sewers and sequestered streams.

  




  

    The place itself is eighteen hundred square feet of silvered redwood, weathered shingles and tinted glass. In the suburbs it might be a shack; up here in the hills it’s a rural retreat – nothing fancy, but lots of terraces, decks, pleasing angles and visual surprises. The house had been designed by and for a Hungarian artist who went broke trying to peddle oversized polychromatic triangles to the galleries on La Cienega. Art’s loss had been my gain by way of LA probate court. On a good day – like today – the place came with an ocean view, a cerulean patch that peeked timidly above the Palisades.

  




  

    I had slept alone with the the windows open – burglars and neo-Mansonites be damned – and awoke at ten, naked, covers thrown to the floor in the midst of some forgotten dream. Feeling lazy and sated, I propped myself on my elbows, drew up the covers and stared at the caramel layers of sunlight streaming through French doors. What finally got me up was the invasion of a housefly who alternated between searching my sheets for carrion and dive-bombing my head.

  




  

    I shuffled to the bathroom and began filling a tub, then made my way to the kitchen to scavenge, taking the fly with me. I put up coffee, and the fly and I shared an onion bagel. Ten twenty on a Monday morning with nowhere to go and nothing to do. Oh, blessed decadence.

  




  

    It had been almost half a year since my premature retirement and I was still amazed at how easy it was to make the transition from compulsive overachiever to self-indulgent bum. Obviously I’d had it in me from the beginning.

  




  

    I returned to the bathroom, sat on the rim of the tub munching and drew up a vague plan for the day: A leisurely soak, a cursory scan of the morning paper, perhaps a jog down the canyon and back, a shower, a visit to—

  




  

    The doorbell jarred me out of my reverie.

  




  

    I tied a towel around my waist and walked to the front entry in time to see Milo let himself in.

  




  

    ‘It was unlocked,’ he said, closing the door hard and tossing the                     Times



















 on the sofa. He stared at me and I drew the towel tighter.

  




  

    ‘Good morning, nature boy.’

  




  

    I motioned him in.

  




  

    ‘You really should lock the door, my friend. I’ve got files at the station that illustrate nicely what happens to people who don’t.’

  




  

    ‘Good morning, Milo.’

  




  

    I padded into the kitchen and poured two cups of coffee. Milo followed me like a lumbering shadow, opened the refrigerator and took out a plate of cold pizza that I had no recollection of ever owning. He tailed me back to the living room, collapsed on my old leather sofa – an artifact of the abandoned office on Wilshire – balanced the plate on his thigh and stretched out his legs.

  




  

    I turned off the bathwater and settled opposite him on a camelskin ottoman.

  




  

    Milo is a big man – six-two, two-twenty – with a big man’s way of going loose and dangly when he gets off his feet. This morning he looked like an oversized rag doll slumped against the cushions – a doll with a broad, pleasant face, almost boyish except for the acne pits that peppered the skin, and the tired eyes. The eyes were startlingly green and rimmed with red, topped by shaggy dark brows and a Kennedyesque shock of thick black hair. His nose was large and high-bridged, his lips full, childishly soft. Sideburns five years out of date trailed down the scarred cheeks.

  




  

    As usual he wore ersatz Brooks Brothers: Olive-green gabardine suit, yellow button-down, mint and gold rep stripe tie, oxblood wing tips. The total effect was as preppy as W. C. Fields in red skivvies.

  




  

    He ignored me and concentrated on the pizza.

  




  

    ‘So glad you could make it for breakfast.’

  




  

    When his plate was empty he asked, ‘So, how are you doing, pal?’

  




  

    ‘I                     was



















 doing great. What can I do for you, Milo?’

  




  

    ‘Who says I want you to do anything?’ He brushed crumbs from his lap to the rug. ‘Maybe this is a social call.’

  




  

    ‘You waltzing in, unannounced, with that bloodhound look all over your face isn’t a social call.’

  




  

    ‘Such intuitive powers.’ He ran his hands over his face, as if washing without water. ‘I need a favor,’ he said.

  




  

    ‘Take the car. I won’t be needing it until late afternoon.’

  




  

    ‘No, it’s not that this time. I need your professional services.’

  




  

    That gave me pause.

  




  

    ‘You’re out of my age range,’ I said. ‘Besides, I’m out of the profession.’

  




  

    ‘I’m not kidding, Alex. I’ve got one of your colleagues lying on a slab at the morgue. Fellow by the name of Morton Handler.’

  




  

    I knew the name, not the face.

  




  

    ‘Handler’s a psychiatrist.’

  




  

    ‘Psychiatrist, psychologist. Minor semantic distinction at this point. What he is, is dead. Throat slashed, a little bit of evisceration tossed in. Along with a lady friend – same treatment for her but worse – sexual mutilation, nose sliced off. The place where it happened – his place – was an abattoir.’

  




  

    Abattoir



















. Milo’s master’s degree in American Lit asserting itself.

  




  

    I put down my coffee cup.

  




  

    ‘OK, Milo. I’ve lost my appetite. Now tell me what all of that has to do with me.’

  




  

    He went on as if he hadn’t heard me.

  




  

    ‘I got called on it at five                     A.M.



















 I’ve been knee-deep in blood and crud since then. It stunk in there – people smell bad when they die. I’m not talking decay, this is the stench that sets in before decay. I thought I was used to it. Every so often I catch another whiff and it gets me right here.’ He poked himself in the belly. ‘Five in the morning, I left an irritated lover in bed. My head feels ready to implode. Gobs of flesh at five in the morning. Jesus.’

  




  

    He stood and looked out the window, gazing out over the tops of pines and eucalyptus. From where I sat I could see smoke rising in indolent swirls from a distant fireplace.

  




  

    ‘It’s really nice up here, Alex. Does it ever bore you, being in paradise with nothing to do?’

  




  

    ‘Not a hint of ennui.’

  




  

    ‘Yeah, I guess not. You don’t want to hear any more about Handler and the girl.’

  




  

    ‘Stop playing passive-aggressive, Milo, and spit it out.’

  




  

    He turned and looked down at me. The big, ugly face showed new signs of fatigue.

  




  

    ‘I’m depressed, Alex.’ He held out his empty cup like some overgrown, slack-jawed Oliver Twist. ‘Which is why I’ll tolerate more of this disgusting swill.’

  




  

    I took the cup and got him a refill. He gulped it audibly.

  




  

    ‘We’ve got a possible witness. A kid who lives in the same building. She’s pretty confused, not sure what she saw. I took one look at her and thought of you. You could talk to her, maybe try a little hypnosis to enhance her memory.’

  




  

    ‘Don’t you have Behavioral Sciences for that?’

  




  

    He reached into his coat pocket and took out a handful of Polaroids. ‘Look at the beauties.’

  




  

    I gave the pictures a second’s glance. What I saw turned my stomach. I returned them quickly.

  




  

    ‘For God’s sake, don’t show me stuff like that!’

  




  

    ‘Some mess, huh? Blood and crud.’ He drained his cup, lifting it high to catch every last drop. ‘Behavioral Science is cut down to one guy who’s kept busy weeding weirdos out of the department. Next priority is counseling the weirdos who slip through. If I put in an application for this kind of thing I’ll get a request to fill out another application form. They don’t want to do it. On top of that, they don’t know anything about kids. You do.’

