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			Chapter 1

			Mia should’ve been it for the day. She had bruised ribs and a slash down one long white leg, though not from shaving. She was worried about a scar, and that it might hurt business. She swung her dark hair over her shoulder and fluttered painted eyelids at me. “ ’Course, for some guys it might be a draw,” she said. Her voice was low and scratchy.

			“Charge them extra,” I suggested.

			Her Adam’s apple bobbed as she laughed. “You got a flair for marketing, Dr. Knox. Do I need stitches?”

			“Just a tetanus shot and butterfly strips,” I said. “Jerome do this?” Jerome was Mia’s boyfriend, her pimp, and her alleged fiancé. He said they’d get married after she had the surgery, but I thought he was full of shit. I was pretty sure that—­deep down—­Mia thought the same.

			She batted her eyes again. “He doesn’t mean anything by it.”

			“Jerome’s an asshole.”

			“He was pissed ’cause Azul lost to Tigres last weekend, and he lost a bunch of money.”

			“So he’s a degenerate gambler, a sore loser, and an asshole,” I said as I ran an alcohol swab over her wiry arm. “The trifecta. One day you’re going to get hurt for real.”

			Mia winked, and winced as I stuck the needle in. “Ow! You gonna take me away from all that?”

			“I’m too old for you.”

			“You got mileage, sure, but you still got it goin’ on. You got that lean, aging surfer thing working—­or maybe it’s an aging ski-­bum thing. Either way, girls notice. Guys too.”

			“You’ve got the aging part right,” I said, and pressed a Band-­Aid over the injection site.

			“Not to worry, baby,” Mia said. “I got energy for two.” She laughed deeply and waggled a finger. “And look—­you’re not too old to blush.”

			“I lead a sheltered life.”

			“Bullshit,” she said, giggling. “You’ve got some crazy in you.” She touched a fingertip to my tattoo—­a tribal braid that ran around my biceps, just below the short sleeve of my scrubs. “You get that in the library?”

			“A momentary lapse in judgment. Keep the leg clean.”

			“I keep it all clean,” Mia said, “every inch.” Then she winked again and glided from the exam room.

			I looked at my watch. Nearly 7:00 p.m. Nearly there.

			Before Mia, there’d been Greggie, an ashen, greasy-­haired wraith, shivering, mumbling, and shopping for ’scrips again. I’d offered him B12, a sandwich, and a rehab referral—­which I did whenever he came in looking for drugs behind some bullshit symptoms—­in response to which Greggie had rubbed his hands together over and over and finally said, Fuck yerself. Every two weeks, like clockwork with Greggie.

			And before him, lined up since early morning, there had been the bleak parade of the homeless. Beneath sedimentary layers of rotting clothes, I’d found three pneumonias, a conjunctivitis, a diarrhea, four staph infections, two cases of lice, knife wounds, contusions, rat bites, and countless varieties of ulcerated skin crud—­and each patient with a stench so earthy and powerful it was like a suffocating hand over my face.

			Lydia Torres, my nurse and the manager of the clinic, called it underpass disease. I thought of it as San Julian syndrome, after the street not far from here whose doorways and curbsides were the closest things many of these folks had to an address. San Julian syndrome: the slow and not-­so-­slow decay of the luckless, the mad, the addicted, damaged, damned, and forgotten. TB and its complications, diabetes and its complications, hypertension, Hep C, HIV, bipolar disorder, schizophrenia, PTSD, and that most desperate diagnosis of all: poverty.

			I’d seen many of today’s homeless before, several under different names. There was no particular reason for the serial aliases, I’d learned—­sometimes their old names just didn’t suit anymore, or had been forgotten, or simply couldn’t bear the weight of more history. And, really, who couldn’t understand that.

			I peeled off my gloves, tossed them in the can, and took a deep breath. The air in the exam room was used up—­crowded with the smells of disinfectant, Mia’s perfume, the lingering reek of street folks, and traces of my own sweat. I leaned over the steel sink and looked into the steel mirror. Angles, planes, a web of lines about narrow, green eyes, and gray streaks in short, straw-­colored hair. Aging surfer, aging ski bum. Aging right before my eyes. I ran the water and sluiced some on my face.

			Not a bad day, all in all, and far from the worst. No screamers—­not really loud ones, anyway—­no violence to speak of, no sudden deaths, and, thank God, no kids. No great victories, but I’d stopped expecting those a week into my residency. Medicine was by definition a play for time, a holding action—­skirmishes fought hand to hand or with small, inadequate armament. But always—­no matter how long you dragged it out—­the outcome was preordained. A rigged game.

			I dried my hands and face and thought about the joint upstairs, on my kitchen table. A shower, a change of clothes, a six of Stella from the fridge, the lawn chair on the roof, the joint, and the May twilight over L.A. These private fiestas were something of a ritual on Friday evenings. On other evenings too, of late—­perhaps on too many others. I closed my eyes and pictured the view from up there, the low, shabby skyline of the neighborhood—­Skid Row–­adjacent, one of our hilarious part-­timers had called it—­the downtown towers looming in the west, and the sunset behind them, the sky banded in acid pinks and reds. I could almost feel the gritty wind.

			I went down the hall to what passed for my office—­a wood-­paneled, windowless nook with a three-­year-­old Real Madrid calendar caught in perpetual February on the wall. The desk was a heap: perilous stacks of forms to be signed—­state paper, federal paper, private insurance paper—­all to chase reimbursements that didn’t cover the rent; more bills to be paid, most on second notice, some on the third; and on top of it all another letter from my landlord, Tony Kashmarian.

			This one was mostly the same as the several he’d sent recently: a reminder that the clinic’s lease was up at the end of August—­three months from now—­and that, unless I wanted to exercise my right of first refusal, the building was going up for sale. This one, though, named a listing price—­a seven-­figure one.

			I shook my head at the number—­its size and lunar distance, the mockery it made of the down payment I’d been scraping together. How was I supposed to conjure a number like that, when every payroll was a scramble? Certainly no banker in his right mind would lend it to me, and lately they were all in their right minds when it came to mortgages. And if I didn’t find the money, where was my little operation supposed to move? And where was I supposed to live? I’d been asking those questions for months, and knowing Kashmarian’s price just put me further from the answers. I thought again about the joint in my kitchen and headed for the stairs.

			I was at the stairwell door when I heard cries from the waiting room—­a woman’s voice, choked, high-­pitched, animal—­and then Lucho pounding down the hall.

			Lucho—­my greeter, my bouncer, officially my physician’s assistant and the clinic’s assistant manager—­filled the corridor. He was pale and sweating. “It’s a kid,” he panted. “He’s blue.”

			“Fuck,” I whispered, and took a breath as if for a deep dive.

			Not just a kid, but a little kid—­no more than five. He wore navy shorts and a blue-­and-­white striped polo shirt, and he was thrashing and gasping and sliding off one of the plastic chairs. His mother—­I assumed it was his mother: they had the same chestnut hair, and the panic in her eyes was a mother’s panic—­knelt beside the boy, slapping him on the back and speaking in a terrified voice. Arthur, Lucho’s boyfriend and our IT consultant, stood behind her, frozen in mid-­offer of a cup of water. I picked the boy up. He was maybe thirty-­five pounds.

			“Where’s Lydia?” I said.

			“Home by now,” Lucho said.

			Fuck.

