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For all the unwelcome messages that inspired nightmares. This is how we turn them into art.
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The diner squatted at the intersection of two forgotten highways, its neon sign flickering against the gray October sky. Inside, the air hung thick with coffee and cigarette smoke, the kind of place where conversations died in the space between vinyl booths and no one looked too closely at anyone else’s business.

Natalie sat in the back booth with her fingers wrapped around a coffee mug that had seen better decades. She checked her watch. Across the diner, the bell over the door chimed, and Declan came in, tall in his tailored suit, scanning the room until he found her. He crossed to her booth and slid across the cracked red vinyl opposite her.

“You’re late,” she said. Not accusing. Stating fact.

“Isabella wanted to talk.” He settled into the booth across from her. “About the gallery opening next month. She’s been intense about details lately.”

Natalie studied his face. The familiar angles she’d memorized during stolen afternoons. The way his jaw tightened when he was wrestling with something he couldn’t quite name. “Intense how?”

“Obsessive. She’s making lists about everything. The guest list, the catering, who stands where during the opening remarks.” Declan picked up his coffee. Set it down without drinking. “Last night I found her reorganizing our closet at two in the morning. By color and fabric weight.”

“Maybe she’s stressed about the exhibition.”

“Maybe.” His tone suggested he didn’t believe it any more than she did.

The waitress refilled their cups without being asked. Thirty years of reading customers’ needs. When she moved on, the silence between them stretched long enough to hurt.

“We can’t keep doing this,” Natalie said finally. The words she’d rehearsed during the drive over.

“I know.”

“I mean it, Declan. My marriage is already hanging by a thread. Dick’s starting to ask questions about where I go on Thursday afternoons.”

“And Isabella —“ He trailed off, staring at the rain beginning to streak the window beside them. “She watches me now. Constantly. Like she’s cataloging my expressions.”

Natalie reached across the table. Her fingers found his. The contact sent the familiar spark through her — intellectual connection wrapped in physical attraction, the safe harbor they’d built for themselves away from the complications of their respective marriages.

“So we stop,” she said, even as her thumb traced across his knuckles. “Before it destroys what we both have at home.”

Declan’s laugh held no humor. “What I have at home is already destroyed. The woman I married wanted children I’ll never give her, and now she’s becoming someone I don’t recognize.”

“And what I have at home is a man who treats me like a research assistant with benefits.” Natalie pulled her hand back. Wrapped both around her mug for warmth. “Maybe we’re just using each other to avoid dealing with our real problems.”

“Maybe we are.” His blue eyes met hers across the scarred Formica. “Does that make this wrong?”

“It makes it complicated.”

“Everything worthwhile is complicated.”

The rain picked up, drumming against the window with increasing intensity. Natalie watched it streak the glass, distorting the view of the parking lot where their cars sat side by side. His expensive sedan next to her practical compact. 

“One more time,” Declan said quietly.

“What?”

“Let’s have one more afternoon. Really end this properly, instead of just — fading away.”

Natalie felt her pulse quicken despite herself. “That’s a terrible idea.”

“Probably.”

“It’ll just make it harder to stop.”

“I know.”

She looked at him. Really looked. The slight desperation beneath his composed exterior. The way his carefully controlled life was showing hairline cracks. Maybe hers was too.

“There’s a motel about twenty minutes from here,” she heard herself say. “The Riverside Inn. It’s quiet.”

“Tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow.” The word felt like a small betrayal and a promise all at once.

They finished their coffee in relative silence. When Declan finally stood to leave, he paused beside the booth.

“After tomorrow —“

“After tomorrow, we go back to being the people we were before we met.” Natalie finished for him. “Husband and wife to other people. This never happened.”

He nodded, but something in his expression suggested he didn’t quite believe it would be that simple. Maybe nothing ever was.

☠ ⌛ ☠ 

The rain outside the hotel window seemed to punctuate their goodbye with a finality Natalie wasn’t ready to accept. Five years of stolen moments, of passionate embraces in anonymous rooms just like this one, now reduced to awkward silence and averted gazes.