  




  

    ‘I don’t know anything about homicide.’

  




  

    ‘Forget homicide. That’s my problem. Talk to a seven year old.’

  




  

    I hesitated. He held out his hands. The palms were white, well scrubbed.

  




  

    ‘Hey, I’m not expecting a total freebie. I’ll buy you lunch. There’s a fair-to-middling Italian place with surprisingly good gnocchi not far from the . . .’

  




  

    ‘Not far from the abattoir?’ I grimaced. ‘No thanks. Anyway, I can’t be bought for noodles.’

  




  

    ‘So what can I offer you by way of a bribe – you’ve got everything – the house in the hills, the fancy car, the Ralph Lauren gear with jogging shoes to match. Christ, you’ve got retirement at thirty-three and a goddamn perpetual tan. Just talking about it is getting me pissed.’

  




  

    ‘Yes, but am I happy?’

  




  

    ‘I suspect so.’

  




  

    ‘You’re right.’ I thought of the grisly photos. ‘And I’m certainly not in need of a free pass to the Grand Guignol.’

  




  

    ‘You know,’ he said, ‘I’ll bet underneath all of that mellow is a bored young man.’

  




  

    ‘Crap.’

  




  

    ‘Crap nothing. How long has it been, six months?’

  




  

    ‘Five and a half.’

  




  

    ‘Five and a half, then. When I met you – correct that, soon                     after



















 I met you, you were a vibrant guy, high energy, lots of opinions. Your                     mind



















 was working. Now all I hear about is hot tubs, how fast you run your goddamned mile, the different kinds of sunset you can see from your deck – to use your jargon, it’s                     regression



















. Cutesy-poo short pants, roller-skating, water play. Like half the people in this city, you’re functioning on a six-year-old level.’

  




  

    I laughed.

  




  

    ‘And you’re making me this offer – to get involved in blood and crud – as a form of occupational therapy.’

  




  

    ‘Alex, you can break your ass trying to achieve Nirvana Through Inertia, but it won’t work. It’s like that Woody Allen line – you mellow too much, you ripen and rot.’

  




  

    I slapped my bare chest.

  




  

    ‘No signs of decay yet.’

  




  

    ‘It’s internal, comes from within, breaks through when you’re least expecting it.’

  




  

    ‘Thank you, Doctor Sturgis.’

  




  

    He gave me a disgusted look, went into the kitchen and returned with his mouth buried in a pear.

  




  

    ‘S’good.’

  




  

    ‘You’re welcome.’

  




  

    ‘All right, Alex, forget it. I’ve got this dead psychiatrist and this Gutierrez girl hacked up. I’ve got a seven year old who thinks she might have seen or heard something except she’s too damned scared to make any sense of it. I ask you for two hours of your time – and time is one thing you’ve got plenty of – and I get bullshit.’

  




  

    ‘Hold on. I didn’t say I wouldn’t do it. You have to give me time to assimilate this. I just woke up and you barge in and drop double homicide on me.’

  




  

    He shot his wrist out from under his shirt cuff and peered at his Timex. ‘Ten thirty-seven. Poor baby.’ He glared at me and chomped into the pear, getting juice on his chin.

  




  

    ‘Anyway, you might recall that the last time I had anything to do with police business it was traumatic.’

  




  

    ‘Hickle was a fluke. And you were a victim – of sorts. I’m not interested in getting you involved in this. Just an hour or two talking to a little kid. Like I said, hypnosis if it looks right. Then we eat gnocchi. I return to my place and try to reclaim my amour, you’re free to go back to Spaceout Castle here. Finis. In a week we get together for a pure social time – a little sashimi down in Japtown. OK?’

  




  

    ‘What did the kid actually see?’ I asked and watched my relaxing day fly out the window.

  




  

    ‘Shadows, voices, two guys, maybe three. But who really knows? She’s a little kid, she’s totally traumatized. The mother’s just as scared and she impresses me as a lady who was no nuclear physicist in the first place. I didn’t know how to approach her, Alex. I tried to be nice, go easy. It would have been helpful to have a juvie officer there, but there aren’t too many of those any more. The department would rather keep three dozen pencil-pushing deputy chiefs around.’

  




  

    He gnawed the pear down to the core.

  




  

    ‘Shadows, voices. That’s it. You’re the                     language specialist



















, right? You know how to communicate with the little ones. If you can get her to open up, great. If she comes forth with anything resembling an ID, fantastic. If not, them’s the breaks and at least we tried.’

  




  

    Language specialist. It had been a while since I’d used the phrase – back in the aftermath of the Hickle affair, when I’d found myself suddenly spinning out of control, the faces of Stuart Hickle and all the kids he’d harmed marching through my head. Milo had taken me drinking. At about two in the morning he had wondered out loud why the kids had let it go on for so long.

  




  

    ‘They didn’t talk because nobody knew how to listen,’ I’d said. ‘They thought it was their fault, anyway.’

  




  

    ‘Yeah?’ He looked up, bleary-eyed, gripping his stein with both hands. ‘I hear stuff like that from the juvie gals.’

  




  

    ‘That’s the way they think when they’re little, egocentric. Like they’re the center of the world. Mommy slips, breaks a leg, they blame themselves.’

  




  

    ‘How long does it last?’

  




  

    ‘In some people it never goes away. For the rest of us it’s a gradual process. By eight or nine we see things more clearly – but at any age an adult can manipulate kids, convince them it’s their fault.’

  




  

    ‘Assholes,’ muttered Milo. ‘So how do you get their heads straight?’

  




  

    ‘You have to know how kids think at different ages. Developmental stages. You talk their language – you become a language specialist.’

  




  

    ‘That’s what you do?’

  




  

    ‘That’s what I do.’

  




  

    A few minutes later he asked: ‘You think guilt is bad?’

  




  

    ‘Not necessarily. It’s part of what holds us together. Too much, though, can cripple.’

  




  

    He nodded. ‘Yeah, I like that. Shrinks always seem to be saying guilt is a no-no. Your approach I can buy. I tell you, we could use a lot more guilt – the world’s full of fucked-up savages.’

  




  

    At that moment he got no argument from me.

  




  

    We talked a bit more. The alcohol tugged at our consciousness and we started to laugh, then cry. The bartender stopped polishing his glasses and stared.

  




  




  

    It had been a low – a seriously low – period in my life and I remembered who’d been there to help me through it.

  




  

    I watched Milo nibble at the last specks of pear with curiously small, sharp teeth.

  




  

    ‘Two hours?’ I asked.

  




  

    ‘At the most.’

  




  

    ‘Give me an hour or so to get ready, clear up some business.’

  




  

    Having convinced me to help him didn’t seem to cheer him up. He nodded and exhaled wearily.

  




  

    ‘All right. I’ll give a run down to the station and do my business.’ Another consultation of the Timex. ‘Noon?’

  




  

    ‘Fine.’

  




  

    He walked to the door, opened it, stepped out on the balcony and tossed the pear core over the railing and into the greenery below. Starting down the stairs he stopped mid-landing and looked up at me. The sun’s glare hit his ravaged face and turned it into a pale mask. For a moment I was afraid he was going to get sentimental.

  




  

    I needn’t have worried.

