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          DALE

        

      

    

    
      Circles were dishonest that way. They claimed there was no front and no back, but every room had both.

      Dale found the back immediately.

      It was the chair nearest the wall, two seats left of the dented filing cabinet and far enough from the door that nobody would mistake his sitting there for an attempt to escape. He set his folded coat across his knees even though the room was warm. The coat gave his hands somewhere to be.

      He had arrived eleven minutes early. This was not enthusiasm. The letter said late arrivals might not receive credit, and Dale had already spent too much money to discover what might not meant after the fact.

      The room was on the second floor of a converted medical building outside Allentown. Downstairs, somebody fitted orthopedic shoes. Across the hall, a tax-preparation office remained open year-round, though Dale couldn't imagine why. A sheet of printer paper taped beside this door read:

      
        
        MANDATED SUBSTANCE-USE EDUCATION

        TUESDAYS, 6:00 P.M.

      

      

      Someone had underlined mandated twice in blue pen.

      A woman in navy scrubs came in carrying a canvas lunch bag and the tired smell of hospital soap. She chose a chair three places from Dale, set the bag carefully between her shoes, and checked the time.

      “Six?” she asked.

      Dale nodded.

      “Good.”

      She closed her eyes, not sleeping exactly, but getting as close as the room allowed.

      The next man entered as though he had been sent to inspect the building. He was broad through the shoulders, sun-browned above the collar, with work boots too clean to have been worn at work that day. He stood inside the doorway and looked around.

      “This it?”

      Neither Dale nor the woman answered.

      The man checked the paper outside and came back.

      “Jesus Christ,” he said. “They couldn't spring for a table?”

      There was a table against the wall with a coffee machine, powdered creamer, and a stack of paper cups wrapped in plastic. Dale looked at it but decided not to help.

      The man dragged a chair six inches out of the circle before sitting. Somehow, even seated, he gave the impression that he might leave to take a phone call more important than everyone in the room.

      A younger man arrived next. Twenty-seven, maybe younger. Hood up. Hands buried in the front pocket. He took the chair closest to the corner and angled it away from the circle by half an inch.

      Dale noticed because Dale noticed choices people believed were invisible.

      Then came a woman apologizing before she was late.

      “Parking,” she said. “I went around twice. The sign says patient parking, and technically I'm not a patient. At least, I don't think I am. Are we considered patients?”

      Nobody answered.

      She smiled as if they had.

      “I'm Priya.”

      The man with the work boots looked at his phone.

      The woman in scrubs opened her eyes.

      Dale looked at the floor.

      Priya sat beside him.

      Of course she did.

      The facilitator entered last, carrying a yellow legal pad and a box of tissues. No inspirational poster. No laminated wheel of feelings. No framed certificate positioned so people could read it from their chairs. The facilitator put the tissues on the floor beside the coffee table, sat down, and looked around the circle without appearing surprised by any of them.

      “Before we begin, phones off or silent. Not vibrate. Silent. If you're expecting an emergency call, tell me now.”

      The man in the work boots raised his phone slightly.

      “I run a company.”

      “That wasn't the question.”

      The man stared at the facilitator.

      Dale lowered his eyes before either of them could catch him watching.

      “I have thirty-two guys who need answers from me,” the man said.

      “For the next ninety minutes, they'll need answers from somebody else.”

      Something passed across the man's face. Not anger exactly. More like the moment a contractor learned someone else had won the bid.

      He switched off the phone.

      “Thank you.”

      The facilitator went through the rules. Attendance. Participation. Confidentiality, with limitations. No arriving more than ten minutes late. No leaving early. No coming under the influence. Nobody asked how that last part would be determined.

      Dale listened carefully. Rules were useful. Rules told you how little of yourself you had to provide.

      “We'll start with names,” the facilitator said. “Only your first name, and one sentence about what brought you here.”

      The woman in scrubs shifted her feet around the lunch bag.

      Priya inhaled.

      Dale knew she would volunteer before she did.

      “I'm Priya. I'm here because I made a terrible decision after book club, and I want to say that I completely accept responsibility, because I do, but there were circumstances that I think matter.”

      The facilitator waited.

      Priya smiled uncertainly.

      “That was more than one sentence, wasn't it?”

      “A little.”

      “Sorry. I talk when I'm nervous.”

      Dale thought she probably talked when she wasn't nervous too.

      The woman in scrubs went next.

      “Renata. Workplace referral.”

      She stopped there. Dale respected her immediately, though he knew nothing about her.

      The man in the work boots leaned back.

      “Victor. DUI.”

      The facilitator waited.

      “That's the sentence.”

      “All right.”

      The younger man did not raise his head.

      “Cole.”

      After several seconds, the facilitator asked, “And what brought you here, Cole?”

      “Court.”

      His voice was quieter than Dale expected. Not timid. Unused.

      Then it was Dale's turn.

      He had known this was coming. His name and one sentence. He had rehearsed it in the car, where language was cheap and nobody could hear him spend it.

      My name is Dale, and I'm here following a DUI.

      Too formal.

      Dale. First offense.

      Too defensive.

      Dale. I made a mistake.

      That was what people said when they wanted the mistake separated from the person who made it.

      He became aware that Priya was looking at him encouragingly. This irritated him more than it should have.

      “Dale,” he said. “DUI.”

      The facilitator made a mark on the legal pad.

      Nobody asked where it happened. Nobody asked what his blood alcohol level had been or whether he had spent the night in a cell with a silver toilet and a camera above the door. Nobody asked who he had called at 2:13 in the morning because his sixteen-year-old daughter was the only number he knew without looking at his phone.

      He had not called Kayla.

      He had called Michelle, who answered on the seventh ring and said his name as if he had proven something.

      The facilitator began explaining the program. Dale listened, but the room had already carried him somewhere else.

      Months earlier, before the arrest, he had tried an open meeting in a church basement across town. He had parked behind the building for twelve minutes, watching people enter through a red metal door beneath a sign that said FELLOWSHIP HALL.

      He almost drove away.

      Inside, a gray-haired man stood beside an industrial coffee urn, arranging sugar packets in a plastic tray. The man looked familiar, though Dale could not place him at first.

      “Coffee?” the man asked.

      “No.”

      “Water's in the refrigerator.”

      “I'm fine.”

      The man nodded. No speech about willingness. No questions about how long Dale had been drinking or what finally brought him there.

      “I'm Gene.”

      “Dale.”

      “Glad you're here, Dale.”

      That was all.

      Later, Dale realized Gene worked at the auto parts store near the shopping center. He had seen him behind the counter while buying wiper blades. Dale returned to the meeting once more and sat two chairs farther from Gene than he had the first time.

      Then he stopped going.

      Now, in the mandated room, Dale studied each face again. Gene was not among them. Nobody from the church basement was. Nobody here had seen him arrive voluntarily before the court ordered him into a chair.

      The relief came first.

      The shame followed so closely that, for a moment, he mistook it for the same thing.

      “Dale?”

      He looked up.

      The facilitator had asked him something.

      “I'm sorry?”

      “What would make these weeks useful to you?”

      Victor released a breath through his nose. Cole stared at the carpet. Renata's eyes were open now, fixed on Dale without appearing to examine him.

      Dale could have said the certificate. He could have said satisfying the court, getting his full license back, keeping his job from learning more than it already knew.

      His phone rested silently inside his coat pocket. That afternoon, Kayla had sent him a message.

      Are we still doing Saturday?

      He had typed and deleted two answers.

      If you want to.

      Your mother didn't tell me anything changed.

      Finally, he had sent one word.

      Yes.

      Now four people waited for him to answer a different question.

      “I don't know yet,” Dale said.

      He regretted it immediately.
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          VICTOR

        

      

    

    
      Victor had lost bids by eleven dollars and by two hundred thousand. The amount never changed the feeling.

      He always looked for the mistake first. By the time he understood there wasn't one, he had usually decided the other person had misunderstood the numbers.

      The feeling returned when the facilitator looked at him.

      “What would make these weeks useful to you, Victor?”

      Dale had just answered the same question with I don't know yet, which Victor considered either evasive or weak. Possibly both.

      “Getting my paperwork signed.”

      “That would make the weeks complete. I'm asking what might make them useful.”

      “I understood the question.”

      The facilitator rested the legal pad against one knee.

      “Then what's your answer?”

      “That I don't need them to be useful.”

      Priya shifted in her chair. Renata looked down at the lunch bag between her feet. The kid in the corner had not moved since saying his name.

      The facilitator wrote something.

      Victor leaned forward.

      “What are you writing?”

      “What you said.”

      The facilitator had taken his words, removed the reason behind them, and turned them into evidence. Victor dealt with versions of that all day.

      “You people already made up your minds before we walked in,” he said.

      “What have I made up my mind about?”

      “That everybody sitting here has a problem.”

      Priya crossed one leg over the other and then uncrossed it.

      The facilitator asked, “Do you?”

      “Do I what?”

      “Have a problem?”

      “I have a DUI.”

      “A DUI is what happened. Do you have a problem?”

      “It's why I'm here.”

      “Yes.”

      “So let's not pretend this is something it isn't.”

      The facilitator waited.

      Victor knew this technique. Silence made people nervous, and nervous people filled space.

      He let the silence sit.

      Priya did not.

      “I think what he's saying is that one incident doesn't necessarily define a person.”

      Victor looked at her. “I can speak for myself.”

      “I know. I wasn't trying to speak for you.”

      “You just did.”

      “I was agreeing with you.”

      “I didn't ask you to.”

      Priya pressed her lips together.

      He looked around the room for some recognition that they could see what was happening. Renata remained interested in the floor. Cole's face was half-hidden by his hood. Dale watched Victor for a second and then looked away.

      Cowards, Victor thought.

      Not because they disagreed. Because they would rather let him fight alone than risk being noticed beside him.

      The facilitator uncapped a marker and stood.

      Behind the chair was a whiteboard Victor had not noticed when he came in. Across the top, the facilitator wrote two words:

      
        
        INCIDENT

        PATTERN

      

      

      “We're not going to decide tonight who has a problem,” the facilitator said. “We're going to look at the difference between an incident and a pattern.”

      Victor glanced at the clock. Six seventeen.

      “A pattern repeats,” Priya said.

      “Usually.”

      Renata looked up. “Or it escalates.”

      The facilitator nodded. “It can.”

      “An incident happens once,” Priya added.

      “Sometimes.”

      Victor said, “Something either happens once or it doesn't.”

      “Behavior can happen once while the conditions behind it have been building for years.”

      Victor looked at the board.

      “So now we're responsible for things that didn't happen?”

      “No.”

      “That's what you just said.”

      “I said the conditions behind a behavior may exist before the behavior becomes visible.”

      “Visible to who?”

      The facilitator put down the marker.

      “To anyone. A spouse. An employer. The police. The person doing it.”

      Victor felt the old tightening across his chest, the one that arrived whenever somebody without calluses explained his own life to him.

      He had built Varela Excavation and Paving from a used dump truck with a bad transmission. Thirty-two people depended on him in season, twenty-three year-round, and every one of them received a check on Friday.

      Nobody put that pattern on a whiteboard.

      The facilitator passed around sheets of paper.

      At the top was a question:

      
        
        WHAT WAS HAPPENING IN THE TWENTY-FOUR HOURS BEFORE THE EVENT THAT BROUGHT YOU HERE?

      

      

      Victor put the paper on his knee.

      “You want everybody's personal business on a piece of paper?”

      “You won't be required to turn it in.”

      “Then how do you know if we do it?”

      “I don't.”

      Victor looked at the facilitator, waiting for the rest.

      There was no rest.

      The room became quiet except for pens moving.

      Priya wrote immediately. She reached the bottom of the page, turned it over, and continued on the back.

      Renata held her pen above the paper for so long that Victor wondered whether she had fallen asleep with her eyes open. Dale wrote one line. Cole did not pick up his pen.

      Victor wrote the date in the upper corner.

      The twenty-four hours before his arrest had begun at five twelve Friday morning, when a tri-axle would not start. By six, Victor was at the yard with his hands inside the engine while the driver drank coffee.

      At eight thirty, Teresa called to remind him about their son's game.

      At eleven, the township posted the road contract.

      Varela Excavation had lost by eighteen thousand four hundred dollars.

      The winning company had excluded traffic control from its base price. Victor knew it before he finished reading the bid tabulation. By the time the township added the change orders, the job would cost more than Victor's proposal, but nobody would remember that at the council meeting. They would remember the number read aloud.

      Ruben found him in the office comparing the proposals.

      Ruben called the result bullshit and suggested a protest. Victor said it would not matter.

      Victor had looked at the clock then and realized the game had started twenty minutes earlier.

      He told Teresa there had been an emergency at the yard. She said there was always an emergency at the yard.

      That evening, Ruben set a glass of bourbon in front of him before Victor asked for one.

      The first drink was for the bid. The second was because the first had gone too quickly. After that, he stopped assigning reasons.

      Victor stared at the sheet on his knee.

      Under the printed question, he wrote:

      Lost township contract.

      He read it, then added:

      Went out with crew.

      Nothing about the game. Nothing about Teresa.

      He put down the pen.

      The facilitator waited another minute before asking them to stop.

      “You can share whatever portion you're comfortable sharing.”

      Priya went first.

      Of course she did.

      “Mine started with book club. I hadn't eaten, somebody opened another bottle, and I stayed later than I meant to. I slept for a little while and thought I was fine in the morning.”

      “What do you notice when you look at the whole twenty-four hours?” the facilitator asked.

      Priya folded the paper once.

      “That I made about nine decisions before the one I keep calling the decision.”

      The facilitator nodded but did not praise her.

      Victor wondered whether that bothered Priya.

      Renata shared only that she had worked a double shift. Cole declined. Dale said he had stopped after work for dinner.

      “Did you plan to drink?” the facilitator asked him.

      “I didn't plan not to.”

      Then they came to Victor.

      “I lost a contract. Went out with my crew.”

      “What happened while you were out?”

      “We had drinks.”

      “How many?”

      “I wasn't counting.”

      “Estimate.”

      “Why?”

      “Because amount is part of context.”

      “I had bourbon.”

      “How many?”

      Victor looked at the sheet again.

      He could see the bar without trying: Ruben beside him, the muted basketball game reflected in the bottles while the bartender reached for the bourbon before Victor's glass was empty.

      “Four,” he said.

      It might have been five.

      “And then?”

      “I drove home.”

      “What happened?”

      “I got stopped.”

      “What led to the stop?”

      “The officer said I crossed the center line.”

      “Did you?”

      “I assume he had a camera.”

      “Did you cross the center line?”

      Victor looked at the facilitator.

      “Yes.”

      “Had you noticed yourself crossing it?”

      “No.”

      “What was your blood alcohol level?”

      “My attorney advised me not to discuss details of the case.”

      “Has the case been resolved?”

      “That doesn't change what my attorney said.”

      The facilitator moved on without getting the number.

      Victor folded the worksheet across his knee.

      They took a break at six forty-five.

      Victor went into the hallway and turned on his phone. Thirty-seven notifications appeared. The crew group chat held a photograph of Ruben beside the paver, a bottle in his hand.

      The caption read:

      Hydration training.

      Victor smiled despite himself.

      Teresa had sent one message.

      How is it?

      He typed:

      Exactly what I expected.

      Before he could send it, another message appeared.

      Try not to spend the whole time proving you're smarter than the person running it.

      Victor deleted his answer.

      Inside, Dale opened the plastic sleeve of cups for Priya and returned to his chair before she thanked him. Cole was gone. He returned before the break ended and took the same chair. Nobody asked where he had been.

      During the second half, the facilitator wrote another question on the board:

      
        
        WHAT DID IT COST?

      

      

      “Lawyer,” Victor said. “Fines. Insurance. Time away from work to sit here.”

      “Did it affect anyone at home?”

      “My wife was angry.”

      “Was she frightened?”

      “You'd have to ask her.”

      The facilitator waited.

      Victor could have described Teresa standing in the kitchen when he returned from the station. Still dressed. Arms wrapped around herself. He could have mentioned that she did not yell until after she knew he was physically unhurt.

      He could have mentioned the children listening from upstairs.

      “They were asleep,” he said.

      “The children?”

      “Yes.”

      It was possible one of them had been.

      The facilitator wrote nothing this time, which irritated Victor more than the note had.

      “What did the DUI cost you with them?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Nothing changed?”

      “They make jokes.”

      “What kind of jokes?”

      “Kid stuff.”

      “About the arrest?”

      “About me being in jail. I wasn't in jail.”

      No one responded.

      “I was held at the station,” Victor said. “There's a difference.”

      The facilitator recapped the session with five minutes remaining. The group had discussed incidents, patterns, context, and consequences. Next week they would examine beliefs about control and risk.

      Victor heard the words without accepting their arrangement.

      When the session ended, the others stood slowly, as though uncertain whether they had actually been released. Victor was already at the door.

      Outside, the air had turned cold. His truck sat beneath a parking-lot light, clean except for a white film of dust along the running boards. He climbed in and called Ruben before starting the engine.

      “Supplier issue handled?”

      “Yeah. Switched Thursday's delivery with the Macungie job and cleared it with the plant.”

      “You checked the tonnage?”

      “Yes.”

      Victor gripped the steering wheel.

      Ruben waited.

      “You there?” Ruben asked.

      “I'm here.”

      “We handled it.”

      Victor looked back at the building. Through the second-floor window, he could see the facilitator stacking paper cups beside the coffee machine. Dale was still inside, putting on his coat. Everyone else had gone.

      “Good,” Victor said.

      “See? Place didn't burn down because you disappeared for ninety minutes.”

      “I never said it would.”

      “You didn't have to.”

      Ruben laughed, expecting Victor to join him.

      Victor started the truck.

      “Next time, call me before you decide,” he said.
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          MARCUS

        

      

    

    
      At 1:08 in the morning, the application asked Marcus why he wanted his life.

      Not in those words.

      The actual question was printed beneath a green heading on the admissions page:

      Describe an experience that shaped your interest in physical therapy and rehabilitation.

      A counter in the corner of the box allowed five hundred words.

      Marcus had none.

      He sat at the kitchen table with his laptop, a glass of water, and the orange prescription bottle he had stopped bothering to hide when nobody was awake. The pharmacy label belonged to someone named Stephen Barlow. Marcus did not know Stephen Barlow, but he knew Stephen's date of birth, his prescribing physician, and that the label said to take one tablet every six hours as needed.

      There were five pills left.

      Marcus shook the bottle once and listened to them strike the plastic.

      Friday was three days away. The man in his phone had said Friday, maybe Thursday if somebody else came through first. Marcus had learned that maybe Thursday meant Friday and that Friday could mean anything.

      He opened the calendar on his phone and counted again.

      One before work tomorrow. If he split another after dinner and saved the rest for Thursday, he would have two and a half left.

      Enough if his body cooperated and nobody looked too closely.

      Nothing included his mother asking him to cover Jenna's bus fare because she had forgotten to get cash. Nothing included Gene watching him too closely at the counter. Nothing included waking at four in the morning with his legs kicking beneath the blanket as if they were trying to leave without him.

      Marcus returned to the application.

      The cursor blinked inside the empty box.

      He typed:

      I have always been interested in helping people recover from injuries.

      The sentence looked like it had arrived wearing a name tag.

      He deleted it.

      The refrigerator hummed behind him. A magnet shaped like a lobster held tomorrow's list against the freezer door.

      
        
        Jenna, 3:30

        Mom's prescription

        Chicken from freezer

      

      

      His mother had written his name across the top, though there was nobody else in the house the list could have been for.

      Marcus had not told her about the program.

      Classes met during the day. The clinical placements could begin before seven in the morning or continue into the evening, depending on the site. The application warned students that employment obligations could not interfere with clinical assignments.

      Marcus had read that sentence twelve times.

      Employment he could rearrange. Gene made the schedule at the store and pretended not to favor him, which meant Marcus received nearly every shift he requested.

      Home was different.

      Donna worked in the billing office of an orthopedic practice and left before Jenna's bus arrived. Their father sent money when reminded and called when guilt became more uncomfortable than avoidance. Marcus handled rides, forgotten lunches, dead phone batteries, and the emergencies that occurred when the school nurse decided a fourteen-year-old with cramps could not remain in algebra.

      A floorboard creaked above him.

      Marcus pushed the orange bottle behind the laptop.

      Jenna appeared in the doorway wearing plaid sleep pants and one of his old baseball shirts. The shirt reached halfway to her knees. His number, seventeen, was cracked across the back.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “Nothing.”

      “You have a computer open.”

      “Very observant.”

      She came into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator.

      Their mother had bought individual bottles of water for Jenna's lunch. Jenna took one, twisted off the cap, and left the refrigerator door open while she drank.

      Marcus reached past her and closed it.

      “What?” she said. “I was still looking.”

      “You weren't looking. You were standing.”

      “You're annoying.”

      “You came down here.”

      She looked at the laptop. Marcus lowered the screen slightly.

      “Are you taking a class?”

      “No.”

      “It looked like school.”

      “It's not.”

      “Then why are you being weird?”

      “I'm always weird.”

      “Not like this.”

      She leaned toward the screen. Marcus closed it.

      Jenna looked at him for another second, then picked up the paper from the freezer.

      “You know Mom added pharmacy, right?”

      “I saw it.”

      “She said she needs it before work Thursday.”

      “I saw it.”

      “And you have to get me tomorrow.”

      “Your name is literally on the list.”

      “I'm just telling you.”

      “You and Mom both telling me doesn't make three thirty happen twice.”

      Jenna smiled.

      For a moment, her face looked the way it had when she was seven and believed every card trick Marcus performed was evidence of a private supernatural ability.

      “What's in the bottle?” she asked.

      Marcus kept his hand still.

      “What bottle?”

      “The one behind your computer.”

      “Nothing.”

      “Bottles usually have things in them.”

      “It's ibuprofen.”

      “In a prescription bottle?”

      “I reused it.”

      “For five ibuprofen?”

      Marcus looked at her.

      She lifted both hands. “Fine.”

      She walked toward the stairs, carrying the water and tomorrow's list.

      “Put that back,” he said.

      “Why?”

      “Because I know what I have to do.”

      “Mom said to make sure you saw it.”

      “I saw it.”

      Jenna returned the paper to the freezer. The lobster magnet slipped from her fingers and struck the floor.

      She bent to retrieve it.

      “You should coach,” she said.

      Marcus looked at her.

      “For the rec team. They need somebody.”

      “Who told you that?”

      “Maya's brother plays. Their coach quit.”

      “I don't coach.”

      “You could.”

      “No.”

      “You know everything about pitching.”

      “I used to.”

      “You don't forget how.”

      Marcus opened the laptop again.

      “You should go to bed.”

      “I'm just saying.”

      “I heard you.”

      She placed the magnet over the list and went upstairs.

      Marcus waited until her bedroom door closed before reaching for the prescription bottle.

      His hand was shaking again.

      Not much. Someone else might have missed it.

      Gene had not.

      It had happened Tuesday afternoon during the dead hour between the lunch customers and the people stopping after work. Marcus was entering an oil-filter number into the register when his fingers began to tremble above the keys.

      He curled them into his palm.

      Gene stood at the other register unpacking wiper blades. At sixty-one, he moved as though every task deserved enough time to be done once. It was one of the things Marcus disliked about him.

      “You eat today?” Gene asked.

      “I ate.”

      “What?”

      “Food.”

      Gene returned a blade to the wrong hook, noticed, and moved it without comment.

      “You don't look right.”

      “I'm fine.”

      “I didn't ask how you were.”

      Marcus tried the filter number again. His finger struck two keys at once.

      “You don't look right,” Gene repeated.

      “Thank you. You look terrific.”

      Gene ignored that.

      There was no one else in the store. Outside, a delivery truck waited at the light with its turn signal blinking against an empty intersection.

      Gene lowered his voice anyway.

      “You ever want to come to a meeting, come with me.”

      Marcus looked at him.

      “A meeting.”

      “Yes.”

      “What kind of meeting?”

      “The kind you already know I mean.”

      Marcus had worked beside Gene for eleven months. Everybody knew he was sober. Gene did not announce it, but he kept a black nineteen-year medallion inside the register drawer beside the spare keys. Once, when a customer smelled heavily of alcohol and began shouting about a return, Marcus watched Gene's hand rest against the closed drawer until the man left.

      “You recruiting now?” Marcus asked.

      “No.”

      “Because I'm pretty sure there's a toaster if you bring in five.”

      Gene smiled. “Coffee mug.”

      “I knew there was something.”

      Gene went back to the wiper blades.

      That should have ended it.

      Instead, Marcus heard himself say, “I take something for my shoulder sometimes.”

      Gene did not turn around.

      “Okay.”

      “It's prescribed.”

      “Okay.”

      “Not right now. Originally.”

      Gene slid another package onto its hook.

      Marcus waited for him to ask how much. Where he bought it. Whether his family knew. Gene asked none of it.

      “Thursday at seven,” he said. “Church on Broad Street. Side entrance.”

      “I work Thursday.”

      “You're off at six.”

      “Since when do you memorize my schedule?”

      “Since I make it.”

      Marcus looked down at his hands.

      The shaking had become worse now that somebody had seen it.

      Gene tore the blank end from a receipt and wrote the address on the back. He placed it beside Marcus's register.

      “If you come, sit wherever you want. If you don't, I'll still see you Friday.”

      “That your pitch?”

      “That's the whole pitch.”

      Marcus folded the paper and put it in his pocket.

      Now it lay beside the laptop, softened along the creases.

      He turned the bottle upside down. The pills gathered near the cap.

      They were small and white, each scored through the middle. One had broken at the edge, leaving powder against the orange plastic.

      He opened the bottle and removed a pill.

      It was too early. Taking it now meant changing the count. Changing the count meant Thursday night without enough, and Thursday night was the meeting.

      Marcus set the pill on the table.

      His shoulder did not hurt. It ached sometimes when rain moved in, but tonight he could rotate it freely without even the old catch near the top.

      On the laptop, the application had dimmed.

      Marcus touched the trackpad, and the question returned.

      Describe an experience that shaped your interest in physical therapy and rehabilitation.

      The answer was his shoulder.

      The answer was the sound it made during the seventh inning of a game nobody in his family remembered anymore.

      Not a tear or a snap. Something smaller. A dull movement deep inside the joint as he released the ball, followed by his arm dropping uselessly against his side.

      The pitch reached the catcher on one bounce.

      His coach came out to the mound. Marcus insisted he could continue. The next throw never reached the plate.

      For months afterward, people asked when he would be back.

      Then they began asking what he planned to do instead.

      Surgery gave him a sling, six weeks of sleep in a recliner, and a prescription that made the ruined part of his life feel briefly unimportant. Physical therapy gave him resistance bands and measurements. Each week, the therapist recorded another small increase in a notebook.

      When Marcus could finally raise his arm over his head, the therapist called it excellent progress. Marcus looked at the ceiling and understood that he would never pitch competitively again.

      That was the answer the application wanted, or part of it.

      He could write about losing baseball and discovering an interest in recovery. He could describe the intelligence of the body, the patience required to rebuild movement, the importance of helping injured athletes imagine identities beyond competition.

      All of it would be true.

      It would remain true only as long as he stopped before the pills.

      Marcus placed his fingers on the keyboard.

      Upstairs, his mother's alarm went off.

      It rang for several seconds before stopping. Donna sometimes set an alarm for the middle of the night to check whether she had fallen asleep. She said knowing she had more hours left made it easier to rest.

      A minute later, her footsteps crossed the bedroom floor.

      “Marcus?” she called.

      “Yeah?”

      “You're still up?”

      “Just finishing something.”

      “Did you see the list?”

      “Yes.”

      “I didn't know if Jenna told you.”

      “She told me.”

      “Three thirty tomorrow.”

      “I know.”

      “And the pharmacy closes early Thursday.”

      “I know, Mom.”

      A pause.

      “Okay. Good night.”

      “Night.”

      Her door closed.

      The application waited.

      Marcus picked up the pill from the table. He pressed his thumbnail into the scored line until it split unevenly, then returned the smaller piece to the bottle.

      He swallowed the larger half without water.

      The effect would not come immediately. That was not how it worked, despite what movies did with it. First came the decision. Then came the waiting for the decision to become relief.

      He closed the admissions page without entering a word.

      The site asked whether he wanted to save his progress.

      Marcus clicked yes.

      In the basement, he sat on the edge of his bed and took a deck of cards from the nightstand. The box was worn soft at the corners. He had owned the deck since Jenna was nine, replacing individual cards as they bent or disappeared beneath furniture.

      He shuffled slowly until his hands steadied.

      The trick was simple when performed correctly. Let someone choose a card while controlling which card they believed they had chosen. Return it to the deck. Shuffle without changing its position. Make the audience believe the card had become lost among fifty-one others.

      Marcus turned over the seven of clubs.

      He placed it in the middle of the deck, squared the cards, and shuffled.

      The seven never moved.

      At the kitchen table above him, the application remained saved under his name. In his pocket, Gene's folded receipt pressed against his leg.

      Marcus dealt the seven of clubs faceup onto the empty side of the bed.
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          RENATA

        

      

    

    
      Renata knew when a family had begun measuring time by the space between breaths.

      They stopped asking what the monitors meant. They stopped checking their phones. Every person in the room learned the same terrible arithmetic without being taught.

      Mrs. Alvarez's daughter sat beside the bed with both hands wrapped around her mother's wrist. She was not checking for a pulse. She was holding on.

      “How long was that one?” she asked.

      Renata looked at the clock.

      “About twenty seconds.”

      “It felt longer.”

      “It usually does.”

      Mrs. Alvarez breathed again. The sound began low in her throat and moved through her open mouth.

      Her daughter leaned closer. “Mom?”

      No response.

      “She can still hear you,” Renata said.

      “You know that?”

      “We believe hearing may remain even when someone can't respond.”

      “What should I say?”

      “Whatever you want her to know.”

      The daughter looked at Renata as if there were a correct answer and Renata had chosen not to provide it.

      For twelve years, families had asked her how to speak at the edge of death. Renata could explain changes in circulation, mottling, terminal secretions, and why a person no longer needed food. She could reposition a body without pulling fragile skin. She knew how to wash someone's face without making the family feel the person had already become a body.

      Words were harder.

      Mrs. Alvarez's son was driving from Newark. The daughter had told her mother to wait, then apologized to Renata for asking a dying woman to do more work.

      “People arrive when they arrive,” Renata had said.

      She did not say that sometimes they arrived ten minutes too late and carried those ten minutes for the rest of their lives.

      Mrs. Alvarez's forehead tightened.

      Renata reached toward the medication cart, then stopped.

      “I'm going to get Lisa.”

      “Why?”

      “She'll administer the next dose.”

      “You can't?”

      “Lisa is handling controlled medication tonight.”

      The daughter looked from Renata to the cart.

      “Is something wrong?”

      “No. I'll be right back.”

      Renata found Lisa at the nurses' station entering notes. She was eating yogurt with a plastic spoon and reading the same sentence on the screen for the third time.

      “Room six,” Renata said. “Pain cues. Forehead and jaw.”

      “How long since the last dose?”

      “Forty-eight minutes.”

      Lisa checked the chart and stood.

      “I can take it from here if you want to finish your notes.”

      “I'm staying.”

