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  BRAIN CHILD


  CHAPTER ONE


  Phylis Reynolds watched in resignation as the late August night lost its balmy comfort, assuming, instead, a crisp edge that compelled the protection of four walls and a roof. In the passenger seat of a three month old, royal blue Buick Regal, just crossing from Minneapolis into St. Paul, she regarded the sudden spatter of rain on the windshield with resentment, as if nature’s manners were a personal affront.


  “Oh, damn it,” she said, sighing. “I thought this would be a perfect night.”


  The driver of the Regal momentarily took his attention from the glistening freeway and offered his companion a mock pout. Phylis returned the pout for a full second before breaking into a bright smile.


  “Paul, you are such a little boy,” she said, giggling now in accompaniment to the smile.


  Mouth still pouting, but eyes crinkled in good humor, Paul Welch turned his attention back to the road and nodded in agreement. Watching him then, Phylis felt a sudden pang of longing. She studied the smooth lines of his face, which really did look boyish despite his twenty-nine years, and smiled possessively. His raven black hair, combed straight back off his high forehead and tucked neatly behind his ears, gleamed with health. Phylis reached out a slim hand and touched her burgundy nails to his leg.


  He again turned away from the road to regard her. “It will be a perfect night. I promise.”


  “We won’t have an outdoor table,” Phylis protested feebly.


  “But I know the maître d’, and there are some nice tables inside.”


  Phylis squeezed his thigh to show that she had been joking, and wondered as she did so what the naked flesh beneath the rough fabric of his pants would feel like against her palm. She swallowed, looked away from him and out the window, not trusting herself to speak.


  “Besides,” Paul said, placing his warm hand over her own and squeezing playfully. “Do you think I’d let our anniversary dinner be ruined by a few drops of rain?”


  “Anniversary?”


  “Sure.” Paul grinned. “It’s been two weeks since that fateful first lunch at McDonald’s sent us down this road to destiny.”


  “Only two weeks? I feel I’ve known you forever.”


  “And not bored yet?”


  “Not nearly.”


  Paul turned his attention fully to the road as they approached their exit, but his hand remained protectively over hers. Another barrage of rain spattered against the windshield, and Paul activated the pulse wipers for a single sweep. Phylis turned away from him as if she were gazing out the window, but closed her eyes and focused on the warmth of his hand upon her own, on the gentle ripple of his thigh muscles beneath her palm as he worked the brake and accelerator pedals.


  Please, God, she thought, let this be the night.


  Dinner at The Terrace was as romantic and wonderful as Paul had promised. The maître d’ was indeed a friend of Paul’s, and Phylis found herself unaccustomedly pampered. They took their time over the entrees, of which Phylis had chosen a New Orleans Cajun chicken dish, and lingered afterwards over a bottle of French, Alsace wine, all the while leaning across the candle lit corner table, talking quietly.


  The dining room was well designed for couples such as themselves. The main lighting came from an ornate chandelier, hanging over the central waiter’s station, which cast a subdued golden flicker across the tables situated around the perimeter of the cozy room. The only other illumination came from the glass-caged candles at each table. It was very difficult not to be overwhelmed by romance. Or even by lust, Phylis thought, and smiled mischievously.


  “What’s so funny?” Paul asked, tipping the last few drops of the Alsace into Phylis’s glass.


  “Nothing. I’m just happy.”


  Paul shook his head. “That was not a happy smile. That was a cat-who-ate-the-family-budgie smirk.”


  Phylis laughed aloud, and Paul reached across the table and touched her bare arm. “I’ll get another bottle of wine,” he said.


  Phylis shook her head. “No.”


  “But ze night, she eez so young,” Paul protested.


  “Oui,” Phylis said. “But ze woman, she doez nod vant ze man to be, how you say? … too relaxed.” Paul opened his mouth to say something but closed it again immediately. Phylis squeezed his hand.


  “Order us some coffee,” she said, pushing her chair away from the table and standing. “I’ll be right back.” Phylis stopped at the row of pay phones outside the powder room. She raked through her purse until she found a quarter, dropped it in the slot, and dialed her home number. The phone rang only twice before it was picked up.


  “Susan, it’s Phylis.”


  “Oh, hi, Mrs. Reynolds.”


  “Everything okay?”


  “Fine,” Susan said.


  “Any trouble with Celia?”


  “She stayed up to watch Night Court, but I drew the line at L.A. Law. She’s asleep now.”


  Phylis chuckled. “She’s got you wrapped around her little finger.”


  “I don’t mind. Are you having a good night?”


  “Very nice,” Phylis said, breaking into a smile even though Susan could not see it. “I just phoned to let you know, we’ll be home soon. Leaving here in a few minutes.”


  “Okay,” Susan said. “See you soon.”


