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Chapter 1

Dev Balakrishnan runs up the subway steps into another barely light New York morning to a retro disco beat; a spot of Donna Summer always gets the blood pumping at this ungodly hour. He’s late for work—again. Well, not yet he isn’t, but given that the Mercy Medical Center is still six blocks away, he’s pushing it. The sidewalk is already clogged with people. Their breath rises in white puffs into the bitterly cold air; on Manhattan the dragons wear branded puffa jackets and beanie hats. Dev spots the girl as he rounds the corner. It’s hard not to notice her, a) because she’s sitting on the curb outside Lehman’s Deli with her legs stuck out on front of her like a doll; b) because she’s wearing nothing but a dress; and c) because she’s clearly in need of urgent medical attention—the blood is the main giveaway. Yet despite the girl’s evident distress, none of the other early-rising dragons stops to offer any assistance. They simply slow, stare, take a sip of their morning coffee, breathe out another plume of judgmental steam, and walk on by. Not Dev. He’s lived in New York for nearly eight years now, but at heart he’s still a small-town boy.

What he is not, however, is naive.

He knows from experience that there’s a story behind every casualty in this city and few of them are happy; hence he approaches the young woman cautiously. The closer he gets the more obvious it becomes that there’s something seriously wrong with her right leg. Its position, the mottling of the skin, and the bulge around the kneecap all indicate an impact injury, a bad one; but what worries Dev more is the extent of the blood loss. The girl’s dress is soaked in it—and the blood isn’t fresh. It’s rust-colored, indicating oxidation, which means her injuries were incurred some time ago. More cause for concern. Her ghostly pallor certainly indicates severely depressed aspiration. Dev slips off his headphones. His fingers itch to check her pulse. There has to be another wound; it’s the only logical conclusion, but before he can intervene he needs to establish some sort of rapport with the girl—quickly and calmly.

His opening gambit is simple: “Hi there.” The girl doesn’t so much as blink. The lack of response doesn’t faze Dev; physical trauma tends to have a negative impact on small talk. Undeterred, he eases himself down on the curb beside her. The icy hardness through the seat of his pants is a nasty reminder that sitting on the sidewalk at 6:40 a.m. on a November morning is not a good idea. No wonder she’s shaking. In addition to having no coat, the girl is barefoot. Dev adds hypothermia to the list of factors indicating a need for immediate action. For no logical reason Dev notices that her toenails aren’t painted, which makes her small, dirty feet look childlike. How old is she? Late teens? Possibly younger? This low down Dev has a great view of the trash in the gutter and an endless stream of traﬃc. He sits close but not too close to the girl; he doesn’t want to spook her, and asks, “Are you okay?” It’s a blindingly stupid question, but in Dev’s experience the best way to breach impenetrable defenses is to lower your own.

The young woman turns her head a fraction in his direction. She has a beautiful face, even with its patina of scrapes and bruises. “Me? Yeah, I’m just peachy. Thanks for asking.”

So she’s with it enough for smart-ass comments. That’s a good sign. “I’m Dev.” His reward is a flat stare and the rapid, shallow breathing of someone in agony. A broken leg hurts like—well—like a broken leg. Her self-control in the circumstances is impressive, but stoicism bears no relation to size or gender in Dev’s experience. He’s seen doormen built like the proverbial outhouse cry like babies when he’s yanked their dislocated fingers back into joint, and intravenous crack addicts panic at the sight of a syringe. He perseveres. “I work at the Mercy Medical Center, over on Eighth and Cornish.” She shrugs, channeling indifference, but she has to clench her teeth to achieve it. “I’m a doctor. In the Emergency Department. We specialize in trauma.”

“Good for you.”

This is taking too long. She’s plainly in shock, but that will only protect her for a while. The biting cold, the blood loss, the pain, the delay, the exhaust fumes they are both sucking down . . . it’s a miracle she’s still conscious. His next move is obvious. He retrieves his phone, unzips his jacket, takes it off, and without asking permission drapes it around her shoulders. As he does so he notices the small silver crucifix hanging around her neck. Fashion or faith? It’s hard to tell nowadays. The girl doesn’t say “thank you,” but she doesn’t protest either. She would be warmer if she put it on properly, but it’s better than nothing. As her teeth chatter Dev flicks through his apps.

That seems to provoke her. “Don’t let me keep you.”

“Oh, but you already have.” Uber says three minutes. That’s good going at this time of day; quicker than an ambulance. She could be on a gurney in a treatment bay in under fifteen. The question is whether three minutes is long enough for him to convince her to come with him— although her injuries should surely be more persuasive than his disarming bedside manner. Another wave of pain is obviously on its way. She lowers her head and gulps it down. Dev waits. It always takes a degree of detective work to arrive at an accurate diagnosis. From his time in the ER Dev has learned that paying close attention to the way patients present is far more useful than anything they tell you. Most people can’t describe pain and its source accurately—and some simply won’t. Based on this girl’s defensiveness and her brave but misplaced assertion that she’s “just peachy,” Dev deduces that she falls into the latter category. He’s suddenly absolutely convinced that someone has caused this young woman’s injuries and that they’re the reason she’s refusing treatment. Hospitals ask for ID and addresses, insurance details, and next of kin. Basically, they demand proof of who you are and how you came to be in need of their services, and the victims of violent crimes are often too frightened to provide such information.

