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1

I sat in the courtroom and watched Richard Moody get the bad news from the judge.

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

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

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

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

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

She paused and leaned forward.

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

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

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

‘Your Honor,’ Moody’s lawyer interjected.

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Judge.’

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

‘What is it, Mr Moody?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘It wasn’t fun,’ I said.

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

‘But you won.’

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

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

He shrugged.

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

He lashed the suitcases to the rack.

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

‘We were on the right side.’

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

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

He grinned and slapped me on the back.

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

‘Spinster?’

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

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

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

‘No telling.’

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

‘No problem.’

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

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

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

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

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

‘My pleasure, Your Honor.’

‘In here, Diane. Is it Alexander?’

‘Alex is fine.’

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

I took the glass she offered.

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

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

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

‘It took a while but they opened up.’

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

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

She clicked her nails against the rim of the wineglass.

‘Do you think he’ll kill her?’

The question startled me.

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

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

‘And he wears ladies’ panties.’

I laughed. ‘That too.’

‘Refill?’

‘Sure.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘No fun being a hero?’

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

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

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

‘Which ones?’

‘George Landre, Ralph Siegel.’

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

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

‘Rich kid, huh?’

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

She smiled.

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

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

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

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

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

‘Carpenter. For Aurora Studios.’

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

‘Conley’s a lot more mentally intact.’

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

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

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

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

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

I feigned ignorance.

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

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

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

‘More days in court.’

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

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

‘I’ll make it a point to do that.’

She looked away from me, talked to her diplomas.

‘Do you have a lady friend, Alex?’

‘Yes. She’s in Japan now.’

‘Miss her?’

‘Very much.’

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

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

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

Her handshake was firm and dry.

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

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

‘I can’t talk now, Mr Moody.’

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

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

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

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

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

He smiled.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘I’m listening.’

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

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

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

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

He paused for breath and I took advantage of it.

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

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

‘I can’t do that.’

He pouted like a child denied dessert.

‘You do it. Right now.’

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

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

‘Try to calm down.’

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

‘It doesn’t work that way.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘What’s the message, Kathy?’

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

‘Shit.’

‘Dr D?’

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

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

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

‘Okay. Thanks for calling.’

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

‘Just one? Sure.’

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

Now that was a blast from the past . . .

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

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

‘That’s it?’

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

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

‘What can I say?’ she giggled.

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

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

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

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

‘Mr Moody, please.’

‘Second.’

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

‘Mr Moody, it’s Dr Delaware.’

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

‘I’m fine. How are you?’

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

‘Good. I’m glad you understand.’

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

He laughed hoarsely and cleared his throat.

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

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

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

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

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

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

He paused and I didn’t fill it in.

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

So much for optimism.

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

‘Whythefucknot?’

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

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

‘This conversation isn’t going anywhere—’

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

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

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

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

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

A young woman answered the phone, breathless.

‘Carcinogenesis lab.’

‘Dr Melendez-Lynch, please.’

‘He’s not here.’

‘This is Dr Delaware returning his call.’

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

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

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

‘Okay.’

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

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

‘Hello.’

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

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

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

‘Sounds fascinating.’

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

‘Fine. And you?’

He chuckled.

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

‘Oh come on, Raoul, you love it.’

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

‘A plus.’

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

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

‘You’ll win the Nobel Prize,’ I said.

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

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

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

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

‘Progress, huh?’

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

‘Considering it?’

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

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

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

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

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

‘All right, Raoul. I’ll be there.’

‘Excellent.’ He hung up.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Ninety seconds before the deadline he blew in.

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

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

‘Good morning, Raoul.’

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

‘No, you said you’d—’

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

‘That would be fine,’ I sighed.

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

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

He turned and looked at me with great surprise.

‘What? Oh, of course. Right now. Certainly.’

A last glance at the desk, a grab for the current copy of Blood, and we were off.

Though his legs were shorter than mine by a good four inches, I had to trot to keep up with him as we hurried across the glassed-in bridge that connected Prinzley with the main building. And since he talked as he walked, keeping up was essential.

‘The family’s name is Swope.’ He spelled it. ‘The boy is Heywood – Woody for short. Five years old. Non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma, localized. The initial site was in the GI tract with one regional node. The metastatic scan was beautiful – very clean. The histology is nonlymphoblastic, which is excellent, because the treatment protocol for nonlymphoblastics is well established.’

We reached the elevator. He seemed out of breath, tugging at his shirt collar and loosening his tie. The doors slid open and we rode down in silence to the ground floor. Silence – but not serenity, because he couldn’t stand still: He tapped his fingers on the elevator wall, played with strands of his mustache, and clicked a ballpoint pen open and shut repeatedly.

The ground floor corridor was a tunnel of noise, glutted with doctors, nurses, techs, and patients. He continued talking until I tapped his shoulder and shouted that I couldn’t hear him. His head gave a curt little nod and he picked up his pace. We zipped through the cafeteria and passed into the dimly lit elegance of the doctors’ dining room.

A group of surgeons and surgical residents sat eating and smoking around a circular table, dressed in greens, their caps hanging across their chests like bibs; otherwise the room was unoccupied.

Raoul ushered me to a corner table, motioned for service, and spread a linen napkin over his lap. He picked up a packet of artificial sweetener and turned it on its side, causing the powder within to shift with a dry whisper, like sand through an hourglass. He repeated the gesture half a dozen times and started talking again, stopping only when the waitress came and took our order.

‘Do you remember the COMP protocol, Alex?’

‘Vaguely. Cyclophosphamide, um – methotrexate and prednisone, right? I forget what the O stands for?’

‘Very good. Oncovin. We’ve refined it for non-Hodgkin’s. It’s working wonders when we combine it with intrathecal methotrexate and radiation. Eighty-one percent of patients are achieving three-year, relapse-free survival. That’s a national statistic – the figures on my patients are even better – over ninety percent. I’m following a growing number of kids who are five to seven years and looking great. Think of that, Alex. A disease that killed virtually every child it got hold of a decade ago is potentially curable.’

The light behind his eyes picked up extra wattage.

‘Fantastic,’ I said.

‘Perfect word – fantastic. The key is multimodal chemotherapy. More and better drugs in the right combinations.’

The food came. He put two rolls on his plate, cut them into tiny chunks, and systematically popped each piece in his mouth, finishing all of it before I’d downed half my bagel. The waitress poured coffee, which was inspected, creamed, stirred, and quickly swallowed. He dabbed his lips and picked imaginary crumbs out of his mustache.

‘Notice that I used the word curable. No timid talk of extended remission. We’ve beaten Wilm’s Tumor, we’ve beaten Hodgkin’s disease. Non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma is next. Mark my words, it will be cured in the near future.’

A third roll was dissected and dispatched. He waved the waitress over for more coffee.

When she’d gone he said, ‘This isn’t really coffee, my friend. It is a hot drink. My mother knew how to make coffee. Back in Cuba we had the pick of the coffee crop. One of the servants, an old black man named José, would grind the beans by hand with great finesse – the grind is essential – and we would have coffee!’ He drank some more and pushed his cup away, taking a glass of water as a replacement and emptying it. ‘Come to my home and I’ll make you real coffee.’

It occurred to me that though I’d worked with the man for three years and had known him twice that long, I’d never seen his living quarters.

‘I may take you up on that one day. Where do you live?’

‘Not far from here. Condo on Los Feliz. One bedroom – small but sufficient for my needs. When one lives alone it is best to keep things simple, don’t you agree?’

‘I suppose so.’

‘You do live alone, don’t you?’

‘I used to. I’m living with a wonderful woman.’

‘Good, good.’ The dark eyes seemed to cloud. ‘Women. They have enriched my life. And torn it apart. My last wife, Paula, has the big house in Flintridge. Another’s in Miami, and two others, God knows where. Jorgé – my second oldest, Nina’s boy – tells me his mother is in Paris, but she never stayed in one place very long.’

His face drooped and he drummed on the table with his spoon. Then he thought of something that made him suddenly brighten.

‘Jorgé’s going to medical school next year at Hopkins.’

‘Congratulations.’

‘Thank you. Brilliant boy, always was. Summers he would visit me and work in the lab. I’m proud to have inspired him. The others are not so on the ball, who knows what they will do, but their mothers were not like Nina – she was a concert cellist.’

‘I didn’t know that.’

He picked up another roll and hefted it.

‘Drinking your water?’ he asked.

‘It’s all yours.’

He drank it.

‘Tell me about the Swopes. What kind of noncompliance problems are you having?’

‘The worst kind, Alex. They’re refusing treatment. They want to take the boy home and subject him to God knows what.’

‘Do you think they’re holistic types?’

He shrugged. ‘It’s possible. They’re rural people, come from La Vista, some little town near the Mexican border.’

‘I know the area. Agricultural.’

‘Yes, I believe so. But more important, close to Laetrile county. The father is some kind of farmer or grower. Crass man, always trying to impress. I gather he’d had some scientific training at one time or another – likes to throw around biological terms. Big heavyset fellow, in his early fifties.’

‘Old to have a five year old.’

‘Yes. The mother’s in her late forties – makes you wonder if the boy was an accident. Maybe it’s guilt that’s making them crazy. You know – blaming themselves for the cancer and all that.’

‘That wouldn’t be unusual,’ I said. Few nightmares compare to finding out one’s child has cancer. And part of the nightmare is the guilt parents inflict upon themselves, searching for an answer to the unanswerable question: Why me? It’s not a rational process. It occurs in doctors and biochemists and other people who should know better – the mental flogging, the I-should-haves and I-could-haves. Most parents get over it. The ones who don’t can be crippled . . .

‘Of course in this case,’ Raoul was hypothesizing, ‘there would be more of a basis for it, wouldn’t there? Aged ovaries, etc. Well, enough conjecture, let me go on. Where was I – ah, Mrs Swope. Emma. A mouse. Obsequious even. The father’s the boss. One sibling, a sister, around nineteen or so.’

‘How long’s the boy been diagnosed?’

‘Officially just a couple of days. A local GP picked up the distended abdomen on exam. There’d been pain for a couple of weeks and fevers for the last five days. The GP had sneaking suspicions – not bad for a country doc – didn’t like the local facilities and sent them up here. We had to do an extensive eval – repeat physical, bloodwork, BUN, uric acid, bone marrows from two sites, immunodiagnostic markers – the non-Hodgkin’s protocol demands it. It wasn’t until a couple of days ago that we had it staged. Localized disease, no disseminated mets.

‘I had a diagnostic conference with the parents, told them the prognosis was good because the tumors hadn’t spread, they filled out informed consents, and we were ready to go. The boy has a recent history of multiple infections and there was pneumocystis swimming around in his blood so we put him in Laminar Flow, planned to keep him there for the first course of chemo, and then check how the immune system was working. It looked open and shut and then I got a call from Augie Valcroix, my clinical Fellow – I’ll get to him in a minute – and he told me the parents were having cold feet.’

‘No indication of problems when you first spoke to them?’

‘Not really, Alex. The father does all the talking in this family. She sat there and wept, I did my best to comfort her. He asked lots of picky questions – like I said, he was trying to impress – but it was all very friendly. They seemed like intelligent people, not flaky.’

He shook his head in frustration.

‘After Valcroix’s call I went right over, talked to them, thinking it was momentary anxiety – you know sometimes parents hear about treatment and get the idea we’re out to torture their child. They start looking for something simple, like apricot pits. If the doctor takes the time to explain the value of chemo, they usually return to the fold. But not the Swopes. They had their minds made up.

‘I used a chalkboard. Drew out the survival graphs – that eighty-one percent stat I gave you was for localized disease. Once the tumors spread the figure drops to forty-six. It didn’t impress them. I told them speed was of the essence. I laid on the charm, cajoled, pleaded, shouted. They didn’t argue. Simply refused. They want to take him home.’

He tore a roll to shreds and arranged the fragments in a semicircle on his plate.

‘I’m going to have eggs,’ he announced.

He beckoned the waitress back. She took the order and gave me a look behind his back that said I’m used to this.

‘Any theory as to what caused the turnaround?’ I asked.

‘I have two. One, Augie Valcroix mucked it up. Two, those damned Touchers poisoned the parents’ minds.’

‘Who?’

‘Touchers. That’s what I call them. Members of some damned sect that has its headquarters near where the family lives. They worship this guru named Noble Matthias – that’s what the social worker told me – and call themselves the Touch.’ Raoul’s voice filled with contempt. ‘Madre de Dios, Alex, California has become a sanctuary for the psychic refuse of the world!’

‘Are they holistic types?’

‘The social worker says yes – big surprise, no? Ass-holistic is more like it. Cure disease with carrots and bran and foul-smelling herbs thrown over the shoulder at midnight. The culmination of centuries of scientific progress – voluntary cultural regression!’

‘What did these Touch people do, exactly?’

‘Nothing I can prove. But all I know is things were going smoothly, the consents were signed, then two of them – a man and a woman – visited the parents and disaster!’

A plate heaped with scrambled eggs arrived along with a dish of yellow sauce. I remembered his affection for hollandaise. He poured the sauce on the eggs and used his fork to divide the mound into three sections. The middle segment was consumed first, followed by the one on his right, and finally the left third disappeared. More dabbing, more imaginary crumb disposal.

‘What does your Fellow have to do with it?’

‘Valcroix? Probably plenty. Let me tell you about this character. On paper he looked great – MD from McGill – he’s a French-Canadian – internship and residency at Mayo, a year of research at Michigan. He’s close to forty, older than most applicants, so I thought he’d be mature. When I interviewed him I talked to a well-groomed, intelligent man. What showed up six months later was an ageing flower child.

‘The man is bright but he’s unprofessional. He talks and dresses like an adolescent, tries to get down to the patients’ level. The parents can’t relate to him and eventually the kids see through it, too. There are other problems, as well. He’s slept with at least one mother of a patient that I know about and I suspect there’ve been several others. I chewed him out and he looked at me as if I were crazy to be worried about it.’

‘A little loose in the ethics department?’

‘He has no ethics. Sometimes I’m convinced he’s drunk or on something, but I can’t trip him up on rounds. He’s prepared, always has the right answer. But he’s still no doctor, just a hippie with a lot of education.’

‘How’d he get along with the Swopes?’ I asked.

‘Maybe too well. He was very chummy with the mother and seemed to relate to the father as well as anyone could.’ He looked into his empty coffee cup. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if he wanted to sleep with the sister – she’s a looker. But that’s not what’s bothering me right now.’

He narrowed his eyes.

‘I think Dr August Valcroix has a soft spot in his heart for quacks. He’s spoken up at staff meetings about how we should be more tolerant of what he calls alternative healthcare approaches. He spent some time on an Indian reservation and was impressed with the medicine men. The rest of us are discussing the New England Journal and he’s going on about shamans and snake powders. Unbelievable.’

He grimaced in disgust.

‘When he told me they were pulling the boy out of treatment I couldn’t help but feel he was gloating.’

‘Do you think he actually sabotaged you?’

‘The enemy from within?’ He considered it. ‘No, not overtly. I just don’t think he supported the treatment plan the way he should have. Dammit, Alex, this isn’t some abstract philosophy seminar. There’s a sick boy with a nasty disease that I can treat and cure and they want to prevent that treatment. It’s – murder!’

‘You could,’ I suggested, ‘go to court on it.’

He nodded sadly.

‘I’ve already broached the subject with the hospital attorney and he thinks we’d win. But it would be a Pyrrhic victory. You remember the Chad Green case – the child had leukemia, the parents pulled him out of Boston Children’s and ran away to Mexico for Laetrile. It turned into a media circus. The parents became heroes, the doctor and the hospital, big bad wolves. In the end, with all the court orders, the boy never got treated and died.’

He placed an index finger against each temple and pressed. A pulse quivered under each fingertip. He winced.

‘Migraine?’

‘Just started. I can handle it.’ He sucked in his breath. The paunch rippled.

‘I may have to take them to court. But I want to avoid it. Which is why I called you, my friend.’

He leaned forward and placed his hand over mine. His skin was unusually warm and just a bit moist.

‘Talk to them, Alex. Use any tricks you’ve got up your sleeve. Empathy, sympathy, whatever. Try to get them to see the consequences of what they’re doing.’

‘It’s a tall order.’

He withdrew his hand and smiled.

‘The only kind we have around here.’
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The walls of the ward were covered with sunny yellow paper patterned with dancing teddy bears and grinning rag dolls. But the hospital smells that I’d grown used to when I worked there – disinfectant, body odor, wilting flowers – assaulted my nostrils and reminded me I was a stranger. Though I’d walked this same corridor a thousand times, I was gripped with the chilling uneasiness that hospitals inevitably evoke.

The Laminar Airflow Unit was at the east end of the ward behind a windowless gray door. As we approached, the door swung open and a young woman stepped into the hallway. She lit up a cigarette and began to walk away, but Raoul hailed her and she stopped, turned, bent a knee and froze the pose, one hand on the cigarette, the other on her hip.

‘The sister,’ he whispered.

He’d called her a looker but it was an understatement.

The girl was stunning.

She was tall, five eight or nine, with a body that managed to be both womanly and boyish. Her legs were long, coltish, and firm, her breasts high and small. She had a swan’s neck and delicate, slender hands ending in crimson lacquered nails. She wore a white dress made of T-shirt material and had cinched it with a silver cord that showed off a tiny waist and flat belly. The soft fabric molded to every angle and curve and ended midthigh.

Her face was oval with a strong cleft chin. She had prominent cheekbones and a clean jawline leading to lobe-less ears. Each ear was pierced with two thread-like hoops of hammered gold. Her lips were straight and full, her mouth a generous red slash.

But it was her coloring that was most striking.

Her hair was long, lustrous, combed straight back from her high smooth forehead, and coppery red. But unlike most redheads she had no freckles and lacked the buttermilk complexion. Her skin was blemishless and burnished a deep California tan. Her eyes were wide-set, thick-lashed, and inky black. She’d used a bit too much makeup but had left her eyebrows alone. They were full and dark, with a natural arch that gave her a skeptical look. She was a girl anyone would notice, with a strange combination of simplicity and flash, almost overwhelmingly physical without trying to be.

‘Hello,’ said Raoul.

She shifted her weight and looked both of us over.

‘Hi.’ She spoke sullenly and regarded us with boredom. As if to underscore her apathy, she gazed past us and sucked on her cigarette.

‘Nona, this is Dr Delaware.’

She nodded, unimpressed.

‘He’s a psychologist, an expert in the care of children with cancer. He used to work here, in Laminar Flow.’

‘Hello,’ she said, dutifully. Her voice was soft, almost whispery, the inflection flat. ‘If you want him to talk to my parents, they’re not here.’

‘Uh, yes, that is what I wanted. When will they be back?’

The girl shrugged and flicked ash onto the floor.

‘They didn’t tell me. They slept here so they probably went back to the motel to clean up. Maybe tonight, maybe tomorrow.’

‘I see. And how have you been doing?’

‘Fine.’ She looked up at the ceiling and tapped her foot.

Raoul raised his hand to offer the classic physician’s pat on the back, but the look in her eyes stopped him and he immediately lowered it.

Tough kid, I thought, but then, this was no day at the beach for her.

‘How’s Woody?’ he asked.

The question infuriated her. Her lean body tensed, she dropped the cigarette and ground it under her heel. Tears collected in the inner corners of the midnight eyes.

‘You’re the damned doctor! Why don’t you tell me!’ She tightened her face, turned, and ran away.

Raoul avoided eye contact. He picked up the crushed butt and deposited it in an ashtray. Covering his forehead with one hand he took a deep breath and gave a migraine grimace. The pain must have been excruciating.

‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Let’s go in.’

A hand-scrawled sign in the nurses’ office said ‘Welcome to Space Age Medasin.’

The bulletin board was tacked with layers of paper – shift schedules, cartoons cut out of magazines, chemotherapy dosage charts, and an autographed picture of a famous Dodger with a young bald boy in a wheelchair. The child held a bat with both hands and gazed up at the baseball player, who looked slightly ill at ease among the IV lines.

