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DISCLAIMER

This is a work of fiction. All characters, events, and places depicted in this book are the products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is purely coincidental.

The views and opinions expressed in this book are solely those of the characters and do not necessarily reflect the views of the author, publisher, or any other entity associated with the publication of this work.
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Chapter One: The Column She Never Sent
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The column due at noon was titled When Your Neighbor Needs You: Five Ways to Show Up With Grace.

Nora had written it in forty minutes on Tuesday morning, between unloading the dishwasher and signing the permission slip for Maddox's field trip to the maritime museum. She wrote it the way she did everything domestic — efficiently, without visible effort, with the precise calibration of a woman who understood that the appearance of ease was itself the product. Forty minutes. A cup of coffee gone cold at her elbow. The permission slip signed with her good pen, not the chewed Bic she kept finding in the junk drawer that she suspected belonged to no one and yet persisted in their lives like a bad habit.

The column was fine. The column was always fine.

She read it back now, Friday morning, the house quiet in that particular New England way — not peaceful exactly, but held, like something waiting to exhale. Outside, the October maples along Aldrich Road had gone the color of old rust and dried blood, which Nora found privately beautiful in a way she'd never put in the column. She sat at the kitchen island in her good robe — the slate-blue one, cashmere-blend, a gift she'd bought herself and attributed to her husband because it was easier — and she read the five ways to show up with grace.

Bring food, but call first. Offer presence without expectation. Let them lead the conversation. Remember the small anniversaries — the ones that hurt the most. And finally: sometimes the most gracious thing you can do is simply bear witness.

It was good advice. She believed approximately sixty percent of it.

Her inbox already held eleven replies from the Wednesday preview she'd sent to her newsletter subscribers — the 4,200 people who received The Aldrich Letter every Friday morning and who treated Nora Calloway's words with the specific devotion reserved for women who made their lives look achievable. Several of the replies contained the word needed — I needed this today, I needed this so much, Nora, I think you wrote this for me. She read them the way a surgeon reads a patient chart: clinically, with care, without attachment.

She was good at her job. She was good at most things, which was both her gift and, depending on the week, her specific and private burden.

The Aldrich Letter had begun six years ago as something she'd told her therapist she was going to do — a small writing project, something to anchor the weeks after Maddox started kindergarten and the house went from chaotic to merely busy and Nora found herself standing in the kitchen at two in the afternoon with everything done and nothing left to perform. Dr. Reeves had called it a healthy outlet. Nora had privately thought of it as a pressure valve, though she hadn't used those words because Dr. Reeves would have wanted to talk about what the pressure was and Nora hadn't been ready for that conversation.

She'd launched the newsletter with forty-three subscribers — friends, her sister in Portland, two women from the school pickup line she'd been cautiously friendly with that fall. She'd written about the difficulty of transitioning from a professional identity to a domestic one, about the grief that nobody named when your child stopped needing you in the physical, constant way of early childhood. She'd written carefully, intelligently, with just enough vulnerability to feel honest and just enough restraint to feel safe.

The newsletter grew the way competent things grow when they find their audience: steadily, then suddenly. A piece she wrote about the myth of the effortless dinner party got shared widely enough that she woke one Thursday to find eight hundred new subscribers and an email from a woman in Connecticut who said Nora had articulated something she'd been trying to say for eleven years of marriage.

That email had made Nora feel something she didn't fully examine. She'd archived it.

Now the newsletter had 4,200 subscribers, a modest but loyal paid tier, and a reputation in a certain stratum of New England suburban life as the thing the smart women read. Not the women who wanted validation — or not only those women — but the ones who wanted to feel that their particular brand of quiet endurance was being witnessed and named. Nora gave them that. She was very good at giving people the feeling of being seen while revealing almost nothing about what she herself saw.

This was, she understood, a skill. Whether it was a virtue was a question she left unexamined on most days.

She made a second cup of coffee. She emptied the cold first one into the sink and rinsed the mug and set it in the drying rack rather than the dishwasher because the dishwasher was running its second cycle and she didn't open a running dishwasher. This was not a rule she'd ever articulated. It simply was.

The kitchen was the room she'd spent the most effort on and the least money, which she considered an achievement. The countertops were original to the house — a 1987 Colonial on a corner lot she and Daniel had bought eight years ago when the market was comprehensible — but she'd found a grout pen at the hardware store that made the tile backsplash look intentional instead of dated. The open shelving above the stove held her good ceramics, none of which matched exactly, all of which cohered. People always commented on the kitchen. She always said it had good bones, which was true, and let them assume she'd done very little to it, which was not.

