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            Dedication

         
         
            For the company of readers and writers, who kept me and each other going during the hard times of the pandemic

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            “And what is hell? Can you tell me that?”

            “It is a cold and bitter pit where demons from hospitals and insurance companies torture people who need medical care.”

            “And should you like to fall into that pit, and to be tortured there forever?”

            “No, sir.”

            “What must you do to avoid it?”

            I deliberated a moment; my answer, when it did come, was objectionable: “I must keep in good health.”

            —Jane Eyre, edited for the twenty-first century
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            1
The Girl in the Rocks

         
         It was Mitch who found the girl. I’d stopped at a cemetery on the Chicago–Evanston border to let him and Peppy stretch their
            legs, and he took off. I ran after him, but I’d left the dogs in the car too long: Mitch was out to prove I wasn’t the boss
            of him. Cars swerved, honked, brakes squealed as he bolted across Sheridan Road and disappeared down a boulder-covered hill
            to the lake.
         

         
         Somehow I hung on to Peppy’s leash as she chased him. We crossed the road without being hit, but almost toppled a cyclist
            on the other side.
         

         
         I peered anxiously down the rocky hillside, trying to see Mitch, but he’d vanished. He still had his leash on, at risk for
            a broken leg or worse if it caught on an outcropping. There were too many crevices in the rocks and concrete blocks the city
            had dropped there. I called to him, strained to hear a bark or a cry, but the lake was crashing into the rocks in front of
            me; cars on Sheridan kept up a steady roar behind me.
         

         
         Peppy was still straining to follow Mitch. I unhooked her leash so she’d find him for me. She began sliding and clawing her way down the wet rocks and stopped at a spot about twenty feet below me. 

         
         A strong spring wind was slamming waves onto the shore, sending spray high enough to wet my legs as I backed down, crablike,
            holding on to the rocks to keep from sliding into the froth.
         

         
         When I finally reached Peppy, she was barking at Mitch’s hindquarters. His head and shoulders were wedged between two boulders.
            I shoved her out of my way and pulled Mitch out. I managed to muscle in front of him and stick my own head into the narrow
            opening. He was whining, even snapping at my ankles in his desperation to get back in.
         

         
         I shone my phone’s flashlight inside the opening. I’d been expecting some dead, rotting animal, but it was a girl. Young,
            wearing a thin T-shirt that revealed small breasts. I slid forward, put my fingers on her neck, felt a faint pulse.
         

         
         I backed out. Mitch instantly ran in again, Peppy slithering in next to him. I tried calling 911 but couldn’t get a signal
            down there. It would be impossible for me to force the dogs up the rocks, not when they had a mission and I was in slip-sliding
            shoes. I left them and worked my way back up to the edge of the road and called 911.
         

         
         A squad car appeared almost instantly. The driver got out and demanded an ID.

         
         “A girl is stuck in the rocks down there. She needs help—I can’t manage—”

         
         “I got a complaint about a lady and her dogs. You can’t let them run around off-leash. Let’s see some ID.”

         
         “Please! Look! There’s a girl trapped down there. I came up to call for help. She needs an emergency crew with ropes and a
            stretcher!”
         

         
         He pressed his lips together, called into his lapel phone that he was investigating a possible emergency. He came to the barrier
            between the road and the rocks, gripping my arm, but he looked down and saw Mitch’s tail. Peppy was smaller; she must have
            squirmed in front of him.
         

         
         “That your dog?”

         
         “The girl is barely alive,” I said, frantic. “Please! You can see for yourself if you climb down.”

         
         He looked sourly at the rocks but was saved by his phone. He exchanged a few sentences, then turned to me. “Someone called
            in a complaint from the high-rise there.” He jerked his head at a building on the other side of the road. “Said a woman was
            taking her dogs down the rocks here. I guess that was you. Can you call the dogs, get them to come up?”
         

         
         “They won’t leave the girl and I’m not strong enough to carry them up these boulders.”

         
         He looked over the side again, communed again with his lapel phone. “We’re locating a rescue team, but if this is a false
            alarm, it’s a class four felony.”
         

         
         “It’s not a false alarm,” I said through thin lips. “How long until they get here?”

         
         “Fifteen, twenty minutes. You go down and leash up those dogs. You cannot let them run wild in the park.”

         
         I maneuvered my way back down the rocks. I attached the dogs’ leashes to their harnesses and managed to hook the ends around
            a crack in a neighboring rock so that I could check on the girl. There was a faint fluttering in her neck pulses.
         

         
         Her face still had some of the softness of childhood. I thought she had fresh welts on her cheeks, but they were so grimy,
            I wasn’t sure. I was wearing a new jacket, red basket weave, not cheap, but I draped it across her front, tucking the sleeves
            behind her shoulders.
         

         
         “It’s okay, baby,” I crooned. “Help is on the way. Hang on. We’ll keep you warm and get you safe.”

         
         I took some pictures. When the flash went off in her face, her eyes fluttered open. “Nagyi?” she asked, and then repeated, “Nagyi,” with a little sigh—relief, it sounded like—and closed her eyes again.
         

         
         My phone’s light showed holes in her jeans, the edges scorched. They were caused by fire, not scissors. Pus was oozing from
            her wounds. An extreme form of self-mutilation, or a hideous form of torture. Either way, she needed medical attention.
         

         
         Mitch and Peppy were pawing at my legs, desperate to return to the girl. I scooted out of the opening and let them go in. Perhaps not hygienic, but they would keep her warmer than I could. 

         
         It was almost half an hour before the rescue team appeared. They dropped ropes and jumped down to meet us. They pulled the
            dogs out, handed the leashes to me. Keeping them away from the rescuers took my last bit of strength.
         

         
         “She has burns on her legs,” I warned the rescue team. “Maybe on her face, too.”

         
         The team moved quickly. They set up a rope sledge and slid the girl out, wrapped her in blankets, and strapped her shoulders
            and hips in place.
         

         
         “She’s still alive, isn’t she?” I asked.

         
         “Barely.” The speaker didn’t look up from the stretcher. “Good thing you and your pooches came when you did.” She and her
            partner tugged on their ropes to let the team above know they were climbing back up.
         

         
         The dogs were frantic as the crew took the girl away. They barked and strained at their leashes, desperate to get to the girl.
            I went on my hands and knees, still clutching the leashes—Mitch and Peppy could easily jump the barrier between rocks and
            road and fling themselves into traffic in an effort to reach the girl. I held them until I heard the siren above me signal
            that the ambulance was taking off.
         

         
         When we emerged at the top, my legs were shaking and the skin of my palms was rubbed raw. I leaned against a tree to catch
            my breath. Now that the rescue had succeeded, I felt the cold. My clothes were damp from the spray, and I was wishing I’d
            grabbed my jacket before the EMTs wrapped the girl in their blankets.
         

         
         The cop who’d arrived first was still there, directing traffic around a series of TV vans. Of course. Newsrooms monitor police
            frequencies and show up, eager for gore.
         

         
         Beth Blacksin was there from Global Entertainment. “Vic! When I looked over the edge, I was sure that was you down there with your dogs. What happened? What can you tell us about the girl they brought up? Is it true she was in a cave? We tried to get our GlobalCam in play, but it crashed into the rocks.” 