Declan sat on the edge of the bed, his back to her, shoulders hunched in a way she’d never seen before. The crisp lines of his tailored shirt were wrinkled now. A physical manifestation of their crumpled relationship.

“So we’re really doing this,” Natalie said. The words hung between them like a curtain about to fall.

Declan’s fingers tapped against his thigh in that irregular pattern she’d noticed more frequently these past few months. Tap-tap-tap-pause-tap-tap. A nervous tic that hadn’t been there when they’d first fallen into each other’s arms.

“It’s the right thing.” His voice sounded hollow. “We both have marriages to salvage.”

Natalie pulled the sheet tighter around her body. She felt exposed in a way that had nothing to do with her nakedness. “Is Isabella still suspicious?”

“She knows something’s wrong.” Declan stood abruptly. Moved to the window. His reflection in the glass looked ghostly, superimposed over the gray cityscape beyond. “She doesn’t know it’s you. But she feels the distance.”

“What does she do?”

“Watches me. Stands in doorways. I wake up and she’s just — there. Looking at me like she’s deciding something.”

A chill ran through Natalie that had nothing to do with the hotel’s aggressive air conditioning. “That sounds exhausting.”

“It sounds like a marriage that’s already over.” Declan pressed his forehead against the glass. “Her father disappeared six months ago. Harold. You remember — the investment banker. She’d filed a police report about his threatening behavior, and then he just vanished. They found his car by the river. No body.”

“Her father disappeared?”

“Six months ago. And something in her changed after. She was devastated at first. Then — I don’t know. Colder, maybe. Harder. Like she’s working out some equation in her head and I’m one of the variables.”

“Grief does strange things.”

“Maybe.” His breath fogged the glass and cleared. “Or maybe she’s just done with me and doesn’t know how to say it yet. Maybe that’s what I’m sensing.”

Natalie slipped from the bed, wrapping the sheet around her like armor as she approached him. The five feet of hotel carpet between them suddenly felt like miles.

“You’ve been different lately,” she ventured. “Distracted. Even when we’re together, you’re somewhere else.”

Declan’s eyes met hers in the reflection. For a moment, she saw something unfamiliar there. Not quite fear. More like a man who had misplaced himself and hadn’t decided yet whether to go looking.

“I’ve been thinking about what I want,” he said. “What I actually want. Not what I’ve built. Not what I’m supposed to want.” He turned to face her. “And I know what the answer is. And I know I can’t have it. So I’m trying to make peace with that.”

She didn’t ask what the answer was. She already knew.

“I should go,” he said, moving past her toward his clothes. “This was supposed to be our goodbye. Let’s keep it that way.”

She watched him dress. The way he knotted his tie. The way he smoothed his jacket. The way he checked his watch again. He was leaving her, and he was also leaving the version of himself he had been with her, and she didn’t know which one of them he was going to miss more.

“Goodbye, Natalie,” he said at the door. His kiss on her cheek was perfunctory. Professional. As if they’d concluded a business transaction rather than ended five years of intimacy.

“Goodbye, Declan.”

She watched him walk away down the motel corridor, his shoulders set with determination. Even through the rain-streaked window, she could see him pause at his car, looking back at her door with an expression she couldn’t read from this distance.

She closed the curtain. She got dressed. She drove home to her husband and her ordered life, and she did not cry.
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Ten years dissolved like sugar in rain. Natalie sat cross-legged on her couch, laptop balanced precariously on her knees, a half-empty glass of cabernet on the side table. The divorce papers had been finalized three years ago; her ex-husband already engaged to someone new according to mutual friends.

Friday night. Alone. Again.

The wine was the second glass, and Natalie had stopped pretending she was only going to have one.

The apartment was quiet, the dishwasher hummed through its cycle, the refrigerator clicked, somewhere in the building a dog was barking at nothing.

She was thirty-nine years old, she lived alone in a corner unit on the fourteenth floor of a building that was nicer than she could have afforded a few years ago, before the divorce settled in her favor. She had a job she loved, a quiet life, a glass of pinot noir balanced on the arm of the couch, and she was scrolling through Facebook on her laptop.