      “I didn't mean you had to leave.”

      “I know.”

      Lisa opened the medication drawer. Renata stepped aside while she counted, documented, and prepared the syringe.

      The restriction had been in place for eleven days.

      Renata could assess the patient, recommend the medication, explain it to the family, and document the response. She could not remove the medication from the locked drawer or administer it without another nurse.

      The first week, coworkers tried not to look curious. By the second, they had settled into kindness.

      Kindness was worse.

      Lisa carried the syringe into the room. Renata followed.

      Mrs. Alvarez's daughter moved back to give them space.

      “Her face changed,” she said.

      “You noticed correctly,” Renata told her. “This should help.”

      Lisa administered the medication through the subcutaneous line. Renata watched the clock and kept two fingers against Mrs. Alvarez's wrist. After several minutes, the muscles around the woman's mouth released.

      “Better?” the daughter asked.

      “Yes.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “Her forehead. Her breathing.”

      The daughter studied her mother's face.

      “You see everything.”

      Renata lowered Mrs. Alvarez's hand onto the blanket.

      “Not everything.”

      At seven fifteen, the son arrived.

      He came into the room carrying his car keys and wearing no coat despite the cold. His sister stood so quickly that the chair struck the wall.

      Mrs. Alvarez did not open her eyes, but her breathing changed when he took her hand.

      Renata left the family alone.

      At the nurses' station, she finished the charting Lisa had offered to do. Her shift had ended twenty-six minutes earlier. The evening supervisor passed with her handbag and stopped.

      “You can go home, Renata.”

      “I'm finishing six.”

      “Lisa said she would finish it.”

      “I assessed her.”

      “And Lisa administered.”

      “I know what she did.”

      The supervisor rested one hand on the counter.

      “How was your group?”

      “Fine.”

      “Any paperwork for me?”

      “No.”

      “You know the monitoring program sends attendance directly.”

      “I know.”

      “I'm only asking because you've been staying late every night.”

      “I've always stayed late.”

      “That doesn't make it necessary.”

      Renata returned to the computer.

      The supervisor remained beside her.

      “I have to finish this.”

      “All right.”

      The hand disappeared from the counter. A moment later, the elevator doors opened and closed.

      Renata completed the note, reread it, and corrected a time entered by Lisa. Before logging out, she opened Mrs. Alvarez's medication record.

      The dose had been administered correctly.

      She closed the chart.

      In the employee bathroom, Renata removed her scrub top and changed into the sweater she kept in her locker. A purple mark crossed the inside of her forearm where blood had been drawn that morning.

      The monitoring coordinator had watched her label the tube.

      “Random means random,” the woman said.

      Renata had nodded as if the explanation were new.

      The result would take several days. By then, she would have stopped.

      She had made the same calculation before the previous test. That one had been scheduled and easier to manage.

      This morning's call came at 5:42. The recorded message directed her to report by eight with photo identification and warned that failure to appear would be treated as a positive result.

      Renata had stood in the kitchen listening while Tom struggled to fasten the buttons on his shirt. She had almost told him then.

      Instead, she fastened the buttons.

      The blood test would be negative. It had to be. The last pill had been far enough back, and she had taken only half.

      She washed her hands until the adhesive from the bandage loosened.

      When Renata reached home, the porch light was off.

      She sat in the driveway with the engine running and looked at the dark front window. The house appeared calm from outside.

      Inside, the television was too loud. A pan soaked in the sink. Someone had left the freezer open just enough for the alarm to sound every thirty seconds.

      Renata pushed it closed.

      “Mom?” her son called from the living room.

      “I'm home.”

      “Dad fell.”

      Her bag slipped from her shoulder.

      “Where?”

      “He's okay.”

      “Where did he fall?”

      Tom sat on the couch with one hand resting on his knee. Her daughter stood beside him holding an ice pack wrapped in a dish towel.

      “I didn't fall,” Tom said.

      “You were on the floor,” their son answered.

      “I lowered myself.”

      “You hit the table.”

      “With my elbow.”

      Renata knelt in front of Tom.

      “Did you hit your head?”

      “No.”

      “Are you dizzy?”

      “I have Parkinson's, Renata. I'm always something.”

      She touched the back of his head and moved her fingers through his hair.

      “No tenderness?”

      “Only when my wife comes home and interrogates me.”

      His voice was light, but his right hand shook against his knee.

      “What happened?”

      “I stood too fast.”

      “He wasn't using the walker,” their daughter said.

      “It was across the room.”

      “That's where you left it.”

      Tom looked at her. “Thank you, Elena.”

      “You told me to tell her.”

      “I did not.”

      “You said, ‘Your mother is going to ask where the walker was.’”

      “I was preparing you.”

      Renata examined his pupils with the light on her phone.

      Tom turned his face away.

      “I'm fine.”

      “Look at me.”

      “I am looking at you.”

      “No, you're avoiding the light.”

      “Because you're shining it into my eye.”

      She held his chin steady.

      Both pupils responded.

      “Any nausea?”

      “I was nauseated before I fell. Your son cooked.”

      Mateo looked up from the armchair. “You ate two bowls.”

      “I was gathering evidence.”

      Elena laughed.

      Renata sat back on her heels.

      “What did you make?”

      “Chili.”

      “From where?”

      “The freezer.”

      “That was for Sunday.”

      Mateo looked toward his sister.

      “She said it was fine.”

      “I said it was food.”

      “It is fine,” Renata said. “Did everybody eat?”

      “Yes.”

      “Homework?”

      Mateo pointed toward his backpack without answering.

      “Elena?”

      “Mostly.”

      “What does mostly mean?”

      “It means I have one thing left.”

      “What thing?”

      “An essay.”

      “When is it due?”

      Elena picked up the ice pack from Tom's knee.

      “Tomorrow.”

      “What kind of essay?”

      “The kind where I write things and my teacher reads them.”

      Tom laughed, then winced.

      Renata turned back to him.

      “Where does it hurt?”

      “Nowhere.”

      “You just made a face.”

      “I laughed.”

      “Show me your elbow.”

      He extended his arm. The skin was intact. A bruise had begun near the joint.

      “Can you bend it?”

      He did.

      “Straighten it.”

      “Renata.”

      “Straighten it.”

      He complied.

      She stood and retrieved the walker from beside the dining-room table. One tennis ball on the back leg had split. She made a note in her phone to replace it.

      “Come on,” she said.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Upstairs.”

      “I can get upstairs.”

      “I know.”

      “Then why are you standing over me?”

      She moved back.

      Tom gripped the arms of the couch and leaned forward. His first attempt did not lift him from the cushion. On the second, his body rose halfway and settled again.

      Mateo stood.

      Tom looked at him. “Sit down.”

      “I was just going to help.”

      “I said sit.”

      Mateo sat.

      Renata placed the walker directly in front of Tom.

      “Take your time,” she said.

      “I am.”

      He rocked forward and pushed. This time he stood. His left foot remained planted for a moment after the rest of him had begun moving.

      Renata's hand lifted toward his elbow.

      Tom saw it.

      “Don't.”

      She lowered her hand.

      He reached the stairs and stopped at the bottom.

      “Maybe I'll sleep down here.”

      “I'll bring your medication.”

      “I already took it.”

      “When?”

      “With dinner.”

      “What time?”

      Tom looked toward the kitchen.

      Elena answered. “Around six.”

      “That's too early.”

      “He was stiff,” she said.

      “Which pill did you give him?”

      “The yellow one.”

      “What dose?”

      “The one in the container.”

      “What did the label say?”

      “I don't know.”

      Renata went to the kitchen and opened the plastic medication organizer. Wednesday evening was empty. Thursday morning was also empty.

      She carried it into the living room.

      “Did you take both of these?”

      Tom looked at the container.

      “I took what was there.”

      “There were two doses.”

      “They were in the same section.”

      “No, they weren't.”

      “The divider was open.”

      Renata examined the small plastic lid. It no longer caught when pressed.

      “You filled it,” Tom said.

      “I know I filled it.”

      “I didn't move anything.”

      “I didn't say you did.”

      “It sounds like you're saying I did.”

      Elena picked up her school bag.

      “I'm going upstairs.”

      “Finish the essay,” Renata said.

      Elena kept walking.

      Mateo followed her.

      Tom lowered his voice. “They handled it.”

      “What?”

      “Tonight.”

      “I can see that.”

      “No. You're checking what they did wrong.”

      Renata put the organizer on the coffee table.

      “You may have taken your morning medication twelve hours early.”

      “I'll survive.”

      “That isn't the point.”

      “What is the point?”

      “The point is I need to know what you took.”

      “I told you.”

      “You told me you took what was there.”

      “Because that is what happened.”

      She opened her mouth and stopped.

      Tom sat down again.

      “I'm tired,” he said.

      “So am I.”

      “Then sit.”

      “I have to fix your medication.”

      “It can wait five minutes.”

      “No, it can't.”

      “Why?”

      “Because morning is coming whether I sit down or not.”

      Tom looked at her for a long moment.

      “Something happened at work?”

      “No.”

      “Was it the program?”

      “No.”

      “The test?”

      Renata picked up the medication organizer.

      “What test?”

      Tom's face changed.

      She had answered too quickly.

      “The one you had this morning.”

      “How did you know about that?”

      “You left the paper beside the coffee machine.”

      “I didn't leave it there.”

      “It was there.”

      “You went through it?”

      “It was faceup.”

      Renata looked toward the kitchen as if the paper might still be waiting beside the machine.

      “What did it say?”

      “Enough.”

      “It's part of the monitoring agreement.”

      “I understood that.”

      “Then why are you asking?”

      “Because you didn't tell me.”

      “There was nothing to tell. It was routine.”

      Tom rubbed his thumb against the seam of his pants. The movement was slow and deliberate, separate from the tremor in his other hand.

      “Are you going to pass?”

      “Yes.”

      Tom nodded.

      Renata took the medication organizer upstairs.

      At 2:56, she woke with her lower back burning.

      Tom slept facing the wall. His breathing was even. One foot moved beneath the blanket, a small repeated motion that would continue until morning.

      Renata went into the bathroom and closed the door without turning on the light.

      She sat on the floor beside the tub.

      The tile was cold through her nightgown. She opened the bottom drawer of the vanity and removed a box of adhesive bandages. Beneath the packets was a plastic bag containing four pills.

      They had not come from work.

      She had bought them from the cousin of a woman she once worked with, though she never used the word bought when she thought about it. The woman had helped her. Renata had reimbursed her.

      The first prescription followed a documented injury and scans showing two damaged discs. She had completed physical therapy while working full time and caring for Tom.

      Renata removed one pill and held it between her thumb and forefinger.

      Across the hall, Tom's walker stood beside the bed. She checked the time. Elena would be knocking about the printer in less than two hours.

      She swallowed the pill.

      Then she set three alarms.
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          PRIYA

        

      

    

    
      The first time Priya returned to Hawthorne Elementary after the arrest, Ravi drove.

      He did not ask whether she wanted him to. He sent a message the night before with the time he would arrive and the reminder that the meeting began at eight thirty.

      At eight twelve, his gray Honda stopped in front of her building.

      Priya came outside carrying a bakery box.

      Ravi watched her approach through the windshield. When she opened the passenger door, he looked at the box and then at her.

      “What's that?”

      “Muffins.”

      “Why?”

      “For the meeting.”

      “It's with the school counselor, not a brunch committee.”

      “I know what the meeting is.”

      “Then why muffins?”

      “Because people appreciate something with coffee.”

      “Did she ask you to bring them?”

      “No one asks for muffins, Ravi. That would be strange.”

      He waited until she fastened her seat belt before pulling away from the curb.

      The bakery box rested on Priya's lap. She had bought twelve because six looked cheap and a dozen looked intentional. There would only be four people at the meeting, unless Maya attended, which Priya hoped she would not.

      She had chosen blueberry and cinnamon crumb. Then, while the cashier tied the box with string, Priya remembered that the counselor might be gluten-free. Or diabetic. Or allergic to walnuts, though Priya had asked twice and been assured there were no nuts.

      She considered mentioning this to Ravi.

      He turned onto Hamilton Street.

      “Did Ms. Donnelly tell you what this is about?” Priya asked.

      “She said Maya has been going to the nurse.”

      “I know she's been going to the nurse. I'm asking if she said why.”

      “Stomachaches.”

      “There's nothing physically wrong with her. I called the pediatrician.”

      “You called?”

      “I left a message.”

      “That isn't the same as speaking to the pediatrician.”

      “The nurse spoke to someone in the office.”

      Ravi kept his eyes on the road.

      “What?”

      “I didn't say anything.”

      “You moved your face.”

      “I'm driving.”

      “You can drive and have an expression.”

      “I'm trying to get us there.”

      “We're early.”

      “We're on time.”

      Priya looked out the window.

      They had been divorced for three years. Ravi had become calmer during that time, which Priya considered unfair.

      He stopped at a red light.

      “I think Maya is embarrassed,” Priya said.

      “So do I.”

      “About what happened.”

      “Yes.”

      “Then we agree.”

      “We often agree before you begin explaining why I'm wrong.”

      “I don't do that.”

      The light changed.

      Priya adjusted the box on her knees.

      “I'm not bringing these in,” she said.

      “That's probably best.”

      “You don't have to sound relieved.”

      “I didn't say anything.”

      “You don't have to.”

      They reached the school at eight twenty-one.

      The drop-off line had ended, but several cars remained near the curb. A custodian in a fluorescent vest collected orange cones and stacked them beside the entrance.

      Ravi slowed for the raised crosswalk.

      Priya's hand tightened around the bakery string.

      “Park in the side lot,” she said.

      “The visitor spaces are in front.”

      “I know where they are.”

      “Then why would I park on the side?”

      “Because it's easier.”

      “It's farther from the office.”

      “It's easier for me.”

      Ravi looked at her.

      He drove past the visitor spaces and turned into the side lot.

      Priya stared at the orange cones through the rear window until the building blocked them.

      The morning of the arrest, there had been six.

      She remembered because one became trapped beneath the front bumper of her car and dragged along the pavement with a sound like something tearing.

      Maya heard it first.

      “Mom.”

      “I know.”

      “What did you hit?”

      “Nothing.”

      Priya stopped beside the curb. Behind her, a horn sounded.

      The crossing guard walked toward the car. Priya lowered the window before the woman reached her.

      “I'm sorry,” Priya said. “The sun was directly in my eyes, and I know I should have pulled down the visor, but Theo was asking me about his lunch, and I was trying to make sure Maya had her project.”

      The crossing guard looked toward the front of the car.

      “You have a cone underneath you.”

      “I know. I felt something, but I didn't know what it was.”

      “You need to put the car in park.”

      “It is in park.”

      The gearshift remained in drive.

      Priya moved it.

      The crossing guard leaned closer to the open window.

      Her expression changed.

      “Ma'am, have you been drinking?”

      “Not this morning.”

      Maya made a sound from the back seat.

      Priya turned toward her.

      “I haven't. She asked if I drank this morning.”

      The crossing guard stepped away from the door and spoke into the radio clipped to her vest.

      “I went to book club last night,” Priya continued. “It ran late, but I slept after. Not a full night, obviously. I know I look tired.”

      “Please stay in the vehicle.”

      “I'm not trying to leave.”

      “Stay in the vehicle.”

      Theo leaned between the front seats.

      “Am I late?”

      “No, baby.”

      “We're already at school.”

      “You're fine.”

      “Why can't we get out?”

      “You can in a minute.”

      Maya sat beside him with her backpack pressed against her chest.

      Priya reached for her coffee. The cup was empty except for a little foam at the bottom. She put it back in the holder.

      A police officer approached from the school entrance.

      He had been standing near the buses. Priya had not seen him when she turned into the line.

      The officer spoke first to the crossing guard. She pointed at the cone and then toward Priya's car.

      Another driver sounded a horn. The officer turned and motioned for the car to go around.

      “I have to move,” Priya said when he reached her window. “I'm blocking everybody.”

      “Leave the vehicle where it is.”

      “I can pull into a space.”

      “Turn off the engine.”

      Priya did.

      “License and registration.”

      “My license is in my purse.”

      “That's fine.”

      “I'm going to reach for it.”

      “That's fine.”

      “I don't want you to think I'm reaching for something else.”

      “Just get your license.”

      Her purse had fallen behind the passenger seat. She twisted and reached between the console and Theo's knees.

      Maya whispered, “Stop talking.”

      “I'm just telling him what I'm doing.”

      “He can see you.”

      Priya found the purse and handed over her license.

      The officer asked where she was coming from.

      “Home.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “Here. This is their school.”

      “Have you consumed alcohol today?”

      “No.”

      “When was your last drink?”

      Priya tried to calculate.

      Book club had started at seven. Someone opened the third bottle after midnight. Priya had helped rinse the glasses because the hostess looked overwhelmed. She remembered checking her phone at two seventeen and deciding there was no point leaving until the conversation ended.

      “I'm not exactly sure.”

      “Was it last night?”

      “Yes.”

      “What time?”

      “It may have technically been this morning, but I haven't had anything since I went to sleep.”

      “What time did you go to sleep?”

      “I don't know. Maybe four.”

      The officer looked into the back seat.

      “How old are the children?”

      “Eleven and eight.”

      Maya turned toward the window.

      “I feel fine,” Priya said. “Tired, obviously, but not impaired. I would never drive them if I thought I was impaired.”

      The officer asked her to step out.

      “Can I move the car first?”

      “No.”

      “The cone is still under it.”

      “Please step out of the vehicle.”

      Priya unfastened her seat belt.

      “What about my children?”

      “They can remain in the car for now.”

      “I don't want them left alone.”

      “They aren't alone.”

      “You're taking me away from the car.”

      “Ma'am.”

      “Okay. I'm getting out.”

      She opened the door carefully. The line of cars passed close enough that wind moved the bottom of her coat.

      Parents looked at her through windshields. Some looked away when she met their eyes.

      The officer directed her toward the sidewalk.

      He asked whether she would perform field sobriety tests. Priya said yes before he finished explaining them. Refusing would make her look guilty, and she had already decided that cooperation was how she would correct the misunderstanding.

      She removed her boots because the heels were narrow and the pavement sloped.

      The officer told her to leave them on.

      She put them back.

      He demonstrated the walk and turn. Priya watched his feet. She nodded to show she understood, then realized he had instructed her not to begin until told.

      “Sorry.”

      “Wait until I finish.”

      “I thought you had.”

      “I had not.”

      “Okay.”

      Behind her, Theo called through the closed window.

      Priya turned.

      “Face forward, please.”

      “My son is calling me.”

      “He's safe.”

      “He doesn't know what's happening.”

      “Face forward.”

      She faced forward.

      The pavement seemed to rise beneath her left foot. She took the required steps, turned incorrectly, and tried to fix it without being asked.

      The officer stopped the test.

      “I can do it again.”

      “That won't be necessary.”

      “I misunderstood how you wanted the turn.”

      “Please stand here.”

      “It's these boots. I asked if I could take them off.”

      The officer returned to his vehicle and brought back a handheld device.

      By then, the school principal had come outside. She stood beside Priya's car talking to Maya through the rear door.

      Priya saw Maya shake her head.

      “What is she asking her?”

      The officer explained how to blow into the device.

      “I understand, but what is the principal asking my daughter?”

      “Take a breath and continue blowing until I tell you to stop.”

      Priya did.

      The officer looked at the number.

      He asked her to turn around.

      “Why?”

      “Turn around and place your hands behind your back.”

      The parents in the passing cars became very still.

      Priya looked toward Maya.

      The rear door was open now. The principal stood between the children and the sidewalk, but Maya could see around her.

      “Could we do this somewhere else?” Priya asked.

      “Hands behind your back.”

      “My children are watching.”

      The officer reached for her wrist.

      “I'm cooperating.”

      “I need your other hand.”

      “I am giving it to you.”

      The first cuff closed.

      Maya stared at it.

      Priya began explaining to her from across the curb.

      “This is temporary. They have procedures they have to follow, and I'm going to clear it up. Go inside with Mrs. Keating. I'll call Daddy.”

      “Maya,” the principal said, “come with me.”

      “I'm fine,” Priya called. “Both of you go inside. This looks worse than it is.”

      The second cuff closed.

      Nobody answered her.

      In the present, Ravi had already left the car.

      Priya remained in the passenger seat with the bakery box on her lap.

      He opened her door.

      “We have nine minutes.”

      “I know.”

      “You don't have to go in.”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “I can handle the meeting.”

      “That's exactly why I have to go.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means you can't be the only parent who talks to the school.”

      “I didn't say I should be.”

      “You offered.”

      “Because you're sitting in the car.”

      Priya climbed out.

      She left the muffins on the passenger seat.

      Inside the school, the receptionist recognized her. Priya could tell from the instant of extra attention before the woman arranged her face into professional warmth.

      “Good morning,” the receptionist said.

      “Good morning. We're here to see Ms. Donnelly. We're early, which is unusual for me, although Ravi would say it isn't unusual because he builds extra time into everything.”

      The receptionist looked at Ravi.

      “Priya.”

      “I'm only saying we're here.”

      “She heard you.”

      The receptionist gave them visitor stickers and asked them to wait.

      Priya sat beneath a bulletin board covered with paper leaves. Each student had written something they were grateful for.

      The leaf nearest her shoulder read:

      When nobody is mean at recess.

      Ravi sat two chairs away.

      “You can sit here,” Priya said.

      “I'm fine.”

      “I don't bite.”

      “I know.”

      “You're acting like I'm going to make a scene.”

      “I'm sitting in a chair.”

      “Two chairs away.”

      Before Ravi could answer, Ms. Donnelly opened the office door.

      She was younger than Priya expected. Her cardigan had small embroidered apples near the collar.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Desai?”

      “Not Mrs. anymore,” Priya said. “I kept the name for the kids, though. And professionally, because changing everything at the dental office would have been a nightmare.”

      The counselor smiled.

      “Come in.”

      Maya was already seated inside.

      Priya stopped.

      “I didn't know she would be here.”

      “We thought it would be helpful to speak together.”

      Maya looked down at her shoes.

      Priya took the chair beside her. Ravi sat on the other side.

      Ms. Donnelly explained that Maya had visited the nurse four times in two weeks. She reported stomach pain, but the episodes occurred mostly during morning arrival.

      “Is anyone bothering her?” Priya asked.

      “We haven't identified any bullying.”

      “That doesn't mean it isn't happening. Children are very sophisticated now. They can exclude someone without saying anything that technically violates a rule.”

      Ms. Donnelly nodded. “That's true.”

      “Has anyone mentioned me?”

      Maya's shoulders rose slightly.

      The counselor glanced at her.

      “Some students saw what happened.”

      “I knew it.”

      “Mom,” Maya said.

      “What?”

      “That isn't why.”

      “You don't have to protect me.”

      “I'm not.”

      “Then what is it?”

      Maya looked toward her father.

      Ravi said, “Tell her what you told me.”

      Priya turned to him. “You already discussed this?”

      “She brought it up.”

      “When?”

      “Last weekend.”

      “You didn't think I should know?”

      “I wanted her to speak for herself.”

      “You could have told me there was something she needed to say for herself.”

      “Priya,” Ms. Donnelly said gently.

      The gentleness stopped her.

      Maya picked at the edge of her thumbnail.

      “When we get near the school, I think about that morning.”

      Priya reached for her hand. Maya moved it into her lap.

      “I think everybody is looking at our car,” Maya continued. “Even when I'm with Dad.”

      “They probably aren't.”

      “I know.”

      “Most people are thinking about themselves. Honestly, half of them are probably looking at their phones, which they shouldn't be doing in the drop-off line.”

      Maya closed her eyes.

      “I'm trying to make you feel better.”

      “I know.”

      “Then why are you upset?”

      “Because you keep talking.”

      The room became quiet.

      Priya looked at Ms. Donnelly, then Ravi. Neither rescued her.

      Maya's eyes filled.

      “When you kept talking to the police officer, it got worse. You kept saying everything was fine, and it wasn't.”

      “I didn't want you to be scared.”

      “I was scared.”

      “I know that now.”

      “You were in handcuffs, Mom.”

      Priya felt the cold metal close again around one wrist.

      “I remember.”

      “You kept telling us not to worry.”

      “I didn't know what else to say.”

      “You could have stopped talking.”

      Priya looked at her daughter.

      Maya wiped her face with the sleeve of her sweater.

      Ms. Donnelly reached toward the tissue box but did not move it closer.

      Priya kept her hands in her lap.

      After a while, Maya leaned against her.
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          BREE

        

      

    

    
      At 2:40 in the morning, Bree's phone lit the ceiling with Dani's name.

      She was awake.

      That mattered, though she could not have explained why. Answering a call while awake felt like helping. Being awakened by it felt like something else.

      The phone stopped before Bree touched it.

      A message appeared.

      Please answer.

      Bree called her back.

      Dani picked up before the first ring finished.

      “He ended it.”

      Bree sat against the headboard.

      “What happened?”

      “He said he needs space.”

      “Tonight?”

      “An hour ago. Maybe longer. I don't know.”

      “Where are you?”

      Dani inhaled unevenly.

      “In my car.”

      “Where?”

      “Outside my apartment.”

      “Is the car moving?”

      “No.”

      “Okay. Stay there for a minute.”

      “I'm not going anywhere.”

      Bree switched on the lamp. Her hand shook when she reached for the water beside her bed. She held the glass with both hands and took a drink.

      The man she had been dating for four months had sent a good-night message at eleven thirty. Bree had answered with a photograph taken the previous week, one where her hair looked good and the skin beneath her eyes had been corrected before she posted it anywhere.

      Ben believed she slept with her phone on silent.

      Everyone else knew better.

      “What exactly did Miles say?” Bree asked.

      “That he loves me but he can't do this right now.”

      “Do what?”

      “Us.”

      “Did he say why?”

      “He said we keep having the same fight.”

      “Which fight?”

      “All of them.”

      Dani began crying again.

      Bree lowered her voice.

      “Listen to me. You do not have to solve the relationship tonight.”

      “He already solved it.”

      “He said he needs space. That may be a breakup, or it may be somebody saying the largest thing he can think of because he doesn't know how to end an argument.”

      “So I should call him?”

      “No. Not tonight.”

      “What if he blocks me?”

      “Calling him now won't prevent that.”

      “What if there's someone else?”

      “Do you have a reason to think there is?”

      “He started taking his phone into the bathroom.”

      “Most people take their phones into the bathroom.”

      “He didn't before.”

      Bree listened while Dani described a dinner from the previous Saturday, an unfamiliar receipt in Miles's car, and the way he had turned his screen facedown during a movie.

      None of it proved anything. Bree did not say so yet.

      “Have you had anything to drink?” Bree asked.

      “Wine.”

      “How much?”

      “Not a lot.”

      “Can you drive safely?”

      “I'm outside my apartment.”

      “Can you drive, yes or no?”

      “I'm not drunk.”

      “Then leave the car where it is anyway. Go inside and drink some water.”

      The shaking had moved into Bree's forearms. She tucked one hand beneath her leg.

      Her bedroom door was open. Across the hall, Carol's room remained dark.

      The bathroom was between them.

      Bree had first opened her mother's prescription bottle at sixteen. Carol had been downstairs telling a neighbor that her daughter never needed help with school. Bree had two final exams the next morning and had not slept properly in four nights.

      The label said the medication was for panic.

      Bree had not called what she felt panic. Panic belonged to people who could not function. Bree had color-coded study notes, a packed lunch, and an alarm set early enough to straighten her hair.

      She took half a tablet.

      The next morning, the thoughts remained far enough away for her to finish both exams.

      After that, she stopped opening the bottle only when she needed something. Sometimes she opened it to make sure the pills were there.

      Carol's prescriptions arrived faster than she used them. The newer bottles stayed beside the sink while older ones accumulated in a drawer with expired eye drops and hotel shampoo.

      For years, Bree took so little from each bottle that the missing amount never formed a visible absence.

      Now Carol's supply was no longer enough.

      Bree got out of bed.

      “Where are you going?” Dani asked.

      “Bathroom.”

      “Don't leave me.”

      “I'm taking you with me.”

      She carried the phone into the hallway.

      The bathroom light seemed too bright. Bree closed the door most of the way and turned on the faucet.

      “What are you doing?” Dani asked.

      “Washing my face.”

      “You sound weird.”

      “I'm tired.”

      “I'm sorry. I shouldn't have called.”

      “Stop. I'm glad you called.”

      Bree opened the medicine cabinet. Behind a bottle of moisturizer was a metal mint tin. The pills inside had come through a name saved in her phone as Nate Plumbing, although Nate did not repair anything.

      She removed one.

      “Tell me where your keys are,” Bree said.

      “In my hand.”

      “Put them in your bag.”

      “Why?”

      “So you don't decide to drive over there while we're talking.”

      “I wouldn't.”

      “Put them in the bag.”

      Bree heard the zipper open.

      “Done.”

      She placed the pill on her tongue and drank from the faucet.

      “What if I just go there to talk?” Dani asked.

      “Not tonight.”

      “I could make him look me in the face.”

      “You could also give him the exact reason he thinks he needs space.”

      “That sounds like you agree with him.”

      “I don't.”

      “You said exact reason.”

      “I'm telling you what he might say.”

      Dani was silent.

      Bree returned to her bedroom and sat on the edge of the mattress.

      “Are you still there?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Go inside.”

      “What if I can't sleep?”

      “You probably won't.”

      “That's comforting.”

      “I'm not going to promise you'll sleep. I'm telling you the night will pass whether you do or not.”

      Dani released a breath that was almost a laugh.

      “There you are,” Bree said.

      “I hate you.”

      “No, you don't.”

      “No. I really don't.”

      Bree looked at the clock.

      2:57.

      “Take your shoes off,” she said. “Get into bed. You don't have to decide anything before morning.”

      She lay back against the pillows.

      Dani opened the car door. Bree heard the warning chime and then the door closing.

      “You walking?” Bree asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Tell me when you're inside.”

      The apartment building door opened with a metallic scrape. Dani complained about the elevator. Bree answered, though she could no longer remember what the complaint had been.

      The muscles in her hands began to loosen.

      Dani was still talking.

      Bree followed the rise and fall of her voice and supplied answers where the pauses seemed to require them.

      At some point, Dani reached her apartment.

      At some point, Miles became selfish.

      Bree closed her eyes.

      When she opened them, the lamp was still on.

      The phone lay against her chest.

      Dani was saying, “I know. You're right.”

      Bree lifted the phone and looked at the screen.

      3:24.

      The call had continued for forty-four minutes.

      Bree sat up.

      “What did I say?”

      “What?”

      “Just now.”

      “That I can't keep letting him decide when the conversation is over.”

      Bree waited for the rest of the sentence to return to her.

      It did not.

      “Right,” she said.

      “And that if I let him sleep, he'll wake up thinking he got away with it.”

      “I said that?”

      “You said it better.”

      “Are you still in your apartment?”

      “Yes.”

      “Where are your keys?”

      “In my bag.”

      “Leave them there.”

      Dani became quiet.

      “Bree?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Are you okay?”

      The question was so unexpected that Bree checked the screen as if another person might have joined the call.

      “I'm fine.”

      “You sound out of it.”

      “I was falling asleep.”

      “I'm sorry.”

      “Stop apologizing.”