         
         “GlobalCam?” I echoed.

         
         “Our camera drone. Costs a fortune. They’re going to try to find it.”

         
         “What, the CPD’s rescue team will rappel down for you?”

         
         “No, we have some divers.”

         
         “On the payroll just to rescue errant drones?” I asked.

         
         “Oh, Vic, you’re so literal-minded. We have a couple of guys in production who scuba dive for fun. They’ll take care of it.
            I hope—I didn’t exactly have permission to authorize the launch, but it would have made great footage.”
         

         
         I bit back another snarky retort. I was wet to the bone, my clothes were covered in dirt and whatever slime grew on the rocks,
            the heel had come loose from my right shoe, and my car was at least a mile away. I would play nice in exchange for a lift
            in the Global news van.
         

         
         Beth agreed, if I gave her an exclusive. We spoke with the wind whipping our hair into our faces and the camera getting nice
            footage of the waves and the spray. Also of the dogs, who were whining loudly.
         

         
         “Most Chicagoans know V.I. Warshawski as the go-to detective when life or the law have trapped them between a hard place and
            a rock. Today she found someone trapped literally in a hard place in the rocks. V.I., we watched the Chicago Police search
            and rescue team bring a teenage girl up on a stretcher. We understand they got her out, probably in the nick of time, thanks
            to you. Tell us how you came upon her—no sane person would climb these rocks for fun.”
         

         
         I stepped her through Mitch and Peppy’s heroic work, omitting the fact that Mitch was a hero because I’d lost control of him.

         
         “And you know this girl?”

         
         “I never saw her before,” I said. “The rescue team said she’s alive, barely. I’m sure her parents must be scared sick. Did
            you get a picture of her face to put out on your site?”
         

         
         The cameraman gave a thumbs-up for that. Beth had him take more footage of Mitch and Peppy, some B-roll of the lake and the rocks, and then the heroic dogs were bundled into the van—which had global mobal etched on the side—and the crew drove us into Evanston to my car.
         

         
         I didn’t tell Beth about the burn holes in the girl’s jeans or the strange word she’d said. I didn’t say I hadn’t seen signs
            of food or water. Nor did I add my biggest question: Had the girl been seeking refuge, or had she crawled down the rocks to
            die?
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            2
No Good Deed Goes Unpunished

         
         I’d spent the last watches of the night in my car outside a tiny synagogue in West Rogers Park. Today was a special service
            connected with Passover, and the handful of elderly people who still belonged to Shaar Hashomayim were worried about their
            safety. They’d come to me through Lotty Herschel—some of the people who worshipped there were patients of hers. Every now
            and then, someone defaced the synagogue, and on major holidays, synagogues around the world were at heightened risk.
         

         
         Shaar Hashomayim’s neighbors made it seem especially vulnerable. There was a vacant lot on one side, with enough of the remains
            of a foundation for vandals to hide in. I was more worried about the derelict house on the synagogue’s west side. I was pretty
            sure someone was cooking meth or cutting fentanyl in there. I’d brought the dogs. We toured the area several times, but all
            they flushed were rats, the big kind, made robust by the garbage Chicagoans kindly drop for them on our streets and parks.
         

         
         A few of the old men in the community had kept coming together to worship, even through the worst of the pandemic. There were so few of them, they’d been able to stay well apart, even in the building’s small spaces. Now that they’d been vaccinated, a full complement showed up this morning—eighteen instead of the six or seven who’d attended during the winter. 

         
         At nine-thirty, with plenty of traffic on the street, I figured it was okay to leave. I had a noon appointment downtown with
            a potentially lucrative new client, but I wanted to stop at Ilona Pariente’s apartment to assure her that her husband was
            safe.
         

         
         Mrs. Pariente was the patient of Lotty’s who’d gotten me involved with the synagogue. She didn’t go to the services: it was
            an Orthodox temple, which meant the women had to climb stairs to their private gallery, and Mrs. Pariente’s legs didn’t serve
            her well these days. It was hard enough for her to get to the street from the third floor of the shabby building where she
            and her husband lived. I often brought her groceries, to save her the climb.
         

         
         She served me coffee, brewed in the strong Italian style my mother used to make. We spoke in Italian, a pleasure for us both.
            Besides her coffee, speaking Italian made me feel close to my mother. Donna Ilona was from Rome, but she knew Pitigliano,
            Gabriella’s hometown.
         

         
         “You will pick Emilio up at the end of the day?”

         
         I assured her I would be outside the synagogue at six p.m.

         
         “And you will eat with us?”

         
         I assured her I would but made my excuses instead of drinking a second cup. I needed to run the dogs before my meeting. After
            six hours in the car, with short breaks to patrol, the dogs were antsy. The park nearest the synagogue was filled with toddlers.
            I drove to the lakefront, where a gigantic cemetery, bigger than the city parks, separates Chicago from Evanston. Its eastern
            boundary is Sheridan Road. Lake Michigan lies just beyond. I parked at the western entrance. That was when I lost the dogs.
         

         
         My decision to run them in the cemetery meant we saved a girl’s life, so I guess it was a good thing. It cost me a new client. When I called late in the afternoon to explain why I’d missed the meeting, they didn’t want to reschedule. I also lost an expensive piece of my wardrobe, the jacket I’d wrapped the girl in. I suppressed a peevish twinge. I could always buy another jacket, assuming I paid off some of my more pressing bills, but how often did I get to save a teenager’s life? 

         
         By the time the Global van got the dogs and me to my car and I drove home, it was well past noon. Mr. Contreras, the elderly
            neighbor who shares the dogs with me, and who monitors my life, had already seen us on the news.
         

         
         “That was something, you going down them rocks like that. You seen that girl go over the side?”

         
         “It was all Mitch,” I assured him.

         
         He was delighted with the tale of Mitch’s heroics and promptly thawed a steak to serve in his honor. I went up to change from
            my torn and soiled clothes and watched the footage on my laptop. Global had given us a whole three minutes—an eternity on
            TV—and included a still of the rescued girl, with a plea for anyone who recognized her to come forward.
         

         
         Her face in the close-up was covered in dirt, the skin raw in places. Unless someone knew her well and knew she was missing,
            she’d be hard to identify.
         

         
         The Global clip ended with a statement from Beth Israel’s chief medical officer, interviewed at a Covid-sensitive location
            outside the hospital where the ambulance had brought the girl. He merely reiterated that she was unconscious and they couldn’t
            identify her, and that if anyone recognized her, they should contact the police or the Beth Israel Department of Medicine.
         

         
         Beth Israel was also the hospital where my friend Lotty Herschel had her surgical privileges; her partner, Max Loewenthal,
            was the executive director. One of them should be able to tell me how the girl was doing, or whether the admitting team had
            found any identification on her.
         

         
         My escapade, along with my nighttime watchwoman work, had worn me out. I thought I would lie down for twenty minutes, but
            it was after five before I woke again.
         

         
         I scrambled into my clothes and scurried back to Shaar Hashomayim to collect Mr. Pariente. He and the other men lingered on the sidewalk for a time, gossiping, giving each other Pesach blessings. They all wore masks, as did I. People were still nervous, despite our recent vaccinations. By this point in the pandemic, we all knew people whom the disease had claimed. 

