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            It’s gonna take you people years to recover from all of the damage.
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            January 14, 2019

         

         The phone was ringing at the Killer Greens, but what business was that of the Rabbi’s? His job was straight chopping. He didn’t cover front of house, never worked the cash register, had no involvement with the taking of orders. His business was what came across his cutting board and under his knife: transforming waxy, bulbous sweet potatoes into neat golden cubes; removing the bulky brain stems of broccoli and butchering the bushes down into bite-size hunks; dicing slender stalks of spring onion into the thin tokens that could be sprinkled into a soup or a salad.

         Two or three times hourly the Rabbi might venture from behind his station to bus detritus from one of the steel tables, clearing bamboo bowls and brown biodegradable napkins. On occasion, need arising, he’d take out the wet mop and dance it across a spill of juice or smoothie. Once a shift he was on the hook to swab out the gender-neutral restroom.

         But no, under the Rabbi’s mandate fell nothing forward facing. No customer service, no conversation. And no—thank you very much—no phone.

         It kept ringing, though.

         The Rabbi was vexed. He laid down his Santoku knife and looked around. Where was Sunny? Lawrence was working the register for the shift, so he should have been the one taking phone orders, but he’d left on one of his epic cigarette breaks, which meant answering the phone fell to the manager on duty.

         “Sunny?” the Rabbi called out, lining up the fat ends of four carrots. “Phone.”

         “Yeah, dude.” Sunny appeared from nowhere, slid in next to him with her elbows on the edge of his station. “I can hear.”

         The phone rang again, and she gave it the finger.

         “It’s 11:30. It’s gonna be a writers’ room with some big complicated order.” Sunny rolled her eyes, annoyed at the gall of it, bunch of jerks wanting to spend money at their location.

         The Rabbi frowned and bent to his chop as Sunny sidled away.

         This kind of casual disavowal of responsibility made him deeply uncomfortable. He liked it when people were appropriately committed. He liked regular order. The Rabbi was punctilious about his duties. He arrived on time and stayed until the store was closed, and he had finished tomorrow’s prep, and the last of the boards was cleaned and hung gleaming to dry. Never did he poach food from the edges of his cutting board—unlike, say, Lawrence, who was known to slip the occasional piece of ham into his mouth, so you’d find him smiling with cheeks puffed like a chipmunk.

         And, again, contra-Lawrence, the Rabbi took exactly the amount of off-clock time allotted to him, although his preference was to cluster his three fifteen-minute short breaks into a single long one, take it all in a forty-five-minute chunk at the end of his shift. Then he would leave work and run home, three and a half miles from Park La Brea to Koreatown: the Rabbi on the run, head down, no earbuds. The soles of his tennis shoes slapping the cracked LA sidewalks. Heart thumping, sweat breathing down his back. On his days off, he ran twice: six miles in the morning, four and a half in the afternoon.

         OK, this was—what the hell? The phone had started again.

         He set down his knife and stared at the store’s cheap plastic landline, where it sat like a fat black frog beside the cash register. It rang again.

         The Rabbi felt a low, quivery dread, which was something that happened sometimes.

         Sometimes at work; sometimes just, like, on the street. As if he had accidentally brushed through a curtain of shadow, or as if it had brushed through him.

         “Sunny? Are you getting the phone?”

         “Just ignore it, Rabbi,” she called. “Ignore it.”

         She wandered back over to him now, a white table-wiping rag slung over her shoulder. “How are you, by the way? You look super-hot. Did I tell you that, when you came in?”

         She had. Sunny, despite or because of the advent of #MeToo, was a frequent and enthusiastic sexual harasser, although only, it seemed to the Rabbi, of him specifically. She would sigh with cartoon amorousness when he walked in at the beginning of his shift; she would sneak up behind him and squeeze his arms, a risky proposition when a person was engaged in careful slicing. His biceps (which along with his broad scrabbler’s chest and fucked-up right ear were a souvenir of his long-ago time as a middle and high school wrestler) were, per Sunny, “a national treasure.” She called him a piece of ass. She urged him to wear tighter pants. She insisted that it was why she had hired him.

         The phone had stopped again. The Rabbi looked at it. Maybe that was it. Maybe it was done.

         “Oh, hey, I meant to say—in re: our conversation yesterday, about the two of us potentially getting it on at some point?”

         Sunny tried to affect a serious whisper but couldn’t keep the laughter out of her voice. It had not been a conversation; more of a monologue. The Rabbi had listened, shaking his head and chopping, as he did now. “You should know that my dad’s a gun nut. A former Marine. He was—what’s it called? A SEAL.”

         “OK, Sunny.”

         “So I’m not saying no, I’m just saying: buyer beware.”

         The Rabbi happened to know, and did not think it was a particularly obscure piece of information, that the SEALs were Navy, not Marines. He also knew it wouldn’t matter: called out on her bullshit, Sunny would wink and shrug. The Rabbi wiped down his board with a paper towel, opened a plastic bag full of lumpy beets, and got to business.

         The Rabbi actually liked Sunny quite a lot, which was remarkable given how few people he liked at all. All of the you look hot business was just teasing, of course—he knew exactly what he looked like—as was the nickname, which she had bequeathed to him in October of 2016, five months after he started working there. He had requested a particular Wednesday as a personal day, and Sunny, grilling him relentlessly over what kind of personal day (“A chick personal day? A dude? One of each?”), had at last elicited the information that he would be fasting for Yom Kippur.

         “What?” Sunny had yawped, bringing her hands up to her mouth, gasping, astonished. “You’re fucking shitting me!”

         The combined facts of his being both Jewish and Asian had struck Sunny as somehow fascinating and hilarious. This despite the fact that she herself, like most of the people who worked with him at Killer Greens, and like seemingly everybody in Fairfax–La Brea, was mixed in some complicated way. Sunny’s dad was half-Black and half-Latin, her mom half-white and half-Laotian. “Which makes me”—she liked to say, laughing, pretending to do the math—“fucking gorgeous.”

         Now the door made its cheerful little chime, and Sunny said, “Look alive, Rabbi. She’s here.”

         “Who?” he said, but he knew. He looked up, too quick, and Sunny snorted and shook her head with pursed lips.

         “Damn, son, you’re making me jealous. I swear to God.”

         “Shut up, Sunny.”

         He made a final, decisive chop and flipped his board, now dyed murder-scene red by the beets, into the sudsy water of the wash sink. The girl Sunny had pointed out was one of the many young and good-looking women who frequented the half a dozen exercise studios that lined the surrounding blocks. Pilates, Spinning, various kinds of bespoke “boot camps.” All the customers and instructors equally stunning and fit. The girl now airily examining the specials board was a waiflike woman with hair so blond it was nearly transparent; today she wore brightly pinkish orange athleisure pants, her small breasts in a red sports bra under some sort of flimsy breathable top.

         She sighed at the specials and brushed her hair back with a thin finger, let her gaze move past the unmanned register to the prep area behind the row of salads, and you could almost imagine, if you really wanted to work at it, that she was, indeed, looking at the Rabbi with some sort of interest.

         “Dude.” Sunny, who should have been at the front, leaned in to the Rabbi’s ear, murmuring solemnly. “She wants in. To your pants, I mean. Or into your robes, I guess. Not pants. Wait—what do Rabbis wear, actually?”

         “Sunny. Stop.”

         “Go take her order.” She said it dirty, like a command: “Take it.”

         “No.” The Rabbi pulled down a fresh cutting board, wiped his Santoku with a rag. “No.”

         His job was straight chopping. He did not cover front of house.

         He lined up a row of celery stalks. He cut them furiously.

         “Rabbi. Dude.” Sunny pointed. The woman was waiting. “I’m serious. Take her order.”

         “No. Sunny. Stop.”

         The phone rang again, and the Rabbi jumped and the Santoku slipped and cut off the finest tip of the index finger of his left hand.

         “Fuck,” he shouted.

