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The office at nine p.m. had a special kind of silence, thick and airless and too full of itself. Most people assumed you could hear yourself think at that hour. Truth was, all you heard was the vacuum cleaner gnawing away at the lobby, and maybe the bastard hum of fluorescent lights slowly sterilizing the brains of whoever dared stick around. Richard Butler, unintentional martyr to the Pinnacle Insurance grind, hunched over his cubicle like a bug too stubborn to die.

He wore a gray suit that looked like it had been slept in since the fiscal quarter began. His tie hung from his neck with a gallows slackness. Even from two cubicles away, you could smell his cologne struggling valiantly against the body odor of a man who had stopped caring somewhere around lunchtime.

His monitor threw blue light onto the canyons under his eyes. Spreadsheets, numbers, little colored flags. He scrolled and scrolled, then leaned back, massaged the greasy patch on his scalp, and squinted at a stack of client files the size of a small country. Each folder had a name on the tab. Some he recognized. Most he resented.

On his desk: a mug of coffee gone arctic, a box of protein bars, half a bagel with the kind of bite mark that said “fuck this” more than any human voice could. His phone, an upgrade he had never wanted, pulsed with a fresh round of notifications. Four unread texts from Megan. All lined up in a row, like kids at the principal’s office.

The first message: “When are you coming home?”

The second: “Is everything ok?”

The third: “Should I put the kids to bed without you?”

And the fourth, which just read: “????”

Richard put the phone face down. He took a heroic gulp of cold coffee, winced, and turned back to the monitor. He kept telling himself he could knock out the margin analysis in ten minutes if he just focused.

He mumbled the numbers out loud as he entered them. “Eighty-seven point three,” he said, punching the keys with more force than necessary. “Sixty-two, thirty-eight. Sixty-two, thirty-eight, you son of a bitch.” He stopped, stared at the blinking cursor, then jabbed a sticky note onto the corner of his screen: DOUBLE CHECK POLICIES - CALL ELISE. He’d written the same note every day for a week, and every day it multiplied.

Another buzz. Fifth text: “Did you eat?”

He dropped his head into his hands and scrubbed his face until it tingled. The phone buzzed again, then stilled, then buzzed. He counted: seven in total. The number felt biblical.

Somewhere out in the hall, the cleaning crew launched a desk into a new position with a resounding crash. Richard snorted. “Go wild,” he whispered. “Set the fucking place on fire, for all I care.”

The phone on his desk— the actual landline, ancient as sin— chose that moment to ring. He stared at the extension, saw the client number flash up, and felt the little jolt that always came with the prospect of more work. His left hand shot out, picked up on the first ring, and Richard summoned his ‘I give a shit’ voice from whatever corner of his soul it was still hiding in.

“Richard Butler. How can I help you tonight?” His tone was smoother than his last decent whiskey.

The voice on the other end belonged to a woman who had clearly started drinking at five. “Hi, yeah, I just got your auto-renewal notice and it says my deductible is changing? I don’t even drive my car anymore. Why is this happening?”

He clicked over to her file. “One sec, let me pull up your account. Okay. I see you’ve got a legacy policy, so the deductible adjustment is part of the state mandate for—”

She cut him off with a smoker’s rasp. “Look, I’m going through a divorce. I can’t afford this. I literally can’t. So what are you going to do about it?”

He watched the cursor blink. “Let’s see if I can get you into the zero-deductible pilot program. That’s for high-compliance customers only, but I can advocate for you.”

She exhaled. He could hear the wine glass set down, the echo of a dog’s bark in the background. “If you say so,” she said. “Last time, the other guy said he’d fix it. Nothing happened.”

Richard inhaled through his nose, exhaled slow. He could fix it, actually. The system just made it hurt. “I’ll stay on the line while I push this through,” he promised. He patched into the back-end portal, ran the override, and spent the next minute reading disclaimers from a script. The woman made him repeat two sections. She thanked him, told him she would name her next cat after him. He forced a laugh, said it was an honor, hung up, and immediately dropped the smile.

