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The Woman of the Rain
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The rain was falling as if the skies had split open. Everyone was running to get home as fast as possible. It was December, yet the downpour was sudden, even though everyone should have known better. This month in New York was never calm. Christmas preparations had simply made people forget. The weather, however, knows nothing of preparations. It had turned bad abruptly, specifically since noon, and by the time work hours ended, it had become an unprecedented rainfall. The news broadcast an emergency update warning of even worse conditions and strong winds later in the night. Residents paid little attention, since sudden weather outbursts in recent years, after the pandemic, had become routine. It was as if nature wanted to keep unrest at high levels, and many said climate change would bring even more extreme phenomena.

Most people were holding umbrellas and running toward the subway entrances. Once inside the covered space, a second ordeal began. A machine scanned them to verify that their digital medical identity allowed them to use public transport. Then came the final trial, waiting on the platform, where a system of cells prevented anyone from standing closer than two meters to another person. The same applied inside the trains. That was why most people had crowded into apartment buildings near their workplaces so they could commute on foot. The result, of course, was skyrocketing rent prices. For those who moved, the only real gain was time. The real winners were those whose jobs could be done remotely, teleworking without any real advantage.

The cars, now most of them driverless, were stuck in a traffic jam that refused to ease. It was as if no one in the control center cared to suggest alternative routes. Among the few pedestrians left, some held newspapers over their heads, which only managed to soak their faces not just with water but with printing ink. Some luckier ones held cardboard. Worst of all were the masks, wet masks that did nothing but prevent you from breathing. The bolder ones ripped them off their faces and threw them onto the street.

The few small shops that remained lowered their shutters one by one, and the owners hurried home as well, even though most lived on the floors above. As time passed, the city looked increasingly empty.

Around two after midnight, the wind lost its strength and the rain turned into a drizzle. Normally it should have stopped, but the rainfall suggested otherwise. Around three it intensified again. It was raining steadily, and the indicators said this condition, with short breaks, would last all day.

The alarm clock at three fifteen made its presence known with a dry knock. It was as if it had changed its mind and did not want to wake anyone. Ten seconds later, the knocks became two. Silence again. Still, they were enough for Margarita to stretch out her hand and turn it off.

"Shit," she muttered, and to make sure she wouldn't fall back asleep, she threw the covers off her.

She stared at the ceiling with half-closed eyes. The light coming in from the street lamps flickered today, creating strange shapes on the ceiling. She turned toward the window and opened her eyes fully. The rain running down the glass made the light seem to blink.

"Didn't they say on the news the rain would stop?" she said, sitting up in bed.

With a heavy heart, she managed to get up, throw off the oversized cotton T-shirt she wore as a nightgown, and head into the bathroom. She had to be at the hospital at four for her shift. Her small apartment, which consisted of one large multipurpose room, a very small bedroom that barely fit a bed, and a bathroom, was on the first floor of an old apartment building just a few blocks away from the hospital where she worked as a nurse. That was exactly why she had rented it. She did not need public transport to commute, and owning a private car was out of the question. The rent was high for such a space, but still, it paid off.

She took a shower, wrapped herself in a towel, and went into the bedroom. Next to the bed stood a large mirror. She stood in front of it and looked at herself. She turned right, then left, looked at her chest, and smiled. Her hand unconsciously felt it. As the years passed, her health concerned her more and more, and as a nurse, she was particularly sensitive to it. In a month, she would turn forty-five. She was holding up well. She was petite, dark-haired with long hair, and as people told her, she had a beautiful Mexican face.

She came from a village outside Mexico City. She had come to America when she was eighteen, two years before the end of the first decade of the new century, and she had fought hard to become independent. The man who helped her come, middle-aged at the time, had kept her in his house as a helper for everything. She had not complained. Even then, she had survived. Manolio, that was his name, had neither wife nor children, so she felt safe. Margarita lived in a small room at the back of the house and did all the chores. Unofficially, she was something between a housekeeper and a homemaker. When Manolio wanted her sexually, he simply pointed to his bedroom. What he did for a living, she never asked. It was one of those things she thought better not to know.

Three years later, he fell ill. She then became his nurse as well. That lasted more than two years. When he died, Margarita simply took all the savings he had hidden, along with a few pieces of gold jewelry, and vanished. In any case, during his life, she had been invisible to him. Meanwhile, she had obtained citizenship, which the deceased had somehow arranged, and now she could begin her own life.

She did what she knew best: nursing. At first, she worked as a private nurse for elderly people, taking whatever she could find. Their behavior, however, was not good, and gradually she ensured she found a position in a hospital. When the pandemic broke out, she was already a nurse. For twenty years, she had been a licensed nurse, and for more than ten years, she had lived in this apartment. The various pandemics that followed only helped her establish herself as a specialized nurse in the second surgical wing.

