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​The Sound of Someone Listening

The house sat right at the edge of the water, white paint gone soft and gray from the salt. Briony parked at the bottom of the gravel drive and sat for a moment with her hands still on the wheel.

She did this before every return. Just a breath. Just a second to feel the weight of what she was carrying in her coat pocket.

The locket was small. Gold, scratched, no bigger than a thumbnail, and it had taken her four months to find it.

Four months of phone calls and pawnshops and a man two towns over who didn't want to give it back. But she'd followed it. She always followed it.

The widow opened the door before Briony even knocked. Old hands, soft white hair pinned back, eyes that had done a great deal of crying and were tired of it.

"You're the woman," the widow said. It wasn't a question.

"I'm Briony." She kept her voice low and warm, the way she'd learned to. "May I come in?"

Inside, the house smelled of woodsmoke and lavender and something older underneath, the smell of a person who lived alone now. There were photographs on every surface. A man with a wide laugh and a fishing cap, over and over, in frame after frame.

Briony's chest pulled tight. She knew that look on a wall. It was the look of someone trying to keep a face from fading.

"He drowned," the widow said, lowering herself into a chair by the window. "Two winters back. They never found the boat. They never found him." Her hands folded in her lap, then unfolded, restless. "But you found this."

Briony knelt down in front of her. Slowly, like you'd move near a frightened animal, she drew the locket from her pocket and let it pool into the old woman's palm.

"You found it," the widow whispered.

"I just followed where it wanted to go," Briony said softly. She closed the woman's fingers over the gold, both her hands wrapped around that frail fist. "It wanted to come home."

The widow opened the locket. Inside was a photograph the size of a fingernail, the same wide-laughing man, younger, his arm around a girl who must have been her, sixty years ago.

And the old woman made a sound. Not a sob. Something smaller and worse than a sob, a thin broken note that came up from somewhere deep.

Briony felt her own eyes go hot. She didn't fight it. She never fought it.

"There he is," Briony murmured. "There he is."

They sat like that for a while. The clock ticked on the mantel. The water moved outside the window, gray and endless and patient.

The widow pressed the locket to her lips, then to her chest, right over her heart. "I thought I'd lost the last of him," she said. "I thought I had nothing left to hold."

"You have him." Briony brushed a tear off her own cheek and laughed a little, wet and unashamed. "He was just waiting for you to catch up."

When she finally stood to go, the old woman caught her wrist. Held it. Looked up at her with those tired, streaming eyes.

"How do you do this?" the widow asked. "How do you carry other people's hearts around and not break?"

Briony smiled. It was a real smile, the kind that ached.

"Oh, I break," she said gently. "I just don't mind. Breaking means you felt something. That's the whole point."

The drive home was forty minutes along the coast road. Briony rolled the window down even though the air still carried the bite of winter pulling back.

The salt wind came rushing in, cold and clean, lifting the loose hair off her neck. She breathed it in deep. This was the part she loved, the after, when the weight had been set down in the right pair of hands and her arms felt light again.

Her phone buzzed in the cupholder. She glanced down at it at the next bend, and a laugh burst right out of her before she could stop it.

It was Wesley. Of course it was Wesley.

The toaster has declared war on me and I have surrendered, the message read. Send help. Or jam.

She typed back with one thumb, eyes flicking to the road. Did you put a fork in it again.

The reply came fast. The fork was a casualty of conflict, not the aggressor.

Briony grinned at the windshield like an idiot. Eleven years of marriage, and the man could still make her grin like a girl with a crush, alone in her car on an empty road.

She loved him in a way that embarrassed her sometimes. In a way that felt almost too big for one chest to hold.

The lighthouse came into view as she rounded the last headland. Not the tower itself, that had gone dark years before they came, but the keeper's cottage at its foot, low and stubborn against the gray sky.

It was their home. It had been a wreck when they bought it, all rotten beams and broken glass and the smell of birds in the walls. They'd fixed it together, room by room, one slow winter at a time.

