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THE CASE OF THE DESPERATE DOCTOR

 


CHAPTER ONE

 


 


“I think I might have killed her.”

It takes a lot to stop a forkful of food from
reaching my mouth. Around me, the noise of the hospital cafeteria
faded and, with a bite of chicken poised in midair, I focused on
the rangy, dark-haired man seated across the table.

Like me, Dr. Jeremiah Schwartz was an
obstetrician-gynecologist. Unlike me, he was a card-carrying weirdo
and, for me personally, a decades-long annoyance who imitated me at
every step. Among recent developments, he’d bought a car identical
to mine, leased an office near mine in the medical building next to
the hospital, and taken it upon himself to join me for lunch
whenever possible. His unpredictable comments ranged from
intriguing to, as had just occurred, bizarre.

There was little doubt who “she” referred to. On this
Tuesday afternoon, the staff was abuzz with word that Dr. Alison
Abrams had been found dead in her bathtub the previous day, and
with speculation as to whether her death had been an accident or
suicide. The police were, as usual, keeping a lid on the
investigation.

An ob-gyn with admitting privileges here at
Safe Harbor Medical Center, Alison had maintained a private office
in nearby Newport Beach. Until about a year and a half earlier,
Jeremiah had worked with her and another doctor. Other than that, I
wasn’t aware of any connection between them.

As I mulled his statement, my fork resumed
its journey to my mouth. The absence of others at our table was
fortunate. They might have overreacted, or else considered this a
bad joke. Jeremiah never joked.

He frowned. “Did you hear me, Eric?”

“Why do you think you killed her?” I
asked.

“She showed up at my apartment Saturday
night.” Jeremiah pushed aside his plate and folded his bony hands
on the table.

“Alison did?”

“Yes. Without advance notice. I was unaware
of her plans, such as they were.”

“What plans?”

“To have sex with me.”

Although unsure I wished to hear this, I
couldn’t resist inquiring, “And did you?”

He coughed. “Yes.”

I pictured Alison’s tall, athletic figure and
strong face, the light-brown hair pulled into a bun. She’d carried
a lot of tension in her jaw, holding in things she couldn’t or
wouldn’t say. She’d been around forty, three years older than me.
Although we’d inhabited the same world professionally, we’d had no
mutual friends, to my knowledge.

“Had this happened before?” I asked.

“We had never previously slept together.”
Although he grew up in New York, Jeremiah spoke English as if it
were his second language. He’d done that as long as I’d known him,
which was since we both attended Harvard Medical School. “I did not
understand her motivation.”

“For sleeping with you?” Although I’d avoided
entanglements since my wife’s death three years earlier, most
single men seemed to leap at the chance for a hookup. They rarely
questioned the woman’s motives.

“Correct. I could not read her mood,”
Jeremiah said. “However, I can rarely read anyone’s mood, except
when they are angry. She was not.”

His mood-reading abilities were none of my
concern. Nor was his visit from Alison, since the timing appeared
to render this tryst irrelevant to her death. “Did you see her on
Sunday, too?”

“She did not stay over,” he said.

“She was alive and ambulatory when she left
on Saturday night?” I glanced at the cafeteria clock. About twenty
minutes remained until my afternoon appointments.

“Yes. Do you find it odd that she departed
immediately after we had sex? I rarely sleep with women,” he
added.

This uninvited disclosure raised a question I
had never asked and had no desire to pose now, because the answer
might ignite something dark and dangerous inside me. While we were
in medical school, my longtime girlfriend, my soulmate and later
wife, Lydia, had taken a break from our relationship. During that
period, she’d dated Jeremiah, although in my opinion they’d had
nothing in common aside from being grandchildren of Holocaust
survivors. After a month, she’d broken it off and returned to
me.

Although Lydia and I had been each other’s
closest friends since our freshman year in high school, there were
things I didn’t know about her. One of them was whether she’d slept
with the man opposite me.

After she ended their association, she’d
shown no further interest in him. Jeremiah, however, had fixated on
her and, by extension, on me. When Lydia and I moved back to
Southern California, he’d applied to the same residency program and
followed us here. He imitated my clothing choices, got his hair cut
by the same barber and had twice bought cars identical to mine,
even special-ordering the color.

However, according to my friend Keith, a
police detective, Jeremiah’s actions fell short of stalking. He
issued no threats, hadn’t harassed either of us and, as far as
Lydia and I could determine, hadn’t staked out our house.