He pushed the headset off his head so hard it nearly cracked. He remembered, for the first time in hours, that he was married. The family photo—Megan, two kids, one on each hip, all looking at him like he was a magician and not a guy who’d bought his suit at Marshalls—sat wedged between the monitor and a paperweight shaped like a gold bar. He hadn’t looked at the photo all day.

He stared at it now, long enough for a hot pang of shame to work its way up his esophagus.

The phone vibrated again. This time the notification was different. It was the home security system: “Front door unlocked at 9:12 PM. System disarmed by MEGAN.”

He checked his watch. 9:13. Shit.

A sick pulse hit him. He pictured the kids in bed, Megan in the kitchen, lights too bright, an empty table with dinner plates cooling by the minute.

He closed out of the spreadsheet, minimized the tabs, and sat with his hands flat on the desk like a man awaiting sentence. He reached for the phone with a grunt, thumbed open Megan’s last text, and typed back: “Working late again. Don’t wait up.”

He watched the message send, three little dots flicker and die. No response. Not even a “k.”

He set the phone down and rolled his chair back, massaged the crook of his neck, then looked at the clock. He’d tell himself ten more minutes, but he already knew he’d be there another hour.

The cleaning crew finally found his corridor. The vacuum roared past, oblivious. Richard gathered his cold coffee, stared at the bottom of the mug, and didn’t blink.

Megan’s kitchen was straight from a catalog—subway tile, brushed steel, a five-burner gas range that could have supplied a restaurant during the Blitz. It looked warm, but never quite managed to feel that way. Too many edges. Too much light, in the way of suburban new money. She moved through it barefoot, knife in one hand, squash in the other, sleeves rolled past her elbows as if prepping for a vivisection.

She diced the butternut squash into cubes, each cut louder than the last. The sound echoed off quartz countertops and through the empty, echoey main floor. The boys were gone until Sunday night—something about robotics club and an overnight at Richard’s mother’s place. The only witness to her culinary marathon was the family dog, stretched out like a white throw rug by the fridge, unblinking in its boredom.

Every two minutes, Megan’s eyes flicked to her phone perched on the windowsill, just past the basil plant that kept threatening to die. Nothing. She slammed the knife down, started on the carrots.

Her hands were a mess—little nicks, callouses, two fingers with faint blue arcs beneath the nail beds. The leftovers of paint, oil or acrylic, impossible to remove even after three showers. Her art corner, visible through the archway, was a shanty town of abandoned canvases and palettes, the brushes dry, heads splayed in resignation. Megan pretended not to see them. She’d told herself she was on a hiatus, but the lie rang even cheaper after the second week.

She set the veggies aside and attacked the garlic, all four cloves, crushing and mincing with surgical violence. “Should have just ordered pizza,” she muttered. “Would’ve saved myself the show.”

The oven beeped. She took out the chicken, skin glistening, stuffed with lemon and rosemary from the pot outside. She’d bought the chicken at the fancy grocery store, because some part of her believed the extra three bucks per pound made a difference. She basted it, then texted Richard again:

“Dinner is almost ready. ETA?”

Sent. Read. Ignored.

She could hear her mother’s voice, uninvited: “You spoil him, you know. He’ll keep pushing if you let him.” She resisted the urge to call. If she did, her mother would hear the wine in her voice, or worse, the quiet.

She tossed the salad, then plated everything with the reverence of an unpaid intern on a cooking show. At the center of the table she placed the roasted chicken, then two plates, two sets of real silverware, cloth napkins folded in triangles. For a full minute she just stood there, hands braced against the counter, and listened to the absence.

The phone vibrated at last. The preview read: “Working late again. Don’t wait up.”

The tension in Megan’s shoulders collapsed into a dull ache. She blinked once, twice, then wiped her hands and sat at the island. The dog lifted its head and put it back down.

She stared at the dinner as if trying to shame it into disappearing. After a minute, she rose and swept both plates into the trash. The chicken followed, thudding into the bin with a poultry resignation. The garbage disposal roared to life; the sound was almost musical, the squash and lemon and rosemary giving their final performance.

