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The Clinic of Dr. Delon

Everyone in Morocco’s largest city and financial center spoke of an unseasonable fog that had blanketed the Atlantic coast metropolis for days. It was September, normally a month of warm weather and sea breezes off the ocean. Lots of sunshine.  

Known in the North African country as the chergui, it was a dry and hot wind blowing eastward off the vast Sahara desert. Like the Santa Ana winds racing over  the Mojave desert and into Los Angeles, the chergui brought a sudden change in atmospheric pressure that affected people in different ways. Some went temporarily crazy, others had trouble sleeping, all seemed on edge as though the wind was an alien and living thing that had invaded their homes and disrupted their lives.

Not only people were touched by the weather, objects acted strangely too. Pianos in the city’s nightclubs suddenly produced music without anyone at the keyboard, simulating old time player pianos. Not recognizable tunes, mind you, but as ivory keys descended and rose minus the aid of a musician’s fingers, it sent shivers of fear and apprehension through patrons and staff alike.

Even one trained in the scientific method, like medical student Soraya Ziad, felt the changes around her as she completed her examination of Beni Mernissi, a local burglar who had cut his hands on shards of broken glass while climbing a high wall around a neo-Moorish mansion in the rich Anfa Quarter. Beni, with his rat-faced, weasel-bodied figure, was an excellent climber; that is, until his fingers found the sharp glass embedded atop the adobe wall. A thief with torn and bleeding fingers wasn’t able to slip unnoticed in and out of houses with the jewels and cash without leaving a trail of red liquid on the flagstones of a front porch and on expensive Persian carpets in the hall.

“Hold still, Beni,” Soraya said, and finished applying antiseptic to her patient’s hands.

Beni couldn’t help squirming on the exam table as the sting of the medicine bit into his flesh. “Something to kill the pain?” he asked in Moroccan Arabic.

She shook her head, long raven hair bouncing off her white lab-coated shoulders. “You choose your vocation, you assume the risks. Don’t expect sympathy.”

Dark eyes stared past his hooked nose. “It’s the only thing I am good at,” he explained.

“Not so good today.”

He waited until she had finished dressing the wound and wrapped tape to hold the gauze bandage. He jumped off the table. “What music is that?”

She glanced at the CD player that Dr. Delon had left on. “A concerto by an underappreciated English composer of the last century, Arnold Bax. His “Winter Legends” for piano and orchestra. On piano, Margaret Fingerhut, with the London Philharmonic conducted by Bryden Thomson.”

Beni loosed a low whistle of appreciation. “That’s class, Dr. Ziad.”

“Not a doctor yet, Beni,” she said, and stepped back. “You’re free to go.”

“What do I owe?”

“Square it with Dr. Delon’s bookkeeper tomorrow. Can you do that?”

The bandaged thief’s pigeon-toed gait took him to the clinic’s outer door. He turned and fixed his beady eyes on Soraya. “I know it’s late and you want to close up, Doc, but...I got something to say.”

She was rinsing soap off her long, slender fingers at the porcelain sink. “Go ahead, Beni. I’m listening.”

“I hear things out on the streets, you know. And this morning I heard talk at the apothecary in the Quartier Habous, the one by the Souk el-Attarine.” He fell into a fit of coughing, took out a pack of filterless cigarettes and awkwardly slid one between his cracked lips. 

She shot him a look, as if to say “No smoking here.” Instead she said, “You mean Malik’s magic shop in the New Medina, the one selling hedgehogs, turtles and crows that are sacrificed and mixed into various potions?”

Beni nodded. “More popular than the spice and perfume vendors nearby. We all seek protection from evil, Little Doctor.”

“Even Casablanca’s most skilled jewel thief?”

“Especially me,” Beni admitted.

“Tell me what’s on your mind.”

“What I wanted to say,” he fumbled with the unlit cigarette and dropped it, “there is talk in the medina of one who walked but no longer walks, one who was a healer but is now a killer, one who changed bodies and is now another.”

She turned sharply. Beni Mernissi speaking in riddles? He was illiterate, a man of few words. He had just given the equivalent of a speech.