She had kept no contact with her family, believing they had sold her off. The friends she had made, also Mexican, had married and each had a bunch of children. Margarita wanted no man over her head. She had various relationships and one or two pregnancies, which she always made sure to terminate. However, that had cut her off from her friends, who, among other things, began to see their beautiful, well-kept friend as a threat to their marriages.

She put on a tracksuit and boots, then looked out the window at the rain. At that moment, it was drizzling.

Should I take an umbrella? she thought. My jacket will get soaked, and I cannot afford a cold.

She lit an oil lamp at the icon of the Virgin Mary that adorned a wall niche, which had once been a window, crossed herself, and stepped out into the street. She pulled the mask she had hanging around her neck up to her mouth and made sure her nose was free.

She started walking briskly toward the hospital. It was about a ten-minute walk, but the rain began to intensify. She lowered her umbrella so the rain would not hit her face and quickened her pace. Her breathing became short and fast.

Stupid mask, she complained, pulling it down even further. She took a few deep breaths and half-ran on.

In the hospital courtyard, she barely avoided bumping into a woman who stood indecisively about what to do, roughly a hundred meters from the emergency entrance. She hastily muttered an apology and hurried inside without a second glance. Shaking off her boots, she quickly made her way to the nurses' ward in the rear semi-basement of the hospital. They all had a bed and a locker there. The beds, of course, were triple bunk beds. Quite a few of them lived there almost permanently, securing extra money for their families. Two or three had some distant place they declared as their permanent residence. She put on her apron, slipped into her rubber clogs, and rushed as fast as she could to the emergency area. For this period and for another month, she was assigned there. She took a clean mask from the cardboard box and put it on.

"Good morning, Margarita," greeted the doctor sitting at the back desk in the reception area, attempting to drink his coffee with the mask hanging from one ear.

"Good morning," she replied, waving in a peculiar greeting to her colleague at the counter. "It's quiet today. I thought with the rain we'd have plenty of incidents."

"There were earlier," Faye, the nurse at the counter, informed her. "At least ten admissions with broken bones on the charts. Luckily for us, they rushed them through and kept them upstairs."

Margarita looked around. One man with an IV lay on a bed, while a child waited on a stretcher for the paramedic to take him to a room. There was no one else.

Strange, she thought, and her mind drifted back to the woman she had almost run into. Logically, she should be in the ward. She glanced around but did not see her anywhere. She had spent no more than five minutes in the locker room, so it was impossible they had already sent her to a room. She approached the door and looked out into the courtyard. Under the last streetlamp, a few meters past the covered part of the courtyard, the woman stood motionless in the rain, visibly soaked.

At that moment, Dave, the paramedic on duty, approached her.

"What are you looking at?" he asked.

Margarita pointed to the woman. "When I was coming in, I almost ran into her in my rush not to get wetter. Since then, she's been standing there motionless."

"In the rain? You think something's wrong with her?"

"How should I know?"

At that moment, the woman buckled. She collapsed onto the road as if her legs could no longer hold her.

"Stretcher, now," Margarita shouted, dropping the cup she was holding and rushing outside.

"Doctor," Dave yelled, grabbing the first stretcher he found and following her.

Before Margarita could check her pulse, Dave, ignoring all patient approach protocols, lifted her in his arms and placed her on the stretcher. She was a white woman, about sixty, thin, with short gray hair.

By the time they re-entered the emergency area, both Margarita and Dave were soaked. The doctor took her pulse while Margarita opened the trench coat the woman wore so the doctor could examine her. Margarita stepped back in alarm. Her clothes were torn and her legs were scratched, as if she had passed through dense bushes.

"What happened?" Dave asked, unable to understand what he was seeing.

"Her clothes, though torn, are designer. And she herself is dirty and worn, but..."

"Take her trench coat off completely," the doctor said. "We'll need to give her blood."

Margarita and Dave removed the trench coat. The clothes were not just dirty. The entire lower part looked battered, as if she had been running with her coat unbuttoned through bushes that had snagged her dress and pulled the threads roughly. The doctor lifted the dress and inspected her body.

"It's as if someone was chasing her and she was trying to get through bushes, you know, the kind they use as dividers in gardens," he murmured.

"Boxwoods," Margarita replied. "Go change clothes. You're soaked, and this rain is no joke. Better not keep it on you."

Dave tried to say something but pulled back and left the room as if he needed air. Margarita went behind the screen and changed into a dry tracksuit. She returned to the woman and stood next to the doctor. He gestured for her to continue preparing the woman for examination.

She lifted the woman's sleeve and for the second time wondered what had happened. Her arm had been recently punctured, as if whoever did it had missed the vein the first time and tried again.

The woman seemed to come around for a moment. Margarita gathered the woman's hair from her forehead with her palm. Then she saw her eyes. They were blue, but they stared at the ceiling with a vacant gaze that promised nothing good.