She rinsed the casserole dish, left it on the rack, then went to the wine fridge and yanked the cork out of a bottle with her teeth. She filled a glass nearly to the rim, took a slug that left her tongue numb, and leaned on the island, staring at the dark window.

In the reflection she looked older. Not old, just older, as if each day was airbrushing her with finer and finer lines. Her t-shirt had a streak of blue paint across the collarbone, a smear she’d stopped trying to get rid of. She prodded it absently, as if that might conjure some motivation for tomorrow.

Out of habit, she circled the kitchen and checked the boys’ lunch bags for tomorrow, even though they wouldn’t be back for two days. It was something to do with her hands.

She wound up at the fridge, where a dry-erase calendar screamed in primary colors. Dinners, practices, board meetings, therapy. There was an asterisk on Thursday. She’d circled it three times, then written: “TALK.”

Three weeks. That’s how long it had been since she and Richard had managed an actual conversation. The last one was in the therapist’s office, a place so beige it made skin itch. She stared at the calendar until the squares went blurry, then snapped back, emptied the wine glass, and poured another.

She considered texting back—maybe something weaponized, something that would actually cut—but she knew how that game ended. She deleted a half-formed “fuck you” before it got halfway typed.

Megan moved to the studio nook and stared at the unfinished canvas. She put her finger to it, ran it along the edge, then wiped the dust off on her jeans.

Back in the kitchen, she poured the last of the wine, then sat on the island stool, chin in hand, and waited for nothing. There was a meal cooling in the garbage. There was a world spinning outside the window, indifferent and full of people making all the same mistakes.

She toasted them in absentia.

He got home just before one. The digital clock on the dashboard had ticked past twelve twenty when he turned off Oak Ridge Drive, and by the time Richard managed to park the Subaru and haul himself up the front walk, he could already see the kitchen lights bleeding out through the half-closed blinds. Someone was still up. His hope that it was just the house ghosts fizzled as soon as he opened the front door.

The slam was unintentional, but he let it stand.

Shoes off at the door, a limp shuffle across the tile, briefcase dumped on the bench. Jacket thrown over a chair, tie loosened with one practiced yank. All of it done with a loudness that dared someone to call him on it. For a minute, Richard stood in the dark of the foyer, listening: nothing but the clock, the hum of the fridge, a faint, acidic whiff of lemon and burnt rosemary.

He padded toward the kitchen, where the last recessed light in the ceiling cast Megan’s shadow across the island. She was there in yoga pants and a paint-stained sweatshirt, her hair knotted up, face pale and puffy. Glass of wine in her hand, bottle breathing on the counter. No words. Not yet.

She didn’t look up until he was almost at the sink. Her eyes slid over him like she was checking inventory.

“I told you not to wait up,” he said, voice flat.

Megan tipped the glass toward him, a toast or a dare. “You’re three hours late.”

He searched the fridge for leftovers. Saw none. Shut it with a little more force than necessary. “Got held up. Client emergency.”

She was silent, watching him. Richard filled a glass with tap water and drained it, then went in for another.

Megan’s voice went brittle. “This is the third time this week.”

He rinsed the glass, set it down. “What do you want me to say?”

“That you’re sorry.” She let the words hang, like something fragile enough to break if touched.

He braced both hands on the island and let out a low, humorless laugh. “Sorry. There. Happy?”

“No.” Megan took a deliberate sip. “But it’s a start.”

He circled the island, keeping his hands in plain view like a poker player calling a bluff. “You knew it was going to be like this. When have I ever not worked late?” He jabbed a finger in the general direction of his briefcase. “Those clients pay for all this. For the kids’ tuition, for the goddamn vacations you hate.”

Megan let the dig pass. “The kids aren’t even here. You didn’t even call to say goodnight.”

He felt the heat rise behind his eyes, the old anger—a comfort, almost. “They’re at your mother’s. What do you want from me?”

She set her wine glass down with surgical precision, aligning it to the grout line of the tile. “I want a husband who comes home for dinner. Once. Just fucking once, Richard.”