			I carried the boy to an exam room. The mother followed, talking and stifling sobs. I didn’t understand a thing she said, but it sounded like Italian to me, though not quite. Great. And then my vision sharpened and narrowed, and I was pulled down the bright, rushing tunnel of emergency.

			The boy’s skin was clammy and white, tinged blue at the fingernails. His lips were cyanotic too, and swollen, and there were hives on his cheeks and neck. He flailed in my arms like a just-­caught fish. His eyes darted, and he reached for his mother. There was wheezing and whistling in his chest—­the sounds of an airway closing fast. The boy twisted again, nearly out of my grasp. Shit. The fight for breath was hard enough on the boy’s heart, but panic and thrashing would add to the strain, and up the risk of cardiac arrest. If he didn’t asphyxiate first.

			I laid him on the table, laid a hand on his chest, tried to find a pulse in the small wrist. The boy yanked his arm free, smacked me in the eye, in the mouth.

			I grabbed both his arms, bent to his ear, and whispered, “It’s all right, pal. We’re gonna be fine.” I put two fingers to the boy’s neck and found a pulse. It was rapid and thready.

			The woman pulled at my arm, saying something, yelling it. She raised her hand to her mouth, again and again. The boy made a rattling gasp that ran like an electric current through his mother.

			“Arahide,” she said. “Arahide!”

			“Something he ate?” I asked, and the woman nodded. “What? What did he eat?”

			“Arahide,” she said again, and her brows came together. “Pea­nut!” she yelled.

			Lucho was standing in the doorway of the exam room, and I waved him in. “Tilt the table,” I said, “head down, feet up, and don’t let him fall off.” And then I ran down the hall.

			I fumbled my keys, cursed, and got the med closet open. I scanned the metal shelves and grabbed EpiPens, an IV kit, a pedi­atric gauge needle, a bag of saline, a vial of IV Benadryl, an intu­bation kit, which I hoped I wouldn’t need, and a trach kit, which I prayed I wouldn’t. I ran back to the exam room, dumped the supplies on the counter, and tore open an EpiPen. I took out the injector and popped the safety cap.

			“Hold his leg,” I told Lucho, and then I pressed the pen into the boy’s bare thigh, and kept it there for a five count through his scream.

			It took four minutes for the epinephrine to kick in, which passed like four hours. Finally, the boy’s wheezing and whistling began to subside, and the blue tint faded from his lips. With easier breaths and more oxygen, his panic faded too, and so did his mother’s. She combed her fingers through his hair, and cooed at him in what wasn’t Italian. I waited five more minutes and hit him with half of another EpiPen.

			Twenty minutes later, the boy’s color was good, and so were his pulse and BP. Lucho hauled an oxygen bottle from the med closet, and I held the mask up for the boy to eye suspiciously before I slipped it over his nose and mouth. I’m good with an IV—­accurate and fast, from lots of practice—­and I had the line in and the tubing taped down before the boy could do more than yelp in surprise. I pushed Benadryl through the port, and between the antihistamine and exhaustion, sleep took him fast. I watched the boy’s breathing and checked his pulse, and then I stepped away from the table.

			I leaned against the wall. There was an adrenal tremor in my knees, and my scrub shirt was patched with sweat. Kids. I took slow, deep breaths to steady my pulse.

			The woman tapped my shoulder and said something to me I didn’t understand. I looked at Arthur and Lucho, who shrugged. “English?” I asked the woman. “Español? Français?”

			She nodded slowly, and her brow wrinkled again. “The boy is good?” Her voice was soft, and her English heavily accented. Something eastern European.

			“It was an allergic reaction—­a pretty bad one—­but he should be fine. We need to keep an eye on him, though—­watch him for a while. And no more peanuts for him—­ever.” The woman let out a long, shaking breath and took my hands.

			“You understand English?” I asked. She nodded, and I took a closer look at her.

			She was young, not twenty-­five, and just a shade over five feet tall. Her body, in jeans and a pink tank top, was slender but strong-­looking—­conditioned, trained for something. Too slight for a swimmer—­a gymnast perhaps, or a dancer, or an aerialist run off from the circus. Run from somewhere, I thought. Her skin was waxy and shining with sweat, and her hair, bound in a chestnut braid, was long unwashed. Her eyes were dark, wary buttons in an oval face, and her mouth was a downcast bow, sullen and perfectly shaped. A guarded face—­barred and bolted—­but pretty. More than pretty. And that was with all the bruises.

			They were everywhere—­under her left eye and along her jaw, on her neck and down her arms to her wrists. I could see the shapes of palms and thick fingers in some places, and divots where the fingers had worn rings. The damage wasn’t fresh—­a week old perhaps, and starting to heal. Beneath the bruises—­despite them—­something radiated from her: an insistent, thrum­ming sexiness. It was like an electric field that bristled the hairs on your arm as you passed, or a riptide that pulled at you even on dry land.

			I snapped on a fresh pair of gloves and reached for one of her bruised arms. She jerked away, and her eyes flashed. Her fists were clenched and raised—­ready.

			I pointed at her arm and her cheek. “Those need looking at.” She stepped back, shaking her head. “I won’t hurt you,” I said.

			She wrestled down her impulse to fight and spoke again. “Is toilet?”

			I pointed to the far end of the corridor, past the med room. “End of the hall, on the left. And then I want to look at those bruises.”

			She took my hands and stared down at them. “Thank you,” she said softly. It came out as tank you. “I come back.” Then she headed down the hall.

			I went back to the exam room, and Lucho and Arthur followed. I checked the boy’s pulse. Nice and steady.

			“That was fucking scary,” Lucho said.

			“Kids always are,” I said.

			“He’s really going to be okay?” Arthur asked.

			“He should be. Either of you get a name for him or his mom?” They shook their heads. “You know what she’s speaking?”

			“Arabic?” Lucho offered.

			Arthur shrugged. “Sounds like a neighbor lady we had when I was kid, and she was Romanian—­but that’s just a guess.”

			“Somebody went at her pretty good,” Lucho said.

			I nodded. “She’ll be lucky if—­” There was a metal shriek from down the hall, followed quickly by a solid thunk. I looked at Lucho. “Was that the—­?”

			“Back door,” Lucho said, and he sprinted down the hall. In a moment he returned, shaking his head. “She bolted, doc. Down the alley and gone.”

			“You’re fucking kidding me,” I said softly.

			From his deep sleep the boy muttered something, but none of us could make out the words.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			“He is not a goddamn puppy, doctor,” Lydia Torres said. Her voice was an angry whisper; her square face was dark and clenched, and her many smile lines were invisible. “You cannot keep him just because he wandered into your yard.”

			I looked from Lydia to Lucho, who said nothing, but stared at his shoes and backed slowly from the waiting room. I understood his caution. At five and a half feet tall, Lydia was built like a bull terrier—­a solid cylinder of muscle and, just then, menace. Her hair, a thick, natural black despite her fifty-­five years, was pulled in a tight bun, and her heavy brows were gathered in a squint. Her shoulders were squared for a fight. Still, I held my ground.

			“I’m not suggesting anything permanent. I’m saying we look out for him until his mother comes back.”

			Lydia’s face grew darker, and she counted on rigid fingers. “First, you don’t even know if this woman was his mother. Second, mother or not, you don’t know she’s coming back. And, third, don’t be giving me this we crap—­it’s me you want looking out for him. We got to call the cops, doctor, them or DCFS.”

			“Child and Family Services? You can’t be serious, Lyd—­it’s one shit storm after another with them. You remember that series in the Times last month? They can’t find their asses with both hands. I wouldn’t trust them to look after a cup of coffee.”