She searched for Dave, but he had not returned yet. She turned to the doctor. "Help me move her to the far bed. I need to clean her and she doesn't need to be in the middle."

"Wait for me to take a sample for the test, since the way she landed in our hands made us forget everything. And put a mask on her, loosely. Tell Dave to bring the digital health control unit."

Margarita ran to the door leading deeper into the hospital and opened it. At that moment, Dave appeared.

"The control unit," she told him and hurried back to the doctor.

Dave rushed to bring a rolling machine and, taking a projecting attachment that resembled a microphone, began scanning the woman's body. The doctor watched the readings.

"Again," he said when Dave finished.

The paramedic looked at him strangely and repeated the procedure, while Margarita stepped closer to the doctor and examined the readings as well.

"Is the detector not working?" she asked.

"It's working perfectly," he replied.

"Then?"

"There is no then. Yours has no digital health signature."

"Is that possible?"

"Very rarely, but yes. I haven't seen anything like this in over eight years."

"But isn't it mandatory?" Margarita asked again.

"It's almost mandatory. Only a few marginal types fall into that category. This woman here, regardless of findings, seems to belong to a privileged group, and those groups are all hematologically chipped. Now we have to find out what happened and who she is."

The doctor began examining her the old-fashioned way and entered his findings into the tablet he held. When he finished, he handed the tablet to Margarita and returned to his desk. Dave helped Margarita push the stretcher to the most remote spot in the area. They placed the woman on the bed, and as they left, Dave pulled the curtain.

"Gather all her belongings and make sure to keep whatever is needed for identification. Even though there is no sign of sexual interference, take a vaginal sample. The police will definitely ask for it," the doctor reminded her as Margarita sat at the computer to open a file, since the patient did not appear in the system. His reminder was unnecessary, as she was fully aware of what she had to do. When she finished the entry, she ordered the data from the tablet to be copied and returned to the woman's bed.

She began undressing her and carefully folding her clothes. She wiped her down with dry gauze and placed everything into sterile bags. She carefully placed them on a trolley and pushed it aside. Then she cleaned the woman's legs as well as she could with hydrogen peroxide, and when she finished, she put the hospital gown on her.

The woman breathed slowly, but her eyes remained fixed on nothing. She did not seem to grasp her situation.

"What's your name, sweetheart?" Margarita asked her just before putting the mask on her.

The woman turned briefly toward her, a sign she had probably heard, but she did not answer. For a moment, Margarita thought the woman looked her in the eyes. But her gaze seemed to pass through Margarita to a point far away.

The doctor, Dr. Abraham Benson, asked Faye, the nurse at reception, to notify the police. They faced two main problems. First, she was unaccompanied and appeared to have been chased, and second, she had no identification whatsoever. If they could not quickly find her details, Social Services had to be informed.

"Dr. Benson, should we call Social Services now? It's unlikely the police will find anything, and from what Margarita said, she doesn't seem to be homeless, judging by her clothes and her hands."

"Wait for the police. She might have been reported missing. If not, we'll call Social Services."

"Anything else?"

"I want a neurosurgeon to see her when the doctors come in the morning. My observations are not enough. We also need a gynecologist to make sure we didn't miss anything."

The doctor went to the back desk and sat down, wanting to continue his coffee, which had gone cold.

"Dave, I'm going to get a fresh coffee. If any new cases come in, shout, though I won't be long."

Dave nodded and stepped back out into the courtyard. He lit a cigarette and lost himself in thought.

As soon as Margarita finished with the unknown woman, she hurried to take a hot shower and change her underwear. Acid rain was no joke. When she returned to the ward, she threw a jacket over her shoulders and went out into the courtyard. She lit a cigarette and took a deep drag.

"You'll freeze. Why aren't you wearing a jacket?" she said to Dave, who, without answering, went inside, grabbed a jacket, and came back out.

"Very quiet tonight," he added after a moment. "Other nights at this hour it was madness."

"The weather turned bad very early. If the storm had hit after midnight, I'd agree," she replied.

"Still doesn't explain it, unless everyone is holed up at home because of their marital status," Dave added.

The sound of an ambulance in the distance triggered an alarm. Dave rushed inside, shouted for the doctor who was just entering the emergency room, grabbed a stretcher, and as he pushed it past reception, asked the nurse to notify all the others on shift in the adjacent ward to come over.

Why did I have to speak, he thought. The sound of a second ambulance approaching made him grimace.

Paul was drinking his coffee when his phone rang. It was from the police precinct where he had served as a detective for years.

"Early in the morning already," he muttered as he answered.

He heard the familiar voice of the chief.

"Paul, I hope I caught you before you headed out. Please stop by the hospital, we have a complaint, and the chief asked me to assign it to you. Do what's needed and come by after."

"Alright. Anything more?"

