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Nathan Holloway had stopped checking mirrors on purpose.

He still checked them. That hadn't changed. But he'd found a way to do it that looked, to anyone watching, like a man straightening his collar, a half-second glance on the way past the coat rack in his office, timed to the moment he reached for his jacket. Evelyn had stopped commenting on it sometime last spring. Whether that meant she'd stopped noticing or simply decided not to ask again, he hadn't worked out, and some mornings he told himself it didn't matter which.

This morning the mirror gave him nothing unusual. A forty-six-year-old man, gray coming in at the temples faster than he'd have liked, tie straight for once. He let out a breath he hadn't meant to hold and went to unlock the waiting room.

The staff portrait was crooked again. Julie must have straightened it yesterday, because it had been level on Tuesday, and now it leaned a few degrees toward the water cooler, the way it always eventually did no matter how often anyone fixed it. He thought, not for the first time, that the frame itself might simply be off, some flaw in the hanging wire, invisible unless you looked for it, and, not for the first time, he didn't look for it. He left it exactly as it was and went to put the coffee on.

Julie arrived at eight-ten with a coffee of her own already in hand and an expression that told him before she said anything that the day's schedule had changed.

"Franklin canceled again," she said. "Third time this month. I told him if he keeps this up you're going to start thinking he's cured."

"He's not cured."

"I know that. I'm saying what I told him." She dropped into her chair and woke the computer with a practiced tap. "Delgado's confirmed for ten, the Alvarado girl's mother called to push Wednesday to Thursday because of a dentist thing, and Reyes called yesterday evening, after you'd left. Left a message with the service. Said it wasn't urgent, but that she wanted you to hear it from her directly before she sent anything over."

Nathan paused with the coffee pot halfway to the machine. "Did she say what."

"She said it wasn't urgent." Julie looked up at him over the rim of her mug, and something in her face made it clear that she'd noticed exactly what he'd noticed, that a doctor who wanted you to hear something directly rarely meant it wasn't urgent at all, only that she hadn't yet decided how urgent. "You want me to call her back, or do you want to eat something first for once in your life?"

"I'll call her before Delgado."

"That's not what I asked."

He didn't answer that. He carried his coffee back to his office, closed the door most of the way, the way he always did between the first patient and the actual start of the day, and sat behind the desk without turning on the second lamp. Eleven years of this room. The furniture had been replaced twice, the carpet once, and the brass plate on the outer door still read DR. N. HOLLOWAY in the same lettering it always had, but the room itself had a different weight to it than it used to. He'd stopped thinking of the archive as something separate from the practice sometime after the Carter case ended, though he couldn't have named the day it happened. Now when he sat down to review a new intake, some other part of his attention was already running alongside the clinical part, cross-referencing without being asked to. Withdrawal. Routine disruption. Language change. He hated that he could recite it as easily as a medication dosage.

He dialed Reyes's direct line rather than going through the service.

She picked up on the second ring, brisk in the way she always was between patients. "I was going to call again at lunch if I didn't hear from you."

"Julie said it wasn't urgent."

"It isn't. Not the way you mean." A pause, papers moving somewhere on her end. "I've got a patient's girlfriend I want you to see. Not the patient, the girlfriend. Guy came through my ER six weeks ago, motorcycle accident on the county road out past the reservoir. Head trauma, coma, the whole unpleasant catalogue. He's been out of the ICU for about ten days now. Prognosis is actually decent, all things considered, he's tracking, he's responding to voice, they're talking about a rehab facility inside the month."

Nathan waited. Reyes never called about good prognoses.

"It's her I'm worried about," she said. "She's been at that hospital every day since it happened. Every single day, Nathan, I mean that literally, I've been on shift for six of those days and she was there for all six, same chair, same corner of the room. She brings her own coffee because she doesn't trust the cafeteria's. She reads to him. She's organized his entire recovery, insurance calls, PT scheduling, the works, better than most of our case managers, frankly. Everyone on the floor thinks she's remarkable."

"That sounds like coping, not crisis."

"That's what I thought, for about the first three weeks." Something shifted in Reyes's voice, a flattening, the tone she used when she was choosing her words with more care than usual. "Then last Thursday I caught her in the hallway at eleven at night, and I asked how she was holding up, the way you ask, not expecting an actual answer. And she looked at me, completely calm, completely put together, hadn't cried once in front of me the whole six weeks, and she said, 'I just need him to wake up so I can stop being the only one who remembers what he sounds like.'"

