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The fog came in off the river most mornings now, low enough that Nathan could watch it move past the kitchen window while the coffee finished, a slow gray tide sliding between the Fenwicks' hedge and the Holloways' own dogwood, and by the time he backed out of the driveway it would have thinned to something you only noticed at the edges of streetlights. Evelyn said it was just autumn doing what autumn did. Nathan had stopped mentioning that he checked the weather report before checking his patient list.

He checked the locks now, too. Not obsessively, he'd have called it obsessive in a patient, would have asked gentle questions about what the checking was actually in service of, but every night, after Evelyn had gone up, he walked the downstairs once. Front door. Back door. The window over the kitchen sink that didn't latch quite right. He couldn't have said when it started. He only knew that some nights he did it twice, and on those nights he never told her, and she never asked, though he suspected she'd noticed the porch light staying on longer than it used to.

"You're doing the thing again," Sophie said, not looking up from the poster board spread across the kitchen table. She had a ruler in one hand and a look of ferocious concentration that made her seven years old but eight coming out of the paper.

"What thing."

"The listening thing. Where you're not actually here."

"I'm here." He pulled out the chair across from her and sat, and it was true in the way that most things he said to his children were true, which was to say mostly. "What are we making."

"Erosion." She said it like a curse word, like something she'd been personally wronged by. "Mrs. Okafor wants three examples and I only have two and it's due Thursday."

"Water, wind,"

"I have water and wind." She gave him a look that suggested he'd offered her something insulting. "I need a third one that isn't boring."

"Ice," Evelyn said from the stove, not turning around. "Tell her about glaciers. Freezing and thawing splits rock over time. It's slow and it's relentless and nobody notices until the mountain's a different shape."

Sophie considered this with the seriousness of a building contractor reviewing a bid. "That's actually good."

"I have my moments." Evelyn set a plate in front of Nathan, eggs, toast, the orange juice she always poured too full so it wobbled dangerously to the table's edge, and touched the back of his neck on her way past, brief, habitual, the kind of touch that had stopped being a question years ago and had not yet become something either of them examined too closely. "Caleb up?"

"Showering. Or standing in the shower thinking about being in the shower. Hard to say which, with him."

Upstairs, muffled through two closed doors, a bass line thumped with the flat insistence of something coming through a phone speaker rather than headphones, which meant Caleb had forgotten them again, which meant by seven-forty he'd be tearing his room apart looking for them and they'd surface, as they always did, on the bathroom floor or wedged under the driver's seat of nobody's car in particular. Fourteen operated by its own physics. Nathan had given up trying to map it.

He ate. He watched his daughter draw a glacier that looked, charitably, like a loaf of bread wearing a party hat, and he did not say so, because some lessons a father learns only once. He watched Evelyn's back at the stove, the particular set of her shoulders that meant she'd graded papers past midnight again, junior English, the kids who wrote about The Great Gatsby like it was a personal insult, and some part of him, the part that had spent eleven months, once, failing to notice things about his own family that had been sitting in plain sight, catalogued all of it the way he might catalogue a patient's affect. Present. Attending. Here.

It didn't used to require the word attending. It used to just be Tuesday.

Holloway Behavioral Health sat on the second floor of a converted brownstone on Ashford, four rooms and a waiting area with a water cooler that groaned when it dispensed, sandwiched between an optometrist and a firm that did something with insurance claims nobody asked about. The brass plate on the door, DR. N. HOLLOWAY, had gone the soft, aged gold of things that got touched by a hundred anxious hands a week, people steadying themselves before they walked in, or after they walked out. Eleven years now. Longer, if you counted the two before Julie, when it had just been him and a part-time receptionist named Dana who'd left to have twins of her own and never came back, and Nathan had learned, in that gap, exactly how much of a practice's soul lived at the front desk and not behind it.

Julie was already there when he arrived, which she always was, dark hair pulled back, a pen behind one ear and a second pen actually in use, going through the day's file folders with the particular efficiency of someone who had once, six years ago now, organized this same system out of literal chaos and had never let it slide back.

"You didn't eat lunch yesterday," she said, without looking up.

"I ate lunch yesterday."

"You ate half a granola bar standing at the filing cabinet at two-forty, which I watched happen, and which does not count, under any reasonable definition, as lunch." She finally glanced up, and there was something in her face that wasn't quite a smile, amusement folded under something steadier, more watchful, the look she got when she was doing arithmetic she didn't plan to show her work on. "Franklin's at nine. Petras called to move Danny to Thursday, some school thing. And there's a message on your desk from a Dr. Reyes over at County General, said it's about a referral, said it wasn't urgent."

"Did she say what kind of referral?"

"Nope. Just polite and a little insistent, which is usually the interesting kind." Julie went back to the folders. "You want the coffee here or are you doing the thing where you pretend you don't need it and then drink mine at ten-thirty?"

"I don't drink your coffee."