A different approach is clearly called for.

Dev gets to his feet and bangs the dust off the seat of his pants. His ass is numb. “Well, nice as it’s been chatting to you, I’m late for work. The powers that be ain’t going to be happy with me—yet again. I have a bit of a reputation for poor timekeeping. Totally unfairly, in my opinion. Of course, if I had a good excuse”—he pauses—“they might be more inclined to be lenient.” He sees the Uber appear around the corner and raises his hand in greeting. He hopes the driver isn’t going to be an asshole. He can always add the cost of cleaning the upholstery to the bill. Dev digs his hospital lanyard out from his backpack and hangs it around his neck, making sure the girl can see it; he needs her to know she’s safe with him. The car pulls into the one available parking space, a little way down the street. A neat, precise maneuver. Dev gestures at the battered Nissan. “You’re welcome to hitch a ride.”

The girl looks from the car to him, calculating the distance, and the risk. The Nissan’s blinkers tick rhythmically, an orange-tinted disco of impatience. She doesn’t move. Dev tries being more direct. “It looks to me like you’ve lost a lot of blood. That’s not good for a person, in all sorts of interesting ways, but my main concern is your blood pressure. I’m surprised you haven’t flaked out already. And that”—he indicates her leg—“is—sorry, there’s no polite way of putting this—bad. It’s my professional opinion that you require urgent medical attention.” Still she doesn’t give any indication that she’s ready to accept the help she so badly needs. Dev’s phone buzzes. It’s a message from Abdul, the Uber driver, asking if he’s coming. He texts back. Yes. Wait. He hastily adds PLEASE, then he slides his phone into his pants pocket and holds out his hands.

She glances up and for the first time in their brief, odd acquaintance looks Dev fully in the face. “I can’t.” A single tear of frustration or pain, or despair, or possibly anger escapes the corner of her eye and slides down her cheek. She lets it run.

“Sure you can. The Mercy is a public hospital. We treat everyone . . . regardless of their circumstances.” She shakes her head. “All they’ll ask for, at least to start with, is a name and address.” Still no movement. He makes one last-ditch attempt. Desperate times call for desperate measures. “Any name, any address will do.” She lowers her head. He waits. His phone buzzes again. He ignores it and starts praying that Abdul is that rarity—a patient, kind, considerate New York cab driver.

“Okay.”

She says it so quietly that Dev nearly doesn’t catch it. The relief is profound. All he has to do now is work out how he’s going to get her down the street and into the waiting car with a broken leg.




Chapter 2

It’s not the pain that makes her agree to go with him, it’s the need to get away. She’s still way too close to the scene of the crime. They must have found his body by now, which means they’ll be looking for her, and if she stays where she is they’ll find her—sitting here, on the curb, a CSI’s fever dream of evidence: blood splatter, fingernails full of DNA, and enough carpet fibers on her to fashion a rug. Jesus, even the contents of her stomach will condemn her. The shaking starts up again. Her body rattles with stress, cold, and fear; she’s coming apart at the seams. She hates that she’s so stuck, hates even more that she’s going to have to rely on a man to rescue her. But Fate has sent her a Good Samaritan in her hour of desperation, and she is desperate. She lifts her head. The brown-eyed, softly spoken doctor smiles at her. He reaches out. She lets him take her hands. His are warm, hers are bone-achingly cold. Decision made.

Better the waiting room of a busy hospital than the back of a police car.




Chapter 3

Dev’s prayers are answered; Abdul from Queens, via Utah and Kolkata, is lovely. Not only does he help Dev get the girl into the back of his car—that’s a slow, traﬃc-stopping, horn-blaring, expletive-inducing process—but he also produces a blanket from the trunk and gently tucks it around her, for all the world as if she’s one of his five children. That fact emerges as Abdul drives them, with skill and real consideration for her leg, through the traﬃc-choked Monday morning roads to the Mercy. Throughout the journey the girl is silent, although when Abdul falls into classic cab driver mode and asks her where she hails from she does muster a, “Here. New York.” Dev glances repeatedly at her in the mirror on the way to the hospital but each time she refuses to meet his eye. She’s obviously still weighing up whether she’s made the right call or not.

A gurney is waiting for them in the drop-off zone when they arrive at the Mercy. Even when his colleagues lift the girl out the car and onto the stretcher, she doesn’t make a sound, although her already ghostly complexion becomes even more translucent. Then, without a word of goodbye, or thanks, she’s gone.

Feeling a powerful mix of relief and disappointment Dev heads for the staffroom. There he opens up the Uber app, adds a generous tip for Abdul, chucks his phone in his locker, and gets changed into his scrubs. As he hurries to the ER he tries to settle his mind back on the job at hand— treating the multitude of people who want his help, rather than the one girl who so stoically and foolishly refused it.

