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​Chapter 1: The Ordinary World

​
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Marcus woke four minutes before the alarm, the way he had every working morning for eleven years, and lay still in the dark with his eyes open, listening to the apartment not make any sound. The radiator ticked once. Somewhere down the block a car door shut. Then nothing, which was the way he liked it, or at least the way he'd stopped arguing with.

He killed the alarm before it could go off, which was a small, stupid victory, and sat up. The floor was cold enough to feel through the soles of his feet like a reprimand.

The apartment on Clairemont Avenue wasn't so much lived in as occupied. A couch that had come with the lease, or looked like it had. A coffee table with a ring on it from a mug he no longer owned. A TV on a stand that was really a milk crate with a board across it. No pictures on the walls, just the pale squares where the last tenant's pictures had been, ghosts of someone else's family photos. The kitchen had the standard-issue gloom of a room built for people who ate out. He opened the refrigerator because the light came on when he did, and inspected the contents with the flat disappointment of a man reviewing a bad movie he'd already seen: half a jar of mustard, a bottle of hot sauce with a crust around the cap, one carton of eggs with three left, and a lemon gone hard as a baseball. The freezer was worse. Ice, and the ghost of a pizza box.

Down the short hallway, the second bedroom door was pulled shut. It had been pulled shut for a long time. Nothing behind it needed doing, and nobody behind it needed anything. He walked past without turning his head, the way you walk past a dog you don't want to wake, and went into the bathroom and ran the water cold and held his face in his hands under it until the last of sleep sluiced off.

Coffee came next. He measured it with a scoop and no particular care, because care wasn't the point; the point was voltage. He made it strong enough to strip paint, black, the color of a bad decision, and drank the first mug standing at the counter with his phone propped against the toaster. The shift schedule loaded in two taps. Day rotation, seven to seven, partnered with Reyes. Same as last week. Same as the week before. He scrolled up out of habit to see if anything had changed, and nothing had, and he put the phone face down and finished the coffee.

The uniform lived on a hook behind the bedroom door, pressed and waiting like it had a better attention span than he did. He dressed in the dark because he didn't need the light: undershirt, navy pants, belt, the shirt with the patch on the shoulder, the boots he laced without looking, double-knotted at the top. He'd done it ten thousand times and his hands knew the sequence better than he did. Button, button, button, tuck. His reflection in the bedroom window was a black shape with a pale smear for a face, and he didn't bother with it.

The gear bag sat by the door where it always sat. He knelt and ran his hands through it by feel, no flashlight, no list. Trauma shears, there. Penlight, there. Tourniquet, the good one, tucked in its side pocket where his fingers found it on the first pass. Gloves, a fresh box. Stethoscope coiled like a sleeping snake. Tape, pens, the small notebook with the cracked spine. Everything where it was supposed to be, because everything was always where it was supposed to be, because that was what separated him from the people he got called to see. He zipped it, shouldered it, and turned off the kitchen light.

No music. He hadn't played any in this place, not once. The silence in the apartment wasn't peaceful; it was just cheaper than the alternative.

He locked the door behind him and tested it with his palm, twice.

Outside, late October in Eau Claire had the cold down to a fine point. His breath hung in front of him in slow gray rolls. The sodium streetlights turned everything the color of weak tea, the sidewalk, the parked cars, the bare maple at the corner. Frost had grown a thin white fur over the windshield of his truck, and he scraped it with the edge of a gas station loyalty card because the actual scraper had gone missing sometime last winter. Down the block, a garbage truck ground its way along the curb, hydraulic arms screaming, a man in a reflective vest hopping off the back to wrestle a bin. The sound carried in the empty street like a drunk shouting in a church. Neither of them acknowledged the other.

He drove with the heater on low and both hands on the wheel. The streets were wide and dead, traffic lights cycling red-green-red for nobody. He caught four reds in a row and took each one without drumming a finger, without sighing, without any of the things a normal person did to prove they were annoyed. The station was ten minutes away on a good day, and today was a good day, and that was about the nicest thing he could say about it.

The Eau Claire EMS station sat low and square at the edge of a lot lit like an operating table. Danny Reyes's Civic was already there, parked crooked across the line as it always was. Inside, the bay doors were still closed, and the first thing that hit Marcus was the smell: vinyl seats, antiseptic, old coffee scorched to the bottom of a pot, the faint metallic funk of rubber and oxygen. It was a smell you stopped noticing after a year. He noticed it anyway, every morning, and then filed it away.