         The exercise girl took a frightened half step backward from the cash register, and Sunny clapped one hand to her mouth and her eyes went wide at the blood, and then Lawrence, finally returned from his smoke break, got the phone—“Killer Greens?”—and then said “Hold on” and called over, his voice rich with incredulity.

         “Hey, Rabbi. It’s for you.”

         “What?”

         He walked to the front and took the receiver. He hadn’t wrapped anything around his finger. Blood ran freely in a steady drip from the cut.

         A man’s voice on the other end: “Ruben? Honey?”

         The Rabbi had to close his eyes.

         That voice, sweet and cunning. That old trickster’s wheedle.

         It was him, it was his father, the old god of his youth.

      

   


   
      
         
            November 12, 2008

         

         1.

         The cherry-red flip phone was not his normal phone, it was a special phone, and so the very instant it rang, Jay Shenk answered it, snapping it open and holding it to his lips and singing out, high and hopeful.

         “Helloooooo?” he called. “Hello?”

         “You’re gonna love me so much today, Brother Shenk,” said the gruff voice of the only man who had this number.

         At the sound of Malloy the Boy on the line, Shenk’s whole body brightened. His skin prickled and sparked. His spirit beamed and reached up toward heaven.

         He pumped his fist and ran faster.

         Jay Albert Shenk, attorney-at-law, was running on the treadmill in his office, doing a nice steady six miles an hour, looking out onto the intersection of Overland and Palms, and he had his cell phone connected up so he could talk via the little speaker built into the dashboard of the treadmill. Shenk was jogging in an undershirt and track shorts, and there was sweat on his temples and his ponytail was bobbing pleasingly against the nape of his neck, and he was working his five-pound arm weights too, up and down, up and down, and through the office window he was catching the sweet breeze wafting up from Gloria’s Glorious Donuts just downstairs, and he was watching a foxy young mom navigate her stroller around a hobo who’d colonized the patch of sidewalk right up to the curb line, and he was just generally reveling in the scruffy workaday glamour of West Los Angeles while he listened to Malloy the Boy’s basso rumbling out good news.

         “You’re just gonna love me to fucking bits,” said the Boy, and Shenk laughed.

         He already did—there was no denying it—Shenk had loved his man Malloy forever. His affection for Malloy the Boy, the most reliable of his various intelligence agents, was like a wide blue rush, borne before the tides, river-wide and river-strong. Jay turned one of his arm weights sideways and used the fat end to hit STOP on the treadmill, and then he rolled off backward and surfed the momentum over to his desk.

         “Ready, brother,” he said, and leaned forward, dripping sweat on a fresh legal pad, clicking open a ballpoint, clickity-click-click. “What’ve we got?”

         “Wounded bird,” rumbled Bobby, and Shenk’s body tightened with anticipation. His eyes glowed.

         “Sad,” he said.

         “Always,” said Bobby. “But unless I’m way off, Jay, this one’s a real humdinger.”

         Bobby’s voice was low and conspiratorial, like a sexy midnight disc jockey. Jay could picture the man, a goateed male nurse, a burly white guy somewhere north of six foot seven, crouched in a storage closet at the Pasadena hospital where he worked. All 300-plus pounds of Bobby, in his pale green scrubs, with his gleaming bald head and pirate earrings, big Bobby crowded in with the folded sheets and the blood pressure cuffs, the ID bracelets and syringes and gowns.

         Bobby sat at the center of a statewide web of nurses and nurse’s assistants and orderlies, many or most of them small, efficient Filipino ladies who paid keen attention to their bustling wards, who were simultaneously supremely competent at the work itself and smart enough to read between the lines of the charts, to see with a single sidelong glance the invisible dollar signs imprinted thereupon, and who knew right away when to slip into a stairwell and fire off a text to their friend and patron, Bobby the Boy Malloy—who would in turn call it in to Shenk & Partners, the little law office that could.

         Jay took copious notes on this new humdinger, filling page after page of the legal pad with his florid hand. Bobby didn’t have a lot by way of details. It was all piecemeal, all coming through filtered, from Bobby’s nurse to Bobby to Shenk, but the nitty-gritty wasn’t Bobby’s part of the job. All the careful collection of facts, the arrangement of those scattered stars into a constellation of meaning, which could then be translated into the threat or the reality of legal action—all of that would come later. All of that was Shenk’s job.

         Sweat was drying on Jay’s chest and at the small of his back. Out the window, a guy in a Dodgers cap hustled out of Gloria’s Glorious, clutching the top of a paper bag, lust in his heart.

         “OK, Bobby! OK! That’s wild.” Shenk studied the notes. Wild. “And we’re pretty confident of the sourcing on this?”

         “Damn right we are,” said Malloy, his tone slightly affronted. “This is from Rosa. Rosa knows her stuff.”

         “Of course, of course,” Shenk said. “Just making sure. You know me. I’ve met Rosa, haven’t I? From the fractured pelvis? In Dana Point?”

         “No, Jay. That was Marina.”

         “Yes, right, of course. Marina.” Shenk could not keep these women straight, but he didn’t need to. He had but one nurse. He had Malloy the Boy.

         “All right, then, so where does Rosa work? Providence? In Burbank?”

         “Naw, man. Valley Village.”

         Shenk nodded, jotting away. At some point he had planted himself in his office chair, and his restless right foot bobbled while he wrote. Valley Village Methodist was a midsize not-for-profit, located in North Hollywood despite the name. It had a bustling ER, a regionally regarded practice in ortho and peds, and a total operating revenue northward of $665 million per annum. Valley Village was covered for both general liability and medical malpractice by the Wellbridge Insurance Group, Shenk was pretty sure, but he could look that up. He made a note to look it up.

         Shenk had been doing this for nineteen years, since he came out from under the wing of the cantankerous sharpshooter J. J. Barnes, and he could give you the lowdown on every sawbones, on every hospital and clinic and urgent care in Southern California. Which doctors dispensed opioids like they were Peanut M&Ms? Which doctors couldn’t resist trying out their charms on the nurses, opening themselves up to harassment claims and distracting themselves from their life-or-death work? Who among the preening cohort of Beverly Hills cosmetic surgeons had a heavy hand with the Botox, and whose breast implants burst most frequently? Which ERs, though so alluringly busy, were naught but a constant churn of immigrant laborers with ladder falls or gardening accidents, none of whom had so much as a Medi-Cal card in their pocket?

         Malloy the Boy’s knowledge was similarly encyclopedic, and he shared Shenk’s appreciation for all the variety and nuance of their distinct but overlapping trades, which was part of what had made their partnership so efficient and remunerative lo these many years. In their time together, Malloy had directed Shenk’s keen attention toward the wounded, toward the grieving next of kin, in every corner of the Golden State.

         Most recently had been one Marvin Thomas III, a handyman whose pelvis had been shattered by a three-story fall he took, through no fault of his own—the fault lying entirely, or so Jay successfully argued, with the wobbly stepladder produced by a deep-pocketed Canadian steel-machining company. When all was said and done, Newfoundland Tools had been good for $250,000, negotiated out in a pretrial settlement, meaning without any trial costs, meaning a cool eighty grand and change for Shenk & Partners. A few weeks after he deposited that check, during a wholly unrelated social call to Malloy the Boy’s surprisingly tasteful gay-bachelor pad off Sunset Boulevard, Shenk had absentmindedly left behind a doughnut box containing a half dozen of Gloria’s most glorious, along with four grand in tightly rolled hundred-dollar bills.

         Not that all the Boy’s phone calls ended in clover—not even close. Medical malpractice claims in particular are trickier than they look, as Shenk liked to tell his son, Ruben, when he was reading him the specs on a case, testing its soundness out loud for the boy’s edification: you gotta show a specific doctor was responsible for care, and that the doctor failed to deliver that care up to the standards of the field, and that the failure caused an injury, and that actual damages resulted from the injury.

         “And that, my love,” Shenk would say, spreading the file out over the kitchen table, “is a lot of ands.”