  “Bye.” Phylis hung up the phone and closed her purse.


  I said “we,” she thought. “We’ll” be home soon.


  Still smiling, she pushed open the door and went into the powder room.


  She stood in front of the wall mirror, studying herself closely, and touched up her makeup. Afterwards she stepped back to get a full body view. Not bad, she thought. She’d chosen a sky blue summer dress bought a year earlier but worn only once. It fit snugly in all the right places, and was cut just low enough to reveal a touch of what lay beneath without being brazen. Although appearing brazen might not be such a bad idea.


  Naughty, she thought.


  She stepped back to the counter and ran a brush through her shoulder-length, ash blond hair, teasing the bangs at the front until they looked slightly tousled. She looked her reflection straight in the eyes. For the umpteenth time she wondered if she was going a bit overboard with Paul, but it had been a long time since she’d gone overboard with anybody. Her divorce from Don had been finalized eighteen months ago, and since then her love life had been a desert broken only by the occasional dry mirage. Most of her energy during that time had been channeled into her job as art director of MPLS Magazine, a position she’d attained shortly after joining the magazine’s staff as layout assistant. Not that she hadn’t been trying, romantically that is, but it was so hard when there was Celia to contend with.


  The moment the child’s name entered her mind she forced it out. Not tonight. Tonight everything was right, everything was perfect.


  Paul Welch was the best thing to happen to her in a long, long time. He was one of the stable of freelance writers that contributed to MPLS, and six months ago Phylis had worked with him on the presentation of his “Twin cities: 2001” feature. His interest in her had been obvious from the start, but she’d kept a cold, business-like formality between them until, two weeks ago, they’d been forced to share a table at the crowded McDonald’s on east Hennepin Avenue. And surprise, surprise, she had broken down and discovered that she liked him. Very much.


  Perhaps the six months of professional distance had set the groundwork for their relationship, for they found themselves instantly at ease with one another, and although Phylis had wanted to go beyond the tentative first stages of physical contact, she had held back because of Celia. But Celia had improved dramatically lately, and Dr. Hammond had said it was time to test some of that progress.


  Tonight, Phylis thought. Definitely, tonight.


  She packed away her makeup case and lipstick, and returned to the dining room. Paul had ordered two coffees, and he was sipping his as she took her seat.


  “What’s next on the agenda?” he asked, studying her appreciatively over the rim of his cup.


  “My place for a night cap?” Phylis said softly, sipping her coffee, gazing into Paul’s clear brown eyes.


  “Do I finally get to meet your daughter?”


  “She’ll be sleeping.”


  “Then we can play chess, or something.”


  “Or something,” Phylis agreed.


  Paul’s lips curled as he tried to hide a smile. “I’ll get the check,” he said, and motioned for the waiter.


  Phylis leaned across the table and blew into the glass-encased candle. The flame flickered for a moment, then died, and the waxy smelling smoke drifted up to surround them.


  The drive back to Phylis’s home in West Minneapolis was quiet, disturbed only when Paul asked for directions. Phylis sat as close as she could to the inside edge of the comfortable bucket seat, hand resting on Paul’s leg. Once, she used a burgundy nail to trace a circle across the inside thigh of his pants, and Paul tightened his lips stoically and groaned faintly. Phylis smiled, and looked out her window at the glow of the city through the haze of fine rain. The brand new smell of the car made her feel comfortable and at ease.


  “Here it is,” Phylis said as Paul approached the house. “Three-Oh-Two. Just park in the driveway.”


  Paul turned into the drive, and the headlights swung a sudden brilliant arc across the front of the bungalow. He stopped the car two feet from the garage door, killing the motor, then the lights.


  “Nice place,” he said.


  “We like it,” Phylis said, opening the door and stepping out onto the asphalt. The touch of rain was cool and refreshing, the air smelled of grass and earth. “Watch your step, Paul. Celia may have left a toy on the walk.”


  The living room curtain parted slightly as they came up the walk, and the front door opened before they reached it, sending a swath of yellow light out onto the rain soaked lawn.


  “Thanks, Susan,” Phylis said, stepping past the babysitter.


  “Hi, Mrs. Reynolds,” Susan said. “Hello, Mr. Welch,” she added as Paul followed Phylis into the house.


  “So, how long were we gone?” Phylis asked, slipping out of her shoes.


  “Four and a half hours,” Susan said, without glancing at her watch. At sixteen she was a paragon of the all-American, attractive, wholesome-yet-nubile girl-next-door, dressed in faded blue jeans, a Mickey Mouse sweatshirt, and topped with a head of golden blond hair that curled around her ears.


  “We’ll call it five,” Phylis said. “Which makes it fifteen dollars. Okay?” Phylis counted out three fives and handed them to the girl. “Thanks again, Susan, for coming on such short notice.”


