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Note of Survival

Some people survive by leaving.

Some survive by forgetting.

Some survive by becoming someone capable of carrying what happened to them.

And sometimes, survival is stranger than any of those things.

There are moments when the mind protects itself in ways we may never fully understand. Memory fractures. Time becomes unreliable. Entire years can feel distant while a single room remains painfully clear.

This story lives inside that uncertainty.

It is not a story about whether a woman is broken.

It is about what happens when she survives something that changed the way she understands herself, then spends years trying to determine which parts of her life belong to memory, which belong to fear, and which belong to something she cannot explain.

There are many versions of the person we might have become.

The child.

The woman before the pain.

The woman inside it.

The woman who escaped.

The woman who remembers.

The woman who does not.

And somewhere among them is the version that kept breathing.

This story belongs to her.
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Chapter One: Ground Truth
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I woke before the alarm. Not unusual. Even in sleep, my body worked at triangulating threats and measuring intervals, compiling observations for a trial I was both defendant and witness to. At 5:13 the morning was a single, unmoving color: somewhere between the blue of a gas burner and the underbelly of a bruise. The sky hung just above the rain-streaked glass, refusing to become anything more. 

I reached for the phone on the nightstand, left hand, eyes still closed. The screen lit: 5:14, a bold sans-serif certainty. By muscle memory I unlocked, swiped to the home screen, and thumbed the voice recorder icon. The phone vibrated faintly. I didn’t need the screen to know the app was open and capturing. This was not a morning for ceremony or warm-up rituals; I cleared my throat and spoke as soon as I felt the record icon listening.

“June sixteenth. Five fourteen a.m. Rain overnight, steady, still visible on the sill. Three cars in the street. Park bench unoccupied. Ravenwood main building visible through upper right quadrant—north wing lights off, south wing one window lit, floor seven. Over.”

I let the silence run for two seconds. Enough to create a perceptible gap, a buffer for future playback. Then I double-tapped to stop the recording, thumbed the file into the folder I’d named simply LOGS, and set the phone face-down on the sheet beside me.

Memory check, I thought. Or: world state confirmed. The two were interchangeable now. If my memory diverged from the phone’s, it would not be the phone that needed realigning.

I lay for a minute. In my periphery, the ceiling and the wall met in an off-kilter join, a fault line of paint caulked over years. The apartment’s floorplan was the kind that looked deliberate on the rental website, but made less sense the longer you lived in it. The bedroom was technically a “junior,” which meant it was missing a closet and one corner of the carpet had never recovered from something spilled by a previous tenant, rust-red and persistent.

I sat up, using only my abdominals, not wanting to touch the mattress for leverage. The discipline felt important, though I could not have explained why. 

My hand drifted to the callus-ring on my left thumb. Habit, or reassurance. A nervous ritual with the dignity scrubbed out by repetition. The texture of my own skin was more honest than the softness of the bedding, which had never, not once, taken on the smell of anything but detergent.

I scanned the room, then let my gaze settle on the window again. Rain, the real kind, had worked its way along the channels of the glass. The drops beaded at the bottom, fat and ready to detach, but for now holding their place with the same silent patience as everything else in the apartment. 

Ravenwood stood where it always had: up the hill, a gothic silhouette even through the smudged aperture of my view. In early daylight, the hospital’s outline blurred against the sky, its angular ridges and widow’s walks flattening into a single, inkblot shape. The uppermost windows—admin, maybe, or storage—were dark. I looked for the lit window again. There it was: seventh floor, south corner, a rectangle of orange hovering in the wet blue. 

I documented this, not out of interest but obligation. Each morning, the hospital remade itself from the available evidence, and each morning I relayed that evidence to the recorder. There had been mornings when the window was unlit, and once when it was broken, a jagged shadow in the grid of glass. I’d logged that too. No one had ever asked for my notes, but I kept them as though one day someone would.

I checked the phone again. A badge notification: email. I swiped it away, unread, and padded across the room to the wardrobe. Clothing options, as ever, were unambitious. Black jeans, loose at the knees; a long-sleeve shirt the color of fogged water; socks with the inner seam already thinning at the toes. No one in the building ever saw me in the lobby at this hour, but I dressed as though a surprise inspection could materialize at any time.