  




  

    ‘Listen, Alex, as long as you’re staying here can I borrow the Caddy? That,’ he pointed accusingly at the ancient Fiat, ‘is giving out. Now it’s the starter.’

  




  

    ‘Bull, you just love my car.’ I went into the house, got the spare keys and threw them at him.

  




  

    He fielded them like Dusty Baker, unlocked the Seville and squirmed in, adjusting the seat to accommodate his long legs. The engine started immediately, purring with vigor. Looking like a sixteen year old going to his first prom in Daddy’s wheels, he cruised down the hill.

  




  

    2

  




  

    M                    Y LIFE



















 had been frantic ever since adolescence. A straight-A student, I started college at sixteen, worked my way through school free-lancing as a guitarist, and churned through the doctoral program in clinical psychology at UCLA, earning a PhD at twenty-four. I accepted an internship up north at the Langley Porter Institute, then returned to LA to complete a postdoctoral fellowship at Western Pediatric Medical Center: Once out of training I took a staff position at the hospital and a simultaneous professorship at the medical school affiliated with Western Peds. I saw lots of patients and published lots of papers.

  




  

    By twenty-eight I was an associate professor of pediatrics and psychology and director of a support program for medically ill youngsters. I had a title too long for my secretaries to memorize and I kept publishing, constructing a paper tower within which I dwelled: Case studies, controlled experiments, surveys, monographs, textbook chapters and an esoteric volume of my own on the psychological effects of chronic disease in children.

  




  

    The status was great, the pay less so. I began to moonlight, seeing private patients in an office rented from a Beverly Hills analyst. My patient load increased until I was putting in seventy hours a week and running between hospital and office like a deranged worker ant.

  




  

    I entered the world of tax avoidance after discovering that without write-offs and shelters I’d be paying out to the IRS more than I used to consider a healthy yearly income. I hired and fired accountants, bought California real estate before the boom, sold at scandalous profits, bought more. I became an apartment-house manager – another five to ten hours a week. I supported a battalion of service personnel – gardeners, plumbers, painters and electricians. I received lots of calendars at Christmas.

  




  

    By the age of thirty-two, I had a non-stop regimen of working to the point of exhaustion, grabbing a few hours of fitful sleep and getting up to work some more. When I remembered to eat, the food came out of hospital vending machines and I stuffed my mouth while zipping down the corridors, white coat flapping, notepad in hand, like some impassioned speed freak. I was a man with a mission, albeit a mindless one.

  




  

    I was successful.

  




  

    There was little time for romance in such a life. I engaged in occasional carnal liaisons, frenzied and meaningless, with nurses, female interns, graduate students and social workers. Not to forget the fortyish leggy blond secretary – not my type at all had I taken the time to think – who captivated me for twenty minutes of thrashing behind the chart-stuffed shelves of the medical records room.

  




  

    By day it was committee meetings, paperwork, trying to quell petty staff bickering and more paperwork. By night it was facing the tide of parental complaints that the child therapist grows accustomed to, and providing comfort and support to the young ones caught in the crossfire.

  




  

    In my spare time I received tenants’ gripes, scanned the                     Wall Street Journal



















 to measure my gains and losses, and sorted through mountains of mail, most of it, it seemed, from white-collared, white-toothed smoothies who had ways of making me instantly rich. I was nominated as an Outstanding Young Man by an outfit hoping to sell me their hundred-dollar, leather-bound directory of similarly honored individuals. In the middle of the day, there were times, suddenly, when I found it hard to breathe, but I brushed it off, too busy for introspection.

  




  

    Into this maelstrom stepped Stuart Hickle.

  




  

    Hickle was a quiet man, a retired lab technician. He looked the part of the kindly neighbor on a situation comedy – tall, stooped, fiftyish, fond of cardigans and old briar pipes. His tortoise-shell horn-rims perched atop a thin, pinched nose shielding kindly eyes the color of dishwater. He had a benign smile and avuncular mannerisms.

  




  

    He also had an unhealthy appetite for fondling little children’s privates.

  




  

    When the police finally got him, they confiscated over five hundred color photographs of Hickle having his way with scores of two, three, four, and five year olds – boys and girls, white, black, Hispanic. In matters of gender and race he wasn’t picky. Only age and helplessness concerned him.

  




  

    When I saw the photos it wasn’t the graphic starkness that got to me, though that was repulsive in its own right. It was the look in the kids’ eyes – a terrified yet knowing vulnerability. It was a look that said                     I know this is wrong. Why is this happening to me?



















 The look was in every snapshot, on the face of the youngest victim.

  




  

    It personified violation.

  




  

    It gave me nightmares.

  




  

    Hickle had unique access to little children. His wife, a Korean orphan whom he’d met as a GI in Seoul, ran a successful day-care center in affluent Brentwood.

  




  

    Kim’s Korner had a solid reputation as one of the best places to leave your children when you had to work or play or just be alone. It had been in business for a decade when the scandal broke, and despite the evidence there were plenty of people who refused to believe that the school had served as a haven for one man’s pedophilic rituals.

  




  

    The school had been a cheerful-looking place, occupying a large, two-story house on a quiet residential street not far from UCLA. In its last year, it had cared for over forty children, most of them from affluent families. A large proportion of Kim Hickle’s charges had been very young because she was one of the few day-care operators to accept children not yet toilet-trained.

  




  

    The house had a basement – a rarity in earthquake country – and the police spent a considerable amount of time in that damp cavernous room. They found an old army cot, a refrigerator, a rusty sink and five thousand dollars’ worth of photographic equipment. Particular scrutiny was given to the cot, for it served up a host of fascinating forensic details – hair, blood, sweat and semen.

  




  

    The media latched on to the Hickle case with predictable vigor. This was a juicy one that played on everyone’s primal fears, evoking memories of the Cosmic Bogeyman. The evening news featured Kim Hickle fleeing a mob of reporters, hands over face. She protested her ignorance. There was no evidence of her complicity so they closed the school down, took away her license and left it at that. She filed for divorce and departed for parts unknown.

  




  

    I had my doubts about her innocence. I’d seen enough of these cases to know that the wives of child molesters often played a role, explicit or covert, in setting up the dirty deed. Usually these were women who found sex and physical intimacy abhorrent, and in order to get out of conjugal chores, they helped find substitute partners for their men. It could be a cold, cruel parody of a harem joke – I’d seen one case where the father had been bedding three of his daughters on a scheduled basis, with mom drawing up the schedule.

  




  

    It was also hard to believe that Kim Hickle had been playing Legos with the kids while downstairs Stuart was molesting them. Nevertheless, they let her go.

  




  

    Hickle himself was thrown to the wolves. The TV cameras didn’t miss a shot. There were lots of instant mini-specials, filled with interviews with the more vocal of my colleagues, and several editorials about the rights of children.

  




  

    The hoopla lasted two weeks, then the story lost its appeal and was replaced by reports of other atrocities. For there was no lack of nasty stories in LA. The city spawned ugliness like a predatory insect spewing out blood-hungry larvae.

  




  




  

    I was consulted on the case three weeks after the arrest. It was a back-page story now and someone got to thinking about the victims.

  




  

    The victims were going through hell.

  




  

    The children woke up screaming in the middle of the night. Toddlers who’d been toilet-trained started to wet and soil themselves. Formerly quiet, well-behaved kids began to hit, kick and bite without provocation. There were lots of stomach aches and ambiguous physical symptoms reported, as well as the classic signs of depression – loss of appetite, listlessness, withdrawal, feelings of worthlessness.