Daniel had called Wednesday night. She'd let it go to voicemail and then listened to it standing at the kitchen sink, the faucet running the way she sometimes ran it to have something to stand next to.

Hey. Just checking in. Maddox said his field trip is Friday — can you send me the details? Also, I left some boxes in the garage. I'll get them this weekend if that's okay. Just let me know.

Just let me know. As though she were a logistics coordinator. As though eight years of a shared life had been reduced to scheduling and the retrieval of boxes.

She'd texted back: Field trip is Monday, not Friday. Maritime museum. Pickup at 3:30. She had not addressed the boxes. The boxes could wait. The boxes had been waiting since August and a few more days would not transform them into anything more or less than what they were.

She had not told the newsletter about the separation. She had not told most people, which was a choice that required a certain active maintenance — being consistently vague, redirecting questions, deploying the word busy as a full explanation for any social gaps. Her sister knew. Dr. Reeves knew, obviously. Pam Whitfield, two houses down, almost certainly suspected, because Pam Whitfield made it her business to know the structural integrity of every marriage on Aldrich Road.

The newsletter subscribers knew a version of Daniel — a husband who appeared occasionally in her writing as a warm, slightly abstracted presence. The kind of husband who forgot to buy the right brand of coffee but remembered her exact order at the one restaurant they both loved. She'd written him into the column as a gentle recurring figure, reliable and undemanding, and the readers found him charming in the way that fictional husbands are always more charming than the real ones.

She had not yet figured out how to write him out.

At nine forty-seven she sat back down, opened the column file, and began the final read-through before send.

When Your Neighbor Needs You. She'd used a photograph of her own front steps — the blue hydrangeas she'd planted in April, a casserole dish placed artfully on the top step, a dish towel folded over the handle. The photograph had taken six attempts to get the light right. The dish towel had been refolded four times. No one would ever know this, and that was entirely the point.

She changed one comma. She changed it back. She read the closing paragraph — We are, all of us, doing our best with what we've been given. The neighbor who shows up is the neighbor who stays — and she thought about Pam Whitfield two houses down who had, in fact, shown up last March with a lasagna and a face that wanted something in return, something Nora hadn't been able to name then but could name now with the precision of a woman who'd had eight months to think about it.

An audience. Pam had wanted an audience to Nora's difficulty.

There was a specific kind of woman — Nora had met several, had written around them in the column for years without ever naming the pattern directly — who organized her social life around the proximity to other people's private pain. Not because she wished them ill. That would have been simpler, and simpler things were easier to defend against. No, the woman Pam was, the women like her, wanted the pain the way certain plants want shade: not for its own sake but because they flourished in it. Pam was warmest, most present, most generously attentive when Nora was struggling. During the good months — the months when the newsletter was doing well and Maddox was happy at school and the house felt manageable and almost lovely — Pam's interest in Nora cooled to a polite ambient friendliness. The lasagna came in March because March had been visibly hard. Because Daniel had moved into the furnished apartment on the other side of town and Nora had made the mistake, once, of letting Pam see her face in the driveway before she'd had time to compose it.

She'd accepted the lasagna. She'd said thank you, you didn't have to. She'd stood at her own front door for six minutes listening to Pam express concern in the way of a woman who needed the concern to be witnessed and had published, the following Friday, a column about the grace of receiving help.

She'd believed approximately forty percent of that one.

The send confirmation was green and cheerful and Nora closed the browser and sat with her hands in her lap and listened to the house.

October in Connecticut had a specific quality of stillness in the late morning that she'd never found language for that she was willing to publish. It wasn't melancholy, though people would call it that. It was more like the pause between one thing and the next, the held moment before the season committed to its own ending. She'd grown up in western Massachusetts, farther north, where autumn arrived harder and earlier, and she'd always found the Connecticut version of fall slightly performative — as though the trees here understood they were being watched and had arranged themselves accordingly.

This thought had appeared in the private document once. She'd liked it enough to leave it there.

She stood. She washed her second coffee mug — she always hand-washed the second one, a habit she couldn't have explained — and dried it and put it away. She went upstairs and made the bed, which she did every morning without deliberation the way some people brushed their teeth. The bed-making was not a discipline. It was just the shape her mornings had always taken, the first legible sentence of each day.