Briony parked beside Wesley's car and sat again, just for a second. Just to look at the lit windows.

There was a particular yellow glow coming from the side of the house. The studio. He was working.

She let herself in quietly. The cottage was warm and smelled of coffee gone cold and the faint electric hum of all his machines.

The door to the studio stood half open, and there he was.

Wesley sat hunched at the long desk, headphones clamped over his ears, the screens in front of him glowing blue and gold with the strange mountain ranges of sound. His dark hair stuck up where he'd run his hands through it. His shoulders were tight with the particular focus he got, the kind that took him somewhere far away.

Briony leaned against the door frame and just watched him for a moment. This was one of her favorite things in the world. Watching her husband listen.

On the screen, a jagged waveform crept across the dark. From the speakers, faint and crackling, came a small voice.

"Hi Mom. It's me."

A boy. Young, maybe ten, maybe eleven. The recording was full of static, the words swimming up out of a sea of noise and then sinking back down.

"...and I'm okay, and we won the game, and..."

The voice broke apart into hiss and crackle. Wesley's hands moved over the controls, gentle and certain, the way another man might handle something living.

Briony felt her throat close. She knew this job. She knew whose voice this was.

A mother had come to them in the autumn. Her son, gone in a car accident on the highway, and all she had left was a voicemail half-eaten by a phone that had been crushed in the same crash. Nine months that woman had waited. Nine months for Wesley to find a way to pull her boy's last goodnight out of the wreckage.

"Come here, trouble," Briony said softly.

Wesley didn't turn around. One hand lifted off the desk, fingers spreading, reaching back toward her without his eyes ever leaving the screen.

"Two minutes, Wren," he said. His voice was thick with concentration. "This kid's mom has been waiting nine months to hear him say goodnight. I'm so close. I almost have the last line."

Briony crossed the small room and let him pull her down. He drew her into his lap without looking, an arm wrapping around her waist, anchoring her there against his chest while his other hand kept working.

She fit there. She always had. Like the chair had been built for two and nobody had told them.

"Listen," he breathed.

He nudged a slider. The static thinned. And the boy's voice came through, clearer now, almost whole.

"...okay Mom I gotta go. Love you. See you tomorrow. Night."

Then the click of a phone hanging up, a child with no idea, and then nothing.

Briony pressed her face into the warm crook of Wesley's neck. She felt him go very still beneath her.

"There it is," he whispered. "I got it. I got the whole thing."

"You did," she said against his skin. Her voice wobbled. "You got him."

Wesley turned his head then, finally, and looked at her. His eyes were wet at the edges and bright as anything, and there was a smile starting at the corner of his mouth.

"She's going to hear her son say goodnight," he said. "Tomorrow. For the first time in nine months."

"She's going to fall apart," Briony said.

"In the best way." He brushed his thumb along her jaw. "The way that puts you back together after."

She kissed him. Just like that, leaning in, soft and slow, the kind of kiss that had years folded into it. He made a low sound against her mouth and his hand slid up into her hair.

"Hi," he murmured when she pulled back an inch.

"Hi yourself," she whispered.

"Good day? You're glowing." He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. "You did a return. I can always tell. You come home shining."

"The widow with the locket." Briony smiled, and felt the prick of fresh tears, the good kind. "Wesley, you should have seen her face. Sixty years she was married to him. And she opened that little gold thing and there he was, both of them young, and she made this sound."

"What sound?"

"The sound." Briony pressed her hand flat to her own chest. "The one that means it landed. The one you can't fake."

Wesley wrapped both arms around her and pulled her in tight, his chin resting on the top of her head.

"We're a strange pair, you and me," he said into her hair. "You give people back their dead by hand. I dig them up out of the noise."

"Somebody has to," she said.

"Somebody has to," he agreed.

They stood from the chair in a tangle of limbs, and he kissed her again at the studio door, pressing her back against the frame, slower this time. His hands found her hips. Her fingers curled into the front of his shirt.

"You're distracting me from my toaster grief," he said against her lips.