         
         The Parientes lived a scant half mile from the synagogue, but the sky was getting dark: a frail old man walking home alone
            in the evening was an inviting target for the creeps who prey on the old. When we reached his building, he climbed the three
            flights slowly, breathing heavily, but refused the support of my arm.
         

         
         We ate at the kitchen table. Donna Ilona and I tried our best to make the meal festive: we drank sweet wine, ate fish baked
            with olives and tomatoes, my spinach with raisins, and finished with mascarpone with honey, almonds, and berries. But a heaviness
            hung over us, borne of the dwindling population at the synagogue, the weight of the pandemic, the Parientes’ increasing fragility.
         

         
         In addition to my own shopping, Lotty or her clinic manager also sometimes bought them groceries. Lotty, or her advanced practice
            nurse Jewel Kim, made house calls, but the worry over their future was inescapable.
         

         
         “We won’t move,” Mr. Pariente said. “I have made that clear, and so has Ilona. We will die here, where we lived for all these
            years. You know what happens in nursing homes. Even if they don’t infect you with Covid, they leave you to die of loneliness
            and bedsores.”
         

         
         The literal translation from the Italian: sores from the position of the lying of the body, as if the body were laid out for
            burial.
         

         
         Donna Ilona nodded in agreement. “Estella Calabro, her husband died. They belonged to the synagogue, and when he died her son persuaded her to move into one of those assisted living centers. Assisted dying, they should be called. They made her give up her apartment. She owned it, a condo in one of those nice buildings up the street from us here. We are just renters, but her husband owned a fur company. For many years they lived well. Then Estella’s health broke down. She had to give them the deed to her home to continue to receive care. But in reality, she received no care and she died, right before the Covid struck.” 

         
         “That’s enough, Ilona,” Emilio said. “Don’t dwell on sad news on a holiday of liberation.”

         
         He turned on the small television that sat on the kitchen counter, tuned to Global’s cable news. About five minutes into their
            dreary political frothing, my escapade came on.
         

         
         “Victoria! That is you!” Donna Ilona cried. “Look at her, Emilio! You are a mountain goat, scampering up and down those rocks.”

         
         The atmosphere in the kitchen lightened. I washed the dishes and relived the event for them as I had for Mr. Contreras and
            left them in brighter spirits: if I could rescue a child from the lake, I was surely powerful enough to protect Temple Shaar
            Hashomayim.
         

         
         As I was leaving, Emilio put his hands on my head and said, as he always did, “All blessings, carissima.” I, too, had a lighter spirit as I drove home.
         

         
         I woke in the morning to excited text messages from Peter Sansen. He also had seen the story, and phoned as I was dressing,
            lavish in his praise.
         

         
         Peter was an archaeologist who’d been with a team exploring Phoenician remains on the Spanish coast when the virus struck.
            As the pandemic waned in Europe and waxed in the States, we’d agreed he was safer staying in Spain. But then, after a harsh
            winter of illness and insurrection, America became less vulnerable, Europe more so. We were caught, like many people, between
            conflicting quarantine regulations and travel restrictions.
         

         
         Peter had thought about coming home for a visit, but he’d spent too much of the past twelve months in lockdown. As restrictions
            on his excavation site were lifted, he decided to stay in Spain.
         

         
         Peter wanted more details on my search-and-rescue mission. “This makes me nostalgic for the first time we met,” he said. “I
            held you upside down from a window while you did a Spider-Woman routine on the wall. I hate to think you can crawl around
            without my support—makes me feel superfluous. Don’t climb too far out on a ledge when I’m not there to hold your feet.”
         

         
         “I’m feeling pretty much the same, three thousand miles away,” I said. “Don’t climb down in a hole so deep you can’t get back out.” 

         
         We hung up with the miming of kisses and hugs, promises to talk again in two days, but the conversation was only half satisfying.
            When you can’t see or touch each other, just stare at an image on a screen, it’s hard to maintain a sense of intimacy.
         

         
         “I am happy with where my life is today, in this moment,” I announced out loud. “It’s true I’m stiff and bruised, and three
            thousand miles from my lover, but I am doing good in the world and that’s way more important than physical or emotional health.”
         

         
         Peppy, who’d spent the night with me, gave what sounded like a derisive snort and went back to sleep.

         
         I did a full workout—stretches, weights, squats, sweating away discontent along with my stiffness. Before heading to my office,
            I called Max Loewenthal’s PA at Beth Israel.
         

         
         Cynthia Dijkstra was delighted to hear from me. “Everyone in the office saw you, Vic! That was amazing, the way you rescued
            that girl.”
         

         
         I channeled the old Marlboro man—shucks, ma’am, just doing my job—and asked if they’d come up with an ID. Cynthia said the ER team hadn’t found anything in her pockets, and the girl herself
            hadn’t spoken.
         

         
         “She was in a state of shock when she came in, unresponsive, it says on her chart. She needs rehydrating and is suffering
            from burns on her legs and thighs, but they didn’t find any head injuries, nothing to explain why she’s mute except maybe
            shock. Did she say anything when you were with her?”
         

         
         “One word,” I said. “She briefly gained consciousness when my camera flash went off. She said something that sounded like
            ‘Nagyi.’ I took it to be a name, as if she thought I was someone she knew.”
         

         
         Cynthia and I guessed on the spelling. She said she’d pass it on to the attending and add it to the bulletin they were giving
            the police.
         

         
         “Do they have an idea how old she is?”

         
         Cynthia read through more of the chart. “They think she’s mid-teens, probably fifteen.”

         
         “Why did they bring her to you?” I asked. “There’s a hospital in Evanston just a few blocks from where I found her.”

         
         “That is why Beth Israel constantly teeters on the brink of ruin,” Cynthia said. “The Evanston hospital, and two Chicago hospitals
            closer to the accident, had their emergency rooms on bypass just to avoid this kind of problem. If we wanted to work that
            way, we could have kept the ambulance shuttling the poor girl around the city until she died in transit, which would have
            ended the problem. Max won’t let Beth Israel operate like that—hurray for him, and hurray for him being able to sweet-talk
            our high-end donors into keeping us going.”
         

         
         “It’s that British accent,” I said. Max had learned English as a teenaged refugee in London. “People think he sounds like
            Richard Burton and they can’t resist writing checks.”
         

         
         Cynthia laughed and we hung up. I figured the dogs and I had both had enough exercise yesterday. I didn’t need to run them
            this morning. I drove down to my office, where my lease mate, the sculptor Tessa Reynolds, was also arriving for the day.
            She specializes in giant metal pieces for business installations, as well as commissions for sculpture parks.
         

         
         Tessa is a Black woman. One of the few good outcomes of all the turmoil of the past year was the spotlight focused on Black
            artists. Tessa had an international reputation but wasn’t much known in the States. Since she couldn’t travel to the Pacific
            Rim, where her work was most in demand, her new recognition at home was keeping her busy.
         

         
         She, too, had seen my fifteen seconds of fame, and asked for news of the girl.