Danny was in the doorway of the dispatch room with a foil-wrapped breakfast sandwich in one hand and the other hand moving as he talked, the sandwich a baton he conducted with. The overnight dispatcher sat inside with a headset slung around the neck, red-eyed and looking five minutes from collapse, nodding along. Danny was telling a story about a guy at a gas station and a lottery ticket, and he was telling it to the dispatcher by name, warmly, with the easy intimacy of someone who'd learned every name in the building by his second week.

"There he is," Danny said, turning at the sound of boots. He was a compact guy with a face that had never learned to hide a thought, hair that stuck up in back like he'd slept in a wind tunnel. He gave Marcus a long look, head to toe. "You look like you slept great."

"I did," Marcus said.

It came out flat and dry as drywall, and it closed the conversation like a door shutting on a draft. Danny grinned anyway, because that was Danny, and took a huge bite of the sandwich, and chewed through it with the satisfaction of a man whose breakfast contained at least four food groups, none of them legitimate.

Marcus walked past him into the bay. The ambulance sat nose-out with the lights off, white and red and squat under the fluorescents, and he swung the rear doors open and climbed in. He didn't say anything. He didn't need to. He checked the oxygen first, the gauge, the regulator, the spare tank, the mask lying coiled in its bag. He ran the monitor through its self-test and watched the little lights blink green. Drug box next, seal intact, tag clean, the inventory sheet matching the contents by weight and rattle. Suction, working. Backboard, straps, collar. Every compartment opened, every compartment closed, a ritual of small motions with no wasted ones among them.

On the whiteboard by the bay door, someone had written the roster in blue marker, the letters leaning drunkenly to the right. REYES / DOYLE-no, scratched out, Marcus's name beneath it in a different hand. Danny's coffee ring decorated the corner like a signature. A smiley face had been drawn next to the word MEDIC 2 by someone who thought they were being funny.

"You hear about the thing on Birch last night?" Danny said, appearing in the back doors, wiping his fingers on his jeans. "Guy locked himself out of his own house, tried to climb the gutter, you know how that goes."

Marcus checked the IV kits.

"Cops found him upside down. In his underwear."

Marcus counted the saline bags. Four. Good.

"No? Nothing? Man, tough crowd." Danny climbed in beside him and started in on the airway kit like they'd been partners in a marriage instead of a vehicle. He talked through the whole thing: the guy, the gutter, the dispatcher's cousin's wedding, his own mother's opinion about the Packers. Marcus said nothing. He didn't mind. Danny's talk was the same as the heater in the truck: constant, low, filling the space that would otherwise have stayed cold.

By seven the rig was ready and the sky outside the bay windows had started to go from black to the color of dishwater. Marcus sat in the passenger seat with a fresh coffee and the radio murmuring at his knee. Danny drove, one hand on the wheel, still talking.

It worked, somehow. Danny was the best partner Marcus had ever had. He filled the silence because Marcus wouldn't, and Marcus let him because the man never missed a vein, never lost his head, never once froze. That was the whole arrangement. It had no more to it than that, and Marcus preferred it that way.

​

The tones dropped at 9:41, three descending notes, and the dispatcher's voice came over the radio in the same flat monotone it used for everything from heart attacks to cats in trees: domestic disturbance, Water Street, caller reports a female injured, PD en route, ETA unknown.

"Unknown," Danny said. "That's my favorite number."

Marcus was already buckling in. Danny hit the lights and the rig rolled out of the bay into a morning gone the color of old dishwater, the sun a pale coin behind cloud. They went down Water Street with the siren off and the lights on, which was the compromise you made when you wanted people to move but didn't want the whole block to know you were coming. A kid on a scooter. A guy walking a dog the size of a loaf of bread. Nobody looked up. In a college town, an ambulance was just weather.

Danny didn't talk on the way. That was how Marcus knew he'd read the call the same way. Danny's mouth went quiet on domestics the way some people's hands went quiet on a rosary. He parked half on the curb in front of a narrow building, three stories of brick and tired aluminum siding wedged between a vape shop and a laundromat, and cut the engine. Neither of them said what they were thinking. Marcus grabbed the jump bag. Danny took the monitor. They went in.

The stairwell stank of cigarettes and old carpet and something fried, bacon grease or onions, a smell that had soaked into the plaster years ago and decided to stay. The heat hit them on the second landing, a wet, stifling, radiator-on-full heat, like walking into a mouth. By the third floor Marcus's shirt was sticking to the small of his back. He could hear the man before he saw him. A big voice, bouncing off the walls, a voice with its feet planted, saying I didn't touch her, I didn't fuckin' touch her, she fell, ask anybody, she fell.