For the next twelve hours Dev goes about his shift, as he does every working day, with patience, professionalism, and an impressive degree of cheeriness. Those lucky enough to be behind the curtains that he swishes back will tell their family and friends days, sometimes weeks later, about how nice the young doctor who looked after them was. Well, apart for the ones who are too high, or drunk, or suicidal, or all three, to notice—and there are quite a few of those. Dev doesn’t enter the girl’s cubicle or linger near it in the hope of hearing what’s being said, and he makes a conscious effort not ask his colleagues how she’s doing. He has brought her here and given the team a briefing as to her condition. She’s just another patient and that’s the end of it.

At some point she must have been transferred because Dev notices that her treatment bay is empty—for all of five minutes; there’s always another poor soul in need of attention.




Chapter 4

At 7:58 p.m. Dev pulls off his eighty-seventh pair of disposable gloves and hears the clang of the waste bin for the last time. A full hour after the oﬃcial end of his shift, it’s finally home time. He’s tired and hungry and in desperate need of a hot shower and a cold beer, but he doesn’t leave the hospital. He can’t—not without finding out what has happened to the girl on the curb.

Unfortunately, it’s only when he goes to look her up on the system that he remembers he doesn’t know her name. That isn’t too much of a problem; he searches for her by time of admission instead. It takes him a few minutes; it has been a busy day, it always is in the ER, but eventually he finds her—Brooke Carter, age twenty-five—he’d thought she was younger—admitted at 7:20 a.m., suspected fracture to the right patella and tibia. Superficial lacerations to the feet, hands, and face. Cause: claims was hit by a car, but injuries inconsistent with an RTA. Intimate partner violence a possibility? Follow-up required and requested. Tox screen clean. The question mark over the true cause of her injuries is interesting and makes Dev feel vindicated; he knows there’s a story here.

Dev traces Miss Carter’s journey through the various departments of the hospital. Having been stabilized and given pain relief she was, predicably, sent for X-rays and an MRI scan—both of which must have been excruciating given the state of her leg. She’d then spent most of the afternoon on the Assessment Suite until she’d been found a bed on unit 24. He sees that she’s slated for surgery the following day. He isn’t surprised she’s having to wait to have her leg seen to; there are never enough surgeons or theater nurses or anesthetists, or for that matter beds, for the endless stream of patients that flows through the Mercy. The image of the girl’s blood-soaked dress returns to him; there has to have been another wound. Dev scans her notes for any reference to either the Plastics or Neurology teams being asked to take a look at her, but he can’t find any. If her wounds really were superficial, why had there been so much blood? His curiosity flares. Armed with some knowledge, yet more questions, Dev says his goodbyes and leaves the late shift doing what they do best.

Dev likes roving the hospital corridors at night. He loves the squeak of his sneakers on the freshly buffed floors, the sense of his colleagues working away on the dimly lit wards, and the occasional groan of the elevator doors opening and closing. Somehow the trauma feels more held at bay at night, the business of treating the damaged, the diseased, and the dying less brutal. If there’s no one around, Dev often breaks into a jog. Running in the corridors, such irresponsibility, but you have to purge the adrenaline one way or another or it will eat you alive—like it did his dad. The irony of a cardiologist dying of a heart attack at the age of fifty-three was not lost on anyone, least of all seventeen-year-old Dev. He’d had very few things to be grateful for around that time, but Hindus not being big on eulogies had been one of them. He couldn’t have spoken about his father. It was too big a topic to crush into a few simple words.

Dev doesn’t know anyone who works on unit 24, but he reckons it won’t matter. He’s still in his scrubs and it isn’t unheard of for ER staff to swing by to check up on particular patients at the end of their shifts. Doctors are human, after all. There’s no rhyme or reason to it, but some patients simply get under your skin. Something about the way they incurred their injury, a funny anecdote told mid-suture, even a spectacular pigheadedness—it’s the small things that remind doctors that the body parts they’re working on are a person with a life outside the hospital. Dev presses the buzzer and after a long delay is admitted onto the unit. He waits his turn patiently by the nurses’ station. They’re short-staffed, as is every department in the Mercy, and his unwarranted presence is yet another thing to be dealt with. When the nurse—her name badge identifies her as Sandra Castillo—finally has a moment, she looks Miss Carter up on the computer for him.

“She came in to us at 5:40 p.m. She’s booked for her procedure under Ms. Cortez tomorrow morning, but you know the list, it could be anytime. She’s been prescribed intravenous morphine to manage the pain.” He queries whether they found any injuries other than the leg fracture. Nurse Castillo glances at the screen again. “No. Nothing significant. There’s some bruising to her neck and her jaw that wasn’t picked up in the ER and she has a number of nasty scrapes on her arms and the soles of her feet that we’ve cleaned. All fairly superficial stuff, but she’s been given a Td shot, just to be on the safe side.”