"There's a victim. I didn't quite understand if she was abused or something else, but the nurse from the ER was vague. You know how it goes."

Paul hung up, took his badge, put on a heavy jacket, strapped his pistol to his belt, and headed for his car. In his left pocket, he felt the weight of the stiletto he carried. He always had it on him, and truth be told, he knew how to use it. Active duty police officers were the only ones allowed to own old cars, provided they had converted them so they did not require fuel no longer available on the open market. The black market was another matter; there you could still find anything you wanted. His car was over twenty years old, a small hybrid. He used it only to commute between home and the precinct, which was not far. For service needs, the department's electric vehicles were available, specially equipped.

Paul was a man in his fifties, tall, thin, and rather unattractive, who had chosen to remain a detective despite opportunities for something better. He had never married and lived in his childhood home, an old detached house on an isolated block with similar houses. One or two serious relationships he had ended poorly, so he eventually stopped looking for the right one. Women in bars on Saturday nights were enough for him.
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Crime in the area where he lived was fairly high, but everyone respected the cop who had become something like a taboo on the street where he stayed. No one bothered him, and he bothered no one.

He was of Irish descent. He had lost his parents when he was twenty, but he had never forgotten them. His father had given him a wood carving knife when he was five, which led to his knife habit. Along with the knife came an obsession with carving wood. It was his hobby. He made small wooden animals. In recent years, he had even found someone who bought them, not because he needed the money but to clear some space in his house, which had become suffocatingly packed over the years. The bad part was that the more the animals disappeared, the more the dealer pressured him for more. Everyone wanted a little wooden animal in their home.

The problem with his decision not to move up in the police hierarchy was that all his older colleagues, and many younger than him, had passed him on the promotion list. It did not bother him, but it bothered the others, who could not impose themselves on him. He had never given them a reason to complain, but they gradually pushed him into the background and assigned him easier and easier cases. He accepted that too without complaint. What he had asked for, and achieved, was that they not assign him a partner and let him operate alone. He had promised his commander, though, that if he needed it, he would request backup and do nothing until it arrived.

The hospital situation was treated by the sergeant on duty as routine, which was why he sent Paul. There was also a lot of paperwork, and the only one available for it was Paul.

In fifteen minutes, he parked outside the hospital, which was not one of those hosting pandemic emergency operations, so the approach was relatively relaxed. He took a mask hanging from the car mirror and put it on, his expression making it clear he did it only because it was mandatory. It had started drizzling again, so he hurried into the emergency area. The nurse at reception greeted him politely and, once she learned the reason for his visit, asked him to wait, rushing to call Margarita on her pager. Five minutes later, Margarita appeared, and before she could reach reception, her colleague pointed Paul out to her. Margarita approached and stopped in front of him, recognizing who he was.

"Are you from the precinct?" she asked with a fake smile.

"Paul O'Neill. Detective. I was told you have a possible abuse case," he replied, studying her.

"Margarita Barraza," she added, extending her hand for a handshake that caught him completely off guard, since no one generally extended a hand to cops, and given the circumstances, it was outside procedure. She pulled back and smiled. He hurried to return her greeting with a smile. "Come with me. I assume you'll want to see her."

"Thank you," he replied, and followed her to the back.

Margarita pulled back the curtain that separated the bed from the others and showed him the woman. She handed him a pair of gloves and put one on as well. Paul stepped closer and observed the woman carefully. Her eyes were closed and her breathing was shallow. He looked around and saw the bag with her clothes.

"You collected these?" he asked Margarita.

She nodded. Then he approached the woman and uncovered her left arm. The bruise at the elbow joint spoke volumes.

"I put the IV in the other arm. I left this one so you could see it."

"You did the right thing," he told her, taking his phone from his pocket to capture several photos of the joint and her face.

"I should tell you we have no ID," she murmured, as if she did not want her words to carry through the room.

"And I assume she has no digital health signature either?"

Margarita nodded again.

"No other papers on her?"

"No, nothing at all. Maybe the system will identify her through her blood, but that takes time. I did look at her clothes, though. They're all extremely expensive. I wrapped them together with the gauze I used while cleaning her. No one else on staff touched her, except for Dave and me. Dave is the paramedic who lifted her from the street. Dr. Benson, if I remember correctly, wore gloves, though maybe when he first checked her pulse. I don't know, I wasn't there the whole time. You see, she was alone. She was standing at the edge of the courtyard, and we realized something was wrong when she collapsed."

"You did well. It's fine. If needed, we'll take your prints. Let's hope she comes to and can tell us. Still, you put a lot in that bag."

"She was wearing a trench coat too. I hung it in the locker. The clothes are damaged. I'll ask for other clothes to be brought for her. I mean not new ones, just different."

"Do you have any medical assessment, or is it too early?"