Nathan didn't say anything for a moment.

"It's not a crazy thing to say," Reyes went on. "People say things like that. But it's the kind of sentence that stays with you longer than it should, and you know I don't call you about sentences that don't."

"What's her name?"

"Maya Sinclair. Thirty-two. No psychiatric history that I can find, no medication, nothing on her chart because she isn't the patient, I'm asking you as a favor, not a referral I can bill for. I told her I knew someone good, if she ever wanted to talk to a person who wasn't a doctor giving her updates on someone else." A short breath. "She said maybe. I gave her your number two days ago. I don't know if she'll use it."

"If she calls, I'll see her."

"I thought you'd say that." A voice called something in the background on Reyes's end, and she said, half to Nathan and half to whoever it was, "One second, Nathan, I have to go. Thanks for calling back."

The line went dead before he could say anything else. He sat holding the receiver a moment longer than he needed to, then set it down and wrote three words on the legal pad at the corner of his desk, Sinclair. Reyes referral., before he could talk himself into believing it wasn't necessary yet.

He looked at the words for a while. Then he closed the pad, because Delgado was due at ten and the day had its own shape regardless of what he suspected about the one that hadn't started yet.

Fourteen blocks away, in a building that had been a dry cleaner and then a dentist's office and then, briefly and unsuccessfully, a bowling alley before the city took it over for storage, Claire Harper was tearing the cardboard sleeve off her coffee cup into strips without noticing she was doing it.

The annex smelled the way it always smelled, old paper under something chemical that never quite left the walls no matter how many years passed, and Herrera had already claimed his chair by the window, knee propped on a second chair he kept there specifically for that purpose, going through a box of records from the '80s that had been misfiled under sanitation permits for reasons no one currently working there could explain.

"You're doing the thing with the cup again," he said, without looking up.

"I'm aware."

"I'm only saying, that's the fourth cup this week you've done that to."

"I like the sound." She didn't, particularly. She set the shredded sleeve down on the desk next to the three others and looked back up at the corkboard, which no longer lived under Doyle's canvas drop cloth, he'd stopped bothering to cover it sometime after Carter, on the theory, unstated but understood, that a case with an actual number attached to it didn't need to hide from hallway traffic the way a hunch did.

Six names ran down the left side in Claire's own handwriting, chronological, oldest at the top: Higbee, marked with a question mark she'd never been able to remove. Delacroix. Voss. Bennett. Ferris. Carter. A red string ran from each name to a small circled point on the city map pinned beside it, and if you stood back far enough, which she still did, some mornings, coffee in hand, before anyone else arrived, you could see what Marcus had first pointed out two years ago: that the points didn't scatter. They walked. Forty years of them, moving steadily in from the city's old rural edge toward its center, like something patient closing a hand.

She'd stopped finding that thought interesting to have before nine in the morning. She made herself look somewhere else.

The newer board, the one she and Nathan had built together in the eight months since Carter's case closed, held something the old one didn't: a second column, thinner, made up not of names but of situations. A woman in Aldergrove Heights whose husband had died the previous spring and who had, according to a neighbor's idle comment to a beat officer following up on an unrelated noise complaint, "started talking about him like he still had opinions on things." A man three towns over whose sister had drowned and who'd requested, twice now, that the police reopen an investigation that had never been closed, insisting there was something they'd missed. Neither of these had produced anything. Both were, technically, none of the department's business, no crime committed, no complaint filed, nothing but Claire's private conviction that grief this specific in its language was worth writing down before it became something else.

Marcus had asked her once, not unkindly, whether she'd noticed she was now investigating people who hadn't done anything.

She had noticed. She hadn't stopped.

"Doyle wants you," Herrera said, still not looking up from his box. "Came by twenty minutes ago. Didn't say what."

"He never does."

She found him in his office with the blinds tilted against the morning light and the WORLD'S OKAYEST BOSS mug doing what it always did, holding down a stack of overtime forms he hadn't looked at yet. He didn't ask her to sit. He rarely did anymore; some understanding had settled between them in the last two years that made the chair beside his desk hers by default, the way Herrera's chair by the annex window was his.

"Whitman's office called," Doyle said. "They want a quarterly summary on the case number. Nothing alarming, routine oversight, budget season, somebody upstairs wants to see that the resources allocated are producing something on paper." He turned the pen in his fingers, over and back, the tic Claire had watched for going on fourteen years now without once seeing him actually write with it. "I told them you'd have something by Friday."

