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The brass plate on the door had gone soft at one corner, the letters worn thin where eleven years of hands had reached past it for the handle instead of using it. DR. N. HOLLOWAY. Nathan noticed it most mornings and stopped noticing it by nine.

He got there at seven-forty, the way he had for longer than he could easily count anymore, and found Julie already at the front desk with a coffee she hadn't touched and a legal pad covered in her small, slanted handwriting. She had a pen behind one ear and another one in her hand, which meant she'd been on the phone since before he arrived.

"Petras rescheduled Danny to Thursday," she said, without looking up. "Franklin wants to move to biweekly, which I told him was your call, not mine, and then he told me his blood pressure was down eleven points since March, like I was going to argue with him about it."

"Are we arguing with him about it?"

"I told him congratulations." She finally looked up. "You look like you slept."

"I did sleep."

"I can tell. It's unsettling." She slid a folder across the desk without being asked, already open to the right page, the way she'd been doing for so long that he'd stopped registering it as a kindness and started treating it as weather. "New intake. Self-referred, which is rare enough that I wrote it on the folder in case you wanted to feel special about it."

He looked down. Owen Whitfield. Thirty-eight. No prior treatment history that Julie's intake call had turned up, which was its own kind of information, people who came to psychiatry for the first time in their late thirties had usually spent a long time deciding not to.

"He asked for you specifically," Julie said. "Somebody gave him your name. He didn't say who."

"Referral line's blank?"

"Referral line's blank." She said it the way she said most things that didn't quite fit, which was without emphasis, filing it rather than flagging it. "He's your ten-fifteen."

Nathan carried the folder back through the four rooms that made up the practice, his office, the two smaller consulting rooms, the file room that had once been a coat closet, and did not open it again until he'd hung up his own coat and put his phone face-down on the desk, which was a habit Evelyn had once called compulsive and he privately thought of as professional.

The clinic staff portrait hung in the hallway between the window and the water cooler, six people arranged in two rows, taken by a photographer two winters back who had promised it would take fifteen minutes and had taken forty-five. His tie was crooked in every frame the man had shot; Nathan had chosen the least crooked one, which was still crooked. He passed it now and it was tilted a few degrees off level, the way it always drifted, and he didn't straighten it, because Julie would, later, without comment, the way she did once a month or so, an absent habit, the kind a person performs so many times it stops being a decision.

His nine o'clock was Ruth Alvarado, closing out. She'd been coming in every other week for the better part of a year, first about a divorce, then about the divorce's aftermath, then, for the last two months, about very little that had to do with the divorce at all, a house she was buying, a kitchen she wanted to paint a color her ex-husband would have vetoed on principle.

"I keep waiting to feel like I'm supposed to be sadder about this," she told him, meaning the house, meaning all of it. "Is that a problem?"

"Does it feel like a problem?"

"No." She considered it. "It feels like I finally stopped doing math I didn't need to do anymore."

He didn't write that down until she'd left. He had a policy, unstated even to himself most days, of not reaching for the pen until a patient said the thing they'd actually come to say, the real thing, arriving sideways, usually near the end, usually delivered like it was nothing. Ruth's line went into the chart in his small, careful hand: pt. reports absence of expected grief re: divorce, reframes as relief, no intervention needed, discharge planned.

He sat with the pen a moment longer than the note required.

––––––––
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OWEN WHITFIELD CAME in at ten-fifteen precisely, which people rarely did, early or exactly on time being two different kinds of anxious and Nathan having long ago stopped trying to guess which was which before the door opened.

He was not what Nathan had built in the eleven minutes between reading the folder and the knock, no specific expectation, exactly, but some blank space the mind fills anyway. Owen was tall and a little stooped with it, the stoop of someone who'd spent years ducking through doorways built for someone else's height, dressed like a man who owned exactly enough good clothes and had put on one of them on purpose. He shook Nathan's hand with a grip that was slightly too firm, the kind people used when they'd decided in the waiting room to seem fine.

"Dr. Holloway." He said it like he'd practiced it. "Thanks for seeing me. I know it's short notice."

"It's not, really. Please, sit."

Owen sat. He looked at the room the way most new patients did, the two chairs angled instead of facing, the box of tissues placed with enough distance from the chair to not feel presumptuous, the window with its view of the parking lot and, past it, a strip of city that from here looked orderly. He did not look at Nathan for the first several seconds, which was ordinary. Most people didn't, at first.

"So," Owen said. "I don't really know how this works. I've never done it before."

"That's all right. Most people haven't, the first time they come in."

"Right." A small, unconvinced laugh. "My wife thinks I should have done it years ago."