Maddox's room she left. He was nine and he'd asked, with the careful diplomatic gravity of a child who'd recently learned that his parents were fallible, if he could be in charge of his own room. She'd said yes. His room looked like what it was: the room of a nine-year-old boy who had been given control of one small domain in a year when the larger landscape had shifted without warning. She stood in the doorway for a moment, not entering, just looking at the specific chaos of his dresser — the Lego figures lined up at the edge, the permission slip she'd already signed sitting in the center of the dresser like an offering — and she felt the thing she didn't put in the column, the thing she kept for herself.

She pulled his door mostly closed and went back downstairs.

The dentist appointment was at two. She had three hours.

She answered four subscriber emails — genuinely, carefully, in the voice she used for the newsletter but slightly warmer, because direct replies deserved more than the broadcast version of herself. A woman named Gillian in Fairfield who was struggling with her mother-in-law. A woman named Teresa who had just gone back to work after twelve years home and was finding the transition stranger than she'd expected. A college student named Maya, which always surprised her — she hadn't written the newsletter for anyone Maya's age, but they arrived occasionally, the young women, looking for something she couldn't quite identify and perhaps couldn't give.

She answered Maya last and with the most care, which she would not have been able to explain if asked.

She paid two bills. She confirmed a grocery delivery for Sunday. She called the school about a scheduling question regarding Maddox's reading group that had been in her notes for a week and kept getting moved forward and which she dispatched in four minutes flat once she actually made the call. She added three things to her running home maintenance list — a draft from the mudroom window she'd been monitoring, a gutter situation she'd noticed from the driveway, the slow drain in the upstairs bathroom that had been slow since July and was now more of a suggestion than a drain. She would handle these herself, eventually, or she would find someone to handle them, which was the same thing functionally since she would be the one managing the finding.

She was good at this. The maintenance of a life. The keeping of the lists and the making of the calls and the forward motion of all the small necessary things that kept a household from entropy. She had always been good at it. She suspected she would have been good at it even if there were someone else here to share it, though she no longer had a reference point for what sharing it had actually felt like versus what she'd told herself it felt like.

At twelve-forty she stood at the kitchen counter and ate lunch standing up, which was a habit Dr. Reeves had once flagged and which Nora had listened to and continued anyway. Half a sandwich — good bread, the expensive mustard, the turkey from the actual deli counter and not the packaged kind. She ate with her phone face-down on the counter and looked out the window at the backyard, at the garden beds she'd cut back in September and the oak at the far edge of the property that was still mostly green while everything around it had committed to gold.

Pam's car was in the driveway across the street. It was always in the driveway. Pam worked part-time, something in insurance, hours that seemed to Nora designed primarily to ensure Pam was home enough to maintain surveillance of the neighborhood. This was an uncharitable reading. Nora was aware it was uncharitable. She kept it anyway, in the same interior folder as all the other things she was aware were uncharitable and kept regardless, because accuracy and charity were not the same thing and she'd spent enough years confusing them.

She thought about the column. The neighbor who shows up is the neighbor who stays. She'd meant it as something encouraging — the idea that consistency was its own form of love, that showing up without drama or agenda was the rarest and most undervalued form of care.

She'd written it thinking about her sister, actually. About the years after their mother's death when Nora had fallen apart in ways she'd never described to the newsletter, and her sister had simply called every other day without requiring Nora to perform recovery. That was what she'd meant.

But as she stood there watching Pam's car in Pam's driveway, she thought about how the same sentence could be a comfort or a threat depending on who read it and what they knew about themselves. The neighbor who shows up is the neighbor who stays. Pam would read it and feel confirmed in herself. Pam would not hear the qualifier Nora had buried in the opening paragraph — without expectation — because Pam never heard the parts that complicated her own self-image.

Nora finished her sandwich. She put the plate in the dishwasher.

She had not planned to open the document again before the dentist. She went to the kitchen island intending to review the grocery list, which she did, and then she sat there for another moment and then she opened the laptop.

The document was exactly as she'd left it. She read the last paragraph she'd written that morning — I have been very, very patient — and something in her chest shifted slightly, like a drawer that's been stuck all winter and suddenly runs free.

She started typing.