			“It’s their job, doctor, not ours.”

			I shook my head. “And besides, she is his mother—­they look alike, and you don’t get that kind of scared unless you’re a parent.” I turned to Lucho. “You were there—­tell her.”

			Lucho put his hands up and shook his head. “I learned young not to correct my tía, doc. I’m gonna check the kid.”

			“You’ve got your nephew intimidated,” I said.

			Lydia sighed. “Him, but not you. Piss-­poor mother, if she is his mother—­running out on a son like that.”

			“She said she’d be back.”

			“From the bathroom, doctor. And she said it right before she abandoned him.”

			“She didn’t abandon him. She was afraid of something. I think she was on the run.”

			“And this you get from what—­a few bruises?”

			I had a professor my fourth year of med school, a white-­haired internist who’d told me: Your nurse sees more patients than you do, and spends more time with ’em. She talks to ’em about things you don’t, and knows ’em in ways you can’t. Not listening to your nurse is like watching TV with the sound off—­you might figure out what’s goin’ on eventually—­but chances are you’ll miss something, and in the meantime somebody will die. So—­you can listen to your nurse, or you can be an asshole. Try not to be an asshole.

			Even when I was twenty-­six, and still very much an asshole, it had struck me as sound advice, and I’d tried to follow it. Certainly I listened to Lydia—­she was smarter and more experienced than any nurse I’d worked with, had more clinical sense than most of the doctors I knew, and was tougher by far than any of them. I listened to her even when she spoke to me as if I were an errant child, and made doctor sound somehow ironic. I listened, but didn’t always agree.

			“It was more than a few bruises, but it’s not just about those. Take a look.” I beckoned, and she followed me to the file room, a narrow space lined with metal cabinets. Arthur was sitting at a desk at the back, looking at a laptop. His tanned face went pale when he saw Lydia’s expression.

			“Play the security video again, will you?” I asked. Arthur nodded, tapped at the keyboard, and turned the laptop around for us to see. Two windows opened on the screen.

			“This is from the front-­door camera,” Arthur said, pointing to the window on the right, “and this is from the one mounted on the second-­floor corner.”

			The window on the left showed an image of an empty sidewalk and a storefront, viewed from above. The angle was oblique, but the clinic was plain—­the big front windows, the glass door in between. Security grating aside, it still looked like the hardware store it once had been.

			“See the time in the corner?” I said. “Seven-­nineteen—­that’s when we were in the thick of it with the kid. Not five minutes after he and his mom came in.”

			Lydia interrupted. “You don’t know that she’s his mother.”

			“Just watch.”

			“I’m watching. All I see is—­”

			And then two men appeared on the screen, in the left-­hand window, walking quickly. They looked big in their dark suits, and they moved in unison, with a precise, tight gait. They stopped in front of the clinic and scanned the street. Then they spoke to each other and stepped to the front-­door vestibule. Their hard white faces and crew-­cut scalps filled the right side of the screen. The men squinted, bent to the door glass, put meaty hands to meaty brows, and peered in. They tried the door, but found it locked. They didn’t ring the bell, and after a while they walked away.

			Arthur tapped keys and the two windows blinked, and displayed a live feed of the empty street and the empty doorway. Lydia looked at me. “Who were they?”

			I shook my head. “Not the usual neighborhood types. And they seemed to be looking for someone.”

			“Those suits and the hair . . . They could be cops.”

			It was my turn to look skeptical. “You think so?”

			“Some kind of cops,” Lydia said. “La Migra, maybe—­who knows? Anyway, how do you know they were looking for the woman?”

			“I don’t—­not for sure. It’s a guess based on observation, like a preliminary diagnosis.”

			“Don’t patronize me, doctor.”

			“I’m not pat—­”

			“Sure you are. We should call the cops or DCFS, and you know it.” Her mouth was firm, frowning. I sighed and closed my eyes.

			A few years back—­it seemed like a hundred sometimes, some­times last week—­in another life, quite far from here, I’d watched too many kids wake up on gurneys or stretchers, sick, maimed, always in pain, to find that everything they’d known—­parents, siblings, homes, schools, villages, the ground beneath their feet—­was gone. More than gone: hacked apart, scattered, annihilated. I’d never forget the vacant, blasted look in their eyes as the new facts of life beat against them like a horrible tide, and incomprehension, denial, and raw terror swept them away. I’d had little to offer any of them besides a hand to hold for a few minutes, some empty words, and sometimes space on a truck that would carry them into a mostly well-­meaning, sporadically competent, and always overburdened refugee bureaucracy. I never knew where they wound up—­a proper hospital, maybe—­one with actual walls, or a camp or orphanage. The next wave was always coming in, and I never had time to find out. I didn’t know what this kid’s story was, but I didn’t want to put him on a truck—­and especially not to DCFS. Not unless I had to.

			“The boy’s going to wake up confused and scared,” I said. “He’s going to want his mom and she won’t be around and he’ll be terrified. You want to turn him over to a bunch of people he’s never seen before?”

			“We are a bunch of people he’s never seen before.”

			“You really want to hand him to Family Services, Lyd? On a weekend? We won’t even get the A-list idiots on a weekend.”

			Lydia sighed massively. “You know the shit we could land in?”

			“All we’re doing is waiting for his mother to come back for him. She said she was coming back—­”

			“From the bathroom.”

			“She said she was coming back, and there’s no crime in waiting. If she doesn’t turn up by Monday—­if I can’t find her by then—­we’ll call whoever you want to call.”

			“Find her? You said she’d come back for him—­now you have to find her? You moonlight as a detective now?”

			“I’ll ask around the neighborhood, see if anyone’s seen her.”

			“While I babysit.”

			“You had big plans this weekend?”

			“Never mind my plans. You think ’cause I’m a woman I don’t mind taking care of kids?”

			“It’s not the gender thing so much as the fact that you raised Lucho and his sister up from babies, and you did it by yourself.”

			“Now you’re blowing smoke at me, doctor. I’m supposed to take him home?”

			“My place isn’t child-­friendly.”

			Lydia rolled her eyes. “God only knows what goes on up there. Does the kid even speak English? You weren’t sure the mother did.”

			“She understood it.”

			Lydia shook her head and sighed. “Just till Monday.”

			“Tuesday the latest.”

			“You should pay me overtime for this,” Lydia said. “Time-­and-­a-­half at least.” She looked at Arthur. “And don’t think you two aren’t gonna help. I’ll make a list; you’ll go to the market.”

			“Nothing with nuts,” I said.

			She nodded. “Yeah, I got—­” And then her eyes flicked to Arthur’s laptop and caught there. Her face hardened again. “Like we don’t have enough trouble already. What’s that pirate doing here?”

			I looked at the screen and at the lean, whippy figure in it, standing by the front door, smiling lazily for the camera. Then I went through the waiting room and let Ben Sutter in.

			“What do you say, brother?” Sutter drawled. “You up for a house call tonight?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			The 101 was fucked, Sutter said, so we took surface streets north and west as the sky ripened from pink to purple, and lights came on all over town. San Pedro to First; First into Beverly; Beverly to Vermont to Franklin to Outpost and into the hills. Like everything about Sutter, his driving was fluid and nonchalant, and it was only on close inspection that you noticed the precision and speed.