He rolled his eyes, but she saw it. She always did.

They circled each other, two sleepwalkers trying not to collide. Megan perched on a barstool, arms folded, chin lifted. Richard kept to his side of the island, knuckles white on the quartz.

“I cooked,” she said, softer. “Like, real food. Not just microwave garbage.”

He saw the dirty casserole dish on the rack, the crumbs in the sink, the single plate and fork in the drying tray. A vision of her, alone, sitting at the big empty table, crossed his mind and he pushed it away.

“I appreciate it,” he lied. “I do.”

She fixed him with a look that could have melted ice. “No, you don’t. You don’t appreciate anything except the next problem you get to solve.”

That one stung. He felt his stomach hollow out. He reached for his phone, flicked the screen—old habit. Five unread emails, two from the same client he’d just hung up on. He wanted to say something, to prove her wrong, but his mouth went dry.

Megan was the first to speak. “Remember when we used to actually talk? Before—” She gestured at the kitchen, the house, all of it. “Before this?”

He didn’t answer. There was nothing to say. She was right.

He felt small, suddenly. Like a fraud in his own home.

He was about to make some joke, something to cut the tension, when she said: “I made a calendar. Thursday. You and me. Dinner.”

She wouldn’t look at him now. “It’s on the fridge.”

Richard moved to the fridge and stared at the dry-erase board. “TALK,” circled three times. He almost laughed, but caught himself.

“Fine,” he said. “Thursday. I’ll be here.”

“Good,” she said. Then: “I’m tired.”

She pushed off the stool, walked past him without another word. He heard her footsteps on the stairs, the creak of their bedroom door. It sounded final.

Richard stood there, looking at his reflection in the oven door. He looked older, too. There was a gray at his temples he’d never noticed before. He let out a breath, long and thin.

His phone buzzed. Another email. He turned it face down.

He poured himself a shot of whatever whiskey was left in the cabinet, downed it, then cleaned the glass and set it precisely in the rack next to Megan’s.

He lingered a minute more, alone in the kitchen, before switching off the light and heading up.

The day of the dinner, Richard left the office at four forty-five on the dot. He didn’t tell anyone. Just closed the spreadsheets, grabbed his jacket, and walked out. If Pinnacle burned down that night, it could do it without him.

Traffic was a nightmare. Of course it was. But he got home by six fifteen, and that felt like a victory.

He found Megan in the kitchen, pacing. No kids, no dog. She looked at him like he might vanish if she blinked.

He held out the flowers—lilies, her favorite, he thought. Megan took them, put them in the sink, and said: “Sit.”

He sat.

They ate in silence for a bit, both pretending the food wasn’t trembling on their forks. Finally, she said, “Do you want to do this?”

He wiped his mouth. “I do.”

“You have to be present, Richard. Like, actually here.”

He nodded.

“And you can’t just say you’re sorry and expect everything to be okay.”

He nodded again. “I know.”

Megan sighed. She got up, dug in a drawer, and slid an envelope across the table.

He opened it. Plane tickets, a reservation. “Lakeview Resort? What is this?”

She smiled. It was small, but real. “A vacation. Seven days. You’re going to take one, or I swear I’ll strangle you in your sleep.”

Richard stared at her, at the tickets, at the tiny upturn of her mouth.

He laughed, real and surprised. “You did this?”

Megan sipped her wine, then tapped the envelope with one finger. “You’re not as complicated as you think.”

He nodded, feeling something in his chest unclench. “I guess I’m not.”

They finished the meal together, and it wasn’t perfect, but it was something. When she left the table, she touched his hand, just briefly, and the contact made the world slow down a little.

Later, after the boys came home and the dog started howling for scraps, Richard stood at the kitchen window and watched Megan move through the yard, phone to her ear, laughing at something only she could hear. He didn’t know if the vacation would fix anything. Maybe it was just a Band-Aid. But he was going to try.

