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For Tom, Guy, and the great JL.

Dammit, fellas.






CHAPTER ONE

I’ve had the dream for as long as I can remember. I’m perched on a dizzying edge, staring at the ground far below. It’s twilight: not quite dark, but nothing is distinct. I have to jump because it’s the only way to get where I’m going and I absolutely have to get there. But when I step off, into the empty air, will I be able to control the fall? My heart pounds. A flash of ice races up my spine.

I step.

And that weightless second after I do, that moment when the question’s still unanswered—that’s why I do it, every time. Yes, I need to get there, wherever there is. But I know as I’m doing it that need is not the reason.

That dream’s not, and never has been, a nightmare.



It was the same now. That moment on the edge. But not quite the same: I was awake and could’ve backed out of this one. There was another way to get down. Like in the dreams, I couldn’t make out what was below, but not because it was dark. The July morning was bright, the sky was a glorious blue, and the ground was far, far away, at the bottom of two and a half miles of empty air. And there wasn’t anywhere I needed to get to. I could’ve chosen not to step out of the open airplane door.

Except my brother pushed me.

Technically, he didn’t push. We were attached, me in front, sitting with our legs dangling out of the plane, and he jumped. But just before he did, I was about to. He pushed but I’d have pulled. I wanted that moment. And I got it.

Weightless, wind rushing, blue around, sun flashing, green below, that giddy moment lasting and lasting and stretching on, way longer than the dream, until a sudden tug and then silence, no rushing, just floating, down, sideways, sailing along above an abstract of greens and browns that slowly resolved into buildings, roads, fields. A truck, some cars, a Quonset hut. A dust cloud above a dirt strip.

“Now,” I heard in my ear.

Laughing, I tucked up my knees.

Elliott stuck the landing.

He was the skydiver, after all.



Back in the hut I was still laughing as I asked, “Can we go again?”

“Not today.” Elliott grinned as he slipped his glasses back on. “I knew you’d love it.”

“Don’t tell Ma you took me.”

“She’ll know anyhow.” He folded and tagged the parachute, the harnesses. He was right. My brothers and I have spent a lot of time over our lives trying to hide things from our mother. It rarely works.

Elliott passed the gear across the counter to a bearded, muscled guy who, I imagined, was just waiting for his shift to end so he could go jump.

“So when can—” I stopped as Elliott’s phone played “Confusionality” by Doctor Django and his Nurses. He checked the screen and answered, stepping away. I strolled around the room, looking over the photos of shrieking free-fallers, floating formations, and a set of flyers in wingsuits. How had I waited this long to take Elliott up on his offer to join in?

My brother slipped his phone back into his cargo shorts and turned. I was about to repeat my half-asked question when he cut me off with one of his own.

“You know a good criminal lawyer?”






CHAPTER TWO

My brother needs a lawyer,” I told Bill over the phone from the skydiving hut.

“Your brother is a lawyer. Unless it’s a different brother, in which case his brother is a lawyer.”

“It’s Elliott, he needs a criminal lawyer, and it’s for a friend.”

“That’s what they all say. What happened?”

“The friend was found at the hospital in the company of a dead body.”

“Did he make it dead?”

“No.”

“That’s what they all say. New York City? Long Island, upstate, New Jersey?”

“That’s as far as your reach extends?”

“God no. You need Nebraska? The Leeward Islands?”

“Just testing. Manhattan.”

“The guy’s in custody?”

“Yes, and he’d rather not be.”

“That’s what they all say.”



Bill called me back five minutes later. By then Elliot and I were in his car drinking tea as he zoomed us out of the Sussex County airport and raced toward the George Washington Bridge. Drinking tea, that’s what the Chin family does when we’re stressed. Also, when we’re calm. Or hungry, stuffed, happy, sad, sleepy, or wide awake.

“Leo can’t do it himself,” Bill reported. “But he has a bad-tempered young woman with a chip on her shoulder he recommends.”

Leo would be Leo Kirschenbaum, Bill’s longtime attorney. Any recommendation of his was worth taking. “Sounds lovely.”

“Not according to Leo. But she may be what your guy needs.” He gave me the details.

“Juanita Cohen,” I told Elliott, putting down my phone and picking up his. He raised an eyebrow at the mismatched name but said nothing. “You want me to call her?”

“Yes, thanks, and put it on speaker.”

I tapped in his password. My brothers and I all know each other’s, and our mother’s, too. Hers is “phone.”

“Cohen.” A woman’s voice, sounding harried, growled out of Elliott’s sound system after three rings. “Talk loud, I’m on the street.”

“Hi, Ms. Cohen. This is Dr. Elliott Chin. I’m calling because—”

“Because some asshole got himself arrested because he was stupid enough to sit beside a body waiting for the police to show up. That you?”

“Not me—”

“No, I mean, that’s the case and you’re paying the bills? Leo told me.”

“For now.”

“All I need. What’s his name and where is he?”

“Jordy Kazarian. Manhattan Detention Center.”

“I’ll call you when I’ve seen him.” Cohen was gone.

“Wow,” Elliott said. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard anyone slam down a cell phone before.” A horn blared as a blue BMW roared past us. “Sorry.” He slowed the car down. “I guess I’m a little upset. About Jordy. I’m driving like a maniac.”

“Elliott? You always drive like a maniac. And that guy was just trying to prove his gas Beemer can beat your electric Porsche. You may be upset about your friend Jordy but it’s also just barely possible you’re upset because someone got murdered at your hospital.”

