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      The morning made the city look honest. At the east edge of Grant Park, the lake inhaled and exhaled in small, bright shivers, and gulls lit on the wind with their knife-faces cocked, watching the blue-and-white lights furl their lazy, accusatory crescents across the dew. The grass was wet enough to coat the toe of my shoe. There were runners, there were dog walkers, there were the misses-the-subway types in office shoes cutting diagonals past the police tape, pretending to look away but cataloging what they could. A small human constellation forms whenever one of us has been subtracted in public. Someone brings coffee, someone’s got their arms folded like armor, someone sets a hand on a shoulder in a way that will not be remembered by the shoulder. The rest stand there and watch the lights reflect on the slick blacktop and make guesses.

      “Crowe,” the uniform at the tape said. He’d said my name before, but never like he cared it was me. The first time someone says your name like they understand its weight, it means the case has moved into a different category.

      I lifted the tape with two fingers and ducked under. The chemical smell of the evidence tent shuffled toward me and collapsed. Burke stood under the canopy with his trench coat tied too tight, hands pocketed like he didn’t trust them not to touch something. He had the particular slouch of a detective who doesn’t believe in ghosts but keeps running into them anyway.

      “Morning,” he said, and then, because the word wasn’t big enough, “Sorry it had to be you.”

      “It always is,” I said, because he liked to be reassured we were in a pattern. It made things manageable for him.

      Karmen was crouched near the body with her hair clipped up and surgical booties stretched over her flats. She was the medical examiner who had once told me she didn’t believe in omens, which is exactly what someone who believes in them would say. She looked up briefly as I approached and then back down into the pale abalone curve of an ear, the frizzed edge of a scalp. “You’re early,” she said.

      “I live close.”

      “You always say that,” she said. “Then you disappear for two days.”

      “Hyperbole is a human right.” My voice sounded rested enough to be a lie. “What do we have?”

      “In the broader sense?” Burke asked. He gestured at the city, as if it were a suspect. “An asshole with an appetite. I can’t sell that to the press, but that’s what we have.”

      He was bracing for me to give him the narrow sense. The narrow sense started with the body, and with numbers, and with the measurement of everything that could be measured to make the world look like it could be solved.

      The woman on the grass had the kind of face that would have been called “interesting” in a magazine ten years ago. The right cheek retained its softness; the left had a bruise coming. Both lips were parted slightly in that last confession the body makes to itself, that the effort to stay is over. Thin hands, manicured, no ragged edges. Black jeans, a sweatshirt, the kind that gets called a boyfriend’s even when it wasn’t. No bag within the taped perimeter. A single gold hoop earring on the right; the left earlobe naked. Shoes: white sneakers, the soles hardly worn. If she’d been running, she’d been casual about it. If she’d been walking, she’d been on the way to somewhere she didn’t mind arriving a little late to.

      “Time of death?” I asked.

      Karmen tilted her head in a way that made her look like a bird evaluating a coin. “You’re going to make me say the thing you’ll argue with,” she said, and then, because she knew I wouldn’t argue with a range, “Between midnight and four. You want me to pick a half hour for fun, I’ll say between one and two. Temperature, lividity, livor blanching… she’s still movable without trickery, the grass under her is only just beginning to imprint. We’re going to get particular later. For now? Early morning, inconveniently nonspecific.”

      “Strangulation,” Burke said, almost wanting it to be that simple.

      “Likely,” Karmen said, and pulled the collar gently back from the bruises blooming in thumbtack ovals at the base of her throat. There were faint, curved impressions as well, the ghost of a necklace chain snapped or yanked. “Hyoid’s probably fractured. There are petechiae. We’ll know what killed her when we open her. But yes, Crowe. Your specialty is invited.”

      “It isn’t mine,” I said, but we both pretended we didn’t hear me.

      Burke gestured toward the path. “Jogger found her. Six twenty-seven. Id pending.”

      “Is this where she died?” I asked.

      Karmen lifted an eyebrow. “No drag marks, no obvious signs of transport. Grass is compressed in a way that suggests collapse, not placement. If she’s staged, it’s delicate. But.”

      “But,” I said.

      “The angle on the neck bruising is odd for frontal manual strangulation if she’s on her back,” she said. “If you’re asking whether he took her somewhere else for the fun of it and then brought her to die in the sunrise, your friend in theoryland is going to need to work with your friend in skinland to make it make sense.”

      I crouched and looked at the knuckles of her right hand. A nick on the middle knuckle, fresh enough to make the skin around it angry. Left hand’s ring finger pale where a band had been. The most honest pieces are sometimes those negative spaces. Someone left her; someone was taken away.

      “She has a zipcard in her pocket,” Burke said, “but you know how those are. Everyone has one. No wallet, no phone. I know how the story ends when we call the parents if she’s young, and when we call the kids if she’s old. Either way, I’m not in a hurry to make that call.”

      “Then let me make another,” I said.

      Burke snorted gently. “To who? Your oracle? You’re not going to tell me this is the same guy from the bus stop?”

      He said it flippantly, but you don’t say something out loud unless you want to hear it. I let the word bus stop sit for a second and then slide into the grass.

      “I’m going to tell you that between cases, there are threads we don’t pull because we’re afraid they’re connected,” I said, which is the polite way of saying yes. “Grant Park isn’t a bus stop, but it is a corridor. The kills that want their intervals measured happen in corridors.”

      “Corridors,” he repeated, as if I’d called the city a gut.

      I stood and stepped back. It’s always a balance to look without making it look like you’re invading. The uniform rolled a line of fresh tape off his wrist and passed it to another. The morning opened more. The city was waking up and wouldn’t admit it was looking. Karmen muttered something to her assistant, who wrote it down with the concentration of a student pretending to understand.

      I had slept for four hours, a solid, square block in a week of shards. The rest of the time, I had lay there and listened to the apartment stretching around me. Heat sighed in the baseboards. A truck coughed five floors down. Keisha breathed with that small hitch at the top of her inhale she swore she didn’t have and which I had started matching without trying, because it calmed my heart. There were nights my mind printed numbers on the ceiling like a digital clock proteins had taught themselves to imitate. There were mornings I woke up with sums under my nails like dirt.

      Seventeen.

      I didn’t say it out loud. The word was a bead on a string, and once it was on, the string would begin to pull.

      “Do we know when the last one was?” Burke asked, operating in his wide way, going broad and then narrower when I insisted. He had a notebook open that he never read. I was his notebook.

      “How official do you want to be?” I said.

      “I want to be the kind of official that keeps my commissioner out of trouble and gets me a coffee after this.”

      “The last one we are allowed to mention out loud is West Garfield, ten days ago, different method, presumed unrelated unless we’re in the mood to make enemies. The last one I am going to connect with a string and a pushpin and a small apology to your sanity, fourteen days ago, South Shore, a woman near the underpass. The last one I woke up thinking about as if it were a song I couldn’t shake — that one was seventeen days before this one.”

      Karmen looked up at me. “You have a calendar you’re going to ask me to look at in a minute, don’t you?”