"There isn't a new case to summarize."

"I know that." He set the pen down, which was itself a small tell, Doyle rarely put the pen down unless he meant the next sentence to land with some weight. "That's actually what I wanted to talk to you about. You've had this case number for going on two years and it's produced one closed file and a corkboard with a piece of string on it. I'm not saying that to you as a criticism. I'm saying it because Whitman's people are going to ask me, eventually, what exactly we're waiting for."

"We're waiting for the pattern to happen again."

"You said it happens roughly every six years."

"I said that's the average. Averages aren't promises." She could hear, in her own voice, how thin that sounded out loud, in an office, under fluorescent light, without a body on a floor to make the argument for her. "It could be next month. It could be four years from now. I can't hand you a date, Captain. I can hand you six names and a habit none of them survived."

Doyle looked at her for a long moment, not skeptically, which was almost worse, because skepticism she knew how to answer. This was something closer to tired patience, the look of a man who had already decided to keep believing her and was quietly working out what that decision was going to cost him upstairs.

"Give me something for Friday," he said finally. "Doesn't have to be a breakthrough. Give me evidence you're still doing the work and not just keeping a scrapbook."

"I'll have something."

"Harper." She stopped at the door. He hadn't picked the pen back up. "You've been right about this before other people caught up. I haven't forgotten that. I'm just telling you the runway's shorter than it used to be. Whatever this is, next time it happens, we need to be ahead of it before there's a body. Not documenting it afterward like we did the last six."

"I know."

"I hope you do."

She went back out through the bullpen without stopping at her desk, out past the front counter, into a morning that had turned gray and close, the kind of sky Fairmont City produced most of the year without anyone remarking on it anymore. Marcus was waiting by her car with two coffees, having apparently guessed, correctly, what her meeting with Doyle would leave her wanting.

"That bad?"

"He wants proof of life by Friday."

"You want me to tell you it's fine?"

"I want you to tell me something useful." She took the coffee, didn't drink it yet, looked instead at the gray line of the skyline where it disappeared behind the parking structure. Fourteen blocks from here Nathan was seeing patients, running his own quiet accounting of who among them was speaking a half-degree differently than they used to, and she found, standing there, that she trusted his half of the work more completely than she trusted almost anything else in her professional life, which was, she thought, either the healthiest thing that had happened to her in years or something she hadn't examined closely enough yet to be sure.

"For what it's worth," Marcus said, "I don't think Doyle's wrong to push. Two years of watching a wall isn't a strategy. It's a waiting room."

"Then we'd better hope somebody walks in."

She didn't mean it the way it came out, too glib, too close to a joke about the exact thing that kept six names pinned to a corkboard, and Marcus didn't laugh, only looked at her with an expression that told her he'd heard the same thing she had.

Neither of them said anything else about it. They got in the car and drove to a burglary that had nothing to do with any of it, because the rest of the city kept happening whether or not the pattern chose to happen with it, and that, Claire had come to understand somewhere in the last two years, was its own kind of horror, not the waiting itself, but how easily the waiting folded itself into an ordinary Tuesday and stayed there, unremarked, until it didn't.

The message came in at 4:40 that afternoon, while Nathan was finishing notes on Delgado's session and Julie was closing out the day's billing at the front desk. His cell phone, not the office line, Reyes must have given her his direct number rather than the service, which told him something about how she'd framed the referral.

This is Maya Sinclair. Dr. Reyes said I could call you. I don't really know what I'd even talk about. Is there a time this week that would work?

He read it twice before he answered, the way he read most things that arrived with that particular flatness to them, not distressed, not urgent, a woman being practical about scheduling a conversation she'd clearly already decided, somewhere underneath the practicality, that she needed to have.

He typed back a time for Thursday, the earliest opening the week actually had, and set the phone face-down on the desk before he could reread the message a third time and start building a theory out of four sentences that hadn't earned one yet.

Outside, through the half-open blinds, the staff portrait had gone crooked again, the way it always did, the six faces in it looking out at an empty waiting room the way they had for as long as he'd worked there, and he found himself looking at it a moment longer than usual before he made himself stop, gathered the day's last file, and went to tell Julie he was heading home for dinner, actually on time, for once, before either of them could say what they were both quietly thinking, that six weeks was early. Earlier than any of it had ever started before.