"Good," she breathed. "I came home to find you'd lost a war to a kitchen appliance."

"It was a fierce battle. There were no winners." He kissed the corner of her mouth, her cheek, the soft spot below her ear. "I'm so glad you're home, Wren."

"Feed me," she said, laughing, even as she pulled him closer. "Feed me before you seduce me. A woman has needs and the first one is dinner."

They didn't make anything fancy. They never did. Bread and good cheese and the last of the soup from the night before, two bowls warmed on the stove, and they carried it all to the wide window seat at the front of the cottage where you could watch the last gray light die over the water.

They ate side by side on the floor, backs against the cushions, plates balanced on their knees. Outside the glass, the sea turned from gray to black, and the first stars came out hard and white over the harbor.

"So the fork," Briony said, tearing a piece of bread. "Tell me everything. Spare no detail."

"It was a misunderstanding between me and the toaster about whose bread it was," Wesley said gravely. "Things escalated."

"You could have died."

"I very nearly did." He bumped his shoulder against hers. "And you would have wept at my funeral and told everyone I was a genius taken too soon."

"I'd have told them you electrocuted yourself over a bagel."

"That's cold, Wren." He was grinning. "That's ice cold."

She laughed, full and loud, and leaned her head on his shoulder. He smelled like coffee and warm machines and the faint cedar of him underneath it all, the smell that meant home more than the cottage ever could.

"Tell me about the mother," she said after a while, quieter. "The boy's mother. Have you called her?"

"Tomorrow." Wesley set his empty bowl aside and stared out at the dark water. "I want to do it right. I want her sitting down. I want her somewhere safe when she hears it." He went quiet a moment. "You should hear his voice, Wren. He sounds so ordinary. So alive. Just a kid telling his mom they won the game."

"That's the worst part, isn't it," she said softly. "The ordinary."

"The ordinary is the whole thing." He turned and looked at her, his face open and serious in the dim light. "Nobody comes to me for the big speeches. They come for the goodnight. The see you tomorrow. The stuff nobody thought was the last time."

Briony reached over and laced her fingers through his. This was why she loved him. Not in spite of the strangeness of what he did, but because of it. Because he understood that the smallest sound a person made could be the most precious thing left of them.

"We tell each other everything," she said. It was an old line between them, half a vow, half a joke. "Right? That's the deal."

"That's the deal," he said, and lifted her hand to his mouth and kissed her knuckles. "No secrets in this house. Just other people's."

"Just other people's," she echoed.

They sat with that, warm and full, the dishes forgotten, the night settling over the cottage like a blanket. She could have stayed there forever. She thought, in that moment, that she nearly had everything.

Then his phone lit up on the floor between them.

It buzzed once, the screen flaring bright in the dark room, and a name appeared across the top of it. Briony's eyes went to it the way anyone's would, just a glance, just reflex.

Coralie Beaumont.

A name she had never heard. Not a client she'd booked. Not a friend they shared. Just a name, glowing there in the dark, at this hour.

And Wesley reached out, without a word, and turned the phone over. Face-down against the floorboards.

He didn't pause. He didn't explain. He just picked up the thread of what he'd been saying, something about the boy's mother, his voice exactly the same as it had been a moment before.

But Briony had gone still inside.

She kept her own face easy. She nodded along. She made the small sounds a person makes when they're listening. But a tiny cold thing had opened up somewhere under her ribs, and it sat there, quiet, the way a single drop of ink sits in clear water before it starts to spread.

She didn't say anything. She told herself there was nothing to say. A name was just a name. A turned phone was just a turned phone. Eleven years bought you the right not to spiral over nothing.

So she let it go. Or she told herself she did.

Later, in the dark of their bedroom, she lay curled against his chest with his heartbeat under her ear. His arm was heavy and warm across her back. The window was open a crack and she could hear the water breathing against the rocks below, in and out, in and out.

She was nearly asleep when she noticed it.

His breathing was wrong. Not the slow deep tide of a sleeping man. Shorter than that. Held a little. The breathing of someone lying very still in the dark with his eyes open and his mind somewhere she couldn't follow.