      “It’s on my phone,” I said.

      “Of course it is,” Karmen said. She smoothed her glove across her thigh. “So we’re saying early morning, strangulation likely, where she fell, not obviously robbed except in ways that don’t matter, possible preexisting relationship with a ring or with the idea of rings, and you —” she pointed with her elbow at the air — “are saying the interval since the last something is seventeen days and you look like someone just taught you how to breathe in a new way.”

      The wind picked up enough to make the tape move like a snake. If you didn’t look directly at it, it appeared animate. I took my phone out and thumbed to the calendar. There were colored dots in a way that would make sense only to me. We learned to make our own language because the world refuses the one everyone else uses. The last night I had put in red had been before three a.m., and this one, if it fell into the bracket Karmen had given me, made a pattern that had felt like a threat in my ribs for a week.

      “Seventeen,” I said finally. Let the bead click onto the string. “We thought eighteen. We wanted sixteen. It’s seventeen.”

      Burke worked his jaw. He looked a little like a boy deciding whether to lie to his father. “Prime,” he said eventually, in the tone of someone saying a word he was trying on for the first time.

      “Prime,” I said. I could see them marching if I closed my eyes. Three, five, seven, eleven, thirteen, seventeen, nineteen. They don’t give you anything but themselves. They arrive as answers to a problem we made, and they keep their own company when they get there. People attach magic to them because they resist the ways we usually break things down. You can count cows, and you can count days, and you can count the number of times someone says I love you and means it and the number of times they say it to hear themselves. But primes insist the world has a structure that won’t be suborned, and if you see them, you can feel like you’ve been let in on a secret or cursed with it.

      When I was nine, a teacher handed us a worksheet where we crossed out the non-primes. It felt like erasing the names of children on a list of survivors. At the bottom, there were only a dozen sorrowing, triumphant numbers left. Later, someone would tell me primes are common actually, in the way that starlight is common. If you count far enough, there’s always another. It doesn’t stop the sensation that when you catch one naked, you’ve done something transgressive.

      “So our guy took a break,” Burke said. “Seventeen days since South Shore. Longer than before that.”

      “Possibly,” I said. “Or he kept his hands busy in a way we don’t recognize yet, and this one belongs to a sequence we’re only now learning how to see.”

      “I need you to say if it’s him,” Burke said. “So I can decide how much coffee to drink and whether I’m going to have to lie to a podium in four hours or twelve.”

      “I need you to not ask that question like that,” I said, but I put a hand on the edge of the table that would later be full of instruments and felt the rough plastic grit and gave him something, because the city didn’t care about my rituals. “The intervals matter. The location matters. The lack of theft matters in a way that suggests the subtraction is the point, not the souvenir. He is telling us something he thinks we won’t hear. We heard it.”

      “And that is?”

      “That he can wait,” I said. “That he started waiting because he had to, and now he likes the taste of it.”

      “That’s disgusting,” Karmen said, which was a compliment to the portion of me that wanted to be useful.

      Somewhere behind us, a gull called out with that rusty pump squawk that always sounds like laughter at the wrong time. I thought of how I hadn’t put the toothpaste cap back on, and how Keisha would say something about it with a little smile that meant she had noticed, and that the noticing was the structure in which we made our lives.

      “Victimology?” Burke asked, returning to his safe ground, as if tidying the world into boxes would make the lids easier to close.

      “Not teenage. Not elderly. The jacket says she didn’t plan on being outdoors for long. The shoes say she’s not either extreme on the neat-to-filthy spectrum. Her hands say she is used to making herself presentable. The missing phone says she either had someone to call and couldn’t, or had no one and it didn’t matter to him to take it, and he took it anyway so that I would think about this twice. The missing ring says we’re either in the middle of a fight with someone who will use this to punish himself for five years, or someone is going to pretend that was not the point in a way that tells me it was. I don’t know yet if she lived close, or if she was dropped here, but the softness of the sneaker soles⁠—”

      “Stop making poetry out of shoes,” Burke said, gently, because he liked my poems until they made him feel something and then he liked them less.

      Karmen stood. “I’m going to get her into the van,” she said. “You can come watch if it makes you feel like you’re doing anything.”

      “It always does,” I said.

      The techs lifted her gently. I watched the curve of the elbow bend as if to resist and then go slack. The city is a system that produces these moments like a factory produces trash along with its profit. If you think about the trash long enough, you start to think the factory’s purpose is trash. I made lists to keep myself from becoming that person. It was a sort of religion. Make a list of things that are true, and then go about believing them until the list changes. The items today had been: Keisha is asleep when I leave. There is coffee in the stainless steel canister and I will not take the last of it. If I take the last of it, I will buy more. The bus will be twelve minutes late. The sky will look benevolent even when it isn’t. The intervals matter.

      I stepped away to let the van take the body and pulled my phone more squarely into my hand. The calendar dots blinked against my thumb with the one pixel’s worth of blue you see when you press. Red for the old kills. There were other colors for other things: green for letters I was not reading, yellow for appointments I didn’t go to, purple for the days I had something to apologize about. The red dots were clustered like a rash. I scrolled, hunting back. Three weeks ago. Five. The lines of the months were like the rails of a cage.

      “Do you realize,” Burke said, appearing beside me with a coffee he hadn’t had a minute ago, “that the last time we were here, you told me you hated this park because it pretends to be a meadow, and meadows don’t have cars on their edges?”

      “I hate liars,” I said.

      “You hate everything,” he said, without malice.

      I moved my thumb one more week back. There it was. South Shore. After that, he’d laid down for seventeen days like a man on his back counting ceiling tiles until his favorite number appeared. Before that, he’d gone shorter. Twelve. Before that, thirteen. Some killers are impulsive, not because they can’t help it, but because they won’t forgive themselves for self-control. This one had discovered self-control the way a child discovers a new word and uses it until it loses its flavor.

      “Tell me what happens if he sticks to it,” Burke said. He looked like he wanted a map to explode into the air and lead us to a bad door.

      “Then we see him again in nineteen,” I said automatically, and then corrected myself because the act of hoping is also a kind of error. “Then, a number that keeps the world from making easy combinations. He will pick the next interval as a way to punish us for seeing this one. Or he picked it and he doesn’t need us to approve.”

      “We never approve,” he said. “But you’re saying nineteen.”

      “I’m saying seventeen is not an accident.” I slid the phone into my pocket. “I’m saying this is not a lull, it’s a metronome.”

      The jogger who had found the body stood at the periphery holding a paper up to her mouth like a communion wafer she wasn’t brave enough to take. Her shoes were perfect, her ponytail perfect, the tremor in her left hand imperfect in a way that made her human and therefore more difficult to look at. People who insist the world works the way it does without us become devout when they see a body. Their eyes are full of an obedient want. Please say the pattern excused it.

      “Do you need anything else from here?” Burke asked. His voice had softened for the jogger, as if he were speaking with a towel over his mouth.