         
         I gave her the update I’d had from Cynthia. “I feel responsible for her because I rescued her,” I said. “But there’s nothing
            I can do, except hope she has a family that cares about her.”
         

         
         “You’re not convinced?”

         
         “Her legs were burned. There are a dozen possibilities. Maybe the rest of her family was destroyed in a fire and she’s in shock—it would explain why no one’s come forward to claim her. But—a kid with burns on her legs and maybe her face—there’s no Hallmark backstory.” 

         
         Tessa nodded soberly. Her mother was a lawyer who covered family law. She’d heard most of the horrors that people inflict
            on children. “She could be a runaway, you know, hundreds of miles from anyone who’d be missing her.”
         

         
         She put out a hand to clasp my shoulder but pulled it back. One of Covid’s many residues: When would it be safe for us to
            touch each other again?
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            3
Feeling the Burn

         
         I was behind on a project for my most important client, involving a drug ring in his Peoria plant. I began work on an action
            plan for him, then started on some other assignments, but I felt sluggish. I had a picture in my head of a donkey tied to
            a mill, endlessly walking in a circle, grinding up corn or something. Was that me, doing the same repetitive task over and
            over for the same clients?
         

         
         My usual coping strategy is exercise, but I felt too beat-up for a long run. Singing, my second choice. I’d go home and work
            on my vocal exercises. I hadn’t done that for months.
         

         
         I swapped out my backup drives and was shutting off my lights, switching on alarms, when the street doorbell rang. I checked
            the camera feed on my monitor. Cops. Specifically, a sergeant I knew, Lenora Pizzello, and a uniformed officer as support,
            in case I said something so actionable that she needed proof. I put on my mask and buzzed them in.
         

         
         “Sergeant! This is incredibly exciting. You’ve never visited me before. And your friend is—?”

         
         “Officer Howard. Rudy Howard.”

         
         “Come in, Officer, Sergeant, let me get you coffee, tea, gin—whatever you drink at this time of day.”

         
         “This isn’t a social call, Warshawski. We’re here to take your statement.”

         
         I’d been about to lead them up the hall to my office, but I stopped, the street door still half open.

         
         “I don’t know what you think I can state, Sergeant, but I have no idea what this is about. You’d better back up half a mile
            and tell me your business.”
         

         
         “The Jane Doe you found in the rocks yesterday. You left the scene before anyone could talk to you.”

         
         “How wrong you are. I spoke at length with Beth Blacksin, and people all over the country heard me. Even people in Spain,
            and I expect Australia and Japan were tuned in as well.”
         

         
         Pizzello turned to Howard. “This is why they sent you with me. So you can see how to restrain yourself with a member of the
            public who prides herself on being a royal pain in the ass. Warshawski, we need some details to help us try to locate a family.”
         

         
         “Really, Sergeant, ass-paining aside, I don’t know as much as the doctors at Beth Israel who’ve been treating her. I saw her
            for all of two minutes, and she was unconscious for almost the entire time.”
         

         
         Pizzello looked over my shoulder at the hallway. “Is there a chair in this building somewhere? It’s hard for Officer Howard
            to take notes standing up.”
         

         
         I gave an ostentatious sigh, but led them up the hall to my office. Tessa Reynolds was packing up for the day. She raised
            quizzical brows at the sight of the police. “Whatever you did, I’m on your side, Vic. Text me if you need my mother to bail
            you out.”
         

         
         I gave her a thumbs-up, but Pizzello was sour. “Officer Howard left the academy six weeks ago. He’s already getting an education
            in how much fun it is to serve and protect the public.”
         

         
         There were a lot of possible responses, but I didn’t make any of them. Everyone was strained to the breaking point these days—no
            benefit to my pulling harder on the ropes.
         

         
         When we were in my office, Pizzello wanted a thorough description of the cave where I’d found the girl.

         
         “It wasn’t a cave, just an opening between two of the bigger slabs down there,” I said. “You know these lakefront barriers.
            They dump concrete blocks from demolition sites down among the boulders the lake has washed ashore. This girl was in between
            two of the concrete blocks, which had settled so that there was a gap about two feet wide. She’d backed herself in there before
            she lost consciousness.”
         

         
         “Could someone have put her there?” Pizzello asked.

         
         “It’s not impossible, but it doesn’t seem likely. A strong person could have done it, easily, except for the location—those
            rocks are slippery, and if you wanted to make sure you weren’t going to crash into the boulders in the water, you’d need ropes,
            belaying pins, maybe even a partner. People are watching the space from the nearby apartments. I was almost ticketed before
            the rescue team arrived because someone reported me and the dogs. You’d have to do it in the dark, which would require SEAL-team
            skills.”
         

         
         “So someone with SEAL-team skills could have approached from the water.”

         
         I stared at her. “What’s this about, Sergeant? Do you think she was leading a smuggling ring? An enterprising cartel sails
            up the Mississippi and the Illinois River and then, instead of offloading at some easy river point, goes into the lake, drops
            the cargo and a teenaged diver with burns on her legs—”
         

         
         “All right,” Pizzello snapped. “You’ve made your point. What did you see inside the cave—the opening?”

         
         “Slime. Dirt. She hadn’t lit a fire. However she managed to get into that cleft in the rocks, she arrived with those burns.”

         
         “No thumb drives, cell phone, anything like that?”

         
         “Pizzello, what is going on here? What do you know about this young woman that you’re hiding? She’s clearly got a high profile
            in the CPD if you think she had electronics that need to be recovered.”
         

         
         Pizzello shifted uncomfortably in her seat, pushing her hair back behind her ears. It was a nervous gesture she often made, but now her fine hair had tangled in the ear loops of her mask and she had to take off her glasses to undo it all. Finally, she muttered that she was checking, that was all. 

         
         Rudy Howard, who’d been taking notes, stared straight ahead, as if he was someplace else, or at least wished he were.

         
         “We put her picture out on a national Amber Alert. Hopefully we’ll hear something. And you, Warshawski”—her voice gathered
            strength—“if anyone brings you news, tell me about it.”
         

         
         “You will be one of the first people I notify,” I promised. “Of course, Mitch deserves to be told first.”

         
         “Mitch?” She sat up, alert.

         
         “My dog. He’s the one who found her.”

         
         If she hadn’t been wearing a mask, she might have spat at me. As it was, she got to her feet, her back so stiff you could
            have laid her sideways and used her as an ironing board.
         

         
         “One last thing, Warshawski.” She paused in the doorway. “You said she was unconscious for almost the entire time. What did she do for the nanosecond she was awake?”
         

         
         I grinned behind my mask, not that she could see. “Good catch. She uttered a single word which I heard as ‘Nagyi.’ From the way she spoke, it sounded like the name of someone she knew. And someone she trusted—seeing my face made her feel
            comforted, not threatened.”
         

         
         “That makes her unique in the six counties.”

         
         “Ah, Sergeant, you only meet the evildoers I round up for you to arrest. I regularly bring comfort to my nearest and dearest.”

         
         “Is she one of your nearest and dearest? Did you recognize her just as she seemed to recognize you?”

