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​Chapter One - The Man Who Color-Codes His Grief
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Miles Calloway ate dinner at his desk on a Tuesday because the desk was where he knew how to be.

This was not, technically, a problem. He had a dining table. He had four chairs, three of which had never been used for dining, and one of which currently held a stack of case files he was going to move on Friday, or possibly the Friday after that. The table itself was clean. He kept it clean. He simply did not eat at it, in the same way he did not use the second bedroom for anything except storing the rowing machine he had purchased in January of the previous year with genuinely excellent intentions, or use the kitchen for anything more ambitious than the assembly of meals that could be completed in under twelve minutes and left no residue requiring significant effort to remove.

This was a system. It functioned.

The brief he had finished two hours ago was open on his secondary monitor because he liked to be able to see it, not because he was still working. He had finished. He simply found it reassuring to see a completed thing.

His dinner was a chicken salad he had made himself, which was perhaps generous to the word made—he had portioned it from a rotisserie chicken purchased on the way home, combined it with leaves from a bag that said washed and ready, and added a dressing that was technically from a bottle but was a very good bottle, which he considered a reasonable compromise. It was nutritionally adequate and required no commentary.

Outside, London was doing what it did in February: pursuing a particular shade of dark that arrived at four in the afternoon and settled in with intent. Miles had good blinds. He had installed them himself, which was one of three practical tasks he'd completed in this flat that gave him any genuine satisfaction; the other two were the bookshelf in the second bedroom and the filing system he had developed for his cases, which was color-coded by case type and then alphabetized within category and had, on one memorable occasion, caused a junior colleague to stand in his doorway for a full thirty seconds before asking if he was alright.

He had said yes. He was alright. He was fine.

Joel had been dead for thirty-one days.

Miles had not written this down anywhere. He knew it the way he knew the precise wording of contracts he had reviewed once eighteen months ago—an inconvenient accuracy that served no purpose he had identified and persisted regardless. Thirty-one days since the funeral he had organized and attended and spoken at in the specific register of a man who is performing composed and knows it and is doing it anyway because the alternative is not performing anything, which is not an option in a church with two hundred people waiting for someone to tell them what Joel had meant.

He had managed the eulogy. He had managed the reception. He had thanked people with precision and warmth and managed the catering question when the original venue fell through three days before, which was the sort of thing Miles was useful for, the sort of thing where competence was the only gift he had to offer.

He had driven home afterward. He had sat in his car outside his building for eleven minutes. He had gone upstairs and made a cup of tea and drunk it standing at the kitchen window and then gone to bed.

He was fine.

He was eating his salad and reading a judgment he'd been meaning to read for six weeks when his email flagged a new message with a subject line that said Re: Estate of Joel Osei - Guardianship Arrangement - Required Attendance. He read it with the particular attention he brought to correspondence that contained legal terminology used with precision, which told him the sender was either a solicitor or had prepared carefully, and it turned out to be the former: a Mr. Archie Pemberton, of Pemberton and Associates, who wrote in complete sentences and did not overuse the word therefore.

Miles read the email three times.

Then he read it a fourth time, not because he had failed to understand it but because understanding it on the first reading and understanding what it meant were not, it turned out, the same operation.

Joel had named him. Co-guardian, the email said, of Joel's daughter, Wren Osei, aged thirteen, alongside a Declan Forde—Miles had met Declan exactly twice, at a birthday party for Wren three years ago and briefly at the funeral, and his primary retained impression was of a man who appeared to have packed for three different trips and brought all the bags—and that both parties were expected at the probate house in Islington next Thursday at ten in the morning. The house, Mr. Pemberton clarified in the clean language of someone who had delivered this information before, could not be sold during the probate year, could not be significantly altered, and both co-guardians were expected to maintain residence there for the duration. He was welcome to call with questions.

Miles set down his fork.

He thought about Wren, who had reviewed the catering at the funeral reception on a scale he hadn't entirely followed and given it two and a half stars with the note needs better crudités, which was not incorrect. He thought about the probate house in Islington, which he had visited perhaps eight times in the years he had known Joel and which smelled, specifically and distinctly, like Joel's brand of shampoo—something cedar-adjacent, purchased from a shop in Camden that Joel had recommended to him once in the particular earnest way Joel had, the way he had with things he liked, where liking them seemed to involve wanting other people to also have access to them.