Eight months ago, a specific thing happened. I'm not going to name it yet because I'm not ready to name it yet and this document has its own schedule and I've learned not to rush it. But I want to say this:

I have been performing patience for so long that I sometimes forget it's a performance. I present as a calm woman. I am known, in my little world, as a woman with perspective — with the measured reasonable take, with the ability to see all sides, with the grace to absorb difficulty without visible damage. People tell me I'm strong. They mean it as a compliment. I receive it as a compliment.

But I want to say, here, in the document that no one reads: I have been keeping score.

Not vindictively. Or not only vindictively. More like — a scientist. More like a woman who has been watching something carefully for a long time and writing it down and noticing patterns that she is not yet ready to do anything with but which she is absolutely certain she will eventually be ready to do something with.

I know what was done. I know who did it. I know the shape of it and the timeline of it and I know — this is the part I couldn't have told you six months ago but can tell you now — I know what it cost.

The column goes out on Fridays. It says what I mean, approximately sixty percent of the time. The other forty percent lives here.

And some of the people who read the column on Fridays — the ones who leave the warmest replies, the ones who say I needed this, the ones who reach out personally to tell me how much my words have helped them through this difficult time —

She paused. Outside, a car moved slowly down Aldrich Road. She didn't look up.

Some of you already know who you are.

She closed the laptop. She went upstairs to change for the dentist. Her face in the bathroom mirror was composed and unremarkable, the face she wore in the world, the face the newsletter readers would have recognized and found reassuring.

She held her own gaze for three seconds.

Then she put on her jacket, picked up her keys, and went to be a woman who had it together.
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Chapter Two: Every Flower in Its Place
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The garden did not require attention on a Friday evening in October.

Nora knew this. The beds had been cut back, the dahlias lifted and wrapped in newspaper and stored in the garage in the flat cardboard boxes she'd labeled with a paint pen in September — DAHLIAS, GARAGE SHELF 3, DO NOT STACK — and there was genuinely nothing left to do out there until spring except watch the oak lose its remaining leaves and make a note about the section of edging near the back gate that had shifted during the summer and would need to be reset when the ground thawed.

She went out anyway.

She told herself it was the rosemary. The rosemary was in a terracotta pot near the back steps and it was the one thing she hadn't fully addressed before the weather turned, and it was possible — likely, even — that if she didn't bring it in before the first hard frost it would die, and she'd grown that rosemary from a cutting her mother had given her nine years ago, the last autumn her mother was well enough to garden, and so the rosemary was not optional. The rosemary had to come in.

She carried the pot inside and set it on the kitchen windowsill where it would get the southern light. Then she went back outside.

The evening was cool and thin, the sky going from pale blue to the specific shade of grey-white that preceded New England dark — not a dramatic dusk, just the quiet removal of light, like a host dimming the room at the end of a party. She stood on the back steps in her wool cardigan and her good boots and looked at the garden the way she looked at the newsletter drafts before she sent them: checking for anything that didn't belong, anything out of place, anything that would read wrong from the outside.

The beds were clean. The ornamental grasses near the fence had been left standing — she always left them through winter, liked the way they moved in the grey months — and the rose canes had been bundled and the hydrangeas cut back to the right height. It was all correct. Every flower in its place, or in the absence of flowers, every trace of them properly managed.

She stood there for three minutes doing nothing she could have named.

Dinner was chicken thighs braised with white wine and preserved lemon, roasted carrots with harissa and honey, the good bread from the bakery on Elm Street that she'd picked up that morning after the dentist. She'd set the table properly — not the special-occasion properly, just the weeknight version she maintained because the table set was a signal, a way of saying this household has standards and the standards hold even on Fridays, even now, even with everything.

Four places, because there were four of them. Garrett, Nora, Wren, and Calla.

This was the math of their family. She did not examine the math on most evenings, because the math was correct and the examination was not useful.

Calla had come downstairs at five-fifteen, drawn by the smell of the braised chicken the way her youngest always was — Calla's relationship to food was pure and physical and completely without self-consciousness, which Nora found both charming and, in her private honest register, slightly enviable. She was seven, Calla. She had Daniel's — she had Garrett's — coloring, the dark eyes and the darker hair, and she still held Nora's hand in parking lots, which was the thing Nora privately feared losing most and never said.

"Is it the lemon chicken?" Calla asked, climbing onto the barstool at the kitchen island with the unselfconscious physical confidence of a child who'd never been told her body was taking up too much space.

"It is."

"Is Wren coming down?"