“Well, but… I mean, people die in the ER all the time. It’s been a long time since I’ve been upset about a patient dying.”

I doubted that but didn’t say so. “Murdered is different and this wasn’t a patient. She was a nurse, a colleague. Did you know her?”

“Sophia Scott. We’d met. We ran into each other every now and then. But I didn’t really know her.”

“And how come, if she was killed yesterday, you didn’t know about it until now? I’d think murdered is different enough that the news would burn up the wires.”

“It will now. Jordy says Admin put a clamp on it. I guess they were able to keep it on until the arrest. You can see why they did it—not the kind of thing you want people to know happens in your hospital.” He was silent for a few moments, then said, “I feel like…” He trailed off.

“Like you should have been able to do something? Like you always feel? Elliott, you barely knew her and you weren’t there. And why am I even saying that? I can’t talk you out of feeling that way. So tell me this—who’s Jordy, why does him getting busted upset you, and why were you the guy he called?”

For a minute, Elliott didn’t answer. He acted like he was concentrating on his driving, but he drives like he runs the ER at River Valley Downstate Medical Center: fast, smooth, on the edge but never rattled, no matter how big, wild, or dire the situation. By long-trained, finely honed, and by now deeply trusted instinct. I gave him time. It wasn’t the road he was thinking about, or a jerk in a Beemer that was bothering him.

“Jordy’s a diener. At the hospital,” he finally said.

“What’s a diener?”

“Morgue assistant. Prepares patients for autopsies, maintains the equipment, things like that.”

“You still call them patients when they’re dead?”

He glanced over at me. “Why not?”

“Because it’s kind of weird. To us living patients. So why’d he call you? Instead of his family or something?”

“His mother was the only person in his family who’d have anything to do with him. She’s gone now. No point in calling his father, I guarantee.”

“How do you know?”

“He’s River Valley’s chief of medicine.”

“Oddly cozy, both of them at the same hospital. So you know him?”

“Too well. There’s another one, too, Jordy’s brother. Also a doctor.”

“Yet Jordy called you.”

Elliott looked almost embarrassed. “I saved Jordy’s life once.”

“Oh no. Seriously, bro? So now you’re supposed to be responsible for him forever?”

“No, it’s not like that. It’s just, he thinks I know what to do in situations. He comes to me for advice. That kind of thing.”

“Ah. Situations.” I nodded sagely, which was lost on Elliott because he was watching the road. “Like you’re, I don’t know, some kind of older brother?”

I have four older brothers, but only the oldest two—Ted and Elliott—ever really acted like older brothers. The next brother down from them, Andrew, has always been my buddy. As kids he was my partner in whatever childhood crimes we got up to. Our mother disapproved of our carrying on but we constantly cracked our father up, and at least when we got grounded it was together. The brother closest in age to me is Tim, and from the day I was born he thought it was his job to boss me around and make me as boring as he was.

After our father died when I was thirteen, Ted, as the eldest, did his best, but he was born the absent-minded professor he is, professionally, today. Elliott, by contrast, was always there, present, paying attention. Helping out. It was Elliott who tried, whenever he could, to accompany Ma to my school plays and track meets, Elliott who vetted my boyfriends—and also Elliott who made sure I understood birth control.

Becoming a doctor, I’ve always suspected, was Elliott’s way of being an older brother to the world.

“How did you save Jordy’s life?” I asked now. “I mean, actually or metaphorically?”

“Actually. The first time I met him was about five years ago when he turned up in the ER, OD’d on a drug cocktail. At one point his heart stopped. I got him going again.”

“God, Elliott, just like that guy’s daughter last spring. Have you thought about starting a religion? At least a website. Rise from the Dead dot com.”

My brother threw me a quick glance. “It happens in the ER every day, Lyd. People flatline, we bring them back. It’s in the playbook.”

“Yeah, well, seeing your brother’s face plastered all over the news doesn’t happen every day. Or your son’s. Ma was so unbearable about you Tim got jealous.”

Elliott flushed. “That guy” last spring had been one of the glitterati, a private equity king named Seymour Larson. Met Gala, City Ballet Ball, Landmarks Conservancy Board. Giant yacht, private jet, fleet of Bentleys. Endowed chair here, library wing there, concert hall somewhere else. Wherever A-listers were found and photographed for the rest of us to envy you’d see Larson, smiling, holding a drink, light bouncing off his pale bald head. His glamorous wife would be standing beside him, and somewhere in the young-people part of the glitzy crowd would be his dazzling daughter. Beautiful people leading their best lives.

Until the daughter, Hartley, was delivered by screaming ambulance to Elliott’s ER with her skin turning blue and vomit all over her Paolina Russo shantung blouse.

When you save the life of a celebrity you become one yourself. This happens especially if the celebrity’s dad, far from trying to hush the whole thing up, gives interviews praising the ER staff and Dr. Chin in particular while he decries bloodsucking drug dealers who prey on young people whose judgment is still poor. The papers, news sites, and local TV all had the story, and they all had photos of Elliott: in stained hospital scrubs in the ER, in action; in a clean white coat over the stained scrubs outside the ER, with Larson; and in a suit and tie in the fancy river-view conference room at the top of the hospital’s administration tower, between Larson and Elizabeth Gordon-Platt. Gordon-Platt was chief administrator of the hospital, the widow of a former parks commissioner, and a member of Seymour Larson’s social circle.

Hartley, after she was released from River Valley, was shipped off to rehab, Do Not Pass Go.

The police commissioner announced a new war on drugs.