Raoul picked a medical chart out of a bin and flipped through it. He grunted and pushed a button on a panel above the desk. Seconds later a heavyset woman dressed in white stuck her head in.

‘Yes – oh, hi, Doctor Melendez.’ She saw me and gave a nod with a question mark stuck to the end of it.

Raoul introduced me to the nurse, whose name was Ellen Beckwith.

‘Good,’ she said, ‘we could use you around here.’

‘Dr Delaware used to coordinate psychological care on this unit. He’s an international expert on the psychological effects of reverse isolation.’

‘Oh. Great. Pleased to meet you.’

I took the proffered fleshy hand.

‘Ellen,’ said Raoul, ‘when are Mr and Mrs Swope due back on the unit?’

‘Gee, I dunno, Doctor. They were here all last night and then they left. They usually come in every day, so they should be around sometime.’

He clenched his teeth.

‘That’s very helpful, Ellen,’ he said sharply.

The nurse grew flustered and her meaty face took on the look of an animal corraled in an unfamiliar pen. ‘I’m sorry, Doctor, it’s just that they’re not required to tell us—’

‘Never mind. Is there anything new with the boy that hasn’t been charted?’

‘No sir, we’re just waiting for—’ she saw the look on his face and stopped herself. ‘Uh, I was just going to change the linens in unit three, Doctor, so if you have nothing more—’

‘Go. But first get Beverly Lucas over here.’

She glanced at a chalkboard across the room.

‘She’s signed out to page, sir.’

Raoul looked up and stroked his mustache. The only evidence of his agony was the slight tremble beneath the bristly hairs.

‘Then page her, for God’s sake.’

She hurried off.

‘And they want to be professionals,’ he said. ‘Working hand in hand with the doctor as equal partners. Ludicrous.’

‘Do you use anything for the pain?’ I asked.

The question threw him.

‘What – oh, it’s not so bad,’ he lied, and forced a smile. ‘Once in a while I take something.’

‘Ever tried biofeedback or hypnosis?’

He shook his head.

‘You should. It works. You can learn to vaso-dilate and constrict at will.’

‘No time to learn.’

‘It doesn’t take long if the patient’s motivated.’

‘Yes, well—’ he was interrupted by the phone. He answered it, barked orders into the receiver, and hung up.

‘That was Beverly Lucas, the social worker. She’ll be here shortly to fill you in.’

‘I know Bev. She was a student here when I was an intern.’

He held out his hand palm down and moved it side to side. ‘So-so, eh?’

‘I always thought she was pretty sharp.’

‘If you say so.’ He looked doubtful. ‘She wasn’t much use with this family.’

‘That may be true of me as well, Raoul.’

‘You’re different, Alex. You think like a scientist but can relate to patients like a humanist. It’s a rare combination. That’s why I chose you, my friend.’

He’d never chosen me but I didn’t argue. Maybe he’d forgotten the way it really started.

Several years back, he was awarded a government grant to study the medical value of isolating children with cancer in germ-free environments. The ‘environments’ came from NASA – plastic modules used to prevent returned astronauts from infecting the rest of us with cosmic pathogens. The modules were filtered continuously and flooded with air blown out rapidly and smoothly in laminar flow. Such smooth flow was important because it prevented pockets of turbulence where germs collected and bred.

The value of an effective way to protect cancer patients from microbes was obvious if you understood a little about chemotherapy. Many of the drugs used to kill tumors also knock out the body’s immune system. It was as common for patients to die of infection brought about by treatment as to perish from the disease itself.

Raoul’s reputation as a researcher was impeccable and the government sent him four modules and lots of money to play with. He constructed a randomized study, dividing the children into experimental and control groups, the latter treated in regular hospital rooms using conventional isolation procedures such as masks and gowns. He hired microbiologists to monitor the germ count. He gained access to a computer at Cal Tech to analyze the data. He was ready to go.

Then someone raised the issue of psychological damage.

Raoul pooh-poohed the risk, but others weren’t convinced. After all, they reasoned, the plans were to subject children as young as two to what could only be termed sensory deprivation – months in a plastic room, no skin to skin contact with other human beings, segregation from normal life activities. A protective environment, to be sure, but one that could be harmful. It needed to be looked into.

At the time I was a junior-level psychologist and was offered the job because none of the other therapists wanted anything to do with cancer. And none of them wanted to work with Raoul Melendez-Lynch.

I saw it as an opportunity to do some fascinating research and prevent emotional catastrophe. The first time I met Raoul and tried to tell him about my ideas, he gave me a cursory glance, returned his attention to the New England Journal, and nodded absently.

When I finished my pitch he looked up and said, ‘I suppose you’ll be needing an office.’

It wasn’t an auspicious beginning, but gradually his eyes were opened to the value of psychological consultation. I badgered him into building the unit so that each module had access to a window and a clock. I nagged him until he obtained funds for a full-time play therapist and a social worker for the families. I cadged a healthy chunk of computer time for psychological data. In the end it paid off. Other hospitals were having to release patients from isolation because of psychological problems but our children adjusted well. I collected mountains of data and published several articles and a monograph with Raoul as co-author. The psychological findings received more scientific attention than the medical articles, and by the end of three years he was an enthusiastic supporter of psychosocial care and somewhat humanized.

We grew friendly, though on a relatively superficial level. Sometimes he talked about his childhood. His family, originally Argentine, had escaped from Havana in a fishing boat after Castro nationalized their plantation and most of their wealth. He was proud of a family tradition of physician-businessmen. All of his uncles and most of his cousins, he explained, were doctors, many of them professors of medicine. (All were fine gentlemen except Cousin Ernesto, who was a scum-sucking Communist pig. Ernesto had been a doctor, too, but he’d abandoned his family and his profession for the life of a radical murderer. No matter that thousands of fools worshiped him as Ché Guevara. To Raoul he’d always be despicable Cousin Ernesto, the black sheep of the family.)

As successful as he was in medicine, his personal life was a disaster. Women were fascinated by him but ultimately repelled by his obsessive character. Four of them endured marriage with him and he sired eleven children, most of whom he never saw.

A complex and difficult man.

Now he sat in a plastic chair in a drab little office and tried to be macho about the buzz saw ripping through his skull.

‘I’d like to meet the boy,’ I said.

‘Of course. I can introduce you now, if you like.’

Beverly Lucas came in just as he was about to get up.

‘Good morning, gentlemen,’ she said. ‘Alex – how nice to see you.’

‘Hi, Bev.’

I rose and we embraced briefly.

She looked good, though considerably thinner than I remembered. Years ago, she’d been a cheerful, rather innocent trainee, full of enthusiasm. The kind voted Miss Bubbly in high school. She had to be thirty by now, and some of the pixie cuteness had turned to womanly determination. She was petite and fair, with rosy cheeks and straw-colored hair worn in a long soft perm. Her round open face was dominated by hazel saucer eyes and untouched by makeup. She wore no jewelery and her clothes were simple – knee-length navy skirt, short-sleeved blue-and-red plaid blouse, penny loafers. She carried an oversized purse, which she swung up on the desk.

‘You look svelte,’ I said.

‘Running. I’m doing long distance, now.’ She flexed a muscle and laughed.

‘Very impressive.’

‘It helps center me.’ She sat on the edge of the desk. ‘What brings you around here after all this time?’

‘Raoul wants me to help out with the Swopes.’

Her expression changed without warning, the features hardening and gaining a few years. With forced amiability she said, ‘Good luck.’

Raoul stood up and started to lecture.

‘Alex Delaware is an expert in the psychological care of children with malignant—’

‘Raoul,’ I interrupted, ‘why don’t you let Beverly fill me in on the case. There’s no need for you to spend any more time at this point.’

He looked at his watch.

‘Yes. Of course.’ To Beverly: ‘You’ll give him a comprehensive rundown?’

‘Of course, Dr Melendez-Lynch,’ she said sweetly.

‘You want me to introduce you to Woody?’

‘Don’t bother. Bev will handle it.’

His eyes darted from me to her and then back to his watch.

‘All right. I’m off. Call if you need me.’

He removed the stethoscope from around his neck and swung it at his side as he left.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said to her when we were alone.

‘Forget it, it’s not your fault. He’s such an asshole.’

‘You’re the second person he’s riled this morning.’

‘There’ll be plenty of others before the day’s up. Who was the first?’

‘Nona Swope.’

‘Oh. Her. She’s angry at the world.’

‘It must be rough for her,’ I said.

‘I’m sure,’ she agreed, ‘but I think she was an angry young lady long before her brother got cancer. I tried to develop a rapport with her – with all of them – but they shut me out. Of course,’ she added, bitterly, ‘you may do much better.’

‘Bev, I’ve got no stake in being a miracle worker. Raoul called me in a panic, gave me no background, and I tried to do a friend a favor, okay?’

‘You should pick your friends with greater care.’

I said nothing, just let her listen to the echoes of her own words.

It worked.

‘Okay, Alex, I’m sorry for being such a bitch. It’s just that he’s impossible to work for, gives no credit when you do a good job, and throws these incredible tantrums when things so wrong. I’ve put in for a transfer, but until they find a sucker to replace me, I’m stuck.’

‘No one can do this type of work for very long,’ I said.

‘Don’t I know it! Life’s too short. That’s why I got into running – I come home all burnt out and after a couple of hours of pushing my body to the limit I’m renewed.’

‘You look great.’

‘Do I? I was starting to worry about getting too thin. Lately I’ve been losing my appetite – oh, hell, I must sound like a real egomaniac, griping like this when I’m surrounded by people in real crises.’

‘Griping is a God-given right.’

‘I’ll try to look at it that way.’ She smiled and pulled out a notebook. ‘I suppose you want a psychosocial rundown on the Swopes.’

‘It would help.’

‘The name of the game is weird – these are strange people, Alex. The mother never talks, the father talks all the time, and the sister can’t stand either of them.’

‘Why do you say that?’

‘The way she looks at them. And the fact that she’s never around when they are. It’s like she feels out of place. She doesn’t pay much attention to Woody when she’s here, keeps strange hours – shows up late at night, or really early in the morning. The night staff says she mostly sits and stares at him – usually he’s asleep, anyway. Once in a while she’ll go in the unit and read him a book, but that’s about it. The father doesn’t do much in the way of stimulation, either. He likes to flirt with the nurses, acts like he knows it all.’

‘Raoul told me the same thing.’

‘Raoul’s not totally incapable of insight.’ She laughed maliciously. ‘Seriously, Mr Swope is a different kind of guy. Big fellow, gray-haired with a beer gut and a little goatee. Kind of like Buffalo Bill without the long hair. He’s really cut off from his feelings – I know it’s denial and I know it’s not unheard of, but he goes beyond what we normally see. His son’s diagnosed with cancer and he’s laughing and joking with the nurses, trying to be one of the gang, talking about his orchard and his precious plants, throwing around horticultural jargon. You know what can happen to guys like that.’

‘Sudden breakdown.’

‘Exactly. All at once it hits them and pow! Pathological grief reaction.’

‘Doesn’t sound like the boy has much support.’

‘The mother. She’s got to be the most unliberated thing I’ve ever seen – Garland Swope is the king of his castle – but she does seem to be a good mother – nurturant, gives lots of hugs and kisses, goes into the unit a lot, and without any hesitation. You know how scary the spacesuit can be for lots of parents. She jumped right in. The nurses see her go off into the corner and cry when she thinks no one’s looking, but when Garland comes around she puts on a great big smile, lots of “Yes, Dears” and “No, Dears.” It’s really sad.’

‘Why do you think they want to pull the kid out?’ I asked.

‘I know Raoul believes it was those people from the Touch – he’s so paranoid about anything holistic – but how can he be so sure? Could be he’s to blame for the whole thing. Maybe he screwed up communication with them – he’s very aggressive when he describes the treatment protocols and lots of people are put off.’

‘He seemed to think the Fellow was at fault.’

‘Augie Valcroix? Augie marches to his own drummer but he’s a good guy. One of the few docs who actually takes time to sit down with the families and act like a human being. He and Raoul hate each other’s guts, which makes sense if you know them. Augie thinks Raoul’s a fascist and Raoul sees him as a subversive influence. It’s been great fun working in this department, Alex.’

‘What about those cultists?’

She shrugged.

‘What can I say? Another group of lost souls. I don’t know much about them – there are so many fringe groups it would take a specialist to understand all of them. Two of them showed up a couple of days ago. The guy looked like a teacher – glasses, scuzzy beard, wimpy manner, brown oxfords. The lady was older, in her forties or fifties, the kind who was probably a hot number when she was younger but lost it. Both of them had that glazed look in their eyes – the I-know-the-secret-of-the-universe-but-I-won’t-tell-you trance. Moonies, Krishnas, Esties, Touchers, they’re all the same.’

‘You don’t think they turned the Swopes around?’

‘They may have been the straw that broke it,’ she conceded, ‘but I don’t see how they could be entirely responsible. Raoul’s looking for a scapegoat, for easy answers. That’s his style. Most of the docs are like that. Instant fix-its for complex issues.’

She looked away and folded her arms across her chest.

‘I’m really tired of all of it,’ she said softly.

I steered her back to the Swopes.

‘Raoul wondered if the parents being older had anything to do with it. You pick up any hints the boy was an unwanted accident?’

‘I didn’t get close enough to even touch on stuff like that. I was lucky to get enough for a bare-bones intake. The father smiled and called me “dear” and made sure I never got enough time alone with his wife to develop a relationship. This family’s armored. Maybe they’ve got lots of secrets they don’t want coming out.’

Maybe. Or maybe they’re terrified at being in a strange environment so far from home with a gravely ill child and don’t want to strip themselves bare in front of strangers. Maybe they don’t like social workers. Maybe they’re simply private people. Lots of maybes . . .

‘What about Woody?’

‘A cutie pie. He’s been sick since he got here, so it’s hard to judge what kind of kid he really is. Seems like a little sweetie – isn’t it always the sweet ones who suffer?’ She took out a tissue and blew her nose. ‘Can’t stand the air in here. Woody’s a nice little boy who’s agreeable and kind of passive. A people pleaser. He cries during procedures – the spinal tap really hurt him – but he holds still and gives no serious problems.’ She stopped for a moment and fought tears.

‘It’s a goddamn crime, their pulling him out of treatment. I don’t like Melendez-Lynch, but goddamn it, he’s right this time! They’re going to kill that little boy because somehow we screwed up, and it’s driving me nuts.’

She pounded a small fist on the desk, snapped herself to a standing position, and paced the cramped office. Her lower lip quivered.

I stood up and put my arms around her and she buried her head in the warmth of my jacket.

‘I feel like such a fool!’

‘You’re not.’ I held her tightly. ‘None of it is your fault.’

She pulled away and dabbed at her eyes. When she seemed composed I said, ‘I’d like to meet Woody.’

She nodded and led me to the Laminar Airflow Unit.

There were four modules, placed in series, like rooms in a railroad flat, and shielded from one another by a wall of curtain that could be opened or drawn by pushing buttons inside each room. The walls of the units were transparent plastic and each room resembled an oversized ice cube, eight feet square.

Three of the cubes were occupied. The fourth was filled with supplies – toys, cots, bags of clothing. The interior side of the curtained wall in each room was a perforated gray panel – the filter through which air blew audibly. The doors of the modules were segmented, the bottom half metal and closed, the top plastic, and left ajar. Microbes were kept out of the opening by the high speed at which the air was expelled. Running parallel to all four units were corridors on both sides, the rear passage for visitors, the front for the medical staff.

Two feet in front of the doorway to each module was a no-entry area marked off by red tape on the vinyl floor. I stood just outside the tape at the entrance of Module Two and looked at Woody Swope.

He lay on the bed, under the covers, facing away from us. There were plastic gloves attached to the front wall of the module, which permitted manual entry into the germfree environment. Beverly put her hands inside them and patted him on the head gently.

‘Good morning, sweetie.’

Slowly and with seeming effort, he rolled over and stared at us.

‘Hi.’

A week before Robin left for Japan, she and I went to an exhibition of photographs by Roman Vishniac. The pictures had been a chronicle of the Jewish ghettos of Eastern Europe just before the Holocaust. Many of the portraits were of children, and the photographer’s lens had caught their small faces unaware, flash-freezing the confusion and terror it found there. The images were haunting, and afterward we cried.

Now, looking into the large dark eyes of the boy in the plastic room, these same feelings came back in a rush.

His face was small and thin, the skin stretched across delicate bone structure, translucently pale in the artificial light of the module. His eyes, like those of his sister, were black, and glassy with fever. The hair on his head was a thick mop of henna-colored curls. Chemotherapy, if it ever happened, would take care of those curls in a brutal, though temporary, reminder of the disease.

Beverly stopped stroking his hair and held out her glove. The boy took it and managed a smile.

‘How we doing this morning, doll?’

‘Okay.’ His voice was soft and barely audible through the plastic.

‘This is Dr Delaware, Woody.’

At the mention of the title he flinched and moved back on the bed.

‘He’s not the kind of doctor who gives shots. He just talks to kids, like I do.’

That relaxed him somewhat, but he continued to look at me with apprehension.

‘Hi, Woody,’ I said. ‘Can we shake hands?’

‘Okay.’

I put my hand into the glove Beverly relinquished. It felt hot and dry – coated with talc, I recalled. Reaching into the module I searched for his hand and found it, a small treasure. I held it for a moment and let go.

‘I see you’ve got some games in there. Which is your favorite?’

‘Checkers.’

‘I like checkers, too. Do you play a lot?’

‘Kind of.’

‘You must be very smart to know how to play checkers.’

‘Kind of.’ The hint of a smile.

‘I bet you win a lot.’

The smile widened. His teeth were straight and white but the gums surrounding them were swollen and inflamed.

‘And you like to win.’

‘Uh huh. I always win against my mom.’

‘How ’bout your dad?’

He gave a perplexed frown.

‘He doesn’t play checkers.’

‘I see. But if he did, you’d probably win.’

He digested that for a moment.

‘Yeah, I pro’ly would. He doesn’t know much about playing games.’

‘Anyone else you play with besides Mom?’

‘Jared – but he moved away.’

‘Anybody besides Jared?’

‘Michael and Kevin.’

‘Are they guys at school?’

‘Yeah. I finished K. Next year I go into one.’

He was alert and responsive but obviously weak. Talking to me was taxing, and his chest heaved with the effort.

‘How about you and I play a game of checkers?’

‘Okay.’

‘I could play from out here with these gloves, or I could put on one of those spacesuits and come in the room with you. Which would you like better?’

‘I dunno.’

‘Well, I’d like to come in the room.’ I turned to Bev. ‘Could somebody help me suit up? It’s been a long time.’

‘Sure.’

‘I’ll be there in a minute, Woody.’ I smiled at him and stepped away from the plastic wall. Rhythm-and-blues music blared from the module next door. I glanced over and caught a glimpse of a pair of long brown legs dangling over the foot of a bed. A black boy around seventeen was sprawled atop the covers, staring at the ceiling and moving to the sounds that screamed from the ghetto blaster on his night-stand, seemingly impervious to the IV needles embedded in the crooks of both arms.

‘See,’ said Bev, speaking up to be heard, ‘I told you. A sweetie.’

‘Nice kid,’ I agreed. ‘He seems bright.’

‘The parents describe him as having been very sharp. The fevers have pretty much knocked him out but he still manages to communicate very well. The nurses love him – this whole pullout thing is making everyone very uptight.’

‘I’ll do what I can. Let’s start by getting me in there.’

She called for help and a tiny Filipino nurse appeared bearing a package wrapped in heavy brown paper and marked STERILE.