      “I need the jogger’s route,” I said. “I need everyone’s routes. I need the cameras at the corners. I need the dog walker who said he didn’t notice anything to tell me what he thought about while he was not noticing anything. I need the homeless men by the fountain to tell me if there was someone who talks too loud too late who isn’t here this morning. I need someone to tell me if they saw her sit down on the grass of her own will.”

      “Tall order for eight a.m.”

      “It’s prep work,” I said. “We’ll cook when the kitchen isn’t full of scaffolding.”

      “I’ll get you footage,” he said. He looked out toward the lake. The water had turned from silver to something more like shy blue. “You look like hell,” he added.

      “I slept,” I said.

      “You say that like it’s guilt.”

      “I slept,” I said again, softer, and he was kind enough to let it end there.

      Karmen collected her last numbered flag from the grass and stood with her clipboard like a shield. “If you’re going to do the thing where you stare at where she was for an hour and hope the air organizes itself into a sentence, do it from the bench,” she said. “You’re making my people nervous.”

      “It’s my job to make your people nervous,” I said, but I moved to the bench anyway. The wood was damp, and I didn’t care. My knees made that quiet noise I pretend not to hear now that I am older than I ever thought I would be when I thought about age as a concept. I folded forward and felt the stretch along the back of my legs like the pulling of a thought I’d been ignoring.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket, a small hummingbird bang. I took it out without looking at the caller ID and said, “I’m not bringing us bagels,” because sometimes the world is merciful and the person on the other end is exactly who you want it to be.

      “Don’t insult me,” Keisha said. “You don’t even eat bagels when I buy them.”

      “I eat the idea of them,” I said. “And I like the cream cheese left on the knife.”

      “You’re disgusting,” she said, which at the right pitch is a love letter.

      She didn’t ask, Are you okay? It was one of the ways she loves me. Instead, she said, “Your toothbrush made friends last night.”

      “My toothbrush?” I watched the techs fold the tent like they were packing a parachute.

      “The one that—” She stopped, and I could picture her mouth making that shape she made when she was deciding whether to tease me about the drawer I didn’t talk about. “Never mind,” she said, choosing the gift of later. “When are you coming back?”

      “You would hate me if I guessed,” I said. “Or I would be wrong, and then I would hate myself.”

      “I don’t hate you,” she said. “Ever.” She made a little sound the phone couldn’t translate, the sound that comes from the way she adjusts the strap of her bra when she’s thinking. “Grant Park?”

      I exhaled without meaning to. “Yes.”

      “Of course it is,” she said. I could hear the clink of a spoon against a mug. “I’m not watching the news. You know that, right? Whatever I know is because you say it.”

      “I know,” I said. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize. It makes me feral.”

      “I’m not apologizing,” I said. “I’m calibrating.”

      “Better,” she said. “Do you need me?”

      Always. The word rose and filled my mouth like a cherry pit you don’t know whether to spit or swallow. I looked at the jogger again, the way she held the paper to her mouth like a prayer, and then I looked at the bench’s armrest where someone had carved a name into the wood and someone else had tried to sand it out, leaving the name there as a softer ghost. The minute my chest tightens in a way that is not about oxygen, I think of her. The minute I see a number that fits too well, I think of her. The minute I’m alone in a room with a man who asks me to explain something, I think of the fact that I am not alone.

      “I need you,” I said. The chosen version: the one that doesn’t ask her to come and doesn’t assume she will.

      “Okay,” she said, and I could hear the warm shields clicking into place, one by one, like when she closes a cupboard door with her hip. “Then breathe in for five, hold for five, out for seven. Do it twice, then figure out which one of the people around you is going to make the wrong joke and stand next to him so he doesn’t have to say it.”

      “Yes,” I said. “Okay.”

      “And then buy coffee,” she said. “The good kind. Not the gas station kind the cops pretend is coffee because it makes their tongues numb.”

      “Is there any other kind?” I said.

      She laughed. It made something soft and private in my sternum. “Call me when you can,” she said. “If you can’t, I’ll pretend I don’t know what time it is.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “For what?” she said, genuinely, and then, hummingbird bang, she was gone.

      I did her breathing because her voice lives in the numbers now and we share the house in my head. In for five. Hold. Out for seven. Again. When I finished, the jogger had lowered the paper and was holding it in both hands.

      “Crowe,” Burke said, coming back with something like determination braced into his shoulders. “We’ve got the camera from Michigan and 11th. There’s a figure at one forty-two. It’s not our victim. One forty-six, someone goes into frame; could be her. Her body was found at six twenty-seven, but she goes in at one forty-six. That’s four hours and⁠—”

      “Forty-one minutes,” I said.

      He nodded, as if he had guessed I would say it. “I want you to look at it. And then I want you to tell me if I should cancel my dentist appointment, because I think I’m about to not floss for three months.”

      “You’re not going to floss anyway,” I said.

      “Only if you give me a reason to,” he said. “Let me tell you what I want to hear and you tell me if I’m allowed to hear it.”

      “You want to hear that he isn’t escalating,” I said. “You want to hear that he tripped over himself and made a mistake and that we will find that mistake, and that we will tie it to a name you already have pasted under a tab marked suspect.”

      He blinked. “I didn’t say suspect.”

      “You thought it,” I said. “It’s a word that grows mold if you say it too early. Don’t make your mouth complicit,” I added, and he grimaced like I had fed him something medicinal. “Who’s on your list?”

      “I’m not saying the names out loud near all these trees,” he said. “They’ll tell on me.” A beat. “The professor. The medic. The one whose mother taught Sunday school and looks like he eats soup. That’s the order, today.”

      “You move them around like kids in a class photo,” I said. “You stand the one you don’t like as much to the side and hope the camera cuts him out.”

      “I’m human,” he said. “It’s a disease.”

      “I’ll look at your footage,” I said. “And I’ll tell you if this is the same mouth eating.”

      “Gross,” he said, relieved by disgust. “Let’s go.”

      We went to the van where the mobile unit had been set up in the kind of hurried that looks efficient to everyone but the people who will have to use it. The screen inside was too bright for the morning. It made our faces look sick. A tech named Evan who wore his hoodie like it had something inside it other than his shoulders tapped a keyboard and made the world move.

      I watched my hands do that thing they do when I am trying to be two men at once: the man who sees and the man who will sell what he saw to the people who want to sleep tonight. The footage jumped. A street empty enough to be any street. Lights in windows, most of them off. Cars breathing. A human shape at one forty-two, hood up, moving at the speed of someone who has nowhere to be and is not afraid of getting there. Then, at one forty-six, a woman in a white hoodie, hair tied up, earbuds in. She dipped out of frame. In between, a cyclist. A raccoon. Nothing and nothing and then too much, all at once.

      “Go back,” I said. Of course I said it. I always say it. Evan’s fingers made that little staccato that says he is being careful because I am making him nervous. We went back to one forty-one. We watched the street be empty in a purposeful way. The hooded figure reappeared. There was a posture in it you couldn’t teach: the looseness of someone who has planned his fear. He looked like patience.

