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  To everyone who has ever made eye contact with a stranger for three seconds and immediately started planning a wedding, or an escape route. May your “wrong turns” always lead to a safehouse with a very attractive problem.
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To my “Organization” (my family): Thank you for not asking too many questions about why I spent several months locked in a room with a fictional assassin. Your support is the only safehouse I actually need.

To the “Authenticators” (the readers): Thank you for finding the “thing that fits” in this story. I hope Zorya’s journey reminded you that while trust is dangerous, it’s also the only thing worth giving to someone who has earned it with their life.

Finally, to the man at the end of the hallway: Thanks for not doing your job. The book would have been significantly shorter if you had.
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The documents were forgeries.

Not obvious ones. Whoever had produced them understood paper aging, understood the particular way ink oxidizes over decades, understood that a convincing fake is not about perfection but about the right kind of imperfection. The water damage on the lower left corner of the 1941 provenance certificate was too symmetrical. Real water damage is careless. This had been applied with something narrow, a brush or a dropper, by someone who knew what they were doing but had not quite trusted the chaos enough to let it breathe.

I set the magnifying loupe down on the velvet pad and made a small notation in my ledger. Not forgeries. I wrote: provenance documentation requires further verification. I was paid to assess, not to accuse. The distinction mattered in rooms like this one.

The auction house was not, technically, an auction house. It occupied the upper two floors of a restored merchant building on Kalku iela, the kind of address that communicated old money without announcing it. The rooms were lit with the specific warmth of spaces designed to make expensive things look inevitable. No price tags. No paddles. The guests moved through the collection with the ease of people who had never once needed to check whether they could afford something before touching it.

I had been hired three weeks earlier through a referral I did not question because the fee was four times my standard rate and the brief was straightforward: attend, assess the documentary materials accompanying six lots, provide written authentication or flag discrepancies, collect my payment from the coordinator on the way out. I had done work like this before, for galleries, for private collectors, for estate lawyers settling disputes over whether a grandfather had really owned what the family claimed he had owned. The work was quiet and precise and it suited me. I did not need to understand why someone wanted a thing authenticated. I only needed to understand the thing itself.

I had been in the building for two hours.

The first four lots were clean. The fifth was the one with the water damage, the one I had just noted. The sixth was across the room, a small collection of land title documents from the 1930s that I had not yet reached. I capped my pen, picked up my loupe and my ledger, and moved toward the far display case.

The room held perhaps thirty people. Mostly men, mostly in their fifties or older, with the occasional younger face that had the attentive blankness of someone present in a professional capacity rather than a personal one. Staff circulated with drinks. No one spoke loudly. There was music coming from somewhere, low and orchestral, the kind chosen to fill silence without demanding attention.

I did not look at the art on the walls. I had learned early in this work that looking at things not on my list was how errors crept in. Focus was a discipline, not a talent.

The sixth lot was straightforward. The land titles were genuine, mid-century Latvian bureaucratic documents with the particular formatting of the Soviet administrative period, the typeface, the stamp placement, the paper stock all consistent with the era. I noted: authentic, minor archival degradation consistent with age, recommend conservation framing. I closed my ledger.

I needed to find the coordinator, collect my payment, and leave. I had a tram to catch and a translation project sitting unfinished on my desk at home, a nineteenth century estate inventory that a museum in Tallinn needed by Friday.

The coordinator, a thin man named Priedis who wore his suit like it was slightly too large for his ambitions, had been stationed near the entrance when I arrived. He was no longer there. I scanned the room without turning my head more than necessary and did not find him.

There was a corridor off the main room, behind a panel door that was not quite closed. A thin line of dimmer light came through the gap. I had noted it when I arrived, registered it as a secondary room or a service corridor, and filed it away. Priedis had disappeared in that direction twenty minutes ago, when I had been working on the third lot.

I crossed the room at a normal pace, because there was no reason not to, and pushed the panel door open enough to step through.

The corridor was long and narrower than the rooms behind me. There were doors along the left side, all closed. The floor was stone rather than the polished wood of the main space, and the temperature dropped noticeably. Somewhere ahead there was a service exit, I could tell from the quality of the draft coming through. Storage, most likely. Possibly where the lots not yet on display were kept.

I walked forward.