He thought about Joel, which he had been not quite doing for thirty-one days.

He opened his email client. He typed: Dear Mr. Pemberton, Thank you for your message. I will attend Thursday at 10am. He did not write any of the questions he had because there was time for questions and the questions were mostly not the kind that Pemberton and Associates could answer.

He sent the email.

He went to the third drawer of his filing cabinet, which was where he kept documents that were not yet active cases but required retention. He printed the email and its attachment—the relevant section of Joel's will, three pages, which he read once before printing it—and he put them in a manila folder. He wrote on the tab in his usual hand: Osei / Guardianship / Year One.

He looked at the folder for a moment.

He put it in the third drawer.

He went back to his desk. His salad was room temperature. The judgment was still open on his secondary monitor. The brief he had finished was still there, complete and closed, everything in it resolved.

Outside, February continued. Miles straightened the pen that had moved approximately two centimetres while he was at the filing cabinet, setting it back parallel to the edge of his notebook.

He picked up his fork.

He understood, with the precision of a man who had spent fifteen years arguing about what evidence proved, that the folder was not going to hold.

He ate his salad anyway.
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​Chapter Two - What Clowns Do on Tuesdays
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The birthday party was going extremely well, which meant Declan Forde was operating on two levels simultaneously: the surface level, which was performing, and the level underneath, which was watching the surface level perform and making adjustments the way a sound engineer rides a fader, small and constant and invisible to anyone in the room.

He had done this for eleven years. He was very good at it.

The birthday girl was seven and had opinions, which Declan always respected. She had requested a magic show with a twist, which she had specified as "not the egg one, I've seen the egg one," and which had led to an extended consultation between Declan and the birthday girl's mother that had resulted in a bespoke set running forty-two minutes including a volunteer section and a finale involving a quantity of confetti the function room of the community centre in Peckham was not entirely prepared for.

The confetti was landing now. The room was the volume of twenty-three children at maximum enthusiasm. The birthday girl was standing with both arms extended, turning slowly in a shower of gold and silver, with the expression of a person receiving exactly what they had been promised.

Declan bowed. The children applauded. He was wearing his performance face, which was a real face—it was not a mask, he had never been able to perform from behind something that felt false—but it was the front-facing version, the one that was all surface and warmth and could be maintained through anything.

He had been maintaining it for seven hours.

His phone buzzed in the pocket of his costume jacket. He left it—he never checked his phone mid-performance—but it buzzed a second time, and then a third, and there was something about the pattern of it, three in quick succession, that broke through the fader in a way that caught him.

"Two minutes," he said to the room, in the particular warm conspiratorial tone that children understood meant the show was pausing but not over. He slipped through the door at the side of the hall into the car park, where February was doing its best, which was not good.

He looked at the screen.

A missed call from a number he didn't recognize, plus a voicemail, plus a text that said: This is Archie Pemberton, Pemberton and Associates Solicitors, calling regarding the estate of Joel Osei. Please return my call at your earliest convenience.

Declan stood in the car park in a blaze of purple and green, confetti still in his hair, and read the message twice. Then he listened to the voicemail, which was the same message read aloud in the voice of a man who was very careful with difficult information and had been for a long time.

The car park was concrete and grey and smelled of petrol and somewhere, someone's lunch.

He called back. Pemberton answered on the second ring.

The conversation was seven minutes long. Declan stood very still for most of it, which was unusual for him—he was not, as a rule, a still person; his whole job was movement, expression, the physical language of someone performing warmth rather than just feeling it—but stillness was what he had right now, and he used it.

Co-guardian. Wren. A year. The probate house, which Declan had been to many times, more times than he could count, for dinners and Sunday afternoons and once for a disastrous plumbing emergency that had ended with Joel laughing so hard he couldn't assist and Declan with his arm up a wall cavity. Next Thursday at ten.

He thanked Pemberton. He hung up.

He stood in the car park for another minute, possibly two. The sky was the specific grey of February in London that was not cloud and not clear but something flatter than either, the kind of sky that wasn't threatening anything, just present, just grey, just there.