Larson, in each photo, managed to look both jubilant and grateful. Gordon-Platt, in the one in the panorama conference room, smiled like a cat who’d eaten a whole cage full of canaries and had just been told there were more.

Elliott, in all those photos, looked uncomfortable and impatient. His fifteen minutes of fame deeply embarrassed him, in no small part because of the relentless teasing of his brothers and sister and the ceaseless crowing of his mother. And here I was starting up again. Why, shame on me. I moved on.

“So Jordy’s a user?”

“Not anymore,” Elliott said, with what I hoped was gratitude for my forbearance but was probably more like the relief you feel when a mosquito you haven’t been able to swat finally flies away. “He was self-medicating against the trauma of being in med school.”

“Remembering you in med school, I’m not surprised. But morgue assistants have to go to med school?”

“No. Jordy thought he did, though. He was on the way to becoming a doctor. He hated it but he’s from a family of doctors—grandfather, father, older brother—so it never occurred to him he had a choice.”

“Not his mom?”

“She was a social worker. Jordy says she put his dad through med school, then they broke up.”

“You mean then he ditched her because he didn’t need her anymore.”

Elliott looked over at me, then back to the road. “I wasn’t there.”

“Jumping to conclusions, guilty as charged, but seriously, I’ll bet you dinner his second wife’s young, blonde, and curvy.”

“How do you know there’s a second wife?”

“There always is. Anyway, Jordy. When did he drop out of med school?”

“After his OD. He said what happened in the ER was like a wake-up call.”

“A wake-up-the-dead call.”

“He said being dead and coming back made him think the dead might be more interesting than the living. He quit school and applied for diener jobs. River Valley offered him a job right away, because he was already overqualified. I think they thought DeBreng—Jordy’s dad—would be happy.”

“But not?”

“He was mortified. But what’s he going to say, ‘Fire my son, he’s a loser’?”

“And they took Jordy even though he had a drug problem?”

“One of the drugs he’d taken he had a scrip for,” Elliott said.

I looked over at my brother. “And that was the one you put in the record?”

“I had no way to be sure what else he’d taken. He was only guessing, himself. The one with the scrip could easily have been the one that almost killed him. Anyone can forget if they took their meds and double dose. People make mistakes all the time.”

They sure do, I thought. I looked out the window to see a blue BMW getting a ticket at the side of the road.



Back in New York, Elliott dropped me on the west side and headed home across Central Park. I was still buzzing from the jump so I subwayed to the dojo on White Street to work off some adrenaline. An hour and a half later, after I’d helped lead a beginners’ class through some basic moves and served as sparring partner for some more advanced students and then worked on some combinations of my own, I hit the showers. I came out feeling ready to take on the world. When I checked my phone, I found a text from Bill: CALL ME.

“Hey,” I said, following instructions. “What’s up?”

“You were. I forgot to ask before, how was the jump?”

“Oh my God, it was amazing! You should come with me next time.”

“The Navy offered me that opportunity. You’re harder to resist than Uncle Sam, but marshalling all my willpower, I still say no.”

“You don’t know what you’re missing.” I slipped into my George Takei T-shirt.

“You missed something, too. Between when I talked to you and now, I got an interesting phone call. A lawyer wants us to work on a case.”

“Well, great, but I’m waiting for the interesting part. Isn’t that pretty much what we do?”

“We haven’t worked for this lawyer before. It’s Juanita Cohen.”

I stopped, one high-top in hand. “You’re kidding. It’s not the case I called you about? My brother’s friend the diener?”

“The guy’s a diener?”

“You know what that is?”

“Of course. That makes it even more interesting. Yes, that case. Cohen called Leo to recommend a PI and he suggested us.”

“Is that some kind of conflict of interest?”

“Only if Leo’s getting kickbacks. Which of course he’s not because that’s illegal.”

“Oh. Bet he gets some nice whiskey at Christmas, though.”

“Brandy, and Hanukkah. Meeting at one thirty. You want to come?”

“You bet. Where?”

“Your office.”






CHAPTER THREE

My office, because Bill doesn’t have one and Juanita Cohen’s law firm was small and some other meeting was going on at their place.

“What if I’d said no?” I asked. “Like if I had some other case I was working?”

“Working on a case I don’t know about? Cheating on me? I’d have been heartbroken and I’d have met them at Shorty’s.”

Shorty’s Bar, downstairs from Bill’s apartment on Laight Street. He does occasionally meet clients there, but mostly not for the first time.

But I didn’t have any other cases, and I was intrigued. At two o’clock, in brown slacks, a blazer, and a sedate tan linen blouse, I was ready to welcome Bill, Juanita Cohen, and Jordy Kazarian to my office in the back room of the Golden Adventure Travel Agency on Canal Street.

I’d organized two extra chairs from the travel ladies and I had the hot water ready for tea or coffee. As arranged, Bill, in his usual black jeans, T-shirt, and denim jacket, met the clients outside. This would preclude them from having to find my doorbell, which is numbered but not named. It saves a lot of face in Chinatown for anyone who’s spotted in this doorway to be able to say they were looking for a price on a Yangtze River cruise.

Bill knocked and opened my office door, standing aside for Cohen and Kazarian. Both of them glanced around as they entered, taking in my scroll paintings, my license, and my wheezing air conditioner in the single barred window that looks onto the air shaft. I took the opportunity to size them up, too. Cohen was about my height, meaning an inch or two above five feet, thin, with her wiry dark hair clipped back from her face but escaping in tendrils. She carried a battered briefcase, wore a slack suit, a white shirt, and no makeup. My brother Andrew, ever the fashionisto, would have been mildly dismayed to see that with her gray suit her Oxfords were brown.

