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This is a work of fiction.

For

Zachery Pizza

who understood that love lived in the waiting.

“Every love story is a ghost story.

You carry the living ones too.”

— Ana Torres, case notes, undated
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CHAPTER ONE
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The Problem With Watching

I have a problem.

His name is Spencer.

He is not my problem in the way that problems usually announce themselves — arriving with noise, breaking things, demanding to be solved. Spencer has never demanded anything from me in his life. That is, in fact, the problem. A man who never asks is a man who makes you want to offer, and offering is a door I have kept my hand on for six years without quite opening it.

I am a detective. I make my living reading rooms. Reading people. Reading the space between what is said and what is meant and what is desperately, quietly wanted but never put into words because the words would make it real and real things can be lost.

I understand the architecture of silence better than most.

That is also, it turns out, the problem.

* * *
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IT WAS A TUESDAY WHEN I first understood the full weight of it. Not the Tuesday I met him — that was years ago, a different story, the kind involving a crime scene and bad coffee and Spencer saying something so dry about the body that I nearly laughed in front of the lieutenant and had to convert it to a cough. Not that Tuesday.

This Tuesday.

I was sitting in my car outside the building on Geary. Not for a case. There was no case that required me to sit outside Spencer’s building on a Tuesday afternoon with a cup of coffee going cold in my hand and the radio off and the particular quality of stillness around me that meant I was thinking about something I had decided not to think about.

The decision not to think about it had been made, revised, and quietly abandoned approximately three hundred times over the past three years.

I am a good detective.

I am a poor liar.

Fortunately, I had never actually lied. I had simply — maintained a strategic silence. In a different line of work this might be considered deception. In mine it is called professional judgment.

A pigeon landed on the fire escape across the street and looked at me.

“Don’t,” I said.

It left.

I drove away.

* * *
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THE CITY WAS DOING what it did in October: performing autumn without quite committing to it. The leaves turned on the trees in Dolores Park but the fog came in off the bay and turned everything silver-gray and made you forget what season you were in. I liked that. I had always liked the city best when it was ambiguous — when it refused to be pinned down to a single mood or a single truth.

Maybe that was why I stayed in it for thirty years.

Maybe that was why I was still here with a badge and a gun and a file on a missing woman named Nora Voss who had been fine on a Tuesday and gone by Wednesday and whom nobody with authority was looking for because her file said she was the kind of person who left.

I did not believe her file.

I had learned, over thirty years, not to believe what files said about what kind of person left and what kind stayed. Files were written by people who needed an explanation that fit on a page. People were more complicated than pages.

Spencer was more complicated than pages.

There it was again.

I opened the Voss folder and got to work.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Nora Voss and the Things She Left

Nora Voss’s apartment was the kind that accumulates without intending to — a life in medium-sized objects, the record of a woman who cared about small things and kept them. Books with cracked spines and notes in the margins. A postcard from Lisbon taped inside a kitchen cabinet door where she’d see it every morning. A cat tower by the window that still held the impression of a cat who was no longer in it.

Romeo was with her sister Lilian now. I had spoken to Lilian three times already. She was the kind of woman who had been told her worry was a symptom so many times she’d started believing it in the parts of herself she couldn’t reach, but the front part — the part that made phone calls and knocked on doors and filed reports — was clear and steady and certain that something had happened to her sister.

I believed her.

The thing about Nora Voss was this: she had a therapist who used the phrase flight risk in a report and meant it to explain away her absence. The phrase had ended up in a police file and the file had ended up shelved. But a phrase like flight risk is not an explanation. It is a way of making a missing person responsible for their own disappearance before anyone has to look.

I had seen it before. It made me the same way it always made me.

Tired and specific.

* * *
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I WENT THROUGH HER apartment alone. I had done this before — not this apartment, but this type of space. The space of someone who is gone but not dead. The particular preservation of it. The dishes drying on a rack. The book open face-down on the nightstand as if she meant to come back to it.

She had been reading poetry.

That stopped me.

The collection was small, trade paperback, a poet I didn’t know. I read the page it was open to without touching the book. Something about a window and a woman standing at it and the way light falls on a thing you’re about to lose.

I stood there longer than I should have.

Then I took my photos and my notes and left.

* * *
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OUTSIDE, THE FOG HAD come in fully. The street was muted, the edges of things soft. I sat in the car and wrote in my notebook and didn’t think about Spencer and the way he had sounded on the phone that morning when he said he was going to a meeting and his voice had a quality to it that I associated with a man who was building something slowly and carefully and without much faith that it would hold.

Two years and four months sober.

I kept his count the way other people keep anniversaries.

That was also, I acknowledged to my notebook, information about me.

The notebook did not respond.

I drove back to the precinct.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The Lieutenant and the Thing He Didn’t Say

Lieutenant Marsh had the look of a man who had been managing other people’s problems for so long that his own face had become one. Deep-set eyes. Jaw like a decision. Hair that had gone gray in a way that was not distinguished so much as exhausted.

He looked at the Voss file I placed on his desk.

He looked at it the way people look at things they have already decided about.

“Torres.”

“Sir.”

“This one is filed.”

“I’m aware.”

“Then why is it on my desk?”

“Because I think it shouldn’t be filed.” I sat down across from him, which I did deliberately, because men like Marsh respect people who sit before being invited to. It signals that you are not asking for permission to be taken seriously. “The subject was on the phone with her sister the night she disappeared, talking about pie. Not crisis behavior. Not someone about to leave. Someone planning a Tuesday.”

“The therapist’s note says — ”

“The therapist’s note says she had a history of depression and anxiety and what is described as a personality disorder, and from those facts the conclusion is drawn that she left voluntarily. I’m asking you to look at those facts and notice that none of them actually constitute evidence that she left. They constitute evidence that she had a hard time, which is different.”

Marsh looked at me.

I looked at him.

This was not the first time we had done this.

“You have forty-eight hours,” he said. “Quiet. Nothing on the board. If you find something, you bring it to me before you do anything with it.”

“Understood.”

“And Torres.”

“Sir.”

“That PI you work with.”

I waited.

“Keep him out of it.”

I stood, picked up the file, and walked to the door.

“He’s retired,” I said without turning around.

“That’s never stopped him.”

I went into the hallway.

He wasn’t wrong.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER FOUR
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A Man in a Coat

I told myself I was on Clement Street for the witness interview. That was true. The interview was at two and it was now one forty-three and I had seventeen minutes and the building I needed was three doors down from Spencer’s and I had parked in front of his instead of the witness’s because the spot was there.

That was the story. It was accurate in every fact and dishonest in every implication.

He was coming out of the building when I locked the car. Hat on. Dark coat. The look on his face that meant he had been thinking about something since before he came downstairs and hadn’t finished yet.

He saw me.

There was a thing that happened when Spencer saw me that I had catalogued, filed, and deliberately misfiled. A particular arrangement of his face that lasted about three seconds before he composed it into the expression he used around other people: watchful, dry, slightly amused. The arrangement that preceded it was none of those things. It was something else. Something I was professionally trained to identify and personally committed to not identifying.

“Torres.”

“Spencer.”

“You’re in front of my building.”

“There was a spot.”

“There’s almost never a spot on this block.”

“I know. I was lucky.”

He looked at me the way he looked at things he wasn’t sure he believed. “Where are you going?”

“Witness interview. Three doors down.”

“The Feldman building.”
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