“Doc, you’ve always treated me fairly,” he stammered, “not like a criminal. I thought you should know.”

Immediately, she understood the implications. “Who told you these things?”

He stooped down to retrieve his cigarette. After blowing on it, he stuck it back in his mouth. “A guy in the medina.”

Soraya pulled the door keys from the pocket of her lab coat. Underneath she wore a short sleeve maroon blouse and a long black skirt which fell below her knees. Black pumps supported her feet. She was of average height for a Berber woman—that is to say, from the High Atlas and the forests of cedar and holm-oak, a member of a tribe that had inhabited the region since the days of King Solomon in Israel. She spoke a Berber dialect in addition to Morocco’s version of Arabic, as well as French and English. It was not unusual in her country to be conversant in several languages. At twenty-four, she had spent many of her school and university holidays working in the clinic of an elderly Belgian expatriate, Remy Delon.

Now in his early sixties, Dr. Delon maintained a busy practice and carried himself with an erect posture that defied his years. Silver-haired and addicted to strong French cigarettes, he was a throwback to the less-informed days of the hazards of smoking. He knew the risks now but was resigned to the habit. 

What really stood out was his unusual clientele. His medical assistance to the hitmen, mercenaries, con artists, thieves and petty criminals of North Africa were legendary. No surgeon operating in the best-equipped hospitals in Morocco was more skilled at dealing with traumatic wounds that Remy Delon. Indeed, some of the country’s most successful doctors paid Dr. Delon for consults on difficult cases. Off the record, of course.

Over the last five years Soraya had soaked up his techniques of treatment, all the subtle cues to a patient’s condition and prognosis. Now in her third year of medical school in southern France, she continued to serve as the physician’s trusted assistant whenever the chance arose. For her it was about loyalty. Dr. Delon had treated her ailing father while he served a long sentence in prison, and had taken her under his protective wing after her father died.

Back to the present, she said, “You mean a guy who knows a guy?”

Beni shook his head. “Moustafa Chipo, drives a long-distance taxi. He pulled in with a fare from Tangier this morning and brought the news.”

“The Nihilist is here?”

“Moustafa swore he saw him near the docks...in a wheelchair. Swears it was him.”

She pondered on this new information, chin cupped in a palm decorated with henna-painted geometrical designs. The other hand cupped her elbow. Through the glass front door, the fog swirled past, the eerie yellowish color carried over the mountains from the desert. Twilight had fallen and a tall streetlight on this side street off the Boulevard Mohammed V cast an amber cone of light onto the sidewalk outside the clinic.

“Thank you for the warning.” She unlocked the door for the day’s last patient.

Beni slipped out, walked a few steps. “Be careful, Doc,” the burglar warned.

She nodded and looked across the street where a Peugeot idled. There was a pile of cigarette butts on the road. She shook a finger at the driver and he climbed out with a whisk broom and a section of a newspaper and brushed the butts onto the paper, then dumped the debris into a plastic bag. After tipping his fedora to her, he climbed back in the car, started the engine and drove away, the low beams bouncing off the moisture in the fog. She went back inside and locked the door.

A game they played, she told herself, the unmarked police car and the watcher checking out the patients coming to Delon’s clinic in case any were actively wanted for questioning or on an arrest warrant. Surely the cops knew that those fearing a free ride to jail after their treatment always left by the back door. Again, a sort of game.

Soraya went about the usual closing up tasks—locking the glass-and-steel medicine cabinet, wiping down the counters and exam table, jotting down treatment notes on paper and stuffing it into one of Dr. Delon’s cardboard file folders. The handwritten notes were a big reason for his popularity with those on the fringe, since no one but her could make out his scribbled script in French. Repeatedly, his notes at a trial had been found useless.

Finally she took off her lab coat, dropped it into a laundry basket, put on a beige raincoat and wool scarf, grabbed her leather purse and switched on the alarm system. Once again she unlocked the door, stepped outside into the rapidly cooling night and quickly felt the damp embrace of the yellow fog. She locked the door and pocketed the key.