And for the first time in a long time, he wanted to.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2: The Impossible Return
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She jolted awake at 2:17 AM, straight from the black into the static, heart flailing, mouth gummy with dried saliva. No baby monitor anymore, no boys in the next room, nothing but the slow pulse of the fridge and—no, that wasn’t the fridge. That was movement. Downstairs.

Her first instinct was to blame the dog, but the dog was gone: dead eight months, and still she reached for his phantom bark when the world went sideways. She pushed up from the mattress, wiped the snot from her face, and blinked at the electric blue numbers of the clock. 2:17 AM. She said it out loud to fix herself in the moment: “Two seventeen.” The words did nothing.

The noise again. This time a rustle, then a distinct clatter, like ceramic on stone. She snapped to high alert, the leftover self-defense class taking over—flattened breathing, feet on the floor, palms open. She reached for her phone on the nightstand, thumb already on the panic app that would auto-dial 911 and send a silent ping to her mom, and then she felt so ridiculous she almost started laughing.

She flicked on the hall light and listened. There it was—a deliberate shuffle, like a sock-footed child skulking in for Oreos. Megan cycled through every true-crime podcast she’d ever binge-listened and came up blank. Her kitchen was a fortress: triple-paned windows, a security system so convoluted even she sometimes locked herself out, a set of knives so sharp you could split a hair. And yet someone, something, was in her house.

She texted her mother: “CALL IF YOU DON’T HEAR FROM ME IN 5 MIN.” Hit send. Thought about sending it to Richard, then remembered he was three hundred miles away, sucking down IPAs with his work buddies at Lakeview Resort and Spa. She almost resented him for it. She definitely resented him for it.

Megan pulled her phone tight to her chest and crept down the stairs. Each step made the sort of noise you only heard when you were trying not to. At the bottom, she pressed herself against the drywall and edged along the baseboard, toeing past the half-packed suitcases, the laundry baskets, the dried-out soccer cleats.

She hit the kitchen and stopped dead. All the lights were on, every bulb set to maximum clinical, like the after-hours wing of an abandoned ER. The table gleamed, bare and sterile; even the placemats had been squared to the edge, as if expecting an inspection. And in the middle of the room, directly under the overhead, was Richard.

Except it was not Richard as she’d last seen him, boarding the shuttle in his unwashable khakis, reading spreadsheets on his phone and ignoring the world. No: this was Richard as rendered by a crime scene sketch artist who hated his subject. He wore the same blue check shirt, now hanging ragged from his shoulder, a torn undershirt caked in brown and what she really, really hoped was not blood. His left pant leg was slashed to the knee, exposing skin the color of a decaying memory, the shin a study in bruised geometry. The shoes—he never took them off in the house—were black with filth, one untied and dragging a matted clump of grass.

His hair, usually forced into a facsimile of order, was wild, matted, and sticky with a shine that only comes from sweat or trauma. A three-day stubble crawled up his neck and onto his cheeks, flecked with something that looked like ash. And on his forehead, directly above the left brow, a split ran vertical and deep, slow ooze of blood painting a line almost to the jaw.

Megan’s voice was a strangled gasp. “What the fuck?” She hadn’t meant to say it; it just happened, a primal override.

Richard’s head snapped up, and the motion nearly took him off balance. His eyes were wide, vacant, the whites so stark they seemed painted on. For a second, he just stared at her. Then he croaked, “Meg?” like he hadn’t said her name in years.

She stumbled backward, catching herself on the doorjamb. The phone, her useless weapon, trembled in her grip. “Jesus fucking Christ, what happened to you?”

Richard made a sound somewhere between a laugh and a cough, then hunched over the sink and started dry-heaving. Nothing came out but a noise like tearing denim. When he straightened, he leaned heavily on the counter, both hands splayed flat. She saw blood dripping down from his fingertips, smearing the immaculate quartz.

“Are you—” She started, then stopped. None of this was real. She took a step forward, then another, eyes on the growing puddle of red beneath his hands. “Are you even supposed to be here?”