Jeremiah must have guessed my line of thought
from my expression. As he’d indicated, he could detect anger. “I
did not sleep with Lydia,” he said. “At least, I do not believe
so.”

“You what?’ I shot to my feet, rattling the
dishes. Around us, people stared, and conversations paused. I
didn’t give a damn. “How could you not remember?”

“Please sit down,” Jeremiah replied. “You are
drawing attention. This outburst is not characteristic of you,
Eric.”

Recalling that patients might be dining here,
I sat. The hum of voices gradually resumed. “Well?”

He struggled to speak, as if afraid of what
he might reveal or how I would react. Strange, considering he’d
practically confessed to murder.

Jeremiah’s gaze grew distant, and then it
cleared, as if he had applied mental windshield wipers. “I am not
always certain if what I see has truly occurred.”

I’d disliked this man for over a decade,
scoffed at his eccentricities and resented his intrusions. Although
I’d considered he might be on the autism spectrum, that had not
resolved my questions. At this instant, his symptoms finally
presented me with a diagnosis.

“You’re schizophrenic,” I said

He nodded, almost in relief.

With proper treatment, a schizophrenic doctor
can function effectively, as Jeremiah did. To my knowledge, he
handled his cases adequately and hadn’t been sued any more than the
rest of us. You’d think a bunch of doctors would recognize the
symptoms, but some of us are real oddballs to begin with. “Are you
on medication?”

“I am,” he said. “My psychiatrist states that
I am doing well.”

“So well that you aren’t sure whether you
killed Alison?” I kept my voice low.

“My hallucinations can be very real, and
logic is my yardstick,” Jeremiah explained. “It is irrational to
believe she appeared at my apartment and requested sex. I did
discover a hair clip in my bathroom that might be hers. If she was
actually there, I need to determine the connection to her death, if
any.”

“You aren’t certain what happened last
weekend,” I summarized. “In spite of taking antipsychotic
meds.”

“My disease does not have an off-switch,” he
replied. “More of a dimmer. There are transient thoughts that fail
the logic test immediately. That I burned down my apartment
building, for example, or that there are egrets flocking in the
hallway.”

“How about the delusion that you’ve killed
someone?”

“I do not recall murdering Alison,” Jeremiah
said. “I merely consider it a possibility.”

“Why tell me about it?” I asked.

He spread his hands, indicating the answer
should be obvious. “For the past decade, you have served as my
touchstone to reality. Were you not aware of this?”

“No.” I was both fascinated and disturbed.
“In what sense am I your touchstone?”

“I will not bore you with the history of my
illness,” Jeremiah said. “Except that, following a couple of
breakdowns, concentration on my studies anchored me. However, the
future after medical school threatened chaos. Already, I struggled
to pass as normal. How could I function without the framework of
school?”

“How indeed?” Around us, staff members were
finishing their meals, drinking their umpteenth cups of coffee for
the day, and toting trays to the conveyer belt. Cafeteria workers
in yellow uniforms collected dishes left by the inconsiderate,
while outside on the patio, visible through glass doors, a few
hardy souls dined beneath heat lamps against the February
chill.

Everything was normal except at this table,
where I sat mesmerized. Only an urgent summons by phone could have
dislodged me. For once, none came.

“When I saw that Lydia preferred you to me, I
observed that others respected you, also,” Jeremiah continued. “I
concluded that if I chose you as my pattern, I would be
accepted.”

“That’s why you decided to be an ob-gyn and
applied for a residency here?”

“Of course,” he said. “And everything
else.”

He hadn’t been fixated on my wife. He’d clung
to me as a plumb line, a guide to staying vertical in a world with
an ever-shifting horizon.

I didn’t want to care about Jeremiah, who’d
been a stone in my shoe for ages. Recently, to be fair, he had
warmed up a little. I credited this to the influence of his nurse,
a pleasant young woman who admired him, unlike her string of
predecessors. But I had no interest in serving as either his
pattern or his support.

Nevertheless, no one deserves to suffer from
a devastating disease, and schizophrenia is near the top of my
list. During its active phase, the brain disorder may bring on
overwhelming delusions and confused thinking. Some people recover
completely for long periods or even permanently but, if not, it can
disrupt lives and short-circuit careers.

As long as I could remember, I had been
driven to protect the suffering. This sense of obligation
intensified after I lost my wife. Lydia’s death in a fall had been
declared accidental, but to me it remained mysterious, as was her
withdrawal from me in the preceding months.