Jordy Kazarian was taller, maybe five nine or ten, with a red-cheeked round face, curly dark hair, and a bouncy step. Jeans, navy sweatshirt, Converses. Cohen, according to the research I’d done while I waited, was thirty-one. She looked ten years younger. Kazarian, who was twenty-six, just looked ten.

Kazarian nodded with satisfaction. “I like it. If you can’t solve someone’s case you can just shoo them over to the travel agency and help them disappear. Efficient use of resources. Hi, I’m Jordy. The client.” He’d already met Bill outside; now he stuck out his hand to me.

“No, Jordy,” Cohen said, also offering her hand. “I’m the client. You’re mine, I’m theirs. Juanita Cohen. You’re Lydia Chin.”

I nodded in answer to this non-question and said, “Elliott Chin’s sister. Before you ask.”

“Oh, I know. Not questioning Leo’s recommendations, but I looked you up.”

“Due diligence.” Jordy grinned at her. “See why I like you?”

“Told you that doesn’t matter.”

“Told you it couldn’t hurt.”

I offered coffee or tea. Coffee for everyone but me. I had decent coffee in the office because Bill brought it, just like I left tea at his apartment. I spooned some into the large French press—he brought that, too, and a small one for when it’s just him—while Cohen and Jordy took seats across from me. Bill sat in his regular chair beside my desk.

“Leo says you’re good,” Cohen said.

Bill said, “He said that about you, too.”

“And you guys are partners?”

Bill nodded.

“So I’d be hiring both of you.” Her dark eyes assessed me.

“Yup,” Bill said.

“Is that a conflict of interest?” I asked. It seemed to be the question of the day. “If Elliott’s paying your bill, and you’re paying mine?”

“He’s not,” said Jordy. “Dr. Chin guaranteed he’d pay so I’d get a lawyer, I mean not Legal Aid, because he didn’t know if I had enough money. I talked to him just now. But I do have enough and I’m paying.”

“And it wouldn’t have been a conflict of interest,” said Cohen. With the first hint of a smile I’d seen from her, she added, “Though it might have been interesting.”

I poured the coffee and handed her the Hamilton mug. I put milk from the tiny fridge and a bowl of sugar packets on the desk and gave Jordy and Bill their coffees—the Doctor Who mug for Jordy, the Staten Island Ferry one for Bill. I sat with my jasmine tea in a bamboo-painted cup as Cohen said, “Okay, here’s where we are. Jordy’s out on an ROR—”

“Released on my own recognizance,” Jordy filled in.

“I think they know that,” Cohen said. “At least I hope so.”

“We do,” Bill affirmed.

“I got the charge knocked down to trespassing. But that might not last. We want to know what happened before he’s re-arrested.”

“I’d like to know what happened in the first place,” I said. “You were arrested on a homicide charge in the company of a dead body and now they’re calling it trespassing?”

“I—” said Jordy.

“No.” Cohen stopped him. “We need a contract. Anything you say, if they’re not working for me, they can be questioned on.”

“Wouldn’t it just be hearsay?” Jordy asked.

“Wouldn’t stand up in court but one way or another it could come back to bite us. You have a standard contract?” She looked from Bill to me.

I glanced at Bill to make sure he wanted to go ahead with this. He nodded, so I pulled a contract out of the drawer in my desk. We all sat in silence as Cohen read through it with Jordy peering over her shoulder. She nodded a couple of times, crossed things out, filled other things in. When she got to the signature line, she looked up. “You’re as good as Leo says, right?”

“Are you?”

Now she did smile. “From my experience,” she said, “Leo doesn’t exaggerate.”

She signed, Bill and I read, initialed her cross-outs, and signed while she was filling in and signing a second copy. Then we signed that.

“Now?” Jordy asked his lawyer, stretching out the syllable.

“Now.”

“Cool. So”—he turned to me and Bill—“you know I’m a diener at River Valley Downstate? You know what that is, a diener?” We both nodded. “Does it creep you out?”

“Not relevant, Jordy,” Cohen said.

“Just wondering.” He grinned.

“The meter’s running,” she said. “Theirs and mine.”

“Okay, okay. So,” he picked up his story, “I was working two shifts yesterday. Middle of the second one I was kind of tired and we had nothing going on in the morgue, so I went to the nap room.”

“The hospital has a room for that?” I asked.

“Officially? No, no, no. That would be admitting people need naps when we work double or triple shifts. That would be admitting we work double and triple shifts regularly, not on any BS emergency basis. That would be admitting staffing levels are too low. That’s the quiet part—once they say it out loud, my gawd, the public might find out! People would choose other hospitals! Which are just the same but they don’t know that. Or we might go out on strike! Staffing and paychecks and health care, oh no! That’s exactly what’s going on with the nurses right now, you know. If they get what they’re negotiating for—oh, the dominoes! Management is quaking in its Ferragamos.”

“You a union organizer?” Bill asked.

“Nah, just a rank-and-file member. Eleven ninety-nine,” Jordy said.

“What’s that mean?” I asked.

“Non-professional staffers’ union. Everyone but nurses, doctors, and management,” Jordy said. “And while we’re talking about doctors, your brother was one of only four doctors with enough balls to sign a letter in support of the nurses.” He grinned. “The other three with balls are women.”

Cohen broke in. “Hey, can we stick to the point? Vote union, rah rah, but we’re not here to do labor law.” She flashed him the kind of look that when it came from my mother used to make me point at Tim and say, He started it.