      Pause.

      “Right there,” I said. “The shoulder. There’s indecision.”

      “Of course there is,” Burke said. “He’s waiting to kill someone.”

      “That isn’t the indecision,” I said. “It’s the pause of a man waiting out a number.”

      “You’re making me superstitious,” he said. He took his notebook out and pretended to write. “You know that, right?”

      The woman at one forty-six might have been our victim. If we were going to make it fit, she had to be. But the camera didn’t love us enough to show her face. She crossed into the park between the big path and the smaller one that runs along the street, the choice people make when they want to be halfway between hiding and being seen. She didn’t look behind her, and because she didn’t, I couldn’t ask questions about whether he had been in her blind spot.

      “Run it again,” I said.

      “It’s on a loop,” Evan said, not so much rolling his eyes as letting them know they could twitch.

      I watched the arm movement of the hooded figure. Hands in pockets. Out. The small gesture of someone counting to mark minutes. I’d seen that gesture in courtrooms and classrooms, in alleys and on couches. I’d made that gesture, fingers tapping each other like beads you can’t say the name of without invoking what they mean.

      “When did it start?” Burke asked.

      He meant the sequence. He meant the part where this one connects backwards and forwards to a chain that will choke us before it stops. He meant, When did you realize you were going to be living inside numbers again and calling it work?

      “At the hospital,” I said. I hadn’t said that word here yet, and I didn’t mean this one. I meant the other. The one with the paper corners peeling in the corners, the one I had slept in for three consecutive chair-warmed nights because a man I knew with the kind of intimacy you get only from knowing what someone is willing to do when no one is watching had put a woman into it, and I needed to see if she would come back out. “Forget that,” I said, to myself as much as to him. “In winter. What month do you want?”

      “Pick one,” he said, too fast.

      “March,” I said. “He wanted to see if he could wait until the crocuses forced their ugly mouths out of the dirt and claimed it. Now he wants to see if we’ll notice he has a favorite.”

      “Seventeen,” Burke said, dutiful.

      “Seventeen,” I said.

      We watched the figure again, and then I watched the gap after, the way a tooth feels after the dentist has cleaned it, too clean, tongue worrying it like it will stay that smooth forever. The gap was four minutes. Four minutes and change. Between the arrival in frame of the man I thought about as if he were a math problem and the woman who had stopped being someone’s daughter and become a cautionary tale before sunrise, four minutes. Four is a number you can divide until it apologies.

      “Seventeen days,” Burke said. Then, aiming for a joke and knowing it wouldn’t land, “And four minutes.”

      “Don’t do that,” I said. He didn’t flinch. He likes me most when I tell him where the walls are. “Four minutes is noise. Seventeen days is signal.”

      “So what do we do with it?” he asked. “Do we post about it? Hey Chicago, look at us, we noticed. Please don’t panic.”

      “We do what we always do,” I said. “We pretend the pattern isn’t there publicly until there’s a reason to say it, and we call the precincts in the neighborhoods that look like this when the sun comes up and we tell them to count. And we wait, which will be the part that burns.”

      “Are you going to wait?” Burke asked.

      “No,” I said. “I’m going to pretend I am.”

      He laughed, weakly. Someone outside the van said something about how the cold was going to last only another week, and someone else said it never lasts only another week. Someone opened a Styrofoam container, and the smell of eggs swelled into the brightness like a patient coming to.

      “Crowe,” Karmen said from the doorway. She was the only person I knew who could speak my name in a way that made it a noun and a warning and a request. “If you intend to come and look at her, now would be the time.”

      I nodded and stood. Evan made a movement like he wanted to ask me what I had seen, and I felt briefly like a kindly god and then ashamed, which is the natural rhythm of my day. Burke put his hand on the door above my head as I passed, like he could keep it from moving.

      In the van where Karmen had her table, the lights were kinder. The edges were all rounded by reuse. There was a vinyl curtain that never truly let light through. The body lay in the center like the memory of a choice. Karmen had unzipped the bag halfway. She lifted the sheet with the reverence of a person undressing someone she will make promises to.

      “She had dental work,” Karmen said. “Upper molar, left. The sort of crown you pay for if you have insurance and still can’t quite cover the deductible.”

      “You can tell that from out here?”

      “I know people,” she said. “Look at her nails.”

      The polish was a pale tan, the color of something you buy so you can say you did but you don’t want anyone to know. There was a chip on the ring finger. Of course there was.

      “You going to make this into a thesis?” Karmen asked, clinical to keep herself upright.

      “Everything is a thesis if you live like this,” I said.

      “Like what?” she said.

      “Counting backwards from a number I didn’t choose,” I said, and her mouth did that minute compression that meant she had made a choice to not continue down the road I had just offered.

      “There’s bruising on the upper arm,” she said, steering. “He held her there. Right-handed. He’s tall. The angle of his fingers will tell me how tall later. There are fibers.”

      “What color?” I asked, and then, because I was about to be me, added, “Don’t tell me. Tell me later when it matters.”

      “I love it when you talk medical to me,” she said dryly. She pulled the sheet back to the collarbone and then up again as if to protect the dead from our eyes.

      I put my hand against the cool edge of the table, the feeling of the world being solid always more alarming than the opposite. “You’ll call me if you see something that changes my mood,” I said.

      “I will call you even if I don’t,” she said. She touched the edge of the sheet herself, not a lover and not a mother, something else. “And Elias,” she added, as I turned to go. “Seventeen isn’t a magic number. It’s an indictment. Don’t let the glow off it blind you.”

      “Since when are you a mathematician?” I asked.

      “I sleep with one,” she said. “He told me once that people who think numbers mean the universe loves them are just people who want to be chosen.”

      “I don’t want to be chosen,” I said.

      “You already are,” she said, and I hated that for a second because it sounded like a vow.

      Outside, the morning had decided it wasn’t as pretty as it thought it was. The clouds thickened into something with a bottom. The edges of the city shook the wet off and resumed pretending it had never halted. I sat again on the bench, and this time I let myself write down the dates. The ink made small scratches. From March to now, the red dots fell into a line that was not straight but was confident. Seventeen days between the last two. The eye jumps to nineteen on its own when you lay it out. The human mind wants a staircase so badly it will build one where there is a cliff.

      A man in a Cubs hat walked his dog past the place where the body had been. The dog sniffed with enthusiasm that betrayed its lack of reverence. The man tugged once and kept walking. In the distance, a siren keened and then gave up. The jogger had been walked to a cruiser and then walked out again upon realizing she would be needed later, and then walked back in because someone had been kind to her. Kindness is a rope.

      My phone buzzed again: a calendar notification I hadn’t turned off. I didn’t read it. The Tuesday thing would be later, in our ritual that I pretended not to check. Today, the red was enough.

      “Hey,” Burke said. He looked like he had possibly decided to go to his dentist and get it over with now while his mouth already hurt. “I put out quiet feelers to the Midtown precinct. If they see a strangulation with less than five dollars’ worth of motive at eleven tonight or tomorrow morning, they’re going to call me in a voice that says they weren’t told to.”