  




  

    The parents were racked with guilt and shame, seeing or imagining the accusing glances of family and friends. Husbands and wives turned on each other. Some of them spoiled the victimized children, increasing the youngsters’ insecurity and infuriating the siblings. Later, several brothers and sisters were able to admit that they’d wished they’d been molested in order to be eligible for special treatment. Then they’d felt guilty about those thoughts.

  




  

    Entire families were coming apart, much of their suffering obscured by the public blood lust for Hickle’s head. The families might have been permanently shunted to obscurity, saddled with their confusion, guilt and fear but for the fact that the great aunt of one of the victims was a philanthropic member of the board of Western Pediatric Medical Center. She wondered out loud why the hell the hospital wasn’t doing anything, and where was the institution’s sense of public service, anyway. The chairman of the board salaamed and simultaneously saw the chance to grab some good press. The last story about Western Peds had exposed salmonella in the cafeteria’s coleslaw, so positive PR was mighty welcome.

  




  

    The medical director issued a press release announcing a psychological rehabilitation program for the victims of Stuart Hickle, with me as therapist. My first inkling of being appointed was reading about it in the                     Times



















.

  




  

    When I got to his office the next morning I was ushered in immediately. The director, a pediatric surgeon who hadn’t operated in twenty years and had acquired the smugness of a well-fed bureaucrat, sat behind a gleaming desk the size of a hockey field and smiled.

  




  

    ‘What’s going on, Henry?’ I held up the newspaper.

  




  

    ‘Sit down, Alex. I was just about to call you. The board decided you’d be perfect – pluperfect – for the job. Some urgency was called for.’

  




  

    ‘I’m flattered.’

  




  

    ‘The board remembered the beautiful work you did with the Brownings.’

  




  

    ‘Brownells.’

  




  

    ‘Yes, whatever.’

  




  

    The five Brownell youngsters had survived a light plane crash in the Sierras that had killed their parents. They’d been physically and psychologically traumatized – overexposed, half starved, amnesiac, mute. I’d worked with them for two months and the papers had picked up on it.

  




  

    ‘You know, Alex,’ the director was saying, ‘sometimes in the midst of trying to synthesize the high technology and heroics that comprise so much of modern medicine, one loses sight of the human factor.’

  




  

    It was a great little speech. I hoped he’d remember it when budget time rolled around next year.

  




  

    He went on stroking me, talking about the need for the hospital to be in the ‘forefront of humanitarian endeavors,’ then smiled and leaned forward.

  




  

    ‘Also, I imagine there’d be significant research potential in all of this – at least two or three publications by June.’

  




  

    June was when I came up for full professorship. The director was on the tenure committee at the medical school.

  




  

    ‘Henry, I believe you’re appealing to my baser instincts.’

  




  

    ‘Perish the thought.’ He winked slyly. ‘Our main interest is helping those poor, poor children.’ He shook his head. ‘A truly repugnant affair. The man should be castrated.’

  




  

    A surgeon’s justice.

  




  




  

    I threw myself, with customary monomania, into designing the treatment program. I received permission to run the therapy sessions in my private office after promising that Western Peds would get all the credit.

  




  

    My goals were to help the families express the feelings that had been locked inside since Hickle’s subterranean rites had been exposed, and to help them share those feelings with each other in order to see that they weren’t alone. The therapy was designed as an intensive, six-week program, using groups – the kids, parents, siblings and multiple families – as well as individual sessions as needed. Eighty per cent of the families signed up and no one dropped out. We met at night in my suite on Wilshire, when the building was quiet and empty.

  




  

    There were nights when I left the sessions physically and emotionally drained after hearing the anguish pour out like blood from a gaping wound. Don’t let anyone ever tell you different: Psychotherapy is one of the most taxing endeavors known to mankind. I’ve done all sorts of work, from picking carrots in the scorching sun to sitting on national committees in paneled boardrooms, and there’s nothing that compares to confronting human misery, hour after hour, and bearing the responsibility for easing that misery using only one’s mind and mouth. At its best it’s tremendously uplifting, as you watch the patient open up, breathe, let go of the pain. At its worst it’s like surfing in a cesspool, struggling for balance while being slapped with wave after putrid wave.

  




  

    The treatment worked. Sparkle returned to the kids’ eyes. The families reached out and helped each other. Gradually, my role diminished to that of silent observer.

  




  

    A few days before the last session I received a call from a reporter for                     National Medical News



















 – a throwaway for physicians. His name was Bill Roberts, he was in town and wanted to interview me. The piece would be for practising pediatricians, to alert them to the issue of child molestation. It sounded like a worthy project and I agreed to meet him.

  




  

    It was seven thirty in the evening when I nosed my car out of the hospital parking lot and headed westward. Traffic was light and I reached the black-granite-and-glass tower that housed my office by eight. I parked in the subterranean garage, walked through double glass doors into a lobby that was silent save for Muzak and rode the elevator to the sixth floor. The doors slid open, I made my way down the corridor, turned a corner and stopped.

  




  

    There was nobody waiting for me, which was unusual because I’d always found reporters to be punctual.

  




  

    I approached my office door and saw a stiletto of light slashed diagonally across the floor. The door was ajar, perhaps an inch. I wondered if the night cleaning crew had let Roberts in. If so I’d have a talk with the building manager over the breach of security.

  




  

    When I reached the door I knew something was wrong. There were scratch marks around the knob, metal filings in the rug. Yet, as if working from a script, I entered.

  




  

    ‘Mr Roberts?’

  




  

    The waiting room was empty. I went into the consultation office. The man on my sofa wasn’t Bill Roberts. I’d never met him but I knew him very well.

  




  

    Stuart Hickle slumped in the soft cotton cushions. His head – what was left of it – was propped against the wall, the eyes staring vacantly at the ceiling. His legs splayed out spastically. One hand rested near a wet spot on his groin. He had an erection. The veins in his neck stood out in bas relief. His other hand lay limply across his chest. One finger hooked around the trigger of an ugly little blue steel pistol. The gun dangled, butt downward, the muzzle an inch from Hickle’s open mouth. There were bits of brain, blood and bone on the wall behind the head. A crimson splotch decorated the soft-green print of the wallpaper like a child’s fingerpainting. More crimson ran out of the nose, the ears and the mouth. The room smelled of firecrackers and human waste.

  




  

    I dialed the phone.

  




  




  

    The coroner’s verdict was death by suicide. The final version went something like this: Hickle had been profoundly depressed since his arrest and, unable to bear the public humiliation of a trial, he’d taken the Samurai way out. It was he, as Bill Roberts, who’d set up the appointment with me, he who’d picked the lock and blown his brains out. When the police played me tapes of his confession the voice did sound similar to that of ‘Roberts’ – at least similar enough to prevent my saying it wasn’t a match.

  




  

    As for why he’d chosen my office for his swan song, the supporting cast of shrinks had an easy answer: Because of my role as the victims’ therapist, I was a symbolic father figure, undoing the damage he’d perpetrated. His death was an equally symbolic gesture of repentance.

  




  

    Finis.