‘Take off your shoes and stand there,’ ordered the nurse, pint-sized but authoritative. She pointed to a spot just outside the red taped no-entry zone. After washing her hands with Betadyne, she unwrapped a pair of sterile gloves and slipped them on her hands. Having inspected the gloves and found them free from flaws, she removed a folded spacesuit from the brown paper and placed it inside the red border. It took a bit of playing with the suit– which, in a collapsed state, looked like a heavy paper accordion – but she found the footholes and had me step inside them. Gingerly, she took hold of the edges and pulled it up over me, tying the top seam around my neck. Being so short, she had to stretch to do the job so I bent my knees to make it easier.

‘Thanks,’ she giggled. ‘Now your gloves – don’t touch anything until they’re on.’

She worked quickly and soon my hands were sheathed in surgical plastic, my mouth concealed behind a paper mask. The headpiece – a hood fashioned of the same heavy paper as the suit attached to a plastic, see-through visor – was slipped over my face and fastened to the suit with Velcro strips.

‘How does that feel?’

‘Very stylish.’ The suit was oppressively hot and I knew that within minutes, despite the cool rapid airflow in the unit, I’d be drenched with sweat.

‘It’s our continental model,’ she smiled. ‘You can go in now. Half hour maximum time. The clock’s over there. We may be too busy to remind you, so keep an eye on it and come out when the time’s up.’

‘Will do.’ I turned to Bev. ‘Thanks for your help. Any idea when the parents will be in?’

‘Vangie, did the Swopes say when they’d be in?’

The Filipino nurse shook her head. ‘Usually they’re here in the morning – right around now. If they don’t come soon, I don’t know when. I can leave a message for them to call you, Doctor—’

‘Delaware. Why don’t you tell them I’ll be here tomorrow at eight thirty and if they arrive earlier, please have them wait.’

‘Eight thirty you should catch them.’

‘I’ll tell you what,’ said Bev, ‘I’ve got the number of the place they’re staying – some motel on the west side. I’ll call and leave a message. If they show up today do you want to come back?’

I considered it. Nothing on the agenda that couldn’t wait. ‘Sure. Call my exchange. They’ll know where to reach me.’ I gave her the number.

‘All right, Alex, you’d better get in there before you truck a few million pathogens over the border. See ya.’

She hoisted the large purse over her shoulder and walked out the door.

I stepped into the Laminar Airflow Room.

He’d sat up and his dark eyes followed my entry.

‘I look like a spaceman, huh?’

‘I can tell who you are,’ he said gravely, ‘everyone looks different.’

‘That’s good. I always had trouble recognizing people when they wore these things.’

‘Ya gotta look close, with strong eyes.’

‘I see. Thanks for the advice.’

I got the box of checkers and unfolded the board on the armlike table that swung across the bed.

‘What color do you want to be?’

‘Dunno.’

‘Black goes first, I think. You wanna go first?’

‘Uh huh.’

He was precociously good at the game, able to plot, set up moves, and think sequentially. A bright little boy.

A couple of times I tried to engage him in conversation but he ignored me. It wasn’t shyness or lack of good manners. His attention was focused on the checkerboard and he didn’t even hear the sound of my voice. When he completed a move he’d lean back against the pillows with a satisfied look on his grave little face and say, ‘There! Your turn,’ in a voice made soft by fatigue.

We were halfway through the game and he was giving me a run for my money when he clutched his abdomen and cried out in pain.

I eased him down, and felt his brow. Low-grade fever.

‘Your tummy hurts, doesn’t it?’

He nodded and wiped his eyes with the back of his hand.

I pressed the call button. Vangie, the Filipino nurse, appeared on the other side of the plastic.

‘Abdominal pain. Febrile,’ I told her.

She frowned and disappeared, returning with a cup of liquid acetominophen held in a gloved hand.

‘Swing that counter over this way, would you.’

She set the medicine on the slab of Formica.

‘You can take it now and give it to him. The resident’s due by within the hour to check him over.’

I returned to the boy’s bedside, propped him up with one hand behind his head, and held the liquid to his lips with the other.

‘Open up, Woody. This will make it hurt less.’

‘Okay, Doctor Delaware.’

‘I think you’d better rest now. You played a good game.’

He nodded and the curls bounced. ‘Tie?’

‘I’d say so. Although you were getting me pretty good at the end. Can I come back and play with you again?’

‘Uh huh.’ He closed his eyes.

‘Rest up, now.’

By the time I was out of the unit and had shed the paper suit, he was asleep, lips parted, sucking gently at the softness of the pillow.


5

The next morning I drove east on Sunset under a sky streaked with tin-strip clouds and thought about last night’s dreams – the same kind of spooky, murky images that had plagued my sleep when I first started working in oncology. It had taken a good year to chase those demons away and now I wondered if they’d ever been gone or had just been lurking in my subconscious, ever ready for mischief.

Raoul’s world was madness and I found myself resenting him for drawing me back into it.

Children weren’t supposed to get cancer.

Nobody was supposed to get cancer.

The diseases that fell under the domain of the marauding crab were ultimate acts of histologic treason, the body assaulting, battering, raping, murdering itself in a feeding frenzy of rogue cells gone berserk.

I slipped a Lenny Breau cassette into the tape deck and hoped that the guitarist’s fluid genius would take my mind far away from plastic rooms and bald children and one little boy with henna-colored curls and a Why Me? look in his eyes. But I could see his face and the faces of so many other sick children I’d known, weaving in and out of the arpeggios, ephemeral, persistent, begging for rescue . . .

Given that state of mind, even the sleaze that heralded the entry into Hollywood seemed benign, the half-naked whores nothing more than big-hearted welcome wagoners.

I drove through the last mile of boulevard in a blue funk, parked the Seville in the doctors’ lot, and walked through the front door of the hospital with my head down, warding off social overtures.

I climbed the four flights to the oncology ward and was halfway down the hall before hearing the ruckus. Opening the door to the Laminar Airflow Unit turned up the volume.

Raoul stood, bug-eyed, his back to the modules, alternately cursing in rapid Spanish and screaming in English at a group of three people:

Beverly Lucas held her purse across her chest like a shield, but it wouldn’t stay in one place because the hands that clutched it were shaking. She stared at a distant point beyond Melendez-Lynch’s white-coated shoulder and bit her lip, straining not to choke on anger and humiliation.

The broad face of Ellen Beckwith bore the startled, terrified look of someone caught in the midst of a smarmy, private ritual. She was primed for confession, but unsure of her crime.

The third member of the audience was a shaggy-haired man with a hound dog face and squinty, heavy-lidded eyes. His white coat was unbuttoned and worn carelessly over faded jeans and a cheap-looking shirt of the sort that used to be called psychedelic but now looked merely garish. A belt with an oversized buckle in the shape of an Indian chief bit into a soft-looking middle. His feet were large and the toes were long, almost prehensile. I could tell because he’d encased them, sockless, in Mexican huaraches. His face was clean-shaven and his skin was pale. The shaggy hair was medium brown, streaked with gray, and it hung to his shoulders. A puka shell necklace ringed a neck that had begun to turn to wattle.

He stood impassively, as if in a trance, a serene look in the hooded eyes.

Raoul saw me and stopped his harangue.

‘He’s gone, Alex.’ He pointed to the plastic room where I’d played checkers less than twenty-four hours ago. The bed was empty.

‘Removed from under the noses of these so-called professionals.’ He dismissed the trio with a contemptuous wave of his hand.

‘Why don’t we talk about it somewhere else,’ I suggested. The black teenager in the unit next door was peering out through the transparent wall with a puzzled look on his face.

Raoul ignored me.

‘They did it. Those quacks. Came in as radiation techs and kidnapped him. Of course, if anyone had possessed the good sense to read the chart to find out if radiologic studies had been ordered, they might have prevented this – felony!’

He was boring in on the fat nurse now, and she was on the verge of tears. The tall man came out of his trance and tried to rescue her.

‘You can’t expect a nurse to think like a cop.’ His speech was just barely tinged with a Gallic lilt.

Raoul wheeled on him.

‘You! Keep your damned comments to yourself! If you had an iota of understanding of what medicine is all about we might not be in this mess. Like a cop! If that means exercising vigilance and care to insure a patient’s safety and security, then she damn well does have to think like a cop! This isn’t an Indian reservation, Valcroix! It’s life-threatening disease and invasive procedures and using the brain that God gave us to make inferences and deductions and decisions, for God’s sake! It’s not managing a reverse isolation unit like a bus terminal, where people come in and out and tell you they’re someone they’re not and whisk your patient away from under your lazy, sloppy, careless nose!’

The other doctor’s response was a cosmic smile as he zoned back out into never-never land.

Raoul glared at him, ready to pounce. The gangly black boy watched the confrontation, eyes wide and frightened, from behind his plastic screen. A mother visiting her child in the third module stared, then drew the curtains protectively.

I took Raoul by the elbow and escorted him to the nurses’ office. The Filipino nurse was there, charting. After one look at us, she grabbed her paperwork and left.

He picked up a pencil from the desk and snapped it between his fingers. Tossing the broken pieces to the floor, he kicked them into a corner.

‘That bastard! The arrogance, to debate me in front of ancillary staff – I’ll terminate his Fellowship and get rid of him once and for all.’

He ran a hand over his brow, chewed on his mustache, and tugged at his jowls until the swarthy flesh turned rosy.

‘They took him,’ he said. ‘Just like that.’

‘What do you want to do about it?’

‘What I want is to find those Touchers and strangle them with my bare hands and—’

I picked up the phone. ‘You want me to call Security?’

‘Ha! A bunch of senile alcoholics who need help finding their own flashlights—’

‘What about the police? It’s an abduction now.’

‘No,’ he said quickly. ‘They won’t do a damned thing and it will be a freakshow for the media.’

He found Woody’s chart and leafed through it, hissing.

‘Radiology – why would I schedule X-rays for a child whose treatment is up in the air! It makes no sense. Nobody thinks anymore. Automatons, all of them!’

‘What do you want to do about it?’ I repeated.

‘Damned if I know,’ he admitted and slapped the chart on the desktop.

We sat in glum silence for a moment.

‘They’re probably halfway to Tijuana,’ he said, ‘on a pilgrimage to some damned Laetrile clinica – did you ever see those places? Murals of crabs on filthy adobe walls. That’s their salvation! Fools!’

‘It’s possible they haven’t gone anywhere. Why don’t we check?’

‘How?’

‘Beverly has the number of the place they’re staying. We can call and find out if they’ve checked out.’

‘Play detective – yes, why not? Call her in.’

‘Be civil to her, Raoul.’

‘Fine, fine.’

I beckoned the social worker away from a powwow with Valcroix and Ellen Beckwith, who gave me the kind of look usually reserved for plague carriers.

I told her what I wanted and she nodded wearily.

Once in the office she avoided looking at Raoul and silently dialed the phone. There was a brief exchange with the motel clerk, after which she hung up and said:

‘The guy was real uncooperative. He hasn’t seen them today but they haven’t checked out. The car’s still there.’

‘If you’d like,’ I offered, ‘I’ll go there, try to make contact with them.’

Raoul consulted his appointment book.

‘Meetings until three. I’ll cancel out. Let’s go.’

‘I don’t think you should be there, Raoul.’

‘That’s absurd, Alex! I’m the physician! This is a medical issue—’

‘Only nominally. Let me handle it.’

His thick brows curled and fury rose in the coffee bean eyes. He started to say something but I cut him off.

‘We have to at least consider the possibility,’ I said softly, ‘that this whole thing may be due to a conflict between the family and you.’

He stared at me, making sure he’d heard right, purpled, choked on his anger, and threw up his hands in despair.

‘How could you even—’

‘I’m not saying it’s so. Just that we need to consider it. What we want is that boy back in treatment. Let’s maximize the probability of success by covering all contingencies.’

He was mad as hell but I’d given him something to think about.

‘Fine. There’s no shortage of things for me to do anyway. Go yourself.’

‘I want Beverly along. Of anyone she’s got the best feel for the family.’

‘Fine, fine. Take Beverly. Take whomever you want.’

He straightened his tie and smoothed nonexistent wrinkles in the long white coat.

‘Now, if you’ll excuse me, my friend,’ he said, straining to be cordial, ‘I’ll be off to the lab.’

The Sea Breeze Motel was on west Pico, set amid cheap apartments, dusty storefronts, and auto garages on a dingy slice of the boulevard just before LA surrenders to Santa Monica. The place was two storys of pitted chartreuse stucco and drooping pink wrought-iron railing. Thirty or so units looked down upon an asphalt motor court and a swimming pool half-filled with algae-clogged water. The only breeze evident was the steaming layer of exhaust fumes that rose from the oily pavement as we pulled in beside a camper with Utah plates.

‘Not exactly five star,’ I said, getting out of the Seville. ‘And far from the hospital.’

Beverly frowned.

‘I tried to tell them that when I saw the address but there was no convincing the father. Said he wanted to be near the beach where the air was good. Even launched into a speech about how the whole hospital should move to the beach, how the smog was harmful to patients. I told you, the man is weird.’

The front office was a glass booth on the other side of a warped plywood door. A thin, bespectacled Iranian with the numb demeanor of a habitual opium smoker sat behind a chipped, hinged plastic counter poring over the Motor Vehicle Code. A revolving rack of combs and cheap sunglasses took up one corner, a low table covered with ancient copies of throwaway travel magazines squatted in the other.

The Iranian pretended not to notice us. I cleared my throat with tubercular fervor and he looked up slowly.

‘Yes?’

‘What room is the Swope family in?’

He looked us over, decided we were safe, said, ‘Fifteen,’ and returned to the wondrous world of road signs.

There was a dusty brown Chevy station wagon parked in front of Room 15. Except for a sweater on the front seat and an empty cardboard box in the rear deck, the car was empty.

‘That’s theirs,’ said Beverly. ‘They used to leave it parked illegally by the front entrance. One time when the security guard put a warning sticker on the windshield, Emma ran out crying about her sick child and he tore it up.’

I knocked on the door. No answer. Knocked again harder. Still no response. The room had a single grimy window, but the view within was blocked by oilcloth curtains. I knocked one more time, and when the silence was unbroken, we returned to the office.

‘Excuse me,’ I said, ‘do you know if the Swopes are in their room?’

A lethargic shake of the head.

‘Do you have a switchboard?’ Beverly asked him.

The Iranian raised his eyes from his reading and blinked.

‘Who are you? What do you want?’ His English was heavily accented, his manner surly.

‘We’re from Western Pediatric Hospital. The Swopes’ child is being treated there. It’s important that we speak to them.’

‘I don’t know anything.’ He shifted his glance back to the vehicle code.

‘Do you have a switchboard?’ she repeated.

A barely visible nod.

‘Then please ring the room.’

With a theatrical sigh, he dragged himself up and walked through a door at the rear. A minute later he reappeared.

‘Nobody there.’

‘But their car’s there.’

‘Listen, lady, I don’t know cars. You want a room, okay. Otherwise, leave alone.’

‘Call the police, Bev,’ I said.

Somehow he must have sneaked in a bit of amphetamine because his face came alive suddenly and he spoke and gesticulated with renewed vigor.

‘What for police? What for you cause trouble?’

‘No trouble,’ I said. ‘We just need to talk to the Swopes.’

He threw up his hands.

‘They take walk – I see them. Walking that way.’ He pointed east.

‘Unlikely. They’ve got a sick child with them.’ To Bev: ‘I saw a phone at the gas station on the corner. Call it in as a suspicious disappearance.’

She moved toward the door.

The Iranian lifted the hinged counter and came around to our side.

‘What do you want? Why you make trouble?’

‘Listen,’ I told him, ‘I don’t care what kind of nasty little games you’ve got going on in the other rooms. We need to talk to the family in fifteen.’

He pulled a ring of keys out of his pocket. ‘Come, I show you, they not here. Then you leave me alone, okay?’

‘It’s a deal.’

His pants were baggy and they flapped as he strode across the asphalt, muttering and jingling the keys.

A quick turn of the wrist and the lock released. The door groaned as it opened. We stepped inside. The desk clerk blanched, Beverly whispered Ohmigod, and I fought down a rising feeling of dread.

The room was small and dark and it had been savaged.

The earthly belongings of the family Swope had been removed from three cardboard suitcases, which lay crushed on one of the twin beds. Clothing and personal articles were strewn about: Lotion, shampoo, and detergent leaked from broken bottles in viscous trails across the threadbare carpet ing. Female undergarments hung limply over the chain of the plastic swag lamp. Paperback books and newspapers had been shredded and scattered like confetti. Open cans and boxes of food were everywhere, the contents oozing out in congealing mounds. The room reeked of rot and dead air.

Next to the bed was a patch of carpet that was clear of litter, but far from empty. It was filled with a dark brown amebalike stain half a foot across.

‘Oh no,’ said Beverly. She staggered, lost her balance, and I caught her.

You don’t have to spend much time in a hospital to know the sight of dried blood.

The Iranian’s face was waxen. His jaws worked soundlessly.

‘Come on,’ I took hold of his bony shoulders and guided him out, ‘we have to call the police now.’

It’s nice to know someone on the force. Especially when that someone is your best friend and won’t assume you’re a suspect when you call in a crime. I bypassed 911 and called Milo’s extension directly. He was in a meeting but I pushed a bit and they called him out.

‘Detective Sturgis.’

‘Milo, it’s Alex.’

‘Hello, pal. You pulled me out of a fascinating lecture. It seems the west side has become the latest hot spot for PCP labs – they rent glitzy houses and park Mercedes in the driveway. Why I need to know all about it is beyond me but tell that to the brass. Anyway, what’s up?’

I told him and he turned businesslike immediately.

‘All right. Stay there. Don’t let anyone touch anything. I’ll get everything moving. There’s gonna be a lot of people converging so don’t let the girl get spooked. I’ll crap out of this meeting and be there as soon as I can but I may not be the first, so if someone gives you a hard time, drop my name and hope they don’t give you a harder time because you did. Bye.’

I hung up and went to Beverly. She had the drained, lost look of a stranded traveler. I put my arm around her and sat her down next to the clerk, who’d progressed to muttering to himself in Farsi, no doubt reminiscing about the good old days with the Ayatollah. 


There was a coffee machine on the other side of the counter and I went through and poured three cups. The Iranian took his gratefully, held it with both hands, and gulped noisily. Beverly put hers down on the table, and I sipped as we waited.

Five minutes later we saw the flashing lights.
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The two uniformed policemen were muscular giants, one white and blond, the other coal-black, his partner’s photographic negative. They questioned us briefly, spending most of their time with the Iranian desk clerk. They didn’t like him instinctively, and showed it in the way LAPD cops do – by being overly polite.

Most of their interrogation had to do with when he’d last seen the Swopes, what cars had come in and out, how the family had been behaving, who had called them. If you believed him, the motel was an oasis of innocence and he was the original see-no-evil, hear-no-evil kid.

The patrolmen cordoned off the area around room fifteen. The sight of their squad car in the center of the motor court must have ruffled some feathers – I saw fingers drawing back corners of curtains in several of the rooms. The policemen noticed, too, and joked about calling Vice.

Two additional black and whites pulled into the lot and parked haphazardly. Out of them stepped four more uniforms, who joined the first two for a smoke and a huddle. They were followed by a crime scene technical van and an unmarked bronze Matador.

The man who got out of the Matador was in his mid-thirties, big and heavily built, with a loose, ungainly walk. His face was broad and surprisingly unlined, but bore the stigmata of severe acne. Thick drooping brows shadowed tired eyes of a startling bright green hue. His black hair was cut short around the back and sides but worn full on top in defiance of any known style. A thick shock fell across his forehead like a frontal cowlick. Similarly unchic were the sideburns that reached to the bottom of his soft-lobed ears, and his attire – a rumpled checked madras sportcoat with too much turquoise in it, a navy shirt, gray-and-blue striped tie, and light-blue slacks that hung over the tops of suede desert boots.

‘That one’s got to be a cop,’ said Beverly.

‘That’s Milo.’

‘Your friend – oh.’ She was embarrassed.

‘It’s okay, that’s what he is.’

