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The steel door clanged shut behind him with the finality of a tomb sealing. Julian stood blinking in the brittle sunlight, prison-gray sweatpants hanging loose on hips that had once filled tailored suits. The guard hadn’t even looked at him when handing over the plastic bag containing his civilian clothes, the same ones he’d worn to court eighteen months ago. A moth had eaten through the left armpit of the navy wool blazer.

Across the parking lot, a sparrow pecked at a shriveled french fry near the bus stop bench. No reporters jostled for quotes. No lawyers offered brisk handshakes and tighter smiles. Just three empty cars with parking tickets fluttering beneath their windshield wipers like tiny white flags.

He remembered Ava’s testimony.

*Not the words.* Those had dissolved into a buzzing hum during the trial. He remembered the *way* she’d said them. Leaning forward in the witness box, silk blouse gaping just enough to reveal the shadow between her breasts as she’d addressed the jury. Her voice dipped low on the word *restraints*, lingered on *discipline*, turned *professional misunderstanding* into something moist and intimate. The jury hadn’t cared about time-stamped elevator logs proving he was twelve miles away during the alleged assault. They’d watched her lacquered nail trace the edge of the wooden rail, and Julian knew then what the verdict would be.

A delivery van backfired on the highway overpass. Julian flinched, fingers curling around the bench’s metal slats. He counted the cracks in the sidewalk—seven, eight, nine—until his pulse stopped slamming against his temples. The habit prison therapists called a coping mechanism. The other inmates called it weakness.

The plastic bag rustled as he pulled out his old phone. Dead, of course. The bus schedule taped to the plexiglass shelter informed him the next one arrived in forty-seven minutes. He sat. The bench’s chill seeped through thin cotton.

She’d worn gardenias that day in court.

The scent ambushed him now. Not the cloying department store perfume kind, but the real thing. Overripe. Fleshy. Like something beautiful rotting. Julian’s head snapped up, scanning the parking lot, the chain-link fence, the scrubby pines beyond. Nothing moved but the sparrow.

His knuckles whitened.

*Breathe. In through the nose. Out through the mouth.* The useless mantra from his court-appointed therapist. He’d perfected the technique during solitary confinement, counting breaths between the distant screams.

A silver Lexus glided into the lot. Julian didn’t recognize the driver, a narrow-faced man with a Bluetooth earpiece flashing. The man parked facing Julian but made no move to exit. Simply watched.

Julian stood, shoulders squaring instinctively. The plastic bag slid to the ground.

The driver lifted a tablet, tapped the screen, then drove away without glancing back.

When the bus finally groaned to a stop, Julian boarded last. The driver inspected his prison-issued ID too long. A woman clutching a grocery bag shifted seats. The metallic tang of fear coated Julian’s tongue. Not his own. Theirs.

He took a window seat near the back. The city unspooled outside—laundromats, bail bondsmen, a shuttered community theater with MISSING posters papering its boarded windows. His reflection ghosted the glass. Cropped hair that hid the scar from the shower room incident. Eyes that had forgotten how to soften.

The gardenias again.

Stronger now. Twining through the bus’s diesel stench. Julian twisted in his seat. A teenager with earbuds bobbed his head near the front. An elderly man dozed against a window. No familiar fall of chestnut hair. No crimson nails drumming a rhythm only she could hear.

He almost missed his stop.

The apartment building looked smaller. Dirtier. Yellow police tape still looped around the stair railing where they’d led him away in handcuffs. His landlord had changed the locks. The new key waited in his mailbox beneath a takeout menu for a Thai place that hadn’t existed before his arrest.

Upstairs, apartment 3B smelled of mildew and abandonment. They’d torn the place apart during the evidence search. Cushion slashed, bookshelf emptied, his grandmother’s Limoges teacup shattered on the linoleum. He crouched, gathering porcelain shards as the bus bench counting habit kicked in—*five, six, seven*—until his thumb bled.

The bathroom mirror showed what the jury had seen. Hard jaw. Watchful eyes. The kind of face that looked capable of things. He’d thought innocence was armor. Learned too late it was just another vulnerability.

His phone charger was gone, but the landline still worked. Dial tone hummed. Who did you call when the world decided you deserved oblivion?