  




  

    But even suicides – especially those connected with felonies – must be investigated, the loose ends tied up, and there began a buck-passing contest between the Beverly Hills Police Department and LAPD Beverly Hills acknowledged the suicide had taken place on their turf but claimed that it was an extension of the original crimes – which had occurred in West LA Division territory. Punt. West LA would have liked to kick it back but the case was still in the papers and the last thing the department wanted was a dereliction-of-duties story.

  




  

    So West LA got stuck with it. Specifically, Homicide Detective Milo Bernard Sturgis got stuck with it.

  




  




  

    I didn’t start to have problems until a week after finding Hickle’s body, a normal delay, because I was denying the whole thing and was more than a little numb. Since, as a psychologist, I was presumed able to handle such things, no one thought to inquire after my welfare.

  




  

    I held myself in check when facing the children and their families, creating a façade that was calm, knowledgeable and accepting. I looked                     in control



















. In therapy we talked about Hickle’s death, with an emphasis upon                     them



















, upon how                     they



















 were coping.

  




  

    The last session was a party during which the families thanked me, hugged me and gave me a framed print of Braggs’                     The Psychologist



















. It was a good party, lots of laughter and mess on the carpet, as they rejoiced at getting better, and, in part, at the death of their tormentor.

  




  

    I got home close to midnight and crawled between the covers feeling hollow, cold and helpless, like an orphaned child on an empty road. The next morning the symptoms began.

  




  

    I grew fidgety and had trouble concentrating. The episodes of labored breathing increased and intensified. I became unaccountably anxious, had a constantly queasy feeling in my gut, and suffered from premonitions of death.

  




  

    Patients began asking me if I was all right. At that point I must have been noticeably troubled because it takes a lot to shift a patient’s focus away from himself.

  




  

    I had enough education to know what was going on but not enough insight to make sense of it.

  




  

    It wasn’t finding the body, for I was used to shocking events, but the discovery of Hickle’s corpse was a catalyst that plunged me into a full-fledged crisis. Looking back now I can see that treating his victims had allowed me to step off the treadmill for six weeks, and that the end of treatment had left me with time to engage in the dangerous pastime of self-evaluation. I didn’t like what I learned.

  




  

    I was alone, isolated, without a single real friend in the world. For almost a decade the only humans I’d related to had been patients, and patients by definition were takers, not givers.

  




  

    The feelings of loneliness grew painful. I turned further inward and became profoundly depressed. I called in sick to the hospital, canceled my private patients and spent days in bed watching soap operas.

  




  

    The sound and lights of the TV washed over me like some vile paralytic drug, deadening but not healing.

  




  

    I ate little and slept too much, felt heavy, weak and useless. I kept the phone off the hook and never left the house except to shove the junk mail inside the door and retreat to solitude.

  




  

    On the eighth day of this funereal existence Milo appeared at the door wanting to ask me questions. He held a notepad in his hands, just like an analyst. Only he didn’t look like an analyst: A big, droopy, shaggy-haired fellow in slept-in clothes.

  




  

    ‘Dr Alex Delaware?’ He held up his badge.

  




  

    ‘Yes.’

  




  

    He introduced himself and stared at me. I was dressed in a ratty yellow bathrobe. My untrimmed beard had reached rabbinic proportions and my hair looked like electrified Brillo. Despite thirteen hours of sleep I looked and felt drowsy.

  




  

    ‘I hope I’m not disturbing you, Doctor. Your office referred me to your home number, which was out of order.’

  




  

    I let him in and he sat down, scanning the place. Foot-high stacks of unopened mail littered the dining-room table. The house was dark, drapes drawn, and smelled stale.                     Days of Our Lives



















 flickered on the tube.

  




  

    He rested his notepad on one knee and told me the interview was a formality for the coroner’s inquest. Then he had me rehash the night I’d found the body, interrupting to clarify a point, scratching and jotting and staring. It was tediously procedural and my mind wandered often, so that he had to repeat his questions. Sometimes I talked so softly he asked me to repeat my answers.

  




  

    After twenty minutes he asked:

  




  

    ‘Doctor, are you all right?’

  




  

    ‘I’m fine.’ Unconvincingly.

  




  

    ‘Oka-ay.’ He shook his head, asked a few more questions, then put his pencil down and laughed nervously.

  




  

    ‘You know, I feel kind of funny asking a doctor how he feels.’

  




  

    ‘Don’t worry about it.’

  




  

    He resumed questioning me and, even through the haze, I could see he had a curious technique. He’d skip from topic to topic with no apparent line of inquiry. It threw me off balance and made me more alert.

  




  

    ‘You’re an assistant professor at the medical school?’

  




  

    ‘Associate.’

  




  

    ‘Pretty young to be an associate professor, aren’t you?’

  




  

    ‘I’m thirty-two. I started young.’

  




  

    ‘Uh-huh. How many kids in the treatment program?’

  




  

    ‘About thirty.’

  




  

    ‘Parents?’

  




  

    ‘Maybe ten, eleven couples, half a dozen single parents.’

  




  

    ‘Any talk about Mr Hickle in treatment?’

  




  

    ‘That’s confidential.’

  




  

    ‘Of course, sir.’

  




  

    ‘You ran the treatment as part of your job at—’ he consulted his notes – ‘Western Pediatric Hospital.’

  




  

    ‘It was volunteer work associated with the hospital.’

  




  

    ‘You didn’t get paid for it?’

  




  

    ‘I continued to receive my salary and the hospital relieved me of other duties.’

  




  

    ‘There were fathers in the treatment groups, too.’

  




  

    ‘Yes.’ I thought I’d mentioned couples.

  




  

    ‘Some of those guys were pretty mad at Mr Hickle, I guess.’

  




  

    Mr



















 Hickle. Only a policeman could be so artificially polite as to call a dead pervert                     sir



















. Between themselves they used other terms, I supposed. Insufferable etiquette was a way of keeping the barrier between cop and civilian.

  




  

    ‘That’s confidential, Detective.’

  




  

    He grinned as if to say                     Can’t blame a fella for trying



















, and scribbled in his notepad.

  




  

    ‘Why so many questions about a suicide?’

  




  

    ‘Just routine.’ He answered automatically without looking up. ‘I like to be thorough.’

  




  

    He stared at me absently, then asked:

  




  

    ‘Did you have any help running the groups?’

  




  

    ‘I encouraged the families to participate – to help themselves. I was the only professional.’

  




  

    ‘Peer counseling?’

  




  

    ‘Exactly.’

  




  

    ‘We’ve got it in the department now.’ Noncommittal. ‘So they kind of took over.’

  




  

    ‘Gradually. I was always there.’

  




  

    ‘Did any of them have a key to your office?’

  




  

    Aha.

  




  

    ‘Absolutely not. You’re thinking one of those people killed Hickle and faked it to look like suicide?’ Of course he was. The same suspicion had occurred to me.

  




  

    ‘I’m not drawing conclusions. Just investigating.’ This guy was elusive enough to                     be



















 an analyst.

  




  

    ‘I see.’

  




  

    Abruptly he stood, closed his pad and put his pencil away.

  




  

    I rose to walk him to the door, teetered and blacked out.

  




  




  

    The first thing I saw when things came back into focus was his big ugly face looming over me. I felt damp and cold. He was holding a washcloth and dripped water on to my face.

  




  

    ‘You fainted. How do you feel?’