         Meaning a lot of solid-looking med-mal cases melted under the heat of close scrutiny. The potential payout would be too low to make it worthwhile, or the victim or victim’s kin would lack the stomach for a fight. Or, worst of all, one of his shark-suit scumbag competitors would snake in first and snatch the prospect before Shenk could make his pitch.

         This one, though—this call—there was something special here.

         Gleaming up from among the Boy’s handful of details, there was an undeniable sense of potential. Elusive but brightly present, like the fairy glow from a forest floor.

         Shenk, with two fingers of his right hand on his carotid, feeling his pulse begin its post-run descent toward normal levels, ran his left hand very gently over his notes, tenderly touching the individual pieces of information like children.

         “All right, man,” said Bobby into Shenk’s thoughtful silence. “Lemme know how it turns out.”

         “You know I will. Thanks a ton, my brother.”

         “I live to serve.”

         Shenk closed the flip phone and stood gazing out at Palms, just giving the moment its moment, tilting his chin up slightly so the sunlight could catch him on both cheeks. Maybe he’d cut Malloy a little something extra on this one. Yeah—probably he would. Shenk lived with a constant low fear of Bobby’s getting restless, finding himself some other lawyer to whisper to, in some other second-floor office.

         Shenk peeled off his undershirt and mopped sweat out of his chest hair, which had lately begun a midlife transformation from pure black to a pleasing manly color, like dark slate. He looked at his watch, calculating how long it would take to run home, grab a shower, and get on the 405, and was disappointed to find it was before two o’clock.

         Ah, well. Without letting the thought take conscious root, he had been hoping it was after three fifteen, when he would have been able to scoop up his son, Ruben, from school and bring him along for the ride out to the Valley. Let the kid play wingman while he ran this thing down.

         Should he wait the hour and a half? Maybe even go over to the school and pull him early? Rubie was a freshman at a small and mildly shmancy private high school in Playa Vista called Morningstar, where the administration was always touting the importance of teaching “the whole child”—a dictum Shenk was often tempted to interpret as a mandate to educate his son on the workings of the law.

         No, he thought. Don’t do that. Leave him be.

         The wisest voice in his head still spoke after all these years in the raspy-sweet tones of his Marilyn, of blessed memory. The voice reminded him that school came first, and that after school Monday/Wednesday/Friday Ruben had his poetry-club thing, and he shouldn’t miss.

         Jay smiled, tightening his little ponytail. He was so proud of that boy. Tonight they would have dinner together, just the two of them, and Ruben would fill him in on his busy little life, and Jay would tell his son about the new case.

         The humdinger, Shenk thought. Hoped. Believed.

         Trotting down the metal staircase outside his office, waving to Gloria behind the counter of her eponymous doughnut shop. A real humdinger.

         2.

         Shenk in a hospital lobby was Shenk in full: chin angled up, chest thrust forward, ponytail dancing at his nape, marching forward like a man at the head of a parade.

         Shenk was an aficionado of hospital lobbies, of their informational kiosks and layered odors and vast, soaring atriums. How many times had he passed through the whoosh of automatic doors, strode along the speckled linoleum tiles and down the beige hallways, past the seascapes and the still lifes and the soft-light portraits of elderly philanthropists?

         He loved all the lobbies, without prejudice or discrimination. He loved the slick modern lobbies with their ergonomic furniture and meditation gardens and minimalist sculptures; but just as fervently did he love the humble old-school lobbies, like this one at Valley Village—with its dribbling water fountain and analog signage, with its dreary little gift shop, offering generic teddy bears and individual Mylar balloons, each balloon tethered limply to its cardboard stick.

         And the people! As Shenk bounded through the Valley Village lobby, his heart swelled with love for the hospital people. Here, a clutch of prideful doctors in sneakers and scrubs, speaking softly to one another by an elevator hallway; here, a small, cheerful legion of nurses in six shades of hospital green; and here, a bulky orderly in repose, fists wrapped around the handles of an empty wheelchair, awaiting his next charge.

         But whom did Shenk love the most? Most of all, Shenk loved the clientele—the consumers—the customers. The sick and the families of the sick, murmuring and muttering, worried and weary, leaning on the walls or wandering confused in search of a vending machine or a bathroom. Or just slumped in those lumpy overstuffed lobby sofas, under the too-bright lights, hungry but unable to eat, weepy but unable to cry. They were alone or stood in groups of two and three, clutching at scraps of tissue and sipping lukewarm coffee and staring wanly out the tinted glass, in baffled contemplation of a loved one’s mortality and, inevitably, their own. They sat grimly, waiting for news; they made exhausted phone calls, keeping someone out there in the loop or keeping themselves tethered to the rush of life that continued while they were in here, in the tedious no-time of hospital waiting.

         “No,” a woman was saying—shouting—at some pinhead administrator she’d buttonholed, backed up against a door to a NO ACCESS hallway. “That is unacceptable. That’s not gonna cut it.” He tried to answer, but the woman wouldn’t let him. She jammed her finger into the man’s chest, her pocketbook bouncing angrily on her shoulder, her voice rising and rising. The administrator raised his hands in the air, placating or protesting or just protecting himself from being hit.

         Shenk loved this lady. He loved the terrified administrator too. He loved them all. As he made his way to the massive semicircular Volunteer Desk, Shenk’s spirit flew out to all of them—all the hospital people gathered in the purgatorial half-light of the lobby—his own heart a corona of empathy expanding outward through the damaged world.

         “Good morning,” said a very old woman as Shenk laid his hands flat upon the shining surface of her information desk, as he tilted himself forward toward her. “Do you need some help today?”

         “I do, yeah, thank you.” Shenk offered a concerned, anxious smile to the white-haired Samaritaness, who peered back at him stoically through tinted bifocals. A small gold badge declared her name to be MRS. DESMOND.

         “I’m looking for a patient.”

         “All righty.” Mrs. Desmond arranged her fingers on her keyboard. “What name?”

         “Now, that’s the funny part,” said Shenk, and dialed the smile down from nervous to sheepish. “I don’t know.”

         Mrs. Desmond’s squint deepened suspiciously.

         “He’s a boy,” Shenk continued. “Or a teenager, actually, I guess. He’s in ninth grade—that’s a teenager, right? And he had some kind of accident at school and they brought him over here.”

         Mrs. Desmond sucked at her teeth, which were slightly loose in her mouth, and before she could ask the obvious question he asked it for her.

         “How do I not know his name, right? Well, it’s a funny story.” He grinned. Mrs. Desmond did not. “I’ve got this friend at work, Daryl, and he’s got a golfing buddy, and that guy’s on a three-day business trip, and apparently he—not Daryl, the golfing buddy—apparently he got a call about his kid, but the message was garbled somehow? All I know for sure is, he was at school, one of the big high schools out here, and he had some kind of bad fall.”

         Shenk was tossing out the few bread crumbs Malloy had provided, waiting to see some kind of recognition light up in Mrs. Desmond.

         “But yeah, so, I don’t know much more than that. That’s kind of the sticking point.”

         Mrs. Desmond remained silent, examined him with her pinched expression, presumably deciding among the many very obvious holes in this story to poke at.

         Shenk had, over the years, curated a private typology of Old Dames Who Volunteer in Hospitals. You had your basic cookie-cutter grandmas, with the dimpled cheeks and the baby-powder smell, the blue hair rinse, little old ladies from picture books. Shenk called these the Permanent Widows, who had suffered the loss of dear Harvey or Stan, who after months of hanging around at the hospital had just sort of decided to make a career of it.

         Then by contrast you had the Semi-Pros, retired church secretaries or executive assistants, who brought the brisk efficiency of their professional life into the new milieu. More rare were the Grief Vampires, who took an odd and quasi-perverted pleasure in wading all day through other people’s pain.