I listened for sounds from the other apartments. Above me, a tap ran for exactly nine seconds. A door hinge creaked, then stopped. Nothing else: no footsteps, no music, no shouting. My world was, for the moment, sealed. 

I stood at the kitchen counter and checked the photograph I had taken the previous week. It was pinned to the fridge by a magnet shaped like an insurance company mascot: a house on fire, smiling. The photo showed the kitchen exactly as it was now—mug on the left, dish rack empty, bag of flour unopened, knife block one slot missing. I ran my eyes over the real objects and their arrangement. There had been times, years ago, when the objects would not have matched. Now they always did, and the relief of that was sharper than the taste of my breakfast, which I ate in silence. Toast, dry, with the crusts cut off. 

I took the same photo again, angle and lighting as close to last week’s as I could manage, and sent it to the same digital archive. 

It was not about paranoia. I was not delusional, in the clinical sense. My concern was not that the world was changing behind my back, but that it could change in front of me and I would have no proof. I trusted the evidence more than I trusted my own account of it. This was not the arrangement I wanted, but it was the only one that had held so far.

After breakfast, I stood by the door and prepared to leave. My phone, keys, and wallet went into the right pocket of my coat. I checked each with a finger tap. The left pocket contained only a folded page: a hand-drawn map of the hospital grounds, copied from memory, annotated in a stilted, all-caps block print. There was an X on the map, just above the south wing, and a question mark beside it. 

I took a photograph of the map as it was pinned to the wall by the door. Last time I had left it skewed ten degrees counterclockwise, and I made sure to match that angle exactly. 

I reached for the doorknob and hesitated, as I always did, hand on the cold metal, body balanced between going and staying. In the reflection of the peephole, my face was distorted, pressed to a fish-eye. I did not look away. There was nothing in the hallway, and nothing on the other side that I had not anticipated. Still, the feeling of anticipation clung to me like an aftertaste.

I lingered with my hand on the frame, thumb running the seam of the paint, and let my eyes trace one final arc to the window. The hospital was still there, heavy and absolute, its windows unblinking. The lit rectangle on floor seven had gone dark.

I catalogued the detail. I said nothing. Then I opened the door and left the apartment, closing it behind me with the softest click I could manage.
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Chapter Two: The Shape of a Normal Day
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The air outside was the density of wet paper, and the walk to Crestline left me damp and cellular, coat sleeves stippled with raindrops that refused to resolve or run. I preferred it. The rain filtered the world into outlines and hints, and I arrived at the coffee shop as a loose assembly of parts, nothing sharp enough to draw attention.

Inside, the place was already fogged: window condensation, the shine of fluorescent tubes off plastic display cases, a clatter of milk pitchers from behind the counter. The barista was new, or at least not one I recognized. He moved like someone waiting for direction. The regulars occupied their assigned stations—laptop guy at the back, crossword lady by the pastry shelf, and at the far end, an old man whose presence was more function than face, holding the paper open but never reading it.

I took my stool by the window. The counter’s laminate, faux-maple, was split at the join near stool three, the crack thin as a hairline fracture. I pressed the pad of my left index finger to it, feeling for the micro-roughness that had never been properly sanded out. Present and correct. I set my notebook to the right of my cup, flipped to the next empty line. Date and time already written, a box drawn for later checking.

The door opened at 7:03, a little bell above it chiming in an over-enthusiastic key. Laila arrived in a condition of acceleration—her coat a flare of orange, scarf a bolus of purples and navy, hair shot through with static from the dry air. She landed two stools over and pivoted to face me, still unwinding the scarf as she spoke.

“Hey, you,” she said, the ‘you’ delivered like a direct hit. She set her cup down too hard, sloshed a little coffee onto the saucer, then ignored the spill entirely. “Did you see the forecast for tomorrow? I swear if it snows again—”

Her voice was winter-bright, pitched for optimism. It filled the space between us with an energy I envied but could not recreate, not even on the best mornings. She unzipped her coat halfway, elbows high, then slid off the stool and immediately back on again, kinetic even at rest.