“Is she awake?” Dev asks. She shrugs wearily. Of course, she doesn’t know if the girl is awake; contrary to popular belief, nurses don’t spend their nights holding bedside vigils for their patients—they’re way too busy. “Can I see her?” Nurse Castillo looks at him then. Dev hurries on. He doesn’t want her thinking there’s anything untoward in his interest. “It was me who found her and brought her in.”

“Okay. I don’t see why not. She’s in 3, the room on the left, near the entrance. Now, if you don’t mind . . .” Her attention is already elsewhere.

So she’s been allocated a side room! Maybe her luck is improving. “She’s in a single?”

Nurse Castillo is already walking away. “Yeah. It was easier that way.” She keeps walking, but adds, “If you can get any personal information out of her that would be helpful; she’s not been very forthcoming with us.” She abruptly stops and turns around. “And there’s something else that’s a bit odd, now I think about it—she didn’t have a thing with her . . . no bag, no phone, no shoes. I thought her stuff must have got lost in transit—you know how often personal belongings go walkabout in this place—but when I mentioned it to her, she just shrugged and said she didn’t have anything with her when she was brought in.” He waits but she doesn’t set off again. “How many people do you know that can survive longer than ten seconds without their phones nowadays?” Dev doesn’t answer.

Once Nurse Castillo has walked away Dev heads back the way he came. He glances into the side bays as he does. Every bed is taken by a person who, if awake, is no doubt wishing they were home or, if asleep, is hopefully dreaming they are. His father always used to say that Dev was too fanciful ever to make it in medicine. Nothing like proving your dead dad wrong as a motivator. At the door to “Brooke’s” room he pauses. He knocks, waits, but hears nothing. Unsure but compelled, he steps inside.

The main light is off, but the one above the bed has been left on, presumably to facilitate observations. She’s propped up, a cage protecting her legs, her bare arms resting on the covers; wires and lines trail from her to the monitors that flank the bed. Again, the doll associations are strong—this time one secured in a box by a series of plastic ties. In the dim glow of the small strip light, it’s hard to tell whether she’s awake or asleep. Dev approaches slowly. He feels nervous. He’s trespassing on her privacy and he knows, from the limited amount of time he spent with her outside Lehman’s, that independence is something this girl . . . correction, this young woman, prizes. As he nears the bed her eyelids drift up. Her eyes look smoky blue in the half-light. If she’s surprised to see him standing there, she gives no sign of it. “Hello,” he says, lamely.

“Hey,” she responds.

It’s good to see her face so relaxed. The opioids flooding her system are obviously doing their job; she’s on a high dose. Does she recognize him? He hopes so. If not, at least his scrubs should reassure her that he means her no harm. “How’re ya doing?”

She smiles. “Me. I’m just peachy.”

So she does remember him. He returns her smile; naturally, person to person, not professional to patient. “May I?” He gestures at the one chair in the small room. The Mercy doesn’t go in for unnecessary frills like comfortable seating for visitors. She nods slowly. Everything about her is dialed down. She licks her lips. They’re cracked and dry. “You want some water?” Another slow nod. He pours her a cup, holds it to her lips, and tilts it expertly. He lets her take her time, he doesn’t want to swamp her. Having sipped a few mouthfuls of tepid water, she rests her head back against the pillows. He sits down again. He should leave her to sleep. Knowing he’s crossing a professional boundary, he says, “So . . . Brooke Carter?” She looks confused. Her gaze wanders around the room. The room obviously provides no answers because she’s still puzzled when her attention returns to him. “Your name . . .” he prompts. “You told the hospital you’re called Brooke Carter. Miss.”

She smiles then and goes to raise a finger to her lips. The tug of the IV obviously reminds her that she’s hooked up. She lowers her hand, glances at the cannula then over at the drip. Her dopey smile broadens into a grin. “This is some really good shit.”

“So I’ve heard.” Dev waits a minute or two, then he hears himself saying, “That’s not your real name though, is it?” Why the fuck is he trying to obtain personal information from a patient who’s in no condition to give it? Not for the billing department of the hospital, that’s for sure.

She sighs, contentedly. “It is today. And it might be tomorrow.” She pauses and twirls the fingers of her free hand around. “But after that”—with a pinch of her fingers she plucks another name from the thin air—“who knows, I might be Ashley. Or Sofia. Or lovely, sweet Georgina.” Dev keeps his expression steady. She continues. “Or I could be Harper. And sometimes, if the occasion demands it, I’m Naomi. Oh, oh . . .”—she giggles like a child—“oh, and I like being Delilah. Delilah has a lot of fun.” Her hand drops to the covers and her voice trails off. “There are so many girls to choose from.” She laughs again; it’s a bittersweet sound, then she falls silent. The morphine is claiming her. She closes her eyes and her breathing lengthens and deepens. As Dev watches her float away on her tranquil sea of pain relief he wonders what dreams are playing out behind her eyelids.