Out of the corner of her eye she picked up movement, a dark figure slinking into the covered doorway of a six-story building on the corner. It was not a residential bloc; rather, a place of various small businesses. An involuntary shiver shook her body.

Not too long ago, she had been attacked while walking these streets. A friend had rescued her then, though not without violence. The news Beni brought stirred up a lot of memories, both good and bad. Maybe she should have confided her fears to the plainclothes policeman, but that went against Dr. Delon’s practice. He didn’t want word to hit the streets that he cooperated with police surveillance units.

She could avoid the suspect corner by walking the other way. Unfortunately that led close to the docks of the Port of Casablanca where the fog hung more thickly and few people gathered at this time of night. So she crossed the road, meaning to recross at the intersection with the busy Boulevard Mohammed V.

The purse clasped tightly in her left hand, she remembered the scalpel inside it. Not that she had any experience at using it for anything other surgery.

“Help,” a muffled cry came from the shadows of the corner building’s doorway. “Get me a doctor. I need a doctor.”
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Motorcycle Boy

Soraya heard the voice and looked around. She saw no one on foot, only cars, trucks and motorbikes passing on the boulevard. Against her better judgment she allowed herself to be drawn closer. It was an ingrained desire to serve; ordinarily, a blessing for others, but a risk for her.

“Please, help me,” the voice cut through the dense fog.

No vehicles turned onto the side street and she crossed over and stood on the corner. “I work in a clinic. What is the problem?”

“Pain. Sharp pain in my chest.”

“I’ll call for an ambulance.”

“Yes, thank you. And Miss?”

“Sir?”

“Please don’t leave me here alone. I’m afraid.”

Soraya fell into her caregiver role and inched nearer to the stranger in the darkened alcove. She thought he wore a blue robe with a black cloth tied in front of his mouth and wound up on top of his head, like a turban. “I will stay until the Red Crescent arrives. What is your name? Tell me your name.”

“Mali.” The man coughed over and over, the hacking sound of a long-time smoker.

“Mine is Soraya.”

“Yes, I know.” He switched on a flashlight and shined the beam onto her face. 

She heard a loud crack and felt herself shoved backwards and onto the pavement, throwing open the front of her coat. The thing is, she wasn’t aware of anyone touching her. Then the soles of her shoes were kicked hard and a cold metal object was pressed between the buttons of her blouse and into her belly.

Suddenly a light broader and brighter than a flashlight caught her and a raucous engine and exhaust drowned out every other sound, a noise that even her stunned ears picked up as a motorcycle raced up the deserted street and jumped the curb onto the sidewalk. A split second later the round muzzle of a pistol was pulled back from her blouse and the man almost tripped on her outstretched legs as he ran away.

Tires screeching, the bike stopped a few feet from her body and a helmeted rider appeared at her side, kneeling and cupping her head in his hands. Not knowing if he was friend or foe, she struggled to push him back and managed to get to one knee.

“Let me go!” she shouted.

“Easy, Doc,” the young man raised his faceshield, “it’s me. Latif.”

She took a deep breath, exhaled slowly. “Yes, of course. My ride from the Fantasia north of Marrakech. You still have that green Kawasaki, the sportbike?”

“Right here,” he said proudly. Then he frowned. “Hey, you were shot! I heard the sound of a small caliber pistol. Please, Little Doctor, I cannot run my hands over you to find the wound. Where were you hit?”

“I don’t know. My ears are ringing, my back hurts from hitting the ground. It was like being punched.”

“I don’t see any blood. Maybe he missed.”

“He was only three feet from me.”

“So he couldn’t miss. I don’t understand.”

“Help me up, I want to go home.”

Latif led her to his motorcycle and leaned her against the padded seat. “Take a minute to rest, Doc.”

While buttoning up her coat, she noticed the dented metal of her large belt buckle and, silently, offered a prayer of thanks to God. Clutching her purse tightly, she asked,  “What are you doing here? This is not a coincidence, is it?”

“Sami called yesterday, said to keep an eye on you. But stay in the background, she ordered. I would have been here sooner, before the police car left. My friend Ahmed took the day shift with my bike—his is in the shop for new tires. He was delayed by a taxi and truck crash. I rode here as fast as I could.” He pulled off his helmet, ran a hand through his disheveled black hair. “I am too late. I’m sorry.”

