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“What we take we carry.

What we hide we become.”

— Daniel Kwame Osei, private note, c. 1983
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A NOTE ON THE STORY

This is a work of fiction. The Eastfield Community Arts Center, the Harmon Group, Cole Architecture, and all characters in this novel are entirely invented.

The erasure of Black architects’ contributions during the postwar and urban renewal periods is, however, a documented historical reality. The fictional case at the center of this novel draws on patterns that researchers and historians have worked to bring into the light. Their work is real, ongoing, and necessary.
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Chapter One
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The casserole dish was still on the counter.

Sara had meant to put it away the night before, after everyone left — after the last of her father's colleagues had pressed her hand with both of theirs and said something about legacy, about what he built, about a good man — but she hadn't. She'd stood in the kitchen for a long time after James fell asleep, listening to the house settle, and then she'd gone to bed without touching it.

Now it was morning, the day after the funeral, and the dish sat there with its foil half-peeled back, some kind of baked ziti drying at the edges, and Sara couldn't think of a single reason to deal with it.

She stood at the kitchen window with her coffee and looked at the yard. November. The oak her father had helped them plant — James had wanted it centered; her father had known, without consulting anything, that it should sit twelve feet west of center, or it would eventually heave the patio — had dropped most of its leaves now. They lay in the yard in a way that was not quite beautiful and not quite sad but something in between that had no name Sara knew.

He's gone. She thought it again, the way she'd been thinking it for three days, trying to feel the full weight of it, the way you press a bruise to check if it's real. And again: nothing quite landed. There was something there. A heaviness. But it wasn't what she'd expected grief to feel like. It wasn't rending. It was more like — she searched for it — like a frequency she could almost hear, just outside the range she was built for.

She'd cried twice. Once in the hospital, when the doctor came out and used the word pronounced. Once in the parking garage, alone in her car, for about six minutes. Both times the crying had surprised her, rushed up from somewhere lower than thought, and then it had stopped, just as abruptly, and she'd felt afterward not emptied but merely spent, like she'd run a short distance and wasn't sure why.

You should feel more than this, she thought. He was your father.

But there it was. The oak. The cooling coffee. The ziti.



James came downstairs at seven-fifteen, already dressed for work, and stopped when he saw her still in her robe.

"You don't have to go in," he said.

"I know."

"Lena said take the week."

"I know."

He came to her and put his hand on her back, between her shoulder blades, where she'd had a knot for two years that no one had been able to work out. She felt the warmth of his palm and waited to feel something else — comfort, gratitude, the animal need for another person — but mostly she just felt his hand.

"How are you doing?" he asked.

It was a genuine question. James asked genuine questions; it was one of the things about him she'd noticed first, fifteen years ago, and had found lately difficult to remember why it had mattered.

"I'm fine," she said. "I'm — I don't know. Quiet."

He nodded like that made sense. Maybe it did. "I can stay," he said. "I'll call David."

"Don't. Go. Please."

A pause in which he decided not to push it. He kissed her temple, warm, brief, and she heard him get his keys from the dish by the door, and then the door, and then the car in the driveway, and then nothing.

She didn't move for a while.

She thought about her father. Richard Cole. Sixty-eight years old. Built as though assembled from a blueprint for what a man ought to look like — broad, deliberate, a kind of density to his presence that made rooms feel smaller and also safer. He had started the firm — Cole Architecture — at thirty-one, from nothing. From nothing was a phrase he had never used himself. It was what other people said, admiringly, at dinners Sara had watched from the other side of tables her entire childhood: Richard built this from nothing. Did you know that? From absolutely nothing.

And her father would do the thing he always did, which was not exactly deflect and not exactly accept — a particular smile, a tilt of the head that Sara could reproduce in perfect detail if she tried, which she never tried in front of him, though she had practiced it once in a mirror at thirteen. A smile that said: Yes, and what of it, and also: I don't need you to tell me.

She had admired him in a way she couldn't quite separate from who she was. The admiration had been so early, so total, that it was less a feeling she'd had about him and more a fact she'd learned about herself — the way you learn you are right-handed or afraid of spiders. Richard Cole was a great man, and Sara was his daughter, and that meant something. About her. It reflected something.

She had become an attorney because he suggested it, or rather because he had said once, when she was seventeen and considering a design program upstate, You have a mind for argument, Sara. Sharper than you know. He had not said: don't do the design program. He had not needed to.