The windows were closed. The first warm days of the year had not yet arrived. April had been long and slow this year, gray and cool, and the evenings still required the cardigan she had pulled over her shoulders and the small fire she had lit in the gas fireplace. The trees on the street outside her building were budding but not yet leafed, and the streetlamps still came on early.

The algorithm was doing its slow strange work. It had decided, this evening, that Natalie wanted to see people from her past. Her college roommate’s third baby. A woman from her MLS cohort, now somehow living in Portland and selling artisanal honey. A man she’d dated briefly the summer she was twenty, before Dick, now bald, now married, and apparently a great enthusiast of pickleball.

She took another sip of wine.

His name surfaced in the suggested-friends feed without warning.

Declan Ashborne.

The photograph was professional. A headshot, probably from his firm’s website. He was wearing a charcoal suit and a silver tie, and he had a courtroom-lawyer expression. His hair was shorter than she remembered. There was a fineness around his eyes that hadn’t been there before. Otherwise, he was recognizably himself.

She had not thought about him in a long time.

That wasn’t quite true. She had not thought about him in a long time deliberately. Which was not the same thing.

She clicked his profile. She told herself she was just going to look.

He was still at the same firm. He was still in the same city. There was a photograph of him at what appeared to be a charity gala, holding a glass of champagne and looking past the camera. There was another photograph of him receiving an award — Trial Lawyer of the Year, Regional Bar Association. There was a third of him at someone’s wedding, dancing with an older. Polite. Generous. Alone.

She scrolled further back. She told herself she was just curious.

In 2021, there was a black-and-white announcement: Isabella Ashborne declared dead in absentia after seven years missing. Memorial service to be held privately.

Natalie read it twice.

She remembered Isabella as a woman she had only ever seen in photographs and only ever from a distance. She remembered Declan in the hotel room on the day they ended things, talking about Isabella standing in doorways, watching him. She doesn't know it's you. But she feels the distance. She remembered Harold, Isabella’s father, who had vanished and left his car by the river.

She had assumed, when she walked away from Declan, that she was walking away from a marriage that would either repair itself or quietly end. She had not imagined Isabella simply disappearing.

She finished her glass and poured another.

She thought, briefly, about the people from her own life who were not on Facebook anymore. There had been a year, after Diane, when her contact list had quietly thinned by a third. Friends she had not technically lost, exactly. People who had simply receded. She had stopped tracking who. She had decided, somewhere around year two of the divorce, that it was easier not to know.

Declan would not have been one of those people. Declan had known her before the fall — before everything that came after.

Back on Declan’s profile, she found the friend-request button. She hovered her cursor over it. The wine in her stomach was warm. The room around her was very quiet.

She clicked Add Friend.

A small dialog confirmed the request had been sent.

She closed the laptop. She finished her wine standing at the kitchen counter, looking out the window at nothing in particular, and then she rinsed the glass and turned out the lights and went to bed.

She fell asleep within fifteen minutes.

She did not dream.

☠ ⌛ ☠ 

Saturday was errands. The dry cleaner. The grocery store. A new pair of running shoes she had been putting off. She ran four miles along the river path in the late afternoon and showered and ordered Thai food and watched a film she had already seen and went to bed by eleven.

Sunday she met her friend Carla for brunch. Carla was in the middle of a divorce and had been in the middle of a divorce for almost a year, and the divorce was becoming acrimonious in the way Carla’s divorce was always going to become acrimonious. Brian — the soon-to-be-ex — had discovered some of Carla’s money in an account he hadn’t known existed and had hired the kind of lawyer who specialized in turning these things into gladiatorial combat. He had also, Carla said, been drinking again. He had shown up at her sister’s house last weekend at midnight. He was renting a condominium across town and apparently spent his evenings calling Carla and leaving messages that got steadily worse as the night progressed.

“How does he even have time for this?” Natalie asked, refilling Carla’s mimosa. “He was always a man who lived his life following a routine.”

