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The Face of Ashford
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The call came in at three, and by the time Jack reached the building it was already over.

The body was gone. What was left was a strip of yellow tape stretched across the third-floor landing, and two women ducking under it on their way up, grocery bags in their hands, their conversation never breaking. One of them glanced at Jack, then didn't. A cop here wasn't news. He was weather.

A uniform stood at the landing, his back to the wall, looking at his phone. When he saw Jack he slipped it into his pocket, quick, like a kid caught out.

"Top floor," he said. "Devon. Seventeen, eighteen. Neighbor found him. He was cold before the unit even got here."

"Who's Devon?"

The uniform shrugged. "Local kid. No mother around, staying with an aunt. Aunt's not here either." He nodded at the door behind the tape. "Needle's still in his arm. New batch of something—two more on the same block last month."

Jack didn't go in. He didn't need to; he'd seen it before, if not this landing then a dozen others. The kid's jacket sat in a plastic bag by the door. He crouched, didn't lift it, just looked inside. A phone, screen spiderwebbed with cracks. Some loose change. A plastic card.

He turned the card over with a gloved finger. Ashford Free Clinic. Below it a patient number, and in the corner a small gold emblem: two hands, one holding the other.

"He's got a clinic card," he said.

"Half of them do," the uniform said. "What other doctor's left in this neighborhood?"

Jack looked at the card a second longer, then set the bag down. He hadn't seen the kid's face and he wouldn't; he'd write Devon in the report, and if the aunt gave them a last name they'd add it, and if she didn't, they wouldn't. Something in him snagged on how easy it was—on half a name being enough, on no one being surprised. It snagged, then he let it go. Letting go was easy too.

He went downstairs. Out front a woman was watering her flowerpots, pinching the end of the hose with her thumb. Across the street two kids circled on bicycles. A radio played from the corner store. Devon was cold three floors up, and Ashford went on with its afternoon, the way water moves around a stone.

The clinic was two streets over. Jack walked there.

* * *
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The clinic used to be a corner store; Jack had bought gum there as a kid. Now there were white letters on the window and, above the door, a sign big enough to read from across the street: the same gold emblem, two hands. Beneath it, Carter Foundation.

Inside it was crowded. The waiting rows were full, a baby was crying somewhere, an old man sat with his eyes closed in one of the plastic chairs along the wall. The woman at the desk had a phone wedged against her shoulder and was stamping a prescription at the same time. The air smelled of antiseptic and stale coffee, cheap coffee, left too long on the burner.

Jack didn't show his badge. Here the badge only slowed things down.

The woman at the desk hung up, looked up, knew him. Most people in this neighborhood knew him; these were the streets he'd grown up on.

"Officer," she said, not warm, not hostile either. "We got a problem?"

"I'm asking about a kid. Devon. Around seventeen, lives two streets up with his aunt. His card's from here."

Her face didn't close, only tired. "I know Devon. Bad asthma. He'd come in, we'd check his breathing." She set the stamp down. "What happened?"

"This afternoon. Same thing."

She didn't say anything. There was nothing to say; she'd heard the sentence before, a few times this year. She gave a small nod—not agreement, just the physics of a particular kind of tiredness. "The Carter Foundation put him in a program," she said finally. "Last year. There was a scholarship." Then, as if it were a debt she had to pay: "He keeps everyone here standing. The clinic is his money. The medicine is his money. Without him—" She didn't finish.

Jack nodded. He knew that. He'd have known it without the sign; Carter's name was infrastructure in this neighborhood, like water or power, something no one asked the source of. He wasn't the one to ask.

"You know where I can find the aunt?"

"Maria. She cleans an office downtown, nights." The woman scribbled something on a slip of paper, held it out. "Devon was a good kid. He just—" Again she didn't finish. A lot of sentences didn't finish in this neighborhood.

Jack put the slip in his pocket. On his way out, the side wall of the waiting room caught his eye. Not a corkboard—real frames, in rows: young people in caps and gowns, hands holding diplomas, smiling faces. Under each a small label, and in the corner the foundation's emblem. They Made It, read the banner across the top. In gold letters.

Jack looked at the wall for a second, not picking out the faces one by one, just as a whole—the good story a neighborhood tells itself. Then he turned away.

* * *
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On his way to the door he knocked into the corner of a crate. It was full of open medicine boxes; someone was supposed to be shelving them, and no one had yet.

"Sorry," said a woman's voice from behind the crate. "I shouldn't have left it there."

Elena Cruz lifted another box off the floor, braced it against her hip. She wasn't wearing a clinic coat; she was a volunteer, but her hands knew the work. She had a tired but upright face, the face of people used to getting up early.

"It's fine," Jack said, nudging the crate aside for her.

"Mateo," she called over her shoulder. "Hold this a second?"

A kid came out from between the shelves, sixteen or so, arms full of a box. He took what his mother was holding, balanced it on top, the way you do when you've done it a hundred times. When he saw Jack he stopped, recognized him.

"Officer," he said. The greeting was short, half-formal, the measured respect neighborhood kids gave the police. But under it was a familiarity; Jack placed the kid from somewhere—a corner, a ballgame, some other afternoon.