         
         “Leave it alone, Pizzello. You can’t trick me into an indiscretion, because there’s nothing for me to be indiscreet about.
            I’d never seen her before. I assume her face splashed across the Net and the news didn’t bring family members running, or
            someone would have leaked that by now.”
         

         
         Officer Howard coughed, ready to rescue Pizzello from the corner she’d backed herself into. “I wondered if she could be a
            runaway, ma’am, if that’s why no one in Chicago identified her.”
         

         
         Pizzello nodded. “It’s possible. And it could take time for people around the country to start thinking a teen in Chicago might be their own missing child. Later, Warshawski.” 

         
         I walked down the hall with her to make sure she really left the building. Meeting her had taken the time I’d imagined spending
            on vocal exercises. I hadn’t taken the dogs out this morning, so I needed to walk them tonight. Even so, I sat at my desk
            and brought my computer back to life.
         

         
         Something about the girl in the rocks had triggered an alert with the Chicago police. I opened the file of photos I’d taken
            inside the rocks yesterday afternoon.
         

         
         Many police departments, including Chicago’s, subscribe to facial recognition software. Companies troll social media and harvest
            our photographs, without our knowledge, and compile databases that law enforcement uses to identify people they find threatening,
            usually protestors or immigrants.
         

         
         I hadn’t shared my own pictures with Beth Blacksin at Global, but her crew, and all the other media outlets in town, had photographed
            the girl as she was lifted from the rocks into an ambulance.
         

         
         It was hard to guess her age or ethnicity from the photos. Behind the grime and dried blood, her skin was dark, her hair thick
            and curly. She could have been African American, or Latinx, or from any Levantine country.
         

         
         If she were the survivor of an unusual crime, there should be a record somewhere. This year had seen so much violence, nationally
            and locally, that no one could keep up with all of it. And a teenager who was a victim of domestic abuse didn’t have a lot
            of options for reporting it.
         

         
         Still, the burns on the girl’s legs made me look for fires in the last week or two where a family was missing a daughter.
            Thinking of Officer Howard’s suggestion that the girl was a runaway, I looked for stories in a hundred-mile radius around
            the city. A number of apartment buildings and homes had burned down, but no one seemed to be looking for my Jane Doe. I gave
            up on it and drove home to my dogs.
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Hate Mail

         
         The next morning, Mrs. Pariente called while I was in a virtual meeting with a client. I saw the call come in but let it roll
            to voicemail. She called again ten minutes later, and then Lotty Herschel phoned.
         

         
         As soon as the meeting ended I called them back, Mrs. Pariente first. “Donna Ilona—what’s happened?”

         
         “The scola—windows—like Rome!”
         

         
         She was so distressed that it took five minutes to get the story. Emilio had walked to the synagogue at eight, to join with
            the other men in their daily prayers. When he got there, he found graffiti painted across the door and the windows broken.
         

         
         Donna Ilona had been a little girl in Rome when Mussolini’s race manifesto led to street violence against Jews and Jewish
            shops. She still remembered the broken glass outside her grandparents’ shoe shop, the smell of fear rising from her parents
            and aunts and uncles. It was hard for her to be coherent.
         

         
         I canceled my next meeting and drove up to Shaar Hashomayim. Emilio Pariente and three other badly shaken men were sitting on a bench near the curb. Emilio struggled to his feet when he saw me. He didn’t speak, just pointed at the synagogue. It was a small box of a building, constructed from the Lake Calumet clay that ages to a soft rose. Now it was defiled with ugly messages and symbols. The round window above the double doors had been shattered. 

         
         I spoke gently to the men: Had they called the police? No. While the men watched anxiously, I phoned in the report. I got
            the name of the synagogue’s insurance agent from one of the men in the group and phoned the agency as well.
         

         
         When two blue-and-whites flashed up the street, most of the men retreated into the shadows. Like Ilona and Emilio, many members
            of Shaar Hashomayim had terrifying memories of law enforcement from their European childhoods. One of the oldest men stayed
            with me. He introduced himself as Istvan Reito. He was a lawyer, he said, mostly retired now, but he tried to look after Shaar
            Hashomayim’s minor legal matters.
         

         
         Three officers emerged, just a driver from the first car, two men from the second. The tagalong officer was Rudy Howard, who’d
            been shadowing Sergeant Pizzello yesterday afternoon. Today he was learning how to respond to citizen complaints.
         

         
         Reito reported what the men knew, which was nothing beyond the damage to the building. They’d been too shocked to go inside.
            Don Emilio produced a key, and everyone trooped in.
         

         
         Even in their misery, the men were concerned about having a woman inside the sanctuary. I stayed in the vestibule while the
            officers—fortunately all male—checked out the premises. While they were inside, I started picking up fragments from the broken
            window. And came upon a bullet. I called to the senior officer on the scene, who put the bullet in an evidence bag, shaking
            a weary head.
         

         
         “It’s possible we’ll find the punks, find the weapon this came out of—but you know we’re up to our keesters in murder and armed whatnot. I hate to say it, but—” He let the words hang. They wouldn’t be putting resources into a building defacing, even when it was a house of worship. I didn’t argue, just said I’d keep my eyes open, let him know if I heard anything. 

         
         “You a daughter?” one of the officers asked. He’d heard me speaking Italian with Emilio.

         
         “An old friend of the family. They’ve had a few episodes in the past, but shooting out a window—that’s escalating the violence
            in a scary way. You’ll report this as a hate crime, right?”
         

         
         “That’s the state’s attorney’s call, not mine,” the officer said.

         
         “But you’ll present it as a hate crime, right?”

         
         He scratched his nose. “Yeah, I guess. It wasn’t a love crime, that’s for sure.”

         
         “Have there been other episodes in the area?” I asked.

         
         The two senior officers talked it over: a Korean furniture store and a Japanese restaurant had both been attacked a few weeks
            ago. They were a couple of blocks away, and the messages had been about Covid, telling them to get out of America while they
            still could walk out.
         

         
         “A death threat? I hope the police are taking it seriously. We don’t want another Squirrel Hill or Charleston in Chicago.
            Which is why it would be prudent to pay serious attention to this crime.”
         

         
         The senior officer scowled. “You talk to my watch commander about funding our overtime, and we’ll work all night on it.”

         
         “You’ll mention it to Sergeant Pizzello, of course,” I said to the rookie, but he already knew better than to engage with
            an annoying PI; he moved behind the senior man.
         

         
         When the police left, I offered to drive the synagogue members home, but they wanted to walk. They locked the double doors,
            tried the handle, and went slowly down the street, leaning on each other for support.
         

         
         I took a few dozen photographs of the damage, because I wanted to get the windows boarded up right away. The insurance claims
            adjustor would take care of cleanup and replacing the windows.
         

         
         I walked to the Parientes’ in case Emilio had physical difficulties along the way. Even after lingering to take pictures, I caught up with him a block from his front door. I waited while he made his goodbyes to his friends and climbed slowly up the stairs with him. 

         
         Inside, we found Donna Ilona weeping with misery. She’d never renewed the synagogue’s insurance policy, she cried.

         
         “It expired when the pandemic was so bad, and I forgot to pay attention to it. How could I have been so careless and stupid?”

         
         I calmed her as best I could, promised that between Lotty and me, we’d get the building cleaned and repaired.