“Oh, he still has the routine. That’s the thing. He’s only acting out at night. During the day he’s still — you know, Brian. Up at five-thirty, runs in Wexler Park before the sun’s up — wait. No. He moved his run to evenings, after I told him I’d see him in the park. He runs at night now. Ten o’clock. Says he can’t unwind any other way.” Carla shook her head. “And he still drives over to that awful neighborhood near the river at four in the morning for those stupid donuts from the place on Eighth. Like nobody can see him.”

“How do you know about the donuts?”

“He’s not the only one who hired a private investigator, Nat.”

Natalie laughed. She held up her glass in a small toast. “To private investigators.”

“To private investigators.”

They drank.

Carla, between bites of avocado toast, kept going — Brian’s tell-everyone-at-the-club-she’s-crazy phase, his refusal to mediate, the new girlfriend who was twenty-eight and apparently not very bright. Natalie listened. She made the small encouraging sounds, and she took it all in. She said the things a friend said.

Eventually Carla paused for breath, looked at her plate, and said quietly, “You know what’s wrong with me? I keep thinking how much easier this would all be if he just had a heart attack. I’m a terrible person.”

“You’re not a terrible person,” Natalie said, and patted her hand. “You’re tired. There’s a difference.”

“God, I love you for saying that.”

“Are you still going to that girls’ weekend Megan was planning? The cabin thing?”

“Yes. June. You’re coming, right?”

“I’m going to try. I think I have an acquisition trip the week before — I’ll know more after Tuesday’s meeting. If I can get back in time, I’ll be there.” Natalie sipped her mimosa. “Even if I can’t make the whole weekend, tell Megan to count me in for at least Saturday night. I want to see all of you.”

“You’d better.” Carla reached across the table and squeezed her hand. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“You don’t have to do anything without me.”

They finished brunch. Carla hugged her at the curb and told her she was a lifesaver, and Natalie smiled and said anytime and meant it, more or less.

☠ ⌛ ☠ 

Monday she was back at work.

The week was busy in the productive way she liked. The library had acquired the personal papers of a regional poet who had died last spring — three banker’s boxes of correspondence, drafts, photographs, and a small notebook of unpublished work that the family had not realized was there. Natalie spent most of Monday and Tuesday going through the boxes with two graduate assistants, sorting, cataloguing, identifying. She loved this part of the job. The glimpse into a stranger’s life. The handwriting on envelopes addressed to people she would never meet. The way a person’s whole interior world could survive in a shoebox for decades and then turn up on her desk to be inventoried.

Wednesday, she had a faculty meeting in the morning and a vendor call in the afternoon. Thursday was the day she usually reserved for her own writing — a paper on regional small-press archives that she had been working on for almost a year — but a problem with the climate control in one of the lower stacks pulled her into the building maintenance system for most of the morning, and by the time she got back to her desk she had lost the thread of what she was going to write. She gave up on the paper around two and worked on emails for the rest of the afternoon.

She did not think about Declan Ashborne once.

☠ ⌛ ☠ 

Thursday evening. She was on the couch. She had eaten leftover Thai food from Saturday, finished a chapter of the novel she had been reading, and she was half-watching a documentary about a wildlife sanctuary in Botswana while scrolling, again, through the laptop balanced on her knees. The wine tonight was just one glass. She had work in the morning.

She opened Facebook out of mild habit.

The notification icon showed a small red number.

She clicked it.

Declan Ashborne accepted your friend request.

It took her a moment to remember that she had sent one.

There was a message waiting for her. 

I was just thinking about you.

She read it.

She read it again.

She put the laptop down on the coffee table and sat very still on the couch with her hands in her lap, and she watched the wildlife documentary for several minutes without registering any of it. A pride of lions was hunting something. The narrator’s voice was calm and English. Natalie was not seeing any of it.

She picked the laptop back up.

She typed: That's a very specific kind of coincidence.

She deleted it. Too coy.

She typed: It's been a long time.

She deleted that too. Too somber.

She typed: Hello, Declan.

She sent it before she could second-guess it. 

The little gray indicator that meant he was typing appeared almost immediately. Disappeared. Appeared again. Disappeared. 

His message came through:

Hello, Natalie.

Then, before she could respond:

I saw your name in the suggested friends list two weeks ago. I almost requested. I talked myself out of it. I'm glad you didn't.