"What do you think?"

"I think," He stopped. Started again, differently. "I think I probably should have done a lot of things years ago."

Nathan let the sentence sit where Owen had left it, unfinished, and did not chase it. Silence, held correctly, did more work in this room than almost any question he knew how to ask, and he had learned, slowly, over more years than he liked to admit, that the temptation to fill it was usually his own discomfort asking to be managed, not the patient's.

Owen filled it himself, eventually, the way most people did.

"I don't even know what I'd call the problem," he said. "That's the honest answer. I'm not, nothing's happened. Nobody died. I didn't lose my job. My marriage is fine, or it's fine enough that my wife's the one who thinks I need to be here, which I guess tells you something, but not, I don't have a story. You probably get people in here with a story."

"Sometimes. Not always." Nathan kept his voice even. "What made this the week you called?"

Owen looked at his hands. He had good hands, Nathan noticed, a carpenter's hands on a man who almost certainly wasn't one, blunt-fingered, a faint white scar across one knuckle that had healed crooked. He turned his wedding ring a quarter-turn without seeming to notice he was doing it.

"There's someone I used to be close with," Owen said, finally. "A long time ago. We had a, it wasn't a fight, exactly. It wasn't one thing. It was more like we just stopped, at some point, and neither of us ever really," He shook his head. "It's been years. It shouldn't still be a thing I think about."

"But it is."

"Every day." He said it flatly, like a fact he'd gotten tired of being surprised by. "Not in a, I'm not obsessing over it. I have a life. I have a job, I have kids, I coach my son's team on Saturdays. It's just there. Like a room in the house I don't go into anymore, but I know exactly where the door is."

Nathan wrote nothing yet. He recognized the shape of the sentence, the specific, careful nothing-ness people constructed around a wound they'd learned to build a whole life around instead of through, and recognized, too, the old temptation to lean toward it too quickly, to name it before the patient had. He'd made that mistake early in his career, more than once. He didn't make it anymore.

"Do you know why you called this week, specifically," he asked instead, "rather than last month, or next year?"

Owen was quiet long enough that Nathan thought he might not answer it at all.

"Someone mentioned his name to me," he said. "That's it. That's the whole thing. Somebody at a work function said a name I hadn't heard out loud in a long time, and I went home and didn't sleep, and my wife asked what was wrong, and I couldn't, I didn't have an answer that made sense out loud. So I called your office instead."

"Who gave you my name?"

"I don't actually remember." Owen frowned, like the gap surprised him too. "Somebody at the same function, I think. I'd had a couple drinks. I just remember writing it on a napkin and finding it in my coat pocket the next morning and thinking, well, that settles it, apparently."

Nathan let that pass without comment, though he filed it the way Julie filed things, not flagged, just noted, a blank space where an ordinary detail should have been and wasn't.

"We don't have to talk about him today," Nathan said. "We can, if you want to. Or we can start somewhere else and get to it in our own time. There's no required order to any of this."

Something in Owen's shoulders came down half an inch, the particular relief of a person who'd walked in braced for an interrogation and found a conversation instead.

"His name's Ray," Owen said, and then, as if he'd surprised himself by saying it, didn't say anything else for a while.

––––––––
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THEY SPENT THE REST of the hour on ordinary ground, Owen's work, his son's baseball team, the wife who'd made the appointment happen, a mother in an assisted-living facility two towns over that he visited on Sundays out of duty more than warmth, he admitted, and looked faintly ashamed of admitting. It was, on its surface, an unremarkable first session: a man in his late thirties discovering, with visible discomfort, that he had feelings he hadn't examined in a long time and no immediate vocabulary for examining them.

Nathan had seen a hundred sessions shaped exactly like it. He recognized nothing in this one that told him it would be different from the hundred that came before, and some quiet, practiced part of him, the part that had gotten very good, over fifteen years, at hearing what a person wasn't saying, filed Owen Whitfield exactly where he filed most new patients on a first visit: ordinary grief, deferred. Guilt without an object yet named. The kind of thing therapy was built for.

At the door, Owen shook his hand again, less firmly this time.

"Same time next week?" he asked.

"If that works for you."

"It works." He hesitated with his hand on the frame. "Is it, this is probably a stupid question. Is it normal, to feel like you owe someone an apology they're never going to hear?"

"It's about the most normal thing there is," Nathan said, and meant it.

Owen nodded, like that was the only thing he'd come in hoping to hear, and left.

––––––––
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JULIE CAUGHT HIM IN the hallway on his way to lunch he didn't end up eating.

"How'd the mystery man go?"