That, if nothing else, felt like something.
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The chair in the corner of Derek's room was technically for visitors, but six weeks had made it Maya's the way a coffee mug becomes someone's without anyone deciding it. She'd learned its specific unfairness, an inch too short in the seat, an inch too long in the back, the way you learn the unfairness of anything you sit in every day.

She was reading to him from a paperback she'd found in the gift shop rack by the elevators, a spy novel with a cracked spine that had clearly circulated through the ICU waiting room for years before anyone thought to move it upstairs. She wasn't sure Derek liked spy novels. She wasn't entirely sure he'd ever said so, one way or the other, in four years, it was the kind of thing you assumed you knew about a person until the assuming was tested, and lately everything about him was being tested, held up to a light she hadn't asked for.

"He's been to Lisbon twice in twelve pages," she said, out loud, to the room, because the nurses said it helped, and because after six weeks the not-talking had become its own kind of exhausting. "I don't think that's realistic. Even for a spy."

Derek didn't answer. The machine by his shoulder answered instead, in its small steady arithmetic, and his hand lay on top of the blanket the way it had lain there yesterday and the day before, fingers slightly curled, a groove in the third one where a ring would have gone if either of them had ever quite gotten around to that. Not because they didn't want to. Because there had always, somehow, been a version of the conversation that made more sense to have later.

She'd started noticing that about herself only since the accident. How much of her life with Derek existed as a version of itself she was planning to have eventually.

The physical therapist had said, that morning, that his hand had moved, not a reflex, she was careful to say, an actual response, when she asked him to squeeze, and Maya had asked her to repeat it twice, not because she doubted it but because she wanted the sentence in her mouth as well as her ears, wanted to have said it back before she let herself believe it. She'd texted Nathan Holloway's name into her phone that afternoon, the way you'd finally pick up a phone call you'd let ring twice already, and typed the message twice before sending it, deleting the first draft because it had sounded, even to her, like a woman auditioning for the role of someone who was fine.

She closed the book on her thumb to hold the page and looked at him properly, the way she tried not to too often because it made the room too quiet in a way that pressing forward through logistics didn't.

He looked, she thought, like himself with the volume turned down. The dark hair that always needed a cut had been cut, badly, by someone at the first hospital, and it had grown out uneven since, standing up faintly on one side no matter how she tried to smooth it flat when she visited. There was a thin pale line above his left eyebrow from the accident that the surgeon had promised would fade, and a longer one disappearing under the collar of the hospital gown that she'd stopped letting herself look at directly. His hands, still, were the part that undid her most, because they were exactly the hands she remembered, broad across the knuckles, a permanent callus on the right palm from the grip of whatever tool he was using that week, a thin white scar across two fingers from a table saw incident in his twenties that he still told slightly differently every time someone asked. Hands that built things. Hands that, six weeks ago, had been perfectly ordinary and completely unremarkable and were now the single object in the world she watched most closely, waiting for them to do something on purpose.

She reached over and straightened the hair on the wrong side, out of habit more than hope, and it fell right back.

The night before the accident, they'd had dinner at the small Italian place two blocks from Derek's apartment, the one with the string lights that were on year-round regardless of season, because it was close and because neither of them had wanted to decide on anything harder than which table. Maya remembered the specifics of it now with a clarity that felt almost cruel, the way a completely unremarkable evening becomes, in hindsight, something you comb through for a warning you're fairly sure was never actually there.

She'd come from a walkthrough that had run long, a wedding, the Kowalski wedding, four hundred guests and a mother of the bride who'd wanted the head table reconfigured for the third time that week, and she'd still had the little laminated seating chart in her bag when they sat down, an old habit she hated in herself and couldn't stop, checking her phone once under the table for a text from the venue coordinator before catching herself and putting it face-down.

"You can look at it," Derek said. He wasn't annoyed. He rarely was, about that particular thing; four years in, he'd made a kind of peace with the fact that she ran half her life a full week ahead of the day she was living in.

"I don't want to look at it. I want to eat garlic bread and not think about whether Aunt Carol is allowed to sit within throwing distance of Uncle Ray."

"That bad?"

"There's a documented incident from 2019."

He'd laughed at that, a real laugh, the kind that still, four years later, made something in her chest unclench a little, because Derek's laugh had never learned to be polite. He laughed like he meant it or he didn't do it at all. He'd reached across the table then and taken her hand, not romantically, just absently, the way you'd reach for something you expected to be there, and turned it over to look at the fresh paper cut on her thumb from taping down table numbers all afternoon.