         
         Lotty called while I was still there. When she realized what was going on, she promised that Mrs. Coltrain, her clinic manager,
            would get the synagogue reinsured. Like me, she promised to provide what help they needed to restore the building.
         

         
         When she finished talking to Donna Ilona, Lotty spoke to me again, inviting—or was it ordering?—me to come to dinner at her
            home that evening.
         

         
         After that, I chained myself to the cornmill and walked in circles, grinding out reports on potential job candidates for two
            of my regular clients. I ran the dogs, changed into a knit top and dressy trousers, and walked the two miles from my home
            to Lotty’s.
         

         
         The doorman greeted me cheerily. “How’s it going, Ms. Warshawski?”

         
         “You know how it is, Mr. Garretson. A good day is when only a small disaster happens—cockroaches in the basement instead of
            rats in the kitchen.”
         

         
         He laughed obligingly, called up to Lotty, summoned the elevator for me. “There’s sanitizer in the car. Use some before you
            touch the buttons, Ms. Warshawski.”
         

         
         I used a little sanitizer, wishing I could pour it into my turbulent brain, or maybe douse the outside world with it.

         
         A welcome change brought by the vaccine allowed Max and me to sit at the same table with Lotty. During the worst of the pandemic,
            if I visited Lotty at all, I stood on the balcony outside her living room. We would bellow at each other through our masks
            while I froze in the winter air.
         

         
         Lotty doesn’t drink, except for the occasional medicinal brandy, but Max has an impressive wine cellar. He’d brought a Brunello, an Italian red that I love but can’t often afford. 

         
         Lotty was worried about the way the attack on the synagogue affected the Parientes. She urged me to try to track down the
            vandals.
         

         
         “Lotty, that’s an impossible job. Probably impossible for the cops, definitely for me.”

         
         “You often take on jobs the police can’t or won’t handle,” Lotty objected.

         
         “I’ll ask some questions, of course, in case someone on the street can ID them, and I’ll put up surveillance cameras in case
            they strike again, but I don’t have the resources or the time to give to that kind of project.”
         

         
         “I understand you did more unpaid labor when you provided us with a mystery guest at Beth Israel,” Max said quickly, before
            Lotty could argue further with me.
         

         
         “A mystery guest and a very non-mysterious memo from our chief financial officer,” Lotty said, “reminding us that the hospital
            is deep in the red and we can’t afford to be the welfare dumping ground of Cook County.”
         

         
         Max winced. “He didn’t put it quite like that, Lottchen.”

         
         “I get a memo from Ludwig Kavanaugh every month on the ratio of insured to uninsured patients I see. Why did you allow the
            board to hire someone so determined to undermine patient care?”
         

         
         “Lotty, please. You know that we’re bleeding money. If we can’t turn the finances around we either have to close or join a
            network that will have much more punitive policies toward our patients. Kavanaugh helped streamline finances at St. Helena’s
            Hospital. Anyway, he knows that you bring prestige to the hospital, which means you bring paying patients. He’s one of your
            fans, not an enemy.”
         

         
         “Have you learned anything more about the girl I brought in?” I asked, before Lotty could resume battle. I’d sat through these
            conflicts before, and they always ended with Lotty accusing Max of putting profit before patients. Max would get up, bow with
            an exaggerated formality, and leave me alone with a fuming Lotty.
         

         
         “She’s not our only Jane Doe,” Max said, “but the other is a homeless woman with advanced liver disease, so not interesting to the media. Tell me about your Jane Doe.” 

         
         “There’s something about her that’s exciting law enforcement,” I said. “I’m wondering if the cops have an ID for her.” I told
            Max and Lotty about the visit from Sergeant Pizzello. “Have the police been around the ICU?”
         

         
         He pulled out his phone and sent a text. In another minute, someone called him back. He took the phone into the kitchen for
            a private conversation.
         

         
         “She’s regained consciousness,” he said when he came back into the room. “They’ve moved her out of intensive care, since she’s
            able to keep fluids down on her own, and the burns on her legs aren’t as severe as they first feared. She’s eating a bit,
            but she hasn’t been speaking. They’ve tried Spanish and Arabic on her, trying to guess her nationality, since she hasn’t been
            responding to English.”
         

         
         I repeated the word the girl had spoken when she saw me. “I thought it might be a name.”

         
         Max put his wineglass down. “Nagyi? Like that? I suppose it could be a name, but my mother’s mother was from Nové Zámky when it was Hungarian. My mother spoke
            German, like most people in that part of the world before the war, but my grandmother liked me to call her Nagyi. Hungarian for ‘granny.’”
         

         
         “I can’t believe she’s a Hungarian refugee,” Lotty said. “Even if you could get into the U.S., no one is coming here from
            Central Europe these days. They go to Germany if they’re looking for a better life.”
         

         
         “Maybe hers is the one Hungarian family who didn’t get the memo about Germany,” Max teased her. “Anyway, it’s impossible to
            know. I don’t speak the language myself, just the few words that brought my grandmother pleasure, but we must have someone
            in the hospital who speaks Hungarian. I’ll get a notice out to the staff in the morning. However, it could be someone’s name
            in an African or Central Asian language—we don’t know anything about the girl, after all.”
         

         
         “Did the person you were talking to just now say whether the police had been around?” I asked.

         
         “You mean, were they there in an unusual way? We always have a unit in the ER, you know. In this case, since the girl’s a juvenile, they’re trying to help find family or a guardian. And so far, we haven’t had any success.” 

         
         “What will happen to her if she’s healed but she doesn’t speak and you can’t find her family?” I asked.

         
         “We call Children and Family Services and they make a placement. They may put her in a therapeutic setting where she can recover
            the memory and language her trauma has taken from her, but we’re a hospital. We can’t care for her once she’s able to live
            without medical support. And that shouldn’t take more than another day, two at the most, given that she’s already eating on
            her own.”
         

         
         Lotty had recovered her equilibrium enough to move the conversation into neutral waters. She and Max had started attending
            virtual performances from an experimental theater in Berlin. They were enjoying the productions more than they had anticipated,
            as well as the chance to hear German spoken.
         

         
         As I was leaving, I thought of Max’s other Jane Doe, the critically ill homeless woman. “What will become of her?”

         
         Max grimaced. “Nothing very good. She’ll have to go into a nursing home, and the quality of care—doesn’t bear thinking about.
            But, again—we’re limited in how long we can keep her. All the regulations over who pays the bills, and what they cover—we
            don’t have a lot of say in it. Some say, and we’re exercising that—”
         

         
         “Don’t let Ludwig Kavanaugh hear you say that,” Lotty said sharply, “or you may be looking for a job.”

         
         Max took her hand and kissed it. “That wouldn’t be the worst thing, at my age, to be forced into retirement. I’m not a surgeon,
            I don’t need the hospital to make me feel useful. Or important.”
         

         
         I made a beeline for the elevator before Lotty replied. The two of them never used to fight, but lately that’d been a too-frequent
            part of evenings with them. Covid and the destructive political situation were wearing down everyone, even Max and Lotty.
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On the Lam

         
         In the morning, I had an anxious call from Mrs. Pariente, frightened at the thought of her husband over at the synagogue.
            “What if these monsters return and do more damage? Can you not watch over our scola in the night, the way you do on the important holidays?”
         