"Fine. Ordinary, so far." He glanced at the portrait as he passed it, someone had straightened it since the morning; he hadn't noticed her do it, and thought, not for the first time, that ordinary was the word he reached for most often lately, and that it had started, somewhere in the last year or two, to feel less like a diagnosis and more like a compliment he was paying his own life.

"You've got that face," Julie said.

"What face."

"The one where you already like a patient more than you're supposed to admit this early." She handed him a sandwich he hadn't asked for and definitely hadn't paid for. "Eat something. You forgot lunch twice last week and pretended you didn't."

"I didn't forget. I was busy."

"Sure." She was already walking back to the desk, unbothered, certain. "One day you'll remember everyone else's appointments except your own."

He ate half the sandwich at his desk between the ten-fifteen and his one o'clock, meaning to call Evelyn back about the weekend, she'd left a message about Sophie's new science fair project, something about erosion, a diorama that apparently required sand from a specific beach two hours away, and got pulled into a chart instead, and told himself, the way he told himself most days, that he'd call at lunch.

He called it lunch. It was two-fifteen before he looked at the clock again.

The message from Evelyn stayed unanswered in his phone through the afternoon, small and blue and entirely unremarkable, one more ordinary thing waiting for a moment that kept finding something else to be.
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The annex still smelled like a dry cleaner's, a dentist's office, and a bowling alley that had all agreed, decades ago, to die in the same room. Claire had stopped noticing it the way you stop noticing your own house, except twice a year, once in August, when the heat pulled something chemical out of the old carpet glue, and once now, in early spring, when the radiators came on for what Herrera swore was the last time and never was.

She let the door swing shut behind her and set two coffees on the corner of his desk, the way she had most mornings for longer than either of them tracked anymore. Herrera didn't look up. He was working a knee brace over his pants leg with the particular patience of a man who had learned, the hard way, that fighting a bad joint only made the joint meaner.

"You're early," he said.

"You're slow."

"I'm sixty-one and my knee sounds like a screen door. I've earned slow." He nodded at the coffee without thanking her for it, which was its own kind of thanks between them by now, and jerked his chin toward the back wall. "They came by yesterday. Measured the whole thing."

Claire looked past him. The canvas drop cloth was gone, actually gone, not folded and shoved in a corner the way Doyle used to leave it when budget season made everyone nervous about optics. In its place, six laminated shelf tags ran along the top of the corkboard, block capitals, a printer's font instead of Doyle's handwriting: PORTRAIT CASE ARCHIVE, RESTRICTED ACCESS. Below the tags, the same names that had been up there in dry-erase marker for six years, now typed.

She'd wanted this for so long that she'd forgotten to imagine what it would feel like once she had it. It felt, mostly, like paperwork.

"Doyle sign off on the shelving budget?"

"Doyle signed off on the shelving budget," Herrera said, "and then told me, and I'm quoting, 'don't let her get comfortable, she gets worse when she's comfortable.'" He finally looked at her, dry. "I told him you'd been comfortable for about a year now and the building hadn't burned down."

"It's early yet."

"It's always early with you." But he said it fondly, the way he said most things, and turned back to his knee brace, and that was the whole conversation, which was the kind of conversation Claire had learned to prize more than she'd ever expected to, the kind where nothing needed saying twice.

She hung her coat on the hook that had been hers since the drop-cloth days and went to the board.

It no longer looked like an accusation. That was the difference six years and one closed case had made. Where it used to be a wall of names she was daring someone to disprove, it was, now, something closer to what Herrera's shelves held for real cold cases three floors up, organized, cross-indexed, boring in the specific, hard-won way that boring meant believed. Sutherland. Delacroix. Voss. Ferris. Bennett. Carter. Sinclair/Pierce, closed out five months ago in Claire's own handwriting, resolved, no asterisk, no provisional stamped underneath it in Doyle's block letters the way every other file on that wall still wore one.

She stood in front of it a moment longer than the morning required, the way she sometimes still did, not because anything had changed overnight but because some part of her kept expecting the seventh name to appear there on its own, the way the others once had, a shape in the corner of her eye that never quite resolved into a person standing there. Nothing did. It never did anymore. She'd stopped being disappointed by that a long time ago, mostly.

She wrote, at the bottom of a fresh index card: Review Sinclair. Later.

Then she filed it in the drawer with eleven other cards that said some version of the same thing, and got to work on the morning's actual assignment, which was not the Portrait Case at all, because the Portrait Case, these days, was something she got to work on the way other detectives worked a garden, a little, when there was time, tended rather than chased.

––––––––
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MARCUS WAS WAITING by her desk upstairs with a call sheet and the particular expression he wore when a case was going to be tedious rather than interesting, which after eleven years working next to him she'd learned to read as easily as his handwriting.