  Susan pocketed the three bills, smiling. “You’re welcome. Good night.”


  She ran down the front path, paused at the street, then sprinted across to her own house, directly opposite. Phylis watched until Susan appeared as a silhouette in her own open door, waving. Phylis waved briefly and closed the door.


  “Nice girl,” Paul said, pulling off his shoes.


  “I don’t know what I’d do without her,” Phylis said. “Listen, make yourself comfortable. Drinks are in the cabinet by the TV. I’m going to check on Celia.”


  She left Paul to fend for himself and tiptoed down the carpeted hallway to Celia’s room. The door was closed and she opened it carefully, stopping before the point where it would begin to creak. Light from the hallway illuminated the center of the room, but cast the corners in deep shadows. Celia was bundled up to her neck in sheets, mouth slightly open, breathing regularly. Phylis kneeled by the bed and studied her daughter’s face. As always, when seeing Celia asleep, a powerful wave of love and protectiveness passed through Phylis, leaving her on the verge of dizziness. She brushed a strand of red hair away from Celia’s forehead, then leaned down and kissed the child lightly on the cheek. “Sleep tight, love,” she whispered.


  She closed the bedroom door, as carefully as she had opened it, and tiptoed back to the living room. Paul had settled himself in a corner of the sofa, jacket off, feet resting on the coffee table. The soft strains of a Peter Gabriel album came from the stereo. Phylis sank gently into the sofa beside him.


  “How’s Celia?”


  “Sound asleep.” She looked around and saw that he had no drink. “Do you want anything?”


  Paul shook his head and smiled. “I’m fine.” Then he leaned closer to Phylis and kissed her on the lips. It began as a normal kiss for them; a delicate touching of lips, but for the first time Phylis opened herself to him. His tongue pushed warmly past her teeth, and her own tongue responded eagerly. When they parted, both of them were breathless.


  “I’d forgotten how nice a kiss could be,” Phylis said softly, pulling herself closer to Paul.


  “You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to do that,” he whispered.


  Phylis pushed herself away and studied him with mock seriousness. “How long?”


  “Since the moment you told me the first paragraph of my article was not illustratable.”


  “That long? Surely you can’t be satisfied with one kiss,” Phylis said huskily.


  Paul shook his head and pulled her close again. This time the kiss was longer, deeper, gentler, and Phylis found herself moaning into his mouth. When their lips parted this time he did not pull away, but began to kiss beyond the edge of her mouth, across her cheek, soft lips delicately nibbling at her flesh, until he found the warm hollow of her throat. The wetness of his tongue began to push her towards a passion she had not felt in years.


  In response she reached for him, and her hand found his hardness. Now it was Paul’s turn to moan. Phylis fumbled with his fly, finally caught it, and drew it down slowly. Paul drew back then, and studied her face carefully.


  “Phylis, this …”


  She touched a burgundy tipped finger to his lips. “I want to,” she whispered, and lowered her hand.


  “Oh, God,” Paul whispered hoarsely.


  His own hand traced a line up the inside of Phylis’s thigh, stopping at the flimsy material of her panties. He kissed her, caressing her gently through the panties until she was beyond wet, finally pulling the silky material aside to touch her.


  Phylis gasped into his neck, and hitched up slightly so that she could press down on his fingers. But as she did so she felt Paul suddenly stiffen and withdraw his hand.


  “Darling, what is it?”


  He was staring across her shoulder, his face pale. A sudden tremor ran along Phylis’s spine as she realized what he was looking at. She heard her daughter’s voice before she had turned around.


  “Mommy?” Eight-year-old Celia Reynolds was standing in the living room door, animal cracker nightgown hanging down to her ankles, red hair tousled from sleep, one-eyed teddy bear hugged tightly to her chest.


  “Mommy?” Celia asked again, and this time the edge of fear in her voice was pronounced.


  “Baby,” Phylis whispered, frantically smoothing her dress, knowing what was going to happen next.


  Celia looked back and forth between Paul and Phylis, dropped her teddy bear, and began to scream.


  CHAPTER TWO


  Phylis leapt from the sofa as if it were on fire and ran to Celia. She held the screaming child by the shoulders and shook her. “Baby, it’s okay!” she said, her voice frantic with concern. “Celia! Everything is all right!”


  But Celia was looking beyond Phylis, at the sofa, where Paul was zipping himself up. The child’s eyes were wide with fear, though the scream had toned down to a monotone whimper that seemed to originate somewhere inside of her.


  “Is she okay?” Paul asked.


  “I think so,” Phylis said. “No. I … I don’t know.” Hiding Celia’s tear streaked face against her shoulder she turned to Paul. “Maybe you had better go, Paul.” Paul’s eyes widened and his mouth opened in surprise. “Go? But-”


  “She’ll calm down,” Phylis said, hugging Celia tighter, and stroking the child’s soft red hair. She could feel that her right shoulder was soaked with tears. “But I’ll have to stay with her.”