"She'll come down for dinner."

"She didn't come down for lunch."

"She was studying."

Calla considered this with the mild skepticism of a seven-year-old who understood that studying was sometimes a real thing and sometimes an explanation for other things. She picked up an orange from the fruit bowl and turned it in her hands without peeling it, which she often did — she liked holding fruit, liked the weight of it. Nora had noticed this when Calla was three and had never mentioned it to her, not wanting to make her self-conscious of a habit that was essentially lovely.

"When is Daddy coming home?"

"Six," Nora said. "Set the table for me?"

Calla slid off the barstool and went to the drawer where the good everyday silverware lived — not the good silver, just the good everyday, the Danish set she'd bought before the wedding and had somehow maintained four complete place settings of for twelve years, which she considered one of her finer domestic achievements — and she began to distribute it with the cheerful imprecision of a seven-year-old. Nora followed behind her, straightening the placement of each fork.

She did this quietly, without comment.

At six-fifteen, the chicken was resting.

At six-twenty, she turned the oven down to the lowest setting and covered the carrots with foil.

At six-twenty-five she went upstairs, knocked on Wren's door, and said through the wood: "Dinner in five minutes."

Silence. Then: "Okay."

The word had the flat, compressed quality of a word that wanted to be longer and had been forcibly reduced. Wren was fourteen — would be fifteen in February — and she had been fourteen for eight months now and Nora was still calibrating to it, the specific weather system that her eldest daughter had become this year. She'd been easier at thirteen. Easier at twelve. Or perhaps she'd been equally difficult and Nora had been less attuned to it, which was a possibility she sat with on certain evenings.

She did not try the door handle. She'd tried it once, two weeks ago, on a difficult afternoon, and found it locked, and had stood on the other side of it with her hand still on the handle trying to decide what she felt about that. She'd decided she felt nothing — that Wren was allowed a locked door, that privacy was not the same as withdrawal, that fourteen-year-olds needed interior space. She'd told herself this with the gentle firmness she used for difficult column paragraphs and had mostly believed it.

She went back downstairs.

At six-thirty, she called Garrett's cell phone.

It rang four times and went to voicemail. His voice on the voicemail was confident and professionally warm — You've reached Garrett Calloway, I'm unavailable right now — and she listened to it the way she always listened to it, with the specific attention of a woman cataloguing data she hasn't yet decided what to do with.

She did not leave a message. She never left messages. In eleven years of marriage she'd found that the absence of a message communicated more precisely than any message she might have left, and she was a woman who valued precision in communication.

She put her phone face-down on the counter.

"Where's Daddy?" Calla asked from the table, where she was rearranging the salt and pepper shakers into a configuration only she understood.

"On his way," Nora said.

Wren came downstairs at six-forty, which was when Nora had decided they'd eat without Garrett regardless, because the chicken was not improved by waiting and because holding dinner for a man who hadn't called was a form of accommodation she was no longer willing to perform without at least the internal notation that she was performing it.

Wren wore a sweatshirt Nora didn't recognize — grey, oversized, no insignia — and her hair was in the kind of knot that looked carelessly done and had probably taken ten minutes to achieve. She was tall, Wren. She'd gotten Nora's height and Garrett's jawline and her own particular quality of stillness that felt, at fourteen, like a deliberate posture rather than a natural one. She'd always been a watchful child. She watched things before she engaged with them, hung back at the edge of social situations with an assessment in her eyes that adults sometimes mistook for shyness and that Nora recognized as something closer to caution.

She sat down without saying anything, pulled the bread toward her, and tore off a piece.

"How was studying?" Nora asked.

"Fine."

"What subject?"

Wren looked up. Her eyes were dark and direct and slightly too old for her face. "History."

"What period?"

A pause. Not long, just calibrated — just long enough to communicate that she'd noticed the follow-up questions and was deciding whether to engage with them. "World War One."

"Interesting period," Nora said.

"Sure," Wren said, and reached for the chicken.

Calla, impervious to the atmospheric pressure at the table, began describing a conflict at recess with detailed scene-setting and a cast of characters she introduced with the assumption that everyone was already familiar with them. Nora listened and asked the right questions and served the carrots and sliced the bread and kept one ear on the front door and another on the entirely internal frequency she maintained, the one that was always running, always noting, always filing.

Garrett's chair sat empty.

She did not look at it more than twice.

He came in at seven-oh-three.