         Everything about Mrs. Desmond, though, seemed to place her in Shenk’s least-favored class of hospital-lobby matron: Disapproving Headmistress. She studied him with pursed lips, her red-tinted glasses making her eyes look gigantic. Her head was craned forward on her thin neck, avian and wary, and her clean white eyebrows were so sparse you could count the hairs individually.

         “And your business friend, he didn’t tell you the child’s name? Not even the last name?”

         “No, I know, it’s crazy,” Shenk said, shaking his head at how crazy it was. “But, seriously, all I really need to know is if the kid’s been admitted, and if so, then what room, so I can tell Daryl, so he can tell the dad. If that”—he smiled, one more time, let his voice rise into a question—“if that makes sense?”

         Shenk waited, his fingertips sweaty on the desk. He needed to get that room number; that’s all he needed. He needed to get it before some scumbag ambulance chaser caught a whiff of this thing. There were some bottom-feeding monsters out there, there really were, who would just sail up and down hospital hallways, peeking into windows.

         But Mrs. Desmond wasn’t playing ball. “This is a large facility, sir. We see many, many patients here.”

         “Oh, I can see that,” said Shenk, breaking in. “I can see that.”

         The truth was, Valley Village Methodist was large by national standards but decidedly midsize, as far as Southern California was concerned, especially for a Trauma 1. But there wasn’t really any need to get into all that with the Lady Desmond. He had his methods to get around obdurate old sweethearts like this one, of course, these petty martinets with their CVS reading glasses and blockish white sneakers. Shenk was the sweetest of sweet talkers, an endlessly inventive fabricator, and, all else failing, a dexterous hand with a palmed twenty. Many people would be surprised, Shenk knew, that your average dowager in lipstick was as open to simple street bribery as a crooked cop or maître d’.

         But there were different faces for different conversations. Different tones of voice. Different tilts of the head.

         There have to be. Being a lawyer, like being a person in general, comes down to a series of performances: improvisatory or scripted, linear or non-, experimental or traditional, high-flying or grounded in the pedestrian rhythms of the everyday.

         “Listen. Ma’am. I’m just trying to be a good guy here. You know what I mean? I’m a”—he sighed, opened his hands as if revealing a gemstone he’d been hiding in his palms—“I’m a father myself, and I just hate the idea of this guy, my buddy’s buddy, not knowing what’s going on, you know what I mean? That’s the part that kills me. The not knowing.”

         Shenk paused to move a tear, a real one, from the corner of one eye. He was a father. He really did feel bad for this friend of Daryl’s, even though he himself had invented Daryl and Daryl’s friend just a few minutes ago. “I’m sure the guy’s just going crazy, you know?”

         Mrs. Desmond huffed a little, shaking her head, but then—wonder of wonders, miracle of miracles—she softened. Just enough to ask, “What about the injury? Can you provide any information about the injury?”

         “Yes!” Shenk practically shouted. “I can!”

         Mrs. Desmond, taken aback by the enthusiasm, chirped a little “oh” and even smiled, a tiny and nervous smile. They were getting closer, the two of them. Something was happening here. Soon they would marry, he and Mrs. Desmond, and start a life together, find a place down in Laguna, maybe, a one-bedroom with ocean views, with gentle seaside breezes to soothe their old bones.

         “Kid fell down. Knocked his head. Here.” Shenk tapped his forehead, right between the eyes. “And I guess the nature of it was, they had to operate on him, straightaway. Right when he came in.”

         “Huh,” said Mrs. Desmond, still with no light in her eyes, but then—then—then came a sharp hissing—hiss—from the farther arm of the big horseshoe desk. A second volunteer, who had seemed not to be listening, who had been tapping with rigorous care at her own keyboard, had looked up sharply. Now she came over and stood just behind Mrs. Desmond.

         “Are you talkin’ about the Keener boy?”

         “I—” Shenk’s heartbeat burst into a gallop. The Keener Boy. He didn’t know. And yet, he did know. That was it. The Keener Boy.

         “Yes,” he said. “That sounds right. Keener.”

         “Beverly?” Mrs. Desmond said to her colleague, turning her head, plainly irritated at the interruption. Shenk could see, in that one sharp look, a whole rivalrous history between these two volunteer deskmates, some passive-aggressive struggle over scheduling, or appropriate attire, or God knows what else.

         Beverly was short and squat, with a round face covered brightly in pink makeup, and a shiny pile of elaborately salon-treated hair, stiff and glassine as ribbon candy. She would have looked ridiculous, another paragon of hall-lobby biddy, if not for the grave way she was staring at Jay Shenk.

         “The patient he’s looking for is named Keener,” Beverly informed Mrs. Desmond. “Wesley Keener.”

         Wesley Keener. The name glowed to life. It burned like a little sun.

         Beverly bent and whispered to Mrs. Desmond, who became wide-eyed and solemn in her turn.

         Shenk strained to hear the whisper, across the width of the desk, but could get nothing.

         Mrs. Desmond’s authoritarian sternness melted off her face. She looked at him straight on, pity filling her eyes.

         “Ninth floor,” she said, and Beverly nodded and confirmed: “Nine.”

         “Oh gosh, thank you so much,” said Shenk. “Really. And is there a, uh, a room number?”

         Beverly shook her head. She reached out and, very softly, touched her fingers to the back of Shenk’s hand.

         “Just go up. Just go on up to nine.”

         
              

         

         The elevator rose, the bell binged, and the doors rattled open onto dead quiet.

         Shenk stepped off the elevator. He looked around.

         He thought, and may even have said: “Where is everybody?”

         Normally, of course, you come off a hospital elevator in the middle of an afternoon and there are people everywhere: it’s a blur of motion, it’s masks and sneakers and hollering, How is she holding up? and How ya feeling this morning, Mr. Jones? and How many milliliters? and everybody is hustling this way and that.

         Here, instead, was perfect stillness. No activity at all. The only sound the anxious sizzle of a fluorescent light, just overhead.

         Shenk took a step and cocked his head. To the right there was a duty desk, abandoned as if for fire alarm or active shooter. A magazine was open on a countertop; a half-eaten apple lolled on a napkin.

         Dimly now Jay heard the squeak of a rubber wheel on linoleum, somewhere on the other side of the world. The hushed inhale-exhale of a respirator from behind one of the patient room doors.

         “Hello?” he called out, walking slowly down the hall. “Hello?”

         It was like the end of time. He was Rip Van Winkle, waking to find that the world he knew was gone.

         A couple of doors stood ajar, and he peeked through one but the room beyond was empty, the bed neatly made, the TV switched off, sunlight flickering over the scuffed floor.

         He continued slowly down the hallway, looking for signs of life, like an explorer on a distant planetary surface. Until, rounding a corner, he saw a thick cluster of people crowded into a doorway.

         Shenk walked a little faster. He scanned the room numbers as he got closer. Nine oh two. Nine oh four.

         Then he stopped.

         There was something to see in room 906, and everybody was trying to see it. Doctors and nurses and orderlies, a sea of white coats and pale green scrubs, everybody angling for a view into the room, like the crowd along a parade route, jockeying for position.

         Whatever was going on with the Keener boy, it seemed like every doctor on the floor—Jesus, maybe every doctor in this hospital—was trying to get a look.

         Shenk got closer, and as he did his bright anticipatory tingling (new work! a new case! a humdinger!) was shadowed by another feeling: a dark, uneasy stirring way deeper down. And maybe this was one of those moments where he should have just stopped. Should have just turned around.

         Instead, Shenk took up a position at the back of the crowd, turned sideways to try to slip through the crush of people and get to the door.

         “Excuse me,” he murmured, but no one gave ground; no one moved, no one turned.

         Shenk couldn’t rise enough onto his tiptoes to see over anyone, and neither could he shoulder through. While he craned his neck to try to see, the sounds of the world seemed to return one by one, each as if through a filter: the hush of a doctor’s sneaker shifting on the tile; the nervous murmur of a single nurse, speaking sotto voce to another: “What the fuck…”

         And then, there, at last, the boy.

         A young teenager, walking slowly in a circle around the room.