“You’re early,” I said.

“Because my meetings are back to back and I wanted to see you before I become an absolute zombie,” she said, in one of her signature run-ons. She made eye contact, held it, then glanced to the window as if to confirm the city was still out there.

“Did you sleep?” she asked, lowering her voice just a fraction.

“Enough,” I lied.

She grinned, small and private, like she’d caught me in the act. “Liar. You look better, though. And you cut your hair.” She reached over to ruffle the side of my head—an old habit—but stopped just short of contact. Instead, she flicked her own fringe with two fingers, as if demonstrating.

“I cut it,” I agreed.

“You know,” she said, leaning in, “if you’d let me, I could do it for free. Like, I’m not licensed, but I have scissors and you have no standards.”

She said it with affection. I underlined it, silently.

We let the silence open up for a minute. I turned my cup in a slow revolution, letting the sleeve rotate under my fingers. She observed the ritual, then matched it with her own, tapping her nail against the rim of her mug, once, twice, three times.

“So,” she said. “Big plans for today?”

“Library, then work.”

“Library before work?” she said, eyebrow up.

“Errand. I need a book. For research.”

Laila laughed, a small, laryngeal sound that never failed to shift the molecules in the room. “Of course you do. You and your projects.”

I shrugged. The barista set a pair of napkins down between us with a practiced neutrality. The coffee had cooled just enough to be drinkable. I tasted it, bitter and sour, the way I liked it. Laila sipped hers and made a face. “I don’t know why I keep coming here,” she stage-whispered. “It’s always terrible.”

“It’s consistent,” I said.

She smiled at that. “Consistent,” she repeated, “is overrated.”

I disagreed, but didn’t correct her. Instead, I nudged my notebook a quarter inch further from the edge of the counter, making the margin even.

She tracked the movement. “You still keep that thing?”

“It helps.”

“Still the same system?” she asked.

I nodded. She reached for it—always testing the boundary—and I pulled it closer, enough to signal no but not enough to insult.

She laughed, this time through her nose, and let her hands rest on the counter. Her nails were painted a dark navy, almost black. I checked for chips, none visible.

“Did you eat?” she asked, as if it was the first time anyone had ever asked me that question.

“I had toast,” I said.

She rolled her eyes. “Is that code for ‘no’?”

“It’s code for toast,” I said.

She inhaled, slow, then let it out. “I worry about you,” she said, not as an accusation but as a fact. “You know you can text me, even at 3 a.m.”

I nodded. The truth was that I did not want to text anyone at 3 a.m., even her. Especially her.

“Anyway,” she said, sitting up straight and refolding her scarf into a perfect triangle, “we should do movie night again. It’s my turn to pick and I promise nothing with subtitles. I learned my lesson.”

“I liked the last one,” I lied, again.

She pointed at me, as if awarding a point. “You are the only person who did. Priya was texting under the blanket the whole time.”

“Priya has a short attention span,” I said.

“She’s also right about the emails, though,” Laila said, looping back as she always did. “If I get one more of those pointless all-staff CCs, I’m going to put my head through the printer.”

“Don’t,” I said. “They probably have you sign a waiver for self-harm.”

She laughed and it was almost too much for the space we were in, but it warmed the air and drew a look from the crossword lady, who scowled in solidarity.

We finished our coffees in a silence that was friendly, or as friendly as my silences ever got. Laila checked her phone and I saw the top of her lock screen: 17 unread notifications, a badge of chaos that did not bother her at all.

“Okay,” she said, putting both palms on the counter and standing. “I have to go be a responsible adult. You good?”

I nodded, too fast. She squeezed my arm—not a hug, just a pulse of pressure—then pulled her coat back on and was out the door before I could manage a goodbye.

The bell above the door jangled her absence.

I waited until I was sure she would not return, then opened my notebook to a new line and wrote: Laila—burnt-orange coat, correct. Counter crack, correct. Coffee: bad. Everything in place.