“Yeah, okay,” said Jordy cheerfully. “Where were we? Ah! So no, it’s not an official nap room. But everyone knows. It’s in the east basement.” He added that last bit as though it clarified things.

“East basement?” Bill asked.

“Closed. Kaput. Off-limits. Eight years ago, in that hurricane? Most of the east basement flooded. Before my time but, oy, what a mess! It could flood again, especially with the river rising—you know, climate change, end of the world, that stuff—and the hospital has plenty of basement, acres of it. So that area’s shut down.”

“But you nap there?” I asked. “Isn’t it all, I don’t know, moldy and stinky? I mean, because of the flood?”

“The flood didn’t hit quite all of it. There’s a part that didn’t flood but it would’ve been too hard to section it off, and no reason to. They just shut it all down.”

“Oh. So that part, that’s where the nap room is?”

“Staff and management seem to have different ideas about what ‘shut down’ means,” said Cohen. “That’s the ‘trespassing.’ ”

“So why the original homicide charge, and why drop it?” I asked.

“They rushed it. The evidence is all circumstantial. Jordy was there, she OD’d, he used to be a user, they think he knew her, so on. And the only prints on the syringe were his.”

“I pulled it out, for God’s sake. And she was wearing gloves.”

“Shooting up, but wearing gloves?” I asked.

“Old sterile habits die hard.”

I looked at Bill. He said, “I guess maybe. Did you actually know her?”

“No. But they don’t believe me and how can I prove it?”

Cohen said, “We were lucky enough to get a judge who thinks upstanding citizens with regular employment shouldn’t have to sit in jail on circumstantial evidence. But the police are looking for more and I’m pretty sure they’re going to re-arrest him as soon as they think they have it.” She gave us a tight-lipped smile. “The detective is pissed off.”

I jotted down some notes while Jordy slurped his coffee. “Go ahead,” I said to him.

“So I was napping,” he went on, “and I woke up, got myself together to go back to work, opened the door, and there she was, this nurse on the floor in the hall with a syringe in her arm.”

“All right,” Bill said, “we need to be really detailed here. First, were you on anything? Something to keep you awake through a double shift? Something to help you sleep?”

“Not me. A drug-free diener I am, I am. Dr. Chin told you how we met? That was the old me. No more of that, just natural highs. Except this.” He lifted his mug. “I do live on this. This, fyi, is way better than the sludge we make in the morgue.”

I wasn’t sure how I felt about that compliment, and I was sure I didn’t want to know how or where they made their sludge in the morgue.

“So you weren’t high,” Bill said. “What woke you?”

“You mean, a noise or something? I don’t know.”

“Had you set an alarm?”

“No. I had my phone. If they needed me, they’d call. But they didn’t. Not sure why I woke.”

“How long had you been there?” I asked.

“About an hour.”

“So you woke up and…”

“Got myself together, opened the door to leave, and there she was.”

“Where?”

“A few feet to the right of the door.”

“How did you know she was a nurse?” Bill asked.

“She was in uniform. Nurses green, orderlies purple, security blue, techs gray. Supervisors pink, serves them right.”

“And you’re sure you didn’t know her?”

“Totally. Down where I work, we don’t see the medical staff much. Once a patient gets to us, they’re beyond all that.”

“But that’s a theory of the other side,” Cohen said. “That they not only knew each other, maybe they were having an affair and Jordy killed her. Or at least, he was helping her shoot up and then, when she OD’d, he panicked, shoved her out of the room, but then decided he’d better play innocent, so he called the cops.”

“Which is nuts on many levels. For one thing, besides not knowing her,” Jordy said, “I bat for the other team.” He waggled his eyebrows. “If I was ever curious about that side of the river, I’d start with someone I actually knew and liked. Also, that’s the nap room. Strict rules against it.”

“Whose rules?”

“Everyone’s.” He shrugged, drained his coffee. “Hookup room’s down the hall.”






CHAPTER FOUR

There’s an official hookup room.” I didn’t ask it as a question, just to verify that I’d heard correctly what Jordy Kazarian had said.

“Well, again, not official-official.” Jordy set his empty mug on my desk.

“But everyone knows.”

“There’s a sign-up sheet.”

Bill nodded thoughtfully, as though approving of the reasonableness of that.

“Somehow,” I said, “I’m thinking the State won’t be impressed with an ‘of course we weren’t hooking up, it’s against the rules in the nap room’ defense.”

“You can count on it,” Cohen said. “Or the ‘I’m gay, she’s not my type’ one, either.”

“Okay,” said Bill, “so you woke up, went out to the hall, and there she was. You didn’t know her and you saw the syringe still in her arm. Then what?”

“I pulled it out but I could see she was too still. When you’re unconscious your eyelids flutter, your veins and arteries pulse, your chest moves no matter how shallow your breathing is. Tiny things, but I spend my days with dead people. I recognized her. She was one of mine.”

“What did you do?”

“I felt for her carotid in case I was wrong. She was warm but there was nothing.”

“You touched the body?”

“I touched a sleeping woman to make sure she was a body.” He folded his hands calmly.

“See if,” Cohen corrected. “When you talk to anyone, the police or anyone, say ‘see if.’ Not ‘make sure.’ ”

“Ah. Gotcha. She’s subtle, huh?” He pointed his thumb at Cohen. “So when I saw she was, dead I mean, I called Security, and then 911.”

“All right,” I said. “Tell us who she was and what killed her.”

“Her name was Sophia Scott,” Cohen answered. “She died of an overdose, fentanyl and heroin, but she wasn’t a known user and the whole setup was odd.”

