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Mercy killing alleged

PHYLLIS FISH

BY GREG HARDESTY 
AND SALVADOR HERNANDEZ
O CR EG ISTER .C O M

The sound of the gun misfiring was 
loud enough that the caregiver heard it 
from the other room.

Within seconds, she was at the 90- 
year-old man's side, wrestling away the 
weapon he had just fired at the head of 
his bedridden wife.

Gun in hand, the caretaker called 911.
Then, authorities say, as the caretak

er called, the man -  a retired physician 
-  picked up a second gun. This one, a 
small caliber pistol, didn't misfire.

One bullet entered the head of his 
wife, killing her. The second hit the 
man's forehead.

He survived. And, on Monday, he be
came one of the oldest manslaughter 
suspects in Orange County History.

•

Authorities believe Dr. James Clyde 
Fish of Laguna Woods may have killed 
his wife, Phyllis Fish, 88, because of her 
ailing health.

Fish, who remains in critical but sta
ble condition at Mission Hospital in Mis
sion Viejo, has spoken to investigators 
and tried to move, according to Jim 
Amormino, spokesman for the Orange 
County Sheriff's Department. A bullet 
remains lodged in Fish's brain.

Authorities could have charged Fish 
with first-degree murder since the al
leged crime appears to be premeditat
ed.

“It's a very difficult situation,” said 
Laurie Levenson, associate dean of 
Loyola Law School in Los Angeles.

“On one side, what's the point of pros
ecuting a 90-year-old man? Why put

him in a prison system that's already 
overcrowded with violent 30-year-olds?

"(But) no one has the right to take 
someone else's life — even someone who 
loves (the victim). And we have not au
thorized euthanasia or mercy killing in 
this state -  and certainly not by taking a 
gun to someone's head."

After consulting with the Orange 
County District Attorney's office, offi
cials with the Sheriff's Department de
cided to book Fish on suspicion of the 
lesser charge after taking into consid
eration his age, Amormino said.

Fish went to the Indiana University 
School of Medicine and earned his li
cense to practice medicine in 1952, ac
cording to Medical Board of California 
records.

He held general certifications in ther
apeutic radiology and surgery, accord

ing to the American Board of Medical 
Specialties. He practiced in Laguna 
Hills.

Prosecutors filed a single felony count 
of voluntary manslaughter -  acharge 
common in so-called "heat of passion" 
crimes. They tacked on a sentencing en- 
hancementfor the personal discharge of 
a firearm.

If convicted, Fish faces a maximum of 
21 years in prison.

"It's a very sad (case)," said Senior 
Deputy District Attorney Ebrahim Bay- 
tieh, who will prosecute Fish.

Fish is being held on $100,000 bail. A 
court date and time will be determined 
later.

•

There was no suicide note.
But prosecutors believe it was a 

planned murder suicide.
They say sometime around 1:30 p.m. 

Sunday, Fish gave his wife morphine in 
their home in the 5000 block of Can- 
tante in the gated retirement communi
ty of Laguna Woods Village.

Hospice care is designed to relieve 
pain and suffering for people who are 
terminally ill. In 2007, there were 1.4 
million people in hospice care in the 
U.S., according to the Hospice Founda
tion of America in Washington D.C.

Speaking in general terms, and not 
about the tragedy in Laguna Woods, an 
official at the nonprofit foundation said 
caretakers try to ease the despair of rel
atives of hospice patients.

“Certainly, there's a tremendous 
amount of stress put on family members 
when a person is facing a terminal ill
ness — no matter their age,” said Amy 
Tucci, president of the Hospice Founda

tion of America.
“We are of the position that if a per

son is given proper hospice care -  and 
I'm not saying that the woman in this 
case wasn't getting proper care -  that 
any idea of euthanasia or assisted sui
cide or mercy killing simply doesn't ex
ist,” Tucci said.

•
“This points to our need as a society 

to address chronic illnesses and end-of- 
life care for our aging population,” said 
said Felicia Cohn, director of medical 
ethics at the UCI School of Medicine.

“If we don't get a better handle on 
this, then this kind of tragedy may be
come more common.”

Levenson said the prosecution of Fish 
— and a possible lengthy prison sen
tence, if he's convicted -  is academic at 
this point, given his age.

"There's only one word that applies 
here, and it's a not a legal term," she 
said. "It's tragic."
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Phyllis Fish very active in Third Mutual politics
BY PEGGY BLIZZARD
LA G U N A  W OODS GLOBE

Until she was sidelined by illness a 
few years ago, Phyllis Fish, who was 
killed in an alleged murder-attempted 
suicide by her 90-year-old husband Sun
day, was very active in the politics of 
Third Mutual.

She was first elected to the Third 
Mutual Board of Directors to serve 
from 1999-2002. She was reelected to 
serve 2004-2007 and resigned in August 
2006.

Fish served as chair of the Third 
Landscape Committee. She also served

on the Third Maintenance & Construc
tion, Long Range Planning, and Finance 
committees, as well as the Golden Rain 
Foundation Community Activities, Gov
ernment and Public Relations and Bus 
Services committees.

“She was a wonderful and fascination 
lady,” said Golden Rain Foundation Di
rector Ken Hammer who served on the 
Third Landscaping Committee when 
Fish was chairman.

PCM General Manager Milt Johns re
called, “Phyllis Fish was a joy with 
whom to work. Even though she was 
small in stature, she held her own when

debating for what she believed was best 
for the Village.”

Third Mutual Director Isabel Muen- 
nichow said she first met Fish in 1996 
when they both were involved with Pro
ject 21, a gathering of residents looking 
at and suggesting projects they would 
like to see as the 21st century ap
proached.

“She always impressed me as such a 
hard worker,” said Muennichow. “And 
when she came on the Third board, she 
did the right thing.” THE ORANGE COUNTY

REGISTER
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