She read it twice.

She typed: Why are you glad?

She did not delete this one. She sent it.

The typing indicator. The pause. Then:

Because if I'd sent the request, I'd have spent the rest of my life wondering whether you accepted out of pity. This way, I get to assume you wanted to.

She laughed out loud in her empty apartment. She covered her mouth with her hand as if there were anyone here to see.

You always did have a lawyer's instinct for the exact right framing, she typed.

I've been practicing. How are you, Natalie?

Divorced. Three years. Still in the same city. Working at the university — Special Collections now. Director, actually. I get to handle rare books all day and travel for acquisitions and pretend I'm important. How are you?

Widowed, technically. Although the technical definition required a court declaration.

I read about Isabella. I'm sorry.

Don't be. I'm not the person who needs sympathy in that story.

She stared at the line.

She typed: That's a complicated sentence.

It's a complicated story.

Are you all right?

I am now. It took a while.

She drank the last of her wine. She typed and deleted three responses. She landed on:

I'd like to hear about it. If you ever want to tell it.

The typing indicator stayed on for a long time. Long enough that she started to wonder if she had overstepped. Long enough that she was about to type I'm sorry, I didn't mean to push, when his message finally arrived.

Coffee on Saturday? There's a place on Vine Street, the Owl and the Olive. They make the best espresso in the city and the back booth is private enough to talk.

She read it.

She thought about saying no.

She typed: Yes. Eleven?

Eleven works.

See you then, Declan.

Goodnight, Natalie.

She closed the laptop and set it on the coffee table. She finished her wine.

She did not move from the couch for a long time.

The documentary had moved on to a different animal. A leopard, perhaps, or a hyena. Something at a watering hole in the long blue dusk of the Okavango Delta. Natalie watched the screen without seeing it. 

She got up. She rinsed the wine glass. She put it in the rack to dry. She turned off the kitchen light and the living room lamp, and as she walked down the hallway to her bedroom she caught her reflection in the dark glass of the hall mirror and paused.

She studied her face.

She had aged well. She had always aged well. The woman in the mirror was not currently smiling.

She practiced a small smile.

It was a habit she had had for a long time. She practiced expressions. She had done it since she was a girl, watching her mother’s face in the dressing-table mirror and trying to figure out what each particular arrangement of features was supposed to mean. She had not been a child to whom expressions came naturally. She had learned them the way other children learned multiplication tables — through repetition, through study, through performance until performance became indistinguishable from the thing itself.

The smile in the mirror was correct. Warm without being eager. Pleased without being smug. 

She held it for a moment longer than she needed to. Then she let it fall.

☠ ⌛ ☠ 

In the morning she would pick out a soft cream sweater and a pair of dark jeans. She would arrive at the Owl and the Olive at precisely 11:04, four minutes late, the right amount. She would let Declan see her notice him before she let her face do the thing it was going to do.

But that was for tomorrow.

Tonight, the apartment was quiet, and the wine was finished, and somewhere across the city — in a house Natalie had never seen, on a quiet street she had never walked — a man named Declan Ashborne was sitting in his kitchen, looking at a photograph on his laptop of a woman he had not let himself think about for a very long time.

He was also smiling.

His smile was harder to read.

She turned off the hall light and went to bed.

She slept deeply. She did not dream.
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The cream sweater was the right choice. She had known it would be when she put it on. It was the color of unbleached linen, soft enough to read as informal but cut well enough to read as deliberate, and it did the thing she liked a sweater to do: it made her look like a woman who had not given the question of how she looked much thought.

She walked to the café. It was six blocks from her building and the morning was cool and bright, the kind of early-May morning where the trees on Linden Street had just leafed out and the air carried the wet-loam smell of a city that had finally turned the corner into spring. She took the long way. She bought a coffee from a place that was not the café where she was meeting Declan, drank half of it standing on the corner of Oak and Vine, and threw the rest away. She did not want to arrive caffeinated. She wanted to arrive composed. There was a difference.