      “You have work tomorrow.”

      “Not until noon.”

      “I don't know what I'd do without you.”

      “You'd call somebody who goes to bed at a reasonable hour.”

      “I'm serious.”

      “So am I.”

      Dani laughed.

      “You're a lifesaver.”

      Bree looked toward the bathroom door. The faucet was still running.

      “Go to bed,” she said.

      “Will you stay until I fall asleep?”

      “Yes.”

      Dani placed her phone on the pillow. Her breathing became quieter. Bree listened until the spaces between breaths lengthened.

      At 4:06, she ended the call.

      She returned to the bathroom and shut off the water.

      In the mirror, her pupils looked wrong. She leaned closer, then realized she did not know what they usually looked like at four in the morning.

      Her hand was steady now.

      Bree went back to bed. A message from Ben waited beneath the missed notifications.

      Breakfast tomorrow?

      She typed that she would love to, added a heart, and scheduled the message to send at eight fifteen.

      When Bree woke, the room was bright.

      Her phone was beneath the blanket, warm against her leg. The call with Dani appeared at the top of the recent list.

      One hour, twenty-six minutes.

      Bree remembered forty-four.

      She opened their messages.

      Nothing had been sent during the call. No photographs. No links. The last message remained Please answer.

      She called Dani after checking the time.

      No answer.

      Bree sent:

      Checking on you. Love you.

      Dani responded several minutes later with a heart.

      Bree put the phone facedown.

      At noon, she met Ben at a café near the nursing school.

      He had already ordered her coffee.

      “You look tired,” he said.

      “Thank you.”

      “I didn't mean bad.”

      “You paused before bad.”

      “I was looking for a better word.”

      “Did you find one?”

      “Beautiful?”

      “You panicked.”

      “Completely.”

      Bree smiled and took a photograph of the coffee. Ben's hand appeared near the cup, his watch visible but not his face.

      She posted it to one of her public accounts with the caption:

      Slow mornings.

      Ben watched her put the phone away.

      “I thought you worked last night.”

      “I did.”

      “So not slow.”

      “It's aspirational.”

      He accepted that.

      They talked about a concert he wanted to attend and whether Bree could get the weekend off. She said she would check. The nursing school stood across the street, its glass entrance reflecting the traffic.

      Ben followed her gaze.

      “Do you miss it?”

      “What?”

      “School.”

      “I don't know.”

      “You were almost done.”

      “The schedule stopped working.”

      “That still doesn't make sense to me.”

      “It doesn't have to.”

      He lifted both hands in surrender.

      Bree reached across the table and took one of them.

      “I didn't mean it like that.”

      “You kind of did.”

      “Sorry.”

      She asked about the concert again. Ben answered.

      The nursing school disappeared behind a city bus.

      Dani called Thursday afternoon.

      Bree was sitting in her car outside the grocery store, adjusting the brightness on a photograph before posting it. She answered through the car speakers.

      “You sound better,” Bree said.

      “I slept fourteen hours.”

      “Good.”

      “I talked to Miles.”

      Bree stopped moving the editing slider.

      “When?”

      “Yesterday.”

      “How did it go?”

      “Bad. Then less bad. We're giving it a week.”

      “That's probably smart.”

      “I almost went over there that night.”

      Bree placed the phone in the cup holder.

      “What night?”

      “When I called you.”

      “You stayed home.”

      “Only because I couldn't find my keys.”

      “You said they were in your bag.”

      “They were. I was a mess.”

      Bree looked through the windshield at a woman returning a shopping cart.

      “Why were you looking for them?”

      “You told me to go.”

      “No, I didn't.”

      “You did.”

      “I told you not to drive.”

      “At first.”

      Bree turned down the car fan.

      “What exactly did I say?”

      “I don't remember exactly. You said I shouldn't let him control when we talk and that I needed to make him face me.”

      “I said that?”

      “Maybe not those exact words.”

      “Were you drinking?”

      “Yes, Mother.”

      “That isn't funny.”

      “I know. I didn't go.”

      “That isn't the point.”

      “What is the point?”

      Bree did not answer.

      Dani's voice softened.

      “You were tired. I shouldn't have called that late.”

      “I told you to call me.”

      “You always say that.”

      “I mean it.”

      “I know.”

      A car waited behind Bree for the parking space. She started the engine and pulled away.

      “You're sure you're okay?” Dani asked.

      “I'm late for work.”

      “You're not working today.”

      Bree looked at the dashboard clock.

      Thursday. Four eighteen.

      She had told Ben she worked Thursdays because he wanted to stop by.

      “I meant I have things to do.”

      “Oh.”

      “I'll call you later.”

      “Okay.”

      Bree ended the call.

      She drove past the grocery-store exit and entered the adjoining shopping center. At the far end was a pharmacy.

      For several minutes, she sat in the parking lot with the engine running.

      Then she searched for meetings near Bethlehem.

      The results included AA, SMART Recovery, family groups, and a young people's NA meeting held Thursday evenings in the basement of a community church.

      Bree took a screenshot of the address.
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          COLE

        

      

    

    
      The emergency contact line remained blank.

      The intake coordinator turned the form around and pushed it back across the desk.

      “You missed this.”

      “No.”

      Cole left his hands inside the pocket of his sweatshirt.

      The coordinator tapped the empty line with the end of her pen. Her nameplate read JANICE WELLER, PROGRAM ASSISTANT.

      “We need somebody to contact in an emergency.”

      “There isn't anybody.”

      “A relative?”

      “No.”

      “Friend?”

      Cole looked at the form.

      Janice withdrew the pen.

      “You listed Megan Holt as your caseworker.”

      “She's not an emergency contact.”

      “Would she agree to be listed?”

      “I don't know.”

      “Can we call her?”

      “She won't answer.”

      Janice looked toward the clock on the wall. It was five forty-three. The group began at six.

      “She referred you here?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then she may answer us.”

      Cole said nothing.

      Janice dialed the number from the referral sheet. She listened, then left a message asking Megan to return the call and confirm whether she could be listed as an emergency contact.

      When she hung up, she drew a small star beside the blank line.

      “We'll come back to it.”

      Cole watched her turn the page.

      “Current address is the rooming house on Turner Street?”

      “Yes.”

      “How long have you lived there?”

      “Eight months.”

      “Are you employed?”

      “Temp work. Warehouse.”

      Janice began writing.

      “Any current medical conditions?”

      “No.”

      “Medications?”

      “No.”

      “History of overdose?”

      Cole looked toward the closed office door.

      Janice waited.

      “Once.”

      “When?”

      “Last year.”

      “Did you receive emergency treatment?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Hospital?”

      “Ambulance.”

      “Were you transported?”

      “No.”

      “Who administered naloxone?”

      “I don't know.”

      Janice's pen stopped.

      “You don't know who was with you?”

      “Some people.”

      “Do you still see them?”

      “No.”

      She checked a box.

      The next page asked for family history.

      Mother or guardian: deceased.

      Father or guardian: unknown.

      Janice read the answers without asking him to explain them. Under prior placements, Cole had written yes. The form requested dates. He had entered 9–18.

      “Was that foster care?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you maintain contact with anyone from your placements?”

      “No.”

      “Former foster parent?”

      “No.”

      “Sibling?”

      “No.”

      Janice placed the completed pages beneath the referral.

      “You understand that attendance is part of your diversion agreement.”

      “Yes.”

      “If you miss, arrive more than ten minutes late, or leave early, the program reports it.”

      Cole nodded.

      “You'll also be expected to participate.”

      “What counts?”

      “The facilitator determines that.”

      He looked at her.

      Cole pulled one hand from his pocket and rubbed the inside of his wrist.

      Janice opened a drawer and gave him a copy of the rules.

      “Sign the bottom.”

      He signed without reading them.

      She led him into the hallway and pointed toward a door across from the tax-preparation office.

      “You can go in.”

      Cole remained beside the desk.

      “Is there somewhere else you need to be first?” she asked.

      “No.”

      “Then that's your room.”

      He crossed the hall.

      Three people were already seated: a man in work boots, a woman in scrubs, and a man holding a coat over his knees.

      Cole took the chair closest to the corner. Its back touched the wall when he sat. He moved it forward enough to stop the contact, then angled it slightly away from the others.

      His right foot moved against the carpet.

      The man with the coat looked at it once.

      A woman entered apologizing about the parking and introduced herself before anyone asked. She sat beside the man with the coat.

      Cole lowered his head.

      The facilitator arrived with a legal pad and a box of tissues.

      During the explanation of the rules, Cole unfolded the paper Janice had given him. His signature appeared at the bottom beneath several paragraphs of text. He folded it again and returned it to his sweatshirt pocket.

      The facilitator asked everyone to silence their phones.

      Cole removed his. The screen was cracked from the upper corner to the middle. There were no notifications.

      He powered it off.

      The introductions moved around the circle. When they reached Cole, he gave his name.

      The facilitator asked what had brought him there.

      “Court.”

      A worksheet came around. Cole rested it on his knee and left it blank.

      When the facilitator asked for volunteers, Priya spoke. Cole watched the others write or answer until the facilitator looked at him.

      “What about you, Cole?”

      “I pass.”

      “You can.”

      Cole folded the blank worksheet in half.

      At the break, everyone reached for a phone except Dale, who went to the coffee table.

      Cole left the room.

      Victor watched him go.

      The men's restroom was at the end of the hall. Cole entered the only stall and locked the door. He sat on the closed toilet without removing his coat.

      From his sweatshirt pocket, he took the folded rules and opened them along the crease.

      At the top of the second page, the program had printed a list of crisis numbers.

      Cole read the page until someone entered the restroom.

      He folded it and returned it to his pocket.

      A man used the urinal, washed his hands, and left. Cole remained in the stall until the outer door closed.

      When he returned to the group, the break was nearly over. His chair had not moved.

      The second half began with a question written on the board:

      
        
        WHAT DID IT COST?

      

      

      The facilitator asked Cole to identify one consequence.

      “Got court.”

      “Anything outside the legal system?”

      “No.”

      “Nothing changed?”

      “No.”

      The facilitator waited, then looked away.

      Cole leaned back.

      At seven thirty, the facilitator reminded them of the next session and told them to leave their chairs in the circle.

      Victor was at the door before the sentence ended.

      Cole turned on his phone.

      A voicemail notification appeared.

      He placed the phone against his ear.

      Megan's voice told him that Janice had called. She said she could serve as his emergency contact temporarily, but they needed to discuss other options. Her next available appointment was three weeks away.

      Cole deleted the voicemail.

      Outside, the parking lot had emptied except for four cars. Cole pulled up the bus schedule. The next bus was due in twenty-seven minutes.

      He started walking toward the road.

      Dale came out behind him.

      They reached the edge of the parking lot at the same time. Dale's car was parked near the bus stop, an older sedan with a dent above the rear wheel.

      Dale unlocked it.

      Cole continued past him.

      “You want a coffee or something?” Dale asked.

      Cole stopped.

      Dale stood beside the open driver's door. He did not look directly at Cole.

      “No.”

      “All right.”

      Dale got into the car and left.
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      The porch steps had not moved.

      Walter had used them every day for twenty-three years. He knew the shallow place near the bottom where rain collected and the loose corner of the top board that caught the toe of a careless shoe. Neither had anything to do with what happened.

      Frank was halfway across the yard when Walter stepped out behind him.

      “You left your cigarettes.”

      Frank turned. Walter held up the pack.

      “You trying to get rid of me?”

      “I'm trying to get rid of these.”

      “You bought them.”

      “They smell like you.”

      Walter took one more step. His right heel found the edge instead of the center, and the porch rose in front of him.

      The cigarette pack left his hand. One shoulder struck the railing before his head caught the bottom step. For several seconds he lay with his cheek against the concrete, watching Frank's shoes approach upside down.

      “Don't call anybody,” Walter said.

      Frank crouched beside him. “I didn't.”

      “You're holding your phone.”

      “I'm checking the time.”

      “With nine-one-one on the screen?”

      Frank pressed the call button.

      Walter tried to sit up. The yard shifted hard to the left, then returned. Something warm moved from his hair toward his ear.

      “I'm fine.”

      Frank put a hand against his chest. “Stay down.”

      “Get your hand off me.”

      “Then stop moving.”

      The operator's voice came through the phone. Frank gave the address.

      Walter rested his head against the step. He could smell the damp concrete beneath him. One of the cigarettes had landed near the flower bed, its white paper bright against the dirt.

      “You're paying for the ambulance,” he said.

      Frank looked at the blood on his hand. “Sure.”

      The paramedics asked Walter what day it was.

      “Thursday.”

      One of them glanced at the other.

      “It is Thursday,” Walter said.

      “Do you know where you are?”

      “On my own property, against my will.”

      The younger paramedic knelt near his head and shone a light into his eyes. Walter followed the finger when instructed. He knew how this worked.

      “How much have you had to drink today?”

      Walter looked toward Frank.

      Frank had moved back several feet.

      “I wasn't counting.”

      “Can you estimate?”

      “I can. I'm choosing not to.”

      The paramedic placed a folded pad against the cut near Walter's temple.

      “Any blood thinners?”

      “No.”

      “Prescription medications?”

      “Nothing worth stealing.”

      The paramedic did not smile.

      They lifted Walter onto the stretcher. Frank picked up the cigarettes and placed them on Walter's chest before the ambulance doors closed.

      At the hospital, a nurse cut through the shoulder of his shirt.

      “You could have asked me to take it off.”

      “I did.”

      Walter looked at her.

      “Twice,” she said.

      The room was too bright. A television mounted near the ceiling played a cooking competition with the sound off. Walter watched a woman hold up a ruined cake while the nurse cleaned the cut on his head.

      “This will need a few stitches.”

      “Use the good thread.”

      She moved his cigarettes away from the edge of the bed.

      “When was your last tetanus shot?”

      “Ask me something from this decade.”

      She entered the answer into the computer.

      Another nurse took several tubes of blood. Someone wheeled him downstairs for a scan. Walter stayed quiet inside the machine because there was nothing to argue with. When it released him, he was returned to the same room and given a paper cup of water.

      His phone was in a plastic bag with his wallet and belt. The screen showed two missed calls from Frank.

      The nurse asked for an emergency contact.

      “You've got him.”

      “Frank Nolan?”

      “He's the emergency. He can be the contact.”

      “Anyone else?”

      “No.”

      She waited.

      Walter opened the phone and scrolled past Danny's name before giving her Frank's number.

      A doctor came in after midnight. She appeared younger than Danny, although most people had begun to. Her badge said Dr. Mehta.

      “Your head CT is clear,” she said. “No bleeding. You also didn't fracture your shoulder.”

      “So I can go.”

      “No.”

      Walter pushed himself higher against the pillow. The room moved slightly. He waited for it to settle before speaking.

      “You just said the scan was clear.”

      “Your blood alcohol was point two seven when the ambulance brought you in.”

      “I've been higher.”

      “I believe you.”

      She pulled the rolling stool closer but did not sit.

      “The fact that you can hold this conversation at that level is not reassuring, Mr. Brennan. It means your body is accustomed to functioning with a dangerous amount of alcohol in it.”

      “I know I drink.”

      “How much?”

      “Depends on the day.”

      “Today.”

      Walter looked at the clock on the wall. “Yesterday now.”

      “How much did you drink yesterday?”

      “Whiskey at home. Beer with Frank.”

      “How much whiskey?”

      “There was less in the bottle when I finished.”

      Dr. Mehta watched him without writing anything down.

      “I'm not hiding it,” Walter said. “I drink every day.”

      “You say that as if admitting it makes it less dangerous.”

      “It means I'm not lying to you.”

      “You fell down a set of steps you've probably climbed thousands of times.”

      “I missed one.”

      “And if you had struck the corner differently, I might be speaking to whoever you refused to list as your emergency contact.”

      Walter looked toward the television. Someone had replaced the ruined cake with a tray of small pastries.

      “The scan is clean tonight,” she said. “That is the only promise I can give you.”

      Walter touched the dressing near his temple.

      “When can I leave?”

      “When your alcohol level comes down and you have been assessed. I also want someone here before you are discharged.”

      “Frank's asleep.”

      “Then he can wake up.”

      Walter laughed once. His ribs hurt when he did.

      Dr. Mehta stood.

      “One more thing. If you decide to stop drinking, do not try to prove something by doing it alone. Daily alcohol use at this level can make withdrawal dangerous. The clinician will talk to you about options.”

      “You people really know how to turn one bad step into a career.”

      She reached the doorway.

      “This was not one bad step.”

      The behavioral health clinician arrived at three in the morning carrying a clipboard and two sealed cups of apple juice. He handed one to Walter and sat beside the bed.

      “My name is Paul.”

      “Walter.”

      “I know.”

      “That saves time.”

      Paul placed the clipboard on his knee.

      “When was the last day you had no alcohol at all?”

      Walter opened the juice. “Christmas.”

      “This past Christmas?”

      “I don't remember saying that.”

      Paul wrote something down.

      “Have you ever tried to stop?”

      “I stopped for a week when I had pneumonia.”

      “How did you feel?”

      “Sick. I had pneumonia.”

      “Any shaking? Sweating? Trouble sleeping?”

      Walter drank the juice.

      Paul looked at the bandage on his head. “Has alcohol caused problems in your relationships?”

      “Two divorces.”

      “And your son?”

      Walter lowered the cup.

      “What about him?”

      “The nurse noted that you passed over his name when she asked for an emergency contact.”

      “She should mind her business.”

      “In an emergency department?”

      Walter set the juice on the tray. “Danny hasn't spoken to me in six years. That's his decision.”

      “Why did he make it?”

      “He has his reasons.”

      “I'm asking for yours.”

      “My reason is that he stopped calling.”

      The assessment lasted another twenty minutes. Walter agreed that he drank daily. He agreed that the fall had involved alcohol because denying it would have been stupid. When Paul asked whether he considered himself dependent, Walter said he considered himself tired.

      Paul left a list of treatment programs and meetings on the tray.

      “This one is tomorrow evening,” he said, pointing to an address at a church less than two miles from Walter's house.

      “You get a commission?”

      “No.”

      “Then you need a better job.”

      Paul smiled. “You might be right.”

      Frank arrived shortly after six wearing the same clothes he had worn the night before. He stood at the end of the bed and studied Walter's bandage.

      “You look terrible.”

      “You always look like that, so I can see why you'd recognize it.”

      The nurse reviewed the discharge instructions. Frank nodded as if he had been appointed guardian. Walter signed the last page without reading it.

      Outside, morning traffic had started. Frank opened the passenger door of his truck.

      Walter stopped beside it.

      “What?”

      “I can open a door.”

      “I know.”

      “Then move.”

      Frank moved.

      The meeting list was folded in Walter's jacket pocket. He felt it there when he climbed into the truck.

      The next evening, Walter drove past the church twice.

      He had expected stained glass. The building had cinder-block walls and a sign advertising preschool enrollment. Six cars were parked near a side entrance. A man holding a foam cup stood outside beneath a light.

      Walter continued to the end of the street before turning around.

      The man was gone when Walter returned. The door had been propped open with a brick.

      Inside, metal chairs formed a circle in a basement room. A coffee machine hissed on a folding table. Walter took a cup because it gave him something to carry.

      A gray-haired man approached him.

      “You here for the meeting?”

      “No, I came for the coffee.”

      The man looked into Walter's cup. “Then I owe you an apology.”

      Walter tasted it.

      “You do.”

      The man laughed and held out his hand. “I'm Leonard.”

      “Walter.”

      “First meeting?”

      “First one I remember.”

      Leonard pointed toward the chairs. “Sit wherever you want.”

      Walter chose a place near the door.

      The meeting began with people introducing themselves. Walter listened to each person use the word alcoholic as if it were a name they had been given at birth. When the room reached him, he kept the coffee between both hands.

      “I'm Walter.”

      Several faces remained turned toward him.

      “That's the part I'm sure of.”

      A few people smiled.

      “I drink every day,” he said. “I fell down my porch steps yesterday and ended up in the emergency room. The doctor says the fact that I can still form sentences is apparently not the medical achievement I thought it was.”

      Someone across the circle laughed softly.

      Walter looked at the floor.

      “I never lost a job because of drinking. I lost two marriages, but nobody ever put those on a résumé.”

      The room stayed quiet.

      “My son doesn't speak to me. He has his version of why.”

      Leonard asked, “What's yours?”

      Walter lifted the coffee, then remembered it was empty.

      “He stopped calling.”

      Nobody corrected him.

      When the meeting ended, Leonard asked if he planned to return.

      “I came tonight.”

      “That wasn't my question.”

      “It's the answer I've got.”

      Walter carried the empty cup to the trash and left.

      Frank was sitting on Walter's porch when he got home. Two open beers rested on the small table between the chairs.

      “How was church?” Frank asked.

      “It wasn't church.”

      Walter lowered himself carefully into the chair beside him. Frank held out the second beer, and Walter took it with his unbandaged hand.
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          MARCUS AND BREE

        

      

    

    
      Marcus parked behind the church at 7:08 for a meeting that began at 7:30.

      He stayed in the car.

      The entrance was marked by a sheet of blue paper taped inside the glass. YOUNG PEOPLE'S NA. USE SIDE DOOR. An arrow pointed toward a metal door beneath a security light.

      Gene had sent the address that afternoon.

      No speech. No reminder of the sweating behind the counter or the socket wrench Marcus had dropped because his hand would not close around it.

      Just the address and a start time.

      At 7:16, another message appeared.

      You there?

      Marcus turned the phone facedown on the passenger seat.

      He had one pill in the pocket of his work shirt and another beneath his tongue. He had taken it five minutes earlier, dry, and could still taste the bitterness as it dissolved. By morning, he would tell himself, he could find more.

      A silver hatchback entered the lot and parked three spaces away. The driver remained inside with the screen of her phone lighting her face.

      Marcus looked toward the church.

      The woman in the hatchback looked toward it too.

      Neither moved.

      At 7:24, she got out.

      She wore black leggings and a sweatshirt with the name of a nursing school printed across the front. Her hair was pulled into a knot that appeared to have been redone several times. She carried her phone in one hand and kept her thumb moving across the screen as she walked.

      Marcus waited until she reached the side door.

      Then he followed.

      The meeting room was in the church basement. Someone had arranged metal chairs in a circle, with extra chairs stacked against the wall. A man near Marcus's age poured coffee into a foam cup while a woman in a knit cap placed photocopied readings on the seats.

      The woman from the parking lot chose the chair closest to the door.

      Marcus sat two chairs away.

      The space between them remained empty until a broad man in a warehouse vest lowered himself into it and apologized to both of them for reasons Marcus did not understand.

      A woman named Tasha opened the meeting. She appeared to be about thirty, which Marcus thought stretched the definition of young but not enough to challenge aloud.

      She asked whether anyone was attending for the first time.

      The room went still.

      Marcus studied the reading on his chair.

      
        
        WHO IS AN ADDICT?

      

      

      The question had been printed in capital letters as if the paper expected an answer.

      The woman near the door raised her hand halfway. Her elbow never left her side.

      Tasha nodded toward her. “Welcome.”

      “I didn't say anything yet.”

      “You don't have to.”

      The woman lowered her hand.

      Tasha looked around the circle. “Anybody else?”

      Marcus kept his eyes on the page.

      The man in the warehouse vest leaned closer. “First time?”

      Marcus turned toward him. “Do I look lost?”

      “You're reading the paper.”

      Marcus placed it facedown on his knee.

      The man raised his own hand and pointed at Marcus.

      Tasha smiled. “Welcome to you too.”

      Marcus looked at the empty coffee cup in the man's hand.

      “You're very helpful.”

      “I try.”

      The meeting began with introductions.

      Some people called themselves addicts. Others gave only their names. One man said he had been clean for eleven days and received the loudest welcome in the room. Marcus could not tell whether the applause embarrassed him or kept him from falling apart.

      When the circle reached the woman near the door, she placed her phone beneath her thigh.

      “I'm Bree.”

      The room waited.

      “That's it.”

      “Glad you're here, Bree,” several people said.

      The man in the warehouse vest introduced himself next. Then everyone looked at Marcus.

      “I'm Marcus.”

      He stopped there.

      The same voices welcomed him.

      He had expected questions. Nobody asked one.

      Tasha read something about identification instead of comparison. Marcus listened until the pill began to settle into him. The tightness in his back eased. His skin cooled beneath his shirt.

      He could leave now without looking sick.

      That had been the plan.

      A young man across the circle talked about stealing from his grandmother. He said it without crying or trying to make himself sound better. When he finished, Tasha thanked him and called on no one else.

      The silence stayed open.

      Marcus looked toward the door.

      Bree was already looking at it.
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      Bree had chosen the chair nearest the exit because leaving would be easier if nobody had to move.

      Then the large man sat beside her and stretched his legs into the only clear path.

      Her phone vibrated beneath her thigh.

      Four messages from Dani filled the screen. After saying never mind, she had asked whether a person could die from crying too hard.

      Bree locked the screen.

      Across the circle, the new man named Marcus rubbed his thumb against the side of his index finger. He had been doing it since the introductions. The movement was small enough that no one would notice unless they were also trying to keep their own hands still.

      Tasha asked whether anyone wanted to speak about what had brought them into the room.

      A woman wearing restaurant clothes talked about finding a bag in her coat after promising her father she had thrown everything away. She had carried it for two days without opening it.

      “I kept saying it didn't count because I didn't use it.”

      “What did you do with it?” someone asked.

      “Brought it here.”

      She pointed toward a trash can near the coffee table.

      Nobody applauded this time.

      Bree looked at her sweatshirt. She had worn it without thinking. The nursing school's name was faded from washing, but the letters were still readable.

      A year earlier, people had asked when she would graduate. Now they asked whether she planned to go back.

      She gave both questions the same answer.

      Soon.

      Her phone vibrated again.

      Tasha looked toward her, then toward Marcus.

      “No pressure on either of you,” she said. “You can sit and listen.”

      Marcus leaned back. “My coworker thinks I should be here.”

      “What do you think?” Tasha asked.

      “I think he talks too much.”

      Several people laughed.

      Tasha waited.

      Marcus looked down at his hands. “He noticed something.”

      Bree saw his thumb stop moving.

      Tasha nodded. “That's enough.”

      The silence moved toward Bree.

      She pulled the phone from beneath her leg. Dani's name filled the screen as another call came through.

      Bree declined it.

      “I don't know if I'm supposed to be here,” she said.

      No one responded immediately.

      She wished someone would disagree. She also wished they would believe her.

      “I take something that was prescribed to somebody,” she said. “Not heroin or anything.”

      The woman in restaurant clothes looked at her without changing expression.

      “I know how that sounded.”

      “You don't have to rank it,” the woman said.

      Bree folded her arms across the nursing school's name.

      “I'm not ranking it.”

      The woman nodded once.

      Bree's phone began vibrating again.

      Tasha asked, “Do you need to take that?”

      “No.”

      The phone stopped.

      Bree placed it facedown on the floor.

      The meeting continued around her. She heard pieces of what people said, but her attention stayed with the dark screen near her shoe.

      When the meeting ended, the man in the warehouse vest moved his chair and cleared the path to the door.

      Bree stood before anyone could speak to her.

      She made it into the hallway before remembering that her phone was still beneath the chair.

      When she returned, Marcus was holding it.

      “I wasn't going through it,” he said.

      “I didn't think you were.”

      “You looked like you did.”

      “I always look like this.”

      He handed her the phone.

      Dani had called twice more.

      Bree slipped it into her sweatshirt pocket. “Your coworker waiting outside?”

      Marcus glanced toward the basement windows. “Probably.”

      “He drove you?”

      “No.”

      “But he's waiting?”

      “He has trust issues.”

      Bree looked at him.

      Marcus put both hands into his pockets. “He sent me the address. He'll want proof I went.”

      “What counts as proof?”

      “I haven't decided.”

      They walked toward the stairs. A stack of meeting schedules rested on a table near the door.

      Bree took one and folded it into quarters.

      Marcus left his where it was.

      Outside, the silver hatchback and Marcus's car were the only vehicles remaining in the far row. Bree stopped between them.

      “Do you think they believed us?” she asked.

      “About what?”

      “That we don't know if we belong here.”

      Marcus looked back at the blue sign taped inside the door.

      “No.”

      Bree nodded. “Me neither.”

      Her phone rang again.

      She pulled it from her pocket and read Dani's name.

      Marcus opened his car door.

      “See you,” Bree said.

      He looked at the folded schedule in her hand. “Maybe.”

      Bree answered the call.

      “Hey,” she said, her voice already warm. “Tell me what happened.”

      Marcus got into his car and closed the door.
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          ADELE

        

      

    

    
      At 3:14 in the afternoon, Adele was still wearing her robe.

      She had showered. That counted for something. Her hair was combed, and she had applied moisturizer before returning to the kitchen. The robe remained because getting dressed required choosing where the day was going.

      She had nowhere to be.

      Four prescription bottles stood on the counter beside a glass of water. Adele had arranged them by date and was counting what remained in each one.

      The oldest bottle still carried the name of the orthopedic surgeon who had replaced her hip. The label had faded where her thumb had passed over it. Two others came from different physicians. The fourth had no label at all.

      She placed six tablets in a saucer and returned the rest to their bottles.

      The doorbell rang.

      Adele froze with one hand above the counter.

      Nobody visited without calling. Marion called before every Sunday visit even though she had been arriving at the same time for years. Father Iannucci telephoned before bringing a parish bulletin. Delivery drivers left packages beside the planter and disappeared.

      The bell rang again.

      Adele closed her hand around the tablets and slipped them into the pocket of her robe. She should have moved the bottles. Instead, she walked toward the front door.

      Sofia stood on the porch holding a blue ceramic baking dish against her chest.

      “I washed it,” she said when Adele opened the door.

      Adele looked at the dish.

      “You brought me the baked ziti after Daniel died.”

      “That was more than a year ago.”

      “I know.”

      “You've had my dish for more than a year?”

      Sofia examined the painted rim. “I became attached.”

      Adele opened the storm door far enough to take it.

      Sofia looked past her.

      The kitchen counter was visible from the entryway. Sunlight from the back window caught the orange plastic bottles.

      Neither woman spoke.

      Adele drew the dish against her robe. “My hip has been bothering me.”

      Sofia kept her eyes on Adele's face. “I'm sorry.”

      “It happens in damp weather.”

      “It hasn't rained.”

      “The pressure changes before the rain.”

      Sofia nodded as if the explanation required no further work.

      Adele waited for her to leave.

      Instead, Sofia looked down at the dish. “You should make something in this.”

      “I have other dishes.”

      “But this one has returned from its journey.”

      “I'll alert the parish.”

      Sofia smiled. Adele did not mean to smile back, but she did.

      The storm door remained open between them.

      “You're still in your robe,” Sofia said.

      “It is a housecoat.”

      “Of course.”

      “There is a difference.”

      “I can see that now.”

      Adele adjusted the collar. She had owned the robe for nine years. Daniel used to call it the blue curtain, although it was green.

      Sofia shifted her weight. “Have you eaten?”

      “I was about to.”

      “What?”

      Adele looked toward the kitchen.

      Sofia waited.

      “I hadn't decided.”

      “I'll make you something.”

      “That won't be necessary.”

      “I know.”

      Sofia stepped inside.