I drew a line under it, twice, and closed the book. When I stood, the laminate crack was still under my thumb, exactly as it had been.

I left my cup on the counter and exited into the wet air, where the city waited in shades of grey and the walk to the library was only a few blocks of manageable variables.

The route from Crestline to the Blackridge Public Library was only three blocks, but the city’s grid folded them into a series of non-linear tests. Wet brick underfoot made a slick hazard of every crosswalk, and even the curb cuts pooled water in a way that insisted on attention. I took the long way, past the strip of shuttered retail—one-time vape store, one-time donut shop, one-time payday loan—now windows soaped and painted with desperate, mismatched FOR LEASE signs.

Rain on stone had a smell, almost ionic, but today it carried a faint chemical note that I struggled to name. Not chlorine, not ozone. A residue that lived behind the other scents, easy to ignore if you weren’t trained to look for anomalies. I clocked it anyway, made a mental note, then let it recede behind the foreground business of my day.

The library’s front was a facade of fake Gothic: pointed arches, two squat stone lions framing the steps, even a pair of lanterns that were electric but never turned on. I liked the brass handle on the front door—worn by a century of hands, polished at the tip but oxidized everywhere else. The moment I crossed the threshold, the outside vanished: all trace of rain and cold replaced by filtered warmth and the low, continuous hum of climate control.

The main reading room was visible through a glass partition, its occupants scattered across long tables in their own quiet orbits. Beyond the glass, the ceilings climbed higher than seemed necessary, and the acoustics made every dropped pen a miniature echo. I bypassed the main floor and took the stairs down to the periodicals archive, where I had a standing appointment with my own half-finished project and the sense of order that lived in the stacks.

The archive smelled faintly of mildew, but only in the way a good library is supposed to. The lighting was dimmer here, all ceiling panels and no natural sun, and the temperature dropped by at least five degrees. The air itself felt older.

Daniel was already there. He didn’t work for the library, exactly, but he wore a staff lanyard and moved with the authority of someone whose permission was implied, not granted. He was thin in the way that could be mistaken for fragility, but his movements were surgical, precise. He noticed me as I entered, not with a greeting but a small raise of the chin.

“Morning,” I said, because it was expected.

He glanced at his watch, then back at me. “You’re early.”

I shrugged. “Coffee shop was empty.”

Daniel accepted this, then gestured at a rolling cart crowded with folders. “Some misfiled municipal records from the forties. They should be with Civic Administration, not Regional History. The labeling’s off. Just so you know.”

“Thanks.”

He paused a beat. “I re-shelved the city council minutes you finished last week. Neat work.”

I nodded, not sure if it was a compliment or a baseline requirement. “Anything else?”

He flicked his eyes at the shelves behind him, then returned to his own cataloging, which looked indistinguishable from the last time I saw it.

I pulled a cart up to the table, set my notebook down, and began sorting the folders into labeled piles. The work was manual, repetitive, and did not require language beyond the smallest increments. I liked it for that. I checked each date, looked for the district code in the upper left, then matched it to the color-coded tab on the spine. Where the label was faded or hand-written, I replaced it with a printed one, my penmanship strictly reserved for margin notes.

There was a calm in this—more than calm, a hush that lived beneath the surface of concentration. The task completed itself as long as I did not try to race ahead or skip steps. Once, I caught myself flipping through a folder twice, and made a small x in the margin to signal that I’d already reviewed it. Insurance, of a kind.

The hours went quickly. Around noon, the lights above the main staircase flickered in their daily routine, a signal that lunch had begun upstairs. Daniel vanished at the same moment, without saying goodbye. I took my own break by carrying my journal up to the reading room and finding a seat in the farthest corner, with my back to the wall.

My sandwich—turkey, cheese, nothing else—was as flavorless as memory. I chewed slowly and used my free hand to open the notebook, flipping to the log for the day.

Coffee shop: present and in correct location. Window fogged, as expected. Laila: burnt-orange coat, matching scarf. Counter crack, no change. Weather: rain. Library: standard.

Underneath, I wrote: “Everything matches. Everything in place.” I underlined it, once.