Priedis was at the far end of the corridor. I recognized his suit first, that slight excess of fabric at the shoulders, and then the fact that he was not standing the way a person stands when they are simply waiting. His back was against the wall. His hands were at his sides.

There was a man in front of him.

I stopped.

The man in front of Priedis was not large in the way that announces itself. He was tall, broader through the shoulders than the dark jacket fully communicated, and he stood with the specific stillness of someone who had never needed to fill space with movement because presence was sufficient. I could only see his back. His left hand was at his side. His right arm was partially raised.

Priedis said something. A single word, low, with the upward pitch of a question or a plea, I could not tell which from the distance. His eyes were on the ceiling. Not on the man in front of him. On the ceiling, as though the answer to whatever was happening might be found in the plasterwork above his head.

I understood what I was looking at in the same moment that I understood I needed to not be standing here.

It was not loud. That was the thing I would return to, later, in the dark of my apartment when I was no longer able to prevent myself from returning to it. There was no drama to it. No escalation, no raised voices, no warning. There was simply the muffled sound of something final, and Priedis was no longer standing against the wall, and the man in front of him did not move for a moment afterward, as though completing a thought.

My body took a step backward before I had formed any intention of stepping backward.

The man turned.

I do not know what I expected. I had not expected a face that looked the way his face looked, which was to say a face that was entirely composed. Not cold in the theatrical sense. Not blank. Composed in the way a person is composed when they are doing something they have done before and they are doing it correctly and there is no part of it that is surprising to them.

He was older than the men in the main room but not old. Forty, perhaps, or just past it. Dark eyes. A cut above his left brow that had healed imperfectly, leaving a pale seam through the edge of his eyebrow. He had not expected anyone to be in the corridor. I could see the moment of recalibration, a single beat where his attention sharpened and then settled, the way a lens settles when it finds its focal point.

He looked at me.

I looked at him.

Three seconds. I know it was three because I counted them without meaning to, the way the mind sometimes performs small automatic functions in the middle of catastrophic ones. One. Two. Three.

Then I turned and walked back down the corridor, and when I reached the panel door I pushed through it into the warmth and the orchestral music and the thirty people who had no idea, and I kept walking. Through the main room, past the display cases, past the lot with the imperfect water damage that I would never write up because I would never be sending Priedis the completed report now. Past the entrance table where my coat had been checked. I stopped long enough to retrieve it, because stopping was normal, because a woman who stops to retrieve her coat is not a woman running, and then I went down the stairs.

The building’s front door was heavy. I leaned into it rather than pushing with my hands because my hands were occupied with holding my coat and my ledger against my chest in a grip that was too tight but that I could not seem to loosen.

The street outside was cold. Late February in Riga means the kind of cold that has given up being dramatic about itself and simply persists. I walked to the corner and then I walked another block and then I stopped in a doorway and put my coat on because I was cold and because I needed to do something with my hands that required concentration.

The buttons. I focused on the buttons. There were six of them. I did them up one at a time.

My ledger had a crease in the cover where I had been holding it too hard. I smoothed it with my thumb, which did not help.

I had witnessed a man be killed. That was the fact. I could dress it in softer language but the softer language would not change the fact, and I had always found soft language for hard facts to be a particular form of dishonesty I had no patience for. A man named Priedis who wore a suit that was slightly too large for his ambitions was dead in a corridor, and the man who had done it had seen my face, and I had seen his.

I started walking again because standing still was worse.

The tram stop was four blocks north. I knew this because I had looked up the route before I came, because I always looked up the route before I went anywhere, because knowing the route meant knowing the exit, and knowing the exit meant that if something went wrong you were not standing on a street corner consulting your phone while whatever had gone wrong caught up with you.

Something had gone wrong.

I walked north.

The street was not empty but it was not full. A couple ahead of me, walking slowly, the woman laughing at something. Two men outside a bar, smoking, not looking at me. A delivery vehicle idling at the kerb with its hazard lights on, the driver inside looking at his phone. Normal things. The texture of a normal evening in a city that did not know or care what had just happened in a corridor on Kalku iela.

I reached the tram stop and stood under the shelter and looked at the display. Four minutes.

I did not look behind me. Looking behind me would mean I believed I was being followed, and if I believed I was being followed I would have to decide what to do about it, and I was not yet ready to make that decision because making it required accepting the full shape of what I was in, and I was still only accepting it in pieces, the way you approach something very hot, testing the temperature at a distance before committing your hand.