         
         “Donna Ilona, I wish I could, but I can’t.” The anguish in her voice was gut-wrenching. “I’ll install some security cameras;
            if anyone attacks the building, an alarm will wake me up and I can get the police there.”
         

         
         She was silent for a moment and then replied with dignity that she understood, she wanted me to understand that she appreciated
            all I did for her and Emilio.
         

         
         I went back to work. Before Mrs. Pariente called, I’d heard from my bookkeeper, reminding me of the balance I owed my lawyer,
            which hovered around six figures these days, and my outstanding debt to the forensic lab I use, which ran a close second.
         

         
         Investigators are sort of essential workers. I’d kept going during the lockdown, but the economic contraction meant my clients hadn’t outsourced as many queries as they used to. I couldn’t afford not to meet my deadlines. I returned to designing a subtle way of solving the drug problem at my bread-and-butter client’s factory, but I couldn’t get Mrs. Pariente’s anguish out of my mind. 

         
         At least I could take care of the cameras now. I’d program them to send messages to my phone. I was at the Rapelec outlet
            on Milwaukee when Cynthia Dijkstra, Max’s PA, phoned.
         

         
         “Vic, you know the girl you rescued from the lake? She’s disappeared.”

         
         “Disappeared?” I felt a jolt of fear.

         
         “She was in her bed at the seven a.m. shift change, but when the burn unit nurse went in to replace the dressings, she wasn’t there. That was at nine. The nurse
            went back twice, thinking maybe she was in the toilet, but she’s gone.”
         

         
         It was eleven-thirty now. My Jane Doe had been missing for over two hours. “Did she have any visitors? Maybe someone came
            for her before the burn unit nurse got there.”
         

         
         “You know what it’s like on the floors here during the day—we’re understaffed, but at the same time there’s a lot of traffic.
            Visitors aren’t supposed to be allowed onto patient floors, so it’s possible someone came for her. But they’d need to get
            her room number. The information desk can’t remember every patient someone asked for, of course, but Jane Doe stands out in
            everyone’s mind.
         

         
         “The ward head says a cop went to see her, along with one of our janitors. Max thought maybe the girl was Hungarian, and I
            found this guy, he’s close to retirement, but he came here from Hungary as a kid. Anyway, the cop tried to talk to her, and
            Jan Kadar, the janitor, says he translated the cop’s questions as best he could, but the girl didn’t respond in either language.
            And I don’t think she ever spoke to anyone on the ward. Vic, you know she’s weak. If she took off on her own, she can’t have
            gone far. We reported her disappearance to the police, of course, but—you know what she looks like—could you?”
         

         
         “I’ll scout the area,” I said, “but your best bet is the CPD. If they put out a missing persons bulletin, they’ll be most
            likely to find her.”
         

         
         “Having you involved would make me feel better.”

         
         Right, that was me. I tracked missing persons between one and two, moved on to vandals before three, and solved routine murders
            by suppertime. Whenever Wonder Woman saw me coming she folded up her cape and retreated to Themyscira.
         

         
         I finished buying my cameras, then used Rapelec’s business center to print out a few dozen copies of the clearest of my photos
            of the Jane Doe. I stopped at home to collect Mitch from Mr. Contreras. The girl was so slight and frail that I might not
            see her if she’d collapsed in an alleyway, but Mitch would know her by smell.
         

         
         Mr. Contreras badly wanted to join the search. A day on foot, hunting in dumpsters and alleyways, was not good exercise for
            a man in his nineties, even one as fit as my neighbor. I left him in a morose mood. He likes to be useful and felt I was putting
            him into a dumpster of his own.
         

         
         At the hospital, Cynthia Dijkstra summoned the Hungarian speaker to Max’s office. This made him nervous: he was sure there
            was a reprimand on the way. Cynthia introduced us.
         

         
         “Honest, Cynthia, I didn’t say nothin’ to spook the girl.” Whatever language he’d spoken growing up, Kadar’s English accent
            and grammar were textbook Chicago.
         

         
         “No one’s accusing you of anything, Jan, but we’ve hired Ms. Warshawski to look for her. Anything you can tell us might help
            us find her.”
         

         
         I’d been hired? That was pleasing—I’d thought this was going to be pro bono, a thank-you for all the free care Beth Israel
            had given me over the years.
         

         
         “The timeline seems quick,” I said to Cynthia. “You put out a bulletin for a Hungarian speaker and—what? half an hour later?—a
            cop takes Mr. Kadar up to see her? Did you put them together?”
         

         
         She shook her head. “Who asked for you, Jan?”

         
         “Not one of the regulars who hang out in the break room.” He cast a sidelong glance at Cynthia: janitors and cops were hanging out in the break room instead of manning their posts, but she didn’t react. “I got a page, asking me to come to the ER desk. You know, Cynthia, the cops have their little office behind there, and a guy said, was I the Hungarian speaker, could I go up with him to Jane Doe’s room.” 

         
         “You don’t remember his name?” I asked.

         
         “Like I said, I didn’t know him, I didn’t think I needed to pay special attention. I’d already told my boss to give my name
            to Cynthia when we saw the bulletin.”
         

         
         “So the two of you went up to her room together. Was she awake?”

         
         “She was in the bed with it cranked up partway. The TV was on, but I don’t think she was watching. So the cop goes up and
            shakes her shoulder. Not hard, just trying to get her attention. First he talks to her in English, and she keeps looking at
            the ceiling. Then he asks me to translate. I don’t speak that good, you know, I understand better than I talk, but it’s simple:
            what’s her name, where did she get those burns, does she have any documents or phones or computer stuff where someone could
            trace where she lives. And she just stares at the ceiling.”
         

         
         “Was her hearing tested?” I asked Cynthia.

         
         Cynthia texted the question to someone. While we waited for an answer, I asked Kadar how long they’d stayed in the room.

         
         “It didn’t take that long, did it? A half dozen questions in English and then in Hungarian? Could’ve been five, maybe ten
            minutes. Not longer, anyway, because I got a text from my boss, someone threw up, I gotta change personalities from UN translator
            to janitor.” He grinned nervously, hoping we would laugh with him.
         

         
         I produced a sympathetic smile. “Anyone else in there with you? One of the nurses, or someone from the burn unit?”

         
         “Hoo, boy, I am in trouble, aren’t I? Maybe I need to get my union rep.”

         
         Cynthia looked at him in astonishment. “Why, Jan? I mean, of course, it’s your prerogative, but I don’t think Vic is accusing
            you of anything.”
         

         
         “You left, but the cop stayed, right?” I said. “It would be good to know what he said or did when he was alone with Jane Doe.”

         
         Kadar was scratching his arms, as if the conversation were giving him hives. “There was the gal in the other bed, but the cop, he sent her out of the room. She’s a surgical patient and it took her a while, what with the drips and so on, but she went down the hall. I can’t tell you anything else, honest. And I gotta go, I’m behind as it is.” 

         
         He left the room so quickly he knocked over Cynthia’s wastebasket. “Sorry,” he muttered, picking it up, putting papers back
            into it.
         