      “Good,” I said. “And the list?”

      He patted his breast pocket. “They’ll keep their relative heights,” he said. “Soup stays at third.”

      “Soup,” I said. “Let’s not live inside that image.”

      “Deal,” he said. He looked at the water again, then at me. “I’m going to say something, and you’re going to tell me it’s not helpful.”

      “Good start,” I said.

      “If he’s waiting seventeen days,” he said, “then there is a Tuesday in there no matter how he counts. All days are Tuesdays eventually if you count long enough. Do you think he cares?”

      “I think he cares about everything we will think he doesn’t care about,” I said. “Which makes it difficult. And I think you should book your dentist appointment for a Tuesday if you’d like to feel like you’re in charge of your fate.”

      He lifted a corner of his mouth like we had invented a new kind of laugh. “Get some sleep,” he said, preposterously, like he had decided to practice optimism as a second language.

      “I will,” I said. “In nineteen days.”

      “You’re full of joy,” he said, and he walked away.

      When he had gone, I sat and watched the place where she had been until my eyes made an afterimage that hovered over the grass like an honest ghost. I had been told that the mind does this because it needs to fill the space where the body had been, and that the problem with people like me was that we thought the afterimage was more real than the absence. That the number I would write in the notebook later would be more vivid than her name when we finally found it. That the shape of an interval would be a comfort in the face of a lack.

      It is a comfort. It is an indictment. It is a clue. It is a noose.

      My phone trembled in my pocket again. I took it out to stop it. I set a new dot on the calendar. Red on a morning that had been empty. Seventeen days since the last one. There had been a reason the teacher in second grade made us cross out the multiples one by one and left the stubborn ones standing. In defiance, in warning, in praise. I did not cross anything out. I circled.

      As I stood to leave, the sun cut through the bottom of the cloud and lit the path the way a flashlight lights the inside of your hand when you hold it too close. For a moment, the park did look like a meadow. Then a bus hissed and corrected me. I went under the tape the way you go out of a church and did not look back, because if I did, I would start counting the steps to the car, and I didn’t want to know how many they were. Not this morning. Not yet.
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      Keisha slept through the part where the sun tried to convince our windows to act like they were clean. I moved the way you move in a museum—slow, short steps that don’t add up to anything accusatory. Her hair had done that nighttime rebellion where it shifts one inch from where she left it and pretends it’s the same. Her mouth was parted. The the-lamp-is-off breath, the small sound she doesn’t admit, were where I had left them.

      The kitchen had the quiet of a stage before a rehearsal. Stainless steel canister. Mug with the nick I pretend not to feel. Countertop that remembers the ring from the last hot thing. The list on the back of the envelope near the fruit bowl, written last night in my neatest version of messy: things that are true, a small noun for keeping the dark in a manageable shape. I added to it without thinking, because that’s how ritual works—you find yourself in it like you find your face in a mirror you didn’t intend to check.

      Today’s list, in pencil worn down to a shape that suited my hand:

      
        
          	
        Keisha is asleep. Her shoulder will be warm when I touch it later.
      

      	
        There is coffee. If I take the last of it, I will buy more.
      

      	
        The radiator will knock twice and insist it is alive.
      

      	
        The city will pretend to be harmless for an hour and then remember.
      

      	
        Seventeen is an indictment. Not a door. Not a prayer.
      

      

      

      The kettle sighed. The kind of sigh people do when they’ve decided to be gracious for now. The smell of the grounds, the way it writes itself on the air with that round, generous vowel of a scent that makes you want to forgive yourself for yesterday. I poured and watched the crease in the paper filter darken, a new continent spreading. I held the mug when it was full like it might buck and run.

      The apartment is bare by design. It was full once, with other people’s ideas of what a home looks like—throw cushions you can’t throw, succulents that die of embarrassment. We cleaned it out and kept the things that had earned their right to stay: the table with the three-legged wobble we pretend is personality, the shelf with books I lie about having reread, the mug I shouldn’t like. The small drawer I don’t talk about.

      I checked my phone because that’s what you do, because you want to be punished by light. No missed calls. A calendar dot, red, vibrating like something still bleeding would if it could. The notification I had refused to delete titled itself Tuesday like a dare. It wasn’t Tuesday. The mind has habits like that, naming what it wants to carry over.

      Keisha made a sound. I went and set the mug on the old magazine that had turned into a coaster by being in the right place. On the way back to the kitchen, I tried not to count the steps. When I caught myself doing it anyway, I swapped to her breathing. In for five. Hold. Out for seven. The numbers wear through under your thumb like a prayer bead you’ve been lying about using.

      I had slept. Four hours, maybe five, interpolated from the shape of the darkness when I had closed my eyes and the shape of it when I opened them. The afterimage from the grass was still there if I wanted it. Of course I didn’t. Of course I did.

      I don’t check the mailbox on the way in. I do it in the morning, because light tames paper. That was what I told myself. The other reason was that the post office is a place where manners are still enforced by strangers who don’t know you. You stand in a line with people who have a different kind of pain written all over them. You are not special there. It is good to be not special.

      I rinsed the mug I hadn’t used and set it upside down on a dish towel that had lost its color to the kind of polite washing you do when you’re thinking about something else. I wrote one more line on the list, because the list always wants an extra promise: Today I will not make myself into the metronome he wants me to be.

      Keisha opened her eyes like the set of a theater lifts and reveals the real location underneath. She didn’t startle. She never startles. She watched me with that sideways attention she learned from living with me.

      “Morning,” she said, and her voice had the softest rasp that comes when you have slept with your mouth a little open and the air has taken a small rent.

      “Morning,” I said. “Your toothbrush made enemies last night.”

      She smiled without too much emphasis, so I would have somewhere to put it later. “Traitor. What’s today?”

      “Post office,” I said, which is like saying: errands, normalcy, I will behave as if I am a person who receives postcards.

      “I’ll throw clay,” she said. “We’ll be domestic in parallel, like a duplex.”

      I touched the back of her hand with two fingers, the way you test a bruise for how much it will let you in. She turned her palm up.

      “Breathe,” she said, not because I was hyperventilating but because we both like having lines in a script. “And bring back stamps. The bird ones I like. Not the flags.”

      “The birds,” I said.

      “Not the dead ones,” she added, because she knows me. “I don’t want to lick Audubon.”

      We laughed. It didn’t hurt. I wrote a small B next to the stamp line on the list. I took the keys that stick together like fish in oil and I went out.

      The hallway smells like other people’s fried eggs. The elevator takes so long you begin to rewrite your past on the way down. I took the stairs instead. Three flights is nothing if you are not counting. If you are counting, it is a small death.

      The winter hadn’t decided to be full by itself yet. The cold had that brittle film over it that you could still break with your face and feel superior to. Salt crouched in the cracks of the sidewalk like mice. The bus hissed and tried to convince me it was a snake. I walked.

