
Table of Contents

CASE 12: The Curator

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CASE 12: The Curator

[image: ]


Episode 48: Endgame

He keeps walking. The siren chooses a direction two streets over. His phone vibrates once and goes quiet. He does not look. He does not need to. He has work.

He cuts east to the strip with the late neon. A locksmith is still open because men forget their keys when they change their stories. Jack buys three blanks and a length of chain that is too light for anything but theater. He pays cash and hands the kid a card for a legal aid clinic that will not answer tonight. The kid tucks it into the register slot and says nothing. People who cut keys know how to keep their mouths on the right notch.

His office takes the weight of his steps like it has been listening for them. The stair dome shows no movement. The landing gives him a coat tail from an hour ago and a heel that belongs to nobody he loves. Inside, the air is wrong by a hair. Not threat. Residual heat from a device that sleeps with one eye open. He leaves the lights off and stands still until the room stops pretending to be alone.

He finds the eye inside six minutes. A coin lens in the frame of a photograph he stole from a wedding he never went to. He does not smash it. He does not talk to it. He wraps it in a bar towel and sets it in a desk drawer with a padlock he trusts more than some men. He leaves the towel damp with the breath of a glass he never finished. If anyone dials in, they will see linen.

He pulls the office ledger and writes two new lines. Soft case received. Master A and A Back in pocket. Consent folder three. Notebook with columns. Watermark ghost live. He prints the time twice. He writes the names he can write without stealing someone’s privacy. Maris. Ruth. Platform counsel who thinks he is a friend. Officer at the parapet with a neutral mouth. Widow row two.

The platform calls. It is never a number. It is a private bridge where money sits and tries to sound like ethics. He lets it ring four times so they remember who needs who. He picks up and says nothing first. That is how you teach a room to stop performing.

“Clean night,” the voice says. “We want to keep it that way.”

“You will wire to a fund by ten,” Jack says. “No branding. No naming rights. Locks and rent only. Counsel on retainer with conflict rules. Blur is irrevocable. That goes in ink.”

“A negotiation,” the voice says.

“A price list,” he says. “Add audit. Add a hard ceiling on any clip that uses a child’s voice. Add a rule for camera placement that lives in a code book, not a pitch deck. You will file it with the city clerk. You will hate the form. Fill it anyway.”

The voice slows a little. People slow when they realize they have to be adults.

“And the series,” it says.

“You can air what consented and what survives review,” Jack says. “You cannot sell my name. You license the presence of a witness. You do not own him.”

“That will cost us,” it says.

“It will save you,” he says, and hangs up.

He texts Ruth three words. Fund gets teeth. She replies with a period. In Ruth’s language a period means good. He tucks the phone under papers and stands because sitting makes a man forget what streets feel like and tonight is not for forgetting.

The widow from row two has an address he can find with a single memory. A walk-up near the laundry with the machine that eats quarters and a mural that changes with the weather. He does not ring. He leaves a plain envelope with the legal aid card, a single line that says you hold the cut, and the number of a detective who understands quiet. He adds a cheap Polaroid he bought from the pawn shop and a pack of film. People who have been edited deserve a camera that prints what it sees without asking a board to bless it.

Back on Bayard he takes the soup place that still gives bread. He eats at the standing rail because chairs make conversations and he does not want one. Ruth calls at the second spoon.

“Magistrate set a hearing,” she says. “No bail on the heavy piece. Bonds on the rest. Counsel for the platform will meet at ten with a temporary agreement that looks like the list you carved into my ear. Bring a pen you can stand behind.”

“Good,” he says. “Bring someone to witness the copy. Bring tape for the seals. Bring a bag that hates leaks.”

“Copy room at the paper is open,” she says. “I already called the kid who runs it. He owes me for the headline I killed last winter.”

He takes the bread because hunger disguises itself as carelessness. He tips on his way out and leaves the soft case at his feet for the length of one breath to learn whether anyone else in the room wants it. No one does. It is not luck. It is the hour.

The pump house lies on his west road whether he wants it or not. He walks by and the dove mural has turned into a bird that knows when to keep its wings near its body. The tape X still holds on the door. He puts a hand to the brick and feels cold sink into him with the mercy of a good verdict. He keeps moving.

At the river he flips a match and watches the small flame make a circle of its own light on the railing. Coins teach men silly habits. He has none left to throw. He flicks ash and lets the wind take it. A gull sits on the far bollard and decides not to be a metaphor.

A sedan slides to a stop two spaces back. The man in the camel coat folds out of it like a bad idea. He looks at Jack’s shoulder, not his eyes. He has learned something tonight. Not enough.

“You will ruin a product,” the man says.

“I will fix a room,” Jack says.

“You do not understand scale,” the man says.

“You do not understand names,” Jack says. “You do not get to keep them if you earn them wrong.”