A woman with a pushchair arrived at the stop. She positioned it at the shelter’s edge and stood rocking it absently, looking at her phone. An older man in a grey coat took up a position at the far end of the shelter, a folded newspaper under his arm.

Normal. Normal. Normal.

The tram came.

I got on and found a seat on the right side, middle of the car, where I could see both the front and rear doors. I set my ledger on my lap and my bag on top of it and I put my hands flat on my bag and looked out the window at the city moving past.

My reflection was in the glass. I looked at it, because it was easier than looking at my hands, which were still not entirely steady. The woman in the glass looked ordinary. Brown coat, dark hair pulled back with less care than she had intended when she left the house this evening, a face that was holding itself together through effort rather than ease but that was, from any external vantage point, simply a face on a tram.

Good.

Ordinary was what I needed to be.

I went back through it, because my mind would not leave it alone and the only way I had ever found to manage that particular tendency was to give it something structured to do with the material it refused to release. I went back through it the way I would go back through a document I had assessed, looking for what I had missed, cataloguing what I had actually seen versus what I had interpreted.

What I had seen: a man in a corridor with his back to me, a man against a wall, a sound, a man on the floor, a face turning toward mine.

What I had interpreted: that the standing man had killed the man against the wall, that it had been deliberate and practiced, that he had registered my presence and assessed it in three seconds before I moved.

What I did not know: whether he had followed me out of the building. Whether anyone else in the building had seen me in that corridor. Whether Priedis’s absence would be noted tonight or only tomorrow. Whether the man whose face I had seen knew who I was.

That last one was the one that mattered.

I had been hired through a referral. The referral was from a colleague, Andris, who did estate authentication work and occasionally passed me overflow when his own schedule was full. Andris had a name and a face and an office address. He had given my name and my professional contact details to the coordinator, who was now dead in a corridor, but before that had presumably had those details on file somewhere, in a system or a phone or a document.

So they had my professional name. Zorya Nael, document and provenance authenticator, available for private commissions. I had a website. It listed my email address and a phone number that was, fortunately, a secondary number I used only for work, not the number connected to my apartment or my personal accounts.

My apartment address was not on the website.

I let that be a small comfort, because I needed something to be a small comfort, and then I put it away because comfort that was only small was not something I could afford to mistake for safety.

The tram stopped and a group of young people got on, loud with the particular looseness of a Friday night beginning, and I watched them find seats and pull out their phones and did not find any of it threatening. I was aware that I was assessing everyone who got on, which was not something I usually did, and I noted this as information about my own state rather than actual threat data. My threat assessment was compromised. I was frightened, and frightened people see threat in the ordinary, and I could not afford to waste attention on things that were not actually dangerous.

I needed to think about what was actually dangerous.

The man.

I put him back in front of me, that image, the way he had turned and found me in his space with an expression that registered my presence without flinching from it. He had not come after me immediately. That could mean several things. It could mean he had made the calculation that I was nobody, that a woman hired to look at documents was not a risk worth the complication of pursuing in a building full of witnesses. It could mean he was handling the situation in the corridor before attending to secondary matters, which put me at secondary but not at forgotten. It could mean he had access to my details through the coordinator’s records and did not need to follow me because he already knew where to go.

I did not know which of those it was.

I knew his face.

That was the exchange that had taken place in those three seconds. He had my face and I had his and whatever either of us did next was built on that foundation, and neither of us had chosen it.

My stop was announced. I gathered my things and stood, held the overhead rail through the last slowing of the tram, and stepped off onto the platform.

The street outside my building was three minutes walk from the stop. I had lived on this street for four years. I knew which of the pavement stones were uneven, which of the courtyard gates stuck in cold weather, which windows in the building opposite were always lit and which were always dark. Familiarity had always felt like a form of safety to me, the legibility of the known world.

Tonight the street looked the same as it always looked.

I did not find this reassuring.

I went inside. The building’s entrance hall smelled of old timber and the particular cold that accumulates in spaces that are heated reluctantly. I checked my mailbox out of habit, found nothing, and took the stairs to the third floor.