      Chicago in the morning when you’re not on the way to a body has a frankness you can bargain with. A man scraped ice off his windshield with a loyalty card. A woman walked a small dog that scolded the world for being too large. A teenager wore no jacket because armor doesn’t make the clothing; you make the armor. The bakery two blocks from us put bread into a window and the bread glowed like someone had incrementally replaced the bulbs in the world. I almost went in. A bell on a door has a way of telling on you. I kept walking.

      The post office on our corner was modern enough to be mean. The lighting made everyone look a little poor. There were metal benches that refused to be sat on because they knew it would be a liability. Pens on chains. Posters with the faces of people the government wanted to find. A display of cartoon frogs explaining tariffs with the urgency of a substitute teacher.

      I stood behind a man mailing a box that was either full of books or a rock. He examined the flat rate envelopes the way you examine a person’s face to see if they’re going to take the last seat on the train. He picked one and then put it back and then picked it again, the choreography of indecision practiced to a shine.

      At the P.O. boxes, the metal smelled like hands. Each one had a lock that could have been mistaken for a drawing of a lock. My key fit into mine with a reluctance that was more about me than it. I turned it, and the box opened with a small affordance of space.

      There were four things inside: a catalogue addressing me as a small-business owner, a red envelope that was only holidays to someone else, a paler envelope with a window for a bill, and one in standard prison white with the stamp in the corner like an apology. The return address had done that thing it does: a block of letters, black on white, institution as sender. The stamp that says it had been inspected by someone with a checklist and eyes that go home at five. The postmark neat. The handwriting on the front small and correct, as if illustrating the concept of handwriting. He uses block letters when he’s joking. He uses this when he wants to be understood.

      Aiden signs his name if he wants to be punished. He didn’t sign the outside. He never does. It was always going to be him.

      The envelope sat in my palm with a weight you could pretend was just paper. It had a small raised scratch on one corner where it had caught on an older metal edge. The prison had stamped their approval. Our contract renewed itself without me agreeing. The Conductor, people called him when they needed a name that didn’t say murderer out loud; the newspapers had liked the romance of it because trains are American in a way that makes us forgive ourselves for all sorts of things. It was about music more than it was about trains—the hands, the baton, the control over rests as much as notes. He had taken the name and put it on himself like a jacket he then declared had belonged to him all along.

      The first time he wrote to me, he had used my name and then the word arrange in a sentence that was not about furniture. The second time, he had sent an empty page with a dot drawn in the lower right corner. That was when I realized the letters were going to be the kind of intimacy he believed in. He keeps composing long after the orchestra is in jail.

      I closed the box. I could have read it there, at the end of the pen chain, letting the fluorescent light flatten it into something less; but humiliation is not my ritual. I put the envelope in the inside pocket of my coat where things I don’t want to admit I’m carrying tend to live. I bought stamps with birds on them from the man behind the counter who wore his hat like he knew it was part of his argument with the universe. The clerk slid them over to me and said, “Anything else?” in the tone of someone who knows people buy boxes to pack away items that have more meaning than the price of the cardboard.

      “No,” I said. “Thank you.”

      Outside, the cold had decided to be mean without the film. My breath showed up like a thing you would be retrieved by if it could. I put my hands deeper into my pockets and walked back, and while I walked, I went through the list of reasons to not open the letter and the short list of reasons to open it. The reasons to not open it included: he wants the air in my head; he knows the timbre of my thoughts already; the postmark had too much formal authority written into it. The reason to open it was disguised as inquiry: there may be something in it I can use.

      Burke says I use the word may like it gives me qualifications I don’t deserve. He isn’t entirely wrong.

      Keisha had taken the clay out when I came back. Clay has a smell I didn’t know when I was young. It is clean, and mineral, with a skin to it that is like a word you don’t know the meaning of yet but does something to your tongue anyway. She had her hair up. Her hands were already their special kind of wet. She looked at me as if she had counted to three and gotten only to two.

      “You okay?” she asked, then cut it with a small smile so it wouldn’t come out as that question. “Don’t answer that.”

      “I got birds,” I said. I set the stamps on the counter. “Not the dead ones.”

      “Progress,” she said, and took the sheet and stuck it to the magnet that holds the lists, next to a single Polaroid from a night you can’t see because darkness refuses to be recorded properly. “Do you need anything before I go Holy Ghost?” She means: before she disappears into the studio and lives in a quiet that is only partly lonely.

      “Just permission,” I said. “To make bad coffee good by thinking at it.”

      “You’re a witch,” she said. “Your powers are relevant to liquids.” She came around the counter and stood chest to chest with me for a second, not a hug, not a pass-by, the weight of her there reminding the structure of my body how to be arranged. “Call me if you want to hear my voice without content.”

      “I like your content,” I said.

      “I know you do,” she said, and her mouth did the shape it does when she is about to say a pet name and then decides to save it for later, like a dessert we’ll eat in bed. She went back, her shoulder refusing to knock into the doorframe in that way I didn’t notice until I loved her.

      The letter had developed gravity. You put an object on a table and it makes a small well around it. Keys do this. Spoons do not. Letters from men who still believe their will can contract the world do, even if the post office has stamped their corners like a brand.

      I cleared a space on the desk. It isn’t a desk, not really. It’s a table we stole from a coffee shop that went out of business and left a sign on the window that said THANK YOU in letters that made the word look more desperate than grateful. On this table, the lists are made. On this table, the red dots get added to the calendar when I am not brave enough to pretend I could keep them only in my head.

      I laid the envelope down. It was ordinary. It was so ordinary it became talismanic. The paper had that thin shine to it that makes it tear both cleanly and not at all, depending on whether you are trying to be careful for reasons you don’t plan on telling anyone. I put my thumbnail under the flap and lifted by degrees. It yielded.

      The letter inside was a single sheet. It had the same small correct handwriting, dense enough that it made the paper look like it had been printed by a machine from a time when machines were polite. He doesn’t cross out. He never needs to. He writes in a straight line even on unruled paper, which is some people’s translation of virtue.

      “Elias,” it began, which is a word that shouldn’t be weaponized and yet we live in a country with guns. He doesn’t use my last name. He tried it once and it felt like a threat; he goes back to this because it functions like possession.

      “I don’t need to congratulate you on seeing what was always there,” he wrote. “You were born with the railroad in your mouth. You sleep with the click concealed under your tongue. I wonder sometimes if it hurts not to let it out, if the swell of waiting is better than the release. My musicians call me cruel when I make them hold a rest. The pleasure is not the sound. The pleasure is the held breath that makes the note possible. I think you have always understood that.”

      I stopped because my chest did a small petulant thing. In for five. Hold. Out for seven. The rhythm is not his. The rhythm is mine. He doesn’t get to own the metronome because he likes the metaphor.

      “It has been a while,” it went on, “since something worth your attention stepped into the corridor. I don’t mean the bodies. You know I never mean the bodies. They are consequence; they are byproduct. The movement is what matters—the hand that hesitates and then completes. I have watched (have you missed me?) with the bored kindness of a man who can do the puzzle in ink and resists the urge to.” There was a tiny deliberate flourish on the k of ink. He has always been bad at pretending he isn’t performing.

