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


“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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THE GIRL IN THE ROCKS
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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?
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NO GOOD DEED GOES UNPUNISHED
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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 Shaamar 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.

Shaamar 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 Shaamar 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 Shaamar 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?
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FEELING THE BURN
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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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