			He was thirty-­five, five years younger than me, and at six feet tall, an inch shorter. His heritage was an elusive thing—­African, Asian, Scots, Native American, maybe Hispanic too. Sutter himself claimed not to know the precise recipe, but, whatever the mix, the result was striking. His features were sharp and angular, as if chipped from coffee-­colored stone, animated by a nimble intellect and a sometimes merciless wit, and softened by laugh lines around his mouth and pale eyes.

			The rest was muscle. He was cobbled, plated, and wired together with it, and the first time I’d stitched him up it seemed amazing that anything could pierce that armor. But three bullets had, along with an ugly chunk of shrapnel. Even that torn up, he’d refused treatment until he saw that his wounded teammates and the children they had brought in—­a boy and girl, both eight, pulled from the remains of a refugee encampment, and caked in ash and mud—­were being looked after.

			That was six years ago, at a Doctors Transglobal Rescue field station in the Central African Republic, halfway between Bangui and Berbérati. I was running the place—­little more than a tin-­roofed shed with tarps for doors—­and Sutter, who’d cashed out of the Special Forces by then, and cashed into the private security business, was babysitting some German geologists. The geologists were unscathed but full of complaint over detours and delays, and before I’d started pulling bullets from him, Sutter had threatened to shoot them if they didn’t shut up.

			He took a left on Mulholland, ran the window down, and hung his elbow out. The evening air was soft, and smelled of eucalyp­tus and dust. I drummed my fingers on the dash, and Sutter looked over. His gray eyes were bright.

			“Lydia seemed less happy to see me than usual,” he said. “Something going on?”

			I told him about the boy, his missing mother, and the men peering through the clinic’s windows. He squinted, and I told him about Lydia’s impulse to call child services and my desire not to.

			He raised a skeptical eyebrow. “She’s got a point.”

			I shrugged. “I don’t want to hand him over to those clowns unless I have to.”

			Sutter smiled. “You want help looking for the mom?”

			“I’ll let you know.”

			We drove in silence for a while, along the twisting road. “Hard to believe she still doesn’t like me,” Sutter said. “After all these years.”

			“Lydia doesn’t like me that much, and I sign her paycheck.”

			“Which makes you part of the oppressor class. But me—­I’m a workingman. Plus, I’ve got a way with people.”

			“And modesty too.”

			I looked out the window, at the shadowed hillsides and canyons along Mulholland. Then I unzipped the black duffel at my feet.

			It was an ER in a hockey bag: surgical kits, anesthetics, pain meds, tranquilizers, antibiotics, sterile gauze, splints, rolls of tape, packs of surgical gloves, IV kits, bags of Ringer’s lactate, and bags of saline. I took another count of the surgical kits, then looked into the back seat. There was a matching duffel there, packed with a surgical stapler, a blood pressure cuff, a portable EKG, a portable sonogram, a laptop, and more gauze and gloves. Next to that was a small cooler filled with ice packs and three bags of O-negative blood. I opened them both and scanned their contents.

			Sutter was watching me. “This makes four times you’ve taken inventory.”

			“I’m a nervous guy.”

			He snorted. “If only.”

			“Meaning what?”

			“Meaning I served with nervous guys and with eager guys, and I know the difference. I’d feel better if you got less of a charge out of walking into a room full of guns.”

			I sighed. We’d had this conversation before over the years. “I didn’t think tonight was that kind of gig.”

			“Any gig can turn into that kind of gig.”

			“Some rich-­kid slacker in the Hollywood Hills—­seriously?”

			“Any gig.”

			“Usually, the patients don’t shoot at me, because they need me.”

			“Until they don’t.”

			“Isn’t that where you come in—­making sure I don’t get shot, and that I get paid?”

			“It’s easier when you’re less eager.”

			I shrugged.

			I’d been working these night jobs with Sutter for more than three years, since I took over the clinic from the ancient Dr. Carmody and discovered after the first month that I could make payroll or make rent, but not both. Sutter, ever the entrepreneur, had an answer. The arrangement was simple: house calls for cash, paid up front, and no questions asked beyond the medical ones. No paper filed—­with cops or anyone else—­about gunshot wounds or drug overdoses or STDs or patients who might be persons-­of-­interest in connection with . . . whatever. And no names exchanged—­not theirs, not ours, not ever.

			Of course, for some people in the market for undocumented medical care, anonymity was impossible: their faces stared out from TV and movie screens, from magazine covers and billboards, from every corner of the Internet. What those patients wanted above all was silence, complete and absolute. After three years we had established a reputation for it among the lawyers, agents, PR flacks, crisis consultants, and the other breeds of handlers and fixers who rang in the middle of the night. Or Sutter had established a reputation for it. It was my fervent hope that I had established no reputation at all—­that I was entirely unknown. With every one of these night calls, I bet my license on it.

			“This lawyer didn’t say anything about the wounds?” I asked.

			“You got what I got: multiple GSWs. End of message.”

			My knee bounced up and down in four-­four time. “But you actually know this guy—­the patient?”

			“Turns out I knew his pops. He’s a director. He makes these crappy, basic-­cable action flicks—­commandos versus monsters or aliens or some shit. I was his tech adviser on a few of ’em. Wanted me to show his starlets how elite special operators would grease zombies.”

			“SEALs learn that?”

			“Whole chapter on it in the counter-­insurgency manual.”

			There were still cars in the dusty lot at the top of Runyon Canyon when we passed, and a couple of runners cooling down in the gathering dark. Five minutes later, Sutter turned the truck onto a brick drive that climbed around a hillside for fifty yards and then was interrupted by brick pillars, a wrought-­iron gate, security cameras, and an intercom. We rolled to a stop by the metal box.

			“You order the Korean fried chicken?” Sutter said to the speaker. There was no answer, but the gates swept open.

			The drive curved upward some more, and ended in a brick plaza and a low-­slung house of glass, red stone, and sharp edges. There were desert plantings around the house, and lights among them, and they cast jagged shadows over Sutter’s truck, and on the yellow Turbo Carrera, the black Lexus, and the battered green Accord parked out front.

			Sutter checked the load in his Sig Sauer, slipped it in a holster, and mostly covered it with his Ozomatli tee shirt. I hoisted the duffels from the truck, and he picked up the cooler, and we headed for the big front door. I stopped as I passed the Porsche and pointed my chin at dark splotches on the paving.

			“Somebody’s leaking,” I said.

			“And not oil.”

			The door opened before we reached it, and a pudgy young man with thin arms stepped out. He was short and flushed, with sweat in his thin blond hair and damp spots on his polo shirt. His khaki pants were too tight around his waist, and didn’t quite reach the tops of his boat shoes. He spoke in a quavering voice.

			“You’re the doctor?” he asked Sutter.

			“He is,” Sutter answered.

			The sweating man put out a tentative hand. “Doctor . . . ?”

			“Dr. X,” Sutter said. “You’re not the guy who called.”

			“That was my boss. He . . . he couldn’t be here. He’s in court on Mon—­”

			Sutter cut him off. “You’re what—­an associate?”

			The man nodded. “Second year. And you are . . . ?”

			“The office manager. You have something for me?”

			The man reached into his pocket and handed Sutter a white envelope. It was wrinkled and damp but the right thickness. Sutter tucked the cooler under his arm, and riffled a thumb through the cash. “Where’s the patient?” he asked.

			“He’s in the den. I . . . I’m going to wait out here.”

			I nodded, and followed the blood trail through the door.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			There were acres of polished stone and wood in the house, and long runs of floor-­to-­ceiling glass, and everything smelled of lemons. The rooms were large and flowed one into another, and they all had wide, twinkling views of the city. I followed the blood and the sound of moaning. After a while, I heard voices.