"You drink my coffee constantly. I've started making extra on purpose. It's basically a line item now." She said it lightly, the way she said most things, but she was already pouring a second cup before he'd answered, sliding it across the reception counter without ceremony, and Nathan took it because there was no version of this exchange, across six years, in which he hadn't.

He carried it back to his office and stood for a moment in the doorway of the waiting room instead of going straight in, the way he sometimes did before the day started, not for any reason he could have named to Julie, or to Evelyn, or to the version of himself that used to walk into this room without stopping to look at it. The staff portrait hung between the window and the water cooler, six people arranged the way photographers always arranged people who didn't especially want to be arranged, Julie's arm not quite touching his shoulder, the two clinicians who'd since moved on, the billing woman, Marta, retired last spring, and himself, tie crooked in that particular way it was crooked in every photograph anyone had ever taken of him, some fundamental incompatibility between his neck and fabric that Evelyn had long ago stopped trying to correct before he left the house.

He didn't know why he looked at it most mornings. It had hung there two winters before this one, unremarkable, the kind of object that became furniture the moment it went up on the wall. He looked at it anyway, the way he sometimes found himself glancing at Sophie's cracked bedroom door on his way to bed, or counting, actually counting, one, two, the seconds it took Caleb to answer when Nathan called up the stairs to him, as though a full second's delay had ever meant anything before, as though delay itself hadn't simply always been what fourteen sounded like.

Julie straightened the frame without seeming to think about it, on her way past with an armful of folders, the same absent half-inch correction she made maybe once a month, the portrait tilting almost imperceptibly to the left over weeks until she noticed and nudged it right again. She'd been doing it so long Nathan had stopped seeing her do it. He only noticed, this particular morning, that he'd noticed at all.

"You're doing the listening thing," she said, echoing Sophie without knowing she was echoing anyone, and didn't wait for him to explain it, because she never did. That was Julie's particular gift, the thing that made her better at this job than anyone Nathan had interviewed since. She saw the gap in a person and declined to walk into it uninvited. She just filed it, the way she filed everything else, for later, if later ever came.

Robert Franklin arrived four minutes early, as he always did, and spent those four minutes in the waiting room reading something on his phone with the particular rigidity of a man pretending to be calm for an audience of exactly one receptionist. He was fifty-one, ran the largest commercial real estate firm on the east side of the city, wore suits that fit him the way money fits a person who has finally stopped needing to prove he has it, and had spent the last four months of Tuesdays failing, with visible effort, to talk about his father.

"Slow week," he said, settling into the chair across from Nathan's, which he always angled two inches before he sat, an adjustment Nathan had never commented on and never would. "Nothing worth the hour, probably."

"You said that last week, too."

"Did I."

"You did. And then you told me about the Baxter deal falling through and we spent forty minutes on it."

Franklin's mouth did something that wasn't a smile. "You keep score."

"I keep notes. It's different." Nathan let the silence sit, the particular unhurried silence that Franklin, in four months, had still not learned to fill with anything but discomfort, which was, itself, useful information. "How's the birthday shaping up."

Something crossed Franklin's face, quick, involuntary, gone before he could smooth it back into the practiced blandness he wore into every room. "Fifty-three in March."

"You've mentioned it."

"I don't know why I keep bringing it up. It's a number." He turned his watch on his wrist, a small unconscious motion, the kind of tell Nathan had learned to log without remarking on. "My father was fifty-three. When it happened. Coronary, at his desk, on a Thursday, and the strange part, the part I never say out loud, even here, is I don't actually remember grieving him the way you're supposed to. I remember being furious that he'd left the Hendriks contract half-finished. I was thirty-one. I finished it myself in eleven days and I told everyone it was because the client needed continuity, and it wasn't until years later I understood I'd been trying to prove I could survive being him."

Nathan waited. This was, he knew, the actual hour arriving late, the way it usually did, twenty minutes into a session that had opened with nothing worth the hour, probably.

"Do you think that's morbid," Franklin said. "Counting down to an age like it's a, a countdown."

"I think it's common. I think it's also not really about the number." Nathan turned his pen once between two fingers, an old habit, a small tell of his own that he'd never bothered correcting because it cost him nothing to be observed. "What are you actually afraid happens in March?"

Franklin didn't answer right away. Outside, faint through the wall, Julie's phone rang twice and stopped, the particular two-ring pattern that meant she'd picked up before Nathan's line lit. The radiator ticked. Franklin looked, for a moment, like a much younger man wearing an expensive suit.

"That I turn into the version of him that just, stopped," he said finally. "Mid-sentence. Mid-deal. That I don't get to finish anything either, and nobody notices for a while because I've built my whole life to look finished already."

It was, Nathan thought, an unusually honest sentence for a man who spent most of his working life ensuring nothing he said could be used against him, and he wrote nothing down for a moment, letting it exist in the room without being filed, because some sentences deserved that.

"We'll come back to that," he said. "That's the actual work. Not the number."