*Press conference,* his lawyer’s assistant had said during their last call. *Absolutely not. The exoneration speaks for itself.*

The indictment had made headlines. The dismissal earned three paragraphs on page twelve.

He found a half-empty bottle of Johnnie Walker beneath the sink. The first swallow burned like regret. The second like absolution. Outside, night pooled in the alley below. Headlights swept the wall as a car idled at the curb.

Gardenias bloomed in the dark.

Julian froze, glass midway to his lips. The car’s engine cut off. A door clicked open. High heels tapped pavement. Slow. Deliberate. The way she’d walked toward the witness stand, hips swaying beneath that demure gray skirt.

He didn’t move. Couldn’t. Breath held as the footsteps paused directly beneath his window.

Silence stretched.

Then laughter floated up—bright, girlish, wrong. A stranger’s voice called out, *Jason, you’re such an asshole!* car doors slammed, tires squealed into the night.

Julian drained the whiskey.

Sleep came in jagged pieces.

*Her fingernails scraping down his back in the dim hotel room. Champagne bubbles bursting on her tongue when she laughed against his mouth. Later, reading contracts at 3 a.m., her bare feet hooked over his under the conference table. Every touch a promise. Every whisper a trap.*

He woke at dawn, sweat-drenched, aching. The apartment still reeked of gardenias.

At the bodega downstairs, the clerk rang up his coffee without meeting his eyes. When Julian pulled out a crumpled five, the man waved him off.

“On the house,” he mumbled, suddenly fascinated by a display of beef jerky.

Outside, a woman pushing a stroller altered course to avoid passing him on the sidewalk. Julian watched her retreating back, coffee scalding his palm.

The burner phone he’d bought with his last twenty dollars buzzed halfway through his second loop around the block. Unknown number.

“Mr. Voss?” Female. Professional. “This is Lorna Schell from *The Chronicle*. We’d like to discuss your exoneration.”

“No comment.”

“People have questions about Ava—”

He ended the call.

The wind shifted as he passed the alley behind the dry cleaner’s. Gardenias again, this time laced with something darker. Cigarette smoke. Julian slowed.

A black town car idled by a dumpster.

Rear window down.

A hand emerged, pale against the upholstery, flicking ash onto the pavement. No ring. No watch. Just a single, perfectly oval fingernail polished the color of dried blood.

Julian kept walking.

*Don’t look back. Don’t give her the satisfaction.*

But his skin remembered. The cool brush of her lips along his spine. The bite mark she’d left on his thigh, a purple flower blooming beneath skin. Her favorite game—control disguised as surrender.

The car didn’t follow.

He circled back hours later. Found no cigarette butt, no lingering scent, just a greasy puddle where the car had parked.

His lawyer’s office occupied the fourteenth floor of a midtown tower. The receptionist’s smile tightened when he gave his name.

“Mr. Rice is in depositions all day.”

“Tell him I need five minutes.”

She hesitated, eyes darting to the security guard near the elevators.

“Perhaps you should email—”

“Tell him.”

Darren Rice appeared three minutes later, tie slightly crooked.

“Julian. We weren’t expecting...” He steered Julian toward a conference room, voice dropping. “The press isn’t hounding you, are they?”

“Who shelved the evidence?”

Rice shut the door. “It’s complicated.”

“I was innocent.”

“The system corrected itself.”

“Without admitting it was wrong.”

Rice adjusted his cufflinks. Platinum. New. “Go home, Julian. Rebuild. You’ve been given a gift.”

“Who warned you not to apologize?”

A muscle twitched beneath Rice’s left eye. “There are forces... Let it go.”

“Or what?”

The silence cost more than any threat.

Julian left through the service elevator.

Night fell as he walked. Past bistros where couples leaned close over candlelit tables, past galleries hosting openings for artists whose names Ava used to sigh over. His city. His ghost town.

He smelled her before he saw the note.

Taped to his apartment door. Plain printer paper. No words. Just a single gardenia petal pressed beneath the tape, already browning at the edges.

Inside, the shattered teacup gleamed in its trash can grave.

Julian picked up the burner phone. Dialed the last incoming number.

“Ms. Schell? I have something to say.”

The gardenia scent thickened as rain began to fall outside. Somewhere in the wet dark, an engine turned over.

Quietly.

Waiting.
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