The door at the end of the hall stood open. They stepped through it into a cramped apartment lit by a single hanging bulb, a space with more furniture than room for it. A couch with a blanket on it. A TV running a game show with the sound off. A kitchen table with two chairs, one of them shoved back at an angle.

The woman sat in the other. Thirty-something, hair pulled back in a rubber band, a gray sweatshirt with a stretched-out collar. Her bottom lip was split down the middle, a clean wet line, blood gone tacky at the corner of her mouth and dried in a rusty smear along her chin. Her arms were crossed hard over her ribs, elbows tucked in tight, the way you sat when you were holding something in place. She stared at a spot on the table between her hands. She didn't look at them when they came in.

The man stood in the hallway to the left. Big through the shoulders, white undershirt, a face red from heat or shouting or both, a sheen of sweat across his forehead. He was talking over everyone, over the dispatcher's squawk on Danny's shoulder radio, over nothing, a man trying to stack words into a wall.

"I called you people, I didn't call no cops, she's being dramatic—"

"Hey, man," Danny said, easy, stepping into the gap between the hallway and the kitchen like he'd always meant to stand there. He didn't square up. He didn't raise his hands. He just occupied the space, a compact guy with his thumbs hooked in his belt. "Rough morning, huh? What's your name?"

"I told you, I didn't—"

"Sure, sure. I'm just trying to fill out my form here. They make us do it. You live here? How long you been in the building?"

The man blinked. It was a small thing, the way a bull blinks when somebody hands it a clipboard. He started answering. Danny nodded like it was the most interesting information he'd ever heard.

Marcus crossed the kitchen and lowered himself to a crouch beside the woman's chair, so his head sat below hers. He kept his hands where she could see them, resting on his knees.

"I'm Marcus. I'm a paramedic. I'm going to look at your lip and check your ribs. Okay?"

She gave a short nod, eyes still on the table.

"First thing, I'm going to put a glove on and touch your chin to turn your face toward the light. Just so I can see the cut."

He snapped on a glove. The sound was loud in the little kitchen. He touched her chin with two fingers and tilted her face a quarter turn, and she let him. Up close, the split ran through the full thickness of the lip, clean-edged, no tooth fragments in it. Her eyes, when they finally lifted to his, were dry. That was the thing. They were dry and very tired and they were already running some kind of calculation.

"This will need stitches or glue. It's not going to bleed out. I'm going to put some gauze on it. It'll sting."

"Okay."

He pressed the gauze to her lip with the pad of his thumb. She hissed through her teeth and didn't pull away.

"Now your ribs. You've got your arms crossed. Is it your left side or right?"

A pause. "Both. Mostly left."

"I'm going to listen to your lungs. I'm going to lift the back of your sweatshirt a little and put a cold stethoscope on your back. Then I'm going to ask you to take some breaths. Big ones. If it hurts, tell me, and we stop."

She didn't answer, but her arms loosened by about an inch, and he took that as the green light. The stethoscope went in. She flinched at the cold. He listened. Left side, right side, upper, lower. Air moved on both sides, a little shallow on the left, no wet crackle, no silence where there should be sound.

"Breathe in for me. As deep as you can."

She did. Halfway up, it caught. A hitch, sharp, like a hand closing around her throat. She stopped, eyes squeezing shut, and let the breath out in a thin stream.

"That's the catch?"

"Yeah."

"Okay. That's probably a bruised rib, maybe cracked. Could be more than one. I can't tell you for sure without an X-ray, and I can't give you an X-ray in your kitchen. What I can do is take you in, get you looked at properly."

"No." It came quick, not loud. "I'm not going to the hospital."

"That's your call." He didn't push. He didn't soften it either. "I'm going to tell you what to watch for, then. If the pain gets worse when you breathe, if you get short of breath, if you start coughing up anything with blood in it, or you feel lightheaded, you call 911 or you go to the ER. Don't wait. You understand?"

"Yeah."

"The cops will be here soon. They're going to want to talk to you. You don't have to tell me anything. But they're going to ask, and you should decide before they walk in what you want to say."

She finally looked at him, really looked. He held it. He didn't tell her it was going to be okay, because he didn't know that, and he wasn't going to hand a stranger something he couldn't back.