"I was waiting for you before sending her upstairs. The doctor ordered several tests, including toxicology, to see if she's an addict. But there's nothing else on her body, you understand. And the punctures on her arm are relatively recent. I don't know. The tests will tell us, but they take a day or two."

"Hide the bag, please. Once I'm back at the precinct, I'll check whether anyone has reported her missing. But let twenty-four hours pass before we move further. Tomorrow morning, I'll come by again, and depending on the results, we will decide how to proceed. Will you inform the doctor?"

"Gladly. Now that I think of it, maybe you should have spoken more with the doctor. It was my mistake to talk to you instead. Dr. Benson would brief you more accurately."

"It's fine. Right now, I don't need more information. I'll see him when you have the tests." Paul pulled out his card and handed it to her. "If she comes to, call me so I can come immediately. And thank you again. One thing I didn't ask you, did you check for other punctures?"

Margarita looked at him, not understanding.

"I mean signs of an injection, maybe something like a vaccine."

"I checked her, but I'll look again in case I missed something," Margarita said, examining the woman's arms and legs once more.

"No, I don't see anything," she told him after a moment.

After that, Paul glanced again at the woman and, with steady but slow steps, left the emergency area.

As soon as the detective left, Margarita turned inward. Why did I give him so much information? I'm going to get myself in trouble. She decided to speak immediately with the doctor who had examined the woman. He smiled at her.

"You did fine. I'm tired of those procedures. Did she come around after the injection?"

"Not yet. I'll wait and take her upstairs at twelve when I get off."

"Let someone else take her. Go rest, you've done enough since four."

"No, I don't mind. I don't have anything serious to do anyway," Margarita replied, and went to reception to learn the schedule for the tests.

The nurse at intake informed her, but she looked tense.

"What's wrong?" Margarita asked her.

"I'll place her in a ward for two days, but more than that I can't. If she isn't identified so we can see her insurance, Social Services has to take her."

Margarita looked at her oddly.

"Why are you looking at me like that? What do you want me to do?"

She did not answer. She knew she was right. She went toward the back of the room and returned to the unknown woman. We have to find out who you are, no matter what, she muttered, stroking her head. From the woman's reactions, she could tell she was starting to come around. Margarita looked at her watch. She still had another two hours. She began caring for other patients, but her mind would not let go of the woman. The woman of the rain, she whispered, and for some reason, it filled her with melancholy.

The first thing Paul did when he entered the precinct was inform the sergeant. Timothy was an old friend.

"Timothy, do we have any recent missing person reports?"

"No, but usually we look for those who disappear, not those who get found. Where does she live?"

"I couldn't find out. She had no ID on her."

"What did the system show you?"

"She had no papers and no digital health signature. Nothing at all. But she's not homeless, judging by what she was wearing, so someone will be looking for her."

"Wait a second. No digital signature?"

"That's what the doctor told me. It's never happened to me before. But trust me, that's how it looks."

"I believe you, but ask them to repeat the scan. When you go back, tell them, and if they need any paperwork, call me so I can get the commander to sign it. Did you take a photo?"

"I did. I'll have it printed and bring you a copy. I'm going to check the reports from the last few days. She had some punctures on her arm."

"A junkie?"

"I wouldn't say that, but I won't rule it out. She looks like one of those who take pills and end up getting poked for testing."

He tapped the sergeant's desk twice softly, as if to say thanks, and headed for his desk in the detectives' room. He got a coffee, hung his jacket over the back of his chair, and opened the computer. He went to the page with photos of everyone who had gone missing and began flipping through them from the most recent to the older ones.

Two hours passed with him staring at photos. It had been a long time since he'd been assigned a case like this, and it felt as if the type of people who disappeared had changed. It was as if the average age had risen, even though now people of very young age disappeared too.

What the hell is going on? What happens to people that they want to disappear? Do they just vanish like that? And so many kids? he wondered.

He had gone back more than a month when he stopped.

"What are you looking for?" a colleague asked, who had been watching him for a while.

Paul explained.

"Since you already have approximate age and sex, put a filter on the search and look in other states too."

"You can do that?" Paul asked, surprised.

The other man stepped closer and showed him.

"Thanks," Paul replied, refreshed his coffee, and disappeared back into the search.

It was late afternoon when he gave up on finding the unknown woman. In his mind, the actions he needed to take began to form. Then the image of the nurse came back to him. He had noticed the interest she showed in this particular woman. Maybe she's seen her before and is afraid to say it, he thought, and decided that the next day he would look into that possibility too. He glanced at his watch. What was her name again, Margarita something?

Without thinking it through, he called the hospital reception and, after stating his role, asked to be connected to her or to be given her phone number.

"Who did you say you are?" the nurse on duty asked again.

"Paul O'Neill, detective. I came this morning about the woman found outside your hospital. I mean the one you have in the farthest bed. At least that's where she was this morning."