Milo conferred with the patrolmen then took out a pad and pencil, stepped over the tape strung across the doorway to room fifteen, and went inside. He stayed in there awhile and came out taking notes.

He loped over to the front office. I got up and met him at the entrance.

‘H’lo, Alex.’ His big padded hand gripped mine. ‘Hell of a mess in there. Not really sure what to call it yet.’

He saw Beverly, walked over, and introduced himself.

‘Stick with this guy,’ he pointed to me, ‘and inevitably you’re going to get into trouble.’

‘I can see that.’

‘Are you in a hurry?’ he asked her.

‘I’m not going back to the hospital,’ she said. ‘All I’ve got, otherwise, is a run at three thirty.’

‘Run? Oh, like in cardiovascular stimulation? Yeah, I tried that but the chest began to hurt and visions of mortality danced before my eyes.’

She smiled uneasily, not knowing what to make of him. Milo’s great to have around – in more ways than one – when your preconceptions get overly calcified.

‘Don’t worry, you’ll be out of here long before then. Just wanted to know if you could wait while I interview Mr—’ he consulted the pad, ‘Fahrizbadeh. Shouldn’t take long.’

‘That would be fine.’

He escorted the desk clerk outside and over to fifteen. Beverly and I sat in silence.

‘This is horrible,’ she said, finally. ‘That room. The blood.’ She sat stiffly in her chair and pressed her knees together.

‘He could be okay,’ I said without much conviction.

‘I hope so, Alex. I really do.’

After a while Milo returned with the desk clerk, who slunk behind the counter without a glance at us and disappeared into the back room.

‘Very unobservant guy,’ said Milo. ‘But I think he’s on the level, more or less. Apparently his brother-in-law owns the place. He’s studying business administration at night and works here instead of sleeping.’ He looked at Beverly. ‘What can you tell me about these Swope people?’

She gave him a history similar to the one I’d received in the Laminar Airflow Unit.

‘Interesting,’ he reflected, chewing on his pencil. ‘So this could be anything. The parents taking the kid out of town in a hurry, which might not be a crime at all unless the hospital wants to make a thing out of it. Except if that was the case, they wouldn’t leave the car behind. Hypothesis B is the cultists did the job with the parents’ permission, which is still no crime. Or, without, which would be good old-fashioned kidnapping.’

‘What about the blood?’ I asked.

‘Yeah, the blood. The techs say O positive. That tell you anything?’

‘I think I remember from the chart,’ said Beverly, ‘that Woody and both of the parents are O. I’m not sure about the Rh factor.’

‘So much for that. It’s not a hell of a lot anyway, not what you’d expect if someone got shot or cut—’ He saw the look on her face and stopped himself.

‘Milo,’ I said, ‘the boy’s got cancer. He’s not terminally ill – or wasn’t as of yesterday. But his disease is unpredictable. It could spread and invade a major blood vessel, or convert to leukemia. And if either of those occur, he could suddenly hemorrhage.’

‘Jesus,’ said the big detective, looking pained. ‘Poor little guy.’

‘Isn’t there something you can do?’ demanded Beverly.

‘We’ll do our best to find them but to be honest it won’t be easy. They could be just about anywhere by now.’

‘Don’t you put out APBs or something like that?’ she insisted.

‘That’s already been done. As soon as Alex called I got in touch with the law in La Vista – it’s a one-man show run by a sheriff named Houten. He hasn’t seen them but he promised to keep a lookout. He also gave me a good physical description of the family and I put it over the wire. Highway Patrol’s got it, as well as LA and San Diego PDs and all the decent-sized departments in between. But we’ve got no vehicle to look for, no plates. Anything you’d like to suggest in addition to all of that?’

It was a sincere request for ideas, devoid of sarcasm, and it threw her off guard.

‘Uh, no,’ she admitted, ‘I can’t think of anything. I just hope you find him.’

‘I hope so, too – can I call you Beverly?’

‘Oh, sure.’

‘I don’t have any brilliant theories about this, Beverly, but I promise to give it a lot of thought. And, if you think of anything, call me.’ He gave her a card. ‘Anything at all, okay? Now, can I have one of the men give you a lift home?’

‘Alex could—’

He flashed her a wide, loose-lipped smile. ‘I’m going to be needing to talk to Alex for a while. I’ll get you a ride.’ He went out to the six patrolmen, selected the best-looking of the bunch, a trim six-footer with curly black hair and shiny teeth, and brought him back to the office.

‘Ms Lucas, this is Officer Fierro.’

‘Where to, ma’am?’ Fierro tipped his hat. She gave him an address in Westwood and he guided her to his squad car.

Just as she was getting in, Milo rummaged in his shirt pocket and called out, ‘Hey, Brian, hold on.’

Fierro stopped and Milo bounded over to the car. I jogged along with him.

‘This mean anything to you, Beverly?’ He handed her a matchbook.

She examined it. ‘“Adam and Eve Messenger Service”? Yeah. One of the nurses told me Nona Swope had gotten a job as a messenger. I remember thinking it was strange – why would she get a job when they were only in town temporarily?’ She looked at the matchbook more closely. ‘What is this, a hooker service or something like that?’

‘Something like that.’

‘I knew she was a wild one,’ she said angrily, and gave him back the matchbook. ‘Is that all?’

‘Uh huh.’

‘Then I’d like to go home.’

Milo gave the signal and Fierro got behind the wheel and started up the engine.

‘Uptight lady,’ said Milo after they drove away.

‘She used to be a sweet young thing,’ I said. ‘Too much time on the cancer ward can do things to you.’

He frowned.

‘Quite a mess in there,’ he said.

‘Looks bad, doesn’t it?’

‘You want me to speculate? Maybe, maybe not. The room was tossed by someone who was angry. But couldn’t it have been one of the parents, furious at having a sick kid, all scared and confused about pulling him out? You worked with people in that situation. Ever see anyone freak like that?’

I reeled back a few years.

‘There was always anger,’ I told him. ‘Most of the time people talked it out. But sometimes it got physical. I can recall at least one intern getting slugged by a father. Plenty of threats. One guy who’d lost his leg in a hunting accident three weeks before his daughter came down with kidney tumors carried a couple of pistols into the hospital the day after she died. It was usually the ones who denied it and held it in and didn’t communicate with anyone who were the most explosive.’ Which fitted the description Beverly had given me of Garland Swope. I told him so.

‘So that could be it,’ he said uneasily.

‘But you don’t think so.’

The heavy shoulders shrugged.

‘I don’t think anything at this point. Because this is a crazy city, pal. More homicides each year and folks are getting wasted for the weirdest reasons. Last week, some old character jammed a steak knife in his neighbor’s chest because he was sure the guy was killing his tomato plants with evil rays from his navel. Deranged assholes walk into fast-food joints and mow down kids eating burgers, for chrissake. When I first went into Homicide things seemed relatively logical, pretty simple, really. Most of the stuff we used to catch was due to love or jealousy, or money, family feuds – your basic human conflicts. Not now, compadre. Too many holes in the Swiss cheese? Ice the deli man. Looney Tunes.’

‘And this looks like the work of a crazy?’

‘Who the hell knows, Alex? We’re not talking hard science. Most probably we’ll find it was what I said before. One of them – probably the father – got a good look at the shitty cards he’d been dealt and tossed the room. They left the car behind so it’s probably temporary.

‘On the other hand, I can’t guarantee they didn’t happen to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, didn’t collide with a nutcase who thought they were Pluto Vampires out to take over his liver.’ He held the matchbook between thumb and forefinger and waved it like a miniature flag.

‘Right now,’ he said, ‘All we’ve got is this. It’s not in my ballpark but I’ll pay the place a visit and follow it up for you, okay?’

‘Thanks, Milo. Getting to the bottom of it would calm a few people down. Want company?’

‘Sure, why not? Haven’t seen you in a good while. If missing the lovely Ms Castagna hasn’t made you unbearably morose, you might even turn out to be good company.’
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There was a phone number on the matchbook but no address, so Milo called Vice and got one, along with some background on the Adam and Eve Messenger Service.

‘They know the operation,’ he said, tooling onto Pico and heading east. ‘Owned by a sweetheart named Jan Rambo, has her finger in a little bit of everything. Daddy’s a mob biggie in Frisco. Little Jan’s his pride and joy.’

‘What is it, a cover for an outcall service?’

‘That and a few other things. Vice thinks sometimes the messengers transport dope, but that’s only a sideline – impromptu, when someone needs a favor. They do some relatively legit stuff – party gags, like when it’s the boss’s birthday and a nubile young thing shows up at the office party, strips and rubs herself all over him. Mostly it’s sex for sale, one way or another.’

‘Which sheds new light on Nona Swope,’ I said.

‘Maybe. You said she was good looking?’

‘Gorgeous, Milo. Unusually so.’

‘So she knows what she’s got and decides to profit from it – it might be relevant, but what the hell, when you get right down to it, this town was built on the buying and selling of bodies, right? Small-town girl hits glitter-city, gets her head turned. Happens every day.’

‘That has got to be the most hackneyed soliloquy you’ve ever delivered.’

He broke out laughing and slapped the dashboard with glee, then realized he’d been squinting into the sun and put on a pair of mirrored shades.

‘Oka-ay, time to play cop. What do you think?’

‘Very intimidating.’

Jan Rambo’s headquarters were on the tenth floor of a flesh-colored high rise on Wilshire just west of Barrington. The directory in the lobby listed about a hundred businesses, most with names that told you nothing about what they did – a free hand had been used with words like enterprise, system, communications, and network. A good third of them ended with Ltd. Jan Rambo had outdone them all, christening her meat market, Contemporary Communications Network, Ltd. If that didn’t convince you it was all very respectable, the brass letters on the teak door and the matching thunderbolt logo were sure to do the trick.

The door was locked but Milo pounded it hard enough for the walls to shake, and it opened. A tall well-built Jamaican in his midtwenties stuck his head out and started to say something hostile, but Milo shoved his badge in the mahogany face and he shut his mouth.

‘Hi,’ said Milo, grinning.

‘What can I do for you, Officers?’ asked the Jamaican, over-enunciating in a show of arrogance.

‘First, you can let us in.’ Without waiting for cooperation, Milo leaned on the door. Taken by surprise, the Jamaican stepped back and we walked in.

It wasn’t much of a reception room, barely larger than a closet, but Contemporary Communications probably didn’t do much receiving. The walls were flat ivory and the only furniture was a chrome-and-vinyl desk upon which sat an electric typewriter and a phone, and the steno chair behind it.

The wall backing the desk was adorned with a photographic poster of a California surfer couple posing as Adam and Eve, underscored by the legend ‘Send that Special Message to that Special person.’ Eve had her tongue in Adam’s ear and though the expression on his face was one of stuporous boredom, his fig leaf bulged appreciatively.

To the left of the desk was a closed door. The Jamaican stood in front of it, arms folded, feet apart, a scowling sentry.

‘We want to speak with Jan Rambo.’

‘You got a warrant?’

‘Jesus,’ said Milo, disgustedly, ‘everyone in this lousy city thinks he’s in the movies. “You got a warrant?”’ he mimicked. ‘Strictly grade B, dude. C’mon, knock on the door and tell her we’re here.’

The Jamaican remained impassive.

‘No warrant, no entry.’

‘My, my, an assertive one.’ Milo whistled. He put his hands in his pockets, slouched and walked forward until his nose was a millimeter short of Eskimo-kissing the Jamaican.

‘There’s no need to get unpleasant,’ he said. ‘I know Ms Rambo is a busy lady and as pure as the freshly driven snow. If she wasn’t, we might be here to search the premises. Then we’d need a warrant. All we want to do is talk with her. Since you obviously haven’t advanced far enough in your legal studies to know this, let me inform you that no warrant is necessary when one simply wants to make conversation.’

The Jamaican’s nostrils widened.

‘Now,’ Milo continued, ‘you can choose to facilitate that conversation or continue to be obstructive, in which case I will cause you grievous bodily injury, not to mention significant pain, and arrest you for interfering with a police officer in the performance of his duty. Upon arrest, I will fasten the cuffs tight enough to cause gangrene, see to it that you are body-searched by a sadist, and make sure you are tossed in a holding cell with half a dozen charter members of the Aryan Brotherhood.’

The Jamaican pondered his choices. He backed away from Milo, but the detective bird-dogged him, breathing into his face.

‘I’ll see if she’s free,’ he muttered, opening the door a crack and slithering through.

He reappeared momentarily, eyes smoldering with emasculation, and jerked his head toward the open door.

We followed him into an empty anteroom. He paused before double doors and punched a code into a pushbutton panel. There was a low-pitched buzz and he opened one of the doors.

A dark-haired woman sat behind a marble-topped tubular-metal desk in an office as big as a ballroom. The floor was covered with springy industrial carpeting the color of wet cement. To her back was a wall of smoked glass offering a muted view of the Santa Monica mountains and the Valley beyond. One side of the office had been given over to some West Hollywood decorator’s fantasies – mercilessly contemporary mauve leather chairs, a lucite coffee table sharp enough to slice bread, an art deco sideboard of rosewood and shagreen similar to one I’d seen recently in a Sotheby’s catalog; that piece had gone for more than Milo took home in a year. Across from this assemblage was the business area: Rosewood conference table, bank of black file cabinets, two computers, and a corner filled with photographic equipment.

The Jamaican stood with his back to the door and resumed his sentry pose. He worked at fashioning his face into a war mask but a rosy flush incandesced beneath the dusky surface of his skin.

‘You can go, Leon,’ the woman said. She had a whiskey voice.

The Jamaican hesitated. She hardened her expression and he left hastily.

She remained behind the desk and didn’t invite us to sit. Milo sat anyway, stretching out his long legs and yawning. I sat next to him.

‘Leon told me you were very rude,’ said the woman. She was about forty, chunky, with small muddy eyes and short pudgy hands that drummed the marble. Her hair was cut blunt and short. She wore a tailored black business suit. The ruffled bodice of her white crêpe-de-Chine blouse seemed out of character.

‘Gee,’ said Milo, ‘I’m really sorry, Ms Rambo. I hope we didn’t hurt his feelings.’

The woman laughed, an adenoidal growl. ‘Leon’s a prima donna. I keep him around for decoration.’ She pulled out an extra-long black cigarette from a box of Shermans and lit it up. Blowing out a cloud of smoke, she watched it rise to the ceiling. When it had dissipated completely she spoke.

‘The answers to your first three questions are: One: They’re messengers, not hookers. Two: What they do on their own time is their own business. Three: Yes, he is my father and we talk on the phone every month or so.’

‘I’m not from Vice,’ said Milo, ‘and I don’t give a damn if your messengers end up giving fuck shows for horny old men snarfing nose candy and playing pocket pool.’

‘How tolerant of you,’ she said coldly.

‘I’m known for it. Live and let live.’

‘What do you want then?’

He gave her his card.

‘Homicide?’ Her eyebrows rose but she remained impassive. ‘Who bit it?’

‘Maybe no one, maybe a whole bunch of people. Right now it’s a suspicious disappearance. Family from down near the border. The sister worked for you. Nona Swope.’

She dragged deeply and the Sherman glowed.

‘Ah, Nona. The red-haired beauty. She a suspect or a victim?’

‘Tell me what you know about her,’ said Milo, taking out his pad.

She removed a key from a desk drawer, stood, smoothed her skirt, and went to the files. She was surprisingly short – five one or two. ‘I guess I’m supposed to play hard to get, right?’ She inserted the key in the file lock and twisted. A drawer slid open. ‘Refuse to give you the information, scream for my lawyer.’

‘That’s Leon’s script.’

That amused her. ‘Leon’s a good guard dog. No,’ she said, taking out a folder. ‘I don’t care much if you read about Nona. I’ve got nothing to hide. She’s nothing to me.’

She settled back behind the desk and passed the folder across to Milo. He opened it and I looked over his shoulder. The first page was an application form filled out in halting script.

The girl’s full name was Annona Blossom Swope. She’d listed a birthdate that made her just twenty and physical measurements that matched my memory of her. Under residence she’d claimed a Sunset Boulevard address – Western Pediatric Medical Center – with no phone number to go along with it.

The eight-by-ten glossies had been taken in the office – I recognized the leather furniture – and they’d framed her in a variety of poses, all sultry. The photos were black-and-white and short-changed her by their inability to capture her dramatic coloring. Nevertheless, she had what professionals call presence and it came through in these pictures.

We thumbed through the photos – Nona in a string bikini rolled down over her pelvis, Brazilian style; Nona braless in a sheer tank top and jeans, nipples budding through the fabric; Nona making love to an all-day sucker; Nona, feline, in a filmy negligee with a fuck-you look in her dark eyes.

Milo whistled softly. I felt an involuntary tug below the waist.

‘Quite a gal, eh?’ asked Jan Rambo. ‘A lot of skin passes through these portals, gentlemen. She stood out from the rest of them. I started calling her Daisy Mae because there was a naive quality to her. Limited life experience. Despite that, she was a little girl who knew her way around, know what I mean?’

‘When were these taken?’ asked Milo.

‘First day she got here – what’s it say, a week ago? I took one look at her and called the cameraman. We shot and developed ’em the same day. I saw her as a good investment, started her off on messenger service.’

‘Doing what, exactly?’ he pushed.

‘Doing messenger work, exactly. We’ve got a few basic skits – doctor and nurse, professor and coed, Adam and Eve, dominatrix and slave or vice versa. The old clichés, but your average yahoo can’t break out of clichés even when it’s fantasy time. The client picks the skit, we send out couples, and they do it like a message – you know, Happy Birthday, Joe Smith, this is from the boys in the Tuesday night poker group, and presto, the show is on. It’s all legal – they joke around, but nothing that challenges the penal code.’

‘How much does that run the poker buddies?’

‘Two hundred. Sixty goes to the messengers, split fifty-fifty. Plus tips.’

I did some quick mental arithmetic. Working half-time Nona could have pulled in a hundred dollars a day or more. Big bucks for a country girl barely out of her teens.

‘What if the client is willing to pay more to see more?’ I asked.

She looked sharply at me. ‘I was wondering if you talked. Like I said before, the messengers are free to do what they want on their own time. Once the skit is over, it’s their own time. You like jazz?’

‘Good jazz?’ I answered.

‘Me, too. Like Miles and Coltrane and Bird. Know what makes them great? They know how to improvise. Far be it from me to discourage improvisation.’

She took out another Sherman and lit it from the one smoldering in her mouth.

‘That’s all she did, huh?’ asked Milo. ‘Skits.’

‘She could’ve done more – I had plans for her. Movies, magazine layouts.’ The meaty face creased into a smile. ‘She was cooperative – took off her clothes without batting an eye. They must raise ’em wild in the country.’ She rolled the cigarette between stubby fingers. ‘Yeah, I had plans but she split on me. Worked a week and –’ She snapped her fingers – ‘poof.’

‘Any word where she was going?’

‘Not a hint. And I didn’t ask. This is no surrogate family. It’s a business. I don’t play mommy and I don’t want to be treated like one. Skin comes and skin goes – this city’s full of perfect bodies who think their buns are gonna make ’em rich. Some learn faster than others. High volume, high turnover. Still,’ she admitted, ‘that redhead had something.’

‘Anyone else who’d know anything about her?’

‘Can’t think of anyone. She kept to herself.’

‘What about the guys she messengered with?’

‘Guy. Singular. She was only here a week. I don’t remember his name offhand, and I’m not gonna comb through the files to find it. You guys have just been handed a big freebie.’ She pointed to the file. ‘You can even keep it, okay?’

‘Tax your memory,’ pressed Milo. ‘It’s not like it’s a big deal – how many studs do you have in your stable?’

‘You’d be surprised,’ she said, stroking the marble desktop. ‘Meeting adjourned.’

‘Listen,’ he persisted, ‘you’ve been minimally helpful but it doesn’t make you Suzy Citizen. It’s hot outside, you’ve got great air conditioning in here, a fantastic view. Why sweat it at the station, waiting who knows how long for your lawyer to show up?’ He held out his hands, palms up, and gave her a boyish grin. ‘Want to try again?’