Chapter 5

She waits until she’s sure he’s asleep before she opens her eyes. She’s listened to enough men snoring next to her to know when they’re dead to the world. Rich food, fine wines, soft sheets, sex, and drugs put men to sleep as quickly as milk a baby, but she’s never seen a man fall asleep through sheer exhaustion before. She shouldn’t be surprised the good doctor is tired. It was early morning when he came to her rescue and it’s late evening now—that’s a long day by anybody’s standards. A normal person would have headed home to bed, so what the hell is Dr. Balakrishnan doing by her bedside?

Is it professional interest? Simply a doctor checking up on a patient? He struck her as the thorough sort; she saw the way his eyes ranged over her as he sat by her side on the curb. He’d been assessing her injuries, calculating the damage, trying to establish the source of all that blood. So: thorough and inquisitive—that could be a problem. Or is he here because someone sent him? The bitch nurse who booked her in clearly thinks she’s lying; she said as much as she stabbed away at her keyboard, entering Brooke Carter’s fictitious details. Women are always more suspicious than men. But if Dr. Balakrishnan’s brief was to get the truth out of her he’s not doing a very good job. His chin drops even lower onto his chest. His neck’s going to hurt like hell when he wakes up. Or maybe, just maybe, he’s here out of genuine concern for her. He didn’t have to stop and help her—no other bastard did. She asked loads of people if she could borrow their phones—just for a minute, to make a local call— but not one of them let her. They were right to walk away. Why would anyone voluntarily get involved with a bloodstained girl?

But he had.

Which is why she’s here, in this tiny private room, tucked away on the eighth floor of a hospital, high above the city, under a fake name and—at least for now—she’s safe and warm and full of powerful drugs that are anesthetizing the pain. And because of him she’s on the list to have her leg fixed in the morning and, once it is, they will help her get back on her feet and, at that point—if she’s managed to stay hidden—she will run, or more accurately hobble, away. Until then, she will do her best to keep this nice, tired, curious doctor by her side.

He helped her once. She may need him to help her again.




Chapter 6

Dev starts awake. His neck aches from the weight of his heavy, empty head. The room is in darkness. Brooke’s room. Suddenly, powerfully, it feels very wrong to be sitting at the bedside of a vulnerable, heavily sedated young woman.

He checks his phone in a panic. Thank Christ, it’s only 9:47 p.m. He’s been asleep for less than an hour. Have the nurses been in to check on her? They can’t have, or they would have woken him up and thrown him out. But if the nurses haven’t been in the room, who has turned off the light? This is bad. He stands up, looks down at her—she’s peaceful. He looks at the monitors—her stats are good. This is the end of it. Whatever secrets this young woman holds, and there appear to be many, they’re none of his business. One last visual check—out of professional concern. He’s reassured to see that her breathing is regular and steady, but he can’t help noticing that the hospital gown they’ve put her in has slipped down off her shoulder. Not a problem, the room is plenty warm enough. The slippage reveals a section of sharp collarbone, a swathe of pale skin, and a marking just above the swell of her left breast. He swiftly averts his eyes. He isn’t Brooke’s doctor. He’s nobody to her—other than her savior. This totally up-himself thought makes Dev squirm. He focuses his attention on the heart rate and oxygen readings, but inexorably his gaze strays back to the mark on her chest.

He assumes it’s a scar; his gut belief that she’s a victim of abuse is still strong, but the edges of the shape are too defined. He steps a little closer; the ER notes asked for follow-up regarding the abuse suspicions. But it isn’t an old wound, it’s a tattoo of a flower. An orchid, if he isn’t mistaken. Dev’s mother’s house in Greenwich is full of them. She tends them as diligently as children—which they kind of are now he and his siblings have left home. The artwork of Brooke’s tattoo is so realistic that Dev genuinely worries that, if he moves, the delicate blush-pink petals will fall from their stem. Why an orchid, he wonders? Another question to add his growing list. This close to her, the other thing he notices is that her crucifix is gone. The nurses probably removed it because she’s going down to theater in the morning. Why is he obsessing about jewelry and tattoos and staring at Brooke’s body? Because he’s looking for clues as to her true identity, that’s why.

Through the fog of fatigue, hunger, and delirious speculation, common sense finally elbows its way into Dev’s consciousness. What the fuck is he playing at? He should never have come to see her, never have set foot in her room. He cannot be caught here. He spins around, tiptoes across the room, and reaches for the door handle. He’s about to step out into the corridor and out of her life for good when he hears her say, “So . . . Doctor Dev, which of my girls do you like the sound of the most?”

Get out! the voice in his head shouts, but the whisper in his heart is louder. On automatic pilot he turns and walks back to her bedside. In the darkness her pale face is a blank page. He moves the chair closer to her, sits down, and says, “All of them.”




Chapter 7

And so, the seduction begins.

She has, after all, had plenty of practice at stringing men along; giving them just enough to keep them coming back for more, and despite his intelligent brown eyes and his disarming bedside manner, Dr. Balakrishnan is just a man—i.e. persuadable, and what she needs to persuade him to do is like her and believe her, because with Dev in her corner she’ll have someone to protect her. But this time she’s going to have to rely on her words rather than her body to lure him in—her body being, temporarily, well and truly fucked. Yes, a compelling story, with a mystery at its heart, that’s what will keep this man by her side and, more importantly, on her side.