Joel.

He had known this was coming—not the guardianship specifically, but the aftermath, the settling of things. He had known since the hospice, since the last visit when Joel had been mostly tired but had said, with complete clarity, the same thing he'd said every time since the diagnosis: "You'll sort it. You always sort things." Which Declan had taken as a compliment and was now considering as something more complicated.

He went back inside.

The birthday girl was beginning to show signs of needing a transition, which her mother caught first and Declan confirmed in the half-second of professional assessment that happened automatically now, after eleven years: two kids were flagging, one was overstimulated, the girl herself was starting to lose the focused delight and tip toward the particular volatility of a seven-year-old at ninety minutes into her own party. He read the room the way he always read rooms, and adjusted.

He ran the finale. He led the clapping game. He made the goodbye gesture that meant something to the children without looking like a dismissal to their parents. He said the birthday girl's name four more times because she had told him it was her favorite thing, when people said her name, and that cost him nothing and made her face do something extraordinary.

He helped clean up the confetti, which he had not promised to do but which seemed correct.

He was, by all visible measures, fine.

He drove home. He put on music he liked and didn't listen to it.

Tomás called at half six, which meant either Tomás had heard something or Tomás had simply decided tonight was a call night, which happened with a frequency that Declan had stopped questioning.

"How was the party?" Tomás said.

"Good. Really good. She wanted the confetti finale."

"You always do the confetti finale."

"She specifically wanted it. There's a difference."

Tomás made a sound that meant he was settling in, which meant he'd already cooked dinner and was eating it and had allocated the call time appropriately. "You sound like something happened."

Declan looked out his window at the street. A woman was walking a very small dog that was extremely committed to an investigation of the base of a lamppost. He watched them for a moment.

"Got a call from Joel's solicitor," he said.

A pause. "Right."

"He's named me co-guardian. For Wren. There's a house, a probate year—I have to move in. There's someone else too, a man named Miles Calloway, he's a solicitor, I've met him a couple of times. He was at the funeral."

"The tall one? Very good posture?"

"That's the one."

"Right," Tomás said again, in a different register. "And how are you doing with that?"

"I'm fine."

"Dec."

"I am. It's—it's a lot, it's a big ask, but it's Wren. I'd have said yes before he finished the sentence." This was true. It was also not a full accounting of how he was doing, but it was the available version. He was still working out the difference between those two things.

"Tell me about the other man," Tomás said.

"Miles? I barely know him. He was Joel's friend from years back, they were close." Declan paused. "Very contained. You know the type—everything's very organized, nothing gets out." He paused again. "He looked absolutely destroyed at the funeral and said not a word about it. Gave the eulogy."

"And now you're going to live with him."

"Co-guardianship. In a house. Yes."

Tomás was quiet for a moment in the way Tomás was quiet when he was deciding whether to say something useful or whether to say the thing he'd thought of first, which were sometimes the same thing and sometimes not.

"You know what your problem is?" Tomás said.

"I have many problems, you'll need to specify."

"You make everything easy." He said it without malice, which made it harder to argue with. "You walk into a room and you make it easy for everyone in it. You make it easy to have a good time, easy to ask you for things, easy to not worry about how you're doing. You should try being difficult sometime."

Declan laughed. It was a real laugh. "I'm extremely difficult."

"You are not even slightly difficult, Declan. A man with very good posture and a grief he has nowhere to put is going to move into a house with you for a year and you are going to make it easy for him."

"That's not necessarily a bad thing."

"It's a great thing for him," Tomás said. "What's it for you?"

Declan watched the small dog finally complete its investigation and move on, satisfied. "I'll let you know."

After the call he sat for a while with his phone in his hand and thought about the probate house, which he could picture with the specific clarity of a place you've been happy in, the kitchen with the window that let in light from the east in the mornings and Joel's absurd collection of novelty mugs and the dining table with the marks on it from years of use and Wren's blazers always somewhere they weren't supposed to be.

He thought about Wren, who had lost the most important person and was thirteen and had the particular kind of capability that sometimes made adults forget she was also that.