Past her shoulder, down the short hallway, a door stood open about a foot. In the gap a kid stood very still. Seven, maybe eight. Pajama pants with cartoon rockets. Bare feet. Face blank in the way kids' faces went when they'd seen the thing before and were waiting for the next part. Marcus let his eyes rest on the kid for a second, maybe less, and then brought them back to the woman. Something low in his chest turned over once, heavy, like a wet coat sliding off a hook. He ignored it. He'd had practice.

Boots on the stairs. Two cops filled the doorway, one broad, one lean, radios chattering, and the room changed pressure the way it always did when uniforms entered it. The man in the hallway started up again, louder. The broad cop stepped toward him with a hand out. The lean one moved to the kitchen and gave Marcus a nod.

"We got it."

"She's declined transport," Marcus said. "Lip lac, probable rib contusion, left side. She knows the red flags."

He stood. His knees popped. Danny was already backing out of the hallway with his hands up, palms open, a man leaving a party gracefully, and Marcus took the bag and followed him out.

The stairwell air was a cool relief. Neither of them spoke until they hit the sidewalk.

In the rig, Danny sat with his hands on the wheel without turning the key. Through the windshield, a laundromat's neon sign buzzed.

"Kid in the doorway couldn't have been more than seven," Danny said.

"I know."

That was the end of it. Marcus peeled his gloves off, one finger at a time, turned them inside out in a wad, and dropped them in the biohazard bin. He opened the tablet on his knee and logged the call: time, address, nature, assessment, refusal, narrative. Fourteen lines, no adjectives. When he finished he closed the cover and looked out the side window at nothing in particular.

Danny started the engine. The radio crackled. Somebody, somewhere, needed something else.

​

The call came in at 1:12, suspected overdose, alley behind a bar on Barstow, caller hysterical, patient not breathing right, and Danny took the corner hard enough to make the monitor slide down the bench behind them. Marcus caught it without looking.

Barstow Street at lunchtime was all backpacks and bad decisions, students drifting across the road in twos and threes with coffee cups and phones held up like talismans. Danny leaned on the horn and the sea parted, grudgingly. The bar sat mid-block under a sign with half its neon dead, and the alley beside it was a throat of wet concrete lined with dumpsters that leaked something dark and slow. Broken glass glittered in the gutter. Cigarette butts had been ground into the asphalt by a thousand boots, and a vent above the back door breathed out the stale reek of old beer and fryer grease. The air tasted like a bar rag.

They found her fifteen feet in, between a dumpster and the brick.

Cassie Fenn was on the ground and she was seizing. Barely twenty, in a coat too thin for the weather, a puffy gray thing that wouldn't have kept a lawn gnome warm. Her heels drummed the pavement. Her back bowed and slammed down, bowed and slammed down. A university lanyard had tangled around one wrist, the ID card flapping against her palm with every jerk, and from somewhere in her jacket a phone buzzed, buzzed, buzzed, a small insistent animal. Someone was trying to reach her. Someone didn't know yet.

Her skin was the wrong color. Not pale, not blue. Gray, mottled, patchy as old plaster, as if the blood under it had gone out of agreement with itself. And her eyes were open, and they were red. Not bloodshot. Red, the whole white of each one flooded, so completely that for a second Marcus's brain tried to file them as something other than eyes.

A friend crouched a few feet away, hands hovering over her like she was afraid to land them. A girl, same age, mascara running, shaking so badly her teeth clicked.

"I don't know what she took, I don't know, she just—"

She didn't finish. She didn't have to. Marcus dropped to his knees on the wet concrete and the cold came straight through his pants.

"Tell me your name. Quick."

"Mine? I— what?"

"Hers."

"Cassie. Cassie Fenn."

"How long's she been like this?"

"Two minutes? Three? I don't— she was fine, we were just talking—"

"Okay. Back up a couple feet. Give me room."

He didn't wait to see if she did. His hands were already on Cassie's head, cupping the skull, keeping it off the ground, because the first rule of a seizure was don't let the brain get cracked on top of everything else. He rolled her onto her side with a knee braced against her hip. Her jaw was clenched, teeth grinding, spit foaming at the corner of her mouth. He tilted her chin just enough to open the airway and felt the heat coming off her. Not fever heat. Furnace heat.

"Danny. Oxygen, non-rebreather, and get me a line. Start with the left arm, she's got a decent vein in the AC."

"Already moving."