  “Phylis, we were right in the middle of—”


  “Paul!” She cut him off sharply before he could finish, and then, more softly, “There will be other nights.”


  Paul tucked in his shirt, shaking his head. “I guess I should have expected something like this from you.”


  “What do you mean?” She was unable to keep a note of hurt from her voice.


  Paul walked over to the door, bent over, and began pulling on his shoes. “I heard at the office that you were too hung up on that kid. I should have listened.”


  “Paul, you …” She felt her eyes getting wet, and turned away from his so he would not see.


  “I just wish I’d found out before wasting all that money on dinner,” he said.


  Phylis gasped and turned her head, but he was gone, and the spring-loaded door was slowly closing. “Get the hell out of here, you bastard,” she said to the empty room.


  In her arms, Celia continued to sob.


  Phylis stood at the window of Dr. Hammond’s fifth floor office waiting room with her arms loosely folded, forehead pressed to the cool Plexiglas, watching the traffic on 1st Street below, and the steady flow of pedestrian movement within the glass-walled sky-walks. Behind her, in the room beyond the dark oak door, Celia would be reliving last night’s episode, and God only knew what conclusions Dr. Hammond would be drawing. Ironically, it was not Celia’s scream that stuck out in Phylis’s mind, or even the revealing scene with Paul; it was Celia’s teddy bear, dropping to the floor, coming to rest with its single glass eye glaring accusingly up at her. As if even the teddy blamed her.


  “Mrs. Reynolds?” Phylis turned at the sound of the receptionist’s voice. “Would you care for some coffee?”


  “No, thank you.” Phylis moved away from the window and settled herself in one of the leather-upholstered easy chairs against the wall. For the umpteenth time she let her eyes wander over the numerous prints evenly spaced around the waiting room. All of them were generic, with no sense of personality behind them: simple, uncluttered, and above all cheerful. One represented a meadow, she guessed—green below, blue above. Another might have been sun appearing from behind a cloud—the cloud a bulbous white blob, the sun a circle of yellow. But the prints did not cheer her up.


  She pulled a cigarette from her purse, and despite the disapproving glance from the receptionist, lit it, adding to the smoky haze in the room. The cigarette was only half smoked when the oak door swung open, and Celia emerged.


  Phylis crushed out the cigarette in the butt-cluttered ashtray that had been empty when she arrived. Celia ran to her and wrapped her thin arms around Phylis’s waist. Phylis stroked the child’s head.


  “Everything okay, darling?”


  Celia nodded, then stepped back and looked up at Phylis. “I’m sorry, mommy,” she said.


  Phylis hugged the child tightly. “Don’t be sorry, baby. There’s nothing to be sorry about.”


  Dr. Hammond, who had watched mother and child with no show of emotion, coughed to get Phylis’s attention. “I’d like to talk to you, Mrs. Reynolds. Just a couple of minutes. Agnes will look after Celia.”


  Phylis sat Celia in one of the chairs and handed her one of the magazines from the table, then she followed Dr. Hammond into his office, his inner sanctum, closing the heavy oak door behind her. The contrast between office and waiting room never ceased to affect her. There was no attempt at cheerfulness here, the color scheme being dark and somber, the furnishing heavy and ornate, yet the office put her instantly at ease.


  Dr. Hammond added to her feeling of comfort. He was tall and fat, with thinning grey hair that curled around his ears like a comfortable old hat. His watery blue eyes studied her through thick glasses. He was the archetypical father figure, like Orson Welles, and the smell of an exotic pipe tobacco lingering in the air added to this illusion. The room had a homey feel to it. Dr. Hammond seated himself, then motioned for Phylis to do the same.


  “You are concerned about what happened last night,” he said, the moment Phylis was seated, taking her by surprise.


  “Well, yes, of course I’m concerned,” Phylis blurted out.


  “Of course,” Dr. Hammond said, frowning. “The problem is, you may be too concerned, for Celia’s good, or for your own.”


  “Too concerned about my daughter?” She could hardly believe what she was hearing.


  Dr. Hammond took a deep breath, then let it out with a hiss. “Mrs. Reynolds, Celia has come through three years of brutal sexual abuse at the hands of her father. I’ve been seeing her for almost a year and a half now, and it’s obvious that she has made some progress in coming to grips with herself.”


  “But last night—”


  “Last night Celia had one of her episodes, yes. She woke from sleep and was confronted, in the safety of her home, with a strange man being intimate with her mother.”


  Phylis blushed hotly. “But you told me it was time to test her progress,” she said softly.