Franklin nodded, and looked, for the rest of the hour, faintly relieved to have said the thing out loud and faintly embarrassed to have needed forty minutes and a countdown to a birthday to arrive at it, which was, in Nathan's experience, more or less how everyone arrived at the true thing. Sideways. Late. Dressed as something smaller.

The message from Dr. Reyes sat on his desk through two more sessions, a single line in Julie's neat, slanted hand, County General, referral, not urgent, call back, and Nathan looked at it twice without picking up the phone, the way he looked at most things lately that had not urgent attached to them, because in his experience the phrase had stopped meaning anything reliable. He'd return it tomorrow. Or Thursday. There was no reason to think it mattered more than the dozen other slips of paper that crossed his desk in a given week, and every instinct he'd built over fifteen years of practice told him this one didn't, either.

He caught himself, once, mid-afternoon, standing at the window of his office with a folder in his hand and no memory of having picked it up, looking down at Ashford Street the way he sometimes looked at the fog from the kitchen window, not searching for anything specific, just watching, the habit of a man who had spent eleven months once believing he understood exactly what he was looking at.

Below, a woman walked a dog past the optometrist's window. A delivery truck idled. Ordinary Tuesday traffic, ordinary gray light, nothing in it that deserved the attention he was giving it.

He went back to his desk.

At four, between patients, he found himself in the small bathroom off the hallway, washing his hands longer than the task required, and looked up into the mirror above the sink, cheap, slightly warped at one corner, the kind that had probably come with the building, and saw himself the way he supposed anyone saw themselves in a workday mirror: tired around the eyes, a little more gray at the temple than he'd accounted for, tie crooked, always crooked, some fundamental incompatibility between his neck and fabric.

There was nothing in the mirror that hadn't always been there. He dried his hands and went back to work and didn't think about it again, because there was nothing, yet, to think about. It was only a mirror. The clinic had always had one there. He had simply never had a reason before to notice how many of them there were, this one, and the one in the elevator at the parking structure, and the one in Sophie's room that Evelyn kept meaning to replace because the frame had cracked last spring, and the one at the end of the upstairs hall at home that Nathan passed a dozen times a day without once, that he could recall, actually stopping to look into it.

He didn't stop now, either. He just noticed, filed it the way Julie filed things, for later, if later ever came, and went to see his four o'clock.

Julie was gone by the time he locked up, she left at five sharp on Tuesdays, some standing arrangement with her sister he'd never asked about and she'd never explained, but she'd left the message slip squared neatly on top of his closed calendar, Dr. Reyes, County General, in case he'd somehow missed it twice.

He drove home through the last of the fog, the streetlights just beginning to earn their glow, and found Sophie's glacier finished on the kitchen table, wearing its party hat with what Nathan now recognized, charitably, as confidence rather than accident, and Caleb's headphones exactly where Caleb's headphones always turned up, on the stairs, third step from the bottom, as if the house itself had a designated spot for the things its occupants kept losing.

He walked the downstairs once after Evelyn went up. Front door. Back door. The window over the sink.

At the top of the stairs, he passed the hallway mirror without looking into it, and told himself, the way he told himself most nights now, that there was no reason he should have.
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The keys went in the bowl by the door, the way they always did, the way her mother's keys had gone in a bowl by a different door in a different city thirty years ago, and Claire Harper stood for a moment in her kitchen, one table, no opinions about furniture beyond that, eating cereal standing up because sitting down implied a kind of morning she didn't have time for.

Six-forty. The apartment held the particular gray light of a building that faced the wrong direction for sunrise, third floor, good bones under the water stains, a buzzer that worked for two of six units and had worked for two of six units since she'd moved in. She'd stopped calling the landlord about it. Some problems you just learned to route around.

On the counter, where it had sat since Tuesday, was the case file she wasn't supposed to still be calling the Sutherland file, because Sutherland had a name now, a real one, case number and all, and had for eight months, but the box in her head where she kept it had been labeled Sutherland since before it had a number, and some labels didn't peel off just because the drawer changed.

She flipped it open anyway, standing, spoon in one hand. Not because there was anything new in it. Because some mornings the ritual mattered more than the content, the way Marcus checked his weapon before shift even on the days he knew for certain it was clean.

Same photograph paperclipped to the inside cover. A man kneeling before a portrait in a living room that had, according to three separate neighbors interviewed over four days, looked abandoned for the better part of two months before he turned up dead in it. Same handwriting in the margin, hers, from a year and a half ago: *Holloway, how?* She hadn't answered the question. She'd just stopped writing new ones next to it, because the drawer had gotten heavier since then, not lighter, and question marks didn't weigh anything until you had enough of them stacked in one place.

She closed the folder, rinsed the bowl, and left.

––––––––
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The bullpen at seven-fifteen had the sound of a room that hadn't fully woken up yet, someone's radio low and tuned to traffic, the copier in the corner clearing its throat every few minutes whether anyone was using it or not, Ortiz already at his desk with a coffee he'd clearly bought on the way in because the pot in the break room hadn't finished its cycle. Marcus was at his, chair tipped back at the angle that always looked one degree from disaster and never was, reading something on his monitor with the specific squint he reserved for paperwork he disagreed with.