"Prescott Self-Storage," he said. "Three units popped open sometime Tuesday night, fourth one they think they tried and gave up on. No cameras that work, obviously, because why would there be cameras that work. Manager's already called twice this morning to ask if we found anything, which I told him wasn't how mornings worked."

"Anything taken?"

"Depends who you ask. Guy in 108 says power tools, guy in 122 says nothing because it turns out he'd already moved his stuff out in December and never told the front office, which, " Marcus exhaled through his nose, the closest he came to a sigh. "You're gonna love this one."

"I love all of them equally."

"You do not." He grabbed his jacket off the back of his chair. "You love the ones that turn out to be something. This is not going to turn out to be something. This is going to turn out to be two teenagers and a bolt cutter."

He was, professionally speaking, almost certainly right, and they both knew it, and they went anyway, because that was the job, not the seven names on Herrera's laminated tags but the four hundred ordinary names that came through every year, the vast, unglamorous majority of police work that Claire had learned, slowly, not to resent for its smallness. There had been a stretch, a few years back, when every routine call had felt like something stolen from the real investigation, minutes she begrudged giving to anyone who wasn't Sutherland or Bennett or Carter. She didn't feel that anymore. It had taken her longer than she liked to admit to understand that the ordinary cases weren't in competition with the archive. They were what kept her a detective and not something stranger, a woman alone with a corkboard, talking to seven ghosts.

––––––––
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PRESCOTT SELF-STORAGE sat behind a tire shop on the industrial stretch of Route 9, four long low buildings the color of a bruise, gravel lot half-swallowed by weeds nobody had budgeted to kill. The manager, a heavyset man named Osgood with a lanyard full of keys he clearly didn't need for half the units on it, walked them down the row talking the whole time about liability, insurance, how none of this was on him personally, please note that for the report.

The damage was exactly what Marcus had predicted from the call sheet, bolt cutters, three units, nothing that suggested more planning than two people with a truck and forty-five unsupervised minutes. Claire photographed the cut locks anyway, logged the unit numbers, took Osgood's rambling statement down to its three usable sentences, and let Marcus handle the tenant in 108, who wanted to talk at length about a table saw that Claire privately doubted had been worth stealing in the first place.

It was Osgood, unprompted, walking her back toward the office to sign a witness sheet, who mentioned the fourth unit.

"They tried 114 too," he said. "Didn't get anywhere, Castillo's got one of the good locks, the kind you buy because you actually read the reviews instead of grabbing whatever's on the endcap. Scratched it all to hell trying, though. He's not gonna be happy about the scratches even if nothing's missing."

"Castillo," Claire said, mostly to have something in her hand to write down. "First name?"

"Ray. Nice guy. In most weekends, works on a boat he's never gonna finish, if you ask me, but I don't say that to his face." Osgood laughed at his own joke, a short huffing sound. "You want, I can call him, he might've seen something Tuesday if he was in. He's around here more than half my tenants who actually live in this county."

"Appreciate it. Doesn't sound like there's much to see, though, if the lock held."

"No, probably not." Osgood shrugged, already losing interest, already reaching for the next complaint on his list, a leaking roof over building C, a tenant three months behind. "He's just around a lot, is all. Nice enough. Talks your ear off about the boat if you let him."

Claire wrote R. Castillo, Unit 114, lock intact, no entry on the incident sheet, the same flat procedural hand she used for everything, no different from the other three lines above it, and didn't think about it again until she was back in the car, Marcus pulling out of the gravel lot with the particular relief of a man who'd correctly predicted a boring afternoon and gotten exactly the boring afternoon he wanted.

"Two teenagers and a bolt cutter," he said.

"Probably."

"Told you."

"You told me." She looked out the window at the tire shop sliding past, the weeds, the long low buildings the color of a bruise, and thought, not for any reason she could have named, of a man she'd never met leaning over a half-finished boat on a Saturday, talking to no one in particular about a project he was in no hurry to complete, and then didn't think about it again, because there was nothing in it to think about. A name on an incident sheet. A lock that held. That was the whole of it, and by the time they hit the highway she'd already moved on to the next thing on the call sheet, a fender-bender with a disputed insurance claim that would eat the rest of her afternoon and yield nothing anyone would remember by Friday.

She got back to the annex a little after six, later than she'd meant to, the fender-bender having metastasized the way the small ones sometimes did. Herrera was long gone. The radiator ticked somewhere behind the far wall, working itself up to nothing.