He turned, slow, deliberate, one shoulder drooping. He looked down at himself, confusion ticking across his face in jerks. “I... I got lost,” he said. “I was just—” His voice broke. “I was driving, and the lights— There was this fucking light, like a headlight, but—” He waved a hand, trailing off.

She was crying now, though she didn’t know when it had started. “You were at Lakeview. You were supposed to be— You’re three hundred miles away.”

He didn’t argue. He just blinked, slow and sticky, as if each lid weighed a pound. “Is this a dream?” he said. “Why’m I here?”

She set the phone on the counter. “Sit. Sit down, now.” The command was enough; he dropped onto the nearest stool, the motion so boneless she worried he’d crumple to the floor. “You’re bleeding,” she said, voice still tinny in her own ears. “Jesus, Richard. You’re actually bleeding.”

He touched the wound on his forehead, came away red. “Don’t feel it,” he said. “I can’t feel anything.”

Megan scrambled to the junk drawer and dug out the first aid kit. She could not remember ever using it. She could not remember the last time she’d seen real blood. Her hands moved like a speed addict’s, all thumbs, but she managed to pop open an antiseptic wipe and dab at the gash. Richard hissed but did not move.

“Tell me what happened,” she said, every word a commandment.

He looked straight through her. “Headlights,” he said. “There was a sound, like a train. And the next thing—” He shook his head, eyes suddenly watering. “I was walking. I didn’t know where I was, just walking. For a long time, maybe. And then I was home.” He gazed at her as if she was the one out of place. “But it’s not the same.”

She pressed a wad of gauze to his forehead. “It’s two in the morning. You’re supposed to be on a golf retreat. Now you’re here and—” Her voice broke. “Did you crash your car? Are you concussed?”

He smiled, or tried to. “You tell me.”

Megan took a full inventory. He reeked of burnt rubber, of stale sweat and—yes, that was gasoline. A dark patch on his shirt gave off the sickly metallic tang of blood and something else, something feral. Up close, the cut on his forehead pulsed like a second heartbeat.

She stepped back, knuckles white on the edge of the counter. Her own knees started to go. The world was spinning, not fast, but with the slow inevitability of a toilet bowl.

“Stay there,” she said. “I mean it, Richard. Don’t move.”

He nodded, then closed his eyes, head slumping. He didn’t look asleep so much as deactivated, like a bot waiting on an update.

Megan backed out of the kitchen, never taking her eyes off him. She moved into the hallway and found herself breathing hard, on the verge of hyperventilation. The phone was still on the counter, useless, but she knew the code for the security system. She punched it in, locked every door, and called 911.

Busy signal. Then, dial tone.

She tried again. This time the dispatcher’s voice was calm, almost bored: “911, what’s your emergency?”

“My husband just walked into my house. He’s supposed to be in Wisconsin. He looks like he’s been in an accident—”

“Is he threatening you, ma’am?”

She looked through the doorway at Richard, who sat, hunched and hollow, over the kitchen island. “No,” she said. “But I don’t think he’s supposed to be alive.”

The words hung, fat and obscene, in the sterile air.

The dispatcher said nothing for a long moment, then: “An officer is on the way. Please stay on the line.”

Megan braced herself against the drywall and watched her bloodstained, possibly dead, husband stare at nothing under the blistering kitchen lights. She wasn’t sure which of them would break first.

The silence lasted twenty minutes, maybe less. She kept her eyes on Richard, watching for the shift from catatonia to rampage, but he just stayed put—head down, elbows on the counter, gaze drilling a crater into the off-brand granite. She considered running. She considered braining him with the cast iron, just to make sure. Instead she hovered in the threshold, clutching her phone, thumb dancing over the 911 open line like it was the world's lamest talisman.

A police cruiser ghosted up the street at 2:42, its headlights off but the house numbers spotlighted with surgical precision. Megan’s first thought: damn, that was fast. Second thought: nothing would ever be fast enough.