			“You’ve got to keep still,” a young woman said.

			“I can’t keep still,” a man whined. “I can’t keep any fucking way that doesn’t hurt like a—­ Oh, Jesus, look at this. I’m gonna puke again.”

			“Here, baby, I’ve got another towel—­lift up a little.”

			“Ow! Son of a bitch, Astrid—­that fucking hurt!”

			“If you just stay still—­”

			“I can’t!”

			The den, when I finally got there, was not a room full of guns. It was dominated by a massive window, and by a sectional sofa in fawn-­colored leather and bloodstained towels. A woman in her late twenties hovered over the sectional. Her body was tanned and curved, with strong calves and arms, and her hair fell in stiff blond waves around a tanned, feline face. She wore cutoffs, a peasant blouse, and an expression of irritation mixed with anxiety as she looked down at the bleeding man. There were patches of dried blood on her arms and legs.

			The man was younger, maybe twenty, and he lay on his side with his knees drawn up and his hands tucked between them. He was lumpy and pale, and his face was a sweating beige potato. His hair was dark and frizzy, and there were acne scars on his cheeks and beneath his underfed soul patch. His lips were chalky, his arms and elbows scraped and bleeding. He wore jeans that were wet from waist to knee with blood, and it looked as if a bear had bitten off his left rear pocket, along with a good-­sized chunk of what was underneath.

			I put the duffels down, unzipped both, squeezed antiseptic on my hands, and pulled on surgical gloves. The man and the woman turned to look at me, and relief swept over their faces like wind across a pond.

			I was relieved too. The man was conscious and alert enough to whine, so right there we were ahead of the game. And though he was bleeding, blood wasn’t actually spurting out of him—­at least not that I could see.

			“You the doctor?” he asked. “I’m Teddy. This is Astrid.”

			“I don’t need names.”

			The woman squinted. “You a real doctor?”

			“That’s what my diploma says,” I answered. “The Web site I got it from even threw in some Latin.”

			Astrid looked alarmed, and so did Teddy. “That was a joke,” I said. I pulled a blood pressure cuff and a stethoscope from one of the duffels, and an IV kit and a bag of fluids from the other. “Give me your right arm, and tell me where you were hit.”

			Teddy hesitated, and looked at Astrid. Then he put his arm out. “I was in the Valley, out by—­”

			“Where on your body.”

			Teddy swallowed hard. “My . . . my ass,” he said. “My ass and my thigh.”

			I crouched by the sectional, and slid the blood pressure cuff over Teddy’s arm. I put the stethoscope on and inflated the cuff.

			“BP’s low, but that’s not surprising. You have any health problems? Diabetes? HIV? Asthma? Anything?”

			“No . . . I . . . my doctor said I could lose a few pounds.”

			“You’ve made a good start. On any meds—­prescription, recreational, anything?”

			“No . . . nothing. Weed sometimes.”

			“Allergies?”

			“Uh . . . I get hay fever. And cats—­I’m allergic to cats.”

			“You weigh what . . . one ninety, one ninety-­five?”

			“One ninety-­one.”

			I slipped the cuff off. “Left arm now.”

			Teddy shifted, and held out his other arm. I wrapped a tourniquet above his left elbow, and tapped for a vein. Then I swabbed the arm and tore open the IV kit. I glanced at Astrid, who had stepped back and was watching openmouthed, with wide eyes.

			“You mind her being here?” I asked Teddy.

			“Astrid? No, no . . . it’s fine if she stays.”

			“And you?” I asked Astrid as I took out the catheter. “You’re not going to faint on me?”

			Her eyes narrowed. “I’m fine,” she said.

			“Great. Get me garbage bags.”

			“Like . . . plastic ones?”

			“The bigger the better.”

			Astrid looked at Teddy. “In the kitchen,” he said, “under the sink.” She trotted from the room.

			“You’re shocky, so I’m giving you fluids. Then I’m going to stop your bleeding, patch what I can, and give you antibiotics and some pain meds. Sound good?”

			“Can I have the pain meds first?”

			“We’ll get there,” I said. “Now, this’ll sting.” I popped the cover off the catheter, pressed it against Teddy’s inner arm below the elbow, pulled the skin, and slid the needle into the vein.

			“Fuck!” he yelled. “That fucking hurt.”

			“I bet,” I said, and taped the tubing to Teddy’s arm. Astrid returned with a fistful of white garbage bags. “Give me the bags,” I said. I pointed at a brass floor lamp. “And bring that closer.”

			Astrid wrestled it to the sectional, and I hung the Ringer’s lactate bag from it. Then I checked Teddy’s pulse at his neck, his wrists, and his ankles.

			“You’re running fast.”

			“Is that bad?” Teddy asked.

			I shrugged. “It’s about par, all things considered. But your pulse is strong at your extremities, and that’s good.”

			“My ass hurts something fierce,” Teddy whined.

			I held up a syringe. “Got your ride waiting,” I said, and I injected morphine sulfate into the IV port.

			“How am I really?” Teddy said, a trace of sleepiness already in his voice. “Am I okay?”

			“If your wallet was back there, it’s KIA,” I said. “Otherwise, you’re not too bad.” I looked at Astrid. “How about some music.”

			She looked confused. “What?”

			“Music,” I said, and pointed at a bookshelf, and an iPod mounted on little speakers there. “Something with a beat.”

			Astrid hesitated for a moment, and went to the shelf. In another moment Raphael Saadiq came on. “Heart Attack.” I smiled. “Turn it up.”

			Line cooks must know the feeling—­slicing, stirring, firing—­assembling dish after dish from menus as familiar as nursery rhymes. Magicians must know it too, working one feint, one precise trick, after another—­show after show, anticipating the gasps from the audience, and every round of applause. Certainly I’d known something like it back in college, when my soccer coaches had run us through endless three-­man passing drills—­against two, three, four, five defenders—­moving in shifting triangles up and down the field. It was as much about muscle memory as about conscious thought—­maybe more so. And that’s how it was as I worked on Teddy.

			So on went the surgical mask, out came the bandage shears, the jeans were sliced away, the gunshot wounds—­a messy but uncomplicated through-­and-­through of the left glute, and a deep furrow in the right quad—­were flushed with saline. Coagulant powder went into the ass wound, then pressure, then dressings. The thigh wound got sutures. After that, a slug of prophylactic antibiotics—­Ancef would do the trick—­and then a tetanus booster.

			All the while, the garbage bags filled up with the shreds of Teddy’s pants, bandage wrappers, bloody gauze pads, bits of tape. The music played, I tapped my foot, and now and then paused to check Teddy’s pulse and BP, which, along with his color, stabilized and then improved. And Teddy—­with loopy morphine logic and a steadily thickening voice, and despite my insistence that I wasn’t interested, that I really didn’t want to know—­talked and talked and talked. About how hard it was to get a business off the ground, about how much he hated the Valley, about what a cheap prick his father was, but mostly about his very bad day.