She typed the day's two incident reports before she let herself look at the board again, Prescott Self-Storage, the fender-bender, both closed out in the flat unremarkable language the department preferred, both true, both finished, both already halfway to forgotten. Then she stood in front of the seven names the way she had that morning, coffee gone cold in her hand, and found herself thinking, without quite meaning to, of the index card still sitting in the drawer.

Review Sinclair. Later.

She didn't take it out. There was nothing new to add to it, nothing had happened, five months clear, the file closed the way she'd wanted it closed for two years and finally gotten. She told herself that was the whole reason it could wait, and mostly believed it, the way she'd told herself the same thing for three weeks running now, each time she stood here at the end of a long ordinary day and let her eyes pass over Maya Sinclair's name without stopping.

Her phone buzzed once on the desk. Nathan, probably, about dinner, or about nothing, a habit of his lately, texting things that didn't require an answer just to say the day had happened. She didn't check it yet. She finished locking the filing cabinet first, the way she always did, in the order she always did it, because order was the one thing about this job that had never once let her down.

Outside, the lot was empty except for her own car and the security light that had buzzed the same faint, arrhythmic buzz since before she'd made detective. She stood under it a moment, keys in hand, and thought, the way she sometimes did on nights like this, for no reason she could point to and no conclusion she ever quite reached, that the ordinary cases were the ones that never made it onto anyone's board. Nobody photographed a bolt cutter and a scratched lock and called it evidence of anything except two teenagers who'd gotten unlucky picking their third target instead of their first.

She got in the car. She didn't write the name down anywhere else. There was, after all, nothing about it that belonged on the board, a nice-enough man with a boat he'd never finish, in a building that hadn't been broken into, on a night when nothing at all had happened to him.

She drove home thinking about dinner instead.

––––––––
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JULIE WAS ON THE PHONE when Nathan came in, and from the set of her shoulders, one hand flat on the desk, pen capped instead of writing, he could tell before he heard a word of it that it was Mrs. Petras again.

"I understand that," Julie was saying, in the voice she used for people who needed to hear the same sentence three different ways before it counted as heard. "But Dr. Holloway didn't cancel Danny's session. The office moved it, because Dr. Holloway had a family emergency that morning, and we called you within the hour to reschedule. I have the call logged at eight fifty-two." A pause. "No, I understand you were already in the car. I'm not saying you weren't in the car."

Nathan hung up his coat and did not interrupt. He'd learned, four or five years into working with her, that Julie handled these calls better without him standing over her shoulder radiating the specific anxious sympathy that made angry parents angrier, and that whatever resolution she landed on would be more durable than whatever he'd have offered in her place. He went through his messages instead, a pharmacy fax about a dosage question, a insurance form Julie had already flagged with three yellow tabs and a note in her handwriting that said just sign, I checked it twice, and by the time he looked up again she'd hung up, uncapped the pen, and was writing something in the margin of Danny Petras's file like nothing had happened at all.

"She's not going to sue us," Julie said, without looking up.

"I wasn't going to ask."

"You get a face." She held up the pen, unbothered, a small triumphant gesture. "Danny's back on for Thursday, same time. I told her we'd extend the session ten minutes as a courtesy, which costs us nothing and made her feel like she won something. She hung up almost pleasant."

"You didn't have to do that."

"I know I didn't have to." She finally looked at him, and there was something almost fond in it, the particular expression she reserved for pointing out things he should have already understood about his own practice. "That's the whole point of doing it before you have to."

He thought, not for the first time, that there was a version of this job, of any job that ran on other people's crises, that would have collapsed years ago without someone exactly like her standing between it and the world, absorbing the friction so completely that most days he forgot friction existed at all. He didn't say that out loud. He never quite did. It seemed, most mornings, like the kind of thing better left as weather, true, ambient, unremarked, than turned into a sentence that would embarrass them both.

"Owen's confirmed for ten-fifteen," she said instead, already moving on. "And I moved your one o'clock to accommodate the fax you're about to ask me about."

"I wasn't going to ask about the fax."

"You were going to ask about the fax." She slid it across the desk, already answered in her handwriting at the bottom, called pharmacy, confirmed dosage, no action needed, before he'd so much as picked it up.

––––––––
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OWEN CAME IN AT TEN-fifteen precisely again, which Nathan noted without making anything of it, and sat in the same chair with the same too-careful posture of a man who'd rehearsed being relaxed and hadn't quite landed it.

"How was the week," Nathan asked, which was not a real question so much as a door left open.

"Fine. Normal." Owen turned his wedding ring a quarter-turn, the gesture Nathan had already started to recognize as a kind of punctuation, something that happened at the start and end of sentences he didn't fully believe. "I told my wife I'd talked about Ray. In session, I mean. Just the name. She didn't push."