She heard the garage door first — the specific sound of it, the mechanical groan it had developed in the summer that she'd added to the maintenance list and not yet addressed, the thing she heard every time Garrett came home and every time she left and every time a sound woke her at two in the morning and she lay there determining whether it was the house or something else. She knew the garage door's whole vocabulary by now. She'd been listening to it for eight years.

Then his footsteps in the mudroom. The specific weight of him, the way she knew without seeing. The coat on the hook — she could hear the quality of that sound too, the thickness of whatever he was wearing, the shrug-and-hang of it. Then he appeared in the kitchen doorway in his work clothes, jacket off now, tie loosened, and he looked at the table and at the three of them and at the empty fourth place and he said, "Sorry. Traffic."

"On a Friday," Nora said.

It was not a question. She didn't pitch it as one. She kept her voice exactly where she wanted it — level, neither warm nor cold, the tone of a woman noting a fact — and she watched him hear it.

"Yeah," he said. "Accident on 95. It was backed up all the way to the exit."

"Mm," Nora said, and stood to get his plate from where she'd kept it warming in the low oven.

Calla flung herself into the explanation she'd been building — the recess conflict, which was apparently still ongoing and had developed new dimensions since she'd begun the account — and Garrett sat down and pulled Calla toward him and kissed the top of her head and gave her his full attention, which was one of the things he did well. Had always done well. Whatever Nora thought about him now, whatever she held in the private document and the private internal file, she did not think he was a bad father. She thought he was a man who showed up well in the easy moments and had a particular talent for making the easy moments look like the only moments.

She set his plate in front of him.

He looked up at her. Something crossed his face — not guilt, not exactly, something more like the awareness of a gap between what he'd said and what she knew — and then it was gone, and he said, "This smells incredible."

"Thank you," she said, and sat back down.

Wren had barely touched her carrots. She was looking at her father with the watchful expression she got sometimes, the one Nora had started to think of as the assessment face — the face of a girl building a case. Nora noticed this the way she noticed most things: quietly, with the notation filed away, the examination deferred.

"How was your day, Wren?" Garrett asked.

"Good," Wren said.

"Studying?"

"Yeah."

"History, Mom said?"

Wren glanced at Nora. A brief glance, almost involuntary. "Yeah."

"World War One is brutal," Garrett said, in the easy tone of a man who had always been able to fill silence with competent warmth. "The trench warfare alone — have you gotten to Verdun yet?"

"Not yet."

"When you do. Just — it's a lot." He shook his head in the way of a man invoking genuine feeling, and Nora thought: he is performing too. We are all performing. We are a table of four performers and we have been so long at it that we've stopped knowing what the performance covers.

She ate her chicken. It was good. The preserved lemon had done exactly what it was supposed to do.

After dinner, Garrett did the dishes.

This was the arrangement they'd arrived at years ago and had maintained through everything, which struck her some evenings as either deeply functional or quietly absurd. He cooked when he could — weekend mornings, occasionally a Tuesday — and she cooked the rest of the time, and he did the dishes, and this division had been unremarkable for a decade and now felt like a contract between two people who had perhaps been operating under different assumptions about what the contract covered.

She watched him at the sink from the doorway for a moment. His back to her, the specific width of his shoulders, the way he held the dish under the water longer than necessary — he'd always over-rinsed, it was a minor thing she'd stopped mentioning — and she stood there and thought: I don't know where you were.

Not the thought itself. The flatness of it. The way it arrived without drama, without the spike of heat she might have expected eight months ago. She'd been thinking it for six weeks, or some version of it, and the repetition had worn the edges down to something smooth and cold, like sea glass.

"I'm going to check on Wren," she said.

"Mm-hm," he said to the sink.

Wren's door was locked again.

Nora stood outside it for a moment and listened. Nothing. Or not nothing — a faint sound, the quality of someone trying to be quiet. She raised her hand to knock and then lowered it.

She stood there for seven seconds, counting without meaning to, and then she said, quietly: "I'm not going to make you talk about anything tonight. I just want you to know I'm here if you want to."

A long pause.

Then, so quietly she almost missed it: "Okay, Mom."

Just that. But the register of it was different — not the compressed, reduced tone from the kitchen, but something slightly open. Something that could become a door if she was patient enough to wait outside it.

She said, "Good night, Wren."

"Night."

She went back downstairs.

Calla had fallen asleep on the couch
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