      Adele moved aside because stopping her would have required a scene, and scenes were more difficult to explain than visitors.

      Sofia carried the dish into the kitchen. She placed it in the sink, then looked at the bottles without touching them.

      Adele set her palm against the pocket of her robe. The tablets pressed into her leg through the fabric.

      “I don't usually leave medication sitting out.”

      Sofia opened the refrigerator.

      “You don't have to inspect my food.”

      “I'm not inspecting it.”

      “You're moving things.”

      “There's mustard behind the orange juice.”

      “I know where the mustard is.”

      “Then this is going very well.”

      Sofia removed a package of sliced turkey and set it on the counter. She found bread in the cabinet without asking.

      Adele gathered the prescription bottles.

      “You don't have to put those away for me,” Sofia said.

      “I'm not.”

      Adele placed them inside the cabinet above the refrigerator. She had to stand on her toes to reach it. Sofia watched but did not offer help.

      “Mayonnaise?” Sofia asked.

      “Very little.”

      Sofia spread it across one slice of bread.

      “That is not very little.”

      “It's nearly transparent.”

      “It is white.”

      Sofia scraped some back into the jar.

      Adele sat at the kitchen table. She rarely sat there anymore. She ate breakfast standing at the counter and dinner in the living room with the television on. The table belonged to mornings when Daniel had read the newspaper and complained that the sports section received more editing than the front page.

      Sofia cut the sandwich in half and placed it on a plate.

      “I can feed myself,” Adele said.

      “I've seen you do it.”

      Sofia poured a fresh glass of water and sat across from her.

      The kitchen clock read 3:22.

      Adele took one bite because refusing would have made the sandwich important.

      Sofia folded her hands on the table.

      “You don't have to watch me.”

      “I'm not watching.”

      “You are facing me.”

      “There are only two chairs.”

      “There are four.”

      Sofia glanced at the empty chairs. “These two seemed friendlier.”

      Adele took another bite.

      Sofia began talking about the maple tree between their properties. One of its branches had grown over her garage, and she wanted to have it trimmed before winter. She asked whether Adele knew the name of the company Daniel used.

      “He did it himself.”

      “Of course he did.”

      “He had a ladder.”

      “Most people hire someone despite owning a ladder.”

      “Daniel did not believe in paying another person to perform a task he could nearly kill himself attempting.”

      Sofia laughed.

      Adele looked down at the sandwich.

      After Daniel's funeral, people had filled the house and spoken about him in completed sentences. They had described his stubbornness as determination and his silences as thoughtfulness. Sofia had been the only person to say that grief made everyone dishonest.

      Adele had disliked her for it.

      The feeling had lasted less than a week.

      “Daniel would have trimmed the branch from my roof,” Sofia said.

      “He would have told you he could.”

      “Same thing, in his mind.”

      Adele ate half the sandwich. She left the other half on the plate.

      Sofia did not tell her to finish.

      The clock moved past 3:30.

      Adele waited for a question about the bottles. She prepared an answer about arthritis. When Sofia continued discussing the tree, Adele replaced arthritis with an explanation involving her hip.

      No question came.

      Sofia stood and carried the knife to the sink.

      “You don't have to wash that,” Adele said.

      “I'm only rinsing it.”

      “You say that now.”

      Sofia ran the knife beneath the faucet and placed it in the drying rack. She dried her hands on a towel, then looked toward the cabinet above the refrigerator.

      Adele tightened the belt of her robe.

      “Thank you for the sandwich,” she said.

      “You're welcome.”

      “I was going to eat.”

      “I know.”

      Sofia walked toward the front door. Adele followed, still carrying the plate with the uneaten half.

      On the porch, Sofia turned.

      “I make too much soup,” she said.

      “You always have.”

      “I'll bring some tomorrow.”

      “That isn't necessary.”

      “I know.”

      Adele opened the storm door.

      Sofia stepped outside and walked down the path without mentioning the bottles.

      Adele closed the front door. She carried the plate back to the kitchen and stood beneath the cabinet where she had hidden them.

      Then she picked up the remaining half of the sandwich and ate it.
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          PRIYA

        

      

    

    
      By the fifth session, Priya knew which chair would remain empty until Dale arrived. It was in the back, angled slightly away from the circle.

      She had tried sitting beside him during the second session.

      “Did you find the building okay?”

      “I found it.”

      Two weeks later, after hearing him mention a custody schedule, she asked whether he had children. He looked at her before saying he had a daughter.

      This week, she sat across the circle from him.

      The facilitator passed out a worksheet titled CONSEQUENCES AND CONTINUED USE. Beneath the heading, two columns divided the page.

      
        
        What has it cost you?

        Why did you continue?

      

      

      Priya wrote Maya's name in the first column.

      She covered it with her hand before anyone could see.

      Victor tapped his pen against the empty page. “This assumes everybody here continued.”

      “You can answer according to your own experience,” the facilitator said.

      “My experience is one arrest.”

      “Then write about that.”

      “I already did. The court has copies.”

      The facilitator moved on.

      Priya looked toward Dale. His worksheet remained facedown on his knee.

      Cole had placed his on the floor beneath his chair.

      Renata was writing.

      Priya lowered her pen to the second column. She could have written book club. She could have written that everyone kept pouring and nobody wanted to be the first person to leave. Both answers sounded like excuses because they were.

      She wrote: I wanted the night to keep going.

      When the facilitator asked for volunteers, Priya raised her hand.

      She had not planned to.

      “I think I liked being the person who kept things fun,” she said. “At book club, I mean. I hosted that night, so I kept opening wine because people were laughing and staying later than usual. It felt like everybody wanted to be at my house.”

      She could hear herself gathering speed.

      “And I know that doesn't explain driving the next morning. I really believed I was fine by then. It had been hours. Obviously I wasn't fine, but I didn't wake up and decide to put my children in danger. I would never knowingly do that.”

      The facilitator waited until Priya stopped.

      “What did you write in the first column?”

      Priya looked at the hand covering Maya's name.

      “My kids saw me arrested.”

      She kept her palm on the page.

      Across the circle, Dale looked down.

      The facilitator thanked her and asked whether anyone else wanted to share.

      Nobody did.

      At eight o'clock, the group broke for ten minutes.

      Priya went to the restroom even though she did not need to. She washed her hands, dried them, then washed them again after noticing blue ink along the side of her finger.

      When she returned to the hallway, Dale was sitting on the wooden bench near the vending machines. A paper cup of coffee rested between his hands.

      Priya considered going back into the room.

      Instead, she sat at the other end of the bench.

      Dale glanced at her. “Hey.”

      “Hi.”

      The vending machine compressor started behind them.

      Priya looked at his coffee.

      She nearly asked whether it was drinkable. She could have made a joke about the powdered creamer or told him about the dental office coffee that had permanently stained the inside of the pot. Any of those sentences would have required another one after it.

      She kept her mouth closed.

      Her phone vibrated inside her purse.

      Maya had sent a message.

      Can I stay at Dad's tomorrow too?

      Priya read it from the notification screen without opening the conversation. Ravi had probably already told Maya to ask. He liked arrangements to appear as if they came from the children.

      Priya began typing.

      Why? Did he say something? We already agreed you would come home after school and Theo needs help with his project.

      She read the message, then erased it.

      Dale drank his coffee.

      Priya placed the phone facedown on her knee.

      Through the closed meeting-room door, Victor's voice rose and stopped. Someone laughed. A chair scraped against the floor.

      Dale watched the parking lot through the glass doors at the end of the hallway.

      Priya counted the ceiling tiles above them until she realized she was counting and stopped.

      The silence continued.

      “My daughter used to play piano,” Dale said.

      Priya turned toward him.

      His attention remained on the parking lot.

      Priya knew his daughter's name was Kayla. He had mentioned it once while explaining his visitation schedule. Sixteen years old. Every other Saturday and one dinner during the week when Michelle allowed it.

      Priya wanted to ask why Kayla had stopped playing.

      She wanted to know whether Dale had attended her lessons and if a piano still sat in Michelle's house. She imagined a girl practicing scales while Dale stood in a kitchen pretending not to listen.

      Instead, Priya nodded.

      Dale lifted the paper cup and found it empty.

      The meeting-room door opened.

      “Two minutes,” the facilitator said.

      Dale stood and dropped the cup into the trash.

      Priya remained on the bench.

      Her phone was still facedown on her knee. She turned it over and opened Maya's message.

      Okay, she typed. You can stay.

      She sent it before adding anything else.

      Inside the room, Dale returned to his chair in the back. His worksheet remained facedown where he had left it.

      Priya sat across from him.

      The facilitator resumed the discussion and asked everyone to turn to the second page.

      Priya looked down at the worksheet.

      In the margin beside her answer, she wrote the word piano.

      She drew a line through it before the ink had dried.
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          RENATA

        

      

    

    
      Dale was still sitting when the session ended.

      The facilitator erased the whiteboard while everyone gathered their belongings. Victor left first. Priya remained near the coffee table, searching through her purse.

      Renata closed her workbook and watched Dale.

      He had not moved since the facilitator dismissed them. His hands rested on his knees. His face held the dull stillness Renata saw in family members who had spent too many nights beside a hospital bed.

      She placed the workbook in her bag.

      “Are you all right?”

      Dale looked toward her. “Yeah.”

      “You didn't hear her say we were done.”

      “I heard.”

      The room had nearly emptied. Cole passed behind them without saying good night.

      Renata stepped closer. “Do you feel dizzy?”

      “No.”

      “Any nausea?”

      Dale stood and reached for his coat. “I'm fine.”

      He slipped one arm into the wrong sleeve, corrected it, then pulled the coat over his shoulders.

      Renata watched his balance.

      Dale noticed.

      “I'm not drunk.”

      “I didn't say you were.”

      “You didn't have to.”

      Renata picked up her bag. “I was asking whether you felt well.”

      “I said I'm fine.”

      He walked into the hallway.

      Renata followed.

      The fluorescent lights had switched to their nighttime setting, leaving every other fixture dark. Dale pressed the elevator button.

      “How much sleep did you get last night?” Renata asked.

      He looked at the illuminated arrow above the doors. “Enough.”

      “That can mean different things.”

      “It usually means I don't want to answer.”

      The elevator arrived.

      Dale stepped inside and held the door. Renata entered beside him.

      They rode to the ground floor without speaking.

      In the lobby, a security guard sat behind the front desk watching a basketball game on his phone. Dale signed out and handed the pen to Renata.

      She wrote the time beside her name.

      Outside, the temperature had dropped. Dale stopped near the curb to button his coat.

      Renata could have walked to her car.

      “You look exhausted,” she said.

      “So do you.”

      “I worked last night.”

      “There you go.”

      “That doesn't mean you're all right.”

      Dale pushed his hands into his coat pockets. “Do you do this for a living?”

      “I'm a nurse.”

      “That makes sense.”

      “What does?”

      “The questions.”

      Renata adjusted the strap of her bag. “I'm trying to make sure you're safe.”

      “You don't know me.”

      “I know what tired looks like.”

      Dale studied her face.

      “So do I,” he said.

      He walked toward the parking lot.

      Renata remained near the curb before following.

      Dale's car was parked beneath a light. He unlocked it but did not get in. Renata's car was two rows farther back.

      “You should not drive if you feel impaired,” she said.

      “I don't.”

      “If you're overtired, that can affect your reaction time too.”

      “I know how to drive.”

      “I'm not suggesting you don't.”

      “You've suggested a lot for somebody who asked one question.”

      Dale opened the driver's door.

      Renata stopped a few feet away.

      “I apologize.”

      He looked at her over the roof of the car.

      Dale lowered himself into the driver's seat. He left the door open, one foot still on the pavement.

      Renata turned toward her car.

      “I don't feel like going home yet,” he said.

      She stopped.

      Dale looked through the windshield. His keys rested in his hand.

      Renata waited for him to say more.

      He did not.

      “There's a diner on Hamilton,” she said. “They're open all night.”

      “I know where it is.”

      “You could get some coffee. Sit for a while.”

      Dale inserted the key into the ignition.

      “Just make sure you eat something. Coffee on an empty stomach can make you feel worse.”

      Dale closed the car door.

      The engine started.

      Renata stepped back as he pulled out of the space. His brake lights came on at the end of the row, then disappeared toward the street.

      She stood beneath the parking-lot light until the cold reached through her scrubs.

      At home, the kitchen light was on.

      Renata parked in the driveway and turned off the engine.

      Through the front window, she could see Tom's walker beside the table. Elena had left her backpack near the stairs, open, with a folder partly visible.

      Renata stayed in the car.

      Her phone rang.

      Tom.

      She answered. “Hi.”

      “Are you outside?”

      “Yes.”

      “I thought I heard the car.”

      “I'm coming in.”

      “Everything okay?”

      “Yes.”

      “All right.”

      He remained on the line.

      Renata could hear the television behind him.

      “I'll be there in a minute,” she said.

      Tom ended the call.

      Renata opened the glove compartment. Beneath the registration and a package of tissues was a pharmacy envelope folded around two pills.

      She removed one and held it in her palm.

      The kitchen curtain moved. Tom appeared at the window, one hand braced against the frame.

      Renata swallowed the pill without water and opened the car door.
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          MARCUS

        

      

    

    
      The application sent Marcus a reminder at 4:47 on Tuesday afternoon.

      Your application is incomplete.

      He read the subject line on his phone while Gene carried a box of brake pads into the stockroom. No customers had entered for twenty minutes. Rain moved across the front windows in thin sheets, blurring the traffic on Union Boulevard.

      Marcus opened the message.

      The physical therapist assistant program would stop accepting applications in nine days. His transcript had been received. The recommendation from his former coach was marked complete.

      The personal statement remained unfinished.

      Gene returned to the counter and cut open another box.

      “You planning to stare at that until it apologizes?”

      “It's an email.”

      “I know what an email is.”

      Marcus locked the screen.

      Gene placed a row of brake-pad packages beneath the counter. “How was the meeting?”

      “Which meeting?”

      “The one you went to.”

      Marcus looked toward the windows. “It was fine.”

      “That good?”

      “The coffee was terrible.”

      Gene nodded. “That means it was legitimate.”

      A customer entered carrying a windshield wiper blade wrapped in torn cardboard. He wanted the same model, except cheaper. Marcus searched the inventory while the customer explained why the price displayed online should control even though the listing belonged to another store.

      By the time the man left, Gene had finished stocking the brake pads.

      “You going back?” he asked.

      Marcus returned to the computer. “Maybe.”

      Gene picked up the empty box. “All right.”

      That was all.

      At five, Gene went into the stockroom to begin the weekly count. Marcus opened the application portal on the store computer.

      The personal-statement prompt appeared beneath a yellow incomplete symbol.

      Describe an experience that shaped your interest in physical therapy and rehabilitation.

      Maximum 500 words.

      Marcus placed both hands on the keyboard.

      He typed:

      My interest in physical therapy began when the medication prescribed after my shoulder surgery became harder to stop than the pain itself.

      He read the sentence.

      The cursor blinked after the period.

      He highlighted the line and deleted it.

      The empty text box returned.

      His phone rang beside the keyboard.

      Donna.

      “What's up?”

      “Can you pick up Jenna from rehearsal?”

      “What time?”

      “Six.”

      Marcus looked at the clock above the register. “I'm working until six.”

      “I thought you said Gene was there.”

      “He is.”

      “So can't he close?”

      Marcus lowered his voice. “That's not the point.”

      “I wouldn't ask if I had another way.”

      “What about her friend's mother?”

      “She has somewhere to be.”

      Marcus looked at the application.

      “I can get there around six ten.”

      “Perfect. Thank you.”

      Donna ended the call.

      Marcus set the phone beside the keyboard and returned to the prompt.

      This time he wrote:

      When a shoulder injury ended my baseball career at nineteen, physical therapy helped me understand that recovery is not simply a return to previous ability. It is the process of building a useful life around what has changed.

      He stopped.

      The sentence sounded like something printed beneath a photograph of a person running at sunrise.

      He left it.

      He described the therapist measuring the movement of his shoulder and the exercises that followed. When Marcus wrote that the experience had taught him patience, he left the word on the screen before replacing it with persistence.

      At 5:19, Gene called from the stockroom.

      “Can you check whether we have two of the ceramic pads for the Altima?”

      Marcus minimized the application and searched the inventory.

      “System says three.”

      “I've got one.”

      “Then the system's wrong.”

      “The system is never wrong. People fail to understand it.”

      “You sound like a guy from the meeting.”

      Gene appeared in the doorway holding a brake-pad box. “You talked to somebody?”

      “He talked. I was nearby.”

      Gene placed the box on the counter. “That's usually how it starts.”

      Marcus looked at the minimized browser window.

      Gene followed his attention to the screen but did not ask.

      “I'll recount the shelf,” he said.

      When he returned to the stockroom, Marcus reopened the application.

      He read what he had written and moved the cursor to the end of the draft.

      I want to become a physical therapist assistant because I understand how quickly an injury can take away a person's sense of identity. I also understand that skilled support can help someone find a way forward.

      The phone buzzed.

      Jenna had sent a photograph from the school auditorium. Rows of empty seats stretched behind her.

      Mom said you're getting me.

      Marcus typed back.

      Leaving soon.

      A shadow moved across the computer screen.

      Gene stood on the other side of the counter wearing his jacket.

      “You closing with me or moving in?”

      Marcus checked the clock. It was 5:43.

      “I have to pick up Jenna.”

      “Then go.”

      “I need five minutes.”

      Gene looked at the application portal. Marcus reached for the mouse, but the program name was already visible at the top of the page.

      “Physical therapist assistant,” Gene said.

      “I'm only looking.”

      Gene read the yellow incomplete symbol beside the essay section.

      “Looks serious for looking.”

      Marcus minimized the window.

      Gene put his keys on the counter. “You don't have to tell me.”

      “I wasn't.”

      “I noticed.”

      Marcus waited for advice.

      Gene turned the keys with one finger. “Your sister's waiting.”

      Marcus reopened the application.

      “I said five minutes.”

      Gene walked to the front door and turned the sign to CLOSED.

      Marcus returned to the essay. The final paragraph needed something about serving patients from different backgrounds and circumstances. He wrote about listening without making assumptions. He said every patient entered rehabilitation with a life beyond the injury.

      He checked the word count.

      Four hundred twelve.

      He read it once more. After correcting a comma, he copied the essay into a document.

      He named the file PTA_Essay_Final and closed the computer.
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          WALTER

        

      

    

    
      Walter found the voicemail because his phone had stopped accepting new ones.

      The message appeared while he was trying to call Frank.

      Mailbox full.

      Walter called again and received the same recording. He put the phone on the kitchen table beside his glass and opened the voicemail screen.

      There were forty-three messages.

      Most came from numbers he did not recognize. He deleted Frank's question about jumper cables along with the follow-up saying he had found some.

      The glass beside him held whiskey and two melting ice cubes. The doctor had told him alcohol could complicate the medication prescribed after the fall. Walter had solved the problem by not taking the medication.

      He deleted an automated message from the hospital.

      The next voicemail was four years old.

      Danny Brennan.

      Walter stopped scrolling.

      The message had arrived on a Sunday afternoon in June. A blue dot beside Danny's name showed that it had never been played.

      Walter lifted the glass and drank.

      He remembered that Sunday. Frank had come over to watch a baseball game. Walter's phone had died before the sixth inning, and he had left it on the porch overnight after plugging the charger into an outlet that did not work.

      By Monday, there had been other calls.

      Danny's disappeared beneath them.

      Walter touched his son's name.

      The screen opened.

      
        
        Danny Brennan

        June 12, 4:18 p.m.

      

        

      
        1:07

      

      

      The play button waited beneath the date.

      Walter set the phone down.

      He had not heard Danny's voice in six years. That was not entirely Walter's fault.

      Danny had stopped answering.

      Before that, he had answered only to argue. Every conversation returned to the same subjects. Walter's drinking. The divorce. Something Walter had said to Danny's mother during an argument in a restaurant parking lot.

      Walter remembered raising his voice. Danny remembered more.

      The final call lasted less than five minutes.

      Danny had said, “You don't get to call me like this anymore.”

      Walter asked what that was supposed to mean.

      “You know what it means.”

      “If you've got something to say, say it.”

      “I just did.”

      Then Danny hung up.

      His phone remained on the table.

      The screen dimmed and went black.

      Walter poured more whiskey into his glass without adding ice.

      The meeting list from the hospital was tucked beneath a grocery-store circular. He had attended three meetings since the fall.

      At the second meeting, Leonard asked whether Walter wanted a phone list.

      “I own a phone.”

      “I meant numbers you might use.”

      Walter took the paper because refusing would have extended the conversation.

      At the third meeting, a man talked about missing his daughter's graduation. He had been drunk in a motel room less than four miles from the ceremony. He said he had spent twelve years describing the incident as something alcohol made him do.

      Nobody told him he was wrong.

      Walter left before the closing prayer.

      He had gone home and called Frank.

      Now Frank's name appeared on the screen as an incoming call.

      Walter answered.

      “You called me,” Frank said.

      “My phone is acting up.”

      “What's it doing?”

      “Keeping things.”

      Frank waited. “What does that mean?”

      “Voicemails.”

      “That's generally what phones do.”

      “Forty-three of them.”

      “Maybe you're popular.”

      Walter took the phone to the living room and sat in his chair.

      The bandage had come off his head that morning. A narrow line remained near his temple. It looked less impressive than the amount of blood had suggested.

      “What did you want?” Frank asked.

      “I forgot.”

      “You drinking?”

      Walter looked at the glass in his hand. “Are you taking a census?”

      “I was going to come over.”

      “Then come over.”

      “I'm already in my pajamas.”

      “It's eight thirty.”

      “I plan ahead.”

      Walter ended the call.

      He returned to the voicemail screen.

      Danny's message remained unopened.

      Walter pressed the phone to his ear without touching Play. He held it there until he felt stupid and lowered it again.

      He opened their text conversation.

      The last message was from Walter, sent two years earlier.

      Happy birthday.

      No response appeared beneath it.

      Walter typed:

      Found an old voicemail from you.

      He deleted the sentence.

      He tried again.

      Hope you're doing well.

      That went too.

      A photograph sat on the bookcase across the room. Danny was seventeen in it, standing beside Walter's truck with one hand on the open driver's door. Walter had taught him to drive that summer.

      Danny had stalled twice before getting out and announcing that the truck was defective.

      Walter laughed at him.

      Danny walked home.

      In the photograph, taken the following week, Danny was back behind the wheel.

      Walter picked up the phone.

      He typed:

      Congratulations. I'm sorry I never said it.

      He knew about the wedding. His second ex-wife had mailed him a printed announcement after the ceremony. Walter left it unopened for nearly a month, then complained that Danny had not invited him.

      The voicemail remained unplayed above the text box.

      Walter read the message he had written.

      He removed the period after Congratulations and put it back.

      His thumb rested above the arrow.

      The whiskey sat within reach.

      Walter pressed Send.

      The word Delivered appeared beneath the message.
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          VICTOR

        

      

    

    
      Ruben knocked twice on the roof of Victor's truck.

      “Murphy's.”

      Victor looked through the open window. “What about it?”

      “You coming?”

      The crew had finished early after rain stopped the paving job near Easton. Trucks were parked across the yard with mud packed into their wheel wells. Someone had opened the cooler that stayed behind the fuel tank.

      Ruben held a beer in one hand.

      “It's Friday,” he said.

      “I know what day it is.”

      “So?”

      Victor looked toward the office. Teresa had called twice since lunch. He had let both calls go to voicemail.

      “I'll meet you there.”

      Ruben raised the beer. “That's my guy.”

      Victor watched him walk toward the crew.

      The phrase stayed with him after he started the truck.

      That's my guy.

      He had first taken Ruben to Murphy's after they won a municipal drainage contract seventeen years earlier. Ruben was twenty-six and still called him Mr. Alvarez in front of customers.

      Victor ordered bourbon for both of them.

      Ruben coughed through the first swallow. Victor laughed and ordered another.

      By the time Ruben became foreman, he had stopped coughing.

      Victor pulled out of the yard.

      Murphy's was twelve minutes away. The route required no thought. He drove it after winning bids and after losing them.

      Victor approached the final traffic light.

      Straight led home.

      Murphy's was to the right.

      The light changed.

      He turned right.

      Ruben's truck was already in the parking lot when Victor arrived. Two company vehicles were beside it, the orange logos visible beneath the lights.

      A space remained open near the entrance.

      Victor slowed.

      Through the front window, he saw Ruben standing at the bar.

      Victor continued past.

      His phone began ringing before he reached the next block.

      Ruben.

      Victor declined the call.

      He parked behind a closed insurance office two blocks away and shut off the engine.

      The dashboard clock read 6:14.

      His phone vibrated with a message.

      You miss the building?

      Victor placed the phone in the cup holder.

      Across the street, a laundromat sign flashed OPEN even though the windows were dark. Each time the red letters went out, Victor could see his reflection in the driver's-side glass.

      He reached for the ignition.

      The phone vibrated again.

      First round waiting.

      Victor left the engine off.

      He had told Teresa the class was ridiculous. He told her everyone there had made a mistake and the only difference between them and the people judging them was bad luck.

      Teresa asked whether bad luck had also poured the bourbon.

      Victor slept in the guest room that night.

      He picked up the phone and called her.

      She answered after four rings.

      “Hello?”

      “It's me.”

      “I know.”

      Victor looked toward the corner. Murphy's was hidden behind a bank and a row of bare trees.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      “Making dinner.”

      “What?”

      “Why?”

      “I asked.”

      “And I answered.”

      Victor tightened his hand around the phone. “You always have to make everything difficult.”

      Teresa was quiet.

      He could hear a cabinet close on her end.

      “You called me,” she said.

      “I know that.”

      “Then what do you need?”

      “I don't need anything.”

      “All right.”

      “Don't do that.”

      “Do what?”

      “That thing where you go quiet so I sound crazy.”

      “I'm standing in the kitchen.”

      Victor leaned back against the seat.

      A car turned into the insurance-office lot, circled the building, then left.

      Teresa spoke again. “Where are you?”

      “In the truck.”

      “Are you at Murphy's?”

      “No.”

      “Have you been drinking?”

      “No.”

      “Are you going there?”

      Victor looked at the clock.

      6:19.

      “I don't know.”

      “Then come home.”

      “Don't give me orders.”

      “Victor.”

      “I said I don't know.”

      “You called me from outside a bar and told me you don't know whether you're going inside. What am I supposed to say?”

      “I'm not outside the bar.”

      “Fine. Near the bar.”

      “You make it sound pathetic.”

      “I didn't make it anything.”

      Victor put the phone on speaker and set it on the steering wheel.

      Teresa's voice filled the cab.

      “Ruben called the house,” she said.

      “Why?”

      “He asked whether you were coming.”

      “He has my number.”

      “You weren't answering.”

      Victor looked at the dark office beside him.

      “What did you tell him?”

      “That I didn't know where you were.”

      “You could've said I was on my way.”

      “Were you?”

      Victor did not answer.

      The laundromat sign flashed red across the street.

      Teresa said, “If you want to go in, I can't stop you.”

      “That's convenient.”

      “What would you like me to do? Drive there and block the door?”

      “You gave me the ultimatum.”

      “I told you I couldn't keep living like this.”

      “Same thing.”

      “No. It isn't.”

      Victor picked up the phone.

      The call timer showed six minutes.

      “I built that company,” he said. “Nobody handed it to me.”

      “I know.”

      “Those guys show up because I show up.”

      “I know that too.”

      “They work hard.”

      “So do you.”

      “You think I'm supposed to walk in Monday and tell grown men what they can do after work?”

      “I didn't say that.”

      “It's what you mean.”

      “I mean you built a place where nobody knows how to stop.”

      Victor stared at the phone.

      A notification appeared above the call.

      Ruben: Boss?

      Victor swiped it away.

      “You think you understand my business,” he said.

      “I understand what comes home from it.”

      The clock changed to 6:23.

      Victor looked toward the road. He could start the truck and be inside Murphy's before Ruben finished whatever drink waited for him.

      “I don't know who I am if I'm not the guy who can drink everyone under the table and still show up Monday.”

      He heard Teresa breathe.

      Traffic passed at the end of the lot.

      “I'd like to meet him,” she said.

      Victor rubbed one hand across his face.

      “You say that now.”

      “I'm saying it now.”

      “What if you don't like him?”

      “I don't know.”

      “That's helpful.”

      “It's honest.”

      Victor looked at the clock.

      6:25.

      Teresa asked, “Can you drive?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then decide where you're going.”

      The call ended.

      Victor placed the phone on the passenger seat. Ruben's name appeared again, but Victor did not answer.

      He started the truck.

      At the corner, he turned left toward home.
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          BREE

        

      

    

    
      Carol was waiting at the kitchen table when Bree came home.

      Her mother had printed an email and underlined two sentences in blue ink. A bottle of clonazepam stood beside the paper.

      “Can you read this?”

      Bree placed her keys on the counter. “What is it?”

      “Dr. Rosen is retiring.”

      “I thought he retired last year.”

      “He said he was retiring. Now he's actually doing it.”

      Carol pushed the email across the table.

      The medical practice had assigned her to a new physician. Before issuing another refill of any controlled medication, the physician wanted an office visit and an updated medication review.

      Bree read it twice.

      “When is the appointment?”

      “Next Thursday.”

      “That's fine.”

      “Why does it say controlled medication?”

      “Because that's what it is.”

      Carol looked at the bottle. “They make it sound like I've done something wrong.”

      “You haven't.”

      “How do you know?”

      Bree pulled out the chair across from her.

      Carol wore her reading glasses on top of her head. She did that when she wanted to appear less worried than she was.

      “Medication reviews are normal,” Bree said.

      “Since when?”

      “Since always.”

      “Dr. Rosen never made me come in for this.”

      “He should have reviewed it.”

      Carol looked at her.

      Bree folded the email along its existing crease. “It doesn't mean they're taking it away.”

      “You think they might?”

      “I didn't say that.”

      “You said it doesn't mean they are, which means you considered it.”

      Bree placed the paper on the table.

      Carol leaned closer. “What am I supposed to tell her?”

      “The truth.”

      “Obviously.”

      Bree waited.

      Carol touched the bottle with one finger. “Sometimes I take another half.”

      “How often?”

      “Not often.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “You sound like a nurse.”

      Bree looked down at the label.

      The prescription allowed one tablet twice daily as needed. The bottle had been filled six weeks earlier. Carol rarely took more than one.

      Bree knew because she checked.

      “If you take more than prescribed, tell the doctor,” Bree said.

      “I don't take more than prescribed. It says twice a day.”

      “You said another half.”

      “After taking one. That's still less than two.”

      “Then tell her exactly that.”

      Carol picked up the email and read the underlined sentences again.

      “What if she thinks I'm dependent?”

      Bree kept her attention on the bottle.

      “Physical dependence can happen with long-term use.”

      Carol's face changed.

      “That doesn't mean addiction,” Bree said.

      “Do you think I'm addicted?”

      “No.”

      Carol's shoulders lowered.

      “I knew you'd tell me.”

      Bree reached for the bottle and turned it so the label faced away.

      “You still need to be honest at the appointment.”

      “I will.”

      “And don't stop taking it suddenly because you're worried about what she'll think.”