Danny's boots slapped the concrete behind him. Marcus peeled one eyelid back with his thumb and swung the penlight across. Pupils blown wide, black pools ringed in that obscene red, and when the light hit them they didn't constrict. Not a flinch. He moved the light away and back. Nothing. It was like shining a flashlight into a pair of wells.

"Pupils fixed and dilated," he said, mostly to himself.

The seizure broke the way they sometimes did, all at once. Her body went slack. The drumming stopped. For three seconds the alley was almost quiet, the phone still buzzing, the vent still exhaling grease, the friend's ragged breath. Marcus slid two fingers under her jaw and found a pulse, fast and thready, hammering like something trying to get out.

Then Cassie's eyes snapped to his face.

She grabbed him. Both hands locked around his forearm, and the grip was wrong, not a flailing, confused grab but a vise, and she twisted. His arm went one way and the tendons went another. He grunted and tried to pull back and couldn't. Her back arched off the ground, spine bowing, heels digging for traction, and a sound came out of her that wasn't a scream or a word. A low, wet, grinding rasp, like a drawer full of cutlery being dragged across a floor. Her teeth were bared. She looked at him without recognizing him, and also, somehow, like she'd recognized him just fine.

"Danny!"

Danny hit her from the other side with the gurney strap in one hand, and between the two of them they pinned a hundred-and-ten-pound college kid to the pavement and still barely held her. Marcus got his free hand under her wrist and peeled her fingers back one at a time, using the leverage points he'd been taught, and she resisted every single one. Her skin under his thumb was hot and slick, dry and cold at the same time, a contradiction. Danny dragged the strap across her chest and cinched it. She bucked. The strap held, but the buckle groaned.

"Easy. Easy, Cassie. We've got you."

She didn't hear him. She hissed, and her red eyes rolled in their sockets, and a bruise was already blooming on Marcus's forearm in the shape of her fingers.

They got her on the gurney. It took the two of them and a third set of hands from the friend, who didn't flinch when Marcus barked at her to hold the leg, to pin it. Straps over the chest, hips, thighs, ankles, wrists. He checked each one twice. She strained against them in long shuddering pulls, no tears, no begging, no sound but breath. He pinched a nail bed hard enough to blanch it and she didn't so much as twitch. He did it again on the other hand. Same.

He noticed the skin, the eyes, the strength, the way the pain didn't land, and he lined them up in his head in a neat row, and then he did not say a single one out loud.

"Load her."

They rolled her across the alley and into the rig and the doors slammed shut behind them. Danny was in the driver's seat before Marcus got the monitor leads on her chest.

The ride to Mayo on Bellinger Street was ten minutes and it felt like forty. The cabin rattled around them, cabinet doors knocking, a loose pen rolling the length of the floor and back. The monitor shrieked every few seconds, tachycardia, then something worse, then back to tachycardia, a nervous, ugly rhythm. Through the rear windows the intersections flashed past as red-lit strobes. Danny drove hard, leaning on the horn, swearing in short bursts at people who didn't move. Cassie strained against the straps, and the gurney rocked on its mounts, and Marcus put both hands on her shoulders and kept his voice level.

"You're okay, Cassie. You're in an ambulance. You're going to a hospital. Stay with me."

She growled. He kept his hands where they were. With one shoulder he cradled the radio and gave the ED report in a clipped, even voice: twenty-year-old female, suspected overdose, unknown substance, post-ictal with aggressive presentation, fixed dilated pupils, tachycardic at one-sixty, skin mottled, no response to painful stimuli, restrained for safety. ETA four minutes. The voice on the other end said they'd be ready. It sounded like it had said that a lot lately.

At the hospital, they hit the bay doors at a run. The receiving nurse met them at the gurney with a tired, quick face, and Marcus gave her the report in under ninety seconds, vitals and presentation and interventions, left AC IV, oxygen at fifteen, no meds given, no editorial. She nodded and wrote it down and her people took the gurney. The ED was busy, a fast, tense, controlled chaos that meant everyone was already behind and pretending they weren't. Monitors beeped. A kid cried somewhere. A man in a hallway bed was asking for a sandwich in a voice that wouldn't quit.

Marcus turned to head back to the bay and found himself looking at a woman in scrubs standing squarely in front of him.

"Marcus."

Dr. Lena Cho. Mid-thirties, small, hair clipped back with a pen. She looked tired the way a car looked tired when it was running on fumes and good tires. She didn't touch him. She just stopped him, stepping in close enough that nobody else would hear.