"How did that feel, telling her?"

"Weird." He considered it. "Like admitting to a debt I've been not-paying for so long she forgot I owed it. She just said, okay, and made dinner. I think I wanted her to ask more than she did."

"Did you tell her why you didn't want her to ask more?"

Owen almost smiled. "No. That would've required me knowing the answer."

Nathan let the silence hold a beat longer than comfortable, the way he did, and Owen filled it the way most people eventually did, in a longer breath than he seemed to have planned.

"We grew up two houses apart," he said. "Ray and me. Same street from the time I was seven. His mom used to feed us both because mine worked nights, and I don't think I ever once thanked her for it, which, that's a whole separate thing, probably, that I should feel bad about that and mostly don't." He shook his head, correcting course. "We did everything together. Little league, then not little league anymore once we got too old for it and pretended we'd outgrown it instead of admitting we just weren't any good. Same college, first two years, until he transferred somewhere cheaper because his dad got sick and the money didn't work out for both of us to keep going where we were."

"Did that change things between you?"

"No. That's the thing." Owen's jaw worked slightly, an old frustration finding a groove it had worn smooth over years of not being spoken. "That part was fine. We wrote, actual letters, for a while, which felt stupid even then, but neither of us wanted to say it felt stupid. He was best man. I was best man, later, for him. We were fine for, God, most of our twenties. We were fine for a long time."

"What happened?"

Owen was quiet long enough that Nathan thought, again, he might simply let the question sit there unanswered, the way he had the first time Ray's name came up. But he didn't.

"Nothing happened," Owen said, and there was something almost angry in how flatly he said it, an old argument he'd apparently had with himself many times and never won. "That's what nobody believes when I say it, including my wife. Nothing happened. There wasn't a fight. There wasn't a woman, or money, or one specific thing I did or he did that either of us could point to and say, there, that's the day it broke. We just," He stopped. Started over, more carefully. "We had a stretch where things were hard for both of us at the same time. My dad was sick by then too, different year, and I was drowning in it, and he was drowning in whatever he had going on, and neither of us called the other one, because calling would have meant admitting we needed to be called. And then a month went by. And then it was six. And then it had been so long that calling would have meant explaining the silence, and explaining the silence felt worse than just, letting it be what it was."

"What was it?"

"Easier," Owen said, and the word came out like it cost him something to say plainly. "It was easier. That's the part I can't forgive myself for. Not that we drifted. People drift. It's that some part of me found it easier, once it started, and I let it keep being easier for longer than I had any excuse for."

Nathan wrote nothing yet. He recognized, underneath the specific shape of Owen's story, an architecture he'd seen assembled a hundred different ways by a hundred different patients, the friendship that didn't end so much as get outlasted by its own silence, guilt accumulating interest in an account neither party ever closed. What interested him more, and what he did eventually note, in his small careful hand, once the session had moved past it, was the particular word Owen kept returning to without seeming to notice he was doing it.

Later, Owen had said, twice already this session, describing some version of I told myself I'd call him later, and I always figured there'd be a later for it. Nathan didn't flag it aloud. He filed it the way Julie filed things, not yet a pattern, just a small blank space where a decision should have been and instead there was only the deferral of one.

"Is he still around?" Nathan asked. "Ray. Do you know if he's still local?"

Something crossed Owen's face too quickly to fully read, not quite a flinch, closer to the look of a man remembering a stair he'd forgotten was there. "I don't actually know," he said, slower than his other answers. "That's a strange thing to realize out loud. I don't know what city he's in. I don't know if he's married. I used to know everything about him and now I don't know what car he drives." He rubbed his thumb over the scar on his knuckle, an old habit finding an old groove. "I looked him up once. Online. A couple years back, one night I probably shouldn't have been doing it. Found an address. Didn't do anything with it."

"What stopped you?"

"I don't know." Owen looked, for a moment, genuinely uncertain, and Nathan recognized that uncertainty as more honest than most of what had come before it. "I think I told myself there'd be a better time for it. A cleaner one. Some version of the conversation that wouldn't require admitting how long I'd let it sit."

Later, Nathan thought, and did write that one down, this time, in the shorthand he used for things that mattered more than they announced themselves to be: pt. describes decades-long deferral pattern re: estranged friendship, repeated use of "later" as avoidance mechanism, no acute distress, monitor.

––––––––
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THEY SPENT THE LAST ten minutes on ordinary ground again, the way first and second sessions often did, circling back to safer material the way a diver surfaces in stages instead of all at once, Owen's son's baseball team, a fence he was supposed to fix and hadn't, his mother's care facility and the particular guilt of visiting out of duty and calling it love because the alternative felt worse to sit with. Nathan listened, and noted, and did not push the deeper thread any further than Owen had already carried it himself.