      “I wasn't going to.”

      “Good.”

      Carol watched her.

      “You'll come with me, won't you?”

      Bree released the bottle.

      “To the appointment?”

      “You understand the terminology. Doctors rush me when I ask questions.”

      “I have work.”

      “It's at eleven.”

      Bree's shift at the boutique began at noon. The doctor's office was twenty minutes away if traffic cooperated.

      “I can probably go.”

      Carol smiled. “Thank you.”

      Bree looked toward the stairs.

      Her purse was still on her shoulder. Inside, beneath her wallet, was a folded meeting schedule with two addresses circled.

      “You always know what to do,” Carol said.

      Bree slid the purse from her shoulder and placed it on the floor.

      Carol picked up the bottle.

      “Is this enough to last until Thursday?”

      Bree looked at it.

      “How many are left?”

      “I don't know. That's why I'm asking you.”

      Bree held out her hand.

      Carol gave her the bottle.

      The tablets shifted inside with a light plastic rattle. Bree unscrewed the cap and poured them onto the table.

      Nine.

      There should have been more.

      Carol counted beside her, touching each tablet with the tip of one fingernail.

      “I thought there were at least fifteen.”

      “You probably took more than you remember.”

      Carol stopped counting.

      Bree gathered the tablets into her palm. “Not more at once. Just more days than you think.”

      “I write it down.”

      “Not every time.”

      “How do you know?”

      Bree tipped the tablets back into the bottle.

      “You've told me.”

      Carol looked uncertain.

      Bree tightened the cap and placed the bottle beside the email.

      “Nine is enough if you use them the way you usually do.”

      “What if I need the extra half?”

      “Then call the office.”

      “They'll think I'm drug-seeking.”

      “No, they won't.”

      “You don't know that.”

      Bree moved the bottle closer to her mother. “Then don't take the extra half.”

      Carol went quiet.

      Bree softened her voice.

      “You'll be okay until the appointment. I'll go with you, and we'll make sure she understands how long you've been taking it.”

      “We?”

      “I'll be there.”

      Carol rested her hand over Bree's.

      The phone inside Bree's purse began to vibrate.

      Dani.

      Bree could tell from the pattern. Dani called twice when she wanted Bree to know the first call had not been casual.

      The vibration stopped.

      Carol squeezed Bree's hand. “I don't know what I'd do without you.”

      The phone started again.

      “You should answer,” Carol said. “She might need something.”

      Bree pulled her hand free and reached into the purse.

      Dani's name filled the screen.

      Bree stood. “I'll take it upstairs.”

      “Thank you for helping me.”

      “Of course.”

      Bree carried the phone and her purse to the second floor.

      In the bathroom, she closed the door and answered.

      “Hey,” she said. “What happened?”

      Dani began talking.

      Bree listened while opening the drawer beneath the sink.

      Several of Carol's older prescription bottles lay behind a stack of washcloths. Bree moved them aside until she found one with tablets remaining.

      She held the bottle without opening it.

      On the phone, Dani said, “Are you there?”

      “I'm here.”

      Bree returned the bottle to the drawer and pushed it closed.
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          COLE

        

      

    

    
      Megan was twenty-six minutes late.

      Cole waited in a plastic chair outside her office with his hood pulled over his head. A television mounted above the reception desk showed a daytime court program without sound.

      The receptionist called Megan twice.

      “She knows you're here.”

      Cole nodded.

      At 2:41, Megan came through the security door carrying a canvas bag and a paper cup with no lid.

      “I'm sorry.”

      Cole stood.

      “I had to take somebody to housing intake. They changed the appointment without telling us.”

      Cole followed her into the office.

      A second chair was covered with files. Megan moved them to the floor and pointed for him to sit.

      “I have another client at three.”

      Cole looked at the clock.

      “I know. You've been waiting longer than I can give you now. It's not fair.”

      He sat.

      Megan opened his file.

      “You've made every group?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Any problems there?”

      “No.”

      “Testing?”

      “Fine.”

      She checked a box.

      “Still at the same address?”

      “For now.”

      Megan stopped writing. “What does that mean?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Are you behind on rent?”

      Cole looked at the files on the floor.

      “How much?”

      He did not answer.

      Megan turned the form over and wrote on the blank side.

      “I can apply for emergency assistance. I need the amount and something from the landlord.”

      “He doesn't write things down.”

      “Did he give you a notice?”

      “No.”

      “Did he tell you to leave?”

      Cole pulled the sleeves of his sweatshirt over his hands.

      “He said Friday.”

      “This Friday?”

      Cole nodded.

      Megan looked at the clock.

      “I'm going to email housing while you're here.”

      She turned toward the computer.

      Cole watched her type.

      Her phone rang before she finished. She read the screen and silenced it.

      “Do you have somewhere you can stay if this doesn't get fixed?”

      “No.”

      “A friend from group?”

      “No.”

      “Family?”

      Cole looked at her.

      “Right. Sorry.”

      She returned to the email.

      The phone rang again.

      This time she answered.

      “Megan Holt.”

      She listened.

      “No, he cannot go back there. They discharged him yesterday.”

      Megan stood and searched through the files on the floor. She found a folder and opened it against the desk.

      “Page four. His signature is on page four.”

      Cole looked at the clock.

      2:49.

      Megan turned away from him and lowered her voice. “If you send him there without confirming the bed, he will be outside tonight.”

      Cole reached into the pocket of his sweatshirt.

      His fingers closed around a folded piece of paper.

      He had written the address of a detox center on it after seeing the name on a bus advertisement. The number beneath it had been copied wrong the first time and corrected.

      Megan ended the call.

      “I'm sorry.”

      Cole released the paper.

      She sat and pulled his file closer.

      “You were saying Friday.”

      Cole shrugged.

      “I need you to bring me anything you have from the landlord.”

      “Okay.”

      “Can you do that tomorrow?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Cole.”

      He looked at her.

      “If you lose the room before I submit this, there may not be much I can do.”

      “Fine.”

      “Fine means you'll bring it?”

      “Yeah.”

      Megan wrote something in the file.

      “How are you doing otherwise?”

      “Fine.”

      “Are you using?”

      “No.”

      She looked up.

      Cole held her eyes.

      Megan set down the pen.

      “If you tell me yes, I'm not calling the police.”

      “I said no.”

      “I heard you.”

      The clock changed to 2:53.

      Megan leaned back in her chair. “Do you still have the naloxone kit I gave you?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Is it with you?”

      “At home.”

      “Check the expiration date.”

      Cole nodded.

      “If you want treatment, I can make a referral without waiting for the diversion program to order it.”

      Cole moved the folded paper inside his pocket.

      “It doesn't have to become part of a violation,” Megan said. “You can ask on your own.”

      Cole looked toward the open file.

      “I was thinking maybe…”

      Megan's phone rang.

      She glanced at the screen.

      “Hold that thought.”

      She answered.

      Cole removed his hand from his pocket.

      The call lasted less than a minute. Megan told someone she would be downstairs as soon as she finished.

      She placed the phone facedown.

      “What were you going to say?”

      “Nothing.”

      “You said you were thinking.”

      “I forgot.”

      Megan waited.

      Cole looked at the clock.

      2:56.

      She closed the file.

      “Bring me the landlord notice tomorrow. If you can't get it, call me.”

      “Okay.”

      “I mean call. Don't disappear.”

      Cole stood.

      Megan reached into a drawer and handed him an appointment card.

      His next appointment was three weeks away.

      “I'm sorry today was rushed.”

      “It's fine.”

      Megan walked him to the security door. Another man was already waiting outside her office.

      Cole took the stairs to the first floor.

      At the bus stop, he removed the folded paper from his pocket. The detox-center number remained legible along the crease.

      He opened his phone and entered Megan's name.

      The screen darkened before he pressed Call.
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          ADELE

        

      

    

    
      Marion called every Sunday at four.

      At 3:52, Adele changed out of her robe.

      She put on a gray sweater and fastened a gold pin near the collar. The pin had belonged to their mother. Marion could not see it over the telephone, but wearing it helped Adele answer in the voice her sister expected.

      She carried the parish bulletin to the kitchen table.

      That morning, Adele had watched Mass on her laptop. She kept the volume low and closed the screen before Communion. Father Iannucci's sermon had been about the parish roof, which needed repairs before winter.

      Adele circled the announcement in the bulletin.

      At 3:58, she swallowed a tablet with tea.

      The phone rang at four.

      Adele waited through the first ring before answering.

      “Hello?”

      “Were you asleep?”

      “Of course not.”

      “You sound tired.”

      “I was reading.”

      “What?”

      Adele looked around the kitchen. “The paper.”

      “You still get the paper?”

      “Yes.”

      “I thought you canceled it.”

      “I renewed.”

      Marion accepted this.

      Adele carried the phone to the living room and sat near the window. Across the street, Sofia was pulling grocery bags from the back of her car.

      “How was Mass?” Marion asked.

      “Fine.”

      “What did Father Iannucci talk about?”

      “The roof.”

      “Again?”

      “It still needs replacing.”

      “I thought they fixed it after the storm.”

      “That was the hall.”

      Marion sighed. “They're always asking for money.”

      “It is an old building.”

      “So are we. Nobody takes a collection for my roof.”

      Adele smiled.

      Marion began telling her about a woman from the library who had fallen in the parking lot. She had broken her wrist and was now staying with her daughter.

      “Imagine having to move in with your children at our age,” Marion said.

      “She needs help.”

      “I know. I'm saying it would be difficult.”

      Adele watched Sofia close the trunk of her car.

      “It depends on the children,” she said.

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Nothing.”

      “You always do that.”

      “Do what?”

      “Say something and then take it back before I can answer.”

      Adele adjusted the pin at her collar. “How is Thomas?”

      “He's watching football.”

      “Then he's well.”

      “He claims to be.”

      Marion moved the phone away from her mouth and called something to her husband. Adele heard Thomas answer from another room.

      She tried to remember the last time another voice had interrupted one of her evenings.

      Sofia looked toward Adele's house before carrying the groceries inside.

      “You should come Wednesday,” Marion said.

      “For what?”

      “Dinner.”

      “I have a parish meeting.”

      “You never mentioned a parish meeting.”

      “It isn't interesting enough to mention.”

      “What committee are you on?”

      Adele looked at the bulletin.

      “Hospitality.”

      Marion laughed. “You hate hospitality.”

      “I do not.”

      “You left your own retirement party before they cut the cake.”

      “The speeches were finished.”

      “That is not the same as the party being finished.”

      Adele moved the bulletin closer.

      “We're planning the Christmas bazaar,” she said.

      “It's October.”

      “Planning takes time.”

      “What are you responsible for?”

      “Table assignments.”

      Marion was quiet.

      Adele waited.

      “All right,” Marion said. “Another night, then.”

      “Yes.”

      “You could come afterward.”

      “It may run late.”

      “Table assignments?”

      “There are more tables than you think.”

      Marion let the subject go.

      Adele placed one hand over her sweater pocket. Two tablets remained inside.

      “How is your hip?” Marion asked.

      “Fine.”

      “You said the weather was bothering it.”

      “It passed.”

      “Are you still taking those pills?”

      Adele looked toward the kitchen.

      “Only when necessary.”

      “How often is necessary?”

      “Marion.”

      “I'm asking.”

      “And I answered.”

      “No, you gave me the answer you give the doctor.”

      Adele stood.

      “I should check the kettle.”

      “You made tea already.”

      “I may want more.”

      Someone knocked at the front door.

      Adele stopped in the hallway.

      Marion said, “Who's there?”

      “I don't know.”

      “Are you going to answer?”

      “At this hour?”

      “It's four fifteen.”

      Another knock came.

      Through the narrow window beside the door, Adele saw Sofia holding a covered container.

      “It's probably a delivery,” Adele said.

      “Did you order something?”

      “No.”

      “Then it isn't a delivery.”

      Adele remained where she was.

      Sofia waited on the porch.

      “Do you want me to stay on the phone?” Marion asked.

      “No.”

      “You could ask who it is.”

      “I'm not opening the door to a stranger.”

      Sofia raised one hand toward the window. Adele stepped back before she could be seen.

      “It stopped,” she said.

      Outside, Sofia bent and placed the container beside the door.

      Marion asked, “Are you sure you're all right?”

      “Yes.”

      Adele returned to the living room.

      “I worry about you in that house alone,” Marion said.

      “I am not alone.”

      “Who's there?”

      “I mean I have people.”

      “What people?”

      “The parish.”

      Marion exhaled into the phone.

      Adele sat near the window again. Sofia crossed the street and entered her own house.

      “You don't have to monitor me,” Adele said.

      “I call once a week.”

      “And every week I am fine.”

      “All right.”

      Marion changed the subject. She told Adele about Thomas misplacing his glasses and finding them in the garage. Adele laughed where the story required it.

      At 4:27, Marion said she had to check dinner.

      “Call me if you need anything.”

      “I will.”

      “Love you,” Marion said.

      “You too.”

      The call ended.

      Adele removed the gold pin and placed it on the side table. She carried the parish bulletin back to the kitchen and threw it away.

      The container remained on the porch.

      Adele waited until Sofia's curtains closed before opening the door.

      A note had been taped to the lid.

      Too much soup again.

      Adele carried the container inside and placed it unopened in the refrigerator.
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          MARCUS AND BREE

        

      

    

    
      By the time Marcus arrived, Bree had taken the chair nearest the exit.

      The chair beside her held her coat.

      Marcus stopped in the aisle.

      “You saving that?”

      Bree looked at the coat as if someone else had left it there.

      “No.”

      She pulled it onto her lap.

      Marcus sat down.

      “You came back,” she said.

      “So did you.”

      “I was here first.”

      “That doesn't make it more impressive.”

      “It makes it slightly more impressive.”

      People were still coming in. A man near the coffee machine was explaining parking rules to a woman who had already parked. Someone had brought cookies in a plastic grocery-store container and set them beside a stack of napkins.

      Marcus picked up the meeting list from the floor between their chairs.

      Bree glanced at it. “You checking whether this is the right place?”

      “I checked that in the parking lot.”

      “I checked twice.”

      “Then why are you asking me?”

      “I like independent verification.”

      The woman leading the meeting asked everyone to settle.

      Bree folded her coat across her knees. Her phone vibrated beneath it. She pressed one hand against the fabric until it stopped.

      The topic was honesty.

      Marcus looked toward the exit.

      The woman read from a piece of paper about the difference between privacy and secrecy. She said privacy allowed a person to keep something for themselves. Secrecy required protecting it from discovery.

      Marcus thought about the application file on his laptop.

      He had opened it twice since finishing the essay. Each time, he had read the first paragraph and closed it again.

      Across the room, a college student said she had told her mother where she had been going on Tuesday nights.

      Her mother had cried.

      “Happy crying?” someone asked.

      The student shrugged. “All of it, I think.”

      A few people laughed.

      The sharing moved around the room.

      When it reached Marcus, he said, “I'm listening tonight.”

      The woman nodded and looked to Bree.

      Bree shifted her coat higher on her lap.

      “I'm also listening.”

      “You two practice that?” a man across the circle asked.

      “No,” they said together.

      The room laughed.

      Bree stared at the floor.

      Marcus picked at the corner of the meeting list until a small piece tore loose.

      The sharing moved on.

      Near the end, a young man in a knit cap said he had spent years telling people what they needed to hear because the truth would have required him to change something.

      Nobody responded immediately.

      Bree lifted her head.

      The man rubbed his palms together. “I got so good at it, I could tell somebody what they wanted before they knew they wanted it.”

      Bree's phone vibrated again.

      She did not reach for it.

      After the meeting, people crowded near the coffee table. Marcus remained seated while Bree put on her coat.

      “You want one?” he asked.

      “One what?”

      “A cookie.”

      “They look wet.”

      “They're chocolate chip.”

      “They look wet for chocolate chip.”

      Marcus took one and bit into it.

      Bree watched him chew.

      “Well?”

      “It's not good.”

      “Thank you for your service.”

      She started toward the door.

      Marcus followed her into the hallway.

      A bulletin board beside the exit held flyers for food banks, sober softball, and a church supper. Bree stopped to read one for a nursing assistant program.

      “You thinking of changing careers?” Marcus asked.

      She stepped away from the flyer. “No.”

      “What do you do now?”

      “Social media.”

      “For who?”

      “People who think posting at nine twelve instead of nine fifteen changes their lives.”

      “Does it?”

      “It changes mine. I have to be awake at nine twelve.”

      They reached the lobby.

      Outside, rain had started against the glass doors. Neither of them had an umbrella.

      Bree checked her phone.

      “Everything okay?” Marcus asked.

      “Why wouldn't it be?”

      “You've looked at that thing six times.”

      “I've looked twice.”

      “It buzzed more than twice.”

      “You were counting?”

      “I was sitting next to you.”

      Bree slid the phone into her pocket. “It's my friend.”

      “The crying one?”

      Bree looked at him.

      “You mentioned her last time.”

      “I didn't tell you she was crying.”

      “You answered the phone like she was.”

      For a moment, Bree said nothing.

      Then she pushed through the doors.

      The rain was light but cold. Marcus held his meeting list over his head. Bree walked beside him with her hands in her coat pockets.

      “She calls when things happen,” she said.

      “What kind of things?”

      “Whatever kind is happening.”

      They crossed the lot toward the row where both of them had parked.

      “And you fix it?” Marcus asked.

      “I listen.”

      “That's a yes.”

      Bree stopped walking.

      Marcus lowered the paper from his head.

      “You do that a lot?” she said.

      “What?”

      “Ask something like you already know the answer.”

      “Gene does it to me.”

      “Who's Gene?”

      “Guy from work. He brought me here.”

      “The one who texted you the address?”

      Marcus nodded.

      “So you do whatever Gene tells you?”

      “Absolutely. That's why I left the meeting early the first time.”

      Bree smiled despite herself.

      Her phone vibrated again.

      She took it out, read the screen, and placed it facedown on the roof of the nearest car.

      Marcus looked at the car.

      “That yours?”

      “No.”

      “You just put your phone on somebody's car.”

      “I know.”

      “What if they leave?”

      “Then I get a new phone.”

      They stood beside the stranger's car while the rain darkened their coats.

      Bree asked, “Why are you here?”

      “You were in the meeting.”

      “I heard what you said.”

      “I said I was listening.”

      “Exactly.”

      Marcus folded the damp meeting list in half.

      “I had surgery,” he said.

      “For what?”

      “My shoulder.”

      Bree waited.

      “I used to pitch.”

      “For a team?”

      “No, alone in my basement.”

      She looked at him.

      “College,” he said. “For a little while.”

      “What happened?”

      “It stopped working.”

      “Your shoulder?”

      “Everything.”

      A car moved slowly through the lot. Its headlights passed over them and disappeared.

      Marcus rubbed his thumb along the wet fold in the paper.

      “They gave me pills after surgery. I kept taking them.”

      Bree did not ask how many or for how long.

      “How's your shoulder now?” she asked.

      “It's fine.”

      Bree nodded once.

      The phone vibrated against the metal roof.

      Marcus looked at it.

      Bree did not.

      “What about you?” he asked.

      “I'm here for the cookies.”

      “You didn't eat one.”

      “I saw what they did to you.”

      Marcus waited.

      Bree pulled at a loose thread near her cuff.

      “I was in nursing school,” she said.

      The word sounded small beneath the rain.

      “Was?”

      “I left.”

      “Why?”

      “I had a scheduling thing.”

      Marcus looked toward the nursing assistant flyer inside the lobby.

      Bree followed his eyes.

      “That's what I tell people,” she said.

      He looked back at her.

      “I didn't leave because of scheduling.”

      “Okay.”

      “I was almost done.”

      “Okay.”

      “You keep saying that.”

      “You want me to say something else?”

      “No.”

      They stood without speaking.

      The phone vibrated once more, then went still.

      Bree picked it up from the car roof. The screen showed four missed calls.

      “I gave her bad advice,” she said.

      “Your friend?”

      “I don't remember part of the call.”

      Marcus looked at the phone in her hand.

      “She did what I told her,” Bree said. “Nothing happened. Not really. But it could have.”

      “What did you tell her?”

      “I don't know.”

      Marcus tucked the wet paper into his coat pocket.

      Bree wiped rain from her screen with her sleeve.

      “She calls me because I know what to say,” she said. “If I don't know what I said, then what exactly am I for?”

      Marcus leaned against the car beside hers.

      “My mother calls me when my sister needs a ride.”

      “That's not the same.”

      “No.”

      “She calls me if the car makes a noise, too.”

      Bree looked at him.

      “And if something needs carrying,” he said. “Or if she forgot something at the store.”

      “You're making yourself sound very useful.”

      “I'm incredibly useful.”

      “Can you fix a sink?”

      “No.”

      “Then let's not get carried away.”

      Marcus smiled.

      Bree opened her messages. She typed something, erased it, and put the phone away without sending anything.

      “I started an application,” Marcus said.

      “For what?”

      “A physical therapist assistant program.”

      “That makes sense.”

      “No, it doesn't.”

      “You injured your shoulder.”

      “That's what the essay says.”

      Bree studied him.

      “What doesn't it say?”

      Marcus looked across the lot. The meeting-room windows glowed behind the rain.

      “The part after.”

      Bree nodded.

      “You going to submit it?”

      “I don't know.”

      “Good.”

      “What's good about that?”

      “You didn't say yes.”

      Marcus took the meeting list from his pocket. The ink had begun to bleed through the fold.

      “You going back to nursing school?” he asked.

      “No.”

      He waited.

      “I don't know,” Bree said.

      “Good.”

      “Don't use my own thing on me.”

      “It worked.”

      “It was irritating.”

      “That doesn't mean it didn't work.”

      The lobby doors opened behind them. The woman who had led the meeting came outside carrying the plastic cookie container.

      “You two need a ride somewhere?” she called.

      “No,” Bree said. “We drove separately.”

      The woman looked toward the rain. “All right. See you next week.”

      She continued toward her car.

      Bree watched her leave.

      “She thought we were together,” Marcus said.

      “She thought we needed a ride.”

      “She emphasized separately.”

      “No, you emphasized separately.”

      “I heard what I heard.”

      Bree opened her car door. A fast-food cup rolled from beneath the seat and struck her shoe.

      Marcus bent to pick it up.

      “I've got it,” she said.

      He left it where it was.

      Her phone began to ring.

      Dani's name filled the screen.

      Bree held it without answering.

      “You should probably get that,” Marcus said.

      “I know.”

      He walked toward his car.

      “Marcus.”

      He turned.

      Bree was still standing behind her open door.

      “Next Thursday?”

      Marcus nodded.

      “Unless the cookies kill me.”

      “They'll call it natural causes.”

      He got into his car.

      Bree watched his headlights come on before she answered the phone.

      “Hey,” she said. “I'm here.”

      This time, she did not say it warmly.
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          DALE

        

      

    

    
      Kayla was six minutes late coming out of the house.

      Dale watched the front door and kept the engine running. He had begun composing the message he would send if she did not appear when the door opened.

      Kayla came down the walk with her phone in one hand. She wore a sweatshirt Dale had never seen before and carried no coat.

      “It's forty-eight degrees,” he said when she got in.

      “I know.”

      “You need a coat.”

      “I'm fine.”

      Dale looked toward the house. The curtain beside the front window moved.

      “Your mother could have told you.”

      Kayla pulled the door shut. “Can we go?”

      Dale put the car in reverse.

      They had not decided what to do.

      Michelle had asked him the night before, and he had said he had plans. She had waited for him to explain. When he did not, she said Kayla needed to be home by five thirty.

      Dale had no plans.

      He drove toward Whitehall because the restaurants were there and because continuing in a direction looked more deliberate than asking his daughter what she wanted before they had cleared the neighborhood.

      Kayla turned the heat vent toward herself.

      “You're cold,” he said.

      “I didn't say I wasn't.”

      “You said you were fine.”

      “I can be both.”

      She looked down at her phone.

      Dale drove another mile.

      “How's school?”

      “Fine.”

      “Anything going on?”

      “No.”

      “You still seeing that girl?”

      Kayla looked at him. “What girl?”

      “The one you were friends with.”

      “That narrows it down.”

      “The tall one.”

      “Emily?”

      “Maybe.”

      “She moved.”

      “When?”

      “Last year.”

      Dale nodded as if he might have known that.

      Traffic slowed near the shopping centers. Kayla typed with both thumbs, then smiled at something on the screen.

      Dale looked back at the road.

      “There's a new place near the mall,” he said. “Burgers.”

      “I'm not hungry.”

      “It's after two.”

      “I ate.”

      “What did you eat?”

      “Food.”

      He tightened his grip on the steering wheel.

      A sedan moved into his lane without signaling. Dale pressed the brake and watched the driver raise one hand in apology.

      “Unbelievable,” he said.

      Kayla did not look up.

      They passed the turn for the burger place.

      Dale considered asking where she wanted to go. She would say she did not care. He would offer something else. She would reject it, and the afternoon would become another exercise in discovering how little she wanted from him.

      A red traffic light stopped them beside a strip of older stores.

      The music store was still there.

      Its sign had faded around the edges, but the keyboard painted beneath the name remained visible. Kayla's piano teacher had rented a room two buildings down before moving her lessons to a studio across town. For nearly a year, Dale had brought Kayla there on Saturday mornings.

      He had usually waited in the car.

      Kayla looked up from her phone.

      Dale turned into the lot.

      “Where are we going?”

      He parked in front of the music store.

      “I thought we could look.”

      “At what?”

      “I don't know. Music things.”

      “Music things?”

      “You used to like it.”

      Kayla glanced at the storefront.

      “I don't need anything.”

      “I didn't say we had to buy something.”

      She looked at him as if buying something were the only reason Dale entered a store.

      A paper sign on the window advertised guitar lessons. Behind it, a row of keyboards faced the glass.

      “You want to go in?” he asked.

      Kayla looked back at her phone.

      Dale waited.

      He could have made it easier for her by starting the car. He nearly did.

      “Okay,” she said.

      Inside, the store smelled of wood and carpet cleaner.

      Guitars covered one wall. An employee sat behind the counter changing strings on an acoustic guitar. He nodded when they entered but did not stand.

      Kayla walked past a display of music books.

      Dale followed her toward the keyboards.

      Several smaller models sat on metal stands. Beyond them, two digital pianos were arranged beneath a sign that asked customers to use headphones.

      Kayla pressed one key on the nearest keyboard.

      No sound came out.

      “It's off,” Dale said.

      “I know.”

      She found the power button and waited for the screen to light.

      Dale picked up the price card.

      “Eight hundred dollars?”

      “That's not expensive for one of these.”

      “For a keyboard?”

      “It's a digital piano.”

      “It has sixty-eight keys.”

      “Seventy-six.”

      Dale counted the first few and stopped.

      Kayla changed the setting and played a short scale.

      “You remember,” he said.

      She continued to the top note and came back down.

      “I still play sometimes.”

      “Where?”

      “At school.”

      “You take a class?”

      “No. There's one in the practice room.”

      Dale returned the price card to its holder.

      “How long have you been doing that?”

      “I don't know.”

      “Your mother never said anything.”

      “I didn't tell her.”

      Kayla played the scale again, faster.

      Dale watched her hands.

      “Why didn't you?”

      “It didn't come up.”

      He almost asked why she had not told him.

      A woman carrying a violin case moved behind them. Dale stepped closer to the keyboard to let her pass.

      Kayla changed the sound from grand piano to electric.

      The first chord came out too loud.

      She reached for the volume control.

      The employee looked up from the guitar.

      “Sorry,” Kayla said.

      “You're all right,” he called. “Play anything you want.”

      Kayla lowered the volume.

      “I don't know anything,” she said.

      The employee smiled. “That's never stopped anybody in here.”

      Dale expected her to return to the scale. Instead, she placed both hands on the keys.

      The first notes were careful. She stopped, shifted her right hand, and began again.

      Dale recognized the melody but could not name it.

      Kayla made it through several measures before missing a note. She went back to the beginning without looking at him.

      “Is that from something?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “What?”

      “A song.”

      “I gathered that.”

      She stopped playing.

      Dale looked at the keys. “What song?”

      “You wouldn't know it.”

      “You don't know what I know.”

      Kayla gave him a look.

      “I know music,” he said.

      “Name one song.”

      “That isn't how knowing music works.”

      “How does it work?”

      “You hear it and know it.”

      “So what was that?”

      “I said I recognized it.”

      “From where?”

      Dale thought about this.

      “A commercial.”

      Kayla laughed.

      “It was not in a commercial,” she said.

      “Then I don't know it.”

      She played the opening again.

      Dale listened more carefully.

      The piece moved slowly, with long spaces between the notes. Kayla's left hand repeated the same figure beneath the melody. She stopped once to find her place, then continued.

      A customer tried a guitar near the front of the store. The chords did not belong with what Kayla was playing, but neither of them looked over.

      When she finished, her hands remained on the keys.

      “That was good,” Dale said.

      “It wasn't.”

      “It sounded good.”

      “I messed up the middle.”

      “I didn't notice.”

      “That's because you thought it was from a commercial.”

      Dale pulled out the bench beside the larger digital piano.

      “What's different about this one?”

      Kayla moved to it.

      “The keys are weighted.”

      He pressed one with his index finger.

      It resisted slightly before dropping.

      “That's better?”

      “It feels more like a real piano.”

      “They both look real.”

      “They don't feel the same.”

      Kayla sat on the bench. She tested a chord, then adjusted the seat.

      Dale stood beside her.

      “You could get lessons again,” he said.

      “I don't want lessons.”

      “You liked them.”

      “I hated practicing.”

      “You were good.”

      “I was nine.”

      “You can still be good at nine.”

      Kayla looked up at him. “I'm sixteen.”

      “I know how old you are.”

      “Do you?”

      Dale took his hand from the piano.

      Kayla looked back at the keys.

      He waited for her to pick up her phone. It remained in the pocket of her sweatshirt.

      “I could get you one,” he said.

      “One what?”

      “A piano. Not this one. We could look around.”

      “I wasn't asking you to buy me anything.”

      “I know.”

      “You always do that.”

      “Do what?”

      “Turn things into presents.”

      Dale looked toward the counter.

      The employee had returned to the guitar in his lap.

      “I thought you might want one,” Dale said.

      “I wanted to play it.”

      “All right.”

      Kayla shifted along the bench, leaving room beside her.

      Dale looked at the open space.

      “You want me to sit?”

      “I'm going to show you something.”

      “I don't play.”

      “I know.”

      He sat.

      Kayla placed his right thumb on a white key.

      “This is middle C.”

      “I know that.”

      “Then why did you put your hand there?”

      “You put my hand there.”

      She moved his thumb one key to the right.

      “When I point, play that note.”

      “What note?”

      “It doesn't matter.”

      “It matters if I'm playing it.”

      “Just do it.”

      Kayla began the piece again.

      After the opening measure, she nodded toward his hand.

      Dale pressed the key.

      “Too late,” she said.

      “You didn't point.”

      “I nodded.”

      “You said you would point.”

      “Fine.”

      She started over.

      This time she lifted one finger from the keyboard. Dale played the note.

      “Now again,” she said.

      He pressed it when she pointed.

      Kayla continued, adding his single note beneath the melody whenever it returned. Dale watched her left hand to anticipate the signal and missed it anyway.