Briony didn't move. She kept her own breath soft and even, the rhythm of a woman asleep.

But she lay there a long time, listening to her husband not sleep beside her, and the small cold thing under her ribs did not close back up.

It stayed open. And the water kept breathing against the rocks. And somewhere across the dark harbor, in a house she had never seen, a woman named Coralie Beaumont was awake too.
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​Ninety Seconds

The woman came on the first gray morning of the thaw, when the fog sat so thick over the harbor that the water and the sky were the same wet nothing. Wesley heard the car before he saw it, tires crunching slow up the gravel like the driver wasn't sure she wanted to arrive. He set down his coffee and went to the studio window and watched a small sedan roll to a stop beside the old boathouse. The engine cut. Nobody got out for a long moment, and Wesley stood there at the glass, waiting, the way you wait for someone to gather themselves.

When the car door finally opened, a woman stepped out into the fog. She was thin in the way that worried him, not slim but worn down, the kind of thin that grief carves into a person when they forget to eat for weeks at a stretch. Her coat was good but old, buttoned all the way to the throat. She stood beside her car and looked up at the cottage and the dark lighthouse behind it, and even from a distance Wesley could see that she was holding herself together with both hands, the way you'd carry a bowl filled right to the brim.

He met her at the door before she could knock. Up close she was maybe forty, with tired brown eyes and pale lips pressed flat, and dark hair pulled back so severely it looked like it might be hurting her. She held something against her chest, wrapped in a dish towel, cradled the way you'd cradle a hurt bird.

"Mr. Adair?" Her voice was steady. Too steady. "I called. About the recording."

"Wesley," he said, and stepped back to let her in. "Come in out of that fog. It gets into your bones this time of year."

She came in slowly, looking around at the cottage, at the low warm rooms and the photographs and the closed door of the studio with its faint electric hum. Wesley led her through and pulled out the second chair at his long desk, the client chair, the one that had held so many people on the worst week of their lives. The woman sat on the very edge of it, knees together, the wrapped thing still pressed to her chest.

"Can I get you something?" Wesley asked, lowering himself into his own seat. "Coffee. Tea. Just to hold, even. Sometimes it helps to have something warm in your hands."

"No." A small breath. "No, thank you. I won't take much of your time." Her eyes moved over all his machines, the screens, the banks of dials and sliders, and something flickered across her face that might have been hope and might have been fear, the two so close together they wore the same expression. "I was told you fix things that can't be fixed. Voices. From recordings that are ruined."

"I do my best," Wesley said carefully. He'd learned never to promise. "Sometimes the sound is just gone. Sometimes it's hiding under the damage and I can coax it out. I won't know until I look. What have you brought me?"

The woman's hands tightened on the towel-wrapped bundle. For a moment she didn't move at all, just sat there gripping it, and Wesley saw her jaw work, saw her swallow hard against something rising. Then, slowly, she unwound the dish towel and set a small digital recorder on the desk between them. It was an old model, the casing cracked along one side and stained dark in one corner, and one of its buttons had been snapped clean off.

"It got wet," she said. "There was a glass of water. By the bed. It tipped." Her fingers hovered over the little machine but didn't touch it. "I dried it. I put it in rice, I read that you're supposed to put it in rice. But the file is all broken now. When you play it, it's just noise. Just this awful hissing wall of noise, and somewhere under it is the last thing my brother ever said to me, and I can't hear it. I can't reach it."

Wesley went very still. He looked at the cracked recorder, then back at her face, and he felt the thing he always felt at this point, the thing that had no off switch in him, the pull toward a person standing at the edge of an unbearable loss.

"Your brother," he said gently.

"Theo." Her voice didn't break. That was the part that got under Wesley's skin, that flat steady calm, the calm of a person who had cried so much there was nothing left and was now just running on the dry. "His name was Theo. He was in the hospice for eleven days at the end. I was with him most of it. But that last night, I stepped out. Just to the corridor. Just for a few minutes, to call our aunt and tell her to come in the morning. And while I was gone, he started talking. He must have known I'd want it. He reached over and turned this on himself, this old thing he kept by the bed, and he talked into it. Ninety seconds. The screen says ninety seconds."