      “The count between his moments,” he wrote, “will have tasted like letting a note stand on its own for the first time without a chord to forgive it. Ten is an accident. Twelve is a compromise. Thirteen is a discovery. Seventeen is—well. You have probably written the things on a list so you don’t lose yourself to them. I don’t particularly care which one of the primes you nominate for divinity; your mouth will fit them all.”

      In the margin, he had drawn a small rectangle and divided it into seventeen squares with a line of ink that must have been made by a pen he asked someone to buy him for a birthday that wasn’t ever his. The seventeenth square had a dot in it. It looked like a child’s calendar for a behavior chart. Stickers for not wetting the bed.

      “The press loves that word,” he added. “Prime. It says that some numbers are chosen, that they refuse partnership, that they have dignity. Refusal is what you think about all the time, Elias. What would it be to not be divisible except by the one that made you and the one you are? It would be to be me. Don’t roll your eyes. We have our game. You don’t enjoy a metaphor until you’ve slapped it a few times and made it call you by the right name.”

      I didn’t roll my eyes. I squinted at the page like it might be willing to blur into stupidity if I concentrated, the way you can force yourself not to sneeze and then feel cheated. The radiator knocked twice as if to say Amen, and then rested.

      He didn’t mention the park. Prison letters do not get to mention specific crime scenes without someone with a rubber glove deciding to ask to speak to someone else. He didn’t mention the woman. He didn’t mention the physical, the angle of a hand, the hyoid. He stayed in his chosen register, which is the air above the table that men like to bang with spoons.

      “Your policeman will be precise with you,” he wrote. “He will ask you to take out your pencil and add. He will want to know whether this ‘is him,’ the way priests used to want to know whether a child’s fever was from the devil or the milk. Be kind to him. He isn’t in this for the music. He has a mouth to feed. He will stand in front of a camera and talk about what you won’t say and he will get to go home and sleep when you don’t.”

      He had drawn a line under music as if I might have missed it the first time. He is always helpful.

      “You are thinking nineteen. You should. But don’t get common. Even numbers are where cowards live; that’s true. But there are other dances. He could choose eleven to make you think he is arrogant and you will reward him by calling him disciplined. He will choose nineteen, though. The surprise comes later. If you give a man too much chocolate, he will only want a little sugar for a while. If you give a man a metronome, he turns up the tempo because the sound of a second makes him feel larger.”

      He drew a tiny metronome. It was very good. It looked like it had been copied from a book in the prison library.

      “What I like best,” he wrote, “is that he is teaching you the difference between the noise and the signal and you think you’re teaching him. You have always been backward that way—gifted and backward. I am writing this because I thought of you when I woke up, because waking up is a small humiliation I can only bear by imagining your face making that little frown when you are trying not to write something true on a list in case the list uses your handwriting to hurt you. Do not be used, Elias. Use. Conduct. Call the beat and refuse to let them pretend they are the ones with sticks.”

      He signed nothing. Under the last line he drew a nest of five lines, a staff with a single note on it, no clef, no key signature, the note hovering like proof of intention.

      The language put its fingers in the place behind the hinge of my jaw where the muscle tenses when I am angry for other people. He plays me like that. He always has. It’s not special; it’s just true. I folded the letter on the lines his writing had made apparent, and it folded without protest. I held it against the table with my palm like that would make it less three-dimensional. Then I stood up and took it with me down the hall to the drawer that lives where the wall changes its mind.

      Inside the drawer there are five letters. Two have the envelope still married to them; three are just the sheets, folded smaller each time. The first one ever is not here. I have told myself a story about that that redeems me and I am not going to test it.

      Keisha does not touch this drawer. She is not a saint; she is not a fool; I didn’t make a rule. It’s just an agreement the air made with itself when we moved in. I set the new letter under the second one because he would hate that, because he would want to be on top. I closed the drawer softly, the way you do when you are leaving a sleeping child alone because it is your only chance to be a person for a minute.

      My phone vibrated. Burke. I let it ring once so he would have to admit to himself he wanted it. It rang again and I answered.

      “Tell me you went to sleep for an hour,” he said, without preamble.

      “I slept,” I said. “And woke up.”

      “That’s the whole show,” he said. He was walking somewhere; I could hear the small sum of his feet on linoleum, unknown precinct, identical to every county building that has ever decided to smell like the government. “We canvassed. We got her name. You don’t get it yet.” He would make me wait for it; he likes leverage in the morning. “Karmen got excited about fibers like it was Christmas, which I find unnerving. I have a press thing in three hours and I’d like to know whether to make peace with being a liar. Tell me if it’s him.”

      He meant: tell me if I should say the word pattern out loud and if I should start preparing my own mind for an apology six weeks from now if I’m wrong.

      “It’s very likely,” I said, which is my version of being kind. “The choice of place is inside the path he’s already drawn. The lack of theft in a city that punishes you for having nothing tells a certain story. The timing is not a shrug.”

      “That’s you saying yes,” he said.

      “That’s me saying that if you held your breath for seventeen days and then let it out, you might not stop yourself from seeing whether nineteen feels as good.”

      “Prime,” he said, trying it on again, seeing if he could make it fit. “Do we use that word yet?”

      “No,” I said. “You use the word corridor. You use the word pattern in the way that says you hate it.”

      He breathed into the phone and turned his head away and said something to someone else about someone else, then came back. “I hate the word pattern like I hate my brother-in-law. It’s there. I can’t get rid of it. I don’t want to admit its power.”

      “Good,” I said. “Hate is useful. It keeps you from making a shrine.”

      “That’s my therapist’s line,” he said. He doesn’t have a therapist. “We’re working on the dog walker. He’s opening up in a way that gives me hives. You’ll get the transcript. There’s a guy who stands under the bridge and sings; I’m going to marry him to the person in the hoodie unless you tell me not to, and then I’m going to resent you for keeping my day honest. Please keep my day honest.”

      “Don’t marry anyone to anyone yet,” I said. “Wait for the fiber color. Wait for the angle. Have you flossed?”

      “Go to hell,” he said, cheerfully, the way you say a friendly thing to a friend if you’re the kind of man who can’t say the other friendly thing. “Are you coming in?”

      “In a bit,” I said. My eyes went to the drawer as if it had raised its hand.

      “Bring your calendar,” he said.

      “I’m not going to show you my calendar,” I said, automatically; we have done this dance before, too.

      “Fine. Bring your face. I’ll read it off there. You’re an honest witness if you’re not talking,” he said, and then he hung up because he was in the world and I was at a table.

      I sat down again because my knees think I am older than my mouth does. I did the breathing without thinking. In for five. Hold. Out for seven. The count has a texture to it when your lungs have just learned again how to widen. I wrote two new things on the list: His name is not relevant to the body on the grass. A letter is noise until it isn’t.