      “You're rushing,” she said.

      “I'm playing one note.”

      “You're still rushing it.”

      On the next pass, he waited.

      Kayla gave the smallest nod.

      He pressed the key with her.

      They reached the end together.

      Dale kept his thumb resting on middle C.

      Kayla took out her phone and checked the time.

      “We should go,” he said.

      “We have a while.”

      “I thought you weren't hungry.”

      “I could eat now.”

      Dale stood from the bench.

      “Burgers?”

      “Sure.”

      As they walked toward the door, Kayla stopped beside the first keyboard and looked again at the price card.

      Dale kept walking.

      Outside, she pulled open the passenger door, then looked back through the store window.

      “The weighted one was better,” she said.

      Dale unlocked the car.

      “Yeah,” he said. “It was.”
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          GENE

        

      

    

    
      The call came while Gene was washing a plate.

      He dried his hands before answering. By the time he picked up, Linda had already said his name twice.

      “Gene?”

      “I'm here.”

      “Did you hear me?”

      “No. Start again.”

      She did.

      Gene sat at the kitchen table.

      Linda had seen the notice online. Someone from the Wednesday meeting had recognized the photograph and sent it to her. There had been an accident Tuesday night on a county road outside Bethlehem. Dale's name appeared beneath the picture.

      “Are you sure it's him?” Gene asked.

      “I think so.”

      “Thinking isn't knowing.”

      “The supply company is in the obituary.”

      Gene looked toward the sink. Water ran from the faucet over the plate he had left beneath it.

      “What happened?”

      “His car left the road.”

      “I mean before.”

      “I don't know.”

      Linda told him the service would be Monday. Family only at the burial.

      Gene turned off the faucet.

      “Did he have a daughter?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “You remember him better than I do.”

      “No, I don't.”

      “You talked to him.”

      “I said hello.”

      “You sat with him after.”

      “He was waiting for the rain to stop.”

      Linda was quiet.

      Gene looked at the clock above the stove. The Thursday meeting would begin in less than an hour. He was supposed to pick Marcus up outside the parts store at six fifteen.

      “Are you going tonight?” Linda asked.

      “Yes.”

      “I don't think I can.”

      “All right.”

      “I keep trying to remember whether I said anything to him.”

      “You probably did.”

      “That isn't the same as remembering.”

      “No.”

      Linda asked if Gene would tell the chairperson before the meeting began. She did not want Dale's name announced by someone who had learned it from a social media post.

      Gene said he would.

      After the call, he returned to the sink.

      The water had loosened a strip of dried egg from the plate. Gene wiped it away and placed the plate in the rack.

      He remembered Dale's coat.

      It had been too heavy for the weather, a dark work coat with the company name stitched above one pocket. Dale had kept it on through the entire meeting.

      Gene had been setting out chairs when he came in.

      “Coffee's there,” Gene had said.

      Dale looked toward the urn but did not take any.

      “First time?”

      “No.”

      Gene waited.

      Dale chose a chair near the door.

      During introductions, he gave his first name and stopped. The person beside him spoke for several minutes about losing his license. When the room moved on, Dale folded the meeting list into a narrow strip and held it between both hands.

      He did not share.

      At the end, Gene stood near the door and shook hands with people as they left. Dale waited beside the coat rack until the hallway cleared.

      “You need something?” Gene asked.

      “No.”

      “You waiting for someone?”

      “Rain.”

      They could hear it striking the metal awning outside.

      Gene moved a chair away from the wall with his foot.

      Dale remained standing.

      “You from around here?” Gene asked.

      “Allentown.”

      “What brings you out this way?”

      Dale looked through the glass door. “It's not far.”

      He nodded toward the meeting room. “We're here Wednesday too.”

      “I saw the schedule.”

      When the rain softened, Dale left.

      The following Wednesday, he returned.

      He sat in the same chair and kept the same coat on. This time he took coffee but did not drink it.

      Gene had noticed him because noticing new people was part of opening the room. He had remembered him because Dale left the full paper cup beneath his chair.

      Gene poured it out after everyone had gone.

      Dale did not come back the next week.

      Gene had not known his last name until Linda said it on the phone.

      He found the obituary on his laptop.

      The photograph showed Dale in a collared shirt beside a girl in a graduation gown. She leaned toward him without touching. Dale's smile looked uncertain, as if someone behind the camera had asked him to hold it longer than felt natural.

      The notice called him a devoted father.

      Gene read the paragraph twice.

      There was no mention of the meeting. There was no reason there should have been.

      His phone displayed a message from Marcus.

      You coming?

      Gene checked the time. Six-twenty.

      He called instead of answering.

      Marcus picked up after several rings.

      “I thought you forgot me,” he said.

      “I lost track.”

      “You all right?”

      Gene closed the obituary.

      “I got some news.”

      Marcus waited.

      “A man died last night.”

      “Somebody you know?”

      “He came to my meeting.”

      “The one we go to?”

      “My other one.”

      “What happened?”

      “Car accident.”

      Gene heard traffic behind Marcus. He pictured him outside the parts store beneath the broken section of awning, hands in his pockets, pretending the cold did not bother him.

      “Was he sober?” Marcus asked.

      “I don't know.”

      “Were you close?”

      “No.”

      Gene rubbed one thumb along the edge of the laptop.

      “He came twice,” he said. “Sat by the door. Hardly said anything.”

      Marcus did not respond.

      “I remembered his coat,” Gene said. “Didn't even know his last name.”

      “You remember everybody.”

      “No.”

      “You remembered me.”

      “You were shaking so hard you dropped a brake rotor.”

      “It was heavy.”

      “It was eight pounds.”

      “Felt heavier.”

      Gene looked again at the closed laptop.

      “He showed up,” he said. “But he never let anybody know he was there.”

      Traffic passed on Marcus's end of the call.

      Gene waited for him to say something about Dale. Marcus had nothing to say. Dale was a dead man he had never met.

      “You still want to go?” Marcus asked.

      “Yes.”

      “You sure?”

      “No.”

      “All right.”

      “I can be there in ten minutes.”

      “I'll wait.”

      Gene reached for his keys.

      “Gene?”

      “Yeah?”

      “What was his name?”

      “Dale.”

      Marcus repeated it once.

      Gene put on his coat and left for the meeting.
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          PRIYA AND RENATA

        

      

    

    
      Priya arrived with two coffees.

      The second had not been ordered for anyone. She had bought it because the cashier asked whether that was all, and the question made one cup seem inadequate.

      She placed it on the floor beside her chair.

      Victor was already there. He sat with his arms folded, watching the clock as if the session had begun without permission.

      Renata came in wearing scrubs beneath her coat. She looked at the empty chair beside Priya.

      “Is anyone sitting there?”

      “No.”

      Renata took it.

      Cole entered just before the door closed and went to the far corner.

      Dale's chair remained empty.

      Priya had begun to recognize absences. Dale was sometimes late.

      Priya checked the time.

      The facilitator sat with both hands resting on a closed folder.

      There were no worksheets on the chairs.

      “Before we begin,” the facilitator said, “I need to tell you something about a member of this group.”

      Priya looked at Dale's chair.

      “Dale died Tuesday night.”

      The room remained still.

      Priya heard the heating unit switch on beneath the window.

      “No,” she said.

      The facilitator looked at her.

      “No,” Priya said again. “Which Dale?”

      Nobody answered.

      Victor unfolded his arms. “What happened?”

      “There was a car accident.”

      “Where?”

      “I don't have all the details.”

      “Was anybody else hurt?”

      “Not that I'm aware of.”

      Priya leaned forward. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “How do you know?”

      “The program was notified this afternoon.”

      “By who?”

      “His court liaison.”

      “That could be a mistake.”

      “It isn't.”

      Priya looked at Renata.

      Renata's face had not changed.

      “When?” Victor asked.

      “Tuesday night.”

      “But he was here Tuesday.”

      “The accident happened afterward.”

      Victor turned toward Dale's chair.

      Cole sat with his hood up and his hands in the front pocket of his sweatshirt. He looked at the floor.

      Priya reached for the coffee beside her chair. She had forgotten which cup was hers.

      “Was he drinking?” Victor asked.

      The facilitator paused. “I don't know.”

      “He was in a car accident after this class,” Victor said. “Somebody knows.”

      “The report isn't complete.”

      “Then how do you know nobody else was hurt?”

      “I said not that I'm aware of.”

      Victor pushed his chair back several inches.

      Priya looked at him. “Why does that matter?”

      “What?”

      “If he was drinking.”

      “I asked a question.”

      “You made it sound like that would explain it.”

      “I didn't make it sound like anything.”

      “He had a daughter.”

      Victor looked at her. “I know.”

      “No, you don't.”

      Priya lifted the wrong coffee and set it down again.

      “Her name is Kayla,” she said.

      She had learned the name from the obituary during the break at work. The photograph showed Dale standing beside a girl with long brown hair. Priya had enlarged the picture until the faces blurred.

      The facilitator opened the folder but did not remove anything.

      “We aren't going to do the scheduled material tonight.”

      “Does the session count?” Victor asked.

      Priya stared at him.

      Victor looked around the room. “I'm asking because it's mandated.”

      “It will count.”

      “That's all I asked.”

      The facilitator placed the folder beneath the chair.

      “If anyone wants to leave, you can. Please sign out first.”

      Nobody moved.

      Priya reached for the second coffee and held it toward Renata.

      “I bought an extra.”

      Renata shook her head.

      Priya set it between them.

      The facilitator asked whether anyone needed to call someone.

      Victor looked at his phone without unlocking it.

      Cole did not move.

      Priya thought of Maya at Ravi's house. She could call, but Maya would ask why, and Priya would have to decide how much death an eleven-year-old needed on a Tuesday night.

      “Did his daughter know?” Priya asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Who told her?”

      “I don't know.”

      “Was she with him?”

      “I don't know.”

      “Did he die there or at the hospital?”

      “I don't know.”

      The facilitator's voice remained level.

      Priya pressed her lips together.

      She remembered the coffee break. Dale beside her, turning the paper cup slowly between his hands.

      My daughter used to play piano.

      Priya had nodded.

      “What happens to his chair?” she asked.

      Victor turned toward her.

      Priya heard the question after it was already in the room.

      The facilitator looked at the empty chair.

      “We'll need it next week.”

      “Of course,” Priya said.

      She lowered her head and covered her mouth.

      Nobody told her not to cry.
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      Renata counted Priya's breaths.

      They were fast but regular. No wheezing. No change in color. When Priya covered her face, her shoulders moved evenly beneath her sweater.

      Renata kept both hands on her own knees.

      The facilitator had placed a box of tissues on the floor inside the circle. Priya had not taken one. Victor had taken several and folded them into a square he held without using.

      Cole's chair was nearest the door.

      Renata looked away from him.

      Tuesday night, after the session, she had followed Dale into the parking lot.

      He had said he did not feel like going home.

      She had answered as a nurse.

      Eat something. Get coffee. Sit somewhere public until you feel better.

      Dale had listened with one hand resting on the roof of his car.

      Renata had waited for him to thank her.

      He had.

      She looked at the facilitator.

      “What road?” she asked.

      “I don't have the location.”

      “Was he found at the scene?”

      “I don't know.”

      “Who pronounced him?”

      “Renata.”

      “I'm asking whether he received care.”

      “I don't have that information.”

      The facilitator held her gaze.

      Renata nodded.

      Her nursing identification badge was still clipped to her scrub top. She turned it over so her photograph faced inward.

      Victor cleared his throat.

      “I saw him leave,” he said.

      Everyone looked at him.

      “He drove out before me. That's all.”

      “Did he seem impaired?” Renata asked.

      “No.”

      “Did you speak to him?”

      “No.”

      “Did you see which direction he went?”

      Victor looked at her. “Why?”

      “I'm trying to understand.”

      “There's nothing to understand. He got in his car.”

      Renata felt heat rise beneath her collar.

      “He spoke to me.”

      Priya lowered her hands.

      “When?” the facilitator asked.

      “After class.”

      “What did he say?”

      Renata looked toward Dale's chair.

      “He didn't want to go home.”

      The heating unit stopped.

      Victor placed the folded tissues on his knee.

      “What did you do?” Priya asked.

      “I told him to get something to eat.”

      “That's it?”

      Renata turned toward her.

      “I suggested he go somewhere public.”

      “Did he?”

      “I don't know.”

      “Did you ask why he didn't want to go home?”

      “No.”

      Priya looked down at the coffee between them.

      The facilitator asked, “Did Dale tell you he intended to harm himself?”

      “No.”

      “Did he ask you for help?”

      “No.”

      “He died in an accident,” Victor said. “Nobody said he killed himself.”

      “I know what happened,” Renata said.

      Victor leaned back.

      The facilitator left the chair and crouched near Renata, keeping several feet between them.

      “Do you need a break?”

      “No.”

      “Would you like some water?”

      “No.”

      The questions belonged to a protocol Renata had used with families after a death.

      “I'm fine,” Renata said.

      Priya slid the unopened coffee toward her.

      Renata took it.

      The cup had gone lukewarm. She held it without drinking.

      The facilitator returned to the chair.

      No one spoke for several minutes.

      Traffic moved beyond the window. Each time headlights crossed the blinds, pale bars traveled over the floor and disappeared beneath Dale's chair.

      Priya removed a pen from her purse.

      “What was his last name?” she asked.

      The facilitator told her.

      Priya wrote it on the top corner of her workbook.

      “Do we send something?” she asked. “To his daughter, I mean. Or his family.”

      “We can discuss that next week.”

      “We should do it now.”

      “Priya.”

      “If we wait, it'll become one of those things everybody meant to do.”

      Victor said, “A card.”

      “That's not enough.”

      “It's what people send.”

      “We knew him.”

      Victor looked at Dale's chair. “Did we?”

      Priya closed her workbook.

      Renata looked at the name written across its corner.

      “We can sign a card,” she said.

      Priya nodded.

      The facilitator opened a cabinet and searched through a stack of office supplies. There were envelopes, unused forms, and a box of markers. No sympathy cards.

      A sheet of white paper was placed on the empty chair.

      Priya stared at it.

      “What are we supposed to write?” Victor asked.

      No one answered.

      The facilitator left the paper where it was.

      At eight, the wall clock clicked forward.

      The facilitator picked up the attendance sheet.

      “You'll all receive credit for tonight,” the facilitator said. “You can sign out whenever you're ready.”

      Cole stood first.

      He signed his name and left without looking toward the empty chair.

      Victor followed. At the door, he turned as if he had forgotten something, then continued into the hallway.

      Priya remained beside Renata.

      “You couldn't have known,” she said.

      Renata looked at her.

      Priya reached for her purse. “I'm sorry. I know that doesn't help.”

      She signed out and left.

      Renata sat until the room was empty.

      The facilitator gathered the unused workbooks but did not touch the sheet of paper on Dale's chair.

      Renata stood.

      She picked up the paper and folded it once.

      Then she placed it in her coat pocket and signed her name.
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          COLE

        

      

    

    
      Cole left the building before anyone else reached the hallway.

      He crossed the parking lot without putting on his coat. At the bus stop, he sat beneath the shelter and pulled the hood of his sweatshirt over his head.

      The first bus came at 8:14.

      Cole remained on the bench.

      Victor's truck passed with its headlights on. Priya drove out several minutes later. She stopped at the end of the lot longer than the traffic required.

      Renata's car was the last one there.

      When it left, Cole stood.

      He walked along the shoulder toward the convenience store. The pavement was still wet from rain earlier in the day. Cars passed close enough to move the loose fabric of his coat.

      Inside the store, he poured coffee into the largest paper cup. He left room at the top and added nothing.

      At the register, the cashier pointed toward the card reader. Cole tapped his phone against it and waited for the screen to approve the charge.

      He carried the coffee back outside.

      The next bus arrived while he was crossing the road. He ran the final few steps and caught it before the doors closed.

      Cole sat near the rear exit.

      At the transit center, he changed buses. The coffee remained between his shoes while he waited. He did not lift it when the bus turned sharply and some of it spilled through the opening in the lid.

      He reached his building shortly before ten.

      A notice had been taped beside the front entrance. The landlord had scheduled another inspection for Monday morning. Access to all units was required.

      Cole read the notice and went inside.

      The hallway light outside his room had burned out again. He used the screen of his phone to find the lock.

      Once inside, he turned the deadbolt.

      The room held a mattress, a table, and one wooden chair. The radiator beneath the window was cold.

      Cole set the coffee on the table.

      He removed his coat and hung it over the back of the chair.

      The paper from the detox center remained folded inside one pocket. He took it out, smoothed it against the table, and placed his phone on top of it.

      A brown ring had formed around the bottom of the coffee cup.

      Cole opened the browser and entered Dale's full name.

      The obituary appeared before he finished typing the city.

      He opened it.

      The photograph showed Dale beside a girl in a graduation gown. Cole enlarged the image until Dale's face filled the screen.

      He reduced it again.

      Below the photograph was a paragraph about Dale's work. The next paragraph named his daughter.

      Cole scrolled past the service information and reached the space where visitors could leave messages.

      There were six.

      He opened the box for a new one.

      The cursor blinked beneath his name.

      Cole touched the space bar once. He erased the space and closed the page.

      He opened the map application and entered the address of the funeral home. The route required two buses and a walk from the final stop.

      He took a screenshot.

      The phone returned to the obituary.

      Cole looked again at the photograph. The girl's shoulder rested near Dale's arm. Neither appeared to be touching the other.

      The screen dimmed.

      Cole touched it before it went dark.

      He remained at the table until the screen dimmed again.

      From the inside pocket of his coat, he removed a folded packet. He carried it into the bathroom and shut the door.

      Water ran briefly.

      When Cole came out, he pulled his sleeves over his hands and sat on the floor beside the mattress.

      The coffee remained on the table.

      His phone lit with a notification from the transit application. The last bus toward the funeral home had ended service for the night.

      Cole opened the screenshot and studied the route.

      He set an alarm for Monday morning.

      Then he deleted the screenshot.

      The phone asked whether he was sure.

      Cole pressed the screen.

      He picked up the detox-center paper and folded it along the same crease. Instead of returning it to his coat, he slid it beneath the mattress.

      He turned off the room's only lamp.

      Light from the street entered through the blinds and crossed the table.

      The coffee sat inside it, untouched.
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          WHAT'S LEFT STANDING
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          PRIYA

        

      

    

    
      Priya bought the sympathy card at the grocery store because the pharmacy displayed them beside the birthday cards.

      The first one said there were no words.

      The inside contained forty-two of them.

      She chose a blank card with a gray branch on the front and placed it facedown beneath the milk in her cart.

      At home, she carried the groceries inside and left the card in the car.

      Maya found it the following morning.

      “Who died?”

      Priya looked up from the kitchen table.

      Maya stood in the doorway holding the card. She had opened the envelope but not the card itself.

      “A man from my class.”

      “What class?”

      “The driving class.”

      Maya's face changed.

      Priya hated that the words driving class could still do that.

      “Was he in a car accident?” Maya asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Was he drunk?”

      “I don't know.”

      Maya put the card on the table.

      Theo came in carrying a cereal bowl. Milk moved over the rim and onto his hand.

      “Use both hands,” Priya said.

      “I am.”

      “You're using one.”

      “The other one has the spoon.”

      “Put the spoon in the bowl.”

      Theo did. He sat across from Maya and began eating.

      Priya moved the card beneath a stack of mail.

      Maya pulled out the chair beside her.

      “Did you know him?”

      “A little.”

      “Was he your friend?”

      “I don't know.”

      Theo looked between them. “Who?”

      “Nobody,” Maya said.

      “He wasn't nobody,” Priya said.

      Maya glanced at her.

      Priya picked up the mail and moved it to the counter. The card remained on the table.

      “He had a daughter,” she said.

      “How old?”

      “Sixteen.”

      “What's her name?”

      “Kayla.”

      Maya touched the gray branch on the front of the card.

      “Are you sending it to her?”

      “I was going to.”

      “What were you going to write?”

      Priya stood. “Do you want pancakes?”

      “We have school.”

      “I can make them quickly.”

      “The bus comes in twelve minutes.”

      “Then toast.”

      “I already ate.”

      “What did you eat?”

      “Cereal.”

      “There's no bowl.”

      “I put it in the dishwasher.”

      Priya looked toward the dishwasher.

      Maya opened the sympathy card.

      “It's blank.”

      “That's why I bought it.”

      “You don't know what to say?”

      “I know what I want to say.”

      “What?”

      Theo stopped chewing.

      Priya looked at him. “Finish your breakfast.”

      He bent over the bowl.

      Maya waited.

      Priya took a pen from the cup beside the refrigerator and sat down.

      She opened the card.

      Dear Kayla,

      The name appeared too familiar in her handwriting.

      Priya had never met her. She knew her face from the obituary photograph and that she had once played piano. She knew Dale had said daughter without saying her name.

      Priya wrote, I was in a class with your father.

      She stopped.

      Maya leaned closer.

      “Don't read over my shoulder.”

      “You're writing it at the kitchen table.”

      “That doesn't make it public.”

      Maya sat back.

      Priya read the sentence again.

      Class made it sound like Dale and Priya had chosen the same subject. Group sounded worse. Program required an explanation.

      She crossed out the sentence.

      “You ruined it,” Maya said.

      “It's pencil.”

      “You used a pen.”

      Priya closed the card.

      “I'll buy another one.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I crossed something out.”

      “She won't care.”

      “She might.”

      “She's sixteen.”

      “That doesn't mean she won't care how something looks.”

      “It means her dad died.”

      Theo put down his spoon.

      Priya reached across the table and moved his bowl away.

      “You're going to miss the bus,” she told him.

      “There's nine minutes.”

      “Get your shoes.”

      “I have shoes on.”

      Priya looked under the table. Theo wore sneakers without socks.

      “You need socks.”

      “No, I don't.”

      “Your feet will smell.”

      “They already smell.”

      “Go.”

      Theo carried the bowl to the sink. Milk splashed onto the counter when he set it down.

      Priya watched him leave the kitchen.

      Maya picked up the closed card.

      “What did her dad say about her?”

      Priya reached for it. Maya held it beyond her hand.

      “Give me that.”

      “I'm not reading it.”

      “It isn't yours.”

      “I'm asking.”

      Priya lowered her hand.

      “He said she used to play piano.”

      “That's all?”

      “Yes.”

      “What did you say?”

      Priya looked toward the window.

      Dale had been sitting at the other end of the wooden bench near the vending machines, a paper cup between his hands.

      Priya had nearly asked whether the coffee was drinkable. Instead, she kept her mouth closed.

      The vending-machine compressor had started behind them.

      Her phone had vibrated with a message from Maya. Priya read it without answering.

      Dale drank his coffee.

      Through the glass doors, he watched the parking lot.

      Priya counted the ceiling tiles until she realized she was counting.

      The silence continued.

      My daughter used to play piano.

      Priya had nodded.

      That was all.

      “What did you say?” Maya asked again.

      “Nothing.”

      “Why?”

      “I thought he wanted me to listen.”

      “Maybe he did.”

      “Maybe he wanted me to ask something.”

      “Like what?”

      “I don't know. Whether she still played. Why she stopped. Whether Dale ever listened when she practiced.”

      Maya looked at the card.

      “I could have asked one question.”

      “You always ask questions.”

      “Apparently not when I should.”

      Maya placed the card on the table.

      The bus stopped at the corner. Its brakes sighed outside the house.

      “Theo!” Maya called.

      He came down the hallway carrying socks in one hand.

      “Put them on.”

      “I'll do it on the bus.”

      “You will not take your shoes off on the bus.”

      The driver sounded the horn.

      Theo ran toward the front door.

      “Your backpack,” Priya called.

      He turned back for it.

      Maya followed him into the hallway.

      “Maya.”

      She looked over her shoulder.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I'm going to school.”

      “I'm fine.”

      “Really?”

      Maya's hand remained on the doorknob.

      “Mom.”

      “I'm just asking.”

      “The bus is waiting.”

      “Because of what we were talking about.”

      “I know.”

      “I want to make sure you're not upset.”

      “I'm not.”

      “Because if you are, you can tell me.”

      Maya opened the door.

      “You can always tell me,” Priya said.

      Maya stepped outside.

      Priya followed them onto the porch.

      Theo reached the bus first. Maya stopped at the bottom step and turned around.

      “I said I'm fine.”

      “All right.”

      “You don't believe me.”

      “I believe you.”

      “No, you don't.”

      The driver waited.

      Maya boarded without saying goodbye.

      Priya stood on the porch until the bus moved away.

      Inside, the card remained open on the kitchen table.

      Priya sat down.

      She looked at the crossed-out sentence, then turned to a clean place beneath it.

      I wish I had known your father better.

      She read it once and crossed it out.

      Priya tore the card in half.

      At work, she thought about Dale while answering the telephone. She entered an insurance number incorrectly and had to call the patient back. During lunch, she opened the obituary again.

      The service had been private.

      Beneath the photograph, the condolence page had grown. Former coworkers remembered Dale helping them find parts after closing. A cousin had posted a photograph from a fishing trip.

      Priya read every message.

      None mentioned piano.

      She closed the page and reopened it.

      At three, the hygienist asked whether Priya was going to finish her soup. Priya put the lid on the container and said she was saving it.

      On the drive home, she stopped at the grocery store.

      The same cards stood beside the pharmacy.

      She chose another blank one.

      That evening, Maya sat at the table doing math homework. Priya placed the new card beside her own chair.

      Maya looked at it but said nothing.

      Priya opened the card and uncapped her pen.

      She waited.

      Maya turned a page in her workbook.

      From the living room, Theo laughed at something on television.

      Priya lowered the pen.

      She wrote:

      Your father told me you played piano.
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          RENATA

        

      

    

    
      The kitchen was clean when Renata came home.

      A plate had been covered with foil and left inside the oven. Beside it, Elena had taped a note to the handle.

      Lasagna. 325 for twenty minutes.

      Renata removed the note and folded it into her scrub pocket.

      Tom was awake in the living room. The television showed a baseball game with the sound off.

      “You're late,” he said.

      “The group ran over.”

      “It's almost nine.”

      “I know what time it is.”

      Tom looked at her.

      Renata took off her coat and carried it toward the hall closet. The folded paper from the group pressed against her hip inside the pocket.

      “Did you eat?” Tom asked.

      “I'll heat something.”

      “So you haven't eaten.”

      “No.”

      She hung up the coat and returned to the kitchen.

      The oven clock read 8:53. Renata set the temperature and opened the refrigerator. Elena had packed the remaining salad into a plastic container.

      Tom's walker moved across the hardwood behind her.

      “You could have called,” he said.

      “I was in group.”

      “After.”

      “I drove home after.”

      “That takes twenty minutes.”

      “It took longer tonight.”

      She put the salad on the counter.

      Tom stopped in the doorway. His right hand trembled against the walker grip.

      “What happened?”

      “Nothing.”

      “You came home forty minutes late.”

      “I'm not a teenager.”

      “I didn't say you were.”

      Renata peeled the foil from the lasagna.

      “Someone died.”

      Tom did not answer immediately.

      She put the foil back.

      “Someone from work?” he asked.

      “The group.”

      “I'm sorry.”

      “You didn't know him.”

      “I'm still sorry.”

      Renata opened a cabinet for a plate.

      Tom watched her.

      “How?” he asked.

      “Car accident.”

      “Was it recent?”

      “Tuesday.”

      “And they told you tonight?”

      “Yes.”

      She took down a plate and closed the cabinet harder than necessary.

      Tom moved into the kitchen.

      “Was he a friend?”

      “No.”

      The word sounded wrong once she heard it.

      Renata set the plate beside the stove.

      “I spoke to him after the last session.”

      “About what?”

      “He didn't want to go home.”

      Tom waited.

      “I told him to get coffee,” she said.

      The oven clicked as it heated.

      “You didn't know,” Tom said.

      “I knew he was alone.”

      “You couldn't have known what he would do.”

      “I understand the distinction.”

      “I'm not arguing with you.”

      “Good.”

      Renata opened the drawer beside the stove and moved a stack of potholders that did not need moving.

      Tom shifted his weight against the walker.

      “What did you want to do?” he asked.

      “What?”

      “When he told you.”

      “I did something.”

      “You told him to get coffee.”

      “I gave him options.”

      “That sounds like work.”

      “He needed a plan.”

      “Did he?”

      Renata closed the drawer.

      Tom looked away first.

      The oven had not reached temperature, but Renata put the lasagna inside.

      “Elena left instructions,” he said.

      “I saw them.”

      “She said twenty minutes after it heats.”

      “It's already cooked.”

      “All right.”

      “I know how to heat lasagna.”

      “I said all right.”

      Renata set the timer.

      Tom turned the walker toward the living room. One wheel caught against the edge of the rug.

      She stepped forward.

      “I've got it,” he said.

      “The rug is folded.”

      “I can see that.”

      “Lift the front.”

      “I know.”

      Tom pushed again. The wheel remained caught.

      Renata reached past him and pulled the rug flat.

      “I said I had it.”

      “You didn't.”

      “I would have.”

      “You could fall.”

      “I could also cross a rug.”

      “Not if the wheel is caught.”

      Tom released the walker.

      “Stop.”

      Renata straightened.

      “I fixed it.”

      “I didn't ask you to.”

      “You shouldn't have to ask.”

      “That doesn't mean you have to do everything before anybody else can touch it.”

      “You were stuck.”

      “For five seconds.”

      “That's long enough to lose your balance.”

      Tom gripped the walker again.

      “Not everybody is dying, Renata.”

      She looked at him.

      The timer on the stove counted down from twenty minutes, though the oven was still heating.

      Tom pushed the walker across the rug.

      Renata picked up the salad and returned it to the refrigerator.

      She noticed a permission slip beneath a magnet on the door. Elena needed it signed by morning.

      Renata took it down and read the first paragraph.

      A school trip to Philadelphia. Departure at six thirty. Return after dinner.

      The emergency-contact line listed Elena's brother before either parent.

      Renata opened the drawer where they kept pens.

      Her hands were shaking.

      She pressed the paper flat against the counter and signed.

      The signature rose sharply through the final letters.

      Renata folded the permission slip and placed it in Elena's backpack.

      In the hallway, Tom's walker struck the baseboard.

      Renata closed her eyes.

      She removed the note about the lasagna from her pocket. The blank sheet from the group came out with it and fell to the floor.

      The paper was still folded once.

      She picked it up.

      Tom had reached the bedroom. He sat on the edge of the bed with one hand working at the buttons of his shirt.

      “I can help,” Renata said.

      “No.”

      “You're tired.”

      “So are you.”

      “I'm fine.”

      Tom kept his eyes on the button.

      Renata stood in the doorway.

      After several attempts, he worked it through the hole.

      “There,” he said.

      She went into the bathroom and closed the door.

      The bandage box sat behind a stack of towels beneath the sink.

      Renata took it out and placed it on the counter.

      Inside were three pills.

      She had believed there were four.

      Renata counted again.

      The box contained an adhesive wrap, two sealed pads, and three white tablets inside a folded pharmacy envelope.

      She emptied them into her palm.

      The bathroom door opened.

      Tom stood in the doorway with his shirt half unbuttoned.

      Neither of them moved.