“Odd, how?”

“She was—”

The street doorbell buzzed. Everyone turned with me as I checked the video screen. It showed a large man leaning his fist on the doorframe and scowling right into the camera.

“Oh, my sweet Aunt Fanny,” breathed Jordy. “It’s my father.”

As the scowling man pulled back, we could see another man behind who’d been eclipsed by him. “Oh, double no,” Jordy said. “And my brother.”

I exchanged a glance with Bill as the man on the video screen jabbed the doorbell again. Dark-haired, square-jawed, he wore a navy suit, white shirt, and navy tie, all of which nicely set off the crimson glow of anger in his cheeks. The other fellow was dressed in a similar getup except his tie was a paler blue. From what I could see of his face he was also scowling.

“What should I do?” I asked Jordy. “You want me to let them in?”

The man jammed the buzzer again and yelled into the speaker. I hadn’t pressed the “listen” button, so his words were silent but his intention was clear.

“We can pretend no one’s here,” said Jordy. “We could all hide under the desk.”

“I’ll go out and suggest they go away.” Bill stood.

Jordy sighed as the man on the screen took out his cell phone. “It’s not worth it,” he said. “He’ll just—”

My phone rang. I answered and put it on speaker.

“This is Dr. Irwin DeBreng and I know you have my son in there.” His voice barked into the air; he made no mention of the other son, whom he had out there. I turned the speaker volume down. “If he doesn’t come out in sixty seconds I’ll consider it a hostage situation and call the police. I’m—”

“Jesus Christ, Dad!” Jordy leaned over to my phone. “Such a drama queen. You’re scaring the neighbors. Just come in.” He looked at me. I buzzed the door open.

Bill went into the hall to beckon to DeBreng and DeBreng so they wouldn’t burst in the first door they saw and terrorize the travel ladies. DeBreng the Elder pushed past Bill into my office. He looked even bigger—and madder, and sweatier—than he had on the screen. DeBreng the Younger also wore a perspiration sheen, and a look that said he had far better things to do this fine summer morning than hang out in a barely cool backroom office on the low-rent end of Canal Street. Gazing at him, I was astonished at how alike he and Jordy were: curly hair (his cropped tightly, like an angry black halo), blue eyes (darker than Jordy’s), high round cheekbones (glowing scarlet), dimpled chin (deeper than Jordy’s). His sullen expression, though, pretty much differentiated the two of them into tragedy and comedy.

DeBreng Senior glanced around, located his errant son, and said, “Come on, Jordan, let’s go.”

“Not going,” said Jordy.

DeBreng Junior shot his brother a look that darkened the whole room. Senior had already turned to leave. He frowned as though what he’d heard made no sense. Turning back, he scanned the room again, seeming to register the rest of us for the first time. “Who are you people?” With a scowl he jabbed a finger. “You’re the lawyer. Juanita Cohen.” He put verbal quotes around “lawyer” and spoke with a sneer, as though the mismatched nature of Cohen’s name made it, and her, clearly not serious. “Your office told me where to find you. But they didn’t say who you were. Who’re you?” The finger went back and forth between me and Bill.

I stood and said, “I’m Lydia Chin. This is my partner, Bill Smith, and this is my office. Would you gentlemen like coffee?”

“No. Who are you? What kind of office? Why is Jordan here?”

“Jordy’s my client,” said Cohen, in the strained tones of someone doing her best to control an explosive temper. That might have been reality, or it might have been a courtroom trick. “Chin and Smith are private investigators. They work for me.”

“Private—oh, what bullshit! What the hell do you need private investigators for, Jordan?” He suddenly swung on me. “Chin? You’re not—”

“I am. Elliott Chin’s sister.”

DeBreng ground his teeth. “For crap’s sake! That’s a conflict of interest. Jordan—”

“Dad? You’re the doctors.” His finger also went back and forth, from father to brother. “She’s the lawyer.” He pointed at Cohen. “And she says it’s not.”

“Then she’s a crappy lawyer. You need a real one. I called Frank Maxwell. Let’s go.”

Jordy let out a theatrical sigh. “Oh, Dad, I know you hate it, but you’re not in charge here. I have a real lawyer. A criminal defense lawyer, not your golf buddy. My criminal defense lawyer says I need private investigators. These are private investigators. So we’re here. And you’re leaving.”

“Oh, Jordy, for God’s sake,” said his brother. His voice, which we were hearing for the first time, was surprisingly deep and unsurprisingly exasperated. “Would you knock off the playground heroics? You didn’t play hooky from school. You killed—you got arrested for killing someone.”

Jordy broke into a glowing grin, as though what he’d just heard was hilarious. “Thought so! Wow, that’s family for you. You both think I did it, right? Right, Dad? Frank Maxwell’s going to tell me to take a plea, isn’t that the plan? So I can go to prison, out of sight, out of mind, and you can go back to rising through the medical world super-strata and pulling Brad behind you.”

Junior said, “Oh, fuck you!” He might have gone on but Senior was sputtering.

“What the—you can’t—” Senior managed to get out.

“Talk to you like that? I know. You’ve told me many times. Now please, would you go? The meter’s running.”

“The—” DeBreng Senior took a few deep breaths. In a calmer voice he said, “Jordan, please, for once in your life don’t be a goddamn idiot. I’m trying to help you. This isn’t some high school graffiti escapade or another dumb-ass get-rich-quick scheme where you can throw your grandfather’s money away. This is a crime. Your whole future, even such as it is now—”

“And there it is.” Jordy checked his watch. “Record time, two minutes and fifty-two seconds. Jordy Kazarian doesn’t want to be a doctor and all the evils of the world flow from that.”