"You're going to strain something doing that," Claire said, dropping into her own chair.

"I'm going to strain something reading Denny Kowalczyk's incident report, is what I'm going to do. Man wrote four paragraphs about a stolen bicycle and used the word 'allegedly' nine times. I counted." He didn't look up. "Morning."

"Morning."

"You bring the Sutherland folder home again."

It wasn't a question, which was its own kind of insult, mild and accurate. "It lives on my counter now. I've made my peace with it."

"Your counter's gonna need therapy before you do." He finally glanced over, and something in his face shifted out of the paperwork groove into the one she recognized better, attentive, a little wary, the look he'd worn since roughly the third month of what she still privately thought of as the Portrait Case, back before it had graduated to a whiteboard of its own in the corner of the bullpen that Doyle allowed to exist on the unspoken condition that nobody called it what it was in front of the wrong people. "You talk to Holloway this week?"

"Not since Thursday."

"How's the good doctor."

"Marcus."

"I'm asking a normal question. Man consults for us now, I'm allowed to ask how he's doing, it's practically HR-mandated." He said it lightly, the way he said most things about Nathan Holloway, but there was a groove worn into the lightness by now, four to six years of working next to Claire teaching him exactly which of her silences meant *drop it* and which meant *keep going, carefully.* This one, she let sit for a second before answering, mostly because she didn't have a clean answer.

"He's fine. New patient starting this week, he mentioned. Referral from County General." She said it the way she said most incidental facts, filing it without weight, and didn't notice until the sentence was already out that she'd remembered it at all, Nathan mentioning it almost as an aside, over the phone Thursday, in the middle of confirming a time for their Monday review, the kind of detail a person offers not because it matters but because the silence needed filling with something. She hadn't thought about it since. She didn't think about it now, either, not really. Filed it. Moved on.

"That the guy who does the intake with you every couple weeks now."

"That's the one."

"You two got a rhythm going yet, or is it still the thing where you both sit real straight and use each other's titles."

"We're working professionals, Marcus, we have a working professional rhythm."

"Uh-huh." He turned his chair fully toward her now, abandoning the bicycle report with visible relief. "I sat in on the last one. October. You called him *Dr. Holloway* four times in forty minutes and he called you *Detective Harper* back every single time, like you were trading business cards at a networking mixer."

"That's how consultation meetings work."

"That's how consultation meetings work when the two people running them don't actually know how to be in a room together yet." He wasn't wrong, which was the annoying part, and she didn't dignify it with anything but a look, which he accepted with the satisfaction of a man who'd made his point and knew better than to keep making it. "I'm not saying it's bad. I'm saying it's still new. Eight months of trading files is not the same as eight months of trusting somebody."

"We trust each other's work."

"Sure. That's not what I said."

She let that one go too, because he was right about that as well, and because the alternative was having a conversation at seven-twenty in the morning about a distinction she wasn't ready to draw a hard line around, the difference between trusting a man's conclusions and knowing the man who'd reached them. Nathan Holloway had been cleared, formally, on paper, eight months ago. He had also, in that same eight months, become the only other person in Fairmont City who looked at her whiteboard and saw what she saw instead of a detective who'd worked one too many years on one case that had stopped making sense. That counted for something. She just hadn't decided yet what.

"You want coffee," Marcus said, already standing. "I'm buying because I lost a bet with Ortiz and I'm morally obligated to overspend somewhere today."

"Black."

"Obviously black. You've never once in six years surprised me with a coffee order." He went, and Claire pulled the Sutherland folder, the real one now, case-numbered, filed properly, out of her bag and set it beside the two others she'd brought in, and looked at the corner of the room where the whiteboard sat under its loose canvas cover, the one Doyle had bought at a hardware store specifically so nobody walking past the bullpen would see six photographs and a spread of red string and ask questions neither of them wanted to answer in a hallway.

She didn't uncover it yet. Monday was for uncovering it. This was Wednesday, and Wednesday was for something smaller, more tedious, and, she suspected, though she hadn't said it out loud to anyone, not even Marcus, more important than either of them had admitted yet: going back through eleven years of unsolved and misfiled deaths, one folder at a time, looking for the ones that had already happened before anyone thought to look for a pattern at all.

––––––––
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The Fairmont City records annex occupied the basement of a building two blocks from the precinct that had been, at various points in its life, a dry cleaner's, a dentist's office, and, briefly, disastrously, according to a plaque nobody had bothered to remove, a bowling alley. It smelled like all three things at once, and like the particular mildew of paper that had been stored somewhere humid for longer than anyone currently employed by the department had been alive.