  




  

    ‘Fine.’ The last thing I felt was                     fine



















.

  




  

    ‘You don’t look wonderful. Maybe I should call a doctor, Doctor.’

  




  

    ‘No.’

  




  

    ‘You sure?’

  




  

    ‘No. It’s nothing, I’ve had the flu for a few days. I just need to get something in my stomach.’

  




  

    He went into the kitchen and came back with a glass of orange juice. I sipped slowly and started to feel stronger.

  




  

    I sat up and held the glass myself.

  




  

    ‘Thank you,’ I said.

  




  

    ‘To protect and serve.’

  




  

    ‘I’m really fine now. If you don’t have any more questions . . .’

  




  

    ‘No. Nothing more at this time.’ He got up and opened some windows; the light hurt my eyes. He turned off the TV.

  




  

    ‘Want something to eat before I go?’

  




  

    What a strange, motherly man.

  




  

    ‘I’ll be fine.’

  




  

    ‘OK, Doctor. You take care now.’

  




  

    I was eager to see him go. But when the sound of his car engine was no longer audible I felt disoriented. Not depressed, like before, but agitated, restless, without peace. I tried watching                     As the World Turns



















 but couldn’t concentrate. Now the inane dialog annoyed me. I picked up a book but the words wouldn’t come into focus. I took a swallow of orange juice and it left a bad taste in my mouth and a stabbing pain in my throat.

  




  

    I went out on the patio and looked up at the sky until luminescent disks danced in front of my eyes. My skin itched. Bird songs irritated me. I couldn’t sit still.

  




  

    It went on that way the entire afternoon. Miserable.

  




  

    At four thirty he called.

  




  

    ‘Dr Delaware? This is Milo Sturgis. Detective Sturgis.’

  




  

    ‘What can I do for you, Detective?’

  




  

    ‘How are you feeling?’

  




  

    ‘Much better, thank you.’

  




  

    ‘That’s good.’

  




  

    There was silence.

  




  

    ‘Uh, Doctor, I’m kind of on shaky ground here . . .’

  




  

    ‘What’s on your mind?’

  




  

    ‘You know, I was in the Medical Corps in Vietnam. We used to see a lot of something called acute stress reaction. I was wondering if . . .’

  




  

    ‘You think that’s what I’ve got?’

  




  

    ‘Well . . .’

  




  

    ‘What was the prescribed treatment in Vietnam?’

  




  

    ‘We got them back into action as quickly as possible. The more they avoided combat the worse they got.’

  




  

    ‘Do you think that’s what I should do? Jump back into the swing of things?’

  




  

    ‘I can’t say, Doctor. I’m no psychologist.’

  




  

    ‘You’ll diagnose but you won’t treat.’

  




  

    ‘OK, Doctor. Just wanted to see if—’

  




  

    ‘No. Wait. I’m sorry. I appreciate your calling.’ I was confused, wondering what ulterior motive he could possibly have.

  




  

    ‘Yeah, sure. No problem.’

  




  

    ‘Thanks, really. You’d make a hell of a shrink, Detective.’

  




  

    He laughed.

  




  

    ‘That’s sometimes part of the job, sir.’

  




  

    After he hung up I felt better than I’d felt in days. The next morning I called him at the West LA Division headquarters and offered to buy him a drink.

  




  

    We met at Angela’s, across from the West LA station on Santa Monica Boulevard. It was a coffee shop with a smoky cocktail lounge in the back populated by several groupings of large, solemn men. I noticed that few of them acknowledged Milo, which seemed unusual. I had always thought cops did a lot of backslapping and good-natured cussing after hours. These men took their drinking seriously. And quietly.

  




  

    He had great potential as a therapist. He sipped Chivas, sat back, and let me talk. No more interrogation now. He listened and I spilled my guts.

  




  

    By the end of the evening, though, he was talking too.

  




  




  

    Over the next couple of weeks Milo and I found out that we had a lot in common. We were about the same age – he was ten months older – and had been born into working-class families in medium-sized towns. His father had been a steelworker, mine an electrical assembler. He too had been a good student, graduating with honors from Purdue and with an MA in literature from Indiana U, Bloomington. He’d planned to be a teacher when he was drafted. Two years in Vietnam had somehow turned him into a policeman.

  




  

    Not that he considered his job at odds with his intellectual pursuits. Homicide detectives, he informed me, were the intellectuals of any police department. Investigating murder requires little physical activity and lots of brain-work. Veteran homicide men sometimes violate regulations and don’t carry a weapon. Just lots of pens and pencils. Milo packed his .38 but confessed that he really didn’t need it.

  




  

    ‘It’s very white collar, Alex, with lots of paperwork, decision-making, attention to detail.’

  




  

    He liked being a cop, enjoyed catching bad guys. Sometimes he thought he might like to try something else, but exactly what that something else was, wasn’t clear.

  




  

    We had other interests in common. We’d both done some martial-arts training. Milo had taken a mixed bag of self-defense courses while in the army. I’d learned fencing and karate while in graduate school. We were miserably out of shape but deluded ourselves that it would all come back if we needed it. Both of us appreciated good food, good music and the virtues of solitude.

  




  

    The rapport between us developed quickly.

  




  

    About three weeks after we’d known each other he told me he was homosexual. I was taken by surprise and had nothing to say.

  




  

    ‘I’m telling you now because I don’t want you to think I’ve been trying to put the make on you.’

  




  

    Suddenly I was ashamed, because that had been my initial thought, exactly.

  




  

    It was hard to accept, at first, his being gay, despite all my supposed psychological sophistication. I know all the facts. That                     they



















 make up 5 to 10 per cent of virtually any human grouping. That most of                     them



















 look just like me and you. That                     they



















 could be anybody – the butcher, the baker, the local homicide dick. That most of                     them



















 are reasonably well adjusted.

  




  

    And yet the stereotypes adhere to the brain. You expect them to be mincing, screaming, nelly fairies; leather-armored shaven-skull demons; oh-so-preppy mustachioed young things in Izod shirts and khaki trousers; or hiking-booted bulldykes.

  




  

    Milo didn’t look homosexual.

  




  

    But he was and had been comfortable with it for several years. He wasn’t in the closet, neither did he flaunt it.

  




  

    I asked him if the department knew about it.

  




  

    ‘Uh-huh. Not in the sense of filing an official report. It’s just something that’s known.’

  




  

    ‘How do they treat you?’

  




  

    ‘Disapproval from a distance – cold looks. But basically it’s live and let live. They’re short-staffed and I’m good. What do they want? To drag in the ACLU and lose a good detective in the bargain? Ed Davis was a homophobe. He’s gone and it’s not so bad.’

  




  

    ‘What about the other detectives?’

  




  

    He shrugged.

  




  

    ‘They leave me alone. We talk business. We don’t double-date.’

  




  

    Now the lack of recognition by the men at Angela’s made sense.

  




  

    Some of Milo’s initial altruism, his reaching out to help me, was a little more understandable, too. He knew what it was like to be alone. A gay cop was a person in limbo. You could never be one of the gang back at the station, no matter how well you did your job. And the homosexual community was bound to be suspicious of someone who looked, acted like and                     was



















 a cop.

  




  

    ‘I figured I should tell you, since we seem to be getting friendly.’