Jeremiah’s willingness to confide what was
evidently a closely guarded secret, and to trust me with his fear
of what he might have done to Alison, imposed a moral obligation,
whether I desired it or not. Okay, not. But it existed,
nevertheless.

His next question was, “Eric, what should I
do?”

My mind skittered across what I’d read about
Alison’s death. When she’d failed to arrive at her office and
couldn’t be reached, her nurse had gone to her home and discovered
her body in the tub. Today’s Safe Harbor Journal hadn’t
indicated whether she’d drowned or if there’d been a suicide note,
only that she’d died late Sunday or very early Monday. The police
were treating the death as suspicious, according to the
article.

Had someone killed Alison? In recent
years, murder had claimed several people close to me. Each case had
an eerie way of sending ripples through the universe that
intersected with my life.

None of this explained why she would have
arrived at Jeremiah’s apartment on Saturday expecting intercourse,
when they had no history of sexual involvement. Unless, of course,
he’d hallucinated it.

So, Doc, what should he do? Go to the
police?

The hair clip aside, there was no proof that
she’d visited Jeremiah. He’d never struck me as dangerous.
Moreover, contact with the police might lead to public disclosure
of his mental illness, harming his medical practice without
justification.

“I’m not an attorney and, if you really
believe you’re implicated, you should hire one,” I began.

“Is that what you would do?” he asked.

I hadn’t volunteered to serve as his
template. Still, after his confidence, it seemed unfair to insist
that whatever I might choose was none of his business. I provided
an honest answer. “Unless I remembered anything that might help in
the investigation, I’d keep it to myself.”

He released a long breath. “I am glad.”

So was I. For about a minute.

That’s when a blond, broad-shouldered
man—former high school football player, owner of a red sports car,
who might have flunked junior high math without my tutoring—strode
into the cafeteria. Head high, shoulders straight, exuding what’s
termed command presence, homicide detective Keith Sparks surveyed
the room.

We rarely saw police at our hospital, since
it has no emergency room. And my friend didn’t pay social calls on
a work day. In any case, he skimmed right over me and focused on
the thin, elongated figure of Jeremiah.

Keith headed toward us.

 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO




 


“Dr. Jeremiah Schwartz?” When my companion
rose, our visitor said, “I’m Detective Keith Sparks.”

“You are Eric’s friend,” Jeremiah replied as
they shook hands. At six-foot-three, the doctor topped the
policeman by a few inches. However, in a confrontation, I’d bet on
the lion over the giraffe.

Around us, the departing diners slowed their
pace. I pictured a cafeteria full of mimes, pretending to run while
barely moving.

“I’d like to ask you a few questions at the
station.”

Jeremiah didn’t bother with “why?” or “what’s
this about?” He said, “I would be happy to respond to your
inquiries, detective, but I have patients waiting. So does Dr.
Darcy.”

“What does Eric have to do with this?” There
was an edge to Keith’s voice. Normally, despite a short fuse in
private life, he exuded cool objectivity with witnesses. I was
aware of this because I’d had occasion to view him in this mode
before.

“The interview will take place at 6:00 p.m.,
if you are free. I recommend a neutral site such as the conference
room in our office building next door,” Jeremiah said. “I will be
accompanied either by an attorney or by Eric, if he is
available.”

Keith’s jaw worked. He preferred to interview
his suspects and witnesses, or whatever he considered Jeremiah,
alone.

“I can be there.” Curiosity as much as any
newfound loyalty prompted my consent. I didn’t bother to add that I
was in no position to provide legal advice. In addition to the
usual smarts required to complete medical training, Jeremiah had
done so while fighting phantoms in his brain. He didn’t need
mothering.

“It’s important for my investigation to
proceed quickly,” Keith said.

“A few hours will not change the facts,”
Jeremiah said. “Are we agreed on the time and place?”

“Fine with me,” I said.

Keith acquiesced less than happily.

“I shall see you both then.” Jeremiah
retrieved his tray and merged into the accelerating flow of fellow
staffers.

“What the hell?” Keith muttered. “I don’t get
this guy. Especially why he’s dragging you into it.”

He’d heard me complain often enough about
Jeremiah, and it was tempting to explain what I’d just learned
about serving as the man’s model. Tempting, but a violation of my
colleague’s trust.

“You’d rather it was me than an attorney,” I
said.

“Obviously.”

“The conference room’s on the sixth floor.
See you.”