She had not thought of this in years.



She got dressed around nine. No reason in particular — she just became suddenly aware of still being in her robe and it struck her as the kind of thing that could become a habit if left unchecked. She showered. She dressed in clothes that had no occasion. She came back downstairs and ate half a piece of toast over the sink and thought about calling her mother.

Miriam Cole was staying with Sara's aunt in Westport for the week. Her mother's preference: to be away from the house for a while. Sara understood this in theory. The house her parents had shared for thirty-four years would be — enormous, right now, in a particular way. Full of the shape of him without the substance. She understood.

She called.

"I'm fine," her mother said, before Sara had finished asking. Miriam's voice had a texture to it that was new these last few years, something lighter somehow, not lighter as in happier but lighter as in less structurally sound — the way old paper goes. "Pat is here. We're going to take a walk in a little while if the rain holds."

"Good," Sara said. "That's good."

"Did you sleep?"

"Some."

"I worry," her mother said, which was not a sentence she'd ever needed to finish in Sara's lifetime. She worried. That was its own complete thought. Miriam Cole was a woman who loved the people in her life by converting that love into worry, tending it, letting it go. She had worried about Sara's grades, Sara's back, Sara's marriage, Sara's tires, Sara's work hours, Sara's everything, and in doing so had managed, somehow, not to see most of the things that were actually wrong.

"I'm fine, Mom."

"Your father would have wanted —" And then Miriam stopped.

The silence on the line was the first genuinely heavy thing Sara had felt since the hospital. She held the phone and waited and her mother didn't finish the sentence and Sara didn't ask her to.

"I know," Sara said.

After she hung up she stood in the hallway for a moment and then went to look out the front window at nothing in particular. Her neighborhood. Her street. Cars she recognized and some she didn't. A woman walking a dog she'd never seen before, though Sara had lived here for nine years and felt that she ought to have seen every dog on this block by now.

This is my life, she thought, with a neutrality that she later would not be able to decide was contentment or something else entirely.



The letter arrived at half past eleven.

Not a letter — a notice, technically. From a storage facility on the east side of the city: Quorum Self-Storage, Unit 14-C. The envelope was addressed to her — not to her parents, not to the estate — specifically to Sara M. Cole, which was odd because Sara had not known her father kept a storage unit and could not imagine how the facility had her name.

Inside: a form letter, pre-printed, informing her that she had been listed as the authorized contact for Unit 14-C, currently paid through the end of the calendar year, and that if she wished to maintain or close the unit she should call or come in at her earliest convenience. Below the letter, in a smaller envelope: a key.

It was a small key, the kind that belongs to a padlock. Orange rubber cap on the bow. The number 14-C stamped on the barrel.

Sara held it in her palm and looked at it.

She did not know what to make of this. Her father had been an organized man, a thorough man. He'd had a will, a trust, a folder in his desk drawer labeled IN THE EVENT OF which Sara's mother had produced the morning after he died with the careful calm of a woman who'd been told exactly where to find it. He had prepared everything. He had told them everything, or so Sara had believed.

So why did she have this key, and why hadn't he mentioned it, and why was her name on the form and not her mother's?

She set the key on the counter next to the casserole dish.

She looked at both of them for a moment — the foil, the drying ziti, the small orange-capped key — in a way she could not have named if someone asked her to.

Then she picked up the key and held it again. Felt the weight of it. Which was nothing, really. A key is almost nothing. A key is just a shape that corresponds to another shape, and what it means depends entirely on what's on the other side.

She put it in the pocket of her jeans.

She didn't make any decision then. She didn't decide anything. She just kept it close, the way you do with something you're not sure yet whether to be afraid of.
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Chapter Two


[image: ]




The storage facility was on Ardmore Street, in the part of the city that had been industrial and was now becoming something else — caught mid-transformation, the way certain people are, not quite what they were and not yet what they were going to be. A brewery had gone in on the corner. Next to it, still, a tire shop with hand-lettered signage that looked like it had been there since before Sara was born. Then a row of self-storage units behind a chain-link fence with a keypad at the gate.

Sara had not planned to go that day.

She'd made a list instead. The kind of list you make when you are a person who makes lists, when forward motion requires a visible structure to move along: call estate attorney, forward mail, cancel subscriptions, flowers for Miriam's arrival. She'd sat at the kitchen table with her coffee and written it out in her careful handwriting and felt, briefly, like a person with a purpose. Then she'd driven to Ardmore Street.