Claire had been down there fourteen times in the last four months. She knew the fluorescent light that buzzed, the shelf that stuck, the specific squeak of the second door from the stairwell, which she'd once mentioned to the records clerk, a soft-spoken older man named Herrera who'd worked the annex for going on twenty years and treated every request with the same unhurried courtesy whether it was for a parking violation or a homicide file. He hadn't asked her why she kept coming back, not directly. He'd simply started having certain boxes ready before she asked for them, a small unspoken cooperation she'd come to rely on more than she liked to examine.

"Same section," he said, when she came down that morning, not quite a question.

"Same section."

"You're running out of that decade soon. You want me to start pulling the seventies stuff?"

She considered it. The Sutherland file, Holloway's own tangential thread to it, the name that had surfaced in a background check two and a half years into her original theory and then simply sat there, unexplained, unpursued because there was nothing to pursue it *with*, was recent by comparison. What she was actually looking for, this morning and the eleven mornings before it, was older. Deeper. The idea, unproven but no longer dismissible, that the pattern she and Nathan had spent eight months confirming in the recent cases didn't begin with the recent cases. That it went back. That somewhere in these boxes were deaths nobody had ever connected because the technology to connect them hadn't existed yet, or the will, or simply the willingness to believe that a kneeling body and a family portrait, appearing again and again across decades and jurisdictions, might mean something other than coincidence dressed up as an investigator's imagination.

"Not yet," she said. "Let me finish the sixties first."

He nodded, unbothered, and went to pull the next box.

She worked through eleven files that morning, sitting on an overturned milk crate because the annex had exactly one chair and Herrera's bad knee had permanent claim to it, and found nothing, which was, she was learning, most of what this kind of work actually consisted of. Not revelation. Repetition. The methodical elimination of everything that wasn't what she was looking for, so that what remained, eventually, could be trusted precisely because it had survived being doubted. Her notebook filled with more crossed-out entries than kept ones. *Drowning, accidental, no portrait noted, scene photos incomplete, can't rule out.* *Fall from stairs, portrait present, wrong room, doesn't fit.* *Gas leak, ruled accidental, no.*

Twelfth file. A death in 1987, a woman named Eleanor Voss, found in her home in what the original responding officer had described, almost as an aside, three sentences from the bottom of a typed report gone soft and gray with age, as *deceased kneeling in the front room, facing a large framed photograph of the family, cause undetermined at scene.*

Claire read it twice. Then she read it a third time, more slowly, the way she'd learned to read things that made the back of her neck go tight before her conscious mind caught up to why.

She wrote in her notebook, in handwriting that had gone, for just this one entry, more careful than her usual shorthand:

*1987. Voss. Kneeling. Portrait. Cause undetermined.*

*Twenty-three years before Bennett.*

Under it, after a pause long enough that Herrera glanced over from the next aisle to see if she needed anything, she added one more line, the kind of line she rarely let herself write because it wasn't evidence, it was a feeling wearing evidence's clothes:

*How far back does this actually go.*

––––––––
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She called Nathan from the car, in the parking structure across from the annex, before she'd fully decided whether it was necessary or whether she just wanted to say the name Eleanor Voss out loud to someone who'd understand why her hands weren't quite steady on the wheel.

He picked up on the third ring, the particular flat efficiency of a man answering a phone between two other things. "Holloway."

"It's Claire."

A small pause, not hesitation, exactly, more the sound of someone recalibrating, setting down whatever he'd been holding. "Detective."

She almost laughed, thinking of Marcus that morning, the networking-mixer comment landing with more accuracy than she wanted to give him credit for. "You can call me Claire. We've established that. Several times."

"Claire." He said it carefully, like a word in a language he was still getting the accent right on, and she found, unexpectedly, that she didn't mind the carefulness. It was better, in its way, than false ease. Nathan Holloway did not perform comfort he didn't feel, which was either the most trustworthy thing about him or the most exhausting, depending on the day. "What did you find."

Not *did you find something.* What. He'd learned that much, at least, in eight months, that she didn't call from parking structures with her hands unsteady to report nothing.

"A death in 1987. Woman named Eleanor Voss. Found kneeling in front of a family portrait, cause undetermined." She kept her voice level, the way she kept it for Doyle, for Marcus, for anyone she needed to believe she had this under control, and heard, underneath it, how much effort the levelness was costing her today. "Bennett was three years ago. This is twenty-three years before that."

Silence on the line. Not empty, she'd learned to hear the difference, the particular quality of Nathan's silences, which were never absence but always work, some internal machinery turning over a new fact and testing its edges against everything already filed. She waited. She'd learned that much too.

"That changes the shape of it," he said finally.

"It changes the shape of it."

"Not the beginning of it, necessarily. Just the earliest one we've found."

"Just the earliest one we've found," she agreed, and heard both of them not say the rest of it, that *earliest one we've found* was doing a great deal of quiet, careful work in that sentence, that neither of them believed, not really, not anymore, that 1987 was where this actually started, only that it was where the paper trail currently stopped, which was a different thing entirely, and worse.

"Are you at the annex."

"In the car outside it."