  “There’s no need to be ashamed of having a man home. You’re absolutely right in trying to get your life back on track, and having a man in your life is part of that. But you’ve got to understand that Celia’s reaction was absolutely normal.”


  “To scream frantically every time she sees a man is normal?”


  “Not every time.” Dr. Hammond’s voice was softer than it had been. “I’m a man, after all, and Celia and I relate quite well. She reacts violently only when she’s confronted with such a situation in what she considers a sanctuary. Her own home, for instance. Celia has repressed many of the memories and emotions associated with her father. That is to be expected. Repression is a first line defense of the mind, even more so with children. Celia is facing these repressed memories in nightmares, and they may also manifest themselves in other ways. Screaming, for instance. Or withdrawal. Both of which you’ve noted in Celia’s behavior.”


  Phylis raised a hand to her eyes in resignation. “Won’t it ever end?”


  “Of course it will end,” Dr. Hammond said in a conciliatory tone. “As I said, Celia is getting better. She is slowly coming to terms with what happened to her. That process takes time. Perhaps years. As she learns that not all men are like her father, she will become more trusting and accepting of men in general.”


  “Years?” Phylis suddenly felt hollow.


  Dr. Hammond nodded. “Years. But in the meantime Celia is facing another problem, a problem that is drastically affecting her ability to cope with her repressed memories.”


  Phylis sat up straight, instantly alert. She leaned forward and pierced Dr. Hammond with her gaze. “Can it be corrected?”


  Dr. Hammond shrugged. “I don’t know. That’s up to you.”


  “Me?” Again, she was shocked.


  Dr. Hammond nodded solemnly. He raised one stubby finger to rub the corner of his left eye behind the glasses. “I said earlier that perhaps you were too concerned about Celia’s condition. It’s obvious that your concern stems mostly from feelings of guilt, and it’s those feelings of guilt that are holding Celia back, Mrs. Reynolds.”


  Phylis did not immediately respond. She could not get the jumble of thoughts and emotions in her mind to return to order. She pushed herself deeper into the plush leather of the easy chair, hands tightly gripping the arm rests. “Guilt?” she said at last.


  Dr. Hammond nodded. “For three years Celia came to you and tried to tell you what was happening to her. But you didn’t understand, and when you did finally understand, you wouldn’t believe.” Hammond was leaning forward over his desk, regarding Phylis intently. “The way you reacted was perfectly natural. It is very difficult to accept that one’s spouse is doing unspeakable things, especially on the say-so of a child. That is why sexual abuse situations can last so long.”


  “I did fail her,” Phylis said softly. Then she sat up and gathered herself. “Whatever guilt I’m feeling is well deserved, Dr. Hammond. It’s not Celia’s problem.”


  “Oh, but it is, Mrs. Reynolds,” Dr. Hammond said. “You’re trying to force Celia to get better in order to alleviate your feelings of guilt. You’re not willing to allow her the time she needs. At every sign she may be regressing you panic. In turn, you give Celia the impression that it’s all her fault.” Dr. Hammond sighed. “She blames herself for what happened last night.” Phylis gasped. “But she can’t!”


  “I assure you, she does. And I’m afraid the situation is going to get worse. Celia has learned that her father is soon to be released from prison. The knowledge is aggravating her condition.”


  “Who told her?” Phylis asked in horror.


  “Somebody at her day-care center, perhaps, or a friend. Just teasing her, I expect. Children have ways of finding things out, however hard we try to keep them secret. What matters is that Celia’s condition may worsen, especially if her father begins legal action to gain visiting rights, or even for custody.”


  “Oh my God.” Suddenly the room seemed to close in on Phylis, and she leaned back in the seat to catch her breath. “What can I do?”


  “That’s why I asked you in here. I have a proposition to make.”


  Phylis frowned, sitting at attention again.


  “I wouldn’t suggest this under normal circumstances,” Dr. Hammond said carefully. “But, because there’s a chance that Celia may lose all that she’s gained through therapy, and for your own sake also, I don’t feel I have a choice.”


  “Dr. Hammond, please, what is it?” Phylis wrung her hands nervously in her lap.


  “There’s a clinic,” Dr. Hammond said. “Lakeview Clinic. It’s in-state, a few hours drive away. They’re working on an experimental therapy program, audio-neural-cue treatment, and the results have been remarkable. They specialize in emotionally traumatized children. It’s a three to four week program, involving on-site habitation, and—”


  “How much does it cost?”


  “Nothing. Not yet. It’s experimental, as I said, and funded entirely through grants.”


  Phylis pushed herself to the edge of the seat and leaned closer to Dr. Hammond. “Will it help Celia?” Dr. Hammond shrugged. “Their published results are very encouraging. It might be worth the chance. I just believe that the more advanced Celia is in her recovery, the better her chances at adapting to the imminent release of her father.”


  “Would they take Celia on?”