Keith growled what might have been a
farewell.

Why was he interested in Jeremiah? I wondered
as I exited the hospital and strolled to the adjacent building. Had
there been more between Jeremiah and Alison than he’d revealed? Was
it possible he could be violent and not remember?

Slow down. It wasn’t established that
anyone had murdered Alison. Also, this might be nothing more on
Keith’s part than checking him out as a former coworker.

My practice, which I’d inherited from my
father, occupied an office on the fourth floor of the medical
building. I’d also inherited his partner, Dr. Isaiah Levin, who was
in his early seventies.

When I entered my suite from the hall via a
side door, I heard the hum of voices in the waiting room. My nurse,
Farrah, greeted me with the information that we had to accommodate
more than the usual number of extra patients, since I’d been in
surgery all morning and Isaiah took off Tuesday afternoons to play
golf.

After asking the receptionist, Glenda, to
reserve the conference room in case that didn’t occur to Jeremiah,
I scanned the first patient’s face sheet and banished everything
else from my mind. Well, almost. At odd moments during the
afternoon, I couldn’t avoid hearing updates. While Glenda handled
her duties responsibly, she scanned social media and kept up on the
news during lulls.

“They located Dr. Abrams’ car a couple of
miles from her house,” the young woman announced breathlessly,
brown curls bouncing. “Why do you suppose she parked that far away?
There must have been monkey business.”

“Or it broke and hadn’t been towed yet,”
Farrah said.

I declined to speculate.

“Her poor nurse,” Glenda went on. “What a
shock to stumble across her body. And what about their
patients?”

Alison’s medical partner, Chuck Kane, was no
doubt figuring out the logistics at a frantic pace. I didn’t envy
him.

By six o’clock, I’d wrapped my caseload and
determined that none of my patients was in labor. Since Safe
Harbor’s staff included an obstetrician on regular overnight duty,
I rarely got called in after hours. However, I did my best to stay
available for emergencies.

The elevator opened to reveal a sole
occupant. Legs apart, his suit rumpled in back as reflected in the
mirror, Keith stood glaring forward. I didn’t take it personally.
He liked being in control and this was my territory and Jeremiah’s,
not his.

“Tell me one thing,” he said after the doors
closed.

“Shoot.”

“What do you think of this guy?” Undoubtedly,
he meant Jeremiah. “Is he for real?”

Carefully, I said, “I’ve never known him to
be anything other than flat-out honest. I’m not sure he’s capable
of deceit, although from your viewpoint, I’m sure everyone is.”

“Damn straight,” he said.

On the sixth floor, I guided Keith to the
conference room. We entered and saw Jeremiah alone at the long
table, wearing a white lab coat. He’d placed a water pitcher and
three glasses conveniently close.

Behind him, a row of tinted windows provided
a panoramic view over the bluffs. Below spread a beach lapped by
the Pacific and, to our left, the small-boat harbor from which the
town takes its name. In the twilight, the only thing stirring was
traffic along Pacific Coast Highway.

Jeremiah produced his phone. “You do not
object to my recording the interview?”

That would be wise for anyone, I reflected.
Doubly so for a man uncertain that his memories were factual.

“I plan to do that as well.” Keith removed a
recorder from his briefcase, plus a pad and pen. When we were
settled, he checked the sound level, gave the date, time and
location, and asked each of us to state our name.

“Dr. Eric Darcy.” I felt like I was
addressing an audience.

“Dr. Jeremiah Schwartz.”

“Detective Keith Sparks. Dr. Darcy is
observing at Dr. Schwartz’s insistence.” He fixed me with a stare.
“You will simply observe. Is that understood?”

“Absolutely.” I sat back to listen.

What was the nature of Jeremiah’s
relationship to Dr. Alison Abrams? He related their history, and
explained that he’d left to launch a solo practice when an office
became available in this building.

Keith asked whether he kept drugs in the
office.

“Prenatal vitamins,” Jeremiah said. “A few
other samples from manufacturers.”

“Anything for anxiety or depression?”

“No.”

That raised the issue, to me, of whether
Alison had swallowed an overdose. While I was mulling that notion,
Keith picked up his previous topic. “Was there more to your
relationship with Dr. Abrams than a professional association?”

“Not until Saturday night,” Jeremiah
said.

An eyelid twitched. “What happened then?”

“We had sex.”

Another twitch. “Where was that?”

“At my apartment,” Jeremiah said.