My apartment door had two locks. I had installed the second one myself, a year ago, after a neighbor’s flat had been broken into. The locksmith who came to advise me had recommended the second lock and also window latches on the two windows that faced the exterior and I had installed all of it in the same afternoon because the idea of a vulnerability I had identified and not addressed was not something I could live with.

I let myself in.

The apartment was as I had left it. The translation project on my desk, the nineteenth century estate inventory, three pages of it face up beside my keyboard, the handwriting cramped and consistent in the way of someone who had spent their whole life producing documents. A cup on the kitchen counter that I had rinsed but not yet put away. My lamp in the corner on its timer, which had come on at nine as it always did, producing the inhabited look I maintained whenever I was out in the evening.

I stood in the middle of the room and did not turn the overhead light on.

The lamp was enough. I did not want brightness. I wanted the particular quality of low light that makes a space feel bounded, contained, the world reduced to what is immediately within it.

I sat on the floor with my back against the sofa. Not on the sofa. On the floor, which was harder and more honest and exactly where I needed to be.

My hands were steadier now. I looked at them. The loupe was still in my right coat pocket. I had not realized I had carried it out of the building. Small, brass-ringed, a tool I used every working day, utterly useless for any purpose relevant to this evening.

I thought about Priedis. The way he had looked at the ceiling. I wondered if he had known what was coming, if the ceiling had been a choice or simply where his eyes had gone when the alternative was looking at what was in front of him.

I thought about the man’s face.

Composed. That was the word that kept arriving. Not comfortable, not pleased, not disturbed. Composed in the way of someone who had arranged their interior before beginning a task and found upon completion that the arrangement had held.

I had seen people under pressure in my work. Not violence, not this, but the particular pressure of being caught in a truth they had hoped would not surface, the moment when a person understands that the document they are holding is not what they need it to be. Some people argued. Some went very quiet. A few had the quality this man had, the quality of someone who had already made their peace with difficulty before it arrived and were therefore meeting it on ground they had chosen.

It was not a quality that made him less frightening.

It was a quality that made him more frightening in a way that was entirely different from the ways I was already frightened, and I did not want to think about that distinction so I set it aside.

What I needed was a plan.

I was good at plans. I was good at the patient, sequential construction of what needed to happen next, which was part of what made me good at my work. A document did not authenticate itself. You moved through it, step by step, from the known to the unknown, from the verifiable to the disputed, and you did not skip steps because skipping steps was how you missed things.

Step one: I was in my apartment and I was not, as far as I could tell, being immediately followed. Step two: Someone knew my professional name. Step three: My professional name was not directly linked to my address. Step four: I did not know whether the man from the corridor had access to anything beyond my professional name. Step five: I did not know whether he intended to use whatever he had.

Five steps and I had arrived at the thing I could not move past. I did not know what he intended. And what I did not know was, in this particular situation, the exact shape of the danger.

I stayed on the floor for a long time.

Outside, the city made its ordinary sounds. A tram somewhere. Voices from the street, brief, fading. The building settled in the cold the way old buildings do, small percussive complaints from the timber, the pipes expressing themselves.

I got up eventually because the floor was cold and sitting on the floor was not a plan.

I went to the window and looked down at the street. A car I did not recognize was parked opposite, but cars I did not recognize parked opposite all the time and that was not data, that was the human tendency to assign meaning to the nearest available object when frightened.

I let the curtain fall back.

I went to my desk and sat down and looked at the estate inventory and did not pick up my pen.

The handwriting stared back at me, cramped and patient and entirely indifferent to what I had seen tonight, to the fact that a man had looked at me from the end of a corridor with eyes that had already decided what I was and what I represented, and that I had three seconds of his attention and no idea at all what he had done with mine.

I closed the inventory.

I did not sleep.
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I made a list.

This is what I do when the shape of a problem becomes too large to hold in my head without it spreading into everything else. I make a list. I write down what I know, what I do not know, and what I need to find out, and the act of writing it creates the illusion of borders around something that would otherwise have no borders at all. It is not a solution. It is a container. Containers are underrated.

The list I made at half past eleven on a Friday night in my apartment was not long.

What I knew: I had been present at a private auction on Kalku iela. I had been hired to authenticate documents. I had gone into a service corridor looking for the coordinator, a man named Priedis, and I had found him at the end of it in the process of being killed by a man I did not know. I had left the building. I had taken the tram home. I had not been visibly followed.