  




  

    ‘It’s no big deal, Milo.’

  




  

    ‘No?’

  




  

    ‘No.’ I wasn’t really all that comfortable with it. But I was damn well going to work on it.

  




  




  

    A month after Stuart Hickle stuck a .22 in his mouth and blasted his brains all over my wallpaper, I made some major changes in my life.

  




  

    I resigned my job at Western Pediatric and closed down my practice. I referred all my patients to a former student, a first-rate therapist who was starting out in practice and needed the business. I had taken very few new referrals since starting the groups for the Kim’s Korner families, so there was less separation anxiety than would normally be expected.

  




  

    I sold an apartment building in Malibu, forty units that I’d purchased seven years before, for a large profit. I also let go of a duplex in Santa Monica. Part of the money – the portion that would eventually go to taxes – I put in a high-yield money market. The rest went into tax-free municipals. It wasn’t the kind of investing that would make me richer, but it would provide financial stability. I figured I could live off the interest for two or three years as long as I didn’t get too extravagant.

  




  

    I sold my old Chevy Two and bought a Seville, a seventy-nine, the last year they looked good. It was forest-green with a saddle-colored leather interior that was cushy and quiet. With the amount of driving I’d be doing, the lousy mileage wouldn’t make much difference. I threw away most of my old clothes and got new stuff – mostly soft fabrics – knits, cords, rubber-soled shoes, cashmere sweaters, robes, shorts, and pullovers.

  




  

    I had the pipes cleaned out on the hot tub that I’d never used since I bought the house. I started to buy food and drink milk. I pulled my old Martin out of its case and strummed it on the balcony. I listened to records. I read for pleasure for the first time since high school. I got a tan. I shaved off my beard and discovered I had a face, and not a bad one at that.

  




  

    I dated good women. I met Robin and things really started to get better.

  




  

    Be-kind-to-Alex time. Early retirement six months before my thirty-third birthday.

  




  

    It was fun while it lasted.

  




  

    3
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 last residence – if you didn’t count the morgue – had been a luxury apartment complex off Sunset Boulevard in Pacific Palisades. It had been built into a hillside and designed to give a honeycomb effect: A loosely connected chain of individual units linked by corridors that had been placed at seemingly random locations, the apartments staggered to give each one a full view of the ocean. The motif was bastard Spanish: Blindingly white textured stucco walls, red tile roofs, window accents of black wrought iron. Plantings of azalea and hibiscus filled in occasional patches of earth. There were lots of potted plants sunk in large terracotta containers: Coconut palms, rubber plants, sun ferns, temporary-looking, as if someone planned on moving them all out in the middle of the night.

  




  

    Handler’s unit was on an intermediate level. The front door was sealed, with an LAPD sticker taped across it. Lots of footprints dirtied the terrazzo walkway near the entrance.

  




  

    Milo led me across a terrace filled with polished stones and succulents to a unit cater-cornered from the murder scene. Adhesive letters spelling out the word MAN GER were affixed to the door. Bad jokes about Baby Jesus flashed through my mind.

  




  

    Milo knocked.

  




  

    I realized then that the place was amazingly silent. There must have been at least fifty units but there wasn’t a soul in sight. No evidence of human habitation.

  




  

    We waited a few minutes. He raised his fist to knock again just before the door opened.

  




  

    ‘Sorry, I was washin’ my hair.’

  




  

    The woman could have been anywhere from twenty-five to forty. She had pale skin with the kind of texture that looked as if a pinch would crumble it. Large brown eyes topped by plucked brows. Thin lips. A slight under-bite. Her hair was wrapped in an orange towel and the little that peeked out was medium brown. She wore a faded cotton shirt of ocher-and-orange print over rust-colored stretch pants. Dark blue tennis shoes on her feet. Her eyes darted from Milo to me. She looked like someone who’d been knocked around plenty and refused to believe that it wasn’t going to happen again at any moment.

  




  

    ‘Mrs Quinn? This is Dr Alex Delaware. He’s the psychologist I told you about.’

  




  

    ‘Pleased to meet you, Doctor.’

  




  

    Her hand was thin and cold and moist and she pulled away as quickly as she could.

  




  

    ‘Melody’s watchin’ TV in her room. Out of school, with all that’s been goin’ on. I let her watch to keep her mind off it.’

  




  

    We followed her into the apartment.

  




  

    Apartment was a charitable word. What it was, really, was a couple of oversized closets stuck together. An architect’s postscript. Hey, Ed, we’ve got an extra four hundred square feet of corner in back of terrace number 142. Why don’t we throw a roof over it, nail up some drywall and call it a manager’s unit? Get some poor soul to do scutwork for the privilege of living in Pacific Palisades . . .

  




  

    The living room was filled with one floral sofa, a masonite end table and a television. A framed painting of Mount Rainier that looked as if it came from a Savings and Loan calendar and a few yellowed photographs hung on the wall. The photos were of hardened, unhappy-looking people and appeared to date from the Gold Rush.

  




  

    ‘My grandparents,’ she said.

  




  

    A cubicle of a kitchen was visible and from it came the smell of frying bacon. A large bag of sour-cream-and-onion-flavored potato chips and a six pack of Dr Pepper sat on the counter.

  




  

    ‘Very nice.’

  




  

    ‘They came here in 1902. From Oklahoma.’ She made it sound like an apology.

  




  

    There was an unfinished wooden door and from behind it came the sound of sudden laughter and applause, bells and buzzers. A game show.

  




  

    ‘She’s watchin’ back there.’

  




  

    ‘That’s just fine, Mrs Quinn. We’ll let her be until we’re ready for her.’

  




  

    The woman nodded her head in assent.

  




  

    ‘She don’t get much chance to watch the daytime shows, bein’ in school. So she’s watchin’ ’em now.’

  




  

    ‘May we sit down, ma’am?’

  




  

    ‘Oh yes, yes.’ She flitted around the room like a mayfly, tugging at the towel on her head. She brought in an ashtray and set it down on the end table. Milo and I sat on the sofa and she dragged in a tubular aluminum-and-Naugahyde chair from the kitchen for herself. Despite the fact that she was thin her haunches settled and spread. She took out a pack of cigarettes, lit one up and sucked in the smoke until her cheeks hollowed. Milo spoke.

  




  

    ‘How old is your daughter, Mrs Quinn?’

  




  

    ‘Bonita. Call me Bonita. Melody’s the girl. She’s just seven this past month.’ Talking about her daughter seemed to make her especially nervous. She inhaled greedily on her cigarette and blew a little smoke out. Her free hand clenched and unclenched in rapid cadence.

  




  

    ‘Melody may be our only witness to what happened here last night.’ Milo looked at me with a disgusted frown.

  




  

    I knew what he was thinking. An apartment complex with seventy to one hundred residents and the only possible witness a child.

  




  

    ‘I’m scared for her, Detective Sturgis, if someone else finds out.’ Bonita Quinn stared at the floor as if doing it long enough would reveal the mystic secret of the Orient.

  




  

    ‘I assure you, Mrs Quinn, that no one will find out. Dr Delaware has served as a special consultant to the police many times.’ He lied shamelessly and glibly, ‘He understands the importance of keeping things secret. Besides—’ he reached over to pat her shoulder reassuringly. I thought she’d go through the ceiling – ‘all psychologists demand confidentiality when working with their patients. Isn’t that so, Dr Delaware?’