He thought about Miles Calloway, who had given the eulogy and not cried.

He was not, as Tomás suggested, going to walk in and make it easy. He was going to make it good. There was a distinction, and he was going to spend the year working out what it was.

He went to bed at a reasonable hour. He did not sleep for a while.

He was fine.
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​Chapter Three - The House, Legally Speaking
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Miles arrived at the probate house in Islington at nine forty-seven, which was thirteen minutes early and therefore correct.

He had taken the Tube and then walked, partly for the route and partly because walking gave him time to conduct a structural assessment of the street, which he had done under the pretense of orienting himself and which had actually been a method of postponing the moment he stood outside the specific front door. The street was a Georgian terrace in the middle portion of its lifetime: well-maintained on the whole, with the natural variations produced by thirty years of different owners making different choices about their window boxes. Number forty-two had very ambitious topiary. Number thirty-eight had four recycling bins in positions that suggested a complicated system and strong feelings. The probate house was number forty-one, mid-terrace, and had a flowering something around the front door that Miles identified as climbing rose, currently dormant, which meant it had been deliberately planted and regularly tended, which meant Joel had liked it or had continued something a previous owner started out of sentiment rather than effort.

Both of those readings were, in their different ways, accurate.

He stood outside for approximately forty-five seconds. Then he went in.

The solicitor, Pemberton—a compact man with excellent shoes and the careful affect of someone whose professional life involved delivering difficult information with neutral kindness—had sent the code for the lockbox the week before. Miles had it on a card in his inside pocket, which he transferred to his wallet rather than arriving holding a card, because he did not want to arrive holding a card.

The house opened into a hallway that was narrower than the front implied, with coat hooks that currently held nothing and a console table with a bowl that still held a set of keys and some small change, the detritus of the last morning someone had emptied their pockets here in the regular way of living. Miles looked at the bowl for a moment longer than necessary.

The kitchen was at the back.

He went to the kitchen.

It was large, larger than the street frontage suggested, and it had been extended at some point with care—the extension had the same old brick on the external wall, which was visible through the glass of the back door, and the kitchen itself was the accumulation of someone who had cooked seriously and stored the evidence: a pan rack that held seven different pots in a hierarchy that was not quite random and not quite organized, two knife blocks with conflicting philosophies, a shelf of cookbooks that went from practical to aspirational to deeply specialized. The window above the sink looked east. In February at nearly ten in the morning the light was thin but present.

The kitchen smelled like Joel's shampoo. Miles had known it would—it was molecular, the kind of trace that outlasted the person—and had prepared himself for it accordingly, and it still arrived like something physical, like a hand on his sternum, and he stood in the kitchen for a moment not doing anything.

Then he assessed the structural issues the solicitor had failed to mention.

The first was the boiler pressure gauge, which was reading low in a way that suggested the system had been bleeding slowly for long enough that someone should have caught it. The second was a window in the back of the extension that had a hairline crack in the lower pane, probably from the temperature differential in the last cold snap. The third was the smoke detector in the hall, which had a blinking amber light that Miles's building management experience identified as a battery requiring replacement rather than a fault, but still.

He noted all three.

He was still standing at the window with his phone open to the notes app when the front door opened.

The sound of it was preceded by the sound of something heavy being set down on the front step—twice—and then a rearrangement that suggested the person had misjudged the angle of the door while holding too many things, which turned out to be accurate: Declan Forde came through the door sideways, with a large rucksack on his back, a holdall in his right hand, a box of what appeared to be craft supplies in his left arm, and something that might have been a ukulele over his shoulder if Miles was prepared to accept that as information about this situation.

He was not yet prepared, but the ukulele was unambiguous.

Declan saw him through the kitchen doorway and his expression moved through a sequence that Miles noted—recognition, reassessment, warmth settling in—in under two seconds.

"Miles. You're already here."

"I am, yes."

Declan got the box of craft supplies through the door without removing the rucksack, which required a lateral movement that Miles watched with a feeling he categorised as professional concern. "I would have been earlier but the forty-three was doing something."

"I took the Tube."