  “I could find out for you. Take a day or two.” Phylis nodded, grateful. “Please.”


  When they entered the waiting room again, Celia hopped from her seat and ran to Phylis, hugging her fiercely. “Can we go home now?” Celia asked.


  Phylis nodded. She turned away from Dr. Hammond, embarrassed by Celia’s show of affection.


  In the Datsun, on the way home, Celia was quiet, watching the other cars pass them on the freeway. Phylis was grateful for the silence, and the chance to think about what Dr. Hammond had said. Was she really incapable of waiting for Celia to get better? Was her concern for her daughter simply a manifestation of the guilt she felt? No answers came.


  She thought about the experimental therapy Dr. Hammond had suggested. Was her eagerness to try the therapy just another symptom of her guilt? Again, no answer. Anything that might help Celia was worth the chance. Besides, three weeks away from Minneapolis would help them both.


  So why, Phylis wondered, had Dr. Hammond been so reticent about suggesting the therapy? It was almost as if he had felt guilty in doing so.


  CHAPTER THREE


  Two days later, on Friday, Dr. Hammond called Phylis at work. He had talked to the people at Lakeview Clinic, and they were interested in Celia. A representative would be in Minneapolis that evening, and Hammond wanted to give him Phylis’s phone number in order to facilitate a preliminary interview. Phylis agreed readily. She did not admit it to Hammond, but she had feared that Celia’s would prove too pedestrian a case for the clinic.


  The phone call from the Lakeview rep didn’t come until close to 7:30 that night, right in the middle of a Beauty and the Beast repeat. Celia, who was in love with the beast, Vincent, did not take her eyes from the screen as Phylis rose and answered the phone.


  “Mrs. Reynolds?”


  “Yes?”


  “My name is Dr. Gordon, from Lakeview. I believe you were expecting me to call?” His voice was deep and full of that Midwest accent that seems to be, in contrast to some of the country’s more pronounced twangs, almost neutral.


  “Yes, Dr. Gordon. Is this about the interview?”


  “Well, I wouldn’t exactly call it an interview. I’d just like to meet you, and Celia. Tonight if I could.”


  “Tonight?” Phylis pursed her lips, turning worriedly to Celia who was still glued to the set.


  “It really won’t take long. I just want to introduce myself, and give you directions on how to get to the clinic. I’ll come to you, if you give me the address. Just tell Celia that I’m coming. We don’t want to get off on the wrong foot.”


  “But what if she asks why?”


  “Tell her the truth.”


  Phylis gave him the address. He said he’d be there in about half an hour. Phylis returned to the sofa and sat beside Celia. Vincent was holding a disheveled cab driver by the collar and was growling menacingly into his face.


  “Who was that?” Celia did not turn from the television.


  “Somebody who’s coming over to see you,” Phylis said carefully.


  “Who?” Now Celia did turn, despite Vincent’s prominence on the screen.


  “A man. His name is Dr. Gordon.”


  “Like Dr. Hammond?”


  “Just like Dr. Hammond.”


  Seemingly satisfied, Celia returned her attention to the show. Dr. Gordon arrived fifteen minutes later, not the half hour he had estimated, and he was not what Phylis had expected. On the phone the deepness of his voice had suggested someone of middle age, but she opened the door upon a tall, sun browned, lanky man of about her own age, a grin on his face.


  “Mrs. Reynolds? I’m John Gordon.” He held out a large brown hand, which Phylis took tentatively in her own. His skin was smooth, dry, and warm. In his open necked cotton shirt, loosely tucked into a baggy pair of white cotton pants, he looked like a beach bum dressed for a night on the town. “May I come in?”


  “Oh, yes, I’m sorry,” Her voice did not sound as calm as she would have like, and she suddenly realized she had been giving him a rather obvious once over. “You don’t look like a doctor.”


  John Gordon smiled widely, and teeth gleamed bright behind the smile. “That’s okay. You don’t look like the ragged, overworked mother of an eight year old daughter.”


  His appreciative gaze, totally open and honest, made Phylis look down with a blush. He stepped past her and into the living room. “You must be Celia,” he said, still smiling.


  Celia looked at the doctor shyly, and nodded. He didn’t look like Dr. Hammond, or any of the other doctors she had ever seen. He didn’t look like Trapper John, or even some of the young ones on St. Elsewhere. He looked a little like the detective from Simon and Simon. This was not her favorite TV show, was not one she was allowed to watch regularly, but on the odd times she had seen the show she had liked the young blonde detective.


  He stepped up to her and held out his hand. “I’m John”


  Celia placed her own hand within his and shook it solemnly. He didn’t really look like a detective either, she thought. “Are you a doctor?”


  “Yes, I am,” John said. “And what are you?”