At the door, Owen paused the way he had the week before, hand on the frame, a man who apparently needed the doorway itself as permission to say the thing he'd been holding.

"This is going to sound strange," he said, "but I think I saw him. Ray. Last week, actually, the night before I called you the first time." He gave a short, uncomfortable laugh, already backing away from his own sentence. "Not saw him, exactly. It was dark, and it was across the parking lot at the grocery store, and I didn't get a good look, and it obviously wasn't him, because why would it be him, here, of all places, after, but for about a second I was completely sure. Sure enough that I almost called out."

"Did you?"

"No." Owen shook his head, already retreating from the moment as if embarrassed to have handed it over. "By the time I looked again there was nobody there. Probably wasn't anybody there to begin with. I've been thinking about him so much lately, it's not exactly a mystery my brain would go looking for him in a parking lot." He gave a smaller, more convincing laugh this time, one that landed better because it required less of Nathan believing it. "Anyway. Same time next week?"

"If that works for you."

"It works." He hesitated, hand still on the frame, and for a moment looked like he might say something else. He didn't. He nodded instead, the way he had the week before, like the hour had given him permission to keep carrying what he'd walked in with, and left.

Nathan sat with the chart a moment before writing anything more, the parking lot detail turning over without quite resolving into anything he had language for yet, the ordinary, explainable shape of a grieving man's mind manufacturing a familiar silhouette out of shadow and want, which was, in his professional experience, almost always exactly what it looked like. Almost always. He wrote it down anyway, in the same unflagged, unremarkable hand he used for everything: pt. reports possible visual misidentification of estranged friend, stress-related, non-clinical significance.

He believed that when he wrote it. He believed it later, too, mostly.

––––––––
[image: ]


JULIE CAUGHT HIM AGAIN on his way out, later than he'd meant to leave, the light in the hallway already doing the thin gray thing it did by six in early spring.

"You didn't eat the sandwich," she said, nodding at the bag still sitting untouched on the corner of his desk through the open door.

"I was going to."

"You said that yesterday about yesterday's sandwich." She didn't look up from whatever she was closing out on the computer, a run of easy, practiced keystrokes, the day folding itself down into whatever shape she kept it in overnight. "Evelyn called the office line again. Twice. I told her you were with a patient both times, which was true both times, which is somehow worse."

"I'll call her tonight."

"You'll call her tonight," Julie repeated, not quite a question, not quite not one, and something in the flatness of it made him look up. She wasn't looking at him accusingly, she never did, that wasn't her register, but there was a small, patient weight in it, the kind of thing she'd clearly decided, somewhere in the last several months, not to say more directly than this.

"I will," he said again, and meant it the way he'd meant it the day before, and the day before that, each time a discrete, sincere promise that somehow never quite accumulated into the pattern it was already becoming.

Julie let it go, the way she let most things go once she'd said her piece, and turned back to the screen, and by the time he'd gathered his coat she was already three tasks further into closing the office than he could have named if asked, the portrait straightened without either of them mentioning it, the thermostat already dropped two degrees for the night, the day's charts stacked in the exact order he'd need them tomorrow morning without having to ask.

He drove home telling himself he'd call from the car, and then telling himself he'd call after dinner, and by the time he pulled into the driveway and saw the kitchen light already on, Evelyn's shape moving behind the curtain, he'd told himself later enough times in twenty minutes that the word had stopped registering as a decision at all.
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Herrera had beaten her in for once, which happened maybe once a month and which he never let her forget for the rest of the day when it did.

"Look who's slow now," he said, not looking up from the shelf tags, which he was straightening by a fraction of an inch that no one but Herrera would ever notice was crooked in the first place.

"Traffic on the bridge."

"There's no traffic on the bridge at seven-forty."

"There was today." She set his coffee down anyway, because the ritual didn't care whether the excuse held up, and hung her coat on the hook that had been hers for six years now, and looked at the board the way she looked at it every morning, a glance that had long since stopped being a search and become something closer to a habit of the eyes, the same seven names, the same six resolved beneath their laminated tags, the seventh still sitting there with nothing under it but a date, closed and unqualified, no asterisk.

Sinclair/Pierce. Resolved. 5 months clear.

Six months, now, if she let herself do the arithmetic, which she mostly didn't.

The index card was still in the drawer where she'd left it three weeks ago. She didn't take it out. There was a rhythm to not taking it out that she'd gotten good at, the same way she'd gotten good at closing the filing cabinet in the same order every night, not avoidance, she told herself, just a system for not letting a closed file eat time that belonged to open ones.