At 11:03 she rounded the corner of Vine Street and saw the awning of the Owl and the Olive — dark green, painted gold lettering, a small ceramic owl above the door. She slowed her pace. She did not stop. She let her face do nothing in particular as she approached the door.

She pushed through it at 11:04.

The café was busy. Couples reading the paper, a man at the bar working through a laptop, the smell of espresso and butter and a faint undernote of cardamom from something baking in the back. 

He was in the back booth.

She saw him before he saw her. He was reading something on his phone, his head tilted slightly. He looked older than the photograph but not in a way that diminished him. The fineness around his eyes she had noticed in the headshot was more visible in person. His hair had more silver at the temples than the photograph had captured. He was wearing a dark green button-down and a watch on his left wrist that caught the light when he reached for his coffee.

She let him not see her for a moment longer than she needed to.

Then she walked toward the back booth, and he looked up, and his face did something interesting.

It was not, exactly, surprise. He had known she was coming. It was something more specific — a kind of settling, as if some part of him that had been arranged precariously for the past hour had suddenly found its level. The smile that followed was real. She knew it was real because she had seen the practiced version of his smile in the photographs, and this was not it.

“Natalie.”

“Declan.”

He stood. The booth was too small for the kind of greeting they once would have used and too intimate for a handshake, and they both paused. He resolved it by leaning down and kissing her cheek, briefly. They sat.

“You look well,” he said.

“You look like you’ve slept badly for the last seven years.”

He laughed. It was a short surprised laugh. “I have.”

“It suits you.”

“That’s a generous reading.”

A waiter arrived. She ordered a cortado. Declan asked for another Americano. The waiter departed and the booth was suddenly too quiet.

She let him say the first thing.

“Thank you for coming,” he said. “I wasn’t sure you would.”

“I told you I would.”

“People say a lot of things on Facebook at midnight.”

“I sent the friend request at ten-fifteen. And I don’t agree to coffee with people I’m not going to show up for.”

“No,” he said. “You wouldn’t.”

The drinks arrived. He thanked the waiter. She watched the waiter leave and then she watched Declan stir his Americano with the small wooden stick, and she noticed that he stirred it three times clockwise and then tapped the stick against the rim twice.

The waiter passed their booth a moment later carrying a tray of pastries to a table near the front. Natalie watched it go by. Declan watched her watch it.

“They have those little cherry things here,” he said. “The ones with the milk chocolate and the brandied centers. Not as good as the ones from that place by the law school, but they make their own.”

She looked at him.

“You remembered.”

“Of course I remembered.”

“Dick wouldn’t have them in the house.”

“I remember that too.”

She did not say anything for a moment. She looked at her hands. She was, briefly, a woman who had just been seen by another person in a specific small way she had stopped expecting to be seen.

“I haven’t had one in a long time,” she said.

“We can fix that.”

“Not now. After. After we talk.”

“After we talk,” he agreed, and she registered, distantly, that he was treating her preferences as things to be honored. It was not a thing she was used to.

“So,” she said. “Tell me about the last ten years.”

“That’s a long story.”

“I have time. I cleared my whole Saturday for this, in fact, which was overconfident of me, but here we are.”

He looked at her. There was a moment — brief, unmistakable — when his face did not move. Not stillness, exactly. Suspension. Then he smiled again and the moment was gone and she was not sure whether she had imagined it.

“Isabella started disappearing about a year after we ended things,” he said. “Not literally. Not at first. She started — I don’t know how to describe it. She became occupied. Always somewhere I wasn’t. Always on a project I didn’t know the contours of. Always on her phone, with people whose names she didn’t share. We had been close — or I had thought we had been close — and I came home one Tuesday in late October and realized I no longer knew what she had done that day. And I realized I had not known for some time.”

“An affair?”

“I thought so. I confirmed otherwise. Quietly.”

“You hired someone?”

“Briefly, I’m a bit embarrassed about it. He came back with nothing. No other man. No money trail. No substance problem. She was simply — inaccessible. To me, anyway. With other people, she was charming. She always had been. The gallery told me she had been at meetings I’d been told she had not attended. People at parties would mention things she had said that I had not been aware of. It was as if she had been living a life adjacent to mine, and I had only ever been seeing the parts of it that included me.”