  “Nothing, yet,” Celia said. The silliness of his question exasperated her. It was obvious what she was. “I’m only a girl.”


  The commercials ended, and the show resumed. “This is my favorite show,” Celia said, turning again to the TV. She liked Vincent’s ugliness, and recognized his inner beauty. This was a principle she had noticed in real life. At the day-care there was a small boy whose father came to pick him up every night. The boy’s father was very ugly. He was fat, and he was bald and his face was scarred and pitted. Celia had recoiled from him the first time she had seen him. But the next day she had noticed how his eyes glowed when he picked up his son, and she had noticed how they tinged with sorrow when the other children backed away from his ugliness. After that she had smiled at him whenever he came to the day-care. He was just like Vincent.


  Doctor Gordon plunked into the opposite end of the sofa, as if this were his house and his sofa, and became absorbed in the show. Mommy took the easy chair to the left of the sofa. Celia noticed how her mother’s eyes continually moved towards the doctor, that strange sorrowful look flitting across her face. Celia recognized the look, and she knew what her mother was thinking. She was thinking of the doctor as her husband, as Celia’s daddy. Of how it would be if this were true. Mommy did that a lot. Celia glanced from the TV to Dr. Gordon, and he smiled at her. She looked away without smiling back. He was not like Vincent. He was nice on the outside, but she could not yet tell about his inside. But Mommy liked him. That she could see.


  When the final credits rolled, Celia made a big show of being tired. Mommy looked at her as if she knew she was just acting. “It’s late, Mommy. I should be getting to bed.”


  “I’ll come and tuck you in.”


  “I can do it,” Celia said. She turned to Doctor Gordon. “Good night.” A shy smile curled her lips.


  “Good night, Celia. It was nice to meet you.”


  Celia nodded. She walked down the hallway to her bedroom, closing out the sound of the TV and the voices of her mother and the doctor. She undressed for bed, folding her clothes neatly across the wooden chair, finally crawling under the sheets with her teddy. She stared at the ceiling, eyes heavy, listening to the muted voices coming from down the hallway.


  She knew, of course, why Dr. Gordon was here. He was the same kind of doctor as Dr. Hammond. He would want to talk to her about what she was thinking and feeling. That was okay. Sometimes it helped when she talked to Dr. Hammond. He was a lot like Vincent. He was like a wrinkled Santa Claus on the outside, and he was filled with warm concern. He always wanted to talk about her father, and about the things that made her think about her father.


  She rolled over and hugged her teddy tighter, trying to dispel the dark image of her father that popped into her mind. She squeezed her legs tightly together, fighting back a small moan. If the doctors could help make the bad feelings go away then she would see as many of them as her mother wanted. If only they could stop her daddy from coming back, like he had come back the other night when she had woken up. She had seen her mommy on the sofa and her daddy was doing things, just like he used to do to her, and he was looking at her, and his eyes were tiny and black and staring at her, and she had started to scream and scream …


  But it wasn’t really her daddy. It had been Mommy’s friend. And Mommy had been upset, and sad, and her friend had gone. If the doctors could stop that from happening again she would see all of them.


  Celia breathed deeply, hugged her teddy, and drifted off to sleep.


  “Can I get you a drink? Coffee or something?” John (she could not think of him as Dr. Gordon) shook his head. “No, I’m fine. I really should be going myself. Got a bit of a drive ahead of me.”


  “Going? Don’t you need to know anything about … Celia?”


  “Mrs. Reynolds. As I said on the phone, I just wanted to meet Celia and yourself. This was not meant to be an interview. As far as we at the clinic are concerned we’d be delighted to have the chance to help Celia. We believe our program would be perfect for her. There’s really not much I can tell you about it right now. You’ll be given a thorough orientation if you decide to go with us.”


  “I’ve already decided that,” Phylis said. “I just thought you might want to check us out more thoroughly.”


  He chuckled. “No. We know all we need to for the moment. Dr. Brand will be in charge of Celia’s therapy, and he’ll want to talk to you more carefully. I’m what they call the clinic-patient liaison. I’ll be spending a lot of time with Celia and yourself, checking on her progress, helping any way I can. The only question I have to ask you is … when can you come up?” Phylis pursed her lips. “Dr. Hammond mentioned that the therapy would take a few weeks. I’d need a week to clear things up at work.”


  “That sounds fine.” He pulled a crumpled envelope from his back pocket and smoothed it out on the coffee table. “Here’s a map, and directions. We’re about three hours away, if you push it. Four otherwise. You know where Fergus Falls is?”


  Phylis nodded.


  “We’re close,” John said. “Would you be able to make it up next Saturday? Leave here in the morning, arrive sometime around noon. That’ll give you a day and a half to get used to the place, and we’ll get the ball moving on the Monday.”


  “Sounds great.” Phylis said.