It wasn't even a decision, exactly. She'd gotten in the car to go to the drugstore and had ended up here. The key was still in her jeans pocket from the day before. She'd moved it to this pair without thinking about it, the way you carry certain things without intending to commit to carrying them.

She sat in the car for a moment and looked at the gate.

You don't have to go in today, she told herself.

She got out of the car.



The woman at the front desk was in her fifties, efficient in the way of people who deal daily with other people's things and have long since stopped wondering about any of it. She looked at Sara's ID, looked at the form Sara had brought from the envelope, typed something, and handed her a paper to sign without speaking more than four words.

"Unit's in building B," she said. "Elevator's on your left."

Building B was a long corridor of beige metal doors. Fluorescent overhead. The smell of — Sara searched for it — old paper, she thought, and something industrial, and a particular stillness, the way rooms smell when they are closed for a long time and no air moves through them. Not unpleasant. Just sealed.

Unit 14-C was two-thirds of the way down.

She stopped in front of it. The door was a rolling shutter, padlocked at the bottom — a combination lock and the separate small padlock that her key fit. She stood there for a moment, the key in her hand.

Here is the thing she noticed: her pulse was up. Not dramatically. Not the way it rose before a court appearance, or the time she'd had to swerve on the highway at sixty miles an hour and her body had spent adrenaline like it was water. Just — elevated. The kind of elevation that means you have already decided that something matters, before your mind has given you permission to.

She put the key in. It turned. She lifted the shutter.



It wasn't large. Maybe eight feet wide, ten deep. The ceiling was low. A bare bulb on a pull-string that threw the kind of light that shows you things plainly, without flattery.

Her first thought was: This is organized. Because it was. Her father's precision was everywhere — boxes labeled in his handwriting, stacked squarely, the kind of stacking that suggests someone who understands load-bearing — and she felt, for a moment, a rush of something warm, something that was probably grief finally arriving in a form she recognized. He had stacked these boxes. He had stood here and stacked them, and he was gone now, and the boxes remained.

She stood in the doorway and breathed for a second.

Then she stepped in.

Most of it, she could see immediately, was professional. Architectural drawings in flat files, rolled and labeled. Binders with project names on the spines — she recognized some of them: the Greenfield Community Center, the Haverford Library. The early projects, the ones that had been framed profiles in her father's office when she was small, that she'd sat across from at seven and eight years old while he was on the phone, taking them in the way children take in the wallpaper of their lives — not looking, just absorbing. Here they were in their original forms, paper not plaque.

There were banker's boxes. She counted nine of them, arranged against the right wall, each one labeled. She went down the row. Most were labeled with years: 1979. 1980. 1981. 1982. Then a gap — 1987. 1991. The early years on one end, the later ones on the other.

She took down the box labeled 1981. Set it on the floor. Opened it.

Invoices, mostly. Correspondence. She saw her father's letterhead — Cole Architecture — and then realized: this predated Cole Architecture. The firm hadn't been incorporated until '83. These were earlier. These were from when he was still at Granger & Associates, the firm where he'd worked before he'd gone out on his own.

A letter from a client. A memo from someone named Harris. A photocopy of a contract, dense and small. She was folding it back when a photograph slipped out from between pages and fell to the floor.

She picked it up.

Two men. Young — very young, mid-twenties maybe, both of them. Standing in front of what looked like a construction site, safety vests over their collars, hard hats pushed back on their heads the way people do when the camera comes out and they want to look casual. They were squinting into the sun and both of them were half-smiling in that way of people who have just been told to smile and are doing their best.

She recognized her father instantly — on the right, slightly taller, the jaw she'd inherited, the stance that was his and only his, that particular angle of the shoulders that she would know in any photograph from any distance. Twenty-five years old, maybe. Before the firm. Before her.

She looked at the other man. She didn't know him. He was Black, roughly the same age, slightly shorter, with a quality in his face she couldn't quite name — not happiness exactly, more like aliveness, the kind of animation in a face that photographs sometimes catch and sometimes kill. He was caught right. She could see it even now: something lit up in him.

She turned the photograph over.

On the back, in handwriting she didn't recognize: R + D, Granger site, March '81.

She stood there for a long moment in the low light of the storage unit, holding the photograph, aware of the particular silence of a sealed room, and of her own breathing, and of nothing else.