“So we would have no reason to find your DNA
at her house?” Keith asked.

That startled me. Had Jeremiah been at
her home? Or was he fishing?

“Only if Alison transferred it there. If she
did, it should be minimal.” Jeremiah sipped his water before
continuing. “Tell me, detective, have the police been watching
me?”

“What?” It was Keith’s turn to be caught off
guard.

“I believe you were already aware that Alison
visited me on Saturday night,” he said. “Is that not correct?”

“Why would you think we’d been watching you?”
Keith countered.

I struggled to keep up with this ping-pong
match. If the subject were less serious, it might have been
entertaining.

“Paranoia,” Jeremiah replied. “However, I
suspect that my snoopy landlady contacted you after Alison’s
picture appeared on the news.” To me, he noted, “Mrs. Linden
observes the neighborhood with spyglasses. I believe she has
entered my premises several times without permission and opened my
drawers.”

“Why do you stay there?” I asked.

He shrugged. “The rent is reasonable.
Besides, everybody needs a hobby.”

Keith narrowed his eyes at me. Stay out of
this, buddy. “Tell me what happened Saturday night,” he
said.

Jeremiah repeated his account of Alison
arriving and requesting sex. And leaving that same night,
unharmed.

“Did she say what her plans were?” Keith
asked.

“She did not.”

“Did she seem upset or depressed?”

“Not to me.” Jeremiah had the good sense to
make his answers short and on target. No reference to his inability
to read moods.

“Dr. Schwartz, where were you Sunday night
between ten p.m. and one a.m.?” Translation: Do you have an
alibi?

“Home alone. Hopefully, Mrs. Linden can
confirm that.” Jeremiah’s eyebrows pinched together. “Unless I went
out.”

“Did you?” Keith asked.

“I am fairly certain I did not.”

I imagined how a detective might take this.
As a sign that the witness was covering his bases, should anyone
have seen him? Or...

“Dr. Schwartz, do you drink heavily?” Keith
asked.

“I never consume alcohol,” Jeremiah said.

“Did Dr. Abrams?”

“Not in my presence,” he said.

Through the window, the last hints of sunset
faded into darkness. “Did she use drugs?” Keith asked.

“Not that I observed.” Jeremiah’s expression
remained calm. What was his inner screen showing him? Perhaps his
concentration was holding the phantoms at bay.

“And you, Dr. Schwartz?”

“I take prescription medication,” he
said.

“What sort of prescription medication?” Keith
pursued.

Jeremiah hesitated only a tick before
responding. “Antipsychotic medication for schizophrenia.”

That knocked Keith into several seconds of
silence before he asked, “That’s why you mentioned paranoia?”

“I am only mildly paranoid, but yes,”
Jeremiah said.

And that’s why he wasn’t sure whether he
went out on Sunday, I nearly added.

“You see a psychiatrist?”

He nodded.

“Which one?”

I didn’t consider the details of my
colleague’s medical treatment any of the police’s business.
However, Jeremiah was entitled to disclose it if he wished.

“Dr. Boris Norton. His office is in Anaheim,”
Jeremiah said.

“Did you ever consult a psychiatrist named
Ward Radman?”

Why him, specifically? I wondered.

Jeremiah took the question in stride. “No.
But I presume Dr. Abrams’ nurse has advised you.”

Of what?

“Please elaborate,” When Keith relaxed the
grip on his pen, it left red marks on his fingers.

My brain galloped ahead. Had Alison been
undergoing treatment? Had someone over prescribed medication or
endangered her by failing to account for other drugs in her system?
Many medications amplify, alter or block the effects of others. The
results can be lethal.

However, Keith wasn’t discussing an ordinary
psychiatrist. Radio host and author Ward Radman had addressed
hospital staff recently as part of our Medical Insight Series. He
cultivated a reputation for promoting understanding of and respect
for people with nonmainstream sexual identities, the LGBTQ
community. His lecture on issues facing lesbians, gays, bisexuals,
transsexuals and those who prefer the term “queers” had been
informative, and peppered with lively anecdotes.

It had also been annoying. Not because of the
subject; my patients include lesbians and transsexuals. However,
Radman’s primary qualification as an authority was his ability to
showboat. I mistrust experts whose goal strikes me more as
self-promotion than either compassion or the advancement of
science.

A large man, Radman possessed a ready smile
and a thin skin. Charming, quick-witted and manipulative, he’d
fired back instantly at any audience comment that might be
perceived as criticism.