What I did not know: whether I had been followed in ways that were not visible. Whether my name and contact details were accessible through the coordinator’s records. Whether the man from the corridor had decided I was a problem that required addressing. Whether he knew where I lived.

What I needed to find out: all of the above, and with no clear means of finding any of it out.

I looked at the list for a while. Then I folded the paper and put it in the desk drawer under the estate inventory because I did not want it sitting out. Which was not rational, because no one was in my apartment, but I put it away regardless because the sight of it was not helping me.

The translation project was still on my desk. Three pages of nineteenth century handwriting from an estate in Pärnu, a detailed inventory of household goods compiled by someone with a very small, very neat hand and an apparent conviction that every item in the household, down to the individual curtain rings, deserved its own line entry. Under other circumstances I found this kind of document soothing. The specificity of it. The way a careful list of ordinary objects creates a portrait of a life more honestly than almost any other form of record.

Tonight the curtain rings were not soothing.

I pushed the inventory aside and went to the kitchen and put the kettle on because hot water was one of the small, reliable anchors I had available to me and I intended to use every anchor I had. While the water heated I stood at the kitchen counter and looked at the window above the sink, which faced the inner courtyard and showed me nothing except the dark and my own dim reflection and the lit windows of the apartments across the way.

A woman in one of those windows was doing something at a counter, her back to me. Washing dishes, possibly, or preparing something for the next day. She moved with the ease of someone in her own space at a late hour, unhurried, unobserved. I watched her for a moment in the way you watch a thing that represents something you want, which was not the woman herself but the quality she embodied, the simple animal comfort of being in your own space without threat.

The kettle finished. I made tea, the strong black kind that my mother had made and that I drank not because I had consciously chosen to inherit the habit but because it had installed itself in me early and stayed. I took the cup to the sofa and sat with my feet tucked under me and my hands around the warmth of it and tried to think clearly.

The thinking clearly was not coming easily.

What kept returning, in the gaps between my attempts at structured thought, was the sound from the corridor. Or rather the absence of sound. The thing I was calling a sound because my mind needed to file it somewhere and that was the nearest available category. In the films people watched, violence was loud. It announced itself. In the corridor on Kalku iela it had not announced itself at all. It had been as quiet and final as a door closing in another room, and the disproportion between the size of what had happened and the amount of noise it had made was something my mind was finding very difficult to process.

I set the cup down and pressed my fingers against the bridge of my nose and breathed.

The man’s face came back, as it had been coming back reliably every few minutes since I left the building. I was not going to be able to stop this. The mind retains what it assessed as significant threat and replays it at intervals as a form of processing, I knew this, I had read enough about trauma response to understand the mechanism even when I was inside it. The replaying was not a malfunction. It was the system working as designed.

It did not make it more comfortable.

His face. The way he had turned and found me without apparent alarm, the recalibration happening quickly and quietly behind his eyes, assessing me the way I assessed documents, looking for what I was. Three seconds. I had already established three seconds. What I had not let myself fully examine was what had been in his expression during those three seconds, because examining it required me to sit with it rather than file it away, and I had been filing it away since I got home.

He had not looked panicked. He had not looked guilty in the ordinary human sense of someone caught doing a thing they knew to be wrong. He had looked, for those three seconds, like a man encountering an unexpected variable in an otherwise completed task. Measuring it. Deciding what it was worth.

I had not been able to read the decision.

That was the part I kept returning to. I had not been able to read what he decided about me in those three seconds, and I was a person who read things for a living, who had trained for years to extract meaning from the ambiguous and the damaged and the deliberately obscured, and in three seconds of looking at his face I had gotten nothing clean.

Either he had decided I was not a significant risk and let me go because eliminating me in a building full of people was not worth the complication.

Or he had decided I was a significant risk and let me go because he already had what he needed to find me later.

Or something in between those two things that I did not have enough information to map.

I picked up my tea again. It had cooled enough to drink properly. I drank it and looked at the room.

My apartment was not large. One main room that held the desk and the sofa and the bookshelves that took up most of the eastern wall. A kitchen through an open doorway. A bedroom. A bathroom. The second lock on the front door, the window latches I had installed a year ago. On the desk, the work I was not doing. On the shelves, the organized accumulation of reference books and archive catalogs and regional history collections that represented most of what I had spent twelve years building by way of a professional library.