Natalie nodded. She was listening. She did not say anything.

“I encouraged her to see someone,” he said. “A therapist. She did, briefly, and stopped. She told me the therapist was patronizing, which may have been true. After that she filled notebooks. I never read one. She closed them when I came into the room. I tried, once or twice, to find them. I never could. She had a place she kept them and I never identified it. I felt like a bad husband, looking. Looking for them, looking through her things. I did it anyway. I never found anything.”

“What did she write in them?”

“I don’t know. I never knew. Whatever she wrote, she wrote a lot of it. Hours a day. She would sit at the kitchen table or in the front room with her tea and a notebook, and she would write, and I would come downstairs in the morning and find her there from the night before, still writing, with a kind of — focus. Like a person doing the only thing that mattered.”

“She stopped sleeping?”

“Like a normal person, yes. She would sleep two hours, three hours. Then write for the rest of the night. By the end she had stopped pretending to come to bed.”

“By the end?”

“She disappeared on Tuesday, March 14th. Seven years ago this past spring. Her car was in the driveway. Her purse was on the table. Her phone was on the kitchen counter. The front door was unlocked. I came home from court at six-thirty and she was gone.”

“On foot?”

“The notebooks were gone too. I noticed that later. Days later. They had been there before — I had seen one on the front-room desk that morning. I am sure of it. By the time the police were taking statements, the notebooks were nowhere. Whatever she had been writing for two years, she took with her or she destroyed before she left. I have never found a single one.”

Natalie listened. 

“What did you do?” she said.

“I called Naomi — her director at the gallery. Naomi was the closest person to her by then. Isabella was an only child. Her father had been gone for years; her mother before that. Her friends — the friends she had still had when you and I were knowing each other — had mostly stopped speaking to her in the last year. Or had moved away. Sarah went to Geneva for some kind of cultural-affairs post and stopped writing back. Eleanor and her husband bought a boat and started sailing the Mediterranean — forever, Isabella told me, in that way Isabella had of making a decision sound permanent. Two of the others I cannot even remember. There weren’t many people to call. So I called Naomi, and Naomi came over, and we sat in my kitchen for an hour and waited to see if Isabella would come back, and when she didn’t, we called the police. They were patient. They were not, in the end, helpful. There was no body. There was no scene. There was no reason to think she had been taken. There was every reason to think she had walked into the woods or the river or the highway and not come back. They listed her as a missing person. The case stayed open for a long time. It is technically still open, although the declaration of death three years ago closed it from a practical standpoint.”

“You had to petition?”

“It took two years. The hearing was — I don’t recommend a hearing where you formally ask a judge to pronounce your wife dead. You want to think it will feel like closure, but it doesn’t.”

“I’m sorry, Declan.”

He looked at her. His eyes were very clear. She had forgotten how clear his eyes were. They had been the first thing she had noticed about him in the legal-research class when she was twenty-four years old and overwhelmed and looking for someone to sit with at the back table, and they were still, fifteen years later, an unusually clear and direct blue.

“Don’t be,” he said. “I’m not telling you for sympathy. You asked. I am answering.”

“You said something similar in the messages. I'm not the person who needs sympathy in that story.“

“It is true.”

“Is Isabella the person?”

He considered this. He took another sip of his Americano. He set the cup down precisely in the center of the saucer.

“Isabella was suffering for a long time before she disappeared. I don’t know if she walked into the river or into the woods or somewhere I will never imagine. I do know that wherever she went, she had been in pain for a long time before she got there. I am sorry she was in that pain. I am sorry I could not stop it. She is not the person who needs sympathy either.”

“So who is?”

“Anyone who knew her. Who has to live with not knowing what happened. Naomi. Me, on certain days.” He paused. “But not in a way that needs other people’s sympathy. In a way that just is. The thing that happened was bad and it was sad and it is now over. I have spent seven years getting to that sentence. I would prefer not to spend the next seven undoing it for someone else’s benefit.”

Natalie nodded. She did not say anything for a moment. She drank her cortado, which was excellent. She let the silence sit.