Later, I’d scanned his bestselling book,
OnWard, UpWard! Loving Your Sexual Identity. It regurgitated
information widely available, such as how to handle coming out to
your friends and relatives. He also promoted himself and his
subject on a radio show and video/audio podcasts.

Jeremiah’s words broke into my reflections.
“Dr. Radman mentored Alison during her academic career.” The
psychiatrist had been on the faculty at California Southstate
University in the inland town of Azalea Springs during Alison’s
premed years, he said, and served as her adviser in medical
school.

“At a later point, he behaved in a manner
that offended her,” Jeremiah added. “Once when his name was
mentioned, she reacted angrily. Nurse Cornello might have more
information.”

Keith jotted a note. Since Brandy Cornello
had, according to the news, discovered Alison’s body, I assumed
she’d already been interviewed.

“Do you believe the offense was of a sexual
nature?” Keith asked.

“I do not care to speculate.”

More inquiries followed, occasionally
backtracking or lurching out of the blue, as if to throw Jeremiah
off his game. Did Alison mention Dr. Radman on Saturday night? No.
Did Jeremiah have reason to believe she’d visited other men seeking
sex? No. What reason had she given for suddenly seeking a tryst?
She had not explained, Jeremiah said. How would he describe
Alison’s house? He could not, since he’d never seen it. Nothing
threw him off his game because, in my opinion, there was no
game.

Keith inquired further about schizophrenia
and its effects. Jeremiah spoke frankly about the bizarre images
and thoughts, which he equated to a nightmare from which it is
impossible to awaken.

“Yet, you can function as a doctor?”

“I can. I do. You may ask Dr. Darcy.”

“He does,” I volunteered.

Keith avoided looking at me. If he had, I
suspected he’d have rolled his eyes at my simplistic statement.

“Is there anything else I should be aware
of?” Keith asked his subject.

“Nothing springs to mind.”

The interview concluded with a request that
Jeremiah remain available. He solemnly consented. Keith ended the
recording with a statement of the time, place and who was
present.

As we rose, I visualized all three of us
exiting simultaneously, with awkward attempts to pass through the
doorway and down the hall, getting stuck shoulder-to-shoulder in
the process. Instead, after a brief hesitation, Keith took his
leave.

Did he expect me to repeat anything Jeremiah
might confide afterward? If it were significant, I’d be obliged to.
Withholding important data might implicate me as an accessory after
the fact.

When my colleague said, “There is another
matter I have not told you,” my chest tightened.

“Should we ask Keith to come back?”

“This does not concern Detective Sparks,”
Jeremiah said. “It is about Lydia.”

My late wife? He had my full attention. “What
about her?”

“Alison was treating her at our office,” he
said.

My wife had always preferred a primary care
doctor to a specialist for checkups. I wasn’t aware that she’d
consulted an ob-gyn. “When and why?”

“About three years ago.” On his feet,
Jeremiah towered over the conference table. “I do not have the
details.”

I waited. He remained silent. “That’s
it?”

“I thought it might be of interest,” he
said.

“Thank you.”

I headed downstairs in a storm of thoughts.
Why had my wife decided to visit an ob-gyn, and why hadn’t she
mentioned it to me?

For many months after her death, I’d
attributed Lydia’s coolness to a discussion about children. After a
night of delivering and holding newborns, I’d revealed a powerful
desire for fatherhood. We’d never seriously discussed children
before that, although we’d been best friends since we were little
more than kids ourselves.

Although she hadn’t argued, her withdrawal
began soon afterwards. Much later, however, I’d learned from a
friend of hers that Lydia had wanted children, too. That hadn’t
been the reason for what had bordered on an estrangement.

Was her visit to Alison significant? If she’d
decided we should start planning a family, why keep me in the dark?
Since I hadn’t run across any mention of a physician in the
paperwork I’d sorted as her executor, it had never occurred to me
to seek her medical records.

Why didn’t you trust me, Lydia? Now
Jeremiah had handed me a key to a door I hadn’t known existed.

Distractedly, I traced the path to the
parking structure. I’d left my champagne-colored electric car at a
charging station next to its twin, property of the absent
Jeremiah.

As I drove out of the medical complex, a
commercial replaced the music on my radio. Channel switching, I
caught the glib voice of Dr. Ward Radman, which—thanks to his radio
program and podcasts—was difficult to escape these days.

I was about to shut it off. Then I realized
he was talking about Alison.
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