She put the photograph in the box. She put the box back on the shelf.

She did not take down another box. Not yet. She stood in the center of the small room and looked at what her father had kept, and at the bare bulb above her, and she had the feeling — strange, irrational, not quite speakable — that she had just stepped across a threshold she had not been able to see clearly when she crossed it. That she was now inside something. That the door behind her, the door she could go back through, was still open.

She stood there until she was sure of that. Until she could see the corridor, the fluorescent hallway, the way back. Then she pulled the string on the light and rolled the shutter down and locked it.



On the drive home she thought about the photograph.

R + D. R was her father, presumably. Richard. And D was —

She didn't know. A colleague. Someone from the Granger firm. A friend. Her father had had colleagues, had had — she assumed — friends, in the way that people have friends in their twenties, before those friendships begin to require maintenance they can't always provide. He'd stayed close with a few people from those years: Pete Alvarez, who'd come to the funeral, who'd gripped her hand with both of his. Tom Granger's son, who'd sent flowers. Others she'd known peripherally, holiday-card names.

This man — D — she had never seen. She felt certain of it. She had a good memory for faces.

Which meant nothing, probably. You didn't know all of your parents' colleagues. You didn't know all of anyone's early history. Her father had been young, once, in the years before she existed, and those years were full of people she'd never met and moments she hadn't witnessed, and there was nothing strange about that.

She stopped at a red light and looked at her hands on the wheel.

The feeling was still there. The low, unlocatable wrongness. She'd felt it in the unit, when she'd looked at the boxes: 1979, 1980, 1981, 1982 — and then the gap, and then the later years — and some pattern she couldn't identify had registered in the back of her mind, the part that processes before explaining.

The light changed.

She drove home.

She thought: Go back. Open the other boxes.

She thought: There's nothing in there that concerns you.

She thought: He's gone. Let him be.

She pulled into her driveway and sat for a moment, engine off, in the quiet of her garage. The key was in her coat pocket now — she'd moved it again without noticing. She took it out and held it in her palm the same way she had the day before, this small thing with its orange rubber cap, its stamped number. It had the same nothing-weight.

She went inside and made dinner and did not call anyone and did not look at her list.



That night, in bed, she said to James: "Did my father ever mention someone whose name started with D? From the Granger days?"

James turned from his book. He had that look he got when she said something that landed in an unexpected place — not alarmed, not even curious exactly, just present in a way he was when he wasn't sure what was coming.

"Not that I remember," he said. "Why?"

"I found a photograph. In the storage unit." She described it — the two men, the construction site, the sunlight. The handwriting on the back. She kept her voice even.

"Could be anyone," James said.

"I know."

"Are you —" He paused. "How was it? Going there?"

"Fine," she said. "Small."

She felt him deciding whether to say more. Then he turned back to his book, and she turned toward the window, and the house was quiet around them, and she lay in the dark for a long time, not sleeping, not quite thinking — in that space between the two where the real things tend to live.

March '81, she thought.

What were you doing, Dad. In March of '81.

She knew this about herself: she did not let things go. It was what made her good at her work, and occasionally difficult to be married to, and mostly it was just how she was wired, the same way she was wired to notice when a room was three degrees colder than it should be, when a sentence in a contract was structured to obscure rather than clarify, when something was not quite right. She noticed things and then she lived with the noticing until it became something she could name.

She was going to go back to the storage unit.

She hadn't decided anything else yet. But she knew that much.
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Chapter Three
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She went back on Thursday.

Two days she'd let pass — Tuesday she'd driven to her mother's house to check on it, walked through the rooms with the particular discomfort of being inside a space that belongs to someone who is not there, watered the plant on the windowsill her mother always forgot and then worried about. Wednesday she'd gone back to work, half-days, the kind of return where everyone is carefully normal and you're grateful for it and exhausted by it in equal measure. Lena had given her the Hartwell deposition to review, low-stakes, something to do with her hands.

She reviewed it and thought about the boxes. She reviewed it again and thought about the photograph. She billed two hours she was not sure she'd actually worked and went home and made something for dinner that she ate without tasting and then lay on the couch and watched television without watching it until James came home and she pretended to be more present than she was.

Thursday morning she told him she was going to the storage unit again. To sort through things. She said it casually, the way you mention an errand.

"Do you want company?" James asked.

"No," she said. Too fast, maybe. She softened it: "I think I need to do this part on my own."