"Four this week," she said quietly. "Same eyes. Same skin. Same violence. I don't like coincidences that show up in triage."

He held her look for a second. Her eyes were steady, and that was the unnerving part.

"You report it up?"

"I have. You should too, if you see another one."

He nodded. That was all. He filed it somewhere behind his sternum, next to the other things he didn't say, and he walked back through the doors into the cold air of the bay.

Danny was restocking the rig, ripping open a fresh box of gloves and sliding the packs into the cabinet. "What'd she want?"

"Said it's the fourth one this week."

Danny stopped. His hand stayed on the cabinet door. For a second he looked at nothing, a man listening to a sound in another room. Then he turned back to the shelf and started counting saline bags under his breath, one, two, three.

Neither of them said what they were both thinking. They finished the restock. They wiped down the box with the bleach wipes. They sat in the front seat with their tablets on their knees and typed their charts in silence, the cab filled with the dull hum of the heater, and after a while Danny turned the radio on low and started singing along to something with a lot of keyboards, off-key, wrong lyrics, every word.

Marcus let him.

​

The house was on the east side, a small square thing with a sagging porch and a maple out front that had dropped all its leaves in a single lazy shrug, and Marcus parked across the street from it and left the engine running.

He'd gotten off at seven. He hadn't gone home. He'd driven the long way through the dark with the heater ticking and the radio off, past the river, past the dead brick bulk of the old mill, and somewhere around the third turn he'd stopped pretending the route was an accident. Now the truck sat at the curb with its headlights off and its dash lit a dim green. A neighbor's dog barked twice and gave up.

The porch light was on. A plain yellow bulb in a cheap fixture, moths long dead from the season, just a small steady glow laid over the steps like a hand on a shoulder. Riley's bicycle leaned against the side of the house, the front wheel cocked, one pedal scuffed down to bare metal. He knew it was Riley's the way you knew a particular cough in a crowded room. The chain wasn't locked. Of course it wasn't. Nobody ever stole anything in a neighborhood where everybody already thought they'd been robbed.

Through the front window he could see the edge of the living room, lamplight washing the wall the color of weak tea. A backpack lay just inside the door, dropped where it had fallen, one strap flung out across the floor like an arm. That was how teenagers dropped things: with total confidence that somebody else would pick it up. He looked at it longer than he should have. A little of the weight in his chest shifted, the way a duffel bag shifted in the trunk when you took a corner too fast.

Upstairs, a curtain moved. Not pulled aside, not twitched by someone peering out, just a shape passing behind the glass, a shadow crossing a lit rectangle, someone walking across a room to get something. A drawer, a hamper, a charger. Living. The kind of movement that didn't know it was being watched, which was the only kind worth watching.

His phone was already in his hand. He couldn't remember taking it out. The screen glowed on the thread, and in the little text box at the bottom, five words sat waiting under a blinking cursor: I was in the neighborhood. He'd typed them twenty minutes ago, in the parking lot of the station, and then again here, and deleted them, and typed them back. The name at the top of the thread read Joanna. The last message above that was from three weeks ago and it said Please stop. He hadn't answered it. He'd never really worked out whether it was a request or a fact.

I was in the neighborhood. It was a lie so thin you could read a newspaper through it. Nobody ended up on this block by accident. The block ran one way and ended in a cul-de-sac and a storm drain.

He put his thumb over the arrow. He didn't press it.

The engine ticked. Outside, a car passed with its radio thumping and its taillights smeared red across the wet street, and the sound faded away in the direction of better ideas. Marcus put both hands back on the wheel and held it like it might try to leave. His knuckles had gone white. There was a bruise coming up on his left forearm in the shape of four fingers, and the muscle under it throbbed in time with his pulse, a steady dull I told you so. He thought about the girl in the alley, her phone buzzing in her pocket, someone out there trying to reach her. He thought about how long a phone could buzz before it stopped.

The porch light did nothing but be on. That was the thing about it. It wasn't a welcome and it wasn't a warning. It was just a light somebody had left lit because they always did.

He did not get out of the truck.

Three minutes went by. Five. The windshield started to fog at the edges, a gray slow breath creeping in from the corners. A single leaf let go from the maple and tumbled down in no particular hurry. He watched it hit the grass. Upstairs, the shape crossed the window again, and this time it paused, and he thought for a half second it might turn toward the street, and every muscle in his body went still.

It didn't. The shape moved on, and the light in the window went out.