  John stood. “And bring swimming suits for both Celia and yourself,” he said, grinning. “I think you’re going to enjoy yourselves.” He held out his hand, and this time when she held it Phylis felt her whole body focus itself on the masculine warmth of his touch.


  When he had gone she found that she was smiling. She sighed thoughtfully and watched his dark brown Impala coast down the street.


  John Gordon drove in silence. He drove with the air-conditioning off, since it clattered incessantly and interfered with his thoughts, and by habit with the radio turned off, since the only classical music FM station in the Twin-cities would waver annoyingly less than ten miles from the cities and fade completely by the time he reached St. Cloud. Besides, he enjoyed the silence. He had left Phylis Reynolds at 8:30. He should be in Lakeview before midnight, but the prospect did not please him.


  When he had first arrived at Lakeview, almost six months ago, he had loved the camp. The open air, the lapping water, the lush depth of trees, had been a wonderful change from the dreary grey skies and concrete of Chicago. Two weeks of that idyllic existence had restored his depleted energy, and the presence of Dr. Neville Brand had certainly sharpened his focus on the research that had slowly lost its allure for him over the difficult previous years. But the subsequent six months had produced a deep need for the experience of concrete, for the choking smell of exhaust, and for the pressing energy of crowded humans. And Dr. Brand’s initial role as mentor had quickly changed to that of impediment. Brand’s insistence on following procedures set down by others who knew little, if anything, of the research, and of reporting directly to them, stifled the most interesting aspects of the project. But then again, and this thought assuaged his dissatisfaction, where else could he even remotely touch on the subject that had captured his attention so thoroughly since the time of his doctoral thesis?


  He arrived at the Lakeview turn-off just past 11:30, and switched the headlights to high beam as he entered the narrow corridor of a road that wound down to the camp. The trees were like walls on either side of the road; so dark they seemed to swallow the illumination from the car’s halogen lamps. An obscuring cloud of dust erupted behind the Impala, and stones clattered against the undercarriage. When he passed the gatehouse of the army compound the guard, recognizing his car, nodded. John lifted his hand in a perfunctory wave, grunting in disgust. This was the aspect of the project he did not like. The damned interference of Captain Wilkes, a cement-headed army bureaucrat who looked on the research as nothing more than the coddling of inept scientists at play. The contempt was mutual. Ten minutes later he passed through the Lakeview gate.


  The cabins were shrouded in darkness, but the main building was lit like a Christmas tree. John swore under his breath. That meant that Brand was still up and about, and likely Margaret Palin. Which meant that despite the lateness of the hour, and the fatigue that was quickly settling upon him, he would be snared into a midnight debriefing. He parked the Impala and walked reluctantly up the stone path and through the glass doors, an aberration amid the rustic, log-cabin look of the building, into the brightly lit reception area. Dr. Brand and Margaret were seated at the reception desk, studying a computer printout that he recognized as the latest audio-emotional topography of the Douglas girl.


  “How did it go today, John?” Brand’s smile was wide and friendly.


  John forced himself into friendly civility. “Good. I got everything done, anyway. And I met with the Reynolds woman and her daughter.”


  Brand now looked more interested, his dark, hawklike features assuming that predatory look that had become so familiar over the past months. “What’s your initial opinion?”


  John shrugged. “What we expected. She fits the profile, except, of course, in the area we discussed. I talked with the girl’s psychiatrist, Hammond, and went over her case. The trauma was extended over a period of almost three years, and came to an end when the father was apprehended and jailed. He seems to feel a crisis is approaching because of the father’s imminent release from prison. I agree. The girl’s recent responses to key stimuli have been dramatic, sometimes violent. The only question is whether the trauma, extended so long, will have produced the required susceptibility to the cues. It’s worth a chance.” Brand nodded thoughtfully, tapping a long brown finger against the printout on the desk. Margaret Palin, looking tired, had listened intently to what John had said, and she did not look pleased. She had not agreed to the change in direction the research was taking, especially the idea that future patients might not exactly fit the accepted profile. John smiled at her, but she did not smile back.


  “Anything interesting with the Douglas girl?” John asked.


  Brand chuckled. “We tried a primal cue session today, using the pattern you isolated from her previous session.”


  “And?”


  “Same thing. She fell short. A failure for us, but a cure for the girl. Her mother will be happy.”


  “It’s …” He glanced down the corridor. “Still here?” Brand nodded.


  “Can it wait till morning?” John asked hopefully. “I’m pretty tired.”


  “That would not be a good idea,” Margaret said, looking levelly at John. Her wide face was stern. “I’ve already phoned the compound. They’re waiting for you.”


  John nodded resignedly. “Will I need help?”


  Now Margaret smiled grimly. “I sedated it for you.” John stood, yawned, and moved towards the storage room
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