			“You even know where Tujunga is? It’s past Pacoima, for fuck’s sake. That’s like the ass of nowhere. You drive farther east, you’re in New York or something. Took me fucking forever to get there. And I’m at this . . . I don’t know what the hell it was. One of those self-­store things, where people keep the garbage the garbage man won’t take. It’s up on this hill, and I’m waiting for . . . for some people. I’m standing by my car, looking down at Foothill. There’s a big-­ass truck jackknifed across most of the street, and there’s melons or something rolling around everywhere, and some insane backup, and then this dick in a Hummer—­he leans on his horn, pulls out of the crowd, and drives up on the fucking sidewalk. Must be doing fifty at least, and people are waving and jumping out of the way. I take a couple of steps forward, ’cause I know there’s gonna be a serious crunch and I wanna see, and then it’s like somebody kicks me—­and I mean fuckin’ hard—­right in the ass. I thought I was going down that hill, for chrissakes. And then there was another kick, and I was on the ground, and my pants were wet. And not in a good way.”

			Teddy thought this was funny, and he chuckled to himself, and noticed Sutter leaning in the doorway.

			Sutter held up the little cooler full of blood. “You gonna top off the tank?” he asked me.

			“Not yet.”

			Teddy squinted at him for a while. “Who’re you?”

			“The nurse,” Sutter said. Astrid smiled at that, and Sutter smiled back and winked at her.

			Teddy scowled, but the morphine and the ebbing of his own terror were making him drowsier by the moment. He shook his head. “You sure? You don’t look like a nurse.” Sutter chuckled softly, and Teddy scowled more and went back to his story.

			“Then I’m down on my belly, and I just want to get the hell out of there, so I drag myself to the car. I get in and get down to the street somehow. I couldn’t feel anything then—­my leg was practically numb—­but by the time I get on 134 my ass is like on fire. I don’t know how I made it back in one piece.”

			Sutter nodded sympathetically. “The holes I saw in your Porsche—­you were lucky to make it out at all. What were you doin’ there in the first place?”

			Astrid shot Teddy a warning look, which he didn’t recognize. “Doing?” Teddy said. “I was supposed to meet some people is what I was doing.”

			Another concerned nod. “Business meet?” Sutter asked.

			“Should’ve been no trouble,” Teddy said. “A simple swap. Now I don’t know—­”

			Astrid coughed elaborately. “Teddy, babe, you should take it easy. Right, doc? Shouldn’t he keep quiet?”

			I didn’t look up from my suturing. “That’s never bad advice,” I said.

			Teddy yawned and looked at Sutter. “You’re not really a nurse, are you?”

			“What gave it away?”

			“You—­”

			“Teddy!” Astrid said sharply. “You’re fucking high on pain meds. How about you keep quiet, baby? Just rest.”

			I peeled off my gloves, tossed them in the garbage bag, and stood. I stretched my arms over my head. “That should do it.”

			“You’re finished?” Astrid said. “Teddy’s okay?”

			I nodded. “He was lucky—­the bullet didn’t hit gut or bone. He should be all right if he takes it easy and gets some looking after.”

			“What kind of looking after?” Astrid said.

			I began stowing gear in the black duffels. “He’s going to need antibiotics for at least a week. I can leave you some, but he’ll need more. And his ass needs maintenance. A wound like that, there’re always foreign bodies in it—­bits of fabric, maybe bullet fragments, grit, who knows what. It needs to be drained, cleaned, and re-­dressed periodically, watched for infection.”

			“Aren’t you supposed to do that?”

			“I’ve done what I can for now. As far as anything else, I’ll tell you what I tell everyone I see in these circumstances: he should see a qualified health professional for follow-­up care.”

			Astrid squinted and looked at Sutter. “What the fuck does that mean? Isn’t that you?”

			He smiled. “We get paid, we’ll be here, hon.”

			Astrid shook her head. She said nothing, but her look was eloquent: Assholes.

			On the way down the hill, I asked Sutter if he thought Astrid would call for follow-­up care for Teddy. He laughed.

			“He’ll be lucky if she doesn’t turn him into barbecue.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			I awoke with a bar of sunlight across my eyes, tangled in a cotton blanket, sprawled on Nora Roby’s sofa. There was a shower running somewhere, the smells of brewing coffee, oranges, and toast, and music coming from speakers on the bookshelves behind me. I had fragmented memories of calling Nora from Sutter’s pickup the night before as we rolled down from the hills, of meeting her at a dim, noisy cave in Silver Lake, of Nora’s long hair—­jet, shot with gray—­against the leopard-­print upholstery of a corner booth, of too many hipsters and too much irony, of Nora driving me to her house. The sound from the bookshelves resolved into a song: acoustic surf music, twangy, retro, and earnest.

			I turned and fell off the sofa, tagged my elbow on the coffee table, and upended one of the empty wine bottles there. It spun across the Persian rug and the tiled floor, and came to rest against the French doors that led to the garden. I sat up and squinted in the light flooding through the Los Feliz cottage.

			“Fuck,” I said, rubbing my elbow. My throat was lined with steel wool.

			The shower went off, and Nora called from her bedroom. Her voice was amber and smoky. “You talking to me?”

			“Your sofa’s too small,” I said. “Also, your house has too much light.” I wrapped the blanket around me and searched among the cushions for my clothes. I found my jeans and Nora’s panties, but couldn’t locate my own underwear.

			She laughed. “That’s what the listing said: convenient to Hillhurst restaurants, and too much light for your hungover guests. It’s what sold me on the place.”

			Nora walked into the living room. She wore cutoffs and a sleeveless black tee shirt, and her arms and legs were long, firm, and graceful. She was tall—­just a few inches shy of my height in bare feet—­and her pale face was striking, if not television pretty. Her eyes were large, searching, and nearly black, her nose was strong, and her mouth generous—­warm when she smiled, somber and daunting otherwise. At rest, it was an icon’s face, a grave Madonna’s, a scholar’s, but in motion something mischievous was there, something wayward. She ran fingers through her damp hair and grinned, and looked a decade younger than her forty-­two years.

			I hitched the blanket up. “Also, your music’s too loud.”

			“I think it’s last night’s Merlot you’re hearing,” she said.

			“And you feel fine?”

			“I didn’t drink as much, and I already ran five miles this morning.”

			“Nobody likes smug,” I said, and fished my boxers from be­hind a cushion. “Pediatricians don’t need a bedside manner?”

			“I didn’t think you were a child, though maybe I got that wrong. For grown-­ups, I prescribe a few milligrams of smug, plus a shower and coffee.”

			I’d met Nora a year ago, at a wedding extravaganza in Santa Monica, where I was a reluctant plus-­one for a pediatric resident who’d been volunteering at the clinic. Nora supervised my date at UCLA Medical Center, along with both of the brides, and she’d come to the reception accompanied only by her considerable self-­possession. She wore a gray gossamer dress, and smiled as she crossed the hotel terrace and introduced herself. She knew who I was, and had a champagne flute for me, and one of her own. We refilled them several times as the toasts kept coming, and left together before the cake.

			I’d had more than a few relationships in the decade since my marriage had sputtered out, all brisk, friendly, but slightly chilly affairs, with sadly consistent contours: the company was amusing and bright, the sex vigorous, and the exit doors were always in plain sight, none further than a few months away. I told myself that that’s what happened in war zones, but my relationships in L.A. hadn’t been any different. Until Nora. I wasn’t sure what accounted for how long things had lasted between us. Maybe it was her intelligence, or the warmth and kindness I saw whenever she volunteered at the clinic—­the way the kids took to her. Or maybe it was because she was as suspicious of romantic entanglement as I was, and expected even less. Or maybe, after a long time alone, I was ready not to be.

			Showered, shaved, and drinking coffee at the kitchen table, I felt slightly less fragile. I spread strawberry jam on a croissant and told Nora about the latest letter from my landlord.