"You should let me build you a real seating chart. Wood. Little pegs. You could stop doing this to yourself every single time."

"It's a nice offer. It's also insane. I do forty of these a year."

"So I'd get good at it." He'd said it easily, the way he said most things, but there'd been something underneath it that evening, she recognized it now, looking back, the way you recognize a smell only once you're several rooms away from it, something that wasn't really about the seating chart at all.

"You've had that face for like two weeks," she'd said. "What's the face."

"What face."

"The face where you're about to ask me something and then you ask me something smaller instead."

He'd looked at her for a second too long, and she'd felt the actual question arrive somewhere behind his eyes and then, visibly, retreat, the way weather sometimes changes its mind halfway across a valley. "I was going to ask if you wanted dessert," he said. "But now I feel like I have to actually mean it or you'll never trust my face again."

"Derek."

"I'm serious about the dessert."

She'd let it go. That was the part she kept returning to, later, in the too-short hospital chair, not because she didn't want to know what the real question was, but because some smaller, more practical part of her had already moved on to whether they had semolina flour left for Sunday. By the time dessert arrived, the moment had folded itself back into the ordinary shape of the evening. Neither of them had reopened it.

They still hadn't moved in together, not fully. He kept a drawer at her apartment and a toothbrush in her bathroom that had been there so long it had started to feel less like an object and more like a fact about the room, and she kept, at his place, roughly the same, a drawer, a spare set of clothes for the mornings she stayed over and had to go straight to a venue. Both of them had apartments they were technically still paying for and neither of them had said out loud, in as many words, that this had stopped making sense somewhere around the two-year mark. It wasn't that either of them didn't want it. It was that wanting something and scheduling the conversation about it had turned out to be two entirely different tasks, and the second one kept losing to whatever was more urgent that week.

That night, back at his apartment, they'd fallen asleep with the television still on, some rerun neither of them was watching, and in the morning he'd left before her alarm, careful with the door the way he always was, boots by the entryway, jacket off the hook. She remembered surfacing enough to feel him lean over the bed.

"Riding with Paul and them today," he'd said, close to her ear, quiet enough that it barely qualified as speaking. "Back by six. Love you."

"Love you," she'd said back, mostly asleep, already sliding under again, and that had been the entire conversation. Four words each. She hadn't opened her eyes. She had not, she would think later, actually looked at him.

She'd woken up properly two hours after that to a call from a hospital, and the next time she saw his face it had been through glass, swollen on one side in a way that made her, for one disorienting half-second in the doorway, unsure it was really him.

"Ms. Sinclair?"

The nurse, Priya, whose name Maya had learned in the second week and had not needed to be reminded of since, was in the doorway with a tablet against her hip, the particular brisk gentleness of someone delivering routine news that they knew wasn't routine to the person receiving it.

"Dr. Okafor wants to talk this afternoon, if you have time. Nothing urgent," she added quickly, seeing something in Maya's face. "Good conversation. About next steps. Rehab placement, most likely, he's stable enough now that we're starting to think ahead."

"I have time," Maya said. She always had time. It had stopped being a decision months ago and become simply the shape of her days, the venue walkthroughs handed off to her assistant, the calls returned from the hospital cafeteria, the entire architecture of her working life quietly rebuilt around a single fixed appointment that never moved and never got easier.

Priya smiled, the kind of smile nurses gave that was seventy percent professional and thirty percent something that looked almost like worry, and left the door half-open behind her.

Maya sat back down. The book was still open on her thumb, the spy somewhere over the Atlantic now, doing something implausible with a passport. She didn't pick it back up right away.

She thought about the question Derek hadn't asked, that night with the string lights, the one that had put on the smaller question's coat and walked out the door instead, and she thought, not for the first time, though she was getting better at catching herself doing it and making herself stop, that if she'd just asked him directly, if she'd said no, what were you actually going to say, she might know now what it was. She might have an answer sitting in her instead of a shape where an answer should be.

She didn't know if that thought was grief or something else. She was aware, in a distant, clinical way, of not being entirely sure what she was allowed to call this. He wasn't dead. People kept telling her, gently, that this was good news, and it was, she believed that, most hours of most days, all the way down, but nobody had handed her a word for the particular exhaustion of loving someone in present tense while grieving, in advance, every version of a conversation you might never get to finish.