"Ah, you mean the woman of the rain. That's how Margarita recorded her until we learn her identity. But I can't give you the phone number you asked for. It's not allowed. If you want, though, I can tell her to call you. To call you at the number I see?"

"If you want, though my request is only for today. Tomorrow morning I'll be coming by anyway. Either way, thank you."

Paul hung up. Something about the whole situation did not sit right with him, the combination of signs of possible drug use with indications that she had fled urgently, ignoring the weather, and all those scratches, especially on her legs. He turned to his colleague.

"John, can I ask you something?"

"I'm listening."

"In the cases you've dealt with, how does a flight line up with drug use? I mean, how does a woman around sixty, punctured only in the left arm, well-dressed but in damaged clothes, end up alone in the ER and not communicating with her surroundings?"

"Anything can happen. But in rapes, though from what you told me it doesn't sound like that, they usually use a different kind of drug first, not injections. Now they drop pills into a drink and the victim is unconscious shortly after. Still, you're right. Something doesn't fit. Good luck with it."

Paul nodded to show he agreed. He did not want to say more because his own stance was too absolute. When he was young, he had worked a rape case and had almost been kicked off the force. He had beaten the perpetrator so badly that he sent him to the hospital. When his commander demanded he make amends, Paul had gone to the hospital and, in front of an older detective, apologized. At the same time, though, without the other man seeing, he had brought his hand to his throat and made a gesture telling him that if he ever tried it again, he would cut his larynx.

"I'm sick of it," he muttered, and turning to his colleague asked, "What's going on with the news? I haven't heard anything today."

"You picked the day. Yesterday they cornered the President in the Senate and forced him to resign. Today they put someone else in."

"Can they do that?"

"With the change in the political system, they can. Now the Senate runs everything."

Paul had no appetite to hear more. His expression showed his pessimism. He took his jacket and left without a destination. He needed air.

At twelve, the woman of the rain woke up, though nothing in her gaze indicated that she was truly present. They had drawn blood in the morning, and the first lab results were already back. What struck Margarita as strange was that they were clean.

Some mistake has been made. This is impossible, she thought, and because she was about to move someone without a digital health certificate to the upper floors, she scanned the woman once again with the special detection instrument for viruses and bacteria.

Then, since the readings were negative, with Dave's help, she seated her in a rolling chair and, carrying all the necessary paperwork, set off for the upper floors and the doctor visits. As she passed reception, her colleague signaled for her.

"The detective asked for you. He wanted your phone number. I didn't give it, but I took his. He said if you can, you should call him today. Either way, he'll come by again tomorrow morning."

What does he want from me? Margarita wondered. She made a small gesture as if to say she would call him, took the note, and continued pushing the chair.

The doctors, one after another, told her the same thing. The woman had no health problem. The gynecologist who examined her confirmed she had not been assaulted. What everyone did say to Margarita was that the woman's otherworldly stare was not normal. The answer to that would come from the neurosurgeon.

*****
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She looked at her watch and headed for his office. At this hour, he probably would not have many patients, as long as no emergency had come up, something she was not entirely sure about. His secretary informed her that he did have surgery scheduled, but because there was no operating room available, it had been postponed for two hours.

Bill Brakovits, the neurosurgeon, asked her to have the woman lie down and began examining her. A little later, after glancing at Margarita in between, he repeated almost all his movements. Finally, he looked at his watch and said,

"I want to see her in the scanner. Tell my secretary to arrange it. In the meantime, I want an EEG. She knows."

"Do you see something?" Margarita asked him.

"For now, I'm imagining various things, but I want to see them too."

Margarita had the woman sit in the chair and led her out of his office. Lily, Dr. Brakovits's secretary, was very polite. She asked Margarita to sit while she made calls. She checked the doctor's schedule and phoned someone.

Margarita drifted off and did not pay attention to what Lily was saying on the call. Her mind had gone back to the detective's phone call.

"Margarita," Lily interrupted, forcing her back to the present. "Where are you?"

"Nowhere. I'm listening."

"As I told you, the doctor has surgery in two hours, one of those that lasts four to five hours. So we forget it for today. I booked the MRI for eight in the morning."

"He'll be here that early?"

"Tomorrow, yes. He has to see the patient he's operating on today. What will you do with yours? Which room is she in?"

"In none. I'm bringing her up from ER. I'll settle her and let you know."

Margarita left, took the elevator, and went back down to the emergency area. The doctor was still there.

"What happened, Margarita? How did it go?"

"Brakovits wants her at eight tomorrow morning for an MRI check. What do I do?"

"What can you do? Leave her in the bed where we put her. We have no traffic anyway, and our shift ended, oddly enough, quietly this time. Tomorrow, though, this needs to end one way or another. Go rest too."

Without answering him, Margarita pushed the rolling chair down the corridor and helped the unknown woman lie down. What bothered her in this case was that vacant stare. She covered her and went to inform her colleague at reception.