  




  

    ‘Absolutely.’ We wouldn’t get into the whole muddy issue of children’s rights to privacy.

  




  

    Bonita Quinn made a strange, squeaking noise that was impossible to interpret. The closest thing to it that I could remember was the noise laboratory frogs used to make in Physiological Psych right before we pithed them by plunging a needle down into the tops of their skulls.

  




  

    ‘What’s all this hypnotism gonna do to her?’

  




  

    I lapsed into my shrink’s voice – the calm, soothing tones that had become so natural over the years that they switched on automatically. I explained to her that hypnosis wasn’t magic, simply a combination of focused concentration and deep relaxation, that people tended to remember things more clearly when they were relaxed and that was why the police used it for witnesses. That children were better at going into hypnosis than were adults because they were less inhibited and enjoyed fantasy. That it didn’t hurt, and was actually pleasant for most youngsters and that you couldn’t get stuck in it or do anything against your will while hypnotized.

  




  

    ‘All hypnosis,’ I ended, ‘is self-hypnosis. My role is simply to help your daughter do something that comes natural to her.’

  




  

    She probably understood about ten per cent of it, but it seemed to calm her down.

  




  

    ‘You can say that again, natural. She daydreams all the time.’

  




  

    ‘Exactly. Hypnosis is like that.’

  




  

    ‘Teachers complain all the time, say she’s driftin’ off, not doing her work.’

  




  

    She was talking as if she expected me to do something about it.

  




  

    Milo broke in.

  




  

    ‘Has Melody told you anything more about what she saw, Mrs Quinn?’

  




  

    ‘No, no.’ An emphatic shake of the head. ‘We haven’t been talkin’ about it.’

  




  

    Milo pulled out his notepad and flipped through a few pages.

  




  

    ‘What I have on record is that Melody couldn’t sleep and was sitting in the living room – in this room at around one in the morning.’

  




  

    ‘Must’ve been. I got in by eleven thirty and I got up once for a cigarette at twenty after twelve. She was asleep then and I didn’t hear her for the while it took me to fall off. I’d ’a’ heard her. We share the room.’

  




  

    ‘Uh-huh. And she saw two men – here it says “I saw big men.” The officer’s question was “How many, Melody?” and she answered, “Two, maybe three.” When he asked her what did they look like, all she could say was that they were dark.’ He was talking to me now. ‘We asked her black, Latino. Nothing. Only                     dark



















.’

  




  

    ‘That could mean shadows. Could mean anything to a seven year old,’ I said.

  




  

    ‘I know.’

  




  

    ‘Which could mean two men, or one guy with a shadow, or—’

  




  

    ‘Don’t say it.’

  




  

    Or nothing at all.

  




  

    ‘She don’t always tell the truth about everything.’

  




  

    We both turned to look at Bonita Quinn who had used the few seconds we had ignored her to put out her cigarette and light a new one.

  




  

    ‘I’m not sayin’ she’s a bad kid. But she don’t always tell the truth. I don’t know why you want to depend on her.’

  




  

    I asked, ‘Do you have problems with her chronically lying – about things that don’t make much sense – or does she do it to avoid getting in trouble?’

  




  

    ‘The second. When she don’t want me to paddle her and I know somethin’s broken, it’s got to be her. She tells me no, mama, not me. And I paddle her double.’ She looked to me for disapproval. ‘For not tellin’ the truth.’

  




  

    ‘Do you have other problems with her?’ I asked gently.

  




  

    ‘She’s a good girl, Doctor. Only the daydreams, and the concentration problems.’

  




  

    ‘Oh?’ I needed to understand this child if I was going to be able to do hypnosis with her.

  




  

    ‘The concentratin’ – it’s hard for her.’

  




  

    No wonder, in this tiny, television-saturated cell. No doubt the apartments were Adults Only and Melody Quinn was required to keep a low profile. There’s a large segment of the population of Southern California that views the sight of anyone too young or too old as offensive. It’s as if nobody wants to be reminded from whence they came or to where they will certainly go. That kind of denial, coupled with face lifts and hair transplants and makeup, creates a comfortable little delusion of immortality. For a short while.

  




  

    I was willing to bet that Melody Quinn spent most of her time indoors despite the fact that the complex boasted three swimming pools and a totally equipped gym. Not to mention the ocean a half-mile away. Those playthings were meant for the grownups.

  




  

    ‘I took her to the doctor when the teachers kept sendin’ home these notes sayin’ she can’t sit still, her mind wanders. He said she was overactive. Somethin’ in the brain.’

  




  

    ‘Hyperactive?’

  




  

    ‘That’s right. Wouldn’t surprise me. Her dad wasn’t altogether right up there.’ She tapped her forehead. ‘Used the illegal drugs and the wine until he—’ she stopped cold, looking at Milo with sudden fear.

  




  

    ‘Don’t worry, Mrs Quinn, we’re not interested in that kind of thing. We only want to find out who killed Dr Handler and Ms Gutierrez.’

  




  

    ‘Yeah, the headshrinker—’ she stopped again, this time staring at me. ‘Can’t seem to say anything’ right, today.’ She forced a weak smile.

  




  

    I nodded reassurance, smiled understandingly.

  




  

    ‘He was a nice guy, that doctor.’ Some of my best friends are psychotherapists. ‘Used to joke with me a lot and I’d kid him, ask him if he had any shrunken heads in there.’ She laughed, a strange giggle, and showed a mouthful of teeth badly in need of repair. By now I had narrowed her age to middle thirties. In ten years she’d look truly elderly. ‘Terrible about what happened to him.’

  




  

    ‘And Ms Gutierrez.’

  




  

    ‘Yeah, her too. Only her I wasn’t so crazy about. She was Mexican, you know, but uppity Mexican. Where I come from they did the stoop labor and the cleanup. This one had the fancy dresses and the little sports car. And her a teacher, too.’ It wasn’t easy for Bonita Quinn, brought up to think of all Mexicans as beasts of burden, to see that in the big city, away from the lettuce fields, some of them looked just like real people. While she did the donkey work.

  




  

    ‘She was always carryin’ herself like she was too good for you. You’d say hello to her and she’d be lookin’ off into the distance, like she had no time for you.’

  




  

    She took another drag on her cigarette and smiled slyly.

  




  

    ‘This time I’m OK,’ she said.

  




  

    We both looked at her.

  




  

    ‘Neither of you gents is a Mex. I didn’t put my foot in it again.’

  




  

    She was extremely pleased with herself and I took advantage of her lifted spirits to ask her a few more questions.

  




  

    ‘Mrs Quinn, is your daughter on any sort of medication for her hyperactivity?’

  




  

    ‘Oh yeah, sure. The doc gave me pills to give her.’

  




  

    ‘Do you have the prescription slip handy?’

  




  

    ‘I got the bottle.’ She got up and returned with an amber vial half full of tablets.

  




  

    I took it and read the label. Ritalin. Methylphenidate hydrochloride. A super-amphetamine that speeds up adults but slows down kids, it’s one of the most commonly prescribed drugs for American youngsters. Ritalin is addictive and potent and has a host of side effects, one of the most common of which is insomnia. Which might explain why Melody Quinn was sitting, staring out the window of a dark room at one in the morning.
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