The sandwich did not improve with repetition, but I finished it. I closed the notebook, wiped my hands with the napkin, and watched the condensation streak the inside of the library window. Out in the city, the rain had stopped. The city returned to its equilibrium, and the only trace of its prior state lived in the slick shine of the pavement and the chemical odor that, even now, I could not name.

The rest of the afternoon passed in the manner of most afternoons—small tasks, a handful of words exchanged with Daniel, the silent satisfaction of restoring order to a place where order was both possible and expected.

When the library closed at six, I stacked my work on the return cart, shut the lights in the archive, and let myself out by the side entrance, where the lock clicked shut behind me in a sound I trusted more than most voices.

I stood under the eave and checked the notebook, running my thumb over the edge. Still there, still unchanged.

I walked home in the blue hour, the streetlights blinking on, one after another, as if the city was watching itself return to normal. I let it.

I walked past my own block, taking the long loop by the city park. The cold was more deliberate now, and the path through the trees ran slick with standing water. Lights came on overhead in intervals, timed for the few pedestrians stubborn enough to use the shortcut after dusk. I liked the park at this hour. The emptiness was clean.

The playground was closed for the season, its swings motionless, the plastic slide beaded with rain. The field beyond was already going to mud, and at the far end, the war memorial glinted under its dedicated lamp, a different tone than the city sodium.

I walked the perimeter. The only sound was the crunch of wet gravel and the distant hiss of tires on the main road. It had stopped raining, but the air retained the memory of it—cool and mineral, with a taste I could not name.

At the east side, where the path bent sharply around a stand of trees, there was a bench. Iron, painted black, the paint scuffed to bare metal in places where shoes had rested or where, once, someone had scratched a message with a key. The message had been sanded out, but the groove remained.

I stopped in front of the bench and took my phone from my pocket. I unlocked it, swiped to the voice recorder, and hit record.

“Bench,” I said, keeping my voice low. “East path. Orientation unchanged, faces north toward the junction. Distance to nearest lamp post approximately seven meters. Paint damage consistent with last visit. Surface dry except for left seat, which is wet. Back of bench faces dense brush. No visible litter.”

I let the silence hang, then tapped stop. I held the phone over the bench and took two photographs, one straight on, one from the side, both timestamped and uploaded automatically.

A woman with a dog walked past on the path behind me. The dog, a white terrier, sniffed at the edge of the bench, then sneezed. The woman smiled, not at me but at the animal, then glanced up to see me with the phone in my hand, standing motionless. She did not say anything. I did not say anything. We exchanged that quiet, uncomfortable acknowledgement that only happens when two people cross in the empty world and each becomes hyperreal to the other.

After they passed, I stood for another minute, watching the light catch on the bench’s curve. No one else came.

I finished my circuit of the park, left by the north gate, and took the streets home. My building was lit with a flat blue glow from the lobby; no one at the desk, just a motion sensor that clicked the lights on as I entered. I took the stairs, as always, and reached my door without incident.

Inside, I peeled off my coat and let it hang by the radiator. The apartment had not changed. I walked to the window and looked out. The rain had resumed at some point, fine and uniform, blurring the city lights and washing the street in a shallow mirror.

Ravenwood was visible from here, its roofline cut sharp against the sky. The uppermost windows were dark except for one, a thin rectangle of yellow. I watched it for a while. The light did not move or flicker. It stayed constant.

I sat at the kitchen table and opened the journal to a new page.

Today’s date. The time, precise. I wrote: “Bench, east path, unchanged.” Under it: “Library as expected. Daniel present, correct. Laila, coffee shop, present, correct. No deviations.”

I underlined the last line, once.

I closed the journal and left it on the table.

I turned out the lights, one by one, and went to bed.

The last thing I did was reach for the phone, check the lock screen, and listen to the silence.

It was absolute.
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Chapter Three: Dr. Harrow's Office
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The second-floor landing on Caldwell Street trapped all the day’s wet at the seams. I took the last three steps up and let the old runner absorb the excess, the hallway narrowing to a vanishing point between paired doors, each with a heavy glass transom over the lintel. Number 203 was the only one lit from within, the bulb’s warmth outlining the textured glass and throwing the pattern of the wire mesh into crisp relief. I put my hand to the knob, the cold of the metal waking the palm, and let myself in.