She finally lifted her eyes to Wesley's, and they were dry and enormous and full of a grief so deep it had gone quiet.

"And I have never heard a single word of it," she said. "Because by the time I got home that night and tried to play it, the water had already done its work. Ninety seconds of my brother's voice. The last ninety seconds. And I missed it standing in a hallway."

"Everyone tells me to let it go," she went on, and now her hands came up and pressed flat against the desk, steadying herself. "My aunt. My friends. The grief group they made me join. Let him rest, they say. Let yourself heal. You'll hurt yourself trying to reach back like this." A muscle moved in her cheek. "But they don't understand. I don't want it back so I can hold on. I want it back so I can finally hear what I missed. He left it for me. He used the last of his strength to leave it for me. And it's just sitting there, locked up in static, and I cannot stand the thought that he said something to me and I will go to my own grave never knowing what it was."

Wesley's throat had gone tight. He looked at this woman, sitting so straight on the edge of his client chair, holding herself together with such terrible effort, and he felt his own eyes sting at the corners. He pressed his lips together and looked down at the recorder so she wouldn't see it. He had a wife who said he broke too easily for this work. Maybe she was right.

"I can't pay much," the woman said into the silence, and a flush of shame crept up her pale neck. "I should be honest about that. The hospice took everything, and then the funeral, and I'm not, I don't have a great deal. I have some saved. I can give you what I have. I know that's probably not how this works, but I had to ask. I had to try. He was the only family I had left who really knew me."

"What's your name?" Wesley asked quietly.

"Coralie." A pause. "Coralie Beaumont."

"Coralie." He said it back to her, the way he said all their names, soft, like setting it down somewhere safe. Then he reached out and picked up the cracked recorder, turning it over in his hands, feeling the warped seam where the water had gotten in. "I'm not going to talk to you about money. Not for this. We'll figure that out later, or we won't, and either way it doesn't matter."

Coralie blinked at him. For the first time since she'd walked in, the steady calm cracked, just slightly, just at the edges, and her chin trembled before she pressed it firm again.

"You don't even know if you can fix it," she said.

"No," Wesley admitted. "I don't. The water damage is bad. I won't lie to you and tell you I'll get all of it. Maybe I get half. Maybe I get a few words. Maybe I get nothing and I have to call you and tell you that, and that'll be one of the hardest calls I make this year." He set the recorder down gently on a soft cloth, the way you'd lay down something sleeping. "But I'm going to try. Because you're right. He said something to you. And you should get to hear it."

Coralie Beaumont put a hand over her mouth. Her shoulders, held so square and rigid this whole time, finally curved inward, just a little, just enough. She didn't sob. She just sat there with her hand over her mouth and her eyes shining and her whole body shaking very faintly, like a wire pulled tight and then plucked.

"Thank you," she whispered behind her fingers. "I didn't think anyone would. I've been turned away three times. They take one look at the damage and they shake their heads. You're the first person who said yes."

"Well." Wesley managed a small smile, though his own chest ached. "I'm not very good at saying no to the goodnight. My wife says it's a flaw."

"Your wife." Coralie's eyes moved, just once, to a framed photograph on the shelf, Briony laughing on a beach somewhere, her hair a wild dark mess in the wind. "She's lovely."

"She's the best person I know," Wesley said simply. "Now. Let me get some details, so I know what I'm listening for."

They sat together a while longer. Wesley asked his careful questions, the ones that helped him later, when he was deep in the noise trying to tell a real word from a ghost of one. What did Theo's voice sound like. Was it deep, was it rough, was he weak at the end. Did he have any sayings, any words he used more than others, any way he had of starting a sentence. Coralie answered all of it in that low steady voice, and the longer she talked the more her dead brother filled the small room, until Wesley could almost hear him.

"He called me Cora
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