The muddy eyes narrowed and her face turned nastily porcine. She pressed a button and Leon materialized.

‘Who was the guy teamed up with that redhead, Swope?’

‘Doug,’ he said without hesitation.

‘Last name,’ she snapped.

‘Carmichael. Douglas Carmichael.’

Turning to us: ‘Okay?’

‘The file.’ Milo held out his hand.

‘Get it.’ She ordered and the Jamaican fetched. ‘Let them look at it.’

Milo took the folder from him and we walked to the door.

‘Hey, wait a minute!’ she protested hoarsely. ‘That’s an active one. You can’t take it!’

‘I’ll make a Xerox, mail you back the original.’

She started to argue then stopped midsentence. As we left I could hear her screaming at Leon.
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According to his file, Doug Carmichael lived in the upscale part of Venice, near the Marina. Milo had me call him from a phone booth near Bundy while he used the radio to find out if anything had come in on the Swopes.

A phone machine answered at Carmichael’s. Classical guitar music played in the background while a rich baritone said, ‘Hi, this is Doug,’ and strove to convince me that receipt of my message was really important for his emotional well being. I waited for the beep, told him it was really important to call Detective Sturgis at West LA Division, and left Milo’s number.

I got back in the car and found Milo with his eyes closed, head tilted back against the seat.

‘Anything?’ he asked.

‘I got a machine.’

‘Figures. Zilch from this end, too. No Swopes spotted from here to San Ysidro.’ He yawned and growled and started up the Matador. ‘Moving right along,’ he mumbled, steering into the broth of westbound traffic, ‘I haven’t eaten since six. Early dinner or late lunch, take your pick.’

We were a couple of miles from the ocean but a mild easterly wind was blowing and it wafted a hint of brine our way. ‘How about fish?’

‘Righto.’

He drove to a tiny place on Ocean at the mouth of the pier that resembles a thirties diner. Some nights during the dinner hour it’s hard to find a parking space in the back lot among all the Rolls, Mercedes, and Jags. They don’t take reservations or plastic, but people who know seafood are willing to wait and don’t mind paying with real money. At lunch it’s significantly more relaxed and we were seated at a corner table immediately.

Milo drank two lemonades, which they squeeze fresh and serve unsweetened, and I nursed a Grolsch.

‘Trying to cut down,’ he explained, holding up his glass. ‘Rick’s been on my case. Preaching and showing me slides of what it does to the liver.’

‘That’s good. You were hitting it pretty hard for a while. Maybe we’ll have you around a little longer.’

He grunted.

The waiter, a cheerful Hispanic, informed us that there’d been a huge albacore run and a prime load had come up from San Diego that morning. We both ordered some and shortly were feasting on huge grilled steaks of the white tuna, baked potatoes, steamed zucchini, and chunks of sourdough bread.

Milo devoured half his meal, took a long swallow of lemonade, and gazed out the window. A chrome sliver of ocean was visible above the rooftops of the ramshackle buildings that hid in the shadow of the sagging pier.

‘So how you been, pal?’ he asked.

‘Not bad.’

‘What do you hear from Robin?’

‘I got a card a few days ago. The Ginza at night. They’re wining and dining her. Apparently it’s the first time they’ve entertained a woman that way.’

‘What is it they’re after, exactly?’ he asked.

‘She designed a guitar for Rockin’ Billy Orleans and he played it onstage in Madison Square Garden. The music trades interviewed him after the concert and he raved about the instrument and the fantastic female luthier who’d created it. The US rep for a Japanese conglomerate picked up on it and sent it to his bosses. They decided it was worth mass-producing as a Billy Orleans model and invited her over there to talk about it.’

‘Maybe she’ll end up supporting you, huh?’

‘Maybe,’ I said glumly and signaled the waiter for another beer.

‘I see you’re real overjoyed about it.’

‘I’m happy for her,’ I said quickly. ‘It’s the big break she’s been waiting for. It’s just that I miss her like crazy, Milo. It’s the longest we’ve been apart and I’ve lost my taste for solitude.’

‘That all of it?’ he asked, picking up his fork.

I looked up sharply. ‘What else?’

‘Well,’ he said between mouthfuls, ‘I may be totally off base here, Doctor, but it seems to me that this Japanese thing puts a new perspective on your – pardon the expression – relationship.’

‘How so?’

‘Like for the past couple of years, you’ve been the one with the bread, right? She makes a living, but the life the two of you’ve been leading – Maui, theatre tickets, that incredible garden – who pays for it?’

‘I don’t get the point,’ I said, annoyed.

‘The point is that despite your pretending it ain’t so, you guys have had a traditional setup. Now she’s got the chance to become a big shot and it could all change.’

‘I can handle it.’

‘Sure you can. Forget I brought it up.’

‘Consider it forgotten.’ I looked down at my plate. All of a sudden my appetite was gone. I pushed the food away and fixed my gaze on a flock of gulls raiding the pier for bait scraps. ‘You insightful bastard,’ I said. ‘Sometimes you’re spooky.’

He reached across the table and patted my shoulder. ‘Hey, you’re not a very subtle guy. Everything registers on that lean and hungry face.’

I rested my chin in my hands. ‘Things were going along so nice and simple. She kept the studio after she moved in, we prided ourselves on giving each other room to move. Lately we’d started talking marriage, babies. It was great, both of us moving at the same pace, mutual decisions. Now,’ I shrugged, ‘who knows?’ I took a long swallow of the Dutch brew. ‘I’ll tell you, Milo, they don’t cover it in the psych books, but there’s such a thing as the paternal urge, and at thirty-five I’m feeling it.’

‘I know,’ he said. ‘I’ve felt it, too.’

My stare was involuntary.

‘Don’t look so surprised. Just because it’s never gonna happen doesn’t mean I don’t think about it.’

‘You never can tell. They’re getting pretty liberal.’

He loosened his belt a notch and buttered a piece of bread. ‘Not that liberal.’ He laughed. ‘Besides, Rick and I are not equipped for motherhood or whatever you wanna call it. Can’t you just see it – me shopping at Toys “R” Us and Dr Fastidious changing diapers?’

We shared a good laugh over that.

‘Anyway,’ he said, ‘I didn’t mean to bring up a sore point, but it’s something you’re gonna have to deal with. I did. For most of my life I made my own way. My parents didn’t give me squat. I’ve been working at one dodge or another since eleven, Alex. Paper routes, tutoring, picking pears, construction, a little time out for the MA, then Saigon and the force. You don’t get rich in Homicide, but a single guy can get by nicely. I was lonely as hell but my needs were met. After I met Rick and we started living together, it all changed. You remember my old Fiat – piece of shit that it was. I never drove anything but garbage and unmarkeds. Now we tool around in that Porsche like a pair of coke dealers. And the house – no way I could ever have had a place like that on my salary. He goes shopping at Carrols or Giorgio, picks me up a shirt or tie. I’m not a – kept man, but my lifestyle has changed. For the better, but that hasn’t made it easy to accept. Surgeons make more than cops, always have, always will, and I’ve finally accomodated myself to it. Makes you stop and think about what women go through, huh?’

‘Yup.’ I wondered if Robin had been faced with the type of adjustment he’d described. Had there been a struggle that I’d been too insensitive to notice?’

‘In the long run,’ he said, ‘it’s better if both parties feel like adults, don’t you think?’

‘What I think, Milo, is that you’re an amazing guy.’

He hid his embarrassment behind the menu. ‘If I remember correctly the ice cream is good, right?’

‘Right.’

Over dessert he had me tell him more about Woody Swope and childhood cancer. He was shocked, like most people, that it was the second most common cause of death in children; only accidents kill more.

The mechanics of the Laminar Airflow rooms particularly fascinated him and he asked me detailed analytical questions until my fund of answers was exhausted.

‘Months in that plastic box,’ he said, troubled. ‘And they don’t freak out?’

‘Not if it’s handled right. You’ve got to orient the child to time and space, encourage the family to spend as much time there as possible. You sterilize favorite toys and clothes and bring them in, provide lots of stimulation. The key is to minimize the difference between home and hospital – there’s always going to be some, but you can buffer it.’

‘Interesting. You know what I’m flashing on, don’t you?’

‘What’s that?’

‘AIDS. Same principle, right? Lowered resistance to infection.’

‘Similar but not identical,’ I said. ‘The laminar airflow filters out bacteria and fungi in order to protect the kids during treatment. But the loss of immunity is temporary – after chemotherapy’s over, their systems rebound. AIDS is permanent and AIDS victims have other problems – Kaposi’s Sarcoma, viral infections. The modules might protect them for a while, but not indefinitely.’

‘Yeah, but you gotta admit, it’s a hell of an image: Santa Monica Boulevard lined with thousands of plastic cubes, each one with some poor guy wasting away inside. You could charge admission, raise enough money to find a cure.’

He let out a bitter laugh.

‘The wages of sin.’ He shook his head. ‘Enough to make you a Puritan. I hear the horror stories and thank God I’m monogamous. Rick’s been fielding a lot of shit from both sides. Last week a patient came to the ER with a mangled arm – bar fight – and glommed onto the fact that Rick was gay. Probably a paranoid guess, because Rick doesn’t exactly swish, but he didn’t deny it when this turkey demanded to know if they were giving him a faggot doctor. The guy refused to let Rick touch him, screamed about AIDS – no matter that he’s bleeding all over the place. So Rick walked away. But the rest of the docs were up to their elbows in shit – Saturday night and they were wheeling ’em in one after the other. It threw the whole system out of whack. Everyone ended up getting pissed at Rick. He was a goddamn leper for the rest of the shift.’

‘Poor guy.’

‘Poor guy is right. The man was top of his class, chief resident at Stanford, and he’s taking this kind of crap? He came home in a dark mood. The hell of it is, the night before, he was telling me that working with gay patients – especially the ones who came in bleeding – was making him antsy. I did heavy-duty therapy that night, Alex.’

He spooned the last bit of ice cream into his mouth.

‘Heavy-duty,’ he repeated and brushed the hair out of his eyes. ‘But hey, that’s what love’s all about, right?’
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Milo begged off the case during the drive back to the Sea Breeze Motel.

‘I can’t take it any further,’ he said apologetically. ‘All we’ve got at this point is a missing persons squeal, and that’s stretching it.’

‘I know. Thanks for coming down.’

‘No big deal. It was a break from routine. Just so happens I’ve got a particularly cruddy routine right now. Gang shooting – two cholos blown away – liquor store clerk ripped with a broken bottle, and a real sweetheart – a rapist who shits on his victims’ abdomens when he’s through with them. We know he’s attacked at least seven women. The last one ended up more than defiled.’

‘Jesus.’

‘Jesus won’t forgive this creep.’ He frowned and turned on Sawtelle toward Pico. ‘Each year I tell myself I’ve witnessed the depths of depravity and each year the scum-bags out there prove me wrong. Maybe I should have taken the exam.’

Fifteen months ago he and I had exposed a prominent orphanage as a brothel catering to pedophiles, solving a handful of murders in the process. He’d been a hero and had been invited to take the lieutenant’s exam. There was no doubt he’d have passed, because he’s brilliant, and the brass had let him know the city was ready for a gay loot as long as he didn’t flaunt it. He’d debated it internally for a long time before turning it down.

‘No way, Milo. You would have been miserable. Think back to what you told me.’

‘What’s that?’

‘I didn’t give up Walt Whitman to push paper.’

He chuckled. ‘Yeah, that’s right.’

Prior to his hitch in Vietnam, Milo had been enrolled in the graduate program in American Lit. at Indiana U, contemplating life as a teacher, hoping the academic world would be a setting where his sexual preferences would be tolerated. He’d gotten as far as an MA and then the war had turned him into a policeman.

‘Just imagine,’ I reminded him, ‘endless meetings with desk jockeys, considering the political implications of taking a leak, no contact with the streets.’

He held up a hand and feigned suffering.

‘Enough, I’m gonna puke.’

‘Just a little aversive therapy.’

He pulled the Matador into the motel lot. The sky had darkened in anticipation of twilight and the Sea Breeze benefited from it esthetically. Take away the sunlight and the place looked almost habitable.

The office was brightly lit and the Iranian clerk was visible behind the counter, reading. My Seville was the lone occupant of the lot. The half-empty pool looked like a crater.

Milo stopped the car and let the engine idle.

‘You understand about my stepping out of this?’

‘Of course. No homicide, no homicide detective.’

‘They’ll probably be back for the car. I had it impounded so they’ll have to check in to get it back. They do, I’ll call you and give you a chance to talk to them. Even if they don’t show, we’ll probably find out they’re back home, no harm done.’

He realized what he’d said and grimaced.

‘Shit. Where’s my head? The kid.’

‘He could be all right. Maybe they’ve taken him to another hospital.’ I wanted to sound hopeful but memories – the pain on Woody’s face, the bloodstain on the motel carpet – eroded my faith in a happy ending.

‘If they don’t treat him that’s it, right?’

I nodded.

He stared out the windshield. ‘That’s one kind of murder I’ve never dealt with.’

Raoul had said the same thing in different words. I told him so.

‘And this Melendez-Lynch doesn’t want to go the legal route?’

‘He was trying to avoid it. It may end up in court yet.’

He gave his big head a shake and placed a hand on my shoulder. ‘I’ll keep my ears open. Anything comes up I’ll let you know.’

‘I’d appreciate it. And thanks for everything, Milo.’

‘It was nothing. Literally.’ We shook hands. ‘Say hello to the entrepreneur when she gets back.’

‘Will do. The best to Rick.’

I got out of the car. The Matador’s headlights striped the gravel as Milo swung out of the lot. The truncated patter of the radio dispatcher created a punk rock concerto that hung in the air after he was gone.

I drove north to Sunset, planning to turn off at Beverly Glen and head home. Then I remembered that the house would be empty. Talking to Milo about Robin had opened a few wounds and I didn’t want to be alone with my thoughts. I realized that Raoul knew nothing about what we’d found at the Sea Breeze, and decided now was as good a time as any to tell him.

He was hunched over his desk scrawling notations on the draft of a research paper. I knocked lightly on the open door.

‘Alex!’ He rose to greet me. ‘How did it go? Did you convince them?’

I recounted what we’d found.

‘Oh my God!’ He slumped in his chair. ‘This is unbelievable. Unbelievable.’ He exhaled, compressed his jowls with his hands, picked up a pencil and rolled it up and down the surface of the desk.

‘Was there much blood?’

‘One stain about six inches wide.’

‘Not enough for a bleed-out,’ he muttered to himself. ‘No other fluids? No bile, no vomitus?’

‘I didn’t see any. It was hard to tell. The place was a shambles.’

‘A barbaric rite, no doubt. I told you, Alex, they are madmen, those damned Touchers! To steal a child and then to run amok like that! Holism is nothing more than a cover for anarchy and nihilism!’

He was jumping to conclusions in quantum leaps but I had neither the desire nor the energy to argue with him.

‘The police, what did they do?’

‘The detective who ran the show is a friend of mine. He came down as a favor. There’s an All Points Bulletin out on the family, the sheriff in La Vista has been notified to watch for them. They did a crime-scene analysis and filed a report. That’s it. Unless you decide to push it.’

‘Your friend – is he discreet?’

‘Very.’

‘Good. We can’t afford a media sideshow. Have you ever talked to the press? They are idiots, Alex, and vultures! The blondes from the television stations are the worst. Vapid, with paste-on smiles, always trying to trick you into making outrageous statements. Barely a week goes by that one of them doesn’t attempt to get me to say that the cure for cancer is just around the corner. They want instant information, immediate gratification. Can you imagine what they’ll do with something like this?’

He’d gone quickly from defeatism to rage and the excess energy propeled him out of his chair. He traversed the length of the office with short nervous steps, pounding his fist into his hand, swerved to avoid the piles of books and manuscripts, walked back to the desk, and cursed in Spanish.

‘Do you think I should go to court, Alex?’

‘It’s a tough question. You need to decide if going public will help the boy. Have you done it before?’

‘Once. Last year we had a little girl who needed transfusions. The family were Jehovah’s Witnesses and we had to get an injunction to give her blood. But that was different. The parents weren’t fighting us. Their attitude was, our beliefs don’t allow us to give you permission, but if we’re forced to comply we will. They wanted to save their child, Alex, and were happy when we took the responsibility away from them. That child is alive today and thriving. The Swope boy should be thriving, too, not dying in the back room of some scabrous voodoo den.’

He thrust his hand into the pocket of his white coat, removed a packet of saltine crackers, tore open the plastic, and nibbled on the crackers until they were consumed. After brushing crumbs out of his mustache he continued.

‘Even in the Witness case the media tried to make a cause célèbre of it, implying that we were coercing the family. One of the stations sent around a moron masquerading as a medical reporter to interview me – probably one of those fellows who wanted to be a doctor but flunked his science courses. He swaggered in with a little tape recorder and addressed me by my first name, Alex! As if we were buddies! I dismissed him and he made the “no comment” sound like concealment of guilt. Fortunately the parents took our advice and refused to talk to them, too. At that point the so-called controversy died a quick death – no carrion, the vultures go elsewhere.’

The door leading to the lab opened and a young woman clutching a clipboard entered the office. She had light-brown hair cut in a page boy, round eyes that uncannily matched the hair, pinched features, and a petulant mouth. The hand holding the clipboard was pale, and her nails were gnawed to the quick. She wore a lab coat that reached below her knees and crêpe-soled flats on her feet.

She looked through me to Raoul and said, ‘There’s something you should see. Could be exciting.’ The lack of inflection in her voice belied the content of her message.

Raoul got up. ‘Is it the new membrane, Helen?’

‘Yes.’

‘Wonderful.’ He looked as if he were going to hug her then stopped suddenly, remembering my presence. Clearing his throat, he introduced us: ‘Alex, meet a fellow PhD, Dr Helen Holroyd.’

We exchanged the most cursory of pleasantries. She edged closer to Raoul, a proprietary gleam in the beige eyes. He fought, unsuccessfully, to erase the naughty-boy look from his face.

The two of them were trying so hard to look platonic that for the first time all day I felt like smiling. They were sleeping together and it was supposed to be a secret. Without a doubt everyone in the department knew about it.

‘I’ve got to get going,’ I said.

‘Yes, I understand. Thank you for everything. I may call you to discuss this further. In the meantime, send your bill to my secretary.’

As I walked out the door they were gazing into each other’s eyes and discussing the wonders of osmotic equilibrium.

On the way out I stopped in the hospital cafeteria for a cup of coffee. It was after seven and the dining room was sparsely populated. A tall Mexican man wearing a hairnet and blue scrubs ran a dry mop over the floor. A trio of nurses laughed and ate doughnuts. I lidded the coffee and was preparing to leave when movement fluttered in the corner of my eye.

It was Valcroix and he was waving me over. I walked to his table.

‘Care to join me?’

‘All right.’ I put down my cup and took a chair facing him. The remains of a giant salad sat on his tray along with two glasses of water. He used his fork to move a tumbleweed of alfalfa sprouts around the bowl.

He’d traded his psychedelic sport shirt for a black Grateful Dead T-shirt and had tossed his white coat over the chair next to him. From up close I could see that the long hair was thinning on top. He needed a shave but his beard growth was sparse, spotting only the mustache and the chin areas. The drooping face had been worked over by a bad cold; he sniffled, red-nosed and bleary-eyed.

‘Any news on the Swopes?’ he asked.

I was tired of telling the story but he’d been their doctor and deserved to know. I gave him a brief summary.

He listened with equanimity, no emotion registered in the hooded eyes. When I was finished he coughed and dabbed at his nose with a napkin.

‘For some reason I feel an urge to proclaim my innocence to you,’ he said.

‘That’s hardly necessary,’ I assured him. I drank some coffee and put it down quickly, having forgotten how awful it was.

His eyes took on a faraway look and for a moment I thought he was meditating, retreating to an internal world as he’d done during Raoul’s harangue. I found my attention wandering.