         The boy’s face held no expression. His mouth was slightly open and his eyes stared straight ahead. His arms hung at his sides.

         He walked slowly, one step after the other. Each step was stiff and automatic. His back was straight. He walked like something that was not human but had learned to replicate the way that humans walk.

         The doctors were all watching, from the distance of the doorway. Staying back. Giving him room.

         Shenk stared at the boy. Everybody was staring at the boy. Who was just walking, after all, only walking—but what was it in his face, in the stiff posture of his upper body, in the uncanny deliberateness of each step?

         When he reached the window, Wesley Keener turned and walked back toward the bed.

         “What’s going on?” Shenk asked quietly, generally. “What’s the deal?”

         “They don’t know.” Shenk looked at the woman, a young African American doctor with her hair hidden under a paper covering, wearing black leggings under her scrubs. “They’re trying to figure it out.”

         Shenk had seen doctors in every attitude. He had seen them cocky and argumentative in the witness box, defending their professional acumen from his lawyerly assaults. He had seen them kindly and sympathetic, when he had been in a hospital like this one, over all those months, pleading for reassurance or hope from the parade of oncologists and specialists who had tried and failed to keep Marilyn on this side of the good gate.

         But this doctor, now? There was nothing in this young woman’s eyes that he had seen before, this mixture of puzzlement and fear.

         Shenk looked back at Wesley Keener.

         His mouth, his eyes, his hanging arms. The boy’s slow progress had by now taken him all the way to the rear of the room, where he turned again and started back toward the door.

         One step after another, just walking. From the door to the window, from the window to the door.

         Hollow.

         The word came forcefully into Shenk’s mind and he felt that it was absolutely right.

         They hollowed him out.

         “Hey,” he whispered to the doctor. “Where are his parents?”

         
              

         

         Shenk had walked right past the mother on his way in, and she was still down there in the lobby. Beth Keener, in her stupid itchy work clothes, white blouse and black skirt and sensible shoes, laying pure hellfire on this bullshit pencil-pusher prick.

         “No,” she told him, for the hundredth time. The thousandth. “Fucking no. Try again.”

         Unbelievably, he did. This prick had one sad little thing he said, and he just said it over and over, like a parrot. “If you would leave me your name and the patient’s name and room number, I will look into the situation and make sure—”

         “Jesus Christ. Dude.” She threw up her hands. She shouted. “No.”

         The prick winced. He was thin, bland, blond. He had a neat buzz cut and a laminated badge that dangled limply from a lanyard around his boneless neck. The badge said that he was ASSISTANT DIRECTOR OF PATIENT SERVICES, the same thing it said on the office door against which she had backed him up. The badge also said that his name was Brad, because of fucking course it was. After a half hour of banging her head against a wall, of people not telling her jack up there on the ninth floor, Beth had stormed down here and demanded an actual human being come and talk to her, but apparently no human beings were available because they had sent her this dumb lump of crap, who could only say that he understood her concerns and that he and his team were committed to the highest standards of patient care and blah fucking blah.

         Nope. No. No, thank you.

         “I was waiting an hour up there, and I’m not gonna sit and wait anymore. OK? I’m not gonna wait around for you to pretend to call someone so you can pretend to tell me that no one answered, or—”

         “Mrs. Keener?”

         “—or that someone is on the way to talk to me. No—”

         “Mrs. Keener—it’s Keener, right?—I assure you, that is not how we do things here. I will look into the situation, personally, and get you some answers as soon as possible.”

         “Sorry, Brad,” she sneered, “but as soon as possible isn’t fucking soon enough.”

         Brad blanched. “It would be best if you could keep your voice down.”

         Beth snarled. She was small, but she had been small her whole life and she knew how to make herself bigger. She rose to the tips of her toes, her feet straining inside of the cheap shoes.

         “Sorry, Brad,” she shouted in his face. “I can’t keep my voice down.”

         Her son, Wesley—her son—had come out of surgery an hour and a half ago and something was not right, something was fucked up, but none of these dipshits in their white coats, with their clipboards, seemed willing to take two seconds to tell her what it was. Just tell me, she kept saying. Whatever it is, fucking tell me. And instead all of them, even the main guy, whatever his fucking name was, the fat neurosurgeon with the big beard, kept saying they’d let her know as soon as they were able to.

         No. Unacceptable.

         There was nothing about this situation that Beth could control, but she could control this. She could control the pale-faced, mush-mouthed Brads of the universe.

         “Look. My son—my son is—”

         It all collided with her then, in the middle of the sentence, everything she had not allowed herself to actually experience thus far, what it all looked like and how it all felt. Wes on that stretcher, his unconscious body bundled and jostled and strapped; Wes hyper-illuminated by the surgical lights, surrounded by strangers, his body just a shape under a sheet. His scalp, his skin, the ugly hum of a drill as it burred into his skull.

         Goddamn it, no. No one is crying. No. Not here in the lobby. Not in the presence of Brad.

         “I know how it works, all right?” she said. “Different people are treated differently, and I am not going to let you fucking do that to me. You understand?”

         “Yes, no, I understand. All of this must be very upsetting.”

         “Yeah. Upsetting.” Beth was burning hot. She was shaking. “I’m not upset because he’s hurt. OK? I’m not upset because he had to have surgery. He fucking hit his head. The doctors said he needed an operation, OK, fine. I know what surgery is. I’ve had stitches. I had my appendix out. I’ve pushed two human beings out of my vagina, Brad.”

         He smiled nervously, glancing over her shoulder, down the hallway, in search of rescue.

         “I am upset because I want information and you fucking pricks won’t give it to me.” As Beth advanced, Brad backed up yet further, flattening himself against the doorway.

         “I wish there was more that I could do.” His eyes were round with pleading. Beth thought she might grab the lanyard and choke him to death.

         “Hi. Sorry.”

         Someone was coming up the little carpeted Patient Services hallway, hands raised, like a hostage negotiator showing he had no weapon. Beth whipped around, and the man smiled gently at her, turned an affable gaze on Brad.

         “I wonder, Mr.—”

         “Willoughby,” said Brad. Brad Willoughby, Beth thought. Jesus Fucking Christ.

         “Mr. Willoughby, I wonder if you’ve tried putting a call in to the HOA?”

         “What?”

         “Is there an admin who handles all surgical?”

         “Uh—yeah. Yes.”

         “OK, perfect. Perfect! So maybe the move here is, skip the attending, because he or she might be still trying to get all the ducks in a row, and just page the operations admin, see if you can get just a temporary here’s what’s happening. You know?”

         “Yes.” Brad was nodding. “Sure. That totally makes sense.”

         The new arrival turned toward Beth, gave her a wink. “The attending surgeons, you know, God bless them, sometimes they’re hesitant to tell you anything until they can tell you everything. But you don’t need every detail, right? You just want a status update.”

         Beth had unlocked her angry gaze from Brad and trained it on this guy. Did he work for the hospital or what? A silver suit. Tan shoes. Hair pulled back into a ponytail.

         “Am I right?” he asked.

         “Yeah,” said Beth. She nodded. The pulse of adrenaline began to ease. She nodded again. “Yeah, exactly.”

         3.

         Shenk waved away any thanks. What had he done? Nothing. He hadn’t done anything.

         “Please,” he said. “Don’t mention it.”

         “It’s just these people drive you crazy, you know? Crazy.”

         They were outside the hospital now, he and the mother, Beth Keener, he leaning back against the concrete exterior wall, she digging through the massive canvas pocketbook she had dropped between her feet. Shenk glimpsed a lipstick, a broken ballpoint pen, a scatter of tampons like bullets.

         “They act like it’s their job not to help you. To tell you nothing, for as long as possible.”

         “Oh, but that is their job,” said Shenk. “Not all of them, but some of them. Trust me. I’ve seen it before.”