Her phone buzzed against her thigh. A text, not from the venue coordinator this time.

Confirming Thursday, 4:00. My office. First floor, the door says Holloway Behavioral Health, can't miss it, it's the only thing on that block that isn't a dry cleaner.

She looked at it for a while before she answered, the way she'd looked at the first message she'd sent him, turning the sentence over to see if it sounded like a woman who had her life under control or a woman who was starting, very carefully, to admit that she didn't.

I'll be there, she typed, and then, because it felt incomplete without it, added: Thank you.

She put the phone face-down on the arm of the chair, the way she'd trained herself to, and picked the book back up, and read the spy's implausible sentence about Lisbon out loud again to the room, to Derek's hand lying still on the blanket, to the machine keeping its small honest count of a heart that hadn't yet decided, as far as either of them could tell, whether it meant to fully come back.

The waiting room chairs at Holloway Behavioral Health had been chosen, eleven years ago, for a virtue Nathan could no longer remember and a color he'd since come to dislike, a green that had probably been called sage on the swatch and had faded, over a decade of fluorescent light, into something closer to the color of old currency. Maya Sinclair sat in the one nearest the window with her coat still on, both hands around a coffee she'd clearly brought from somewhere else, the paper cup already gone soft at the seam the way cups did after they'd been carried a long way and set down and picked back up more than once.

She stood when Julie said his name, and Nathan watched her do it the way he watched most new patients do most things in the first ninety seconds, not diagnostically, exactly, though he'd never fully managed to turn that part of himself off, just carefully, the way you'd watch someone step onto ice you hadn't tested yourself.

"Ms. Sinclair. Thanks for coming in."

"Maya's fine." She said it quickly, like she'd decided it in the elevator and wanted it settled before anything else could be. Her handshake was firm, brief, professional, the handshake of someone who did a great many handshakes in a normal week and had stopped thinking about it, and up close he could see what Reyes hadn't quite managed to put into words on the phone. She looked composed the way a well-organized desk looks composed. Nothing out of place. No visible sign of what it had cost to keep it that way.

"Come on back."

His office had the two chairs angled the way they'd been angled for eleven years, close enough to feel like a conversation and not so close it felt like an interrogation, a low table between them with a box of tissues he'd stopped apologizing for offering people. Maya sat, set the coffee on the table's edge with a small precise motion, and looked around the room once, not nervously, more like she was cataloguing it, the way she'd probably catalogued the ICU room and the rehab intake forms and every other unfamiliar space she'd had to make sense of in the last six weeks.

"I should say up front," she said, "I don't really know why I'm here. Dr. Reyes was, she's been kind. She thought I should talk to someone. I told her I didn't think that was necessary, and then I texted you two days later, so." A small, dry motion at one corner of her mouth that wasn't quite a smile. "Apparently some part of me disagreed."

"That happens more than people think." He didn't reach for the legal pad yet. Eleven years had taught him that much, at least, that some people needed to see him writing to trust he was listening, and some people needed the opposite, needed the first fifteen minutes to feel like nothing was being recorded, like they could say something and take it back. He was still deciding which one she was. "Why don't you tell me what a normal day looks like right now. Not the accident. Just, Tuesday. What does Tuesday look like."

She considered that longer than he expected. "I get to the hospital around nine, after I've dealt with whatever came in overnight from work. I stay until visiting hours end, unless Dr. Okafor wants to talk, in which case I stay for that too. I go home. I answer emails I should have answered at nine. I go to bed too late and get up too early and do it again."

"What do you do at the hospital. For eight hours."

"I read to him. I do work on my laptop if the room's quiet enough. I talk to the nurses. I, " She stopped. Not dramatically. More like she'd walked into a piece of furniture she hadn't remembered rearranging. "I talk to him. Which is a strange sentence to say out loud, since he can't, he's not unconscious, exactly, not anymore, they keep telling me that's different, but he isn't really talking back either. So I suppose what I do is talk."

"What do you talk about?"

"Whatever's in front of me. The book I'm reading him. Something a client said. What the weather's doing. Nothing important." She picked the coffee back up, didn't drink it, just held it. "I used to think I'd run out. That I'd sit there some day and just, not have anything left to say to him. That hasn't happened yet. I don't know if that's a good sign or if I've just gotten very good at narrating nothing."