‘I know Melendez-Lynch blames me for this. He’s blamed me for everything that’s gone wrong in the department since I began my fellowship. Was he that way when you worked with him?’

‘Let’s just say it took a while to develop a good working relationship.’

He nodded solemnly, picked some strands from the ball of sprouts and chewed on them.

‘Why do you think they ran away?’ I asked him.

He shrugged. ‘I have no idea.’

‘No insights at all?’

‘None. Why should I have, any more than anyone else?’

‘I was under the impression they related well to you.’

‘Who told you that?’

‘Raoul.’

‘He wouldn’t recognize relating if it bit him in the ass.’

‘He felt you’d developed especially good rapport with the mother.’

His hands were scrubbed and pink. They tightened around the salad fork.

‘I was a nurse before I became a doctor,’ he said.

‘Interesting.’

‘Is it?’

‘Nurses are always complaining about their lack of status and money and threatening to quit and go to med school. You’re the first I’ve met who actually did it.’

‘Nurses gripe because their lot in life is shit. But there are insights to be learned at the bottom of the ladder. Like the value of talking to patients and families. I did it as a nurse but now that I’m a doc it makes me a deviate. What’s pathetic is that it’s viewed as sufficiently deviant to be noticed. Rapport? Hell, no. I barely knew them. Sure I spoke to the mother. I was sticking her son every day with needles, puncturing his bone and sucking out marrow. How could I not speak to her?’

He gazed into his salad bowl.

‘Melendez-Lynch can’t understand that, my wanting to come across as a human being instead of some white-coated technocrat. He didn’t bother to get to know the Swopes but it doesn’t occur to him that his remoteness has anything to do with their – defection. I extended myself, so I’m the goat.’ He sniffed, wiped his nose, and drained one of the water glasses. ‘What’s the use of dissecting it? They’re gone.’

I remembered Milo’s conjecture about the abandoned car.

‘They may be back,’ I said.

‘Be serious, man. They see themselves as having escaped to freedom. No way.’

‘Freedom’s going to sour pretty quickly when the disease gets out of control.’

‘The fact is,’ he said, ‘they hated everything about this place. The noise, the lack of privacy, even the sterility. You worked in Laminar Flow, right?’

‘Three years.’

‘Then you know the kind of food the kids in there get – processed and overcooked and dead.’

It was true. To a patient without normal immunity a fresh fruit or vegetable is a potential medium for lethal microbes, a glass of milk a breeding pond for lactobacillus. Consequently, everything the kids in the plastic rooms ate was processed to begin with, then heated and sterilized, sometimes to the point where no nutrients remained.

‘We understand the concept,’ he said, ‘but lots of parents have difficulty grasping why this horribly sick kid can have his fill of cola and potato chips and all kinds of junk while carrots are out. It goes against the grain.’

‘I know,’ I said, ‘but most people accept it pretty quickly because their child’s life is at stake. Why not the Swopes?’

‘They’re country folk. They come from a place where the air is clean and people grow their own food. They see the city as a poisonous place. The father used to rail on about how bad the air was. “You’re breathing sewage” he’d tell me every time I saw him. He had a thing for clean air and natural foods. For how healthy it was back home.’

‘Not healthy enough,’ I said.

‘No, not healthy enough. How’s that for a frontal assault on a belief system?’ He gave a mournful look. ‘Isn’t there a term in psych for when it all comes tumbling down like that?’

‘Cognitive dissonance.’

‘Whatever. Tell me,’ he leaned forward, ‘what do people do when they’re in that state?’

‘Sometimes change their beliefs, sometimes distort reality to fit those beliefs.’

He leaned back, ran his hands through his hair and smiled.

‘Need I say more?’

I shook my head and tried the coffee again. It had gotten colder, but no better.

‘I keep hearing about the father,’ I said. ‘The mother sounds like his shadow.’

‘Far from it. If anything, she was the tougher of the two. It’s just that she was quiet. She let him run off at the mouth while she stayed with Woody, doing what needed to be done.’

‘Could she have been behind their leaving?’

‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘All I’m saying is she was a strong woman, not some cardboard cutout.’

‘What about the sister? Beverly said there was no love lost between her and her parents.’

‘I wouldn’t know about that. She wasn’t around much, kept to herself when she was.’

He wiped his nose and stood.

‘I don’t like to gossip,’ he said. ‘I’ve indulged in too much of it already.’

He snatched up his white coat, flung it over his shoulder, turned his back and left me sitting there. I watched him walk away, lips moving, as if in silent prayer.

It was after eight by the time I reached Beverly Glen. My house sits atop an old bridle path forgotten by the city. There are no streetlights and the road is serpentine, but I know every twist by heart and drove home by sense of touch. In the mailbox was a love letter from Robin. I got high on it for a while but after the fourth reading, a hazy sense of sadness set in.

It was too late to feed the koi so I took a hot bath, toweled off, put on my ratty yellow robe, and carried a brandy into the small library off the bedroom. I finished writing a couple of overdue forensic reports then settled in an old chair and went through the stack of books I’d promised myself to read.

The first volume I grabbed was a collection of Diane Arbus photographs but the unforgiving portraits of dwarfs, derelicts, and other walking wounded made me more depressed. The next couple of choices were no better so I went out on the deck with my guitar, sat looking at the stars, and forced myself to play in a major key.
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The next morning I went out on the terrace to get the paper and saw it lying there, sluglike and bloated.

It was a dead rat. A crude noose of hemp had been tied around its neck. Its lifeless eyes were open and clouded, its fur matted and greasy. A pair of disturbingly humanoid forepaws were frozen in supplication. The half-open mouth revealed frontal incisors the color of canned corn.

Underneath the corpse was a piece of paper. I used The Times to push the rodent away – it resisted, sticking, then slid like a puck to the edge of the terrace.

It was straight out of an old gangster movie: Letters had been cut out of a magazine and pasted up to read:

HERE’S TO YOU MONEYCHASER HEADSHRINK

I’d probably have figured it out anyway, but that made it a cinch.

Sacrificing the classified section to the task, I wrapped up the rat and carried it down to the garbage. Then I went inside and got on the phone.

Mal Worthy’s secretary had a secretary and I had to be assertive with both of them to get through to him.

Before I could speak he said, ‘I know, I got one, too. What color was yours?’

‘Brownish-gray, with a noose around its scrawny little neck.’

‘Count yourself lucky. Mine came decapitated, in a box. I almost lost a damn good mailgirl because of it. She’s still washing her hands. Daschoff’s was ratburger.’

He was trying to make light of it, but sounded shaken.

‘I knew the guy was a sicko,’ he said.

‘How’d he find out where I live?’

‘Your address on your resumé?’

‘Oh shit. What did the wife get?’

‘Nothing. Does that make sense?’

‘Forget making sense. What can we do about it?’

‘I’ve already begun drafting a restraining order keeping him a thousand yards from any of us. But to be honest, there’s no way to prevent him from defying it. If he gets caught at it, that’s another story, but we don’t want it to get that far, do we?’

‘Not too comforting, Malcolm.’

‘That’s democracy, my friend.’ He paused. ‘This taped?’

‘Of course not.’

‘Just checking. There is another option, but it would be too risky before the property settlement has been completed.’

‘What’s that?’

‘For five hundred dollars I can have him sufficiently damaged so he’ll never be able to piss without crying.’

‘Democracy, huh?’

He laughed.

‘Free enterprise. Fee for service. Anyway, it’s just an option.’

‘Don’t exercise it, Mal.’

‘Relax, Alex. Just theorizing.’

‘What about the police?’

‘Forget it. We have no evidence it was him. I mean we both know it but there’s no proof, right? And they’re not going to fingerprint a rat because sending rodents to your loved ones is no felony. Maybe,’ he laughed, ‘we could get Animal Regulation on it. A stern lecture and a night at the pound?’

‘Wouldn’t they at least go out and talk to him?’

‘Not with the workload they’ve got. If it had been more explicit, something that constituted a threat, maybe. “Here’s to You Motherfucking Shyster” won’t do, I’m afraid – the cops feel the same way he does about lawyers. I’m going to file a report just for the record, but don’t count on help from the blue guys.’

‘I know someone on the force.’

‘Metermaids don’t carry much weight, fella.’

‘How about detectives?’

‘That’s different. Give him a call. You want me to talk to him, I will.’

‘I’ll handle it.’

‘Great. Let me know how it goes. And Alex – sorry for the hassle.’ He sounded eager to get off the phone. At three and a half bucks a minute it doesn’t pay to give it away free for any length of time.

‘One more thing, Mal.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Call the judge. If she hasn’t gotten a care package yet, warn her she may.’

‘I’ve already called her bailiff. Scratch up a few more Brownie points for our side.’

‘Describe this asshole as precisely as you can,’ said Milo.

‘My size almost exactly. Say five eleven, one seventy-five. Raw-boned, muscles. Long face, a reddish tan like construction workers get, busted nose, big jaw. Wears Indian jewelry – two rings, one on each hand. A scorpion and a snake. A couple of tattoos on the left arm. Bad dresser.’

‘Eye color?’

‘Brown. Bloodshot. A binge drinker. Brown hair combed back, greasy kid stuff.’

‘Sounds like a shitkicker.’

‘Exactly.’

‘And this Bedabye Motel’s where he lives?’

‘As of a couple of days ago. He may be living in his truck for all I know.’

‘I know a couple of guys in Foothill Division. If I can get one of them in particular to go down and talk to this Moody, your troubles’ll be over. Guy name of Fordebrand. Has the worst breath you’ve ever smelled. Five minutes of face to face with him and the asshole will repent.’

I laughed but my heart wasn’t in it.

‘He got to you, huh?’

‘I’ve had better mornings.’

‘If you’re spooked and wanna stay at my place, feel free.’

‘Thanks, but I’ll be okay.’

‘If you change your mind, let me know. Meanwhile, be careful. He may be just an asshole and a wiseguy, but I don’t have to tell you about crazies. Keep your eyes open, pal.’

I spent most of the day doing mundane things and appearing outwardly relaxed. But I was in what I call my karate state – a heightened level of consciousness typified by perceptual vigilance. The senses are finely tuned to a point, just short of paranoia, where looking over one’s shoulder at frequent intervals seems perfectly normal.

To get that way I avoid alcohol and heavy foods, do limbering exercises and practice katas – karate dances – until exhausted. Then I relax with a half hour of self-hypnosis and auto-suggest hyper-alertness.

I learned it from my martial arts instructor, a Czech Jew named Jaroslav, who had honed his self-preservation skills fleeing the Nazis. I sought his advice during the first weeks after the Casa de Los Niños affair, when the wires in my jaw made me feel helpless and nightmares were frequent visitors. The regimen he taught me had helped me mend where it counted – in my head.

I was ready, I told myself, for anything Richard Moody had in store.

I was dressing to go out for dinner when the service called.

‘Good evening, Dr D, it’s Kathy.’

‘Hi, Kathy.’

‘Sorry to bother you but I’ve got a Beverly Lucas on the line. She says it’s an emergency.’

‘No problem. Put her on, please.’

‘Okay. Have a nice night, Doc.’

‘You too.’

The phone hissed as the lines connected.

‘Bev?’

‘Alex? I’ve got to talk t’you.’

There was loud music in the background – synthesized drums, screaming guitars, and a heart-stopping bass. I could hardly hear her.

‘What’s up?’

‘Can’t talk about it here – using the bar phone. Are you busy right now?’

‘No. Where are you calling from?’

‘The Unicorn. In Westwood. Please. I need to talk to you.’

She sounded on edge but it was hard to tell with all that noise. I knew the place, a combination bistro-discotheque (bisco?) that catered to the upscale singles crowd. Once Robin and I had stopped in for a bite after a movie but had left quickly, finding the ambience too nakedly predatory.

‘I was just about to have dinner,’ I said. ‘Want to meet somewhere?’

‘How ’bout right here? I’ll put my name down for a table and it’ll be ready when you get here.’

Dinner at the Unicorn wasn’t an appealing prospect – the noise level seemed likely to curdle the gastric juices – but I told her I’d be there in fifteen minutes.

Traffic in the Village was heavy and I was late getting there. The Unicorn was a narcissist’s paradise, mirrored on every surface except the floor. Hanging Boston ferns, half-a-dozen fake Tiffany lamps, and some brass and wood trim had been tossed in, but the mirrors were the essence of the place.

To the right was a smallish restaurant, twenty tables draped with parrot-green damask, to the left a glassed-in disco where couples boogied to a live band, the glass shimmying with the backbeat. In between was the lounge. Even the bar was covered with reflective glass, its base a display of trendy footwear.

The lounge was dim and packed with bodies. I edged my way through the throng, surrounded by laughing faces in triplicate, quadruplicate, unsure what was real, what was illusion. The place was a damned funhouse.

She was sitting at the bar next to a chesty guy in a body shirt. He alternated between trying to make time with her, guzzling light beer, and visually trawling the crowd for a more hopeful prospect. She nodded from time to time but was clearly preoccupied.

I elbowed my way next to her. She was staring at a tall glass half-filled with foamy pink liquid, lots of candied fruit, and a paper parasol. One hand twirled the parasol.

‘Alex.’ She wore a lemon-colored Danskin top and matching satin jogging shorts. Her legs were sheathed from ankle to knee with yellow-and-white warmers that matched her running shoes. She had on lots of makeup and plenty of jewelry – at work she’d always been conservative with both. A glittery sweatband circled her forehead. ‘Thanks for comin’.’ She leaned over and kissed me on the mouth. Her lips were warm. Body Shirt got up and left.

‘Bet that table’s ready,’ she said.

‘Let’s check.’ I took her arm and we wedged through waves of flesh. Plenty of male eyes followed her exit but she didn’t seem to notice.

There was a bit of confusion because she’d given the maître d’ the name ‘Luke’ and hadn’t told me, but we got it straightened out and were seated in a corner table under a colossal Creeping Charlie.

‘Damn,’ she said, ‘left my zinger at the bar.’

‘How about some coffee?’

She pouted.

‘You think I’m drunk or somethin’?’

She was talking clearly and moving normally. Only her eyes gave her away, as they focused and unfocused in rapid succession.

I smiled and shrugged.

‘Playing it safe, huh?’ She laughed.

I called for the waiter and ordered coffee for myself. She had a glass of white wine. It didn’t seem to affect her. She was maintaining as only a heavy drinker can.

A while later the waiter returned. She asked me to order first while she scanned the menu. I kept it simple, choosing a small spinach salad and broiled chicken, because trendy places usually have lousy food and I wanted something they couldn’t ruin too easily.

She continued to study the menu as if it were a textbook, then looked up brightly.

‘I’ll have an artichoke,’ she said.

‘Hot or cold, ma’am?’

‘Uh, cold.’

The waiter wrote it down and looked at her expectantly. When she didn’t say anything he asked if that was all.

‘Uh huh.’

He left, shaking his head.

‘I eat artichokes a lot because when you run you lose sodium and artichokes have lots of sodium.’

‘Uh huh.’

‘For dessert I’ll have something with bananas because bananas are high in potassium. When you up your sodium you have to up your potassium to put your body in balance.’

I’d always seen her as a level-headed young lady, if a bit too hard on herself and prone to self-punishment. The dizzy broad across the table was a stranger.

She talked about running marathons until the food came. When the artichoke was set down before her she stared at it and began picking delicately at the leaves.

My food was unpalatable – the salad gritty, the chicken arid. I played with it to avoid eating.

When she’d dismantled and polished off the artichoke and seemed settled, I asked her what she wanted to talk about.

‘This is very difficult, Alex.’

‘You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.’

‘I feel like a – traitor.’

‘Against whom?’

‘Shit.’ She looked everywhere but at me. ‘It’s probably not even important and I’m just shooting off my mouth for nothing but I keep thinking about Woody and wondering how long it’ll be before the metastases start popping up – if they haven’t already – and I want to do something, to stop feeling so damned helpless.’

I nodded and waited. She winced.

‘Augie Valcroix knew the couple from the Touch who came to visit the Swopes,’ she said.

‘How do you know?’

‘I saw him talking to them, calling them by name, and I asked him about it. He said he visited the place once, thought it was nice. Peaceful.’

‘Did he say why?’

‘Just that he was interested in alternative lifestyles. I know that’s true because in the past he’d spoken of checking out other groups – Scientologists, Lifespring, a Buddhist place in Santa Barbara. He’s Canadian, thinks the whole California thing is fascinating.’

‘Did you ever detect any collusion between them?’

‘None. Just that they knew each other.’

‘You said he used their names. Do you remember them?’

‘I think he called the guy Gary or Barry. I never heard the woman’s name. You don’t really think this was some sort of conspiracy, do you?’

‘Who knows?’

She squirmed as if her clothes were too tight, caught the waiter’s eye, and ordered a banana liqueur. She sipped it slowly, trying to appear relaxed, but she was jumpy and ill-at-ease.

She put the glass down with a furtive look in her eyes.

‘Is there anything else, Bev?’

She nodded, embarrassed. When she spoke it was barely a whisper.

‘This is probably even less relevant but as long as I’m blabbing I might as well spill it all out. Augie and Nona Swope had a thing going. I’m not sure when it started. Not too long ago because the family was only in town a couple of weeks.’ She fiddled with her napkin. ‘God, I feel like such a shit. If it weren’t for Woody I’d never have opened my mouth.’

‘I know that.’

‘I wanted to tell your cop friend about it right there, at the motel – he seemed nice enough – but I just couldn’t. Then I got to thinking about it later and I couldn’t let go of it. I mean, what if there was a way to help that little boy and I let it go by? But I still didn’t want to go to the police. I figured if I told you, you’d know what to do with it.’

‘You did the right thing.’

‘I wish doing right didn’t feel so wrong.’ Her voice broke. ‘I wish I could be sure that my telling you has any meaning.’

‘All I can do is let Milo know. At this point he’s not even convinced a crime’s been committed. The only one who seems sure of that is Raoul.’

‘He’s always sure of everything,’ she said angrily. ‘Ready to assess blame at the drop of a hat. He dumps on every one but Augie’s been his favorite scapegoat since he got here.’

She dug the nails of one hand into the palm of the other. ‘And now I’ve made things worse for him.’

‘Not necessarily. Milo may brush it off completely or he may choose to talk to Valcroix. But he doesn’t care what Raoul thinks. No one’s going to get railroaded, Bev.’

That was meager balm for her conscience.

‘I still feel like a traitor. Augie’s my friend.’

‘Look at it this way, if Valcroix’s sleeping with Nona had anything to do with this mess, you did a good deed. If not, he can endure a few questions. It’s not like the guy’s a total innocent.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘The way I hear it he makes a habit of sleeping with his patients’ mothers. This time it was a sister, for variety. At the very least it’s unethical.’

‘That’s so self-righteous,’ she snapped, turning scarlet, ‘so damned judgmental!’

I started to reply but before I knew what was happening she got up from the table, grabbed her purse, and ran out of the restaurant.

I pulled out my wallet threw down a twenty and went after her.

She was half-running, half-walking north on Westwood Boulevard, swinging her arms like a foot soldier, heading into the crush and commotion of the Village at night.

I ran, caught up, and took her arm. Her face was wet with tears.

‘What the hell’s going on, Bev?’

She didn’t answer but let me walk with her. The Village seemed especially Fellini-esque that evening, litter-strewn sidewalks clogged with street musicians, grim-faced college students, squealing packs of junior high kids wearing oversized clothes pocked with high-priced holes, empty-eyed bikers, gawking tourists from the exurbs, and assorted hangers-on.

We walked in silence all the way to the southern edge of the UCLA campus. Inside the grounds of the university the pandemonium and bright lights died and were replaced by tree-shadowed darkness and a silence so pure it was startling. Except for an occasional passing car, we were alone.

A hundred yards into the campus I got her to stop and sit on a bench at a shuttle stop. The buses had stopped running for the night and the lights near the stop had been turned off. She turned away and buried her face in her hands.