The man’s jaw works around a speech he has used on other floors. Jack lets him finish it silently. Some speeches are safer unspoken. The man goes back to the sedan and shuts the door with care because wealth hates sounding angry.

Ruth texts a photo. A bank receipt with a number that will buy time for a few rooms. The caption reads escrow in place. He texts back a thumbs up because that is how the phone expects gratitude to look at this hour. He prefers handwriting. He will fix that tomorrow.

He turns uptown two blocks and cuts into a narrow alley that smells like old paste and fresh flyers. A kid with a staple gun works a utility pole. Band name. Tuesday. Ten. Bring five dollars. The kid looks at Jack’s shoes and then at his face and then past him. Jack hands him a stack of extra paper clips from his pocket and the kid grins because clips are currency when wind wakes up.

“Good poster,” Jack says.

“Good night,” the kid says.

He drops the soft case on his office chair and pulls the blackout shade to half. He prints a one page letter for the platform. It is not complicated. It lists the rules. It gives them no poetry to use in a trailer. It says blur is not a tool. It is a vow. It says rent is a defense. It says locks have a cost and so does a locksmith. He signs with his full name and the year because years are evidence.

He prints a second letter for Maris that he will not send tonight. He writes it as if she will read it on a plane. It says she is not a villain. It says she is not a martyr. It says she built a stage and forgot how many doors lead to a stage. It says she can be better if she wants to be, but not if she thinks better is a cut. He folds it and puts it between the ledger pages where he keeps unsent things. Sometimes paper prefers to be ballast.

The dome in the corner clicks as the light outside changes. Dawn pretending. Not quite. A truck stalls on the avenue and coughs itself back into a life it does not deserve. He sits with his shoes off for ten minutes and teaches his feet that floors are not enemies. He sets his alarm for the hour that will let him make coffee and still miss the morning shows. He sleeps with the radio off. The city speaks enough without help.

The alarm wakes with a tone he has never bothered to change. He boils the water because kettles teach patience and he needs it. He eats what is left of the bread and the soup from the night before because soup remembers. He takes the two drives out of his coat and sets them on the ledger next to a strip of gaffer tape that still carries pink sugar from a bakery that will outlast all of them.

He locks the office and walks the long block to the paper because he likes the walk. Ruth is at the side door with the kid from the copy room and an assistant city attorney who looks like she does not take bad work home with her. They all say good morning in the guarded way people do when they know the next hours will not be simple.

They copy in full view of each other. They number the seals. They sign across the tape. The assistant city attorney reads the language for the fund with the pleasure of a person who likes straight lines. Ruth draws a small box in the margin where the blur rule lives and writes forever in all caps.

The platform counsel arrives late and carries apology like a prop. Jack reads it on his face and decides not to use it. They hand him the letter. He reads it and skips the parts that protect what does not need protection. He signs because money moving toward locks is a good sentence and sometimes you have to let a sentence live even if you hate the author.

They bring the phones back to the car as promised. Two from men in coats. One from a woman who thought she had been careful and was only tired. The officer from the parapet signs the receipt and thanks them for being adults before lunch. Jack nods and accepts the compliment on behalf of a city that rarely deserves it.

He returns to the office for one last sweep before noon. He pulls the dome camera and the wire and leaves the screw holes open because scars keep men honest. He places the wrapped coin lens in the drawer with the towel and writes lens in bar linen in the ledger without an exclamation mark because punctuation is a kind of vanity.

Noon is a gallery with the gate down and the smell of dust that has been taught manners. The coffee is black and hot and poured by a hand he does not know yet. The tables are bare. The walls are blank. A single plinth holds a box the size of the soft case but made of wood with dovetail joints and a lid that remembers how to close itself.

The woman from the text sits with her hands around her cup. She is nobody you have seen and everybody you should have. She looks like a person who can sort negatives and secrets in the same hour. She nods at the envelope in his coat.

“Thank you for coming,” she says. “He said you would.”

“Who,” Jack says.

“The man who gave me the ring with the curve,” she says. “He called himself a curator once. Then he corrected himself. He said he was only a handler.”

“Maris,” Jack says.

“She is not the only one who can build a room,” the woman says.

He puts the envelope on the table. He puts the soft case on the floor by his ankle. He keeps one hand on his cup and one on his knee because balance is a habit and habits buy peace.

“We will not film,” she says. “We will not ask you to speak in any voice but your own. We will ask to see what you brought. We will ask you to watch something none of us can keep.”

“What,” he says.

“A rehearsal for an apology,” she says. “The kind that is not for air.”

He thinks about the roof and the bed and the cross and the little red lights that look like breathing when a room is dark. He thinks about the widow and the Polaroid. He thinks about a fund with teeth and a locksmith who laughs in the right places. He thinks about a letter he did not send and a season that will not
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