"Marcus called down twice already," Herrera said. "Something about a marina."

"He hates boats."

"He hates everything that involves standing near water in April." Herrera finally looked up, and something in his face had gone from teasing to merely fond, the register he used maybe twice a week and never explained. "You good?"

"I'm good."

"You said that like a woman answering a different question than the one I asked."

"It's the only question anyone ever asks me anymore." She smiled to take the edge off it, mostly succeeded, and left before he could decide whether to push, which he wouldn't, because pushing wasn't how either of them operated. He'd let it sit the way he let most things sit, filed under a category of his own that she'd never asked him to name.

––––––––
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MARCUS WAS ALREADY in the car when she came out, engine running, a coffee of his own balanced in the cupholder that he hadn't touched.

"Prescott Cove," he said, by way of hello. "Somebody keyed a run of cars in the lot overnight, six, maybe seven, depending which of the owners you believe about which scratches are new. Manager's already threatening to install cameras this time, which he's threatened every year since I've been doing this job, and which he will not do, because cameras cost money and the marina makes exactly enough to keep the docks from sinking."

"Motive?"

"None that anybody can name. No note, no pattern to which cars, nothing stolen out of any of them. Just scratches." He pulled out of the lot, merged without looking, a habit that had stopped bothering her around year four of riding with him. "My money's on a kid with a bad breakup and a key."

"Your money's always on a kid."

"Kids are usually the answer. It's not my fault the world keeps handing me kids." He glanced at her, sidelong, the particular look he gave a case before deciding whether it deserved commentary. "You want to guess before we get there, or you want to actually look at it first, like the professional you pretend to be?"

"I'll look first."

"Radical."

The marina sat at the low end of the county, past the last stoplight, a scatter of docks and a gravel lot ringed by chain-link that had given up trying to look like it kept anyone out. The morning had the flat gray light April did before it decided whether to commit to spring, and the air smelled like diesel and standing water and, underneath that, something green trying to happen. Claire walked the row of cars with her camera out, photographing the same shallow scratch across six different hoods and trunks, not deep, not angry, more like something dragged rather than gouged, a key or maybe a coin held loose and careless, while Marcus took the manager's statement in the small office that doubled as a bait shop, his voice carrying faintly through the propped door in the particular flat cadence he used for people who wanted their outrage validated more than they wanted the case solved.

It was the fourth car owner, a woman named Deb Ostrander who kept a twenty-two-foot sailboat two slips down and had come by specifically to check on it, who mentioned the name.

"You should ask Ray," she said, watching Claire photograph the scratch on her bumper with the mild, faintly proprietary interest of someone who'd decided the officer working her case deserved supervision. "Ray Castillo. Slip fourteen, works on that boat of his every weekend God sends, rain or shine. If anybody was out here overnight he'd have seen it, or heard it, he practically lives here."

"Was he here last night?"

"Couldn't tell you. He wasn't around when I came by this morning, which is unusual, honestly, he's usually out here before the coffee's even brewed in that shop." She said it without any particular weight, the way you'd note that the mail was late or the paper hadn't come, an observation with no destination behind it. "Probably slept in for once. Man deserves it. He's out here enough."

Claire wrote it down anyway, the way she wrote everything down, R. Castillo, slip 14, possible witness, not present, follow up if needed, in the same flat hand she used for the tenant with the table saw and the man in 108, no different, no underline, filed the way you'd file a name that meant nothing more than a name attached to a place. She didn't follow up. There was nothing yet to follow up on; a boat owner sleeping in on a gray Tuesday wasn't evidence of anything except that people sometimes slept in.

They finished the canvass a little after eleven, nine cars total, once two more owners showed up to check on their vehicles, the same shallow scratch on all of them, nothing missing, nothing broken, no pattern Claire could find that separated the scratched cars from the four that hadn't been touched at all, and drove back into town with the radio on low and Marcus narrating, uninvited, his working theory about the ex-boyfriend of somebody's daughter who apparently docked a boat two rows over.

"You're not even going to pretend to consider it," he said, when she didn't answer.

"I'm considering it."

"You've got the face you get when you're thinking about something else entirely."

"I don't have a face."

"You have several faces. This is the one where you're somewhere else." He said it without heat, an old observation worn smooth from repetition, and let it go the way he let most things go, because pressing Claire on where her attention had wandered had never once, in eleven years, produced anything worth the effort of pressing.

She wasn't thinking about the marina. She wasn't thinking, particularly, about anything, the name had already gone where names like it went, into the flat unremarkable file of a workday's
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