‘Bev—’

‘I must be going nuts,’ she mumbled, ‘running out like that.’

I tried to put my arm around her for comfort but she jerked away.

‘No, I’m okay. Let me spit it out, once and for all.’

She sucked in her breath, bracing herself for an ordeal.

‘Augie and I were – involved. It started pretty soon after he came to Western Peds. He seemed so different from the men I’d been meeting. Sensitive, adventurous. I thought it was serious. I allowed myself the luxury of romance and it turned to shit. When you talked about his sleeping around it brought back all that shit.

‘I was a fool, Alex, because he never promised me anything, never lied to me or told me he was anything other than what he was. It was me. I chose to see him as some noble knight. Maybe he came along at a time when I was ready to believe anything, I don’t know. We slept together for six months. Meanwhile he was making it with every woman he could find – nurses, lady docs, mothers.

‘I know what you’re thinking. He’s an unethical creep. I doubt I can convince you of this, but he’s not a bad man, just a weak one. He was always loving and gentle. And open. When I confronted him with the stories I was hearing he said sure, he was giving pleasure and receiving it in return. What could be wrong with that, especially with all the pain and suffering and death we had to deal with. He was so convincing I didn’t stop seeing him even then. It took me a long time to get my head straight.

‘I thought I’d gotten over it until a week ago when I saw him with Nona. I was out on a date – a fix-up, a real disaster– at an intimate little Mexican place not far from the hospital. The two of them were across the room, tucked away in a dark little booth. I could barely see them. They were all over each other. Drinking margaritas and laughing. Tongue-duelling, for God’s sake. Like a couple of reptiles.’

She stopped, caught her breath.

‘It hurt bad, Alex. She was so confident, so beautiful. The jealousy went through me like a knife. I’d never felt that kind of jealousy before – I was bleeding. Their eyes were horribly orange from the candlelight. Two vampires. There I was, stuck with some dull creep, dying for the evening to be over, and they were just about fucking on the table. It was obscene.’

Her shoulders shook. She shivered and hugged herself.

‘So you can see why I was so torn about telling anyone about it. I’d be seen as the woman scorned, doing it out of spite. That’s a degrading role and I’ve been degraded enough for a lifetime.’

Her eyes implored me to understand.

‘Everyone takes a bite out of me and I’m fucking disappearing, Alex. I want to forget him, her, everyone. But I can’t. Because of that little boy.’

This time she accepted my comfort and put her head on my shoulder, her hand in mine.

‘You’ve got to get some distance from it,’ I said, ‘so you can start to see straight again. He may have been gentle and “honest” in some perverse way but he’s no hero. The guy’s got problems and you’re best off without him. He’s a druggie, isn’t he?’

‘Yes. How’d you know that?’

I decided not to cite Raoul’s suspicions. Mention of his name would set her off. Besides, I had suspicions of my own.

‘I talked to him last night. He was sniffing the whole time. At first it looked like a cold but later I started wondering about coke.’

‘He’s into coke pretty heavily. Grass and downers, on the side. Sometimes speed when he’s on call. He talked about dropping acid in med school but I don’t think he does that anymore. He does booze, too. I started drinking heavily when I was with him and kept it up ever since. I know I have to stop.’

I gave her a squeeze.

‘You deserve a lot better, hon.’

‘It’s nice to hear that,’ she said in a small voice.

‘I’m saying it because it’s true. You’re intelligent, you’re attractive, and you have a good heart. That’s why you’re hurting so badly. Get the hell away from all the death and misery. It’ll destroy you. I know.’

‘Oh, Alex,’ she sobbed into my shoulder, ‘I’m so cold.’

I gave her my jacket. When the tears stopped I walked her back to her car.
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Neither the Swopes’ disappearance nor Richard Moody’s rat fell under Milo’s jurisdiction. Out of friendship he’d helped me with both and I was reluctant to bother him so soon with the information on Valcroix.

But what Beverly had told me the night before was disturbing. As Raoul had claimed, the Canadian was unethical and a drunk, and his familiarity with the Touch visitors fleshed out the suspicion of a conspiracy to remove Woody Swope from treatment. I felt some obligation to let him know what was going on, but I didn’t look forward to it because he was sure to flip out. Before the pyrotechnics began I wanted to consult a professional.

Milo, bless his soul, sounded genuinely glad to hear from me.

‘No sweat. I was gonna call you anyway. Fordebrand went out to the Bedabye to breathe on Moody but when he got there the asshole was gone. Left behind a room full of b.o. – it would have been a battle of the stinkers – and candy wrappers. Foothill will keep an eye out for him and I’ll have the boys here do the same, but be careful. Also, I got a call back from that Carmichael character – the one who messengered with the Swope girl. Normally I might have just talked to him on the phone but this guy sounded very uptight. Like he’s sitting on something. He’s also got a record – busted for prostitution a couple of years ago. So I’m gonna head out and do a face to face. Now what’s on your mind?’

‘I’ll go with you to Carmichael’s and tell you in the car.’

He absorbed the information on Valcroix while speeding along the Santa Monica Freeway.

‘What is he, some kind of stud?’

‘Far from it. An old, ersatz hippie. Saggy face, flabby body, kind of a slob really.’

‘No accounting for taste. Maybe he’s hung like a horse.’

‘I doubt the appeal’s strictly physical. He’s a scavenger, Milo. Moves in on women when they’re under stress, plays Mr Sensitive, gives them what passes for love and understanding.’

He put a finger to his nose and sniffed.

‘And a little blow, too?’

‘Could be.’

‘I’ll tell you what, after we’re finished with Carmichael we’ll head out to the hospital and interview him. I’ve got a little slack because the gang thing resolved nicely – confessions all around. The shooters were fourteen years old. They’ll end up at the Youth Authority. The liquor store cutting’s due to close any day – Del Hardy’s interviewing a snitch who looks promising. The main thing pending is the stomach-shitter. We’re praying to the computer on that.’

He exited at Fourth Avenue, headed south to Pico, took Pico to Pacific, and continued southward into Venice. We passed Robin’s studio, an unmarked storefront with the windows painted opaque white, but neither of us mentioned it. The neighborhood changed from sleazy to slick as we approached the Marina.

Doug Carmichael’s house was on a walk-street west of Pacific, half a block from the beach. It resembled a landlocked cabin cruiser, all peaks and portholes, narrow and high, and wedged into a lot no wider than thirty feet. The exterior was teal-blue wood siding and white trim. Fish-scale shingles graced the gable-like peak above the door. A planter brimming with nail-polish-pink geraniums hung from the sill of the front window. A white picket fence ringed the dwarf lawn. The door was inlaid with a stained-glass window. Everything looked clean and well tended.

This close to the beach the place had to cost a pretty piece of change.

‘Fulfilling fantasies must be paying well,’ I said.

‘Hasn’t it always?’

Milo rang the doorbell. It opened quickly and a tall muscular man in a red-and-black plaid shirt, faded jeans, and topsiders flashed us a smile saturated with fear, introduced himself (‘Hi, I’m Doug’), and asked us in.

He was about my age. I’d been expecting someone younger and was surprised. He had thick blond hair, layered and blow-dried to look dashingly mussed, a full but neatly trimmed reddish-blond mustache, sky-blue eyes, artist’s model features, and poreless golden skin. An ageing beachboy who’d preserved well.

The interior walls of the house had been torn down to create a thousand square feet of skylit living space. The furniture was bleached wood, the walls oyster white. The scent of lemon oil was in the air. There were marine lithographs, a salt-water aquarium, a small but well-stocked kitchen, a partially folded futon bed. Everything in its place, neat as a pin.

In the center of the room was a sunken area half-filled by a bottle-green velvet modular couch. We stepped down and sat. He offered us coffee from a pot that had already been set out on the table.

He poured three cups and sat across from us, still smiling, still scared.

‘Detective Sturgis –’ he looked from me to Milo who had identified himself with a nod – ‘over the phone you said this had to do with Nona Swope.’

‘That’s correct, Mr Carmichael.’

‘I have to tell you at the outset, I’m afraid I won’t be of much help. I barely know her—’

‘You messengered with her several times.’ Milo pulled out his pencil and pad.

Carmichael laughed nervously. ‘Three, maybe four times. She didn’t stick around very long.’

‘Uh huh.’

Carmichael drank coffee, put the cup down, and cracked his knuckles. He had iron-pumper’s arms, each muscle defined in bas relief and roped with veins.

‘I don’t know where she is,’ he said.

‘No one said she was missing, Mr Carmichael.’

‘Jan Rambo called and told me what it was all about. She said you took my file.’

‘Does that bother you, Mr Carmichael?’

‘Yes, it does. It’s private and I don’t see what it has to do with anything.’ He was trying to assert himself but despite the muscles there was something preternaturally meek and childish about him.

‘Mr Carmichael, you were pretty keyed up over the phone and you’re just as nervous in person. Want to tell us why?’ Milo sat back and crossed his legs.

It’s always pathetic when someone physically impressive starts to fall apart, like watching a monument crumble. I saw the look on the blond man’s face and wanted to be somewhere else.

‘Tell us about it,’ said Milo.

‘It’s my own damned fault. Now I’m going to pay.’ He got up, went into the kitchen, and came back with a bottle of pills.

‘B-twelve. I need it when I’m stressed out.’ He unscrewed the lid, shook out three capsules, swallowed, and washed them down with coffee. ‘I shouldn’t be taking in so much caffeine but it calms me down. Paradoxical reaction.’

‘What’s on your mind, Doug?’

‘My working at Adam and Eve has been a – a secret. Until now. I knew all along it was risky, that I might run into someone who knew me. I don’t know, maybe that was part of the thrill.’

‘We’re not interested in your private life. Just in what you know about Nona Swope.’

‘But if it leads somewhere and ends up in court I’m gonna be subpoenaed, right?’

‘Could happen,’ admitted Milo, ‘but we’re a long way from that. Right now we just want to find Nona and her parents so we can save a little boy’s life.’

The detective went on in great detail about Woody’s lymphoma. He’d retained everything I told him and was throwing it back in Carmichael’s handsome face. The blond man tried hard not to listen but failed. He took all of it in, obviously pained. He seemed a sensitive one and I found myself liking him.

‘Jesus. She told me she had a sick brother but she never said how sick.’

‘What else did she tell you?’

‘Not much. Really. She didn’t say much about anything. Talked about wanting to be an actress – the usual delusional stuff you hear from most of the girls. But she didn’t seem depressed like you’d expect with a brother that sick.’

Milo changed the subject.

‘What kind of gigs did you two do?’

Returning to the topic of his work made Carmichael anxious again. He tangled his fingers together and twisted. Knots rose on the heavy arms.

‘Maybe I should get an attorney before we go any further.’

‘Suit yourself,’ said Milo, pointing to the phone.

Carmichael sighed and shook his head. ‘No. That would only complicate things even more. Listen, I can give you some insights into Nona’s personality if that’s what you’re after.’

‘It would help.’

‘But that’s all I’ve got. Insights, no facts. How about you forget where you got them from?’

‘Doug,’ said Milo, ‘we know who your father is and we know all about the bust, so stop dancing around, okay?’

Carmichael looked like a stallion in a burning stable, ready to bolt despite the consequences.

‘Don’t panic,’ said Milo. ‘We couldn’t care less about that stuff.’

‘I’m not some kind of pervert,’ Carmichael insisted. ‘If you traced me that far back you know how it happened.’

‘Sure. You were a dancer at Lancelot’s. After the show one of the ladies in the audience picked you up. Sex for money was discussed and she busted you.’

‘She entrapped me. The cunt!’

Lancelot’s was a male-stripper joint in west LA catering to women who thought liberation meant aping the crudest aspects of male behavior. The club had long been the object of neighborhood complaints and a couple of years back the police and the fire inspectors had paid it lots of attention. A harassment suit by the owner had ended that.

Milo shrugged. ‘Anyway, daddy got you off, the file was closed, and you promised to behave yourself.’

‘Yeah,’ said Carmichael, bitterly. ‘End of story, right? Only it wasn’t that simple.’ The blue eyes burned. ‘Dad commandeered my trust fund – money left to me by my mom. It was illegal, I’m sure of it, but the lawyer in charge of the trust is one of Dad’s California Club buddies and before I knew it the old man had all of it under his control. And me by the balls. It was like being a kid again, having to ask permission for everything. He forced me to go to school, said I had to make something of myself. Christ, I’m thirty-six and I’m in junior college! If I get good grades there’ll be a place for me at Carmichael Oil. What a crock. Nothing’s gonna change me into someone I’m not. What the hell does he want from me?’

He looked at us beseechingly, wanting support. My instinct was to give it to him but this wasn’t therapy. Milo let him cool down before he spoke.

‘And if he finds out about your current job, kaput, eh?’

‘Shit.’ Carmichael stroked his beard. ‘I can’t help it. I like doing that kind of thing. God gave me a great body and a great face and I get off on sharing it with other people. It’s like acting but private, so it’s better, more intimate. When I used to dance I could feel the women’s eyes on me. I played to them, treated them good. I wanted them to cream right there. It felt so – loving.’

‘I told this to your boss and I’ll tell it to you,’ said Milo, ‘we don’t give a damn who fucks who in this city. It only becomes a problem when people get cut or shot or strangled in the process.’

Carmichael didn’t seem to have heard.

‘I mean it’s not like I’m hooking or anything,’ he insisted. ‘I don’t need the money – in a good week I pull in six, maybe seven hundred bucks.’ He dismissed that kind of money with a wave of his hand, operating from the distorted value system of one born into wealth.

‘Doug,’ said Milo with authority in his voice, ‘stop defending yourself and listen: We don’t care about what you do with your dick. Your file will stay sealed. Just tell us about Nona.’

The message finally got through. The look on Carmichael’s face was that of a child who’d received an unexpected gift. I realized that I kept thinking of him as a big kid because, except for the manly outer husk, everything about him was childlike, immature. A classic case of arrested development.

‘She was a barracuda,’ he said. ‘You had to hold her back or she got too aggressive. The last time we worked together was a stag party for an older guy who was getting married for the second time. A bunch of middle-aged men, salesman types, in this apartment in Canoga Park. They’d been drinking hard and watching fuck films before we got there. We were doing jock and cheerleader that night. I had on a football uniform and she was wearing a jersey top, a little pleated skirt, and sneakers. Pompons, her hair in pigtails, the works.

‘Those guys were harmless old farts. Before we got there they’d probably been talking big, hooting at the movies like guys do when they’re nervous. Then we walked in, they saw her, and I thought a few hearts were gonna give out. She wiggled at ’em, batted her lashes, showed a lot of tongue. We had the skit all planned out but she decided to ad lib. The script says we do a little minor league fondling while trading suggestive lines – you know stuff like I ask her how she’d like to be my wide receiver and she says “Do it again, we like it, we like it!” She was a lousy actress, by the way, real flat, no emotion. But the audiences seemed to dig her – her looks made up for it, I guess. Anyway, these old guys were eating it up and she got off on it. That’s probably what gave her the idea of getting really outrageous.

‘All of a sudden she reached into my pants, grabbed my cock, did a bump and grind, started jerking me off, all the time gyrating at them. I wanted to stop her – we’re not supposed to go past the script unless we’re asked to.’ He stopped, looked uncomfortable. ‘And paid to. But I couldn’t do it because it would have ruined the skit and been a downer for all those old guys.

‘They were staring at her and she was groping me and I was smiling through it all. Then she let go and waltzed over to the guy who was getting hitched – pudgy little fellow with big eyeglasses – and slipped her hand down his pants. Everything got real quiet then. He was red as a beet but he couldn’t say anything cause it woulda made him look like a wimp in front of his friends. He got a sick look on his face, forced himself to smile. She started tonguing his ear, kept yanking his chain. The other guys started to laugh. To relieve their tension. Soon they were yelling out lewd comments. Nona was high, like she was really getting off on groping the poor sucker.

‘Finally I was able to ease her away without it looking like a hassle. We got out of there and I yelled at her in the car. She looked at me like I was nuts, said what was the matter, we got a big tip, didn’t we. I could see it was no use talking to her so I gave up. We got on the freeway. I was driving fast because I couldn’t wait to get away from her. Then all of a sudden I felt her pulling at my zipper. Before I know it, my cock is out and she’s got it in her mouth. We’re going seventy and she’s sucking me off and telling me to admit it, I love it. I was helpless, just praying the highway patrol wouldn’t pull us over – that would be my balls, right? I asked her to stop but she had me and she wouldn’t let go until she finished me off.

‘The next day I complained to Rambo, insisted I wouldn’t work with her anymore. She just laughed, said Nona would be great in films. Later I found out she’d left, just walked out.’

Telling the story had made him sweat. He excused himself, went to the bathroom, came back freshly combed and sprayed and smelling of aftershave. Milo started questioning before he sat back down.

‘And you have no idea where she went?’

Carmichael shook his head.

‘She ever talk about anything personal?’

‘Nope. There was nothing personal about her. She was all on the surface.’

‘No hint where she might be headed?’

‘She never even said where she came from. Like I told you, we did three or four gigs, then she split.’

‘How’d she connect with Adam and Eve?’

‘No idea. Everyone gets into it differently. Rambo called me after she caught my act at Lancelot’s. Some find out by word of mouth. She runs ads in the underground papers and skin mags. Gets more applications than she wants.’

‘All right, Doug,’ said Milo, standing, ‘I hope you’ve been straight with us.’

‘I really have, Detective. Please don’t pull me into this.’

‘I’ll do the best I can.’

We left. Back in the car Milo checked in with the dispatcher. There were no important messages.

‘So what’s the diagnosis on Surfer Boy?’ he asked.

‘Off the cuff? Personality problems, probably narcissistic.’

‘Which means?’

‘That he’s got low self-esteem and it expresses itself in self-obsession – muscles, vitamins, constant attention paid to his body.’

‘Sounds like half of LA,’ he growled and turned on the ignition. As we pulled away, Carmichael came out of his house in swim trunks carrying a surfboard, a towel, and tanning lotion. He saw us, smiled, waved, and headed toward the beach.

Milo parked in a no-parking zone near the entrance to Western Peds. ‘I hate hospitals,’ he said, as we boarded the elevator and rode up to the fifth floor. It took a while to locate Valcroix. He was examining a patient and we waited for him in a small conference room off the ward.

He came in fifteen minutes later, gave me a disgusted look, and told Milo to hurry, he was busy. When the detective began talking, he made a show of pulling out a medical chart, perusing it, and writing notes.

Milo’s a skilled interrogator but he struck out with the Canadian. Valcroix continued to chart, unflustered, as the detective confronted him with knowing the Touch visitors and his affair with Nona Swope.

‘Are you through, Officer?’

‘For the time being, Doctor.’

‘What am I supposed to do, defend myself?’

‘You might start by explaining your role in the disappearance.’

‘That will be quite simple. There is none.’

‘No collaboration between you and the couple from the Touch?’

‘Absolutely not. I visited them once. That’s the extent of it.’

‘What was the purpose of your visit?’

‘Educational. I’m interested in communal societies.’

‘Did you learn much, Doctor?’

Valcroix smiled.

‘It was a peaceful place. They have no need for policemen.’

‘What were the names of the people who visited the Swopes?’

‘The man was called Baron, the woman, Delilah.’

‘Surnames?’

‘They don’t use them.’

‘And you’ve only visited the Touch once or twice.’

‘Once.’

‘All right. We’ll be verifying that.’

‘Feel free.’

Milo fixed him with a hard stare. The Fellow smiled contemptuously.

‘Did Nona Swope tell you anything that would lead us to her family’s whereabouts?’

‘We didn’t talk much. We just fucked.’

‘Doctor, I suggest you rethink your attitude.’

‘Oh really?’ The squinty eyes became hyphens. ‘You interrupt my work to ask me stupid questions about my personal life and expect me to have a good attitude?’