         
         “What was that about?” Cynthia said when the door had shut behind him.

         
         “Something was said or done in that room that wasn’t right,” I said. “Can you check with his boss about him needing to clean
            up a patient room? I’ll see the police in the ER to get the name of the officer who went up to Jane Doe’s room. Can you print
            out something to show that I’m working for the hospital? Otherwise no one is going to talk to me.”
         

         
         While she was typing up a form, something else occurred to me. “What was she wearing? If she left under her own steam she
            can’t have been in a hospital gown.”
         

         
         “I’ll ask the ward head. But hang on while I get this done, okay? You’re as bad as Lotty, firing out multiple commands in
            one breath.”
         

         
         I grinned. “It’s always easier to give than to receive, especially with Lotty. Are you hiring me? I mean, are you paying me?”

         
         Cynthia made a face. “I’ll ask Max. I know I blurted that out to Jan Kadar just now, but I don’t have the authority. So don’t
            go spending thousands of dollars that I can’t reimburse. And now, please, Vic: shut up so I can type this for you.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            6
Desperately Seeking

         
         All big-city hospitals have a police detail these days. Sometimes patients are having violent drug reactions when they come
            in; cops try to protect the staff. People come in with bullet or knife wounds; cops on the scene try to find out who inflicted
            the injuries. A hospital like Beth Israel usually has four officers on duty for all three shifts. Beth Israel’s unit reported
            out of the Twentieth District, which happened to be where Sergeant Pizzello was assigned these days.
         

         
         Midmorning is a busy time in the ER because it’s when mothers with no access to a pediatrician bring in their sick children.
            However, it’s not a population that needs a lot of police involvement. The officers didn’t mind talking to me. They weren’t
            enthusiastic, but I represented a break in the routine.
         

         
         They already knew that Jane Doe had disappeared—Jan Kadar had been to them while Cynthia was typing up my official agreement.
            They didn’t know the name of the man who’d gone up to talk to the girl.
         

         
         “Not anyone from the Twentieth. We figured he was with SIU, looking for a juvie,” said the oldest man in the quartet, thick through the middle, with a husky voice. The Special Investigations Unit handles missing persons and juvenile offenders. 

         
         “Did he think she was wanted for a crime?” I asked.

         
         There was an elaborate group shrug. They weren’t withholding information: they were miffed that SIU had sent someone in but
            hadn’t checked with them, the keepers of the law at Beth Israel.
         

         
         “Did he have the girl with him when he left?” I asked.

         
         “He didn’t stop here on his way out,” the spokesman said. “We didn’t know the girl was gone until Kadar told us just now.”

         
         I went up to Jane Doe’s ward to see if the nursing team could tell me more. Of course, like every other civilian, I didn’t
            belong on the patient floors, but with a mask and a protective bonnet I’d picked up in the ER, no one challenged me.
         

         
         None of the nurses on Jane’s floor had paid particular attention to the man with Jan Kadar.

         
         “It was during shift change, Ms. Warshawski,” the floor head said. “We’re busy getting everyone’s vitals, the dieticians are
            on the floor, transport is here from radiology or therapy units. The one thing I can tell you is your Jane Doe helped herself
            to her roommate’s clothes. The jeans she was wearing when she came in were too burned for her to put back on, so we’d thrown
            them out. Jane stole a pair of jeans and a T-shirt with the Linda Lindas on it.”
         

         
         “When I found her, I wrapped her in my own jacket. It’s red, basket weave, with big black buttons. Did she take that with
            her?”
         

         
         “I’m running an overcrowded ward, not a fashion show,” the ward head said. “But no one saw her leave, so I’m guessing she
            wasn’t wearing anything that eye-catching.”
         

         
         “She must have made a speedy recovery if she could get dressed and out of the hospital without help.”

         
         “She wasn’t out of the woods by any means.” The nurse was looking at Jane’s chart on her tablet. “She had a couple of bad burns on her right thigh and right forearm, as if she’d been crouching next to a fire. Second-degree and requiring a serious course of antibiotic ointment. If she’s out on the streets on her own, she’s at high risk for infection. The other problem she came in with was dehydration and malnourishment. I guess thirty-six hours of fluids gave her enough strength to go on with, but I wouldn’t expect her to get very far.” 

         
         “Jan Kadar said she just stared at the ceiling when the cop was questioning her. Did anyone check her hearing?”

         
         “You can’t do a clinical test of hearing on someone who’s refusing to respond to you, but the resident who was in this morning
            blew a whistle; the girl jumped at the sound, from what they told me.”
         

         
         “So she speaks a language none of us knows, or she’s determinedly mute, or she’s still in shock.”

         
         The ward head hesitated, then said, “I didn’t spend much time with her, but my diagnosis was fear. She may have stared at
            the ceiling when Kadar’s cop was interrogating her, but I bet she looked at him out of the corner of her eye. She did that
            with me. It looked to me as though she decided she couldn’t trust me and retreated into a protective silence.”
         

         
         Nurses are skilled observers, and they see more patient behaviors than doctors do. That was a likely diagnosis, given that
            the girl had run away as soon as the cop had left. She’d seen a crime? Committed a crime? At any rate, she couldn’t afford
            to be caught up with the law.
         

         
         I asked if the hospital gown she’d been wearing was available. The gown had disappeared, but no one had changed the bedding
            yet. I asked to take the sheet, to help Mitch focus his search. The nurse begged me to return it when I was done. “We are
            stretched so thin here, we can’t afford to replace linens.”
         

         
         Jane Doe’s roommate was watching television when I went in to collect the sheet. I introduced myself. She was reluctant to
            leave her show, so I had to sit through the overwrought emotions of some reality combatants until the commercial break.
         

         
         While I was waiting, I looked in the lockers, but my jacket was gone. Jane must have been wearing it, but in the shift change,
            looking at their tablets, catching up with each other, the nursing staff hadn’t noticed. A vulnerable girl is missing, Warshawski, I lectured myself. Don’t make your wardrobe the first thing you care about.

         
         The roommate had seen me searching. As soon as she muted her show, she said, “She stole my clothes. I’m making the hospital replace them, you better believe that. But I never heard her say anything to anyone. She was like a department store what’s-it, the statues they put in the windows to show off clothes.” 

         
         “Mannequin?” I suggested.

         
         “Yeah. Girl-e-quin.” She laughed at her play on words, and I smiled obligingly.

         
         “Did you happen to hear what the policeman asked when he came in?”

         
         “Yeah. He happened to ask if I would go down the hall to the patient lounge so he could be private with the girl-e-quin. I
            told him it was my show time, but he was kind of insistent and so I went.”
         

         
         I asked if she could describe the man. She shrugged. He’d been big. White. Wearing a warm-up jacket, she thought with the
            Blackhawks on it, but maybe it had been the Bears.
         

         
         “The guy who was with him, he worked for the hospital, I think, because he had on one of those outfits they wear. When I saw
            him come out of my room, I started back up the hall. I just had surgery yesterday, I can’t walk that fast, and before I got
            to the room, the hospital guy, the one wearing, like, the janitor outfit, he went back into the room, or at least, he stood
            near the
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