"Do you want," He stopped himself, and she heard the stop as clearly as she'd have heard the finished sentence, heard him choosing a different one instead of the one that had started to come out, whatever it had been. "Monday's review. Bring the file. We'll go through it properly."

"That's four days from now."

"I have a new patient starting this week. I can't move it earlier." A beat. "I'm sorry. I know that's not the answer you want."

It wasn't. She wanted, if she was honest with herself, which she tried to be about most things and avoided being about very few, someone to sit across a table from her right now and tell her that a woman named Eleanor Voss dying in 1987 didn't mean what it felt like it meant, or that it did, and here was what to do about it, some certainty in either direction, rather than the particular suspended feeling of an answer that had just gotten larger instead of closer.

"Monday," she said instead, because that was the professional answer, and eight months in, professional was still the language they were both fluent in even when it wasn't the one either of them wanted to be speaking. "I'll bring the file."

"Claire."

She waited.

"You found something today that thirty years of police work missed. That's not nothing." A pause, briefer this time, and something in his voice loosened by a degree she wouldn't have been able to name if she hadn't spent eight months learning the register of his careful sentences. "Go home. Eat something that isn't standing over a sink."

"How do you know I eat standing over a sink."

"I don't. I'm extrapolating from the fact that you called me from a parking structure instead of going home first." Almost, not quite, but almost, something warmer than professional courtesy, gone again before she could decide whether she'd actually heard it. "Monday."

"Monday," she said, and hung up, and sat for another minute in the gray light of the parking structure with her notebook open on the passenger seat, the new line sitting under Voss's name like something that hadn't finished deciding what it was yet.

*How far back does this actually go.*

She didn't have an answer. She hadn't expected one. But for the first time in eight months of careful titles and level voices and a whiteboard kept under canvas, she'd wanted, for exactly as long as that pause on the phone had lasted, to say something to Nathan Holloway that wasn't strictly about the case at all, and hadn't, because she didn't yet know what it would have been, and because Monday was closer than it used to feel, and some things, she was learning, you let arrive on their own schedule instead of reaching for early.

She started the car and drove home, and ate standing over the sink anyway, because old habits outlasted good advice more often than not, and put the Voss file on the counter next to Sutherland, two labels now instead of one, and did not sleep particularly well.

Caleb was already at the table when Nathan came down, which was unusual enough that Nathan noticed it the way he noticed anything that broke a pattern before he'd had coffee, not with alarm, just a small mental flag, filed and moved past. His son had a bowl of cereal going soft in front of him and his phone face-down beside it, which was rarer still, and he wasn't eating so much as pushing the same four flakes around the milk in a slow, thoughtful circuit.

"You're up early," Nathan said, pulling the carafe toward him.

"Couldn't sleep." Caleb didn't look up. "Whatever."

Evelyn, at the counter, gave Nathan a look over the top of her coffee mug that said don't, which he understood to mean: don't ask what's wrong, don't perform concern, let it come out sideways if it's going to come out at all. He'd learned to read that look. It had taken him longer than it should have.

"Ben's being weird," Sophie offered, not looking up from the cereal box she was reading with the focus of a woman studying stock reports. "He didn't want to walk with us yesterday."

"I said whatever, Sophie."

"You said it loud."

"Sophie." Evelyn's voice, mild, closing the subject before it opened further, and Sophie subsided with the particular put-upon sigh of an eight-year-old denied a scandal. Nathan drank his coffee and did not ask, because he'd learned that too, that sometimes the useful thing was simply being in the room, unhurried, so that if his son wanted to say something at seven-ten on a Thursday morning, there'd be somewhere to say it into. Caleb didn't say anything. He finished not eating his cereal, put the bowl in the sink without being asked, which was its own kind of information, and went upstairs for his backpack.

"Friend thing," Evelyn said quietly, once he was gone. "I think. Marcus stopped coming by the bus stop."

"Ben's friend Marcus, or,"

"Ben's friend Marcus. Not your Marcus." She almost smiled. "There's probably a story. He'll tell it eventually, or he won't, and either way it's not something we fix by asking twice." She kissed the side of his head on her way past, brief, and it was, Nathan thought, a fair description of most of what he did for a living too, being available for a story that might never get told, and calling that a professional service.

He left twelve minutes later than he meant to, which had become its own kind of Thursday tradition.

Julie had the coffee going and a legal pad half-filled with the day's schedule by the time he came in, and she held up one finger without looking away from it, hold on, the way she did when she was three items deep into a mental list and didn't trust herself to lose her place.

"Petras confirmed for Thursday, today, not next week, I already double-checked because last time I didn't and you know how that went. Ruth Alvarado wants to push her four o'clock, something about the house closing. And." She looked up, and there was something in her face that had been there, he suspected, since yesterday, a held note, patient, waiting for him to ask. "Dr. Reyes called again."

"I know."

"You know, or you're planning to know by end of day, which is a different verb."

"I'm calling her this morning."