I looked at the front door.

Both locks were engaged. I had checked them when I came in and then checked them again twenty minutes later without meaning to, the kind of repetitive verification that the frightened mind performs not because it has forgotten the result of the first check but because the first check no longer feels like enough.

I thought about the exits.

This was not a new thought. I had noted the exits when I moved in, the way I noted exits in any building I spent significant time in, the front door, the rear staircase that let out into the courtyard, the window in the bedroom that faced the exterior wall and was three floors up but had a ledge and a drainpipe that a person in genuine extremity could use if they had no other option. I had never expected to think about those exits seriously. I thought about them now with the particular quality of attention I gave to things I was preparing to rely on.

Front door: two locks, solid frame, opens onto the shared stairwell. The stairwell had a street door at the bottom that also locked, a standard building lock that any reasonably skilled person could manage in under a minute. Not an impediment. A delay.

Rear staircase: accessed from the kitchen window, which faced the courtyard. The window latch was engaged. The rear staircase served four apartments and let out into the courtyard, which was shared with the neighboring building and had a gate onto Lacplesa iela. The gate was not locked.

Bedroom window: third floor, exterior wall. The ledge was perhaps thirty centimeters wide. The drainpipe was old but appeared structurally sound. I had not tested this.

These were my options.

I catalogued them in the same way I would catalogue the contents of a disputed estate, methodically and without sentiment, because sentiment was not useful and method at least gave the illusion of agency. I was not being actively threatened. I was sitting in my apartment with both locks engaged drinking cooled tea at approaching midnight. The exits were academic.

I told myself this.

I did not entirely believe it.

I took my cup back to the kitchen and rinsed it and placed it on the drying rack, because ordinary actions performed ordinarily were a discipline I intended to maintain, and went to the bedroom. I did not change clothes. I sat on the edge of the bed with the lamp on and my shoes still on and thought about whether I would be able to sleep.

I would not be able to sleep.

I went back to the desk.

The estate inventory was still there. I picked it up and looked at the first page and read the same opening line three times without it entering my comprehension at any meaningful level and then I put it back down.

The bookshelves. I looked at them because they were the most familiar thing in the room, the accumulated record of my working life, and familiarity was what I had available. Provenance guides, auction house catalogs from the major European houses, regional archive indexes, a full run of a journal on Baltic historical documentation that I had been collecting since my second year of graduate study. On the end of the third shelf, the personal books, the ones that were not reference but that I kept because I returned to them. A collection of Latvian poetry that had been my mother’s. A small dictionary of archaic Russian administrative terms that I had bought at a market in Vilnius for three euros and which had turned out to be genuinely useful at least four times. A worn paperback of essays on forgery and authentication that I had read so many times the spine had separated and been repaired with document tape.

I looked at the poetry collection. My mother’s name was written inside the front cover in her handwriting, which was nothing like mine. Hers had been loose and generous, letters that leaned into each other. Mine was upright and narrow and did not lean on anything.

I had been twenty-six when she died. It was not a recent grief but it was a permanent one, the kind that does not diminish so much as relocate, settling into the body’s architecture until you stop noticing it is there and only register its presence when something presses the exact spot.

I did not take the poetry collection off the shelf. I only looked at it.

Twenty minutes past midnight.

I went to the window that faced the street, stood to the side of it the way I had seen someone do in a film once and which seemed, even in my current state, like a reasonable precaution, and looked down at Lacplesa iela.

The street was quiet. A pair of headlights a block down, a car pulling away from a parking space. The bar across the street had closed an hour ago and its entrance was dark. The pavement was empty on my side.

Except.

I looked again.

Across the street, ten meters west of the building entrance, there was a doorway set into the ground floor of the building opposite. A shallow doorway, commercial, one of the small shop fronts that lined the block, closed at this hour. The doorway was recessed perhaps half a meter from the pavement.

There was a shape in it.

I did not move. I stood to the side of my window and looked at the shape and understood what it was before I had finished looking at it, the way you sometimes identify a forgery before you have consciously processed which specific element gave it away, the knowledge arriving ahead of the analysis.

A person. Standing in the recessed doorway of the closed shop front across the street. Not moving. Not smoking, there










