         Brad Willoughby was in there now, making the call that Shenk had gently persuaded him to make, and Beth was going to check back in after fifteen minutes. They stood together here, just beyond the glass doors—the diesel stink of the parking lot, the muted midday sunlight, the garage-entrance gate arm going up and down, up and down, like a mini-golf hazard—and Shenk was in repose, waiting for his moment, which would come, as his moments always did.

         “Are you uh—” he said, to the top of her head, as she rummaged into the depths of the canvas tote. “Are you by chance trying to find a cigarette?”

         “Yeah, I, uh—I can’t—” She looked up and exhaled. “Oh, thank you, man. Fucking lifesaver.”

         “I had a feeling.”

         Jay Shenk did not smoke, and was actually pretty firmly anti-smoking on general principle, but was always prepared. He carried cigarettes like he carried twenty-dollar bills and breath mints and a notepad and pens, like he carried business cards by the boxful, and clean shirts in dry-cleaning bags in his trunk. He held out the single Camel Light, pinched between two fingers at the end of his arm, extended all the way out to create maximum distance between himself and the stranger, to avoid any whiff of wolfishness. He was no sex fiend, just a nice guy, that’s all, who had arrived in the nick of time and seemed to have everything she needed.

         Wesley Keener’s mother took the Camel, and Jay smiled.

         And look, of course he was an opportunist, or if you want to go that far, then OK, he was a predator. He had followed her and found her, he had waited for his moment to strike, and even now, as he crept into her confidence, his heart was fluttering like a schoolboy’s. Not because this was an attractive woman, but because it was an attractive situation—and because, yes, he believed that he was the very best at what he did, and what he had to offer was at least as valuable as what he was wanting to take—and why, after all, couldn’t both things be true? In the end, his interest in Wesley Keener’s mother would redound to her benefit as well as his. She would emerge from their association as much a winner as he, if not more.

         Winner/loser, giver/taker, hunter/prey. What good was it, really, to divide the world into those kinds of artificial binaries?

         Beth Keener was a short and tough-looking white woman with frank dark eyes. She had cheap plastic sunglasses, pushed back high on her forehead so the stems disappeared into the thickness of her hair. She was dressed for some kind of low-stakes office gig, in a plain black skirt and a white blouse, but she had a little cluster of tattoos high on her forearm, a pair of tumbling dice, it looked like, and some sort of little gnome or devil. This woman had something about her of the biker chick, the savvy hardheaded workingman’s wife—this was Shenk, now, analyzing, sorting people into categories for later use—but also something of the harried mom, packing lunches and putting out fires. Furiously dedicated to those she loved.

         She dragged on the cigarette, letting her eyes flutter closed for the pleasurable instant of inhale. Then, when the moment had passed and another had begun, Shenk broke the silence.

         “I’m Jay, by the way.” He stuck out his hand, awkwardly, for her to shake, and she said “Beth” and shook it. Her thin lips twisted to blow smoke out against the wall of the hospital.

         “So what—do you work here?” she asked him, and he said “Sort of” and was about to say more, to pivot into business, when she made a sudden, sharp tsking noise, scowling at the parking lot. “I don’t know where the hell my husband is. He ought to be here by now.” She jerked up her arm to look at a watch that wasn’t there. “Do you know what time it is?”

         He did, and he told her, and Beth said thanks and then “For God’s sake.”

         Richard was a carpenter, she said, a set builder currently working at a studio complex on Sunset, and he had to turn his phone off when they were shooting, so he didn’t even know for the first hour what had happened, and now he was stuck in traffic on the 110. This even though she had told him to stay off the fucking 110—she had texted him, stay off the freeway—but now here she was by herself trying to figure out what the hell was going on.

         “I just—”

         She stopped talking. Her lips went tight and white and Shenk could see the energy sparking behind her eyes, all the confusion and horror.

         The unholy silence of that hospital room. Her child, moving in silent circles, head locked in place, staring straight ahead. Lord God, thought Shenk, what this lady must be feeling.

         “Ten times I told him,” she said bitterly, flicking ash against the wall. “Take Mulholland. Stay off the fucking freeway.”

         She was going to finish the cigarette soon. She would go back inside to hunt for Brad, to go back up to nine. Her son was inside; she wouldn’t stay out here for long.

         “So your boy,” said Shenk carefully. “He’s had an accident of some kind?”

         “Yeah,” said Beth. “Of some kind.”

         Walking. Door to window, window to door. Round and round. Eyes open.

         Hollow.

         And now, again, way down low—below the mild exterior Shenk had assumed for his approach, below the panting eagerness of his lawyer’s heart—he felt a slow tremor of unease. He looked at Beth Keener while she took a last long drag and flicked the cigarette away, and Shenk knew he was still within the time frame where he could just leave. Wish a stranger well and slip out of her life as he’d slipped in.

         But instead:

         “I’m really sorry,” he said. “What happened to him?”

         And she told him. She launched, as people in extremis sometimes launch, as they sometimes need to, and Shenk simply listened.

         He was kind, and his kindness was versatile. He could widen it like a searchlight beam, expanding empathy parabolically, or he could do what he did now, narrowed it to a candle’s breadth, made of himself a glowing steady kindness, to which this suffering woman could gather herself and find the warmth she needed.

         She told him about the accident that Wesley had at school, and what had happened at the hospital: the whirlwind of the ER, the confusing bustle of doctors and nurses, and then, suddenly, the surgery. They drilled into him. His head. His brain.

         While Beth talked, two ambulance drivers emerged from the rear of their rig and stood in the driveway, chatting in Spanish and laughing, their calm workaday chatter an agitating backdrop to Beth Keener’s pain, her bombed-out expression. One person’s baffling nightmare is another’s day at the office.

         “I am so sorry,” said Shenk when she was done talking, and he held out his two hands and she took them and squeezed. “I cannot imagine.”

         And he couldn’t: Shenk could not imagine.

         We can allow for skepticism, but if Jay’s small, alert face looked like the face of a man whose heart was breaking, it is because his heart was breaking. He was simply devastated for this woman, who within the last few hours had received the worst possible phone call, who had watched as holes were bored into her child’s skull, and who found herself trapped in the confusing complicated horror of whatever was happening now. Sincerely did Shenk partake of her grief, and yet he was pretending.

         Pretending not to have come here specifically to find her, pretending to have only a stranger’s empathetic interest in her sad situation. Shenk’s tears were real, his love for her was real, just as real as his need to land this case, to sue this hospital, to turn this tragedy into something tangible. For her, for the boy, for himself. It was all true at once.

         They stood together with hands clasped, trembling, like cousins at a funeral, and for Shenk everything was true.

         “I’ll tell you, Beth,” he said. “One thing my wife used to say, don’t invent reasons to suffer. Things may turn out just fine in the end, so don’t torture yourself needlessly. Right?”

         “Sure,” she said, looking down, nodding. “Yeah. It’s just…”

         “I know. I know.”

         He looked at her and she held his eyes, and he felt in his body the sharp snap of connection.

         This would happen. That was the fact of the moment, absolutely clear and absolutely true.

         Jay Shenk had married very young and had become a widower way too soon after that, and in the years since had only dabbled, never plunged, into the anxiety-provoking and time-consuming universe of romance. He had taken a pass on all of it, the matchmaking and the speed dating and the new websites promising connection and chemistry for a monthly fee. There had been dinner dates, there had been occasional partners for the relief of the base urges, but this right here, the forging of lawyer-client bonds, was the form of relationship at which he was most practiced, and by which he felt the most rewarded. Client development was not the same as sexual pursuit, of course, but for Shenk it fell into the same category. Two human beings, strangers at first, enter into a negotiation with unspoken rules, each evaluating the other and evaluating themselves, making a thousand small calculations, and then after due consideration entering into contract. Both of them aware of what this thing is—that it is transitional, impermanent—but who nevertheless develop strong feelings toward the other that ultimately transcend the transactional origins of the relationship.

         “Jesus Christ,” said Beth, pushing tears from the corners of her eyes with her knuckles, making a wry face. “What a baby.”