"You said that Tuesday." She said it lightly, no real edge in it, sliding a coffee across the counter the way she always did, but she watched him take it with an attention that felt, this once, slightly more deliberate than the ritual usually earned. "She's called three times now, Nathan. Nobody calls three times about something that isn't urgent."

"She said it wasn't."

"People say that about a lot of things." Julie went back to her legal pad, and if there was more underneath the sentence, she let it stay there, unspoken, filed the way she filed everything, for later, if later came. It was, Nathan thought, not for the first time, one of the genuinely strange gifts of working beside the same person for six years: she'd developed an instinct for the shape of his avoidances that occasionally outpaced his own.

He carried the message slip back to his office, the same slip, he realized, looking at it, that had sat on his desk since Tuesday, Julie's handwriting gone slightly soft at the corner from having been picked up and set down so many times without ever being acted on, and dialed before he could find a reason not to.

"Dr. Reyes."

"It's Nathan Holloway. Returning your call. Several of your calls, apparently."

A short laugh on the other end, tired but not unkind. "I was starting to think you'd changed your number out of self-defense."

"I've been meaning to. What can I do for you?"

"I've got a patient I want your read on. Thirty-four-year-old male, came through the ER about ten days ago with chest tightness, shortness of breath, the whole cardiac-event presentation. Full workup, EKG, enzymes, stress test after the fact, clean across the board. Cardiology's happy to sign off. He's not."

"That's not unusual. Panic can feel exactly like a coronary. Sometimes more convincing than the real thing."

"That's what I told him. He didn't argue with me." A pause, the particular texture of a clinician choosing her next sentence with more care than the last one. "He came back for a follow-up Monday. Vitals fine. Affect fine, honestly, pleasant, articulate, answers every question I ask him. And somewhere in the middle of a completely ordinary conversation about his sleep schedule, he told me they'd started keeping the shop open later again, and when I asked who they was, he looked at me like I'd asked something strange, and said his brother, obviously."

Nathan didn't say anything. He'd learned, across fifteen years, that the useful response to a sentence like that wasn't a question. It was silence long enough for the other person to decide whether to keep filling it.

"His brother died eleven weeks ago," Reyes said. "Car accident. Single vehicle, wet road, out past the county line. I have the discharge summary from when they brought the brother in, I wasn't on shift for that one, but it's in the system. Identical twin. They ran a woodworking business together, some kind of furniture restoration place, apparently been in the family for a generation. My patient's the older one. Older by about four minutes, from what I understand, which he'll tell you if you ask, and which I gather has been a joke in that family since before either of them could talk."

"And he's still talking about the shop in the present tense."

"He's still talking about him in the present tense, mostly, which is common enough this soon, I know that. I'm not calling you because a grieving man talks about his brother like his brother's still around. I'm calling you because it doesn't feel like language. It feels like he genuinely isn't sure whether he corrected himself or I misheard him. There's no catch in it. No wince, no sorry, force of habit. It's just, smooth. Like the sentence came out exactly the way it was supposed to."

"Has he had grief counseling since the accident?"

"He told me he didn't need it. Told me that twice, actually, in a way that sounded rehearsed the first time and less rehearsed the second, if that distinction means anything to you." Reyes exhaled, the sound of someone who'd been sitting with a small worry for longer than she wanted to admit. "I'm not a psychiatrist, Nathan. I don't know what I'm describing to you. I know it's not urgent in the sense of a chest pain workup. I know it's the kind of thing that could be entirely ordinary and I'm reading too much into an ordinary man having an ordinary bad decade. But something about the conversation stayed with me longer than it should have, and you're the person I think of when something stays with me longer than it should."

There it was, not a name, not a case number, but the shape of the thing underneath the sentence, the eleven months Nathan had spent, once, failing to notice exactly this kind of smoothness in someone he saw every week. He didn't ask her to say more. He didn't need her to.

"Send me the referral," he said. "I'll see him."

"You sure? I know your schedule's not exactly begging for a favor."

"I'm sure."

Another pause, shorter this time, and when Reyes spoke again there was something almost like relief in it, the particular relief of a competent person allowed to hand a worry to someone equally competent. "His name's Benjamin Carter. I'll have the file over by this afternoon."

Nathan sat with the phone still in his hand for a moment after she'd hung up, the dial tone ticking over into silence, and found himself doing the thing Sophie called the listening thing even now, alone, with no one across the table to notice it. Older by about four minutes. He wrote it down before he could decide whether it mattered, a habit that had crept back into his practice sometime after Michael Bennett, small facts collected before he understood why, a discipline that had nothing to do with treatment planning and everything to do with a fear he'd never quite said out loud to anyone, including himself, that the significant detail in a case was always the one that sounded like nothing.

Julie put the intake file on his desk an hour later, thin still, mostly Reyes's referral note and a set of vitals that told him nothing he hadn't already been told over the phone. Under the paperclip, a single photocopied photograph, a work event, it looked like, some kind of community fair, two men behind a folding table stacked with restored furniture, identical faces caught mid-laugh at whatever the photographer had said, one with a hand resting on the other's shoulder in the unconscious way you'd rest a hand on your own arm.