The vestibule was smaller than I remembered. The radiator at the corner issued a slow, single-note hiss that mapped the boundaries of the room as perfectly as the line of shadow beneath the bookshelf. Everything else had been arranged to absorb and reflect a single source: a lamp with a gold dome, set to the left of the chairs and angled just so, its light falling across the low table between. The air was heavy with the overlap of paper, leather, and the ghost of coffee, even though I never saw a mug in this office.

Dr. Elise Harrow had a way of filling a room without moving at all. She sat in her chair—not behind a desk, but in the armchair beside the window—her posture aligned but never rigid, her hands relaxed in her lap, each finger gently curved as if holding an invisible object. Her hair, salt-and-pepper and always neat without appearing severe, was pulled back from the temples in a clean sweep above the cheekbones. The only light in the room came from the lamp and from the city’s weak dusk through the slats of the window; there were no ceiling fluorescents, no external noise except the slow pulse of the radiator and, beneath it, the city’s blurred traffic. The rest of the world was background.

I closed the door behind me, felt the twinge as the latch fell into place, and paused just inside the threshold. The habit was old but never outdated: check for new, check for change, register the state of the room before entering it fully. Two chairs, both angled slightly toward one another, a low table between them, and on the table a glass of water with a dimpled base and thick rim, filled nearly to the same line as always. Elise placed it there before every session. I had never decided whether the consistency was an act of thoughtfulness or simply another form of precision, and I had never asked.

Elise looked up and met my gaze, her face taking a moment to transition from study to recognition, the shift so subtle it could have been a trick of light. She inclined her head in acknowledgment. I shrugged off my coat, the damp at the collar cold against my neck, and hung it on the peg behind the door. My boots were loud on the hardwood, a warning system for both of us. I crossed to the chair closest to the window and sat, my left thumb finding the groove at its base and beginning its slow revolution, a metronome to measure the next hour.

She let me arrange myself without interrupting the ritual. When I looked up, she was already ready: hands at rest, eyes steady, the air in the room set to the frequency of waiting.

“I’m glad you made it,” she said.

“I told you I would.” My voice sounded rougher than I expected, so I cleared my throat.

“The rain is a lot tonight.”

She did not use it as a segue or a metaphor. She simply let the observation mark the beginning of the session.

“It hasn’t stopped since this morning. I had to change the route here because two sidewalks were flooded. I cut through the parking structure and doubled back.”

“Did you document the route?”

I could feel the start of a smile but suppressed it. “Yes. Voice memo at each intersection, photos at the transitions. I compared them to the last set. Nothing structural changed.”

Elise nodded. “And how did that feel?”

I considered the walk again: the puddles, the slight variance in lamplight where the city had replaced a broken sodium fixture, the echo of my own footfalls under concrete. “Useful,” I said. “The documentation held.”

“You trust the documentation more than the experience?”

“Yes.”

She took that in, then adjusted in the chair, not so much a shift of posture as a slight tilt of the chin, as if lining up the next question with a sightline. “Are the recordings reassuring this week, or are they creating more anxiety than they resolve?”

“Necessary.”

The word came out faster than I intended.

Elise did not challenge it. “What does necessary mean to you?”

“They establish sequence. If I remember something differently later, I have a reference point. A timestamp. Environmental details. My own voice saying what happened while it was happening.”

“Evidence.”

“Yes.”

She let the word sit between us. “And does having that evidence make you feel safer?”

I pressed my thumb into the callus until the skin blanched, then released it. “It makes things easier to reconstruct.”

“That isn’t quite the same answer.”

“No.”

She waited.

The radiator hissed. The lamp buzzed faintly. The glass of water caught the light along its rim and threw a pale distortion onto the table. Elise had always been good at silence. Marcus had used silence as a verdict; hers felt different, less like withholding and more like space that would remain open until I decided whether to put anything in it.