She watched the cop step out—no rush, total theater. The badge number was too small to read but the guy had that stocky, hometown cop vibe: high-and-tight fade, pressed uniform, a way of walking like he'd never considered a world where people didn’t immediately shut up when he walked in. He crossed the walkway with the slow menace of someone who’d rather be writing parking tickets but was ready for whatever. The porch light made him look paler than milk.

Megan opened the door before he rang the bell.

“Mrs. Butler?” He had the file folder in his left hand, like it was full of dead rats, and a flashlight in the right, which he flicked up and down the hall without even looking.

“Yes,” Megan said. She was proud that her voice didn’t quaver.

“Officer James Wilson,” he said, badge-flash automatic. “Can I come in?”

She gestured to the foyer. He stepped over the threshold, eyes clocking the geometry of the space, then her, then past her shoulder, probably looking for a rabid ex or a methhead in a mask.

He kept his tone soft, the way doctors do before saying you have five months to live. “Is everything okay, ma’am?”

Her brain lit up on all cylinders: Do not say my possibly dead husband is sitting in the kitchen bleeding out on the counter. Do not say the universe has shit itself into a parallel timeline. Say something normal.

“My husband,” she said. “I thought— There was a noise, and I found him downstairs, and he’s not supposed to be here.”

Officer Wilson’s eyes narrowed. “Not supposed to be here?”

“He’s in Madison for a work thing. Or, he was.” She hugged her phone to her chest, like that would stop her heart from detaching and pinging down the stairs.

Wilson’s mouth set into the neutral line that meant, Lady, you’re two seconds from a 72-hour hold. “He’s here now?”

“Yes. He’s, uh, not well.”

Wilson took a measured breath and looked at the file folder. “May I see him, please?”

She didn’t want to. But she pivoted, marched into the kitchen, every nerve howling. The cop followed, the flashlight beam sliding along the floor, catching the black streaks Richard had left on the tile, then crawling up to where he hunched, head bowed and blood drying like poster paint on his face.

Richard didn’t look up. He was humming, barely, an atonal sound like wires humming in the wind.

Officer Wilson stopped dead, like his shoes had fused to the tile. For a few ticks, the only sound was the hum and the fridge compressor. Then the cop said, “Sir?” with a distinct tremor on the edge.

Richard lifted his head. The flashlight shined right into his eyes, and he didn’t even flinch.

“Jesus Christ,” the cop said, then caught himself, coughing into the back of his hand. “Sorry, ma’am.”

Megan put herself between them. “He’s been... I think he’s concussed. Or maybe he’s in shock? I don’t know, I’ve never seen—”

Wilson ignored her, eyes locked on Richard. “Sir, do you know where you are?”

Richard smiled, teeth small and too many, like a rodent. “Home,” he said.

“Do you remember your name?”

Richard blinked. “Do you?”

Wilson snapped out of it. He set the folder on the table, forced the calm back into his voice. “Mrs. Butler, do you mind if I ask you some questions in private?”

She did mind. But the last twenty minutes had chewed through all her fucks to give. She shrugged.

The officer led her into the hall, just past the mudroom. He lowered his voice. “How long has your husband been here?”

“I found him maybe thirty minutes ago.”

He nodded, very deliberate, then pulled out a folded sheet of paper from the file. “And before that, you said he was on a work trip?”

“Lakeview Resort, near Madison.” She tried to recall the exact hotel, but it bled out of her head.

Wilson sucked his teeth. “We had a call from your number—said something about your husband not supposed to be here. Was that you?”

Megan nodded. “Yes. I just— He looked like he’d been in a wreck.”

Wilson’s face did a small, tragic thing. “Did he threaten you?”

“No!” she said, too fast. “He just— He was... gone.”

The cop looked back over his shoulder, into the kitchen where Richard sat with his hands open on the table. Megan could just see the curve of his neck, the ugly line of congealing blood down his face. It made her dizzy.

Wilson turned back to her, voice all business now. “Mrs. Butler, I need you to listen to me very carefully.” He unfolded the paper, set his finger on a line. “We received word tonight of a fatality on Highway 16, just outside Cross Plains.” He paused, watched her. “It was a car crash. Your husband’s name was on the license.”