      “There is a way to hold letters,” Keisha had said once, watching me with a tea bag hanging limply from her hand like a small exhausted dog on a leash. “You do it like it might flip you over.”

      “It might,” I said.

      “Then read it on the floor,” she said, and then put the tea in the mug and walked away as if that solved it. It helped.

      From the studio, the wheel started. It is a sweet sound, the wheel. It is a hum with intention. It turns and turns, and if you watch hands on it too long, you begin to understand something about the way patience looks when it is wet. Clay yields to attention. People yield to less.

      I reached into the pocket of my coat and took out the little plastic key that opens the PO box. It is pink. It isn’t supposed to be. It was just the one they handed me and I didn’t ask for another because you don’t pick your grief’s color. I set it next to the letter I had not put away yet even though I had pretended to. I flipped it end over end twice, because my hands want to move when my brain is chewing.

      He had called himself cruel. He had called himself conductor. He had said nineteen and meant nineteen. He always plants me, then pretends he had nothing to do with the garden.

      Karmen’s voice took a seat in my head and crossed its legs the way she does in the morgue when she intends to be disarming: Seventeen isn’t a magic number. It’s an indictment. The echo of it had the same weight in the apartment as it did under the tent. Numbers are ways of saying I’m not making this up, but what they confirm still hurts the same. You can count the stairs and still break your neck if you’re too proud to hold the railing.

      I opened the calendar on my phone. The red dot sat like a nosebleed. I scrolled back. Thirteen. Twelve. Seventeen. The prime numbers took up their formation like a line of men who insist their marching is holy because it is uniform. I hate them. I love them. That’s the problem.

      I made myself write out a different list, a sublist inside the morning:

      
        
          	
        Her shoes were white and the soles were still shy.
      

      	
        There was a chip in the ring finger. The polish was the color of someone trying to disappear politely.
      

      	
        She had a zipcar card. There is no moral to a zipcar card.
      

      	
        Someone will use this to punish himself for five years. He will be wrong.
      

      	
        She had fibers on her upper arm. The angle of a stranger’s hand has the arrogance of a verse.
      

      	
        The jogger held a paper to her mouth like a wafer she couldn’t name. She lowered it. She kept standing.
      

      

      

      Writing those did not absolve me of writing the other thing, the one that snakes into the room with its own weather and sits in the chair with its feet up: nineteen. I didn’t want to write it. I wrote it. I didn’t put a question mark after it. That would be dishonest optimism. I wrote it in small integers like it would shrink.

      There’s a way the apartment’s window reflects your face back at you that is kinder than your bathroom mirror is. It surrounds you with the city. You look like you belong to something larger than your teeth. I looked and saw the version of me that hadn’t opened the drawer yet.

      My phone buzzed again. A text from a number I didn’t have a name attached to, which means it’s one of mine with a new phone or one of mine who doesn’t want to be mine. It was Evan from the van. He has stolen my number twice now. He doesn’t do anything with it but send me the things he knows I will ask for later so he can enjoy being praised preemptively. He had sent the footage capture, the one forty-two, the one forty-six. The ghost of a hooded figure. He had written, “You see the hand thing? Counting. Called it.”

      I typed, Don’t say called it like it’s a prize. He wrote back, sorry, my bad, with the emoji that apologizes by smiling. I put the phone down.

      Keisha came and leaned into the doorway with clay on her wrists like bracelets. “There is a crack in the big bowl if you want to be brave about failure with me later,” she said. “Or we can pretend the crack is how the bowl expresses itself.”

      “I would like to be brave about failure with you,” I said, and the breath in my chest came easier at the shape of the sentence.

      She looked at my face and then at the table and then at my face again. She is a person who is kind enough to let her eyes ask the question and then let them answer it themselves. “Do you want anything?” she said finally. “Toast? An egg? For me to stand near you while you don’t say what I think you’re not saying?”

      “Yes,” I said. “Stand near me.”

      She came to the back of my chair and put a hand on the back of my neck and her thumb into the small notch at the base of the skull where you can make even a bad dog sigh. My head tipped forward on its own, like prayer had tricked it. She didn’t say you’re okay. She didn’t say you’re not. She was there long enough for my bones to say their names back to themselves.

      “I have to go be a person,” I said, eventually.

      “I’ll be here when you come back from being one,” she said. “Don’t bring the job home without washing its hands.”

      “Noted,” I said.

      She bent and kissed the side of my head without aim. The kitchen suddenly had the smell of her hand cream in it like a promise with a small chemical aftertaste. She went back, and the wheel resumed, the hum telling me that other things in the world go round regardless of whether I will them to.

      I moved the letter to the far edge of the table, then to the near edge, then to the far edge again. It was a tide line of stupidity I didn’t need. The drawer existed. The drawer exists. I put the letter away because the best I could do today was to not move in the direction he wanted. I made a new line on the list: I will tell Burke when it might save a life, not when it will only save me from being alone inside my head with someone who deserves to rot in a room surrounded by soundless walls.

      The church of the city outside had decided to sing ugly. A siren went by with a timbre that starts to be just the shape of anxiety you cannot parse. A truck exhaled with contempt. Somewhere, water squealed in a pipe and someone cursed at it. I checked that I had my wallet, which is silly because I hate wallets. I patted my coat for my transit card and it did that small papery skitter that means it isn’t lost; you just want to feel something.

      As I put my phone in my pocket, I saw another calendar pulse. A reminder from an earlier life that I have trained to not expect me anymore. Therapy at four. I have a file with his name on it that I use to roll cigarettes I don’t smoke. I deleted the reminder with my thumb because sometimes control looks like punishment. I told myself a story about how it was because I had to be on Michigan by three. It might even be true.

      On the way out, I looked at the stamp sheet. The birds had been named. A hummingbird with its needle and no thread. A heron the color of a blue somebody invented. A thrush with a throat that suggests you should shut up when it decides to announce what is true. I peeled one off and stuck it to the envelope with the bill with the window. The little adhesive sound is a comfort few people talk about in polite company. I put the stamped bill near the door where we put things that want to go out and then wait for me to remember that leaving is a thing.

      On the street, the wind had learned a new word. It tried it out on me. I gave it a look and kept going. The sidewalk around the laundromat had that lint on it that appears if you look at it through any kind of light and you think aliens would come and assume that is our currency. A woman argued lovingly with a toddler who had decided to sit in the exact center of the entrance as an experiment in agency. The toddler held a purple mitten in one hand and a crumb of something that had been bread in the other and looked at me like I could be blamed.

      “Not today,” I said, pleasantly. The toddler blinked and then consented to live.

      I went to the train because it is my confession booth. The platform smelled like metal and fog. The train came with its mouth open. Inside, people had arranged themselves into small islands of privacy with their backpacks and their elbows and their phones. I stood and watched the ad for a gym that pretended to be about hope. A man across from me was reading a book and loving it. You can tell when a person loves a book. He tried to pretend he wasn’t smiling by biting the inside of his lip. It almost worked.
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