Marcus set the phone face-down on the passenger seat. He put the truck in drive. He eased away from the curb with the lights still off until he reached the end of the block, and only then did he flick them on, two yellow beams swinging out across the empty road.

The gas station on Hastings Way glowed like a lit aquarium in the dark, white tile and fluorescent tubes, a clerk behind the counter with a face the color of the lottery tickets. Marcus went in and stood in front of the freezer case and read labels with the dull attention of a man reading a menu in a language he didn't speak. Chicken parmesan. Salisbury steak. Something called a Hearty Scramble. He took the Salisbury steak because it was on top. A bottle of water from the cooler. He set them on the counter. The clerk scanned them without looking up.

"Seven forty-one."

He paid with a card. The clerk said something about a receipt and Marcus shook his head, and the clerk said "Have a good one," in the voice of a person who had never meant it in his life. Marcus didn't answer. The door chimed behind him.

The apartment on Clairemont Avenue was exactly as he'd left it, dark and cold and carrying the faint flat smell of an unaired room. He didn't turn on the overhead light. The lamp by the couch would do. He tore the corner off the plastic wrap, pierced the film with a fork the way the instructions said, and set the tray in the microwave. It hummed. Through the little window the brown slab of meat turned slowly on its plate, bathed in its own steam. Four minutes. He stood and watched it.

When it beeped, he carried the tray to the couch with a dishtowel wrapped around his hand and sat down hard, boots still on. The smell filled the room: salt, grease, a chemical imitation of cheese, a ghost of mashed potatoes made from a powder. He ate it all. He tasted maybe half.

The television was already on, volume low, a murmur against the dark. A local news anchor, polished and calm in a blue suit and the kind of hair that didn't move in wind, sat behind a desk with a map of the Midwest looming over her shoulder. Her voice was warm and even, a voice made for reading bad news to people who had already stopped listening.

"...state officials are now warning of a dangerous new street drug spreading through Milwaukee and Madison. Known on the street as 'Tranq,' authorities say the substance has been linked to a number of hospitalizations over the past week. Users may exhibit violent behavior and unpredictable..."

The words new street drug and violent behavior sliced through the noise as clean as a scalpel through gauze. Marcus's fork stopped halfway to his mouth. For a second, the room tilted a degree. Then the anchor's voice slid back into the mush of television murmur, a stream of reassurances and phone numbers and a stock graphic of a hospital, and the sentence he'd been about to think went out of his head like a match in a draft.

He put the fork down. He set the empty tray on the coffee table, on top of the ring left by the mug he no longer owned, and leaned back into the couch cushions. His left forearm throbbed. His eyelids weighed a pound each. One boot slid off the edge of the table where he'd propped it, and then the other, and they hit the floor one after the other, thump, thump, like a pair of slow footsteps in a hallway.

He was asleep before the segment ended.

On the screen, the anchor kept talking, her calm face lit blue against the dark apartment, telling an empty room to stay safe.

​

The alarm went off at 5:00 a.m., but Marcus was already awake. He lay in the dim blue glow from the window, waiting to see if he’d beaten the clock or if the clock had beaten him. It was a tie.

He swung out of bed, feet on cold tile. No hesitation. The apartment on Clairemont Avenue had two bedrooms, one occupied by his bed and a dresser, the other with its door shut and its contents exiled to memory. The kitchen was ten steps away. No art on the walls, no pictures on the fridge, not even magnets. The fridge contained three bottles of water, a carton of eggs (expired), and a six-pack of Spotted Cow with four left. On the counter, a half-empty bottle of generic ibuprofen and a battered coffee maker, the kind built before obsolescence was planned in.

He ground coffee with a speed and brutality usually reserved for pest control. The mug he used was from a recruiting fair and had "WE’RE HIRING!" in fading block print. It was the only one that hadn’t chipped. Marcus poured enough grounds into the machine to kill a weaker man and hit brew.

He checked his phone: three messages from his shift supervisor, none of them urgent, all of them redundant. His work email was a graveyard of auto-notifications and ignored memos. The only other notification was a text from Joanna, unopened. He swiped it away.

While the coffee filled, he ducked into the bathroom and shaved. No hesitation. He ran a hand over his jaw, then slicked his hair back with tap water and called it close enough. The mirror had a hairline crack like a spider had frozen mid-escape.

Uniform was on the back of the bedroom door: navy blue, two shirts in rotation, both washed last night. He put it on in order—shirt, pants, belt, boots—without even a glance. He’d done this more mornings than he could count, and muscle memory did most of the lifting.