"The rest of her tests came back too," the colleague said, showing her a packet of papers.

"What do they say?" Margarita asked, as if she wanted to avoid something that would entangle her emotionally even more with the woman.

"Nothing at all. She's not a drug user and her health is very good. Do you draw any conclusions?"

"I'm not a doctor," Margarita whispered.

"I heard she'll stay here. Do I need to write an order?"

"Didn't Abraham tell you? If not, you'd better ask him. I don't see her communicating with her surroundings, and if I feed her, do you think she'll eat?"

"Try it, because otherwise we'll have to put her on IV."

Margarita took a custard from the refrigerator and went back to the far bed. The woman had not moved an inch. Margarita raised the bed a little, sat down, and holding the spoon brought it close to the woman's mouth. The woman, as if she understood, turned her head slightly, sank her gaze into Margarita's eyes, and like a small child opened her mouth. The movement looked more like a mechanical reaction than a rational decision to eat.

Even so, it's better than an IV, Margarita thought, and kept feeding her. When ten minutes later she informed her colleague, both of them looked relieved.

"Until what time will you be here?" Margarita asked.

"Until four. Did you call the detective?"

"I'll call him later. Now it's noon. Anyway, I'm leaving. In the morning I'll take her to the scanner myself. Take care."

The nurse at reception smiled and with her hand gestured not to forget the call. Margarita nodded and left for the nurses' ward. She changed, and half an hour later she was entering her apartment. She fell onto her bed as she was. She pulled her blanket over herself and almost immediately fell asleep.

Paul left the precinct with a pile of questions. How could a well-kept woman still not have been reported missing? Shouldn't she be absent from her home for at least one more day? But as he completed the picture in his mind, he realized it could be otherwise. A relative who, because of work, did not call her, or a housekeeper who visited once or twice a week, could allow a gap in contact that might be three days. With the forty-eight hours they had set, they must have known something, he muttered, and calmed down somewhat. Then he remembered he had not checked her for a cross or a ring. He cursed himself. He parked outside his house and hurried inside. It had started raining again.

His house was a small wooden single-story home, about a hundred square meters, on a half-acre lot. In front was a garden that, since his mother died, no longer held flowers, and only four trees grew there now, shading the whole space. To the left and right of the house were paths leading to the back, another bare area whose only feature was a wooden basketball hoop.

Very close to his home, only two blocks away, was the neighborhood school. At this hour, there was absolute quiet, though for many years now, with the decision to hold classes from home, the school barely functioned. Each class met only one day a week, just to confirm that students were actually attending lessons at home. Still, he always looked toward the school, as if waiting for something to change. The habit lingered from years ago, at the start of quarantine, when he had seen a light and found a few people squatting there during a check. But as soon as they saw him with his gun in hand, they vanished, and since then, no one had dared to climb the school fence.

He stood on the covered porch that ran across the entire front, took off his shoes, and stepped inside barefoot. When will I finally get around to changing the wallpaper? he thought, as he set down his keys, his badge, and his pistol. It was an old routine. The last two, at night when he went to sleep, he took with him and placed on the nightstand beside him, along with his phone.

The house had the simplest layout, like almost all the houses in that neighborhood. There was a living room, next to it the dining area with the kitchen, and in the back, a hallway leading to two bedrooms and a bathroom. At the end of the hallway was a staircase leading down to the basement. The basement had a door that opened onto an exterior stairway leading up to the backyard. Down there, Paul had set up his workshop. A long bench made of thick wood, an armchair, and on the wall, everything someone could imagine that supported his hobby. On the bench, many half-finished wooden animals waited for him to complete them.

He took whatever leftovers were in the fridge and sat at the table. On top of everything else, he also needed to shop. Tomorrow on my way back, he thought, checking his watch.

He finished eating, put the dishes in the sink, and went to the living room. Over the years, it had become his habit, before bed, to clean the kitchen too. He half-reclined on the couch and turned on the TV. The only thing of interest was the weather forecast and a few vague remarks about acid rain in remote areas. "You convinced me," he muttered, since it was common knowledge that the rain had been becoming more acidic over the years. His mind then drifted to the unknown woman.

In the morning, before the hospital, I should go to the precinct and check if we had any developments, he thought.

He must have dozed off because the ringing phone made him jump. He hurried to answer. "Hello?"

"Detective O'Neill?" Margarita's voice came through.

"That's me."

"This is Margarita Barraza, the nurse. They told me at reception you were asking for me."

"Ah, hi Margarita," he replied as if he had known her for years. "Yes, I asked for you. I wanted to know if we had any updates about the woman."

"What kind of updates?"

"About her health."

Margarita informed him of everything that had happened and of the neurosurgeon appointment the next morning.

"So I should stop by the precinct and come around eleven? I was going to come anyway, to see if anyone had reported her missing, and if not, to notify Social Services."