         “It’s OK.”

         “I’m not a crier,” she said. “I don’t cry.”

         “It’s really OK.”

         “You’re a doll,” she said. “Tell me your name again?”

         “Jay. Jay Shenk.” He took a breath and looked at her with composure and confidence. “I’m a lawyer.”

         He held up his card by one corner. It was a brand-new card, freshly printed, and at the angle he held it, it was made so white by the sunlight that it looked like there was no writing on it. Blank and gleaming, like the business card an angel would carry. Beth took it from him and turned it end over end, felt the matte weight in her hands.

         “Personal injury,” he told her. “Slip-and-falls. Vehicle accidents. And malpractice, of course.”

         He said the magic word, malpractice, with tremendous care, as if he were delicately hanging it upon a hook in the air between them.

         There were many people who would have tossed the card on the ground, torn it in half maybe, a lot of people who no matter how thoroughly Shenk had cast his spell would be disgusted with him now, on discovering that the whole thing was a pickup scene.

         But Beth Keener said, “No shit?” She said, “A lawyer.”

         He had her, and then he lost her. There was a screech of tires, and Beth looked up, distracted. A truck had slammed to a stop in the hospital driveway, and a man was lurching out. He was a big man, sturdy and broad. Heavy boots on the asphalt, and Beth immediately calling for him: “Richie! Baby!

         “Rich!”
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         Young Ruben Shenk had a thing he did, when he was very excited, which was that he kept his narrow body as still as he possibly could. He pretended there was something fragile inside him, balanced between the bones of his rib cage, and if he moved too quickly it would fall and break. The more anticipation he had about something, the more feelings, the less he wanted anyone to see those feelings or know he was having them. He didn’t know why this was. He had always been this way, and though he was older now, a teenager, he still felt it. He felt it even more intensely, actually. Be still. Don’t move. When he was most worked up inside, he tried hardest to keep his exterior even and calm.

         Right now was definitely such a time. Definitely.

         His father’s excitement had gotten him excited. He was churned up, agitated by his curiosity about this new case.

         Not a new case. A potential new case. Do not jinx it. Do not, do not jinx it.

         They were out on the metal catwalk that overlooked the strip mall parking lot, Ruben and Jay Shenk like two sailors abreast at the rigging. Ruben took his glasses off with a precise movement and cleaned them on the sleeve of his shirt, and then slid them carefully back onto his nose. He was wearing khaki pants and his checked button-down shirt. His father hadn’t told him to dress nice. He hadn’t needed to be told.

         He looked at his dad now, and his dad smiled down at him, a big, beaming grin, and clapped him on the shoulder.

         “So glad you’re here, pal. Seriously.”

         Ruben nodded, just a tiny bit, let a smile flick on and off his face. “Me too.”

         There were only nine spaces in the parking lot, which served not only Shenk & Partners, but also Gloria’s Glorious Donuts, the ramen restaurant, the nail salon, and the massage place, which was called Happy-Go-Lucky. Seven of the nine spots were taken, and Ruben was concerned. What would happen if the new clients couldn’t park? Would they just drive away?

         Potential clients, Ruben reminded himself. Come on. Come on.

         He and his father had spent the morning together, preparing to welcome the Keeners, arranging the conference room chairs in a neat semicircle. Ruben had run down to Gloria’s for an assorted dozen and one of those temperature-stable boxes of coffee, and now everything was ready and they were just waiting, shoulder to shoulder, four hands on the railing, squinting out at Palms Boulevard, Ruben now feeling his anticipation like a small star, bright behind his heart. This was a big case, his dad had told him, potentially, a potential humdinger, so he had kept him home from school even though it was a Monday and his work-study at Shenk & Partners was supposed to be just on alternate Tuesdays between one and four o’clock.

         Ruben’s progressive private high school allowed motivated students to make arrangements for a quote-unquote “offsite work experience.” Generally speaking, this work experience wasn’t supposed to be at a family business, but Ruben’s father had paid a visit to the school to request an exception. He had planted himself in the office of the dean of students, Mr. Cabrera, and argued the point with fervency, as he argued everything: “Listen, what if all this kid wants is to be a lawyer? What if it’s all he’s ever wanted?”

         “And what if”—pausing here to laugh, to give Mr. Cabrera permission to laugh—“what if the boy’s old man just happens to be the best personal injury lawyer in LA County? What are we supposed to do—punish him?”

         Shenk had winked at Ruben on the way out to the car after that meeting, a dishy acknowledgment, just between us, that they’d gotten one over on the Man.

         But all of it was true. It was bullshit and it was true, because Jay (Ruben knew to a certainty) believed in his heart that there was no better place for his son than at his side.

         “Shenk & Partners,” just for the record, was a legal fiction. Jay Shenk had no partner and no interest in acquiring one, which he had explained to Ruben more than once. The name had a nice ring to it and it looked sharp on the website and the business cards, but Shenk & Partners was just Shenk. It was Shenk and Darla the bookkeeper, who only worked three half days a week; Shenk and Angela the cleaning lady; Shenk and Gloria Jiménez of Gloria’s Glorious Donuts, who gave them a standing 40 percent discount in exchange for occasional review of their health-department and ADA compliance.

         Most of all, Shenk & Partners was Shenk and his only child, who’d be a partner in full one day, but for now, for today, stood beside him, home from school to do some new-business development. The law was in Ruben’s blood like it was in Shenk’s, for though he was not of Shenk’s blood he was of his spirit, and Shenk’s spirit was the spirit of the law—not the law of regulation and statute book, but the law of justice and love, the law of setting wrongs to right. Ruben had a lot to learn and he would learn it.

         Shenk’s own and only boy, the good quiet child of his heart.

         “You know, they might not even show up,” Jay said—suddenly, offhandedly, cricking his neck and yawning.

         “I know,” said Ruben.

         “OK. Just so you’re not too disappointed.” Shenk smoothed his tie with exaggerated casualness, working at a spot where the fabric had gotten bunched. “People change their minds. They get cold feet. Maybe Kennerly poached them. You never know.”

         Ruben wrinkled his face at the mention of the other lawyer. Darius Kennerly was the Haman of their household. He was a blindingly white-toothed shyster whose oversize moon head adorned bus-station benches all over West LA and one gigantic billboard at Sepulveda and Pico. Shenk considered Kennerly a mercenary, a charlatan, and his archenemy.

         “Dad,” said Ruben. “They’ll be here.”

         Ruben could tell his father was nervous. His life was spent carefully tuned to the calibrations of Shenk’s voice, its pitches and pauses, its rises and falls; he could hear the distinct timbres of nervousness, excitement, aggression, and, rarest, fear. He loved especially to listen to Jay’s voice in conversation with a client, maybe a reluctant or uncertain one—to hear him talk his way around a legal matter in a way that made others feel comfortable, that drew them in and gave them courage. That’s why Ruben was so excited about today; the idea that his father wanted him here for a new-client meeting made him feel lightheaded. He would do his best. He would be ready with anything Shenk needed.

         And, depending how long the meeting stretched, he would probably miss Classical Poetry Confab, a fact that filled him with a combination of giddiness and unease. Ms. Hutchins, the World Languages teacher who ran the program, had been very clear that missing the weekly after-school meetings would mean forfeiting one’s spot on the Tournament of Poets team, and, eventually, having to withdraw from the confab altogether. Which Ruben would not have minded, because he actually preferred coming home after school, and because he didn’t even really like poetry. Ms. Hutchins was always saying how much the poems made one feel, and Ruben would read them, and read them again, and then just sit there wondering what was wrong with him, feeling nothing, staring at the dead wooden words.

         But dropping out of the club would mean letting down Ms. Hutchins—and, worse, letting down his father, because it had been on Jay’s insistence that he had signed up in the first place. This after a group of Morningstar parents, with sepia-tinged memories of their own boarding-school childhoods, had inaugurated the thrice-weekly poetry-themed after-school program, and Shenk—who on occasion would scan the weekly “Around Campus” email—said it sounded like a blast. Memorizing and declaiming from classic texts is a great way to build confidence, he’d said, that’s first of all, and also, Rubie, this is how you meet people, this is how you make new friends, which now that you’re in high school would not be the worst thing. Right?