He poured the coffee into the recruiting mug and took a sip. It tasted like gunmetal and sleep deprivation. Perfect.

Next: gear check. Marcus knelt in front of the duffel by the door, unzipped it, and ran through contents by feel. Trauma shears, gloves (nitrile, XL), stethoscope, tourniquet, airway kit, SAM splint, two rolls of tape, multi-tool, flashlight, penlight, Sharpie, phone charger. He zipped it shut. Not a wasted motion.

He stood, shrugged the bag over one shoulder, and grabbed keys off the hook. He flicked off the kitchen light, let his eyes adjust, and stared for a second at the dark line where the second bedroom’s door didn’t quite meet the jamb. He left it shut, as always, and stepped out into the hall.

Outside: cold. Hard freeze overnight, October dragging its feet into real winter. The world at 5:30 a.m. was sodium-vapor-lit and silent except for the distant, lazy hum of traffic on Clairemont and the garbage truck’s early patrol. Marcus exhaled, watched the fog of his breath. The Ford Ranger started on the first try. He didn’t wait for the heater to warm up.

The drive to the station was seven minutes, six if he hit the light at Menomonie green. He always did. The station was a cinder block square at the edge of a parking lot that’d seen better decades, a strip mall on one side and a Domino’s on the other. The sign read EAU CLAIRE EMS in letters that had started to peel. The garage bay doors were up, ambulance already in the prep lane.

Inside, the bay smelled like old vinyl, ammonia, and burned coffee. Danny Reyes was already there, perched on a rolling stool with a breakfast sandwich in a foil wrapper and a sugar donut crammed into his left cheek.

“Marcus! My guy,” Danny said around the donut, not pausing to swallow. “You look like you slept great.”

Marcus grunted. “Looks are deceiving.”

Danny popped the rest of the donut and dropped the wrapper into the trash, missed, let it lie. He was already talking to the overnight dispatcher, a bored-looking woman scrolling her phone behind bulletproof glass.

Marcus clocked in, signed the whiteboard, and pulled the rig’s checklist off its magnet. He started inventory at the head of the cot, counting through trauma gear, IVs, meds, the suction unit, the defib. Danny followed, trailing commentary.

“Serious question,” Danny said, opening the jump bag to peer inside, “if you could only save one thing in the rig during a fire, what would it be?”

Marcus answered without looking up. “The rig.”

“That’s so like you. I’d say the Epi, but—yeah. Whole rig makes sense.”

Marcus said nothing. The suction unit battery was dead, again. He swapped it with a fresh one from the charger and made a mental note. He finished the supply check, initialed the log, and set the clipboard back on its hook. No wasted motion.

Danny was back at the rolling stool, this time peeling the wrapper off a breakfast sandwich that looked like it had been invented in a lab.

“You see the news this morning?” Danny said. “Two more OD’s over by the tracks. Narcan barely touched them.”

Marcus shook his head. “No news is good news.”

“Right. Anyway, you missed the drama yesterday. Old guy on Hastings decided to try arson again. Got the gas can from the Speedway, went for round two. PD got there first, so nobody’s homeless this time.”

Marcus allowed a quarter-smile. “I admire the persistence.”

Danny smiled big, genuinely pleased to have earned a reaction. He took a bite of the sandwich and chewed thoughtfully.

“Hey,” Danny said, voice suddenly lower, “you ever think about going to the city? Better pay. Fewer meth labs. More legit emergencies.”

Marcus looked up, flat. “No.”

“Okay. Didn’t think so.” Danny leaned back, shrugged. “Just, you know. I heard St. Paul is hiring. If you ever—never mind.”

He went back to the sandwich. Marcus went back to the ambulance.

By 5:55, the rig was squared away, the drugs locked, and both bags staged by the side door. Danny’s wrappers were in the trash. The station was awake, the night shift already faded to memory. Marcus sat in the driver’s seat, hands on the wheel, radio earpiece in. Danny slipped into shotgun and tossed a pack of gum onto the dash.

“I drive today,” Danny said.

Marcus didn’t protest. He let Danny take the keys, let the rhythm fall into its rut: Danny’s voice filling the air, Marcus letting it wash over him and disappear. The silence of the empty streets was gone, replaced by the start of another day, exactly like the one before and the one before that.

The only difference was the cold. The cold always came earlier now.

​

Dispatch hit at 10:14. Domestic. Upper unit, Water Street. No further details, just a
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