He couldn't tell, looking at it, which one was which. He suspected that was, in some sense, the entire referral.

Benjamin Carter arrived Thursday afternoon for what Julie's calendar listed as a new patient intake, paperwork only, twenty minutes ahead of the appointment Nathan had actually offered him for the following week, which Julie mentioned with the particular raised eyebrow she reserved for patients who showed up early enough that it meant something.

Nathan came out to the waiting room between sessions, more out of habit than necessity, Julie could have handled the forms alone, had handled a thousand sets of forms alone, and found a broad-shouldered man folded into one of the chairs that were never quite built for broad-shouldered men, elbows on his knees, turning a clipboard pen over and over between two fingers in a way that looked less like nervous habit and more like something his hands simply did when the rest of him had nothing to do.

"Mr. Carter."

"Doc." He stood, and the handshake that followed was the handshake of someone who worked with his hands for a living, dry palm, a ridge of callus along the base of each finger, a faint line of something dark ground permanently into the skin around one thumbnail that Nathan would learn later, though not today, was walnut stain that never fully came out no matter how long you scrubbed. He was tall, built like a man who lifted things that weren't designed to be lifted alone, sandy hair going a little long at the collar, the kind of face that would have been called handsome by anyone who hadn't looked closely enough to notice how tired it was underneath the ordinary friendliness. "Sorry, I know I'm early. Figured I'd rather sit out here than be late and make a first impression as the guy who can't read a clock."

"Early's fine. We appreciate early around here." Nathan gestured toward the paperwork on the clipboard. "Julie will get you squared away. We're not doing anything today beyond the forms, I like to actually meet someone before I start asking them questions."

"That's more consideration than I got from the last three doctors I've seen this month, so." Carter said it easily, a small joke offered and immediately let go of, the way some people offered jokes as a form of politeness rather than actual humor, testing whether the room wanted to laugh before deciding whether he did. "Reyes says you're good. For what it's worth."

"Dr. Reyes is generous."

"Dr. Reyes doesn't strike me as the generous type, honestly. Struck me as the type who says exactly what she means and nothing extra." He sat back down to fill out the clipboard, and Nathan, rather than retreating immediately to his office, found himself lingering the way he sometimes lingered with a new patient in the waiting room, not clinical, not yet, just a few unscheduled minutes in which people occasionally said something true without realizing they'd started.

"Family business, I hear," Nathan said, nodding at the callus without naming it.

"Restoration, mostly. Furniture, chairs, tables, the odd rocking horse somebody's grandmother wants back the way it was in 1962. My grandfather started it. My dad ran it into the ground a little before we took it over." He said it without bitterness, the way you'd describe weather. "We were going to expand. Had a second location scouted out near the river, actually signed a lease on it back in, " He stopped. Not a long stop. Barely a beat, the kind of pause a person might make while doing arithmetic, except there was nothing arithmetical about his face while he did it. "Anyway. We were going to expand."

"That sounds like a big project. Takes two people to run something like that, I'd imagine."

"You'd be surprised how much of it is just one person doing the same thing twice." Carter smiled, quick and easy, the pen already moving again down the intake form, and if there was anything underneath the sentence he didn't let it surface, didn't circle back to it, filled out his emergency contact and his insurance information with the brisk competence of a man who had filled out a great many forms recently and had stopped finding them difficult. "We'll get there. Building's not going anywhere."

Nathan let it sit, the way he let most things sit on a first meeting that wasn't yet a session, filed, not followed, the professional discipline of not treating a stranger's small grammar as an invitation. We were going to expand. We'll get there. He'd have flagged it in a patient six sessions in. In a man he'd known for four minutes, in a waiting room, over a clipboard, it was nothing. It was the kind of thing anyone might say. Grief left habits in language the way water left a ring on a table, you didn't need a diagnosis to explain it, only time.

"I'll see you next Thursday, then," he said. "One o'clock."

"One o'clock." Carter stood again to shake his hand a second time, which struck Nathan as faintly formal, faintly old-fashioned, a courtesy learned somewhere specific, a father, probably, or a grandfather who'd believed a man's word was worth confirming twice. "Appreciate you fitting me in, Doc. Reyes made it sound like you were pretty booked."

"I made room."

"Well." Carter's smile this time didn't quite reach the rest of his face, and for just a moment, gone almost before Nathan registered it, something moved behind his eyes that had nothing to do with the pleasant, competent man who'd been filling out forms a minute earlier. "Appreciate that too."

He left the way he'd arrived, unhurried, holding the door for an elderly woman coming in for the optometrist's office next door with the automatic courtesy of someone who'd been raised to hold doors, and Nathan stood in the waiting room a moment longer than the moment required, watching the door settle shut on its pneumatic hinge, before Julie's voice pulled him back.

"He seem all right to you?"

"He seems like a very likable man having a very ordinary bad year." Nathan picked up the completed intake form, scanning it without really reading
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