			“I get that he’s serious about selling,” I said, “but he’s delusional about the asking price.”

			She looked at me over the top of her iPad and smiled. Her teeth were very white. “Delusion is what L.A. real estate is about. He’ll get his number, or something close—­if not in August, then a few months later.”

			I drank some coffee. “What happened to the market being in the toilet? Underwater mortgages, abandonments—­where did all that go?”

			“Do you ever look at the business section? There’s all this foreign money in town, looking for a place to park. An American safe-­deposit box with a view—­that’s what the guy on Bloomberg called it.”

			“It’s Skid Row, for chrissakes.”

			“That’s authentic urban grit down there. Hipsters pay up for that—­it makes the artisanal cheese taste better. And they’re just the first wave; a few years from now your street will look like Melrose.”

			“You know, that building’s in shit shape.”

			Nora laughed. “Don’t try to understand it: it’s Chinatown, Jake. The real question is: what are you going to do when he sells?”

			I rubbed my jaw and felt tired again. “Find someplace else, I guess. There’re other vacant storefronts in the neighborhood.”

			Nora shook her head. “You think other landlords will be different? Even if you find a place you can afford, you’ll be going through the same thing in—­what—­a year or two? The tide’s running against you there. You should check out the Valley. Over there you could find a place to live that’s not above your office, and maybe then you’ll finally unpack. How many years has it been, living out of a backpack? Four?”

			“Three and a half—­and I don’t live out of a backpack. And screw the tide; screw the Valley too.”

			“Excellent wind-­pissing,” Nora said, laughing. “What’s so bad about the Valley?”

			“Besides being too hot, flat, and ugly?”

			“And where you are now is such a garden spot? There are sick people in the Valley. Poor ones too.”

			“My ex said something like that before I went on my first gig with DTR.”

			“And?”

			“I told her that there were doctors in New Haven to take care of them, if not as many as there should be. But where I was going, I might be the only doctor. If I didn’t show up, no one else would.”

			Nora raised a graceful brow and smiled coolly. “That’s heady stuff, Dr. Schweitzer—­tough to compete with. What did the missus say?”

			I shrugged. “As time went on, she minded less and less.”

			She chuckled. “I imagine. Still, there are other clinics downtown—­good ones too, and better funded.”

			“My patients don’t go to them.”

			“If you weren’t there, maybe they would.”

			“Some of them would; some wouldn’t. Anyway, there are plenty of doctors in the Valley.”

			Nora poured more coffee into her mug. “Plenty of doctors,” she said, smiling, “and not so many lost causes.”

			“Don’t mock my good works,” I said. I drank some coffee and took some sections of an orange from a blue glass bowl.

			“Speaking of lost things . . . ,” I said, and between bites of the orange I told Nora about the vanishing woman, and the little boy she left behind.

			Nora peeled another orange while I spoke, her long fingers pulling off the skin in a single curling ribbon. She listened without comment and was silent for a while after I finished. Then she sighed.

			“Lydia’s right—­this is what DCFS is there for.”

			“Seriously? Am I the only one who thinks they’re useless?”

			“It’s a bureaucracy, like any—­”

			“It’s not just any bureaucracy. It’s kids’ lives they fuck around with.”

			“And is there any better excuse for getting into a little trouble than trying to help out a kid? I mean, who could blame you for that?”

			I squinted at her. “Meaning what?”

			“Meaning, I think sometimes you get bored, or restless, or something. Maybe the clinic work gets predictable, and then you want to stir it up—­add some risk to the mix. Or do I have that wrong?”

			“You studying for the psych boards?”

			She smiled. “I’m a gifted amateur. Are you going to ignore my advice and go looking for this woman?”

			“I am.”

			“Do you have some kind of plan, or are you going to put up fliers?”

			“I thought I’d ask around the neighborhood. Maybe someone’s seen her.”

			“Let me go on record that this is a bad idea.”

			I drank some more coffee. “I don’t see why.”

			“You tell me you think this girl is on the run from somebody. So it follows that she might be hiding, and that this might make her hard to find—­no? Not to mention the risk that you might cross paths with the guys who are already looking for her.”

			“Maybe they could tell me something.”

			Nora shook her head. “And maybe they’d have questions for you. Maybe you could end up looking like she did.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			It was ten when Nora dropped me at home, and eleven when I went out again. The marine layer had burned off by then, and it was brighter and hotter on the street. I squinted through my sunglasses, tucked the still photos from the clinic video into the pocket of my shorts, and locked the door behind me.

			My neighborhood, a drunken trapezoid bounded roughly by the L.A. River in the east, Main Street in the west, and Fourth and Tenth Streets in the north and south—­where the shiny new downtown faded into the warehouse district and Skid Row, and the main veins of gentrification dwindled to gritty, artsy capillaries—­was an odd sort of small town, and definitely not of the Norman Rockwell variety. Not unless you accessorized his Main Street with coils of razor wire, security cameras, barred windows, and roll-­down metal curtains, punctuated the blocks with trash-­strewn lots and fire-­gutted buildings, and for his rosy kids and smug burghers swapped battered working folks, streetwalkers, dopers, and dusty platoons of the homeless pushing mounded shopping carts or slumped in doorways. It was a decidedly unlovely place, as distant from the glossy Westside, or even from freshly scrubbed Pershing Square, as it was from Oslo or Mars. And there was nothing easy or secure in the lives of the townspeople, under siege as they were from a moribund economy, La Migra, dope-­dealing street gangs and their clients, the relentless tide of gentrification, and their own diseases, demons, and bad, bad luck. But still they hung on. Some of the villagers recognized their local doctor; some even waved as I passed.

			My first stop was Carmen’s—­a low cinder-­block bunker around the corner from the clinic, and tucked between a sheet metal shop and a fabric wholesaler. It was painted in horizontal bands of yellow and parrot green, had two red metal doors, and a sign above advertising sandwiches, soda, beer, and an ATM. I stopped at the outdoor counter and spoke to Mateo through the service window.

			Mateo owned the place, did the cooking, and came to see me about his hypertension. Sometimes he brought his wife, who was diabetic, or his mother-­in-­law, Carmen, who was mildly asthmatic and awesomely mean. Mateo made a wicked iced coffee—­pitch black, but smooth—­and he poured it over plenty of ice in a tall plastic cup. He pushed a jar of sugar syrup through the window, along with my coffee and a straw.

			“¿Qué tal, doc?” he said, and his heavy brown face creased into a smile.

			“I’m all right, Mateo. How about you?”

			Mateo nodded. “Still here.”

			“That’s what it’s all about. How’s Ana, and her mom?”

			“Ana’s good—­trying to get exercise and watch the diet, like you said. And Carmen . . .” Mateo shrugged.

			I smiled at him and took the photos from my pocket. “Maybe you can help me out,” I said. “I’m looking for a woman who came by the clinic yesterday. She left something behind, and I’m trying to get it back to her.” I slid the photos of the woman and the boy across the counter.

			Mateo pulled a pair of smudged half-­glasses from his apron and perched them on his nose. He squinted. After a while he shook his head.

			“How about these guys?” I asked, and passed photos of the two crew cuts across the counter.

			Mateo squinted harder. “Sorry, doc. Don’t know los soldados either.”

			“You think they’re soldiers?”

			Another shrug. “The hair, the big necks, kinda mean-­looking—­that’s what I think of.”