         The truth is, Ruben had met people. He had, for example, met a sophomore girl named Annelise McTier, who had shocking red hair and shiny black boots. Ruben almost even thought there was a friendship developing between them, as when (for example) they silently rolled their eyes together at Willy Dorian’s comical stumbles through Yeats. But if today’s meeting went long—if he had to stay and help his dad—Ms. Hutchins might pull him from the tournament and maybe even eject him from the confab, which would be a shame but, also, secretly sort of a reprieve. Ruben held himself still, feeling this jumble of feelings roll over in his gut, clutching the railing till his knuckles glowed white.

         Oh God. Another car had pulled in and was parking, one of those terrible Range Rovers that took up its own space and a prohibitive slice of the next one over.

         Ruben looked at his watch. The clients—potential clients—would be here any minute. Now what? Now the lot was full.

         “The place looks really good,” said Shenk, glancing into the windows of the office, then back out on the street, back and forth. “We did a great job. It’s just a little hokey, right, the doughnuts and the paper plates, but not too hokey. Not too hokey, not too professional.”

         “Totally,” said Ruben. He had heard this speech before, this riff. He could have given it back to his father; he could have said it a half step ahead, like a parishioner singing along to the hymn.

         Oh good. There. Two ladies had emerged from the nail salon and were hugging goodbye, meaning leaving separately, meaning—yes—two new spaces were opening up.

         “But see, that’s what people want. They don’t want to walk into an office with all the tinted glass, the mahogany tables, and all the—you know.”

         “The fancy furniture,” murmured Ruben.

         “Exactly!” said Shenk, as if Ruben weren’t just saying what he’d heard Shenk say a million times. “All the fancy furniture and that stuff. What people need is a fighter. An underdog.”

         Ruben nodded solemnly. “I know, Dad.”

         “You’re the best, my boy.” And he bent down now, and clasped his son by the cheeks. Ruben blushed but did not pull away. “You’re the absolute best.”

         Ruben grinned. “Thanks, Dad.” He rubbed his cheeks where his father had squeezed them and turned away, smiling.

         “So,” said Shenk again, absolutely offhand, out of nowhere. “OK. So when they get here…”

         “Yes?”

         “We say hello, we introduce ourselves.”

         “Yes.”

         “We offer them coffee, doughnuts, et cetera.”

         “Obviously.”

         “Obviously.” A Shenk grin. A Shenk wink. “Then I will usher the Keeners into my office. You stay outside.”

         “Oh.” Ruben blinked. “OK.”

         “Because I need you, Kemosabe—this is key—I need you to keep an eye on the kid.”

         “The kid?” Ruben was confused. The kid was surely still at the hospital. If the kid was well enough to come to the meeting, then this case wasn’t nearly as serious as he had understood.

         “The sister, I mean. Not the kid. The little sister. You hang out with the little sister while me and Mom and Dad get into it.”

         “Oh,” said Ruben. “I see.”

         And he did. He saw. This was how it was with Jay: the truth sometimes came in late, and unannounced. He hadn’t wanted Ruben here to participate in the meeting, but to allow for it. Of course. The Keeners could hardly discuss a complex civil litigation, relating to the debilitating condition of their elder child, in the presence of their younger. So Ruben’s role was not to sit in on the client meeting, but to occupy the kid in the meantime. To babysit, in other words.

         “I told you, buddy,” said Shenk. “I need you on this.”

         “Of course, Dad.”

         Ruben looked out at the parking lot. He bit his lower lip with his upper teeth, thinking sadly of Poetry Confab, thinking for one longing instant of Annelise McTier, of the red hair and black boots. But this was fine. It was good. He could do this. In a law office, everybody had their role to play.

         “Hey, hey,” said Jay. “Here they come!” He squeezed his son’s hand, just a bit too hard. Ruben smiled, tilted his face toward his father’s happiness.

         The vehicle navigating into the parking lot was a white pickup truck: enormous tires, mud spattered around the wheel wells. In the driver’s seat, a big man with a thick beard and aviator shades; riding shotgun, a short woman with round sunglasses; a little girl sandwiched between them.

         “You ready?”

         Ruben nodded. “Ready.”

         This was mid-November. California in the autumn, seventy degrees and bright and blue, right at the beginning of it all. Ruben Shenk was fourteen years old. A freshman in high school—the same as Wesley Keener.

         2.

         “All right, man,” said Richard. Before sitting down, he emptied his pockets—thick black wallet and chunky flip phone and the keys to his truck—and tossed it all onto Jay’s conference table. “Let’s hear it.”

         “Jesus, Rich,” said Beth. She was still over at the side table, where Shenk had set up the doughnuts and coffee, pouring a cup for herself and one for him. “Maybe wait a second?”

         “What for?”

         Richard sat back and crossed his heavy arms over his chest and looked coolly at Jay, as closed off and unyielding as a sealed tomb. His aviators were pushed up over his brow. His hair was thick and dark, and he wore a longish and unkempt beard. “We’re here. Let’s do it.”

         “Well,” said Shenk, and took a breath. How does one start? One starts with gentle words of welcome, with expressions of condolence and sensitive inquiries about the current condition of the afflicted family member. Delicately asking if there had been any change.

         You moved from there to the outlines of a plan, a process, but only in general—hey, here’s how these things usually work—until slowly but surely you downshifted into the particulars of this case. But Wesley’s father was not going to sit still for all that. He sat there glaring, nostrils flaring slightly, waiting to be impressed.

         “You should hire me because I’m very good at what I do,” said Shenk, keeping his face solemn, thrusting out his chin. “And because when you hire me you get me, not some associate, twenty years old, still learning how to write a brief. Me. You need me, I’m available. You call me, I call back.”

         Shenk moved his gaze back and forth between Rich and Beth, who was now placing a powdered doughnut on a paper plate in front of her husband, setting down the coffees.

         “Number two is, you’ll pardon the expression, I don’t fuck around. I work hard, I move fast, and I win. Once I have the details I need from you folks, we can have our notice to file in on the hospital by the end of the week. Not next week. This week.”

         That was enough for starters. Shenk left it there.

         He spared them, for now, all the gory details of a multiparty medical malpractice lawsuit. How they would be suing to recover three different forms of damages: for pain and suffering, for medical costs, and for future medical care. How the suit would target not just the hospital, but the neurosurgeon who performed the surgery to relieve Wesley’s subdural hematoma, a big shot named Dr. Thomas Angelo Catanzaro, as well as anyone else from the hospital staff who was implicated as discovery got underway, potentially including surgical nurses, ER staff, radiologists, and so on. How ultimately, when an appropriate settlement was reached, they would be recovering damages not from the doctors and nurses nor even from the hospital, but from the insurance company that stood behind them.

         There would be plenty of time to explain everything, Shenk figured. If they got that far.

         Rich was looking sourly at Jay. “Honestly, man?” he said. “That’s all well and good. But it’s a question of trust. Why should we trust you?”

         “Fuck’s sake. Rich. Come on.” Beth reached over and flicked him with the side of her hand, an irritated swat on his hairy forearm. “Eat your doughnut.” Then, to Jay, she said, “I’m sorry. My husband is not in a great place.”

         “Of course not,” said Shenk. “Of course. Although. Having said that…it’s a fair question. Why should you trust me?”

         This, Shenk understood, was the question of the day. This was not a meeting about legal tactics or money or medical details. Beth Keener he’d had from go, from the moment they laid eyes on each other in the lobby of Valley Village, two souls thrown together by fate. Beth was his. But Rich’s trust would have to be earned. Rich the set builder, the union carpenter: this was a man of materials, of wood and metal and beams, a man accustomed to relying only on things he made with his own hands.
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