“No, you rescued me,” she said softly. “Cheer up, Latif. I am alive and unhurt.”

His eyes searched for signs of injury, found none. “You are bulletproof,” he mumbled.

“What did you say?”

He shook his head, held out the gloss white helmet. “You should wear it.”

“I’m riding pillion again?” She swung a leg over the sportbike and perched on the tiny padded seat over the tail section. “You wear it. I don’t want to mess up my hair.”

Helmet on, clear plastic faceshield down, Latif and his blue-and-green leather jacket with the Kawasaki logo climbed on, kicked up the sidestand, revved the motor and, engaging first gear. He rode carefully off the curb and onto the side street. Accelerating slowly for his passenger’s benefit—she had one arm wrapped around his waist—he kept the high-revving bike in second gear on the Boulevard Mohammed V and into the Place des Nations Unies. As he slowed behind a taxi she pounded his back with her purse. He raised his faceshield.

“What is it?”

“The Asayag is back that way,” she said loudly and gestured toward the port. “You are taking me away from my apartment.”

“I’m taking you to the hospital.” He ignored a Mercedes driver honking its horn. “The Prophet Yesus said, ‘Physician, heal thyself.’ Good advice if you are a prophet.”

Soraya hit him on the back again and started to climb off in the middle of the road but he accelerated sharply, lifting the front wheel in a small wheelie and, instinctively, she hugged him harder and hung on, as he knew she must. Onto the Avenue Moulay Hassan, he took advantage of the motorcycle’s slender profile and filtered through the heavy traffic until they were out of the city center. 

Soon he rode up to the guarded gate under the arched entrance to Casablanca’s main hospital, the Hôpital Ibn Rochd—named after the great physician and thinker, Ibn Rashid Averröes. The uniformed guard recognized Dr. Delon’s assistant riding pillion and, a surprised look on his face, waved them in.

Averröes had been born in Córdoba in 1126 and died in Marrakech in1198, a time of glorious achievements in medicine, astronomy and architecture in the Islamic territories in Spain and Morocco (the end of the Dark Ages in much of Europe). He was a contemporary of another great mind, the Jewish philosopher and physician Maimonides, one who enjoyed the freedom to codify the Talmud under the protection of the rulers of the Western Muslim Empire while Jews on the Continent were segregated into ghettos and proscribed from most of the crafts, guilds and professions, leaving moneylending as a means to earn a living—a practice which brought nothing but antagonism towards the Jewish people. The enlightenment in the Islamic lands on the Iberian Peninsula and North Africa was in stark contrast to the prejudice shown to the Jews of much of Europe, at least it was so for a few centuries almost a millenium ago.

Latif parked the motorcycle by the casualty ward, switched off the inline four-cylinder engine and pocketed the key. He took off his helmet and extended a hand to help his female passenger, but she refused assistance and got down by herself.

“Forgive me for sounding ungrateful,” she said, “but I’d rather go home. I ought to know if I need medical treatment.”

He bowed his head. “Only a fool would argue with you, Dr. Soraya. Personally, I believe that the angels of God have protected you. And after you convince the duty physician of your fitness to return home, I will take you there.”

Soraya tried to tame her windblown hair. “Before, you were my bodyguard. I remember you gave me advice then, too. Why can’t you stick to riding your green bike and let me do my own thinking?”

“I take my directions from Sami,” he replied, and stood in the doorway of the ER. “Dr. Saqi is waiting for you. Come inside.”

The trauma care physician intercepted Soraya in the brightly-lit lobby and escorted her to an examination room while Latif hung back at the admission desk. As Soraya turned and cast a fierce look at him, he gave the V for Victory sign with the gloved fingers of his right hand.

“Please, sit on the table,” Dr. Saqi said, and smoothed a plaid skirt under her lab coat.

“I’m fine, doctor. Really I am. No need to waste your time tonight.”