“Jordan! Stop it. Your future—”

“For fuck’s sake!” Jordy threw up his hands. “The only future you ever gave a shit about was the doctor one. Since then, crickets. Him”—pointing at brother Brad—“he actually never gave a shit at all. Which was fine with me. Now suddenly you two show up, desperate to help. Horseshit, Pops. Like everything else, this is all about how it makes you look.” He sat back in his chair. “I almost wish I’d done it. God, how embarrassing—my son, the murderer! That’s even worse than a diener. Sorry. Unless—” He stabbed a finger into the air, looking struck by a new idea. “Unless it’s not me, it’s her? The nurse I didn’t kill? Sophia Scott. That’s why you’re so mad? You were doing her. And you’re afraid I was, too. But wouldn’t you be proud if I were? Because at least I’d be a real man, and not—oh no—a faggot. But I thought you didn’t do nurses anymore. In Admin it’s all secretaries and receptionists and personal assistants. Very personal, I’ll bet. How come you haven’t been MeTooed yet, Dad?”

I blinked, feeling knocked back by this cheerfully delivered volley of sarcasm and bitterness. I glanced at Cohen; she seemed impressed. Bill’s look was one of measured approval. He hadn’t liked his father, either.

DeBreng Junior was silent, though his eyes popped and his mouth was working, as if he was trying to prime the pump so some words would gush out. DeBreng Senior, face white with rage, pulled himself up military straight. “Come with me now, Jordan, or you’re on your own.”

“Which is more or less where I’ve been telling you I want to be.”

In three strides Senior was across my office. He yanked open the door. Turning, he said, “You’ll regret this, Jordan,” and flushed magenta: Jordy had said the same words in the same tone along with him. He stalked out.

DeBreng Junior turned to his brother. “He means it, Jordan. If you don’t do this his way he’ll wash his hands of the whole thing. He won’t dig you out of this hole.”

“I never asked him to dig me out of any holes. He only ever did it because of what they’d say at the country club if he left me to rot in one. But this time, this time, Brad, I’m going to dig myself out. He can go to hell. And speaking of going.” He cocked his head at the still-open door.

Brother Brad, face purple, slammed the door shut.






CHAPTER FIVE

Whew,” I said. “That was exciting.” Muscles and jawlines eased around the room. I could’ve sworn I saw the furniture relax.

“With Dad, things are always exciting. Dad and Brad. Quite the childhood in our house.” Jordy resettled, resting an ankle on his thigh. “Okay, let’s keep going.”

“You sure you don’t want a minute?” I asked. “Maybe another cup of coffee?”

“If I took a minute every time dear old dad stomped on me, I’d have years saved up. But more coffee, totally.” He held out his mug. “It’s a good thing no one told him how great this coffee is. Dad’s a giant coffee connoisseur. He’d have stayed.” His affability was back, but I sensed a brittleness to it now.

I clicked the kettle on. “Anyone else?” Bill yes, Cohen no. “Okay,” I said. “Be right back.” I took the French press into the bathroom and rinsed it out, came back and spooned coffee into it. By then the kettle was ready and I poured the water. I brought the press to the desk and set the timer. Jordy opened his mouth but I lifted a finger. He was going to get his minute whether he wanted it or not. When the timer went off, I pushed down the plunger and poured Jordy and Bill their coffee.

“Kazarian,” I said. “Your mother’s name?”

“It was the least I could do. There are two Doctors DeBreng at River Valley, plus dear departed Grandpa, who was head of orthopedics in his day. I thought if the loser in the morgue had a different name they’d all forget about me.”

“Your dad obviously hasn’t.”

“Not for lack of trying.”

“Or your brother either.”

“Oh, for poor Brad it’s even harder. You have to feel bad for the guy. He had to put up with his loser little brother looking just like him and being in the same school as he was for so-o-o-o long. Then when I wasn’t anymore it was because I got kicked out. So embarrassing.”

I thought of my brother Tim. I’d embarrassed him all through our childhood, sometimes with Andrew, sometimes alone. Yet there was no question in my mind that if either of us ever needed him, he’d be there. And if either of us got arrested for murder and said we didn’t do it, a pile of proof as high as the moon wouldn’t convince him we had.

“All right,” I said now. “The dramatic interlude being over, we can proceed. You were about to tell us what was odd about the situation with Sophia Scott. Assuming we’re still on this case.” I looked to Cohen, who looked to Jordy.

“You want me to fire them?” she asked him. “Assuming I’m still on the case?”

“What, you people all think I was blowing smoke? That as soon as Dr. DeThang left I’d fire you because he said to?” Jordy looked offended.

“No,” said Cohen. “It’s just good to have clarification.”

“As a matter of principle I try never to do what he says, so nobody’s fired. Kumbaya. Now the nurse?” Jordy held up his hands as though he were about to conduct an orchestra. Cohen rolled her eyes but she nodded. He dropped his hands and continued. “So, putting aside the fact I had nothing to do with it, still, shooting up right outside the nap room is kind of a very stupid thing to do.”

“Because you might get caught?”

“Users shoot up alone, or with other users. Not in a hallway on the other side of a door where random sleeping citizens might wake up and try to do you a favor and save your life.”

Like my brother did for you, I thought.

“Is there a shoot-up room?” Bill asked.

“You’re tripping.”

“It’s a reasonable question,” I said. “There’s everything else.”