“I don’t like uncertainty,” I said.

“I know.”

“Most people don’t.”

“No. But most people don’t build archives against it.”

There was no accusation in the sentence, which made it harder to dismiss.

I glanced at the phone on the table. “The recordings are mine. They’re not for anyone else.”

“Would you ever let anyone hear them?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

I thought about the flatness of my own voice on playback, the way even harmless observations could sound like testimony when heard in the dark. “Because they aren’t explanations. They’re records.”

Elise nodded once and did not push further. The session moved into the ordinary architecture of the week: work, sleep, meals, Laila, the library. I described each with the same care I used everywhere else, giving the facts first and leaving emotion wherever it had fallen. Elise listened without correcting the order. Her attention could read as genuine presence or careful observation depending on the moment, and I had never been able to decide which possibility bothered me more.

“Anything else?” she asked after a while.

I looked toward the window. The city outside had been reduced by rain to bands of grey and amber. “I dreamed about Ravenwood again.”

Her expression did not change.

“The corridor?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“What was different?”

“Not much. It was brighter. The floor looked cleaner. I could hear doors closing behind me at regular intervals, but I never saw anyone.”

She let me finish before asking, “What did you feel?”

I looked back at her. “I just told you what happened.”

“I know. I’m asking what you felt.”

The distinction irritated me because I understood it.

I considered the dream again. The off-white walls, the flat fluorescent light, the soft hydraulic clicks behind me, each one arriving after I had already passed the door it belonged to. I had documented those things within minutes of waking. The feeling had been harder to name.

“I wasn’t scared,” I said.

“What were you?”

I pressed my thumb into the callus again, slower this time. “Waiting.”

“For what?”

“I don’t know.”

“For someone?”

I shook my head. “Not exactly.”

Elise’s gaze remained steady.

I looked down at the glass of water. The surface was so still that the lamp’s reflection held without breaking.

“It felt like I was waiting for something to happen,” I said. “Or for something to reach me.”

She did not ask what.

“That sounds exhausting,” she said.

The words landed with more weight than they should have. I was prepared for analysis, for another question, for some reframing of the dream into something useful. Sympathy was harder to categorize.

“It’s manageable.”

“I didn’t ask if it was manageable.”

“I manage it.”

“I know.”

The answer was quiet enough that I almost missed it.

For a moment neither of us spoke. The room held its shape around us: two chairs, the low table, the glass of water still untouched. Outside, tires hissed over wet pavement and then disappeared.

I looked at the water again. “Why do you keep putting that there?”

Elise followed my gaze. “In case you want it.”

“I never drink it.”

“I know.”

“You still put it there.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

A small smile touched the edge of her mouth. “Because one Thursday you might.”

There was nothing suspicious about the answer, which was exactly why it stayed with me.

The session moved toward its end without either of us announcing it. Elise asked about sleep and whether I had eaten anything besides toast. I answered. We confirmed the next Thursday at the same time. She opened her planner, penciled in the appointment, then closed it again with the same unhurried precision she brought to everything else.

I stood and pulled on my coat. The fabric at the collar was still damp, though warmer now from the room. My phone went into my pocket, followed by my keys. I checked both by touch and reached for the door.

“Naomi.”

I stopped with my hand on the knob.

Elise had not raised her voice. There was nothing unusual in the way she stood behind me, one hand resting lightly on the back of her chair, the other at her side. Still, the sound of my name in her voice arrived with a familiarity I could not place. For a second I had the distinct sensation that I had heard her say it somewhere else, under different light, in a room I could not reconstruct.

I looked back at her. “What?”

She held my gaze for another moment. “I’ll see you next Thursday.”

I nodded.

The explanation should have been enough.

It almost was.

I opened the door and stepped into the hallway. The radiator hiss followed me until the latch settled shut, leaving only the dim landing and the old runner beneath my feet. I stood there longer than necessary, listening to the quiet and trying to decide what, exactly, had felt familiar.

Nothing offered an answer.

I took the stairs instead of the elevator.

Outside, the rain had softened to a mist. I walked home without opening the recorder.
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