"Smarter." Declan set things down in the hallway with the comfortable efficiency of someone who moved through spaces with a lot of stuff on a regular basis. He straightened and looked around, and something in his expression shifted into something quieter for a moment, a brief interruption in the warmth. He was looking at the coat hooks.

Then it passed, and he looked at Miles.

"Kitchen through there?"

"Yes. There are a few maintenance items I've noted."

Declan moved through, and Miles watched him do what he had done in the hallway: look at the room for a moment with the private expression, the one that was not for anyone, and then let it settle.

"He made coffee here every morning," Declan said. Not to Miles specifically, just to the air of the kitchen. "Same mug. He had this blue mug with a chip out of the handle that he refused to throw away."

Miles said nothing. He was aware of the blue mug. He did not say so.

Declan ran a hand along the edge of the worktop, not examining it, just a contact gesture, present rather than purposeful. Then he turned to Miles with the warmth back in full, and said, "Right. So. Do we need a system for the fridge or are we the kind of people who work it out organically?"

"I have views on fridge organisation," Miles said.

"Of course you do."

"It's not a moral position. It's a food safety position."

"Those aren't mutually exclusive?"

Miles opened his mouth, assessed the trajectory of this argument, and closed it.

Declan smiled. It was a very easy smile, the kind that had no apparent effort in it, the kind that Miles's professional experience with witnesses told him was either completely genuine or the most controlled thing in the room. He had not yet determined which.

They were still in the middle of the fridge discussion—which had expanded to include the spice rack, which Miles had already assessed and found wanting, and the question of whether the pan rack was functional or aspirational—when they heard footsteps on the stairs.

Wren Osei came into the kitchen doorway and looked at both of them.

She was small for thirteen, with her father's precise brown eyes and two-strand twists and an oversized blazer in dark green that had the look of something found deliberately rather than accidentally. She was wearing it over a t-shirt that said FOOD IS INFRASTRUCTURE, which Miles considered for a moment before deciding it was either very serious or very funny and that the distinction might not matter.

She looked at Declan first. Then at Miles. Her expression communicated a great deal without specifying any of it.

"You're both here," she said.

"We are," Declan said. "Hello, Wren."

"Hello." She considered Miles. "Mr. Calloway."

"Wren." He paused. "You can call me Miles."

She held his gaze for a moment in the particular way of someone who was deciding whether this offer was genuine or performative politeness. "I'll think about it," she said.

Miles found this, against his better judgment, slightly impressive.

They ordered takeaway for dinner, which Wren directed with the assurance of someone who had opinions and was prepared to defend them and had in fact pre-researched the options. Miles expressed a preference for the Thai place, Declan deferred to both of them with cheerful unconcern, and they ate at the kitchen table out of containers because Pemberton had confirmed the kitchen equipment was part of the estate and available for use but none of them had suggested cooking and none of them had explained why.

The table was big enough for six and slightly marked by years of use—rings from mugs, a faint score in the wood near one corner that Miles ran his finger over once, briefly, before moving his hand.

Declan ate with the unselfconscious appetite of someone who had been performing all day and was finally still. Miles ate with his usual precision. Wren ate while making notes in a small notebook that she did not put away when she noticed Miles noticing it.

"My father's handwriting is on the recipe book in the bottom left cupboard," Wren said, to no one in particular. "I looked this morning. I'm not ready to read it yet."

Neither man said anything. Miles straightened his chopstick wrapper.

"The food," Wren said, tapping her notebook, "is three stars. It's perfectly adequate but the green curry is generic—you can tell it's a large batch recipe, the lemongrass is underpowered. The rice is fine. The spring rolls have the texture of optimism."

"The texture of optimism," Declan repeated.

"It starts out light and then it's disappointing."

Declan looked at Miles. Miles looked at the spring roll in his hand, which he had been about to eat, and then ate it anyway. It was, in fairness, slightly disappointing.

"The company," Wren said, reviewing the room with a brief sweep of her gaze, "needs work."

There was a silence that was not comfortable yet, but was, Miles thought—noting it the way he noted things, precisely, for reasons he could not yet account for—at least a shared one. They were all at the same table, with the same food, in the same absence, and not one of them was pretending otherwise.

"Three stars seems right," Miles said, eventually.

Wren made a note.
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