      “What are those?” he asked.

      Renata closed her fingers.

      “You need to knock.”

      “What are they?”

      “They're mine.”

      “I can see that.”

      She placed the envelope inside the box.

      Tom looked at her hand.

      “Are those what showed up on the test?”

      Renata turned toward the sink.

      “I told you the monitoring agreement was precautionary.”

      “That isn't an answer.”

      “The board requires compliance.”

      “Renata.”

      She put one tablet beneath her tongue and reached for the water glass.

      Tom caught her wrist.

      His grip was weak. She could have pulled free without effort.

      She lowered the glass.

      “How long?” he asked.

      “They were prescribed.”

      “How long?”

      “I injured my back.”

      “I know about your back.”

      “You know I continued working.”

      “I know.”

      “I couldn't take six weeks off. We needed my insurance.”

      “I know what we needed.”

      “No, you don't.”

      Tom released her wrist.

      Renata swallowed the tablet without water.

      His hand dropped to his side.

      “You think I don't know what this house costs you?” he said.

      She returned the remaining pills to the envelope.

      “I have to check the oven.”

      “Let it burn.”

      “Elena made dinner.”

      “She can make it again.”

      Renata closed the bandage box.

      Tom lowered himself onto the closed toilet lid. His knees shook before he reached it.

      She put out one hand.

      He steadied himself against the sink instead.

      “Does anybody know?” he asked.

      “The monitoring program.”

      “I meant the family.”

      Renata pushed the box beneath the towels.

      Tom watched her.

      “I'm handling it.”

      “You're hiding pills in a bandage box.”

      “I know what I'm taking.”

      “You thought there were four.”

      Renata stopped.

      Tom looked toward the cabinet.

      “Did you take one?”

      “No.”

      “Did Elena?”

      “No.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because she wouldn't.”

      “You don't know.”

      “I know my daughter.”

      “Do you?”

      The oven timer sounded.

      Renata left the bathroom.

      In the kitchen, she turned off the alarm and removed the lasagna. The center was still cold.

      She set it on the stove.

      Tom entered the kitchen slowly.

      Renata took a knife from the block and cut into the lasagna.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      “Putting it back.”

      “Sit down.”

      “It needs ten more minutes.”

      “Leave it.”

      “The kids have to eat.”

      “They ate.”

      “Elena needs lunch tomorrow.”

      “She can buy it.”

      “She doesn't have money on her account.”

      “I'll give her cash.”

      “You don't carry cash.”

      “Then she'll miss one lunch.”

      Renata put the knife beside the stove.

      Tom pulled out a chair.

      “Sit.”

      “I'm not one of your patients.”

      “No. They let you help them.”

      Renata looked at him.

      He lowered himself into the chair.

      The blank sheet of paper from the group remained on the kitchen floor near the hallway. One corner had folded beneath itself.

      Renata went to pick it up.

      Halfway there, she stopped.

      Tom waited.

      “I knew he was in pain,” she said.

      “Yes.”

      “I saw it.”

      “Yes.”

      “I knew.”

      Tom said nothing.

      Renata sat on the floor.

      Her scrub pants tightened at the knees. The tile was cold through the fabric.

      Tom gripped the table and began to stand.

      “Don't,” she said.

      He stood anyway.

      He left the walker beside the chair and crossed the few feet between them with one hand against the wall.

      Renata reached toward him.

      Tom lowered himself beside her, one hand braced on the cabinet.

      His breathing became uneven.

      Renata kept her hand raised.

      He shook his head.

      She let it fall.
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          MARCUS

        

      

    

    
      Gene did not speak during the drive from the meeting.

      At Marcus's house, he stopped at the curb and kept both hands on the steering wheel.

      “You working tomorrow?” Marcus asked.

      “Seven.”

      “I'll be there.”

      Gene nodded.

      Marcus opened the door.

      “Thanks for the ride.”

      “Yeah.”

      Marcus waited.

      Gene looked through the windshield.

      Marcus got out and closed the door.

      The basement was dark. He turned on the lamp beside his bed and removed the laptop from beneath a stack of clothes.

      The application deadline was four days away.

      He opened the essay file.

      The file name appeared at the top of the window.

      
        
        PTA_Essay_Final

      

      

      Marcus read the first paragraph.

      My experience recovering from a shoulder injury introduced me to the important role physical therapist assistants play in helping patients regain mobility and confidence.

      He moved the cursor to the beginning.

      The paragraph described the rehabilitation clinic. It mentioned resistance bands and measurements written on a clipboard. According to the essay, the experience had taught Marcus patience.

      None of it was false.

      He read the final sentence.

      I hope to provide future patients with the same encouragement that helped me overcome my own injury.

      Marcus selected the entire document.

      He did not delete it.

      His phone lay beside the laptop. He opened the browser and searched Dale's name.

      The obituary appeared at the top of the results.

      Marcus recognized the photograph Gene had described. Dale stood beside a girl in a graduation gown. The page listed the funeral service and the HVAC supply company where he had worked.

      Marcus read the notice until the words became information about a stranger again.

      He closed the browser.

      The essay remained highlighted.

      He showed up, but he never let anybody know he was there.

      Marcus pressed Delete.

      The page went blank.

      He placed his hands on the keyboard.

      When I was nineteen, I injured my shoulder pitching in college.

      He stopped.

      The sentence sounded like the beginning of the essay he had erased.

      He continued.

      The injury ended my ability to play at the level I had worked toward for most of my life. After surgery, my rehabilitation was considered successful. My range of motion returned. The pain improved. I was discharged from physical therapy.

      Marcus read the paragraph.

      He added another sentence.

      I did not feel recovered.

      The cursor blinked.

      Upstairs, water moved through the pipes. His mother was still awake.

      Marcus reached into his pocket and removed a small plastic bag. One tablet remained inside. He placed it beside the laptop.

      He returned to the essay.

      During treatment, I was prescribed opioid pain medication. I continued using it after my shoulder healed.

      Marcus stopped typing.

      He had written using because taking sounded temporary.

      He continued.

      What began as pain management became an addiction that I hid from my family and from people who tried to help me.

      The word remained on the screen.

      Addiction.

      Marcus read the sentence twice.

      He put one finger on the Backspace key.

      The word remained.

      Marcus wrote:

      The experience changed how I understand rehabilitation. A patient can meet every physical goal and still leave treatment without knowing how to live inside the life that remains. My therapist did his job well. I did not know how to explain that the loss I felt was larger than the joint he was treating.

      The tablet sat inside the plastic bag near his right hand.

      Marcus moved it to the other side of the laptop.

      He read the application question again.

      Describe an experience that shaped your interest in physical therapy and rehabilitation.

      He returned to the essay.

      I am not applying because I believe my experience makes me an expert. It does not. I am applying because I know how easily a person can disappear behind a successful measurement.

      Marcus leaned back.

      The room was quiet except for the laptop fan.

      He changed person to patient.

      Then he changed it back.

      He continued.

      I want the clinical skills to help patients regain function. I also want to become the kind of provider who notices when progress on paper has not reached the person sitting in front of me.

      A floorboard moved upstairs.

      Marcus lowered the laptop screen until only a narrow strip of light remained.

      His mother crossed the kitchen and opened the refrigerator.

      The light above him changed as she moved through the room. A cabinet closed. Her footsteps passed toward the hallway.

      Marcus waited until the house was quiet again.

      He opened the laptop.

      The final paragraph was unfinished.

      He typed:

      I am still learning how to ask for help and how to accept it when it is offered. That work has made me more certain, not less, that this is the field I want to enter.

      He placed a period at the end.

      The word count showed 286.

      The application allowed five hundred.

      Marcus read the essay from the beginning.

      He corrected a comma and removed the word own from the first paragraph.

      He did not add anything else.

      The tablet remained beside the computer.

      Marcus opened the application portal and pasted the essay into the response box.

      Below it was a blue button marked Submit Application.

      He moved the cursor over the button.

      The page displayed his name and address. His employment section listed the auto parts store. The emergency contact was Donna.

      Marcus scrolled back to the essay.

      The word addiction appeared halfway down the page.

      He opened the document again and clicked Save.

      A message appeared.

      A file named PTA_Essay_Final already exists.

      Do you want to replace it?

      Marcus clicked Yes.
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          WALTER

        

      

    

    
      Danny had not answered the text.

      It remained beneath the voicemail in Walter's phone.

      Congratulations. I'm sorry I never said it.

      Delivered.

      Walter checked it each morning as if the word might change.

      On Sunday, he woke before seven with the television still playing. A beer stood open on the table beside his chair. He carried it to the kitchen and poured what remained into the sink.

      The other five were in the refrigerator.

      Walter closed the door.

      His phone was on the floor beneath the recliner. He reached for it and felt the bruise along his ribs from the fall on the porch.

      The emergency-room doctor had pressed the same place.

      Another fall could kill you.

      Walter had told her that nearly everything could kill a person if done incorrectly.

      The doctor had not laughed.

      Walter sat at the kitchen table and opened the voicemail.

      He had never listened to it.

      He pressed Play.

      “Dad, it's me. I wanted to tell you before you heard it from somebody else. Lauren and I are getting married in September.”

      Walter remembered Lauren. He had met her once at a restaurant outside Harrisburg. She had reached across the table for the salt, and Walter had told her salt would kill her. Danny had asked him to stop drinking before the entrées arrived.

      The voicemail continued.

      “We want you there. I want you there. But only if you're in a place where you can be there and not, you know, be like that.”

      Danny stopped speaking.

      In the silence behind his voice, Walter could hear a turn signal clicking.

      “I'm not trying to be an asshole. I just can't spend the whole day wondering what you're doing. Lauren shouldn't have to either.”

      Another pause.

      “Call me back.”

      The message ended.

      Walter played it again.

      The second time, he heard the word want.

      I want you there.

      He set the phone on the table.

      At eight, he made coffee. He drank half a cup and reheated it.

      At nine, Frank knocked on the side door.

      Walter did not answer.

      Frank knocked again, then tried the handle. It was locked.

      A shadow crossed the kitchen window and disappeared toward the driveway.

      Walter opened Danny's contact.

      He closed it.

      The refrigerator motor started.

      Walter took out one of the beers and set it on the counter. He did not open it.

      He returned to the table.

      At 9:18, he called his son.

      The line rang long enough for Walter to prepare for voicemail.

      Danny answered.

      “Hello?”

      “It's me.”

      “I know.”

      Walter looked at the beer on the counter.

      “Is this a bad time?”

      “Yes.”

      “All right.”

      Neither hung up.

      Walter heard a door close on Danny's end.

      “What happened?” Danny asked.

      “Nothing.”

      “You don't call when nothing happened.”

      “I fell.”

      “When?”

      “Last week.”

      “Are you in the hospital?”

      “I'm home.”

      “Then why are you telling me now?”

      “I'm not calling about the fall.”

      Danny breathed into the phone.

      Walter moved the coffee cup away from his hand.

      “I listened to your message,” he said.

      “What message?”

      “The wedding.”

      For several seconds, Danny said nothing.

      “That was four years ago.”

      “I know.”

      “You texted me.”

      “I know.”

      “I didn't answer.”

      “I noticed.”

      “Was that supposed to be funny?”

      “No.”

      Walter rubbed the heel of his hand against the table.

      “I should have called then,” he said.

      “Then when?”

      “When you left the message.”

      “You should have called before that.”

      “All right.”

      “Don't say all right like you're agreeing to get me to stop talking.”

      Walter opened his mouth.

      He closed it again.

      “You're right,” he said.

      Danny made a sound Walter could not identify.

      The call timer reached one minute.

      “I wasn't at your wedding,” Walter said.

      “No.”

      “You asked me to come.”

      “I asked you to come sober.”

      “I wasn't willing to do that.”

      Danny's breathing changed.

      Walter looked toward the refrigerator.

      “I told myself you kept me away,” he said. “You didn't.”

      “No.”

      “I would have made you watch me all day.”

      Danny did not answer.

      “To see how much I drank,” Walter said. “Whether I was getting loud. Whether I was going to say something to Lauren's family.”

      “You did that every time.”

      “Yes.”

      “You made me watch you at Mom's funeral.”

      Walter looked down at the table.

      “I know.”

      “No. You remember being there. I watched you.”

      Walter pressed his palm against the wood.

      “I left the receiving line twice because I thought you were going to drive. I had to ask Lauren to sit with you during the service.”

      Walter remembered Lauren beside him in the church. He had believed she wanted the aisle seat.

      “I didn't know that,” he said.

      “You didn't ask.”

      “No.”

      The refrigerator motor stopped.

      Danny asked, “Have you been drinking?”

      “Not today.”

      “It's nine in the morning.”

      “Nine-twenty.”

      “That isn't better.”

      “No.”

      “How much yesterday?”

      “I don't know.”

      “You always know.”

      “Six.”

      “Six what?”

      “Beers.”

      “That's what you call not drinking now?”

      “I didn't call it anything.”

      Danny exhaled.

      Walter could hear movement, then a faucet running.

      “What do you want from me?” Danny asked.

      “I want to apologize.”

      “Then do it.”

      Walter stared at the unopened beer on the counter.

      “I'm sorry I missed your wedding.”

      “That's the text.”

      “I'm sorry I made you ask me to be sober for one day, like it was something unreasonable.”

      The faucet stopped.

      “I'm sorry I made you watch me instead of letting you have your own life.”

      Danny did not speak.

      Walter waited.

      The call timer moved past three minutes.

      “I don't know what to do with that,” Danny said.

      “You don't have to do anything.”

      “You don't get to tell me what I have to do.”

      “No.”

      “And you don't get points for finally saying it.”

      “I know.”

      “Do you?”

      Walter looked at the beer again.

      “No,” he said. “Probably not.”

      A voice spoke in the background on Danny's end. Walter heard him cover the phone and answer.

      “Is that Lauren?” Walter asked.

      “Yes.”

      “How is she?”

      Danny did not answer.

      Walter nodded even though his son could not see him.

      “Tell her I'm sorry too.”

      “I'm not carrying that for you.”

      “All right.”

      Danny was silent.

      Walter let the silence remain.

      “Are you going to meetings?” Danny asked.

      “Some.”

      “What does some mean?”

      “I went last week.”

      “And?”

      “I drank afterward.”

      “Jesus Christ.”

      “I'm going again.”

      “When?”

      “Tuesday.”

      “Are you going to drink afterward?”

      “I don't know.”

      “At least you're honest.”

      “I've always been honest.”

      Danny laughed once.

      “No,” he said. “You've always been willing to say things that made you sound honest.”

      Walter sat back.

      The unopened beer stood in the light above the sink.

      “That's fair,” he said.

      “I'm not looking for fair.”

      “What are you looking for?”

      “I stopped looking.”

      Walter closed his eyes.

      Danny spoke to someone in the room, then returned to the call.

      “I have to go.”

      “Okay.”

      “Don't start texting me every day.”

      “I won't.”

      “And don't call after you've been drinking.”

      Walter looked at the clock.

      “What about before?”

      Danny did not answer immediately.

      “Next Sunday,” he said. “Nine.”

      “Nine.”

      “If you've been drinking, don't call.”

      “I understand.”

      “No, Dad. Don't make me answer the phone and figure it out.”

      Walter placed one hand flat on the table.

      “I won't.”

      “I have to go.”

      “All right.”

      The call ended.

      Walter remained at the table with the phone against his ear.

      The screen changed to the call summary.

      Four minutes, fifty-eight seconds.

      He opened the calendar and moved to the following Sunday.

      At nine o'clock, he entered Danny's name.
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          VICTOR

        

      

    

    
      Ruben brought the cooler out at four thirty.

      The paving crew had returned early because rain was moving in from the west. The trucks stood in the yard with mud dried along their wheel wells. Two laborers were washing asphalt from the hand tools near the garage.

      Ruben set the cooler on the tailgate of his pickup.

      Victor watched from the office window.

      The cooler was blue with a white lid. Victor had bought it after they finished the municipal lot in Bethlehem three summers earlier. Ruben kept it behind the front seat and filled it every Friday.

      Victor took the sheet of paper from his desk and went outside.

      Ruben had already handed out two cans.

      “Put those back,” Victor said.

      One of the laborers looked toward Ruben.

      Ruben opened his own beer. “What?”

      “I said put them back.”

      “You talking to me?”

      “I'm talking to everybody.”

      The laborer returned his can to the cooler. The other man held his near his leg.

      Victor looked at him.

      He put it back too.

      Ruben drank.

      “We need to talk,” Victor said.

      “Go ahead.”

      “In the office.”

      “I'm comfortable here.”

      The men near the garage had stopped washing the tools.

      Victor held out the paper. “Starting today, there's no alcohol on company property or anywhere we're working.”

      Ruben looked at the sheet without taking it.

      “We're done working.”

      “You're standing in my yard.”

      “Your yard has a bar now?”

      “It has equipment worth more than your house.”

      “It had the same equipment last Friday.”

      “The rule starts today.”

      Ruben drank again.

      Victor reached for the can.

      Ruben pulled it away.

      “Don't,” he said.

      Victor lowered his hand.

      “This came from the insurance company?” Ruben asked.

      “No.”

      “The lawyer?”

      “No.”

      “Teresa?”

      “This came from me.”

      Ruben laughed and looked toward the crew.

      Victor stepped between him and the cooler.

      “It isn't a discussion.”

      “Then why are we talking?”

      “I'm telling you how it's going to be.”

      “You're telling me I can't have a beer after a twelve-hour day.”

      “Not here.”

      “Where?”

      “I don't care.”

      “Murphy's?”

      Victor did not answer.

      Ruben nodded. “Right.”

      “This isn't about Murphy's.”

      “It's always been about Murphy's.”

      Victor put the paper on the tailgate.

      Ruben glanced at it.

      The heading read Revised Alcohol Policy.

      “You typed up a policy?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Today?”

      “Last night.”

      “After your class?”

      Victor looked toward the men near the garage.

      “Get back to the tools,” he called.

      They turned on the hose.

      Ruben picked up the policy.

      “Employees may not possess or consume alcohol on company property,” he read. “Employees reporting to work impaired will be subject to discipline, including termination.”

      He lowered the paper.

      “You firing yourself?”

      “I haven't been drinking at work.”

      “You've been drunk at work.”

      “That's bullshit.”

      “You want dates?”

      Victor felt the back of his neck tighten.

      “I have never missed a job because I was drinking.”

      “I didn't say you missed one.”

      “I show up.”

      “So do trucks. That doesn't mean they run.”

      Victor took the paper from Ruben's hand.

      “You've got a problem with the policy, you can put it in writing.”

      “I'm putting it in your face.”

      “This protects the company.”

      “From who?”

      “From liability.”

      Ruben smiled without showing his teeth.

      “There he is.”

      “What's that supposed to mean?”

      “You don't want to say you're scared, so now it's liability.”

      “I'm not scared.”

      “A guy dies and you come in with a memo.”

      Victor looked toward the garage again. The hose continued running, but neither man spoke.

      “I told you that in confidence,” he said.

      “You told me at lunch with six people sitting there.”

      “I said someone from the class died.”

      “You said his car went off the road.”

      “That's what happened.”

      “And now nobody gets a beer.”

      “This is bigger than him.”

      “Then say what it's about.”

      “I already did.”

      “No. You printed what it's about.”

      Victor folded the policy in half.

      Ruben finished his beer and crushed the can in one hand. He dropped it into the cooler.

      “That right there,” Victor said. “That's what I'm talking about.”

      “A beer?”

      “The whole thing.”

      “What whole thing?”

      “You bring that cooler out and everybody knows what they're supposed to do.”

      “Because you taught us.”

      “I know.”

      “You bought the first cooler.”

      “I know.”

      “You paid the tab every time we landed a contract.”

      “I know.”

      “You made Joey drink out of a fucking traffic cone when he finished probation.”

      “I know.”

      “So don't stand here like you found religion and the rest of us missed the service.”

      Victor looked at the cooler.

      Rain struck the metal roof of the garage in scattered drops.

      “I built it into the job,” he said.

      Ruben waited.

      “The drinking,” Victor said. “I made it part of working here.”

      “You made it the reward.”

      “Yes.”

      “You made it the test.”

      Victor looked at him.

      Ruben stepped closer.

      “You wanted to know who could keep up with you. That's how you picked the guys you trusted.”

      “I picked people who worked.”

      “You picked people who could work hungover.”

      The hose shut off near the garage.

      Victor unfolded the policy and flattened it against the tailgate.

      “That stops now.”

      “For you, maybe.”

      “For the company.”

      “You don't get to clean yourself up by calling everybody else dirty.”

      “I didn't call you dirty.”

      “You put termination on a piece of paper.”

      “Because I know what this turns into.”

      “You know what yours turned into.”

      Victor pointed toward the open cooler.

      “You drink harder than anybody here.”

      “After you made sure everybody knew that was how to matter to you.”

      “That was your choice.”

      Ruben stared at him.

      Ruben closed the cooler lid.

      “There it is,” he said.

      “I'm not responsible for every beer you drank.”

      “No.”

      “I'm responsible for making it part of this place.”

      “You don't get both.”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “No, you get to own yours. You don't get to claim mine when it makes you sound accountable and hand it back when it gets ugly.”

      Victor picked up the policy.

      “You think I'm doing this for how it sounds?”

      “I think you don't know why you do anything unless somebody's watching.”

      Victor stepped closer.

      Ruben did not move.

      “I kept you working for seventeen years.”

      Ruben's face changed.

      “You kept me?”

      “That's not what I meant.”

      “You think I stayed because nobody else would hire me?”

      “I gave you the foreman job.”

      “I did the foreman job while you sat in the truck trying to get your hands to stop shaking.”

      Victor lowered his voice. “Watch yourself.”

      “I called clients when you forgot what you promised them. I moved crews when you sent two trucks to the same site. I told Teresa you were still working when you were at Murphy's.”

      “I never asked you to lie to my wife.”

      “You didn't have to.”

      Victor looked toward the garage.

      The laborers were carrying tools inside.

      “How many times?” he asked.

      Ruben shook his head.

      “How many times did you cover for me?”

      “You want a number so you can argue with it.”

      “I'm asking.”

      “No, you're bidding. You think if I say ten, you can prove it was eight.”

      Victor pressed the folded policy against his thigh.

      Ruben opened the tailgate of his truck and lifted the cooler.

      “You can keep your policy,” he said.

      “It applies whether you sign it or not.”

      “I know how employment works.”

      “You're the foreman. If you don't enforce it, somebody else will.”

      Ruben stopped with the cooler against his chest.

      “You replacing me?”

      “I said if.”

      “No. Say what you mean.”

      “I need somebody who can do this without drinking.”

      “I've been doing this without drinking since six this morning.”

      “And now you can't make it to five.”

      Ruben set the cooler back onto the tailgate hard enough to shake the truck.

      “You know why the crew drinks with you?” he asked. “Because when you're drinking, you stop treating everybody like they're trying to take something from you.”

      Victor said nothing.

      “They like you better,” Ruben said.

      “Do you?”

      Ruben looked toward the garage.

      “Sometimes.”

      Rain began striking the yard in darker circles.

      Victor unfolded the policy again. Water touched the paper and softened the ink near the bottom.

      “I don't know how to run this place the same way anymore,” he said.

      Ruben looked at him.

      “I don't know if it works without all this,” Victor said. “But I know what I built.”

      Ruben lifted the cooler and carried it toward the cab of his truck.

      “Ruben.”

      He opened the passenger door.

      “I need you here Monday.”

      Ruben placed the cooler on the floor inside.

      “Then don't talk to me like you made me,” he said.

      Victor held the wet policy at his side.

      “Monday,” he said. “Six.”

      Ruben closed the truck door.

      “I'll be here,” Victor said.

      Ruben looked at him across the hood.

      “That's never been the question.”
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          ADELE

        

      

    

    
      The soup remained in the refrigerator until Tuesday.

      Adele moved it each time she reached for the milk. The glass container was heavier than it looked, and the lid had been fastened on all four sides.

      On Tuesday afternoon, she removed it and read the note again.

      Too much soup.

      She peeled the tape from the lid and folded the note in half.

      The soup had thickened. Adele spooned some into a saucepan and added water. She ate at the kitchen table with the parish bulletin beside her.

      It was lentil.

      Her husband had disliked lentils. During their marriage, Adele stopped making them without noticing she had stopped.

      She finished the bowl.

      The following morning, she washed the container and dried it with a clean towel. She placed the folded note inside and snapped the lid shut.

      At two o'clock, she carried it across the street.

      Sofia's car was in the driveway.

      Adele stood on the porch and considered leaving the container beside the door. Before she could set it down, Sofia opened the door.

      “You ate it.”

      “I did.”

      “I was worried you'd throw it away.”

      “I don't waste food.”

      Sofia looked at the container. “That isn't the same as eating it.”

      Adele held it toward her.

      “Thank you.”

      Sofia took the container but did not move from the doorway.

      “I made tea,” she said.

      “I can't stay.”

      “All right.”

      Adele looked toward her own house.

      Sofia waited.

      “Perhaps for a minute,” Adele said.

      The front room was smaller than Adele expected. A stack of mail covered one end of the sofa, and two framed photographs leaned against the wall instead of hanging on it.

      Sofia moved the mail onto the floor.

      “Sit.”

      “You don't have to make room.”

      “I already did.”

      Adele sat at the cleared end of the sofa.

      Sofia carried the container into the kitchen. Water ran. Cabinet doors opened and closed.

      Adele looked at the photographs.

      One showed Sofia beside a man on a beach. Both of them were squinting into the sun. The other was a school portrait of a boy with dark hair.

      Sofia returned with two mugs.

      “My son,” she said, noticing where Adele was looking. “He lives in Baltimore.”

      “He resembles you.”

      “Everybody says he looked like his father.”

      “I was trying to be kind.”

      Sofia handed her a mug.

      Adele smiled.

      The tea was too hot to drink.

      “I apologize about Sunday,” Adele said.

      “For what?”

      “I heard you knock.”

      “I assumed you did.”

      “I was on the telephone.”

      “That's allowed.”

      “With my sister.”

      Sofia nodded.

      Adele held the mug in both hands.

      “I told her no one was at the door.”

      “That seems more complicated than telling her I brought soup.”

      “She asks questions.”

      “So do sisters.”

      “You don't know Marion.”

      “No.”

      “She worries as a form of investigation.”

      Sofia sat in the chair across from her. “What does she investigate?”

      “Anything she thinks I haven't told her.”

      “Is there much?”

      Adele looked into the tea.

      Sofia did not repeat the question.

      Outside, a delivery truck stopped at the neighboring house. A side door opened and closed.

      Adele took a sip. The tea burned the front of her tongue.

      “The day you came over,” she said, “you saw the bottles.”

      “Yes.”

      “You didn't say anything.”

      “No.”

      “Why?”

      “You looked frightened.”

      “I was not frightened.”

      “All right.”

      “I was embarrassed.”

      Sofia waited.

      Adele set the mug on the coffee table.

      “They were from my hip surgery.”

      “I know.”

      “You don't know that.”

      “You told me when you had the surgery.”

      “That was four years ago.”

      “Yes.”

      Adele folded her hands in her lap.

      “Some of the prescriptions are newer.”

      Sofia glanced toward the window.

      Adele watched her face for surprise. None appeared.

      “My doctor knows about my hip,” Adele said.

      “Okay.”

      “The pain did not end when he expected it to.”

      “Okay.”

      Adele straightened the cuff of her sweater.

      “You keep saying that.”

      “I don't know what you want me to say.”

      “Neither do I.”

      Sofia picked up her tea.

      Adele looked again at the photograph on the floor.

      “Do you still take them?” Sofia asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Every day?”

      Adele did not answer.

      Sofia drank from her mug.

      “They help me sleep,” Adele said.

      “All right.”

      “I don't take them to sleep.”

      Sofia set down the mug.

      “I take them before bed,” Adele said. “That's different.”

      “If you say so.”

      “You think I'm an addict.”

      “I didn't say that.”

      “You thought it.”

      “I thought you were alone.”

      Adele looked at her.

      Sofia reached for the tea but did not lift it.

      “When my husband died, people stopped coming after the funeral food ran out,” she said. “They thought the worst part had ended because they had gone home.”

      Adele turned toward the photograph.

      “How long?” she asked.

      “Seven years.”

      “You never said.”

      “You never asked.”

      Adele looked down.

      “I was very good at caring for my husband,” Adele said. “Toward the end.”

      “I'm sure you were.”

      “There were schedules. Medication. People coming to the house.”

      “And afterward?”

      “There was nothing to schedule.”

      Sofia nodded.

      Adele reached for her tea. It had cooled enough to drink.

      “I don't remember when I started taking them every night,” she said.

      Sofia did not move.

      “At first, I only took one if I had pain.”

      “And now?”

      “Sometimes I take one before I know whether there will be pain.”

      Adele heard the clock in the kitchen.

      She looked toward the front door.

      “I should go.”

      “All right.”

      Sofia stood with her.

      Adele lifted her purse from the floor.

      Near the door, Sofia opened a drawer in the small table and removed a folded piece of paper.

      “I saw this at the community center.”

      She offered it to Adele.

      Adele did not take it.

      The flyer had been printed in blue ink.

      
        
        ALL RECOVERY MEETING

        TUESDAYS, 7:00 P.M.

      

      

      Below the time was an address and a sentence about welcoming anyone affected by alcohol or other substances.

      “I don't drink,” Adele said.

      “It says other substances.”

      “I can read.”

      “I know.”

      “I am not going to stand in a church basement and announce that I am a drug addict.”

      “It isn't in a church.”

      “That is not the important part of what I said.”

      “You don't have to announce anything.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I called.”

      Adele looked up.

      “You called them?”

      “I called the community center.”

      “What did you tell them?”

      “I asked how the meeting works.”

      “Did you give them my name?”

      “No.”

      “Did you describe me?”

      “No.”

      Adele looked at the flyer again.

      “They said people can listen,” Sofia said. “They don't have to introduce themselves by anything except their first name.”

      “I don't need a meeting.”

      Sofia folded the flyer once and placed it on top of the container Adele had returned.

      “All right.”

      “You think I do.”

      “I think you should take the paper.”

      Adele picked it up.

      The meeting was held less than two miles away.

      “Do you go?” she asked.

      “No.”

      “Then you don't know what it's like.”

      “No.”

      “It could be dreadful.”

      “It could.”

      “Someone might recognize me.”

      “Yes.”

      Adele looked at Sofia.

      “You aren't very reassuring.”

      “I don't think reassurance is what you came here for.”

      Adele put the flyer in her purse.

      Sofia opened the door.

      Across the street, Adele's house stood with every curtain in place.

      “Thank you for the soup,” she said.

      “You're welcome.”

      “And the tea.”

      “You're welcome.”

      Adele stepped onto the porch.

      “Adele.”

      She turned.

      “If you want me to drive you, I will.”

      “That won't be necessary.”

      Sofia nodded.

      Adele crossed the street.

      Inside her house, she placed the purse on the kitchen table and removed the flyer.

      She read the address again.

      Then she turned the paper over and wrote Tuesday on the back.
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          COLE

        

      

    

    
      The following Tuesday, there were four chairs in the circle.

      The facilitator's chair made five.

      Dale's had been folded and placed against the wall with the extras.