"Mateo," Jack said. He'd just heard the name, but he said it like an old one.

The kid carried the boxes to the back room. Elena wiped her hands on an apron that wasn't there, just habit.

"Thanks for the help," Jack said, pointlessly, because he was leaving and wanted to say something before he did.

"We're here, that's all," Elena said. Not a complaint, not a boast. Just a statement of position: we're here, still here. Then she bent, picked up the last box, went back to her work.

Jack left them behind, mother and son, two people counting boxes in the hum of the evening crowd.

* * *
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Outside it was starting to get dark. The clinic window threw a warm rectangle of light onto the street; inside it was full, bright, alive. People were still going in, a hand still holding another, the way it always had.

Two streets up Devon was cold in his plastic bag, and his aunt didn't know yet.

Jack stood at the edge of the light. He loved this neighborhood; he'd grown up here, loved these sidewalks, the radio from the corner store, the women pinching their hoses, the kids on their bikes. Loving it had always come easy to him. What was hard was the thin film he'd started to notice over the thing he loved—recognizing it the moment he saw it, but refusing to name it. Like tarnish, silvered black, settled under everything that looked good. The clinic was bright. The kid was dead. The two of them fit into the same two streets, and nobody was surprised, least of all Jack.

He looked at the sign. Carter Foundation. Two hands, one holding the other.

He didn't dwell on it. He turned up his collar, felt for the slip with the aunt's address in his pocket, then turned and walked into the dark.
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An Old Friend
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For a long time now, Tuesday nights belonged to Mabel's.

Mabel herself was long dead; the diner still carried her name. The lettering on the window was half gone, the inside smelled of grease and coffee, and the tables had been the same since they were kids—the notch under Jack's elbow he'd cut himself years ago, with a pocketknife, at fourteen. He came here because nobody cared that he was a cop, because Chris came here, because breaking a habit that had started somewhere needed a reason and neither of them had ever found one.

Chris sat at the table by the window, his back to the wall. He always sat on that side. Jack had never asked why.

"You're late," Chris said, but smiling, no blame in it. He stood, pulled Jack in with one arm, clapped his back. Warm. Chris's warmth was always real; the lie, if there was one, was somewhere else.

"Work," Jack said.

"There's always work." Chris sat. "Sit down. You must be hungry."

The owner—an old man, Mabel's son-in-law or her cousin, Jack had never worked it out—leaned his head out of the kitchen, saw Chris, withdrew without a word. A few minutes later the waiter came. He asked Jack what he wanted. He didn't ask Chris; he set the plate in front of him, meatloaf, mashed potatoes on the side, exactly how he liked it.

"Thanks, Tony," Chris said.

The waiter dipped his head. As he left the table his eyes cut to the door for a second. A man stood by the door, on his feet, the zipper of his jacket pulled to his throat. The waiter's glance met the man's. The man said nothing, turned, went out. The glass door swung shut slowly behind him.

Jack saw the potatoes, saw the man, saw the door close. He said nothing about any of it. He asked how the meatloaf was.

"Tony's mother's recipe," Chris said. "Since he took over the kitchen, this place is worth coming to." He picked up his fork. "You always order that dry chicken. Try this one day. It'll change your life."

"I like the chicken."

"You don't like change. That's a different thing." Chris laughed, mouth full, and for a moment they were twenty years back, at another table, another evening, when nothing had any weight.

* * *
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They didn't talk about Devon.

Jack knew Chris knew. The neighborhood was small; if a kid died two streets up, Chris had heard before the night was out, probably before Jack. But death wasn't at the table. Not calling death to the table was a kind of courtesy—or a kind of agreement, or that old thing between them: leaving certain doors closed.

Instead Chris opened the past.

"You remember," he said, "Halloran's yard? That apple tree?"

Jack remembered. Eleven, twelve years old. The apple tree leaning over old Halloran's garden wall was a test for every kid in the neighborhood. Jack had climbed it once, gotten stuck on the branch, couldn't get down, gritted his teeth to keep from crying.

"You stayed up there," Chris said, enjoying it. "The whole afternoon. Couldn't climb down, couldn't jump. Everybody down below was laughing."

"You didn't laugh."

"I was drawing off Halloran's dog." Chris waved his fork. "I'd bought a bone from the butcher that morning. Not because it'd come in handy—just... in case. The dog chased me, you came down, nobody saw. No shame in it for you." He smiled. "I always keep something ready, Jack. A bone. Just in case."

Jack laughed, because it was funny and because it was true and because that afternoon Chris really had saved him. But as he laughed, somewhere under the laugh, something stirred, small and cold. I always keep something ready. As a kid it was a bone. What was it now? Who was it readied for, whose dog was being drawn off, so that who wouldn't see a thing?

Jack pushed the stir down. He took a piece of meatloaf off Chris's plate, because that too was an old thing, no asking, and Chris didn't object, because that too was an old thing.

"Not bad," Jack said.

"Changed your life."

"It didn't."

* * *
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Before dessert a man came up to the table.

Jack didn't know him—forties, thick neck, like he'd come in a hurry. He leaned straight in to Chris, dropped his voice, but not enough.

"The Garcia kid's at it again—"

Chris didn't speak. He just raised his
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