In the dim light of the small room, he’s looking at her expectantly—his fatigue burned off by the heat of his curiosity. The hunger in his gaze is familiar. Men have been devouring her with their eyes for years; their attention predatory, insatiable, and ultimately exploitable. She knows exactly how to bait the first hook for nice, kind Dr. Balakrishnan—with the story of poor, sweet, clueless Carrie.




Chapter 8

“By the time the bus pulled into the underground gloom of Port Authority the girl had been traveling for eighteen hours straight. She hadn’t slept. She hadn’t dared. She’d been terrified that one of her fellow hollow-eyed passengers would steal her bag. Her whole life was in that scuffed gym satchel: a phone—with no stored contacts; a toothbrush and a small tube of paste; a new comb, still in its cellophane packet; some roll-on deodorant; two changes of clothes; and $327 in small bills, hidden inside a Skittles tube.

“Once off the bus, the girl headed straight for the restrooms.

“Watched by an old woman with sharp, hungry eyes and a rancid aura, the girl grabbed a handful of paper towels. She wet them under the tap and retreated into one of the cubicles. It was a huge relief to shoot the bolt. The walls of the cubicle were smothered in graﬃti. None of it said, Welcome to New York. Her body smelled of everything she’d been through in the past twenty-four hours—namely, bad. She stripped down to her underwear, dropped her old clothes onto the filthy floor, and proceeded to scrub at her neck, face, pits, and groin with the rough paper towels. As the girl applied deodorant she noticed how the bruises on her upper arms—where he’d grabbed her—stood out proudly in the blue light of the toilet. Cold and clammy, she scrambled into her new clothes. They didn’t fit; of course they didn’t, they weren’t hers, but at least they were clean. She tucked her crucifix out of sight and slid the comb out of its wrapper. She pulled it through her ratty hair. The tugging hurt, but she persevered. She needed to look presentable.

“Looking less herself, but not yet someone else, the girl emerged from the cubicle and went over to the row of sinks. The pungent old bag lady was gone—replaced by a goth with so many facial piercings that she didn’t look fully human. As the girl brushed her teeth, she stared at herself in the cloudy polished aluminum that served as a mirror. It was time to say ‘hello’ to Carrie King.

“Despite the long hours on the bus, with nothing to do and no one to talk to, the girl had struggled to come up with a new name for herself. It had seemed ridiculous that she needed one. She’d thought her given name would be the only one she’d ever have, or need—until she married and had children of her own. Such immutable certainties had been the basis of the girl’s life—up until a day ago. No more. No wonder she was reeling. She hadn’t really known who she was before—other than a daughter and a sister; now she hadn’t a clue. What should a girl with no family, no past, and a blank future be called? In the end a tattered paperback that she found in the seat pocket in front of her had provided the solution. The image on the front of the book was disturbing, but by that point the girl had been desperate.

“Her wholly unholy baptism on the bus was, however, just the beginning. Carrie King couldn’t step outside the scrawled walls of the Port Authority restroom until she’d aged and created a credible backstory. A minor alone in a big city, even one as famously indifferent as New York, was going to attract attention, and attention was the last thing the girl wanted. Hence Carrie King was eighteen— not fifteen; she was from Delaware—not everywhere and nowhere; and she was in New York to find work for the summer before heading off to college—not to escape the most unnatural of crimes.

“Courage screwed in place, the girl shouldered her bag, and her fear, and made for the door. It was time to start convincing other people as well as herself.

“The concourse was thronged with people, all of them in a rush to reach their destinations. Carrie was buffeted by their speed and their sense of purpose. She had no clue what her next move was, only that she had to make one. It was then she spotted the cheap food joint on the upper level of the terminal—Café 24. Food was a sensible first step— she hadn’t eaten anything other than a chocolate bar since leaving home, a lifetime ago. She went for a grilled ham and cheese sandwich and a coffee. She would have preferred a soda, but coffee seemed the more grown-up option. The sound of her own voice as she ordered was unsettling; it felt like forever since she’d last spoken to anyone, but the hassled woman behind the counter barely glanced at her as she took her money. When her order was filled Carrie took her tray over to a table in the window where she ate slowly, savoring each hot, greasy mouthful.

“Two hours later she was still there.

“Her plate had disappeared long ago, but she’d managed to hang on to her empty mug. The hassled woman, who seemed to have to clear tables as well as serve and cook, had offered to take that as well, twice, wanting her gone, but Carrie had stood, or rather sat, her ground. Thankfully once the lunchtime trade began to build up the woman hadn’t had time to come over again, although she did keep throwing glances in Carrie’s direction. For all her bravery getting this far, Carrie King, eighteen, from Delaware, was stuck. Heading to New York was beginning to look like a very naive decision.