Nathan let that sit for a moment before he moved forward. This was the part of the work most people got wrong about him, he thought, Julie included, half the time, though she'd never say so, the assumption that a good psychiatrist filled silences. Most of what he did was decide, patient by patient, session by session, exactly how long a silence was allowed to run before it stopped being useful and started being cruelty.

"You mentioned a client. What do you do?"

"Event planning. Weddings, mostly, some corporate. I have an assistant covering the day-to-day now, which she's very good at, and which I hate, because it means the one thing that used to actually distract me is now something I check on for twenty minutes at the end of the day instead of something I'm inside of for eight hours." She said this with the flat, faintly self-mocking precision of someone who'd already had this exact thought several times and worn the edges off it. "I used to like being busy. Derek used to say I ran my whole life a week ahead of the day I was living in."

The past tense on used to landed somewhere just slightly wrong, and Nathan noted it without saying anything, the way he'd learned to note things, a mental thumbtack in a corkboard he'd examine later, on his own time, rather than hand back to her before she was ready for it.

"Does he still say that?"

"He can't really say anything right now." A beat. "Sorry. That's not, I know what you meant. Yes. I imagine he still would, if he could. He's not gone, Dr. Holloway, I want to be clear about that, everyone I talk to seems to need me to specify it every single time, so. He's not gone. He's just, elsewhere, for now. That's the word my mother used and I've decided I like it better than the hospital's words. Elsewhere."

"I like that word too."

"Do you have a lot of patients whose partners are elsewhere?"

It wasn't really a question. He recognized it as the kind of thing people said to test whether the room could hold a little humor, whether he'd flinch or match it, and he found, watching her, that he liked her for asking it that way rather than gently, rather than apologetically. "Not many like this specific situation," he said. "I've had a few whose partners were, absent, in various ways. Deployed. Incarcerated. Once, memorably, simply gone, no explanation, no note. Grief has more shapes than people expect."

"Is that what this is? Grief?"

"What do you think it is?"

She almost smiled again, that same dry near-motion. "I think that's a very psychiatrist thing to say."

"It is. I say it because I don't know yet, and because I've found that people generally know before I do, if I give them room to say it."

Maya looked at the window for a while. Fourteen blocks away, though neither of them could have known it, Claire Harper was standing in front of a corkboard doing roughly the same thing, waiting to see whether a pattern that felt true would hold its shape once she said it out loud. Nathan didn't think about Claire during sessions, as a rule; it was one of the small professional disciplines he'd built for himself since Carter, keeping the archive and the practice in separate rooms of his attention even when, increasingly, they refused to stay separated. But something about the quality of Maya's silence, patient, deliberate, a woman assembling a sentence she'd clearly assembled before and discarded, reminded him, distantly, of Claire deciding how much of a hunch to bring to Doyle.

"I think it's grief for something that hasn't actually happened," Maya said finally. "Which feels insane to say. He's alive. He's improving, they tell me, every week a little more, his hand moved yesterday, on purpose, they're almost sure of it. I should feel only good things about that. And I do. I do feel good things about that." She turned the coffee cup a quarter turn in her hands, an unconscious little correction, the same instinct, he suspected, that kept centerpieces straight and seating charts balanced. "But there's this other thing underneath it that I don't have a name for, where I keep, grieving. In advance. For conversations we might not get to finish. Which is a strange thing to grieve, because he's not dead, and also because most of them, if I'm honest, we were never going to finish anyway. We were both very good at not finishing them while he was perfectly healthy."

"Tell me about one."

She was quiet again, but it was a different quality of quiet this time, not composing, this time, but deciding whether to open a door she'd kept shut on purpose. "The night before the accident," she said, "we had dinner. Nothing special. He almost asked me something. I could see it, I know his face when there's a real question behind it, I've known it for four years, and then he asked me something smaller instead, whether I wanted dessert, and I let him. I let him ask the small question because I was tired and thinking about a seating chart, and I told myself we'd get to the real one eventually, whatever it was. And then the next morning he left for a ride with some friends before I was properly awake, and I said love you with my eyes still closed, and that was the last actual conversation we had. Four words each. I didn't even open my eyes to look at him."

"What do you think the real question was?"

"I don't know. That's the part that, " She stopped again, and this time something moved in her face that hadn't moved yet, some crack in the careful desk-arrangement of herself. "I've had six weeks to guess, and I've guessed everything. Moving in together, finally, properly, we still had two
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