Megan blinked, slow. “No,” she said, “he’s here. He walked into the kitchen.”

Wilson’s lips thinned. “I understand that, ma’am. But I’ve got the incident report right here.” He read: “One adult male, Richard Dean Butler, born May second, 1975, confirmed at the scene by dental records and personal effects.” He glanced up, eyes dark. “There was a fire. They... couldn’t get much more than that.”

She stared at the cop, then back into the kitchen, as if she might catch the ghost in the act of being a ghost. Richard scratched his neck, eyes fixed on the cold pizza box on the counter. He seemed bored.

“You’re making a mistake,” Megan said. “He’s right there. He’s right there, you can see him.”

Wilson nodded, but his hands were shaking now, sweat beading at his temples even though it was November and the heat was set to 63. “It wouldn’t be the first time paperwork lagged behind, but—” He broke off, looked at her like he wanted her to take over the narrative.

She didn’t. She couldn’t.

Richard must have heard his name, because suddenly he was standing in the kitchen doorway. “You talking about me?” he said, all crooked smile.

Wilson staggered back, one hand dropping to the sidearm, other palm up in a universal signal of I am not ready for this shit. “Sir, can you step back into the kitchen for me?”

Richard grinned, wide and wild. “Am I in trouble, Officer?”

Wilson licked his lips, voice flat and deliberate. “Not unless you want to be.” The hand never left his hip.

Megan was ready for a repeat of the Lakeview argument—Richard charming, deflecting, always ready with the next lawyer-grade retort. Instead, he looked at her, eyes liquid and infinite. “Meg?” he said, and it was almost tender. “Are we good?”

She swallowed, tried to reply, but found nothing but static.

Wilson hit his shoulder mic, the universal “I need backup” tic. But all he said was, “Dispatch, I need a 10-28 on a silver Subaru, plate BEX-243, possible 10-55. Copy dental ID to case file.”

The radio answered back, neutral, inhuman: “Copy. Confirmed. Subject listed as 11-44.”

He repeated the code to Megan, softly. “That means deceased.”

Richard laughed, really laughed, as if he’d just heard the punchline to a joke no one else could hear.

Megan wanted to scream, or throw something, or at least pass out. Instead, she stared at the badge, the patch on Wilson’s shoulder, the slow leak of confidence from his face.

“Look,” she said, her own voice steadier than expected. “You need to take him to a hospital. He’s not right.”

Wilson looked at her, at Richard, at the folder in his hand. His fingers had left a sweat print on the cardboard.

“We’ll get him checked out,” he said. “You’ll need to come, too, for the report.”

She nodded, or thought she did.

Wilson took a deep breath, opened the kitchen door, and gestured for Richard to go ahead. Richard bowed, almost theatrical, and walked past the cop and out the front door, blood still trickling down his chin. Megan followed, phone in one hand, the other pressed so hard to her stomach she thought she’d leave a bruise.

On the porch, under the sodium lights, she could see her husband more clearly. The cut on his head had stopped bleeding, but the blood left a trail all the way down his throat. He looked back at her, and the look was pure relief, like maybe the only thing he ever wanted was to see her one more time.

Officer Wilson opened the cruiser door, muttered something about procedure, and settled Richard in the back seat like a child being sent home for a fever. Then he called it in, twice, each time sounding less like he believed his own words.

He came back to Megan, rubbing his forehead. “We’re going to figure this out,” he said. “You might want to call someone. Your folks, maybe?”

Megan nodded, and he handed her a card—his personal number, underlined twice.

As he climbed into the cruiser, Wilson shot one last glance over his shoulder, eyes hollow as the Wisconsin sky. For a second she thought he’d cry. But then the engine revved, the lights flicked once, and the car eased down the drive.

Inside, her phone pinged: a new email, the vacation confirmation for Lakeview Resort. The words were still there: “Check-in Thursday, 4:00 PM. Spa treatments complimentary.”

She sat on the porch, bare feet raw against the frost-rough concrete, and waited for the world to put itself back together. She waited a long time.
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