“She was toying with the idea of buying another bus ticket and going back to face the music when she became conscious of someone standing by her table. It was a homey-looking woman in her mid forties with stiff hair and a relaxed smile. ‘Sorry to bother you, hon, but can I?’ She indicated the empty bench opposite Carrie. ‘I need to charge this.’ She waggled her cell phone in the air.

“There was nothing Carrie could say but, ‘Sure.’

“The woman slid into the seat and made a performance of plugging in her phone and settling her shopping bags safely by her side. ‘Would you be kind enough to watch my stuff for me while I grab a coffee? I feel the need for caffeine.’ She paused. ‘Can I get you another?’

“Another drink would buy Carrie more time to be indecisive and terrified. ‘Please . . . if you don’t mind, that would be great.’

“ ‘Sure. I just need to get in touch with my mom, let her know where I am. She worries.’ There was a pause. ‘Actually, on second thoughts, you wouldn’t be an absolute darling, would you, and fetch our drinks for us so I can call her? I’ve texted her already, but she’s a menace for not checking her messages.’ A ten-dollar bill was thrust at Carrie. She obliged.

“It turned out that Sharee was a native New Yorker. Her mom lived in Yonkers and came in on the bus every couple weeks to visit. Sharee chatted away quite happily for a good ten minutes before asking Carrie the inevitable questions. Carrie stuck to her hastily improvised script and thought she’d got away with it—but obviously not, because for the first time since rocking up at the table Sharee fell silent. ‘Delaware, you say?’ Her expression was skeptical, but her eyes were kind.

“ ‘Yeah.’ It must have been the accent that had given her away. Carrie went for an explanation that was true. ‘But we traveled around a lot as kids with my dad’s work. And my mom was English . . .’ and dead before I turned seven. As the girl added this miserable bio detail in her head it occurred to her that Carrie’s mother could be alive and well and contentedly baking cookies in her cozy kitchen in Delaware. Lies could be happier than truths.

“Sharee smiled again. If she’d picked up the use of the past tense, she glossed over it. ‘It’s cute . . . your accent.’ She flipped over her phone, glanced at her messages. Obviously reassured about her mother’s progress, she returned her attention to Carrie, her expression full of concern. ‘Look, I know it’s none of my beeswax . . . but are you okay?’

“Carrie nodded, not trusting herself to open her mouth for fear of what might flood out. Sharee smoothed her hair into place, then reached across the table and patted Carrie’s hand. ‘I understand pride, Carrie, and I respect you for it, I really do, but I’ve known hard times myself—that’s a long story, for another time—and I can tell you something for free. New York is no place for a young girl to be on her own and on her uppers. If you need my help, I’ll gladly give it?’

“Without warning there was a loud bang. It was so sharp and sudden that for a split second Carrie thought a gun had gone off, but no one dived for cover or started screaming. Instead, the café fell pin-drop silent. Even the sounds from the kitchen seemed to stop. The hassled woman was no longer behind her counter; she was standing over them, her face tight with anger, the flat of her palm planted firmly in the middle of the table. ‘You! Out!’ she hissed. Heart thumping, Carrie bent down to retrieve her bag. ‘Not you. Her!’ The café woman raised her hand and jabbed a finger at Sharee. ‘I’ve told you before, I’ll not have you in here. Get gone, before I call the cops.’

“Carrie was horrified. Sharee started to gather her things. ‘Please . . . she was only trying to . . .’

“The server woman cut her off. ‘I know exactly what she was doing.’ Her eyes never left Sharee. ‘You have five seconds and counting.’ Carrie spotted backup arriving in the large shape of the short-order chef. Sharee stood, looked from the irate woman to the chef then back at Carrie. ‘Sorry, hon.’ She unplugged her charger and grabbed her bags. ‘Another time, another place maybe. You take care of yourself now.’ She edged past the woman, her head held high, her broad hips swinging, and left the café without a backward glance.

“The tension went out of the room. The volume dialed back up, but slowly, voices and sounds cutting in and out erratically. Carrie sat with her head bowed, awaiting further instruction. The chef retired to his grill, but the woman took the space Sharee had just vacated. Carrie waited for the scolding to begin.

“It did. ‘What on God’s green earth, child? Ain’t you got the sense you were born with?’ Carrie made a small movement with her head—signaling acceptance, compliance, agreement, and deference. She’d learned young that small, submissive movements were safer when someone was angry. ‘Look at me when I’m speaking to you,’ the woman snapped. She was plainly furious. Carrie raised her head. ‘She offered to help you, didn’t she?’ Carrie nodded. ‘And you were about to accept that help, weren’t you?’ Carrie made a noncommittal noise. The woman tutted with disgust. ‘On the basis of what? Huh? Because she seemed nice? Because she bought you a coffee, offered you a bacon roll, and—let me guess—she told you about her good old mom who was coming into town, who she loved and looked after. All of which bunkum made you think she must be a nice person.’ Carrie didn’t correct her. Suddenly the woman reached across the table and took hold of Carrie’s chin. She twisted her face toward the window. ‘Look down there. No, there!’ Another yank of her chin. ‘Do you see your Good Samaritan now?’