“Well, if there is, I don’t know about it. The impaired staff is mostly on pills. You can take those anywhere. Some people may be shooting up, too, but if they do that, it’s an after-hours off-campus activity.”

I stared. “Do I have to tell you how alarming that statement is?”

“Yeah, reality’s a bummer.” Jordy shrugged with sympathy though he didn’t seem particularly bummed.

“That didn’t cut any ice with the police, though, I’ll bet,” Bill said. “That no one would shoot up in there or near there.”

“Totally not. Kinda like me being gay. They have no imagination, do they?”

“They’re paid not to. What else was weird?” Bill asked.

“The tie-off. It was clumsy. It’s the first thing you learn how to do. Any nurse would’ve gotten that right.”

“Tell them about the needle,” Cohen said.

“Right, the needle. It was a 25G. If your shit is pretty pure—like, not brown tar—you’d use a 28G. Or an insulin needle, even.”

“And hers was? Pure?” Bill asked.

“Residue says yes,” said Cohen. “Except of course the fentanyl. But that doesn’t change the needle.”

“What do the numbers mean?” I asked.

“Needle gauge. Higher the number, smaller the gauge.”

“What’s the advantage?”

“Smaller puncture. Less chance of infection. Less chance of missing the vein. A nurse would know that stuff also.”

“She would,” Bill said, “but the police theory is she didn’t inject herself, you did. Isn’t that what you said?” He looked to Cohen for confirmation.

“Yeah,” said Jordy, “but whatever, I’d know it too. For one thing I’m a goddamn diener, I know my veins and arteries. And also, remember, I used to be a bad boy. If I did the injection, I’d have done it right.”

“Ah. But you couldn’t sell them that, either, I bet,” Bill said. “ ‘I used to be a junkie, obviously I didn’t do it, I’d have done it right.’ ”

“Yeah, no.” Jordy shook his shaggy head.

“Boy,” I said. “A lot of stuff here going unsold.” I finished my tea and asked Cohen, “Were there other people in the nap room also?”

“Yes, two. At least, when Jordy woke.” She nodded to him.

Jordy said, “One was another nurse I didn’t know.”

“Etta Thomson,” said Cohen. “Neonatal ICU.”

I got a shiver from the idea of a nurse for the tiniest unwell babies working a double shift, but Bill just asked, “You have her info?”

“Yes, and also for the other one, an orderly named Enrico Buenavista.”

“I know Enrico,” Jordy said. “Been to ball games together. Mets,” he added.

“At what point did they each wake up?”

“Enrico, when the Mets finally got a hit. Okay, sorry. When I made the call to 911. The door was still open. He stuck his head up to tell me to shut up. Phone calls, talking, strictly prohibited in the nap room. Then he saw I was in the hall and the body. Thomson didn’t wake up until security came. She must have been really out.”

“Security got there before the police?”

“Their office is in the basement. Not over there, but close.”

“Did they touch anything?”

“Just her, to make—to see if she was dead.”

I thought maybe Cohen would pat Jordy on the head and say, “Good boy,” but she didn’t.

“Okay.” I glanced from one to the other. “Anything else we need to know?”

“I didn’t do it,” said Jordy.

“That’s where we started.”

“Just making sure.”

Juanita Cohen texted both me and Bill her list of witnesses and contacts. “Who’s the detective on the case?” I asked.

“Helena Church at the 23rd Precinct. Motherly looking but don’t be fooled.”

“You know her?” I asked Bill. He knows half the NYPD.

“No,” he said. “But I always like to meet new people.”

Cohen texted us Detective Church’s contact information.

“What else was found at the crime scene?” Bill asked. “Her handbag? Wallet? Phone?”

“Just her phone. Her bag and wallet were in her locker.”

“Did you touch the phone?” he asked Jordy.

“I didn’t see it.”

“It was in her pocket,” Cohen said.

“And I wouldn’t have,” Jordy said. “I may be crazy, but et cetera, et cetera.”

“The phone’s interesting, though,” said Cohen. “Something for you to follow up on. Nothing from Jordy, of course, but about a dozen texts from a prepaid burner. ‘Same time, same place.’ Always with a date. All within the last three months.”

“How do you know?” I asked. “The cops told you?”

“They don’t have to tell me much, yet. But the detective is convinced the burner is Jordy’s and kept asking him about it. Before I got there.”

“I kept my lip zipped.” Jordy mimed zipping his lip. “But I did ask her, ‘Gee, all these texts I didn’t send, what did they say?’ I might have given her the impression my memory’s not great. I thought what they said might be something my lawyer would want to know when I got one.”

“You should’ve just shut up,” Cohen said. “And from now on you won’t say gesundheit to a cop who sneezes unless I’m there. You’ll leave the strategy to me.”

“Oui, mon capitaine!” Jordy straightened up and gave a crisp salute. With a grin, he said, “I was right, though, wasn’t I? You did want to know.”

“I could’ve found out without you acting like an idiot child.”

“We’ll look into it,” I said, as she glared at him. To Jordy: “Let me ask you something else. What did your father mean about dumb-ass get-rich-quick schemes, and your grandfather’s money?”

Jordy sighed. “They might have been dumb-ass but they weren’t about getting rich quick. Or at all. Grandpa left me and Brad each a small pile. Some of my friends needed money for startups. You know us millennials, everyone’s got a startup. I invested in a couple of companies. Twice they flopped. Those times I lost. Two other times, as it happened, they succeeded and I made a little, actually more than I lost. Dad doesn’t remember those when he’s telling me what a jerk I am, which is always.”
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