"If you want, we can notify them."

"No, it's fine. It's better if I do it. I know someone there who will help us. Alright, we'll talk tomorrow at eleven."

"Okay, good night."

"Good night."

Margarita stared at her phone, not understanding how someone the detective knew could handle the case of the unknown woman differently. More than that, she felt, rather than understood, that the detective believed the case was not so simple. She felt a tightening. The emotions she had kept bottled up all day, as if that was the final drop that overflowed the glass, surged up and burst forth. The tightness in her stomach turned into fear in her heart.

At exactly eight the next morning, Margarita, pushing the unknown woman's chair, entered the MRI room. The professor's assistant was waiting. He helped her prepare the woman and lie her down on the scanner bed, then signaled for Margarita to follow him. The professor was entering the computer control room at that moment. The assistant asked Margarita to wait in the lounge. They would not need her before nine.

This time Paul had less work. Having carefully gone through the entire file of people reported missing up to the previous afternoon, all that remained was to check for new entries. In their own precinct, there were none, but in other precincts it was chaos. New York, every day, was the place where many people disappeared.

As he had calculated, by ten he was done. He left at once for the hospital. Ten minutes later, he arrived. When he asked for Margarita, they told him she had not come down yet. He asked where she was and, without delay, went up to the floor with the MRI.

Margarita saw him first and motioned him over.

"What happened? They still aren't done?" he asked, puzzled.

"Any minute they'll call me. The professor seems to have sent his assistant somewhere."

"What does that have to do with anything?" he asked her.

"On his way out, he signaled he wouldn't be long. I'm waiting to go in, get her dressed, and take her downstairs."

"I see," Paul said, sitting beside her. "I should tell you no one has reported her missing yet."

An awkward silence enveloped them. Like a deus ex machina, the professor's assistant appeared.

"Margarita, help me get her ready. The gentleman? A relative?"

"Detective Paul O'Neill. I'm assigned to her case. Can you tell me what's going on?" Paul added quickly.

The assistant looked at him oddly. "It's better for the professor to brief you. He asked me to ensure she's transferred to his own wing."

"But we have no information on the woman," Margarita managed to say.

"He knows, but that's what he told me, and that's what I'm telling you. He wants to monitor her personally. He told me that for the next five days she's to stay in the first ward bed of his wing for observation. In an hour, he'll be there too. Anything you want, ask him. Oh, and the head of the Psychiatric Department will be there too. Strange, isn't it?"

The assistant went into the ward, and Margarita followed him.

"Wait here, we won't be long," she told Paul as she entered.

Ten minutes later, Margarita came out, pushing the woman in the chair. Paul rushed to help.

"Where are we taking her?"

"Follow me," Margarita replied, starting a route that made Paul feel as if he were walking through a labyrinth.

Their head nurse was waiting just behind the door. She pointed to a room, and Margarita pushed the chair inside. There were two beds, both neatly made as if no patient had ever been there. They placed the woman in one bed, Margarita covered her carefully, and then she stepped out, followed by Paul.

"The professor told me to inform you he'll come at eleven. Should I assume the gentleman is from the police?" the head nurse asked.

Margarita nodded.

"Don't wait for no reason for half an hour," the head nurse advised, leaving for her office and closing the room door behind her.

"I'll inform Dr. Benson in ER about the development, and if you want, we can go to the cafeteria for coffee. I assume you'll need to hear firsthand what he has to tell us," Margarita said to Paul, who hurried to agree, nodding.

Ten minutes later, they were sitting at a corner table in the cafeteria, not speaking.

"I should have notified Claire," Paul murmured.

"Who is Claire?" Margarita asked.

"Mrs. Claire Madison is the social worker I told you about yesterday. She's very good."

Margarita only nodded.

"She'd understand better what the doctor will tell us, and she'd know what needs to happen from here on."

"Since she's still missing and will stay here another five days, there's no problem."

"You're right," he replied, and wanting to say something else, he asked, "Have you been here many years?"

"Very many."

"I haven't been here many times, but I don't remember seeing you."

"I wasn't in ER. I recently came down because we're short-staffed. I was a surgical nurse." Silence again. "I'm from Mexico."

Paul smiled at her.

"You can tell by your color," he said quickly, but as if he realized how that sounded, he continued, "You're dark-haired, that's what I meant."

"Usually Mexican women my age are kind of heavy and have a bunch of kids. I'm not really..." she teased him.

"No, I didn't mean it that way," he rushed to correct himself. "And as for kids..."

"No kids and no husband. You?"

"It just didn't happen," he answered, a bit absent, and looked at his watch.

"Time to go," she said and stood. She did not want the professor waiting.

The head nurse told them the professor was already in the woman's room with the professor from the psychiatric clinic.

"He told me for you to wait for him in the wing lounge. He won't be long."
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