“It took Carrie a few moments, but then she did spot Sharee. She was cutting through the crowd at pace, but she wasn’t heading for the exit, she was walking toward a man who was leaning against the wall near the ticket machines studying the crowds. He was in his thirties, tall, wearing jeans, a leather jacket, and mirror shades despite the gloom of the concourse.

“ ‘That there is her fancy man. His real name is James Traore, but everyone calls him Jimmy T.’ Sharee had reached the man now and a conversation was taking place. It did not look friendly. ‘Jimmy is a pimp. He’ll have spotted you as you got off the bus. You’re exactly what he’s looking for: young, naive, pretty, and above all alone. He’ll have tracked you to here then called Sharee. She ropes for him. A middle-aged woman. What harm could she possibly represent? You wouldn’t have met Jimmy until it was too late . . . way too late. By then you’d be in an apartment or a house somewhere in Jackson Heights and you’d have given Sharee all your money for your bed and board. But despite them fleecing you for every last cent you had, you’d be beholden to them. And there are plenty of ways a girl as young and as pretty as you are can earn money in New York, and trust me, none of them are good. Do you get it now?’ Carrie saw Jimmy T spitting words at Sharee. ‘That’s how close you came, my girl.’ The hassled woman thrust her thumb and forefinger in front of Carrie’s face, measuring out half an inch. Down on the concourse the altercation was at an end. With a last scowl up at the café Jimmy melted away into the crowds, leaving Sharee alone.

“ ‘Thank you,’ Carrie whispered.

“The woman sat back, but she didn’t draw breath. ‘So, start talking. I want your name, how old you really are, where you’re from, and who I can call to come collect you.’

“There was a beat; this was not someone who was used to being disobeyed and the girl was not used to being disobedient, but she was going to have to start. ‘My name is Carrie King, I’m eighteen, I’m from Delaware, and there’s no one you need to call.’ ”




Chapter 9

Dev waits, but frustratingly Brooke doesn’t resume her tale. “Are you too tired to go on?” he asks.

“No. Are you?”

She certainly sounds alert enough . . . or is that simply wishful thinking on his part? “Yeah, I’m beat,” he admits, “but you can’t leave it there.”

“I should,” she smiles, “you need to go home and get some sleep. I presume you’re back at work in the morning and you don’t want to be late again, do you? Not with your reputation.”

She’s teasing him. Dev likes it. But what she’s saying is undeniably true. He should leave, but he can’t. “Ah, come on. At least let me know that nothing bad happened to her.”

Brooke studies him. There’s amusement in her eyes, but there’s something darker too. That darkness makes Dev feel anxious—for young Carrie, but also for himself. She shifts position in the bed and pain ripples across her face. “You’re a romantic, aren’t you, Doctor Dev?” He notices her use of his first name. He likes that as well. He pulls a face, channeling denial. He can’t imagine she has much time for hearts-and-flowers types of guys; she’s too tough. “Okay, an optimist then? A glass-half-full . . . see-the-best-in-people kind of person?”

“Yeah, I suppose so,” he concedes.

“Despite all the evidence to the contrary?”

He shrugs. “It’s just the way I am.” She doesn’t need to know that concerted optimism is the tactic Dev uses to keep at bay his despair at the cruelty and violence in the world. It’s a technique learned young—much too young. When his father died, and his mother disappeared into her all-consuming grief, it had been sink-or-swim time for young Dev. At first, he’d taken on a lot of water, but his instinct for survival had kicked in and somehow he’d managed to stay afloat. He’s been swimming ever since. What he doesn’t want Brooke or anyone else to know, is how tiring battling the waves is. He steers her away from analyzing his character and back to the Port Authority café. “So, Carrie?”

After a few seconds of scrutiny that make Dev feel both uncomfortable and worryingly seen, she relents.




Chapter 10

“One bagel, two cokes, and four long hours later, Carrie finally stood up. She was relieved to be moving. She’d been sitting at the table in the corner of the café all day because Adeline had refused to let her leave. The price of freedom had been the truth and Carrie had been unable to supply that. But with the end of Adeline’s shift, they appeared to have entered a whole new phase in their standoff. With a brusque, ‘Come on then,’ Adeline set off and, as instructed, and for the want of any better ideas, Carrie grabbed her bag and followed her—out of the café, out of the station, and out into New York. It was progress, of sorts. Adeline said nothing as she strode along, but she did keep glancing back to check that Carrie was still following her.

“At a bus stand Adeline came to an abrupt halt. She perched on the narrow shelf that served as a seat and stared into space. Carrie stood a little way off, just outside the shelter. Around them Manhattan reared and roared.

“The Line 2 bus eventually blundered into view and began edging its way toward them through the traﬃc. The people at the stop stirred, readying themselves to board. Adeline stood and looked over at Carrie. ‘Last chance. Tell me?’ The bus pulled up with an asthmatic wheeze and people started to file on.

“Knowing how much her refusal to confide in Adeline was going to
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