This was the version of Declan she remembered. The way he could say a hard true thing without dramatizing it. The thing she had loved about him in the back booths of off-campus coffee shops, when he had been a young man in law school and she had been a graduate student who had already made one catastrophic decision in marrying her professor and had found in him the only person she could be honest with about her own life. He had the same face. He had the same voice. He had the same way of holding a coffee cup.

He was also, in some quiet way she could not name, different.

She studied him while he was looking at his coffee. There was a stillness in him that she did not remember. He had always been composed. This was something past composure. There were moments when he looked like he was somewhere else entirely. Then he came back, and the warmth returned, and the conversation continued, and she would not have been sure she had seen anything if she had not seen it three times now.

She told herself: the man has been alone for seven years with a wife who disappeared. He has been in some version of grief he has had to carry by himself. Of course he is different.

She was, she thought, probably right.

“Your turn,” he said, looking up. “Tell me about the last ten years.”

“Mine isn’t as interesting.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

She smiled. “All right. The marriage ended. Slowly. I won’t bore you with the particulars. There was a — there was a moment in the middle of it when something happened, and the moment closed certain doors that had been open. After that the divorce became a longer process than it needed to be, and I took my time finding my way out of it, and three years ago it was finally over.”

“That is a remarkably efficient redaction.”

“I have been practicing.”

“I respect it.”

“Thank you.”

“What’s the moment? You don’t have to tell me. I am asking because you raised it.”

“Six years ago,” she said, “I found out that my husband had been seeing his ex-girlfriend for the entire duration of our marriage. There were children involved. There were circumstances I had not known about. I confronted her. There was an argument. She fell down a flight of stairs.”

“Fell.”

“The police ruled it accidental.”

He looked at her. His face did the thing again. Then, slowly, it relaxed into something that was not, exactly, judgment. He looked at her for a long time.

“How accidental?” he said quietly.

“Accidental enough that I was not charged.”

“Natalie.”

“Yes.”

“I am asking you a different question.”

She took a sip of her cortado. She set it down. She looked at him directly, in the way she had not looked at anyone in five years.

“Accidental enough that I have been able to live with the question, Declan. That is the most accurate sentence I can give you on the subject.”

He nodded. He did not look away.

He said, “Thank you for telling me.”

“You asked.”

“I did.”

“I have not told anyone that. Not in those words.”

“I know you haven’t.”

The waiter came by and asked if they would like anything else. Declan asked for the check. He paid. He waved off her credit card without looking at her. They sat for another moment in the quiet of the back booth, in the bright spring light, and Natalie felt something she had not felt in a long time.

“Walk me to the corner,” he said.

They left the café together. The bell above the door made a small bright sound as they pushed through it. Vine Street was busier now than it had been when she arrived. A young woman was walking a very small dog. A man was unloading flowers from a van outside the florist’s two doors down — bunches of yellow tulips and pink peonies. The sky was high and blue with a few thin clouds moving in from the west. 

They walked to the corner of Vine and Oak, which was six blocks from her apartment and three blocks from the parking garage where Declan had left his car. They stopped.

“I would like to do this again,” Declan said. “If you would like to.”

“I would like to.”

“Dinner next Saturday? Somewhere quieter.”

“All right.”

“I’ll text you.”

“All right.”

He looked at her a little longer than it needed to be. Then he leaned down and kissed her cheek again and he said, Goodbye, Natalie, and he turned and walked down Oak Street toward the parking garage.

She watched him go.

She did not move for some time after he was out of sight.

☠ ⌛ ☠ 

She walked home the long way again.

She thought about Declan’s face when she had told him about Diane.

She had rehearsed many versions of that conversation, with many different people, over the past six years. She had not, in any of those rehearsals, imagined telling Declan. He had not been on the list of people whose response to Diane had ever mattered to her.

He had heard her tell him. He had said thank you for telling me. He had paid for the coffee and walked her to the corner and asked her to dinner.

She did not know what to do with this.

She walked the rest of the way home with her hands in her pockets. She let herself into her building. She rode the elevator to the
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