‘In your case personal and professional seem pretty enmeshed.’

‘How insightful of you to notice.’

‘Is that all you have to say, Doctor?’

‘What more would you like to hear? That I like to fuck women? All right. I do. I crave it. I’m going to fuck as many women as I can in this life and if there’s a life thereafter I hope it will provide an endless chain of warm, willing women so I can keep fucking. Last I heard, fucking was no crime, or have they passed a new law in America?’

‘Go back to work, Doctor.’

Valcroix gathered his charts and left, dreamy-eyed.

‘What an asshole,’ said Milo walking back to the car. ‘I wouldn’t let him near my hangnail.’ There was an illegal-parking warning from Hospital Security taped on the windshield. He ripped it off and put it in his pocket. ‘I hope he’s not typical of what they’re passing off as doctors nowadays.’

‘He’s one of a kind. He won’t last much longer here.’

We headed west on Sunset.

‘You going to check out his story?’ I asked.

‘I could ask the Touch people how well they know him but if there is some kind of conspiracy they’d lie. Best thing is to call the sheriff down there and find out if the joker’s been spotted more than once. Small town like that the law tend to notice things.’

‘I know someone who might be familiar with the Touch. Want me to call him?’

‘Why not? Couldn’t hurt.’

He drove me home and stayed for a minute to look at the koi. He was transfixed by the colorful fish and smiled as they gobbled down the pellets he tossed them. When he tore himself away to leave, his big body seemed heavy and slow.

‘Any longer, I’d stay here till my beard turned white.’

We shook hands, he gave a little salute, turned and ambled off for another afternoon of witnessing the human animal at its worst.
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I phoned Professor Seth Fiacre at UCLA. He’s an old classmate from grad school, a social psychologist who’d been studying cults for several years.

‘Hi, Alex,’ he said, cheerful as always, ‘just got back from Sacramento. Senate hearings. Stultifying.’

We reminisced and played catch-up and then I told him why I’d called.

‘The Touch? I’m surprised you’ve even heard of them. They’re not well-known and they don’t proselytize. They’ve got a place called the Retreat, used to be a monastery, down near the Mexican border.’

‘What about the leader – Matthias?’

‘Noble Matthias. He was a lawyer originally. Used to call himself Norman Matthews.’

‘What kind of law did he practice?’

‘I don’t know. But it was high powered. Beverly Hills.’

Attorney to guru seemed an unlikely metamorphosis.

‘Why the change of lifestyle?’ I asked.

‘I don’t know, Alex. Most charismatic leaders claim some sort of cosmic vision, usually after a trauma. Your basic voice-in-the-desert stuff. Maybe he ran out of gas in the Mojave and saw God.’

I laughed.

‘I wish I could tell you more, Alex. The group hasn’t attracted much attention because it’s so small, maybe sixty members. And like I said, they’re not out looking for converts, so it’ll probably stay small. Whether or not that’ll change if there’s increased attrition remains to be seen. They’ve only been around for three or four years. Another thing that’s unusual is that most of their members are middle-aged. Groups that recruit tend to go after young people. In practical terms that means you don’t have parents screaming to the cops or calling in the deprogramers.’

‘Are they into holistic health?’

‘Probably. Most of these groups are. It’s part of rejecting the values of the greater society. But I haven’t heard about them obsessing on it, if that’s what you mean. I think their focus is more on self-sustenance. Growing their own food, making their own clothes. Like the original Utopians – Oneida, Ephrata, New Harmony. Can I ask why you want to know all of this?’

I told him about the Swopes’ decision not to treat Woody and the family’s subsequent disappearance.

‘Does that sound like something this group could be involved in, Seth?’

‘It doesn’t seem likely, because they’re reclusive. Taking on the medical establishment would subject them to lots of scrutiny.’

‘They did visit the family,’ I reminded him.

‘If they wanted to be subversive why do it so publicly? You said the family lived near the Retreat?’

‘From what I understand.’

‘So maybe they were just being neighborly. In a small town like La Vista there’s bound to be plenty of distrust of oddballs on the part of the natives. A small oddball makes a special effort to be friendly. It’s good survival strategy.’

‘Speaking of survival,’ I asked, ‘how do they support themselves?’

‘My guess is member contributions. On the other hand, Matthews was a rich man. He could be bank-rolling the whole thing himself just for the power and prestige. If they’re really into self-reliance the overheads wouldn’t be that high.’

‘One more thing, Seth. Why do they call themselves the Touch?’

He laughed. ‘Damned if I know. I think I’ll sic a grad student on it.’

Mal Worthy called me later that day.

‘It appears that Mrs Moody didn’t get a rat because she was destined for bigger and better things. This morning she found a dog eviscerated, hanging from the front doorknob by its entrails. He castrated it too, stuffed the balls in its mouth.’

Revulsion kept me silent.

‘What a guy, huh? On top of that he snuck in a phone call, in defiance of the order, talked to the boy and told him to run away. The kid obeyed and it took seven hours to find him. They finally caught up with him late last night, wandering around the parking lot of some mall, five miles from home. Apparently he thought his father was going to pick him up and take him away. No one showed up and he was scared out of his mind, poor kid. Needless to say Darlene is going bananas, and I’m calling to ask you to see the kids. More for their mental health than anything else.’

‘Did they see the dog?’

‘Thank God, no. She cleaned it up before they had a chance. How soon can you see them?’

‘I won’t have access to the office until Saturday.’ I’d been renting space for forensic evaluations in the Brentwood suite of a colleague, but only had use of the office on weekends.

‘You can do it here. Just name the time.’

‘Can you get them down there in a couple of hours?’

‘You got it.’

The offices of Trenton, Worthy & La Rosa were located on the penthouse floor of a high-prestige building at the intersection of Roxbury and Wilshire. Mal, resplendent in a navy silk and worsted from Bijan, was in the waiting room to greet me personally. He informed me I’d be using his office. I remembered it as a cavernous, dark-walled room with an oversized amorphous desk that looked like a piece of free-form sculpture, saw-toothed abstract prints hanging from the paneling, and shelves full of expensive – and breakable – mementos. Not an ideal place for child therapy but it would have to do.

I rearranged some chairs, moved an end table, and created a play area in the center of the room. Removing paper, pencils, crayons, hand puppets, and a portable playhouse from my carrying case, I placed them on the table. Then I went to fetch the Moody children.

They were waiting in the law library: Darlene, Carlton Conley, and the children, who’d been dressed as if for church.

The three-year-old, April, wore a white taffeta dress and white patent-leather sandals over lace-hemmed socks. Her blond hair had been ribboned and braided. She nestled sleepily in her mother’s lap, worrying a knee scab and sucking her thumb.

Her brother’d been costumed in a white western shirt, brown corduroy pants with the cuffs turned up, a snap-on tie and black Oxfords. His face had been scrubbed, his dark hair slicked down in an unsuccessful attempt to make it behave. He looked as miserable in the getup as any nine-year-old could. When he saw me he turned away.

‘Now, Ricky, don’t be rude to the doctor,’ admonished his mother. ‘Say hello, nice and polite. Hello, Doctor.’

‘Hello, Mrs Moody.’

The boy shoved his hands in his pockets and scowled.

Conley got up from his seat next to her and shook my hand, grinning awkwardly. The judge had been right. Except for being significantly taller, he looked strikingly like the man he’d replaced.

‘Doctor,’ he said weakly.

‘Hello, Mr Conley.’

April stirred, opened her eyes, and smiled at me. She’d been the easy one during the evaluation, an expressive, happy child. Because she was a girl her father had chosen to ignore her and she’d been spared his destructive love. Ricky was the favorite; he’d suffered for it.

‘Hi, April.’

She batted her lashes, lowered her face, and giggled, a natural coquette.

‘Remember the toys we played with last time?’

She nodded and giggled again.

‘I have them here. Would you like to play with them again?’

She looked at her mother, requesting permission.

‘Go ’head, honey.’

The little girl climbed down and took my hand.

‘I’ll see you in a while, Ricky,’ I said to the sullen boy.

I spent twenty minutes with April, mostly observing as she manipulated the miniature inhabitants of the playhouse. Her play was organized and structured and relatively untroubled. Though she enacted several episodes of parental conflict, she was able to resolve them by having the father leave and the family live happily ever after. For the most part, hope and determination emanated from the scenarios she constructed.

I drew her out about the situation at home and found that she had an age-appropriate understanding of what was going on. Daddy was angry at mommy, mommy was angry at daddy, so they weren’t going to live with each other anymore. She knew it wasn’t her fault or Ricky’s and she liked Carlton.

Everything was consistent with what I’d learned during the initial evaluation. At that time she’d expressed little anxiety over her father’s absence and had seemed to be growing attached to Conley. When I questioned her about him now her face lit up.

‘Carlton’s so nice, Docka Alek. He take me to da zoo. We saw da diraffe. An da cockadile.’ Her eyes widened with wonder, the memory alive.

She went on singing his praises and I prayed Judge Severe’s cynical prophecy would be proved wrong. I’d treated countless girls who’d suffered tortured relationships with their fathers or no relationship at all, and had witnessed the psychic damage they’d incurred, grievously handicapped in the relationship game. This little sweetheart deserved better.

When I’d observed long enough to convince myself she was functioning reasonably well, I took her back. She stood on tippy toes and reached out toothpick arms. I bent and she kissed my cheek.

‘Bye, Docka Alek.’

‘Bye, honey. If you ever want to talk to me, tell your mommy. She’ll help you call.’

She said okay and crawled back to the pillowy sanctuary of her mother’s thighs.

Ricky’d moved to a far corner where he stood alone, staring out the window. I walked over to him, put my hand on his shoulder, and spoke softly so only he could hear: ‘I know you’re really mad about having to do this.’

He thrust out his lower lip, stiffened his neck, and crossed his arms across his chest. Darlene got up, still holding April, and started to say something but I motioned her down.

‘It must be real hard not to see your dad,’ I said.

He stood as straight as a Marine, trying hard to look tough and grim.

‘I heard you ran away.’

No reply.

‘That must have been a real adventure.’

The hint of a smile danced across his lips and escaped.

‘I knew you had strong legs, Ricky, but to go five miles all by yourself. Whew!’

The smile returned, staying a little longer this time.

‘See anything interesting?’

‘Uh huh.’

‘Can you tell me about it?’

He looked back at the others.

‘Not here,’ I assured him. ‘Let’s go to another room. We can draw and play like the last time. Okay?’

He frowned but followed me.

Mal’s office amazed him and he circled the immense room several times before settling down.

‘Ever seen a place like this?’

‘Uh uh. In a movie.’

‘Oh yeah? Which one?’

‘It was about bad guys who were taking over the world. They had an office with lasers and stuff. It looked like this.’

‘Bad guy headquarters, huh?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Do you think Mr Worthy’s a bad guy?’

‘My dad said he was.’

‘Did he tell you anyone else was a bad guy?’

He looked uneasy.

‘Like me? And Dr Daschoff?’

‘Uh huh.’

‘Do you understand why your father said that?’

‘He’s mad.’

‘That’s right. He’s really mad. Not because of anything you or April did, but because he doesn’t want your mom and him to get divorced.’

‘Yeah,’ the boy said with sudden ferocity, ‘it’s her damn fault!’

‘The divorce?’

‘Yeah! She kicked him out and he even paid for the house with his money!’

I sat him down, took a chair opposite him, and put my hands on his small shoulders as I spoke:

‘Ricky, I’m sorry everything is so sad. I know you want your mom and dad to get back together. But that’s not going to happen. Do you remember how they used to fight all the time?’

‘Yeah, but then they’d stop fighting and be happy to us.’

‘When that happened it was nice.’

‘Yup.’

‘But the fighting got worse and worse and there wasn’t much happiness left.’

He shook his head.

‘Divorce is terrible,’ I said. ‘Like everything’s falling apart.’

He looked away.

‘It’s okay to be angry, Ricky. I’d be angry, too, if my parents were getting divorced. But it’s not okay to run away because you could get hurt that way.’

‘My dad’ll take care of me.’

‘Ricky, I know you love your dad very much. You should. A dad is someone special. And a dad should be able to be with his children, even after a divorce. I hope some day your dad can see you a lot, and take you places and do fun stuff with you. But right now – and this is really sad – it’s not a good idea for him to spend a lot of time with you and April. Do you understand why?’

‘’Cause he’s sick?’

‘Right. Do you know what kind of sickness?’

He ruminated on the question.

‘He gets mad?’

‘That’s part of it. He gets real mad or real sad or real happy all of a sudden. Sometimes without a good reason. When he’s real mad he could do mad things that wouldn’t be right, like fight with somebody. That could be dangerous.’

‘Uh uh! He could beat ’em up!’ 


‘That’s true, but it would be dangerous for the person he beat up. And you or April could get hurt, accidentally. Do you understand?’

A grudging nod.

‘I’m not saying he’ll always be sick. There are medicines he can take that can help. And talking to doctors, like me, can help, too. But right now your dad doesn’t want to admit that he needs help. So the judge said he couldn’t see you until he got better. That made him really mad and now he thinks everyone is a bad guy trying to hurt him. But we’re really trying to help him. And to protect you.’

He stared at me, stood, found the drawing paper, and proceeded to construct a fleet of paper airlines. For the next quarter hour he waged a solitary battle of epic proportions, destroying entire cities, massacring thousands, stomping and shouting and shredding paper until Mal’s antique Saruk was covered with confetti.

After that he drew for a while but wasn’t happy with any of his creations and tossed them, crumpled, in the trash. I tried to get him to talk about the runaway episode but he refused. I reiterated the danger and he listened, looking bored. When I asked him if he’d do it again he shrugged.

I brought him back and took Darlene into the office. She wore a pink pantsuit with a faint diamond pattern and silver sandals. Her dark hair was piled high and sprayed in place. She’d spent a lot of time on her makeup but still looked tired and worn and scared. After seating herself she pulled a handkerchief out of her purse and passed it from hand to hand, kneading and squeezing.

‘This must be really hard on you,’ I said.

Tears oozed out of her eyes. Up went the handkerchief.

‘He’s a crazy man, Doctor. He’s been getting crazier all along and now he won’t let me go without doing something really crazy.’

‘How have the kids been doing?’

‘April’s a little clingy – you saw her out there. She gets up a couple of times at night, wants to come into our bed. But she’s a sweet thing. He’s my problem, just angry all the time, refusing to mind. Yesterday he said the ef word to Carlton.’

‘What did Carlton do?’

‘Told him he’d whip him if he did it again.’

Great.

‘It’s not a good idea to get Carlton involved in discipline at this point. Having him there is a big adjustment for the kids in the first place. If you let him take over, they’ll feel abandoned.’

‘But Doctor, he can’t use language like that!’

‘Then you need to handle it, Mrs Moody. It’s important for the children to know that you’re there for them. That you’re in charge.’

‘Okay,’ she said, without enthusiasm. ‘I’ll try it.’

I knew she wouldn’t comply. The word try was the tipoff. In a couple of months she’d be wondering why both children were ornery and miserable and impossible to manage.

I did my job anyway, telling her that both of the children could benefit from professional help. April, I explained, showed no serious problems but was insecure. Therapy for her was likely to be short-term and could reduce the risk of more severe problems in the future.

Ricky, on the other hand, was a troubled little boy, full of anger and likely to run away again. She interrupted at that point to blame the running away on the boy’s father and said that come to think of it he reminded her of his father.

‘Mrs Moody,’ I said, ‘Ricky needs the chance to blow off steam on a regular basis.’

‘You know,’ she said, ‘Carlton and him are starting to get along better. Yesterday they were playing catch in the backyard and having a great time. I know Carlton’s gonna be a good influence on him.’

‘Great. But that won’t take the place of professional help.’

‘Doctor,’ she said, ‘I’m broke. Do you know how much lawyers cost? Just being here today is draining me dry.’

‘There are clinics that operate on a sliding scale based on ability to pay. I’ll give some numbers to Mr Worthy.’

‘Are they far? I don’t drive freeways.’

‘I’ll try to find one close to you, Mrs Moody.’

‘Thank you, doctor.’ She sighed, picked herself up, and let me hold the door for her.

Watching her trudge down the hall like an old woman it was easy to forget she was twenty-nine-years-old.

I dictated my findings to Mal’s secretary as she typed silently on a court stenographer’s machine. When she left he brought out a bottle of Johnny Walker Black and poured us each a couple of fingers.

‘Thanks for coming by, Alex.’

‘No problem, but I don’t know that it did any good. She won’t follow through.’

‘I’ll see to it that she does. Tell her it’s important for the case.’

We sipped Scotch.

‘Incidentally,’ he said, ‘the judge hasn’t gotten any nasty surprises so far – apparently Moody’s crazy but not stupid. But she’s mega-pissed about the whole thing. She called the DA and ordered him to get someone on it. He dumped it on Foothill Division.’

‘Who said they’d been looking for him already.’

‘Right.’ He looked surprised. I told him about Milo’s call to Fordebrand.

‘Very impressive, Alex. More?’ He picked up the bottle. I declined a refill. Good Scotch is hard to resist but talking about Moody reminded me of the importance of staying clear-headed.

‘Anyway, Foothill claims to be looking for him seriously but they think he’s gone into Angeles Crest.’

‘Wonderful.’

Angeles Crest National Forest is 600,000 acres of wilderness bordering the city to the north. The Moodys had lived in nearby Sunland, and the forest would be familiar territory to Richard, a natural place to escape. Much of the acreage was impenetrable except on foot and a man could stay lost there for as long as he pleased. It was a haven for hikers, campers, naturalists, and climbers, as well as for packs of outlaw bikers who partied all night and sacked out in caves. And its ravines and washes were favorite dumping spots for bodies.

Just before we’d scuffled in the court parking lot, Moody’d talked about surviving in the wilderness, clearly indicating his children in the fantasy. I let Mal know that.

He nodded grimly.

‘I’ve instructed Darlene to take the kids and get out of town for a while. Her folks have a farm up near Davis. They’re leaving today.’

‘Won’t he be able to figure that out?’

‘If he comes out in the open. I’m hoping he decides to play mountain man for a while.’

He threw up his arms.

‘It’s the best I can do, Alex.’

The conversation was taking an unsettling turn. I got up to go and we shook hands. At the door I asked him if he’d ever heard of a lawyer named Norman Matthews.

‘Stormin’ Norman? That’s a golden oldie. I went up against him at least a dozen times. Biggest ball-breaker in Beverly Hills.’

‘He was a divorce lawyer?’

‘The best. Super-aggressive, had a reputation for getting his clients what they wanted no matter who he offended in the process. Handled lots of Hollywood dissolutions with big bucks at stake and got to thinking of himself as a star. Very image-conscious – an Excalibur and a Corniche, conspicuous clothes, blondes on each arm, blew Dunhill latakia through a thousand-dollar meerschaum.’

‘He’s a bit more spiritual nowadays.’

‘Yeah, I heard. Got a weird group down on the border. Calls himself Grand Noble Poobah or something like that.’

‘Noble Matthias. Why’d he leave law?’

He laughed uneasily.

‘You might say it left him. This was five or six years ago. It was in the papers. I’m surprised you don’t remember. Matthews was representing the wife of some playwright. The guy had just hit it big – a smash on Broadway – after ten years of eating air sandwiches. At that point the wife found another loser to mother and filed. Matthews got her everything – a huge chunk of royalties from the play and a healthy percentage of everything the guy would bring in for the next ten years. It was a publicized case and there was a press conference scheduled on the courtroom steps. Matthews and the wife were headed there when hubby came out of nowhere with a twenty-two. He shot them both in the head. She died but Matthews squeaked by after half a year of touch and go. Then he dropped out of sight, resurfaced a couple of years later as a maharishi. Your basic California story.’

I thanked him for the information and turned to leave.

‘Hey,’ he said, ‘why the interest?’

‘Nothing important. His name came up in conversation.’

‘Stormin’ Norman,’ he smiled. ‘Sanctification through brain damage.’
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