The hospital physician brushed a strand of prematurely gray hair from her eyes. “Sometimes we tell others what is best for them when our own eyes cannot see our need for help. Your friend tells me you were shot.”

“Not so,” Soraya began. “I mean, he shot but missed.”

“Put your purse behind you on the table and remove your coat.” She had a kindly smile, a soft voice. The eyes told another story, as did the dark circles under them. Long hours on the job and constant pressure, with little time to rest. Perhaps fun and a welcome challenge for a new doctor not long past residency, but wearing on one entering middle age.

Soraya recognized the experience and skill in Dr. Saqi and, reluctantly, submitted to her wishes, not wanting to cause trouble for this obviously compassionate woman. “The last time I saw you...”

“No need to explain. You were pushing your friend Jamie’s wheelchair out of here, against medical orders. It was because you cared about him.” She crossed her arms, leaned back on a counter filled with glass bottles. “How is Jamie Hayden?”

“Caring for his father who was hurt after being abducted here.”

“The elder Hayden is recuperating nicely?”

“Was, until a relapse. That is why Jamie has not come back yet.” 

Dr. Saqi nodded. “I read his book about your experiences finding his father.
“Murder in Morocco, published under a pseudonym,” Soraya said. “A bit melodramatic for a title, but a good read.”
“Yes, it is very good. An honest look at himself and our country. Besides looking after his father, what else is he doing?”

“Hiking in the Cascade Mountains, trying out camping equipment and survival gear. He is what is called an Influencer on Social Media. Companies pay him to test their products and write up his opinion.”

“He travels alone?”

“With his dog, a Black Lab named Scooby. He told me that his years in the Marine Corps taught him to rely on his buddies, but he’s more inclined to be self-reliant.”

“How old is Jamie now?’

“Twenty-eight.”

“A good age for a young man to marry,” Dr. Saqi ventured.

Soraya smiled shyly, said nothing.

“Do not worry, Jamie is an honorable man. He will come back for you,” Dr. Saqi said, and took Soraya’s vital signs, then closed the curtain on the room. “You should undress, down to your panties and bra.”

Within minutes after disrobing, the examination was completed. No gunshot wounds identified. The only injury was a severe bruise to her lower back, just above the buttocks where she had fallen after a bullet had been fired at her. Then the physician examined Soraya’s clothes, pausing to press her small finger into the gauge in the leather belt.

“You may get dressed.” Dr. Saqi jotted down some notes on a chart that contained a one-dimensional drawing of a female, front and rear view. She marked the spot of the blue-black bruise. Otherwise, there were no lacerations or evidence of even a flesh wound. As Soraya reached for her purse, the doctor exclaimed. “Hand it to me, please.”

Frowning, Soraya passed it over and watched the attending physician lift up the leather handbag and insert her writing pen into a small hole. Turning the purse around, she pointed at a larger, more ragged hole on the back, near the bottom seam. 

Soraya’s eyes opened wide and a hand went to her mouth. “His flashlight was pointed at my face, I couldn’t see the muzzle flash. I felt a punch to my stomach and went down.” Tears began to well up and ran down her cheeks. “He tried to kill me,” she whispered.

“May I look inside?”

Soraya nodded, wiped the tears with the back of her hand.

Instead of dumping the contents on the counter, the doctor pulled each item out, one at a time. When the comb and lip balm and tissues and coins and 20- and 50-dirham banknotes lay next to a jar of tongue depressors, the last piece was withdrawn.

A stainless steel scalpel. 

“Every woman should carry one of these.” Dr. Saqi pointed to the dented handle. “The bullet, probably .25 caliber, was deflected and tore the large exit hole in your purse where it then struck your belt. You see, leather is animal skin, a lot like ours. The tough hide of your handbag slowed down the bullet and you were saved by the scalpel. Very fitting for a medical student, don’t you think?”

“You know a lot about me,” Soraya said softly.

“I know you will soon finish your studies in France. When it is time for your internship, I hope you will consider this hospital. The day is coming when Dr. Delon will have to share your talents and dedication.”

Soraya slid down off the exam table, slipped her shoes on and fastened the fabric belt around her coat. “I am very grateful
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