      Cole sat in the far corner.

      Priya arrived carrying a white envelope. She gave it to the facilitator without speaking and took the chair nearest the coffee table.

      Renata came in after her. She wore a sweater instead of scrubs.

      Victor was last.

      At six, the facilitator closed the door.

      “We're returning to the scheduled material tonight,” the facilitator said.

      Nobody objected.

      A worksheet was passed around.

      
        
        SUPPORT PLANNING

      

      

      Cole placed it on his knee.

      The first question asked him to identify a situation in which he was most likely to use. He wrote nighttime.

      The next asked where he was usually located when that happened.

      Home.

      Who can you contact before using?

      Cole held the pen above the line.

      Across the circle, Priya had already turned her page over. Renata wrote slowly, stopping after each sentence. Victor pressed hard enough for the pen to mark the paper beneath his worksheet.

      Cole left the line blank.

      The facilitator asked them to work in pairs.

      Victor looked toward Renata.

      Priya moved her chair closer to the facilitator.

      Cole remained where he was.

      After a moment, the facilitator sat in the folded chair beside him.

      “You can work with me.”

      Cole looked at the worksheet.

      “What did you put for the first question?”

      “Night.”

      “And the second?”

      “Home.”

      The facilitator read the blank line.

      “Is there anyone you can call?”

      “No.”

      “What about your caseworker?”

      Cole moved the pen between his fingers.

      “She doesn't answer.”

      “Does she call back?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “That could count.”

      Cole did not write her name.

      The facilitator pointed to the bottom of the page.

      “There are numbers listed here if you don't have someone personal.”

      Cole read them.

      A crisis line. A county intake office. A detox center with twenty-four-hour screening.

      The detox center had the same name as the one on the paper beneath his mattress.

      “You can use one of those,” the facilitator said.

      Cole folded the worksheet in half.

      The facilitator returned to the circle.

      For the rest of the session, Priya spoke only when asked. Victor disagreed with the definition of support because it included employers. Renata kept one hand around a cup of water without drinking it.

      At seven twenty-five, the facilitator handed out the sign-out sheet.

      Cole waited while the others signed.

      Priya asked whether the envelope would be mailed.

      “Yes,” the facilitator said.

      “Today?”

      “Tomorrow morning.”

      Priya nodded.

      Renata stood beside her.

      Victor held the door open while they entered the hallway.

      Cole signed last.

      He walked outside.

      The lot was nearly full. A basketball game had started in the gymnasium at the other end of the building, and cars lined the curb beside the entrance.

      Cole crossed toward the bus stop.

      Halfway there, he stopped.

      The place where Dale had spoken to him looked no different from the rest of the lot. A dark stain crossed one parking space. Rainwater had collected in a broken section of pavement.

      Cole stood there until headlights moved across him.

      A driver waited for him to clear the lane.

      Cole continued walking.

      The bus arrived seven minutes later.

      He sat near the rear door and kept the folded worksheet in his hand.

      At the transit center, he missed his connection while reading the numbers printed at the bottom.

      He waited beneath the shelter for the next bus.

      The county intake office closed at five. The crisis line was available all night.

      Cole read the number for the detox center.

      He did not take out his phone.

      When the next bus arrived, he put the worksheet inside his coat.

      His building was quiet. The inspection notice had been removed from beside the entrance, though no one had entered his room Monday morning.

      Cole unlocked the door and switched on the lamp.

      The coffee cup from the previous week remained on the table. A skin had formed across the surface.

      He carried it to the sink and poured it out.

      The paper cup collapsed when he pressed it into the trash.

      Cole knelt beside the mattress and reached underneath.

      The detox-center paper was where he had left it.

      He unfolded it on the table and placed the worksheet beside it.

      The phone number matched.

      Cole took out his phone.

      He entered the number and stopped before the final digit.

      The room stayed quiet.

      He completed the number.

      A recorded voice thanked him for calling. It explained that live screening was available until ten. The clock on Cole's phone showed 10:07.

      The recording asked callers to leave a name and number.

      A tone sounded.

      Cole held the phone near his mouth.

      The available recording time counted down.

      He ended the call.

      The phone returned to the number.

      Cole pressed it again.

      The same recording played.

      At the tone, he closed his eyes.

      “My name is Cole,” he said.
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          WALTER AND ADELE

        

      

    

    
      Adele arrived eighteen minutes early and remained in the car.

      The community center occupied a low brick building behind a public library. Nothing on the outside suggested what happened there. A paper sign had been taped inside one of the glass doors.

      
        
        ALL RECOVERY

        TUESDAYS, 7:00 P.M.

        ROOM 2

      

      

      She had expected something less visible.

      Sofia had offered to drive her. Adele said she already knew where the building was, although she had passed it only once and had taken the wrong turn coming in.

      The flyer lay folded in her purse beside her wallet. Her rosary had settled around a prescription bottle with the label removed.

      She watched people enter alone. None of them paused at the sign. A man in a canvas jacket held the door for a woman carrying a travel mug. She thanked him. He nodded. They did not look like people arriving to confess anything.

      At six fifty-six, Adele got out of the car.

      She had worn navy trousers and a cream blouse beneath her coat. The blouse had been ironed that afternoon. She had put on lipstick, wiped it off, then applied a lighter shade.

      The woman at the folding table inside looked up.

      “All Recovery?”

      Adele held out the flyer as if it were an invitation requiring inspection.

      “Room Two,” the woman said. “Down the hall on your left.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You're welcome.”

      That was all.

      Room Two had once been a classroom. A row of low cabinets ran beneath the windows, and an alphabet border remained near the ceiling even though several letters had peeled away. Metal chairs formed a loose circle. There were more people than Adele had expected.

      The chairs nearest the door were taken.

      An older man sat across from the windows with a dark coat occupying the chair beside him. He had a paper cup between his shoes. His face was red along the cheeks, and his gray hair had been cut recently but not well.

      Adele considered standing.

      The man looked toward the door, picked up his coat, and folded it across his lap.

      “Is someone sitting there?” she asked.

      “No.”

      She sat.

      The chair was colder than she expected. Adele placed her purse on the floor between her feet and kept both hands on the strap.

      The man shifted his coat when one sleeve slipped toward her side. He did not introduce himself.

      At seven, a woman closed the door. She carried no clipboard and wore no badge. She took the last chair in the circle.

      “Welcome,” she said. “If this is your first time here, you don't have to tell us. You can give your first name when we come around, or you can pass. You don't have to identify yourself by a substance. We ask that what's said here stays here.”

      Adele looked at the door.

      It had closed without making a sound.

      The woman continued with announcements about parking and the room being unavailable on the first Tuesday of the following month. Someone had brought cookies. Someone else reminded the group that the coffee pot leaked if filled past the line.

      Nobody lowered the lights.

      They began on the other side of the circle.

      A young man gave his name and passed. The woman with the travel mug said she had made it through work without going into the employee bathroom to cry. Several more people spoke before a man in a supermarket uniform described finding two empty bottles in his garage.

      They listened until he stopped speaking, then waited while he looked down at his hands.

      The next person gave her name.

      The circle moved.

      Adele became aware of the bottle in her purse. It was not touching her, but she knew its exact position beneath the rosary. She had taken one pill before leaving home.

      There had been no pain.

      The man beside her adjusted the coat across his knees. He smelled faintly of coffee and winter air.

      When his turn came, he leaned forward and picked up the paper cup.

      “Walter.”

      The woman who had opened the meeting waited.

      Walter drank from the cup.

      “I didn't drink today.”

      He set the cup back between his shoes.

      The woman nodded and looked toward Adele.

      Every face in the circle seemed to turn without moving.

      Adele had rehearsed the word pass in the car. She had chosen it because it could not lead to a question.

      “My name is Adele.”

      Her voice carried farther than she intended.

      The woman waited.

      Adele looked at the faded alphabet border above the cabinets. The letter M had detached at one corner.

      “That's all,” she said.

      “All right.”

      The circle moved on.

      Walter reached down when his cup tipped against his shoe. A few drops had spilled onto the tile. He wiped them with the heel of his hand and dried his palm on his trousers.

      He did not look at Adele.

      The meeting lasted an hour.

      Adele spoke no more. She listened to a woman describe calling her sister and hanging up before the call connected. A man near the windows said he had been sober for eleven years and had spent the afternoon sitting outside a liquor store. Someone laughed when he said the store had terrible parking. He laughed too.

      The conversation moved without order. People interrupted and apologized. Once, two people began speaking at the same time, and both stopped. Nobody seemed responsible for turning any of it into a lesson.

      Walter spoke again only when someone asked whether the coffee was always that bad.

      “It's usually worse,” he said.

      Several people agreed.

      At eight, the woman thanked everyone for coming. There was no closing prayer. People stood and began moving the chairs against the wall.

      Walter put on his coat. The lining had turned partly inside out at one sleeve. He pushed his arm through anyway.

      Adele reached for her purse.

      The prescription bottle shifted inside it.

      Walter stepped around the chair he had made available and joined the people moving toward the door. He stopped to throw away his cup, then left without looking back.

      Adele remained seated.

      Across the room, the woman who had opened the meeting lifted one chair onto a rolling rack. A young man stacked another beneath it. Their conversation was about a car that would not start.

      Adele opened her purse.

      The bottle rested on its side beneath the flyer. She moved the rosary, took out the folded paper, and smoothed it across her knees.

      
        
        ALL RECOVERY

        TUESDAYS, 7:00 P.M.

        ROOM 2

      

      

      The woman reached for the chair beside Adele.

      Adele stood and handed it to her.

      Then she lifted her own chair and passed that over too.
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          MARCUS

        

      

    

    
      At one fourteen in the morning, Marcus opened the application for the fourth time that night.

      The kitchen table looked the same as it had when he began it. One leg remained shorter than the others, and a folded grocery circular had been pushed beneath it to stop the wobble. The overhead light was off. He worked by the lamp above the stove.

      The application portal showed a green check beside every section except the last one.

      
        
        ESSAY UPLOADED

        APPLICATION NOT SUBMITTED

      

      

      The file beneath it was named PTA_Essay_Final.

      Marcus clicked the filename.

      The essay opened in a new window. He had read it enough times to know where each paragraph ended before he reached it. The safe version had been easier to read. It had moved cleanly from a shoulder injury to physical therapy and from physical therapy to a career. Nothing in it required the person reviewing the application to reconsider him halfway through.

      This version used the word addiction in the second paragraph.

      Marcus rested two fingers against the trackpad.

      The cursor appeared after the word.

      He pressed the right arrow key and moved past it.

      A floorboard creaked above him. Water moved through the pipes, followed by footsteps on the stairs.

      Donna entered the kitchen wearing a robe over her nightgown. Her hair had been pinned up before bed and had come loose along one side.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Nothing.”

      She looked at the computer.

      “That doesn't look like nothing.”

      Marcus lowered the screen halfway.

      Donna opened the cabinet beside the sink and took out a glass.

      “Is that for work?”

      “No.”

      She filled the glass and waited.

      Marcus raised the screen again.

      “It's an application.”

      “For what?”

      “A program.”

      “What program?”

      He turned the computer toward himself, although she could not have read it from the sink.

      “Physical therapist assistant.”

      Donna shut off the faucet.

      “At the college?”

      “Yes.”

      “I didn't know you were doing that.”

      “I haven't done it yet.”

      “You're applying.”

      “I started applying.”

      “When?”

      “A while ago.”

      Donna carried the glass to the table and sat across from him. The grocery circular shifted under the short leg.

      “How long is the program?”

      “Two years.”

      “Full time?”

      “Mostly.”

      “What does mostly mean?”

      “It means some semesters are heavier than others.”

      “What about the parts store?”

      “I can still work.”

      “When?”

      “I don't know yet.”

      Donna looked toward the refrigerator. A calendar hung from one magnet, crowded with Jenna's appointments and the shifts Donna had agreed to cover for another receptionist.

      “Jenna starts high school next year.”

      “I know.”

      “She'll still need rides.”

      Marcus closed the essay window.

      “There it is.”

      “What?”

      “The list.”

      “I asked one question.”

      “You asked about work, then Jenna.”

      “I'm your mother. I'm supposed to ask how this would work.”

      “You ask how it won't.”

      Donna picked up her water but did not drink.

      “That isn't fair.”

      “It's what you do.”

      “I have to think about the whole house, Marcus.”

      “I know.”

      “Do you?”

      He looked at the calendar. His name appeared twice in Donna's handwriting. Jenna dentist. Pick up prescription.

      “I'm not leaving tomorrow.”

      “I didn't say you were.”

      “I haven't even submitted the application.”

      “Then why didn't you tell me?”

      Marcus reopened the essay. The word remained where he had left it.

      “Because I wanted to finish wanting it before everybody told me what it would cost.”

      Donna looked at the screen.

      “Is that your essay?”

      “Yes.”

      “What did you write about?”

      “My shoulder.”

      She waited.

      “And some other things.”

      “What things?”

      “I'm not ready to tell you.”

      “You put them in an application, but you can't tell me?”

      “I can tell someone who doesn't know me.”

      “I know you better than anybody.”

      “That's why.”

      Donna pushed the glass away from the edge of the table.

      For a moment Marcus thought she would ask again. Instead, she reached beneath the table and nudged the folded circular farther under the short leg. The wobble stopped.

      “Can I read it?”

      “No.”

      Donna nodded once.

      “All right.”

      She stood and carried the water toward the stairs.

      “Mom.”

      She turned.

      “If I get in, I'm going.”

      Donna held the glass against her robe.

      “Tell me when you hear.”

      She went upstairs.

      Marcus listened until her bedroom door closed.

      The portal had signed him out.

      He entered his password and returned to the application. The essay was still attached. He opened the preview to make sure the final version had uploaded and searched for the word addiction.

      One result.

      He closed the preview.

      A certification box appeared above the submission button.

      I certify that the information provided in this application is complete and accurate.

      Marcus checked it.

      A warning opened.

      Once submitted, your application cannot be edited.

      Below it were two choices.

      
        
        RETURN TO APPLICATION

        SUBMIT

      

      

      Marcus moved the cursor to the second button.

      He clicked.

      The page went white while a small circle turned at the center of the screen. Then the application number appeared beneath his name.

      
        
        APPLICATION RECEIVED

      

        

      
        1:27 A.M.
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          BREE

        

      

    

    
      Dani called at 2:39 in the morning.

      Bree watched the phone vibrate across her nightstand until it stopped. The room went dark again.

      A second call began before the screen had fully dimmed.

      Bree answered.

      “Hey.”

      “He blocked me.”

      Dani was crying hard enough that the first word broke apart.

      “Who did?”

      “You know who.”

      Bree sat up and reached for the lamp. Her hand stopped at the switch.

      “What happened?”

      “I went over there.”

      “Tonight?”

      “He wouldn't answer the door. I could hear the television.”

      “Where are you now?”

      “In my car.”

      “Are you driving?”

      “No.”

      Bree pulled the blanket away from her legs.

      “Go home.”

      “I can't.”

      “You can.”

      “He knows I'm out here.”

      “That doesn't matter.”

      “It matters to me.”

      Bree pressed her thumb against the edge of the phone. She knew the next part. Dani would send screenshots. Bree would read them in order and explain what each sentence meant until the meaning became something Dani could survive until morning.

      “Send me what he said,” Bree began.

      Dani sniffed.

      “Actually, don't.”

      “What?”

      “Don't send it.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I'm not reading it tonight.”

      The crying stopped before the call became quiet.

      “Okay.”

      “I'm sorry.”

      “No, it's fine.”

      Bree closed her eyes.

      “Dani.”

      “I said it's fine.”

      “Are you safe?”

      “I'm sitting in my car outside his apartment. What do you think?”

      “I'm asking if you're going to hurt yourself.”

      “No.”

      “Are you planning to go back to his door?”

      Dani did not answer.

      “Go home,” Bree said.

      “Can you come get me?”

      “You have your car.”

      “I don't want to drive like this.”

      “Then wait until you're calm.”

      “Can you stay on the phone?”

      Bree looked at the time.

      Dani had asked the same question during the call Bree could not fully remember. That night, Bree had said of course. She had stayed on long enough to lose forty-four minutes.

      “I can't tonight.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean I'm going to hang up.”

      Dani gave a short laugh.

      “You're serious.”

      “Yes.”

      “Why did you answer?”

      “Because you called twice.”

      “I called twice because I needed you.”

      “I know.”

      “Do you?”

      Bree put her feet on the floor. The carpet was cold beneath them.

      “I can be your friend without doing this every time.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Being the person who gets you through the night.”

      “I didn't realize it was such a burden.”

      “That's not what I said.”

      “It's what you meant.”

      Bree opened her mouth to correct her. The familiar sentences were already there. You're never a burden. I love you. I'm always here.

      She swallowed.

      “I shouldn't have told you I could always be here.”

      Dani breathed into the phone.

      “Wow.”

      “I'm not saying I don't care about you.”

      “You picked a strange way to show it.”

      “I care about you. I'm still going to bed.”

      “You don't sound like yourself.”

      Bree looked toward the sweatshirt hanging over the back of her desk chair. The nursing school name had begun to crack across the chest.

      “I haven't sounded like myself in a long time.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I don't want to talk about it tonight.”

      “So you get to shut me out, but I'm too much when I call you?”

      Bree stood.

      “You're not too much.”

      “Then stay on the phone.”

      “No.”

      Dani became quiet again.

      Bree waited for the apology to come. She felt it rising behind her ribs, ready to undo everything.

      “Are you safe?” she asked.

      “I already answered you.”

      “Answer me once more.”

      “Yes. I'm safe.”

      “Drive home when you're ready. Text me when you get there.”

      “Why?”

      “So I know you got home.”

      “I thought you were going to bed.”

      “I am.”

      “Then don't worry about it.”

      “I'll call you tomorrow after six.”

      “Don't bother.”

      “I'm still going to call.”

      Dani ended the call.

      Bree kept the phone against her ear until the empty line disappeared.

      A message arrived.

      Then another.

      She did not open either one.

      Bree carried the phone downstairs. Carol's bedroom door remained closed. A small night-light lit the hallway outside the bathroom, where several prescription bottles sat behind the bottom drawer.

      In the kitchen, the refrigerator motor started.

      Bree held down the button on the side of the phone. The screen asked whether she wanted to power it off.

      She slid her thumb across it.

      Then she set the phone beside the fruit bowl and went back upstairs without it.
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      The phone was still beside the fruit bowl at nine fourteen.

      Bree stood over it for a moment before pressing the side button. The screen lit and began collecting everything that had happened while she slept.

      Dani had sent eight messages. Their first lines crowded the lock screen, but the last one was short.

      Home.

      It had arrived at 4:07.

      Bree opened the thread and saw the word at the bottom. She did not scroll upward. She set the phone facedown on the counter.

      Her laptop was upstairs beneath a stack of unopened mail. She carried it to the kitchen and opened it beside the fruit bowl.

      The nursing program's website had changed since she left. She searched for reinstatement and found a page titled Returning Students. The first paragraph directed students who had interrupted enrollment to review current prerequisites before requesting readmission. An appointment with an academic adviser would be required before registration.

      A box near the bottom listed the deadlines. The fall date had passed. Spring remained open for another eleven days.

      Bree clicked Begin Request.

      The form remembered her name but not her student number. She found the number in an old email and entered it. Another field asked whether she had attended any other institution since leaving. She selected no.

      A notice above the final section said submitting the form did not guarantee readmission. Coursework would be reviewed under the current program requirements, not the ones in effect when she left.

      Bree read that sentence twice.

      The page asked which semester she intended to return.

      Bree selected spring.

      She left the page open.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
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          RENATA

        

      

    

    
      The first alarm sounded at five ten.

      Renata was still at the kitchen table.

      Tom sat across from her in his robe, both hands around a coffee mug he had not lifted. The walker stood beside him, angled close enough that he could reach it without asking. Neither of them had mentioned the pill she swallowed in the bathroom.

      The pharmacy envelope lay on the table. Renata had taken it out of the bandage box sometime after midnight. Two tablets remained inside.

      Her phone sounded again.

      She silenced the alarm and opened the contact list for work.

      “Who are you calling?” Tom asked.

      “Staffing.”

      The overnight coordinator answered on the fourth ring. Renata had given her report twice during the previous week and corrected one of her medication counts.

      “This is Renata Alvarez,” she said. “I won't be in tonight.”

      “All right. Are you sick?”

      Renata looked at the envelope.

      “Yes.”

      “Do you expect to be out tomorrow too?”

      “I don't know.”

      The coordinator paused.

      “Call us when you know,” she said.

      Renata ended the call.

      Tom turned the mug once against the tabletop. “Is that all?”

      “No.”

      The number for the professional monitoring program was printed on the card in her wallet. She did not need the card. She entered the number from memory.

      The recorded voice gave office hours and instructed callers in immediate danger to contact emergency services. When the tone sounded, Renata almost ended the call.

      The report would begin with her own words. After that, someone else would decide whether she could work. None of that was hers to organize yet.

      “This is Renata Alvarez. My agreement number is four one seven six.”

      She stopped. Tom did not look away.

      “Last night I used oxycodone that was not prescribed to me. I need an assessment before I return to patient care.”

      She gave her telephone number and ended the call.

      The screen returned to the list of alarms. The next one was set for five thirty, the time she usually woke Elena.

      Tom released the mug and placed one hand beside the envelope. It trembled, but he left it there.

      At five thirty, Renata turned off the alarm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
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          VICTOR

        

      

    

    
      Victor came home with rain dried across the shoulders of his work shirt.

      Teresa sat at the kitchen table with her laptop open. A mug rested beside it, empty except for a tea bag stuck to the bottom.

      “You're late,” she said.

      “Ruben and I got into it.”

      She looked up.

      “Did you drink?”

      “No.”

      “All right.”

      Teresa returned to the laptop.

      Victor remained by the door.

      “That's it?”

      “What else?”

      “I don't know.”

      He took off his boots and placed them on the mat. One fell against the wall. He set it upright.

      “I told the crew there's no more alcohol at the yard,” he said. “Nothing in the trucks either.”

      “That sounds reasonable.”

      “They didn't think so.”

      “Did you?”

      “I made the rule.”

      “Did you believe the rule was right?”

      Victor pulled out the chair across from her.

      “I'm trying to keep somebody from getting killed.”

      Teresa closed the laptop.

      “Good.”

      “You don't have to say it like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like I'm asking for a medal.”

      “Are you?”

      “No.”

      She waited.

      Victor rubbed at a dark mark on the table with his thumb.

      “Ruben said I taught them to drink that way.”

      “Did you?”

      “We drank after jobs.”

      “That isn't an answer.”

      “Yes.”

      Teresa folded her hands over the closed laptop.

      “What happened after he said it?”

      “I told him he made his own choices.”

      She leaned back.

      Victor looked toward the doorway.

      “He said he covered for me.”

      “Ruben has covered for you for years.”

      “You knew?”

      “Of course I knew.”

      “How?”

      “You came home.”

      “That doesn't answer anything.”

      “It answered plenty.”

      Victor pushed the chair away from the table and stood.

      “I never missed a job.”

      “You've said that before.”

      “Because it's true.”

      “So is what Ruben said.”

      “You weren't there.”

      “I didn't have to be.”

      Victor opened the refrigerator. The shelves held two covered plates and a pitcher of water. He took out the pitcher.

      “Did you eat?” Teresa asked.

      “No.”

      “There's food.”

      “I see it.”

      He filled a glass and drank half before returning the pitcher.

      Teresa watched him.

      “What?”

      “You're angry with me now.”

      “I'm not angry.”

      “You opened the refrigerator like it insulted you.”

      Victor set the glass on the counter.

      “I had a bad night.”

      “I know.”

      “I came home.”

      “You live here.”

      “I didn't stop at Murphy's.”

      “I know.”

      “How?”

      “You told me you didn't drink.”

      “That's enough?”

      “For tonight, it has to be.”

      Victor returned to the table but did not sit.

      The refrigerator motor stopped. The kitchen became quiet enough for him to hear the television upstairs.

      “I called you the last time,” he said.

      “When?”

      “When I sat in the truck.”

      “I remember.”

      “You said, ‘I'd like to meet him.’”

      “Yes.”

      “I thought that meant something.”

      “It did.”

      “What does it mean now?”

      Teresa looked at him.

      “It means I'm still waiting.”

      Victor pulled out the chair and sat.

      “I'm trying.”

      “I believe you.”

      “You don't sound like you do.”

      “I can believe you're trying and still be tired.”

      He looked at her closed laptop.

      “What were you doing?”

      “Paying the insurance.”

      “For the house?”

      “For the business.”

      “I handle that.”

      “You used to.”

      Victor reached for the laptop.

      Teresa placed her hand on it.

      “I'll finish.”

      “I said I handle it.”

      “And I said I'll finish.”

      He left his hand beside hers without touching it.

      “Ruben might quit.”

      “Will that stop the drinking?”

      “At the yard, it will.”

      “What happens to Ruben when he leaves?”

      Victor stood again.

      “I don't know what you want from me.”

      “I didn't ask you for anything.”

      “You always want something.”

      “What do I always want?”

      “For me to be different.”

      Teresa opened the laptop.

      “You came in here.”

      Victor waited.

      “You told me you fought with Ruben. You told me you came home sober. Now you're angry because I haven't turned any of it into good news for you.”

      “That's not what I'm doing.”

      “Then what are you doing?”

      Victor looked at the wet marks his boots had left on the floor. One had begun to fade at the edges.

      “I don't know.”

      Teresa turned the laptop toward herself.

      “I'm going to finish this and go to bed.”

      “Fine.”

      She entered a number into the insurance form.

      Victor moved toward the doorway.

      “Teresa.”

      Her hands stopped over the keyboard.

      “I made you responsible for whether I drank,” Victor said, “and then I hated you for watching me.”
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          COLE

        

      

    

    
      The call came at 8:12 the next morning.

      Cole's phone vibrated against the floor beside the mattress. The number was local but not saved.

      He answered before it stopped.

      “Hello?”

      “May I speak with Cole?”

      “This is him.”

      “My name is Andrea. I'm returning a message you left with our intake line last night.”

      Cole sat up.

      “Okay.”

      “Are you still looking for withdrawal management?”

      He rubbed his palm over his face.

      “Yes.”

      “I have an assessment available at ten thirty this morning. I need you to understand that an assessment does not guarantee admission. Placement depends on the evaluation and whether a bed is available.”

      “Okay.”

      “Do you have a photo ID?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you able to get here by ten thirty?”

      Cole looked at the address displayed beneath the number. He recognized the road but not the building.

      “Yes.”

      “Do you need transportation assistance?”

      “No.”

      Andrea gave him the address anyway. Cole wrote the address on the back of the paper where he had copied the detox center's number from the bus ad weeks earlier.

      “If anything changes, call this number,” Andrea said.

      “All right.”

      “We'll see you at ten thirty.”

      The call ended.

      Cole remained on the edge of the mattress with the phone in his hand.

      At eight twenty-five, he opened the transit app. The first route required a transfer near the courthouse. The bus would arrive in seventeen minutes.

      He put a clean shirt and his phone charger into a backpack. The folded paper went into the front pocket.

      His wallet held fourteen dollars and an identification card with an address where he no longer lived.

      Cole left the apartment without making the bed.

      The bus arrived four minutes late. He paid in cash and sat near the back.

      At the courthouse, he crossed the street for the transfer. Two people stood beneath the shelter. One wore a hospital badge. The other held a grocery bag against his chest.

      Cole checked the route twice.

      The second bus stopped near an office park built behind a tire store. He walked past a pediatric dental practice and found the address at the end of the next building.

      The name on the paper appeared in blue letters beside the entrance.

      The front doors were glass. A security camera had been mounted above them. Inside, a woman sat behind a desk.

      Cole checked the time.

      10:18.

      He walked past the entrance and continued to the end of the sidewalk.

      At the corner, he stopped.

      A truck moved through the intersection. When the light changed, Cole crossed with the other pedestrians and returned along the opposite side of the road.

      At 10:24, he stood across from the building.

      The backpack hung from one shoulder. He shifted it to the other.

      A man came out through the glass doors carrying a plastic bag marked with the name of a pharmacy. The doors closed behind him.

      Cole crossed the road.

      He sat on the low concrete wall beside the entrance. The camera remained pointed toward the doors, not at him.

      At 10:31, someone entered.

      At 10:37, a delivery driver left a package at the front desk.

      Cole took the folded paper from the backpack and opened it. The original crease had begun to split through the detox center's phone number. Andrea's address was written on the back.

      The glass door opened.

      A woman wearing an identification badge stepped outside and looked toward the parking lot. She checked the paper in her hand, then turned toward the low wall.

      “Cole?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CODA

          

          TUESDAY

        

      

    

    
      At five forty-one, the side entrance of the community center was unlocked.

      The lights in Room Two came on. The paper sign outside had loosened at one corner and was pressed flat against the glass again.

      
        
        ALL RECOVERY

        TUESDAYS, 7:00 P.M.

      

      

      Inside, chairs were taken from a rolling rack and opened across the floor. The loose corner of the letter M still hung from the alphabet border near the ceiling.

      Someone filled the coffee urn below the marked line.

      Across the Valley, other rooms were being prepared.

      In a church annex in Bethlehem, the basement door stood open beside a handwritten meeting sign. Someone set paper cups beside the coffee maker, then shifted one chair away from the exit.

      At the substance-use education office, the facilitator carried the attendance folder into the room and placed it on the table.

      The roster had changed.

      Several names had check marks beside them. One had been removed after the required sessions were completed. Another remained despite two consecutive absences. A new name had been added at the bottom that morning.

      The facilitator counted the chairs and unfolded one more.

      People began arriving at five forty-seven.

      People placed purses beneath chairs and checked the clock before sitting down. Someone asked whether the vending machine had been fixed.

      It had not.

      The facilitator passed around the attendance sheet.

      At five fifty-nine, one chair remained empty.

      The door opened.

      A man stood in the hallway holding a sealed envelope. He looked at the room, then at the number beside the door.

      “Substance-use education?”

      “Yes.”

      “I was told to bring this.”

      The facilitator accepted the envelope and checked the name against the bottom of the roster.

      “Sign beside your name.”

      The man signed.

      “Do I sit anywhere?”

      “Any open chair.”

      He took the remaining one.

      The facilitator closed the door but did not latch it.

      Outside, a bus stopped along Hamilton Street and lowered its steps. Storefront lights came on as daylight left the windows. In the community center, someone arrived late and followed the paper signs to Room Two.

      The rooms continued.

      People spoke. Others passed. Coffee was poured and left untouched. A chair scraped against tile when someone moved closer to the circle.

      At the substance-use education office, the facilitator collected the attendance sheet after the session ended. Every name marked present had a signature beside it, including the new one at the bottom.

      The chairs were folded and returned to the wall.

      Before turning off the lights, the facilitator clipped a clean roster beneath the completed one.

      Next Tuesday's date was already printed at the top.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      The nine people in this book are not real. I built them from years of sitting in rooms like the ones in these pages, with people who trusted me with things they'd never said out loud anywhere else.

      Nothing here is any one person's story. Everything here is true to what addiction actually does to a life, and to the people who love someone living through it.

      If you recognized someone while reading this, it's more likely you were recognizing all of them.
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