			I took back the prints and stared at the two men. Los soldados. I thanked Mateo and tried to pay for the coffee. He refused my money and refilled my cup, and I continued down the street.

			The next few hours were much the same, except hotter and without free drinks. At soup kitchens, shelters, bodegas, check-­cashing joints, building-­supply yards, and wholesalers of fruits, vegetables, and candy, I exchanged greetings and small talk, heard about symptoms, looked in a few throats, palpated some necks, bellies, and limbs, and passed my pictures around. And people studied them, shook their heads, and said, “Sorry, doc,” in many languages.

			Under the relentless sun, the city was a baking brick: hard, brown, parched, and cracked. I bought a lime Jarritos at a bo­dega on Eighth Street and found some meager shade to stand in. I drank the soda and held the bottle to my neck and looked across the street. A line of the homeless, ten of them, genders obscured by layers of clothing, sheltered beneath the frayed awning of a boarded storefront. Some held signs, crudely scrawled on cardboard, that asserted past lives—­OIF veteran; Five kids; Fry cook—­advertised a willingness to work for food, or simply pleaded: Need money food home NEED HELP. At the end of the line, the smallest figure held the largest sign. It wasn’t hand printed, but a collage of words and letters cut from newspapers and magazines. The text twisted this way and that, and finally wound into an illegible knot—­an incoherent ransom note from a mind held hostage by itself.

			I shook my head, then finished my soda and went back to the grocery. I returned my empty bottle and bought ten gallon-­jugs of water. It took me two trips across Eighth Street to deliver them. It wasn’t world-­changing, I knew; improving the next few hours for them was the most I could hope for. Another holding action. Sometimes it was the only action to be had.

			I sighed and pulled out my phone. I called Lydia and asked about the boy.

			“Of course he’s okay, doctor,” Lydia said. Her voice was low, and I could hear television in the background. “What do you think—­I wouldn’t call if there was a problem? He awoke at eight last night, a little disoriented but with good vitals, and an appetite. I kept his diet bland, but let him have as much as he wanted. He went back to bed around ten-­thirty, and slept till nine this morning.”

			“What did you tell him?”

			“I said he’d gotten sick, and the lady he was with brought him to the clinic. I said we’d look out for him until she comes back.”

			“Did he say anything? Did he tell you his name?”

			“He says his name is Alex.”

			“Just Alex?”

			“That’s all he says when you ask.”

			“So he speaks English.”

			“Yes, what little he says is in English.”

			“Did he say anything about the woman?”

			“He calls her mamá.”

			“I told you.”

			“But he doesn’t say anything else about her—­no name or anything—­and he shuts down when you try to talk about her.”

			“And nothing about where he lives?”

			Lydia sighed. “He’s looking at cartoons now, doctor. I’m no detective like you, but I didn’t think it was the time to interrogate him. If you want to come over . . .”

			“I’m out trying to find his mother now.”

			Lydia sighed. “Try hard,” she said. “The boy is not in a good way.”

			“You said he was doing okay.”

			“Physically he’s fine, but there’s something else going on. I’m pretty sure this isn’t the first trouble he’s had.”

			“Meaning what?”

			“I’m talking about his reactions. The kid doesn’t cry, he doesn’t ask any questions, he does what he’s told, but other­wise doesn’t say a word. He pretends to watch the cartoons, but he doesn’t laugh—­he doesn’t even smile. And the whole time he’s really watching me—­like, every move I make.”

			“Watchful, guarded, lack of affect . . .”

			“You got it—­the kid’s seen hard times before. I don’t know if it was neglect or abuse or what, but this isn’t his first trauma. He needs help.”

			“Shit,” I whispered.

			“Exactly, doctor.”

			By two I hadn’t found Alex’s mother, or much else, and the heat and glare were like a vise as I jaywalked on Agatha Street. There was a knot of adolescent boys on the far corner, leaning against a pickup with a red metallic paint job—­gang kids, on break from dealing rock and rolling addicts on the nearby blocks. The guy in the driver’s seat, scarcely more than a kid himself, was their boss: the shot caller, the headman of the crossroads. Squads like this could be found at intersections around the neighborhood—­legations from gangs across the city, all drawn by the endless supply of victims.

			I knew some of the shot callers, though not this one. I could feel the weight of his gaze—­the gauging of effort and payoff—­as I crossed, and adrenaline bubbled in my veins. The kids watched me and laughed derisively. I didn’t look, but I didn’t look away. Psychosis wafted off them like cheap cologne as I passed, and I was reminded of child soldiers I’d seen years ago, driving by in trucks, in clouds of dust and madness. As I walked by, I thought of what Nora said about boredom, and what Sutter said about my fondness for rooms full of guns, and shook loose another memory.

			It was of driving, with my mother. I was eleven, and it was summer and night—­quite late—­and my mother had only just returned from the hospital; my father was still there. My mother was restless and fidgety when she walked through the door, irritable and brusque as she paid the sitter, pacing the house afterward, from room to room, chain smoking. Finally, she picked up her keys and her purse and said that she needed air and was going for a drive. She paused at the door to ask if I wanted to go along. I didn’t need to change out of my pajamas, she said, or even put on shoes.

			It was a warm night, cloudless, with a moon, and the wind was deafening when she put all the windows down. The road was fresh-­paved—­still smelled of tar—­and was like a black carpet as it unspooled, empty and smooth, through the Connecticut hills. There was one stretch, a mile or more long, of blind curves and quick rises and dips through pasture and woods; with the right touch on the gas and on the wheel, my mother said, we could fly. We drove its length dozens of times that night, laughing when we felt the tires lift, shrieking at the swoops and sudden drops, screaming and crying in elated terror when she put the headlights out and the fields and trees turned silver, and when she took her hands off the wheel.

			Nora and Sutter weren’t quite right: I wasn’t chasing trouble, or chasing off boredom, but maybe, sometimes, I was chasing something else. I remembered the body rush of that ride—­could still feel it sometimes—­the hurtle and plunge, the crazy swing between thrill and panic. And sometimes I could smell her eucalyptus soap and her cigarettes. I let out a long breath as I left the gangbangers behind.

			The photos in my pocket were damp and wrinkled, and so was I, and I was thinking about another iced coffee when I rounded the next corner and saw the slack-­bellied silhouette of Gary Fleck in the doorway of his auto body shop. He was sucking on a cigarette, and when he saw me he took a last, furtive puff and flicked his smoke to the curb.

			“Dr. Knox,” Gary said. “I seen you marchin’ around all day. You collectin’ for somethin’?” His voice was raspy and, thanks to the emphysema, empty of force. He had sallow skin and blasted capillaries across his nose and cheeks. His khaki shirt had stains down the front, and someone else’s name over the pocket. His thick, stained hands grasped each other nervously.



OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
‘A crackerjack crime novel; everything pop-pop-pops
and lures you deeper and deeper ... Thrilling’

James Ellroy

PETER SPIEGELMAN

'ﬂ
B

/-

\1






OEBPS/font/ApolloMT.otf


OEBPS/font/Cheltenham-BookCond.otf


OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/font/Cheltenham-Book.otf


OEBPS/font/MinionPro-It.otf


OEBPS/image/riverrun_17feb_spinebmap.png
riverrun





OEBPS/font/ApolloMT-Italic.otf


OEBPS/font/Cheltenham-BoldCond.otf



OEBPS/font/ApolloMT-ItalicOsF.otf


OEBPS/font/ApolloMT-SC.otf