He nodded. He was good at accepting the things she said were true, which she had once understood as respect and now sometimes experienced as a kind of distance — she wasn't sure which reading was more accurate, or whether both were, or whether the difference mattered.



She started with the box from 1982.

It was heavier than the first one. She carried it to the center of the unit and sat cross-legged on the floor with it the way she used to sit as a child — her father had always found this amusing, her preferred posture for reading or puzzles, on the floor regardless of whether furniture was available, and she'd grown out of it in public and apparently not in private.

The 1982 box was, on the surface, more of the same: invoices, correspondence, drafts of project proposals. She went through it methodically. She was good at this, had been doing versions of it her entire career — discovery documents, financial records, the archaeology of paper that other people had not expected anyone to dig through. You learned to move quickly without moving carelessly. You learned that what you were looking for was rarely the thing you thought you were looking for. You learned to notice what was absent as much as what was present.

What was absent: anything from the first half of the year.

The 1982 box began in July. She went through every page twice. Nothing before July — no January, no February, no March, no April, no spring. Not a gap in the labeling, not missing pages. Just: it started in July, as though the first half of the year had not existed or had been removed.

She put the box aside and opened 1981.

She'd been through part of this one already. She went deeper now, past where she'd stopped, past the invoice and the memo and the spot where the photograph had slipped out. Further down: more correspondence. A letter from someone at the Granger firm about a project review. Notes in her father's handwriting, thin and precise, the way he wrote when he was thinking rather than drafting — shorthand, almost.

Then: a manila envelope, sealed, tucked flat against the bottom of the box.

She held it for a moment. It was thicker than she expected — not bulging, but substantive. The flap was sealed with tape that had dried and yellowed with age. There was nothing written on the outside.

She was aware, quite clearly, that she was about to do something she couldn't undo. Not legally — these were her father's things, her storage unit, her key. But in some other sense: there are things you cannot unknow. She was old enough to understand that. She had learned it professionally, had learned to be careful before she opened certain documents because once you read them you were inside the case, not outside it, and you had to act accordingly.

She opened the envelope.



Inside: a sheaf of papers, and beneath them, three photographs.

She looked at the photographs first.

The first one she recognized immediately — it was architectural drawings, photographed rather than printed, the kind of reproduction you'd make before everything went digital, when you needed a copy but didn't have access to the original. The drawing was detailed, precise. A building — institutional, she thought. Something public-facing. She could see the scale, the proportions. She was not an architect but she'd grown up around enough drawings to understand what she was looking at, and what she was looking at was something considered. Thought-through. Not a draft.

The second photograph: a letter. Again photographed, hard to read at this resolution, but she could make out the letterhead at the top — Harmon Group — and a date — February 12, 1982 — and the opening of the body text: Dear Mr. Osei, We are pleased to inform you that following our review panel's evaluation, your submission has been selected—

She stopped.

She read it again.

Dear Mr. Osei.

The third photograph: another letter, this one shorter. Same letterhead, different date — March 3, 1982. She could read this one more clearly. It was addressed to Richard Cole and it read, in the measured language of professional correspondence, that the Harmon Group was pleased to move forward with his proposal for the Eastfield Community Arts Center, contingent on the standard contract review process, and that they looked forward to a productive engagement.

She sat very still on the floor of the storage unit.

The drawing — the one in the first photograph — had a title block in the lower right corner. She looked at it now, closely, tilting the photograph toward the light. Small text. She could make out most of it.

Eastfield Community Arts Center. Preliminary Design. D. Osei, Architect.

She put the photographs down.

She picked up the papers.

There were eight pages. A cover sheet — handwritten, her father's handwriting — that said only: Keep. Do not discard. Then seven pages of what appeared to be a timeline, also in her father's hand, dense and careful, spanning February through June of 1982. Notes, dates, names. It took her several minutes to understand what she was reading, and then it took her several more to accept what she'd understood.

The structure of it was this:

Daniel Osei — D, from the photograph — had been a colleague of her father's at Granger & Associates. He had, in February of 1982, received a letter from the Harmon Group — a development firm — informing him that his design submission for the Eastfield Community Arts Center had been selected from a competitive field. He had been offered the commission: the job, the contract, the credential. At twenty-six, his first major independent commission. The kind of thing, her father had written in a margin, almost parenthetically, in that thin private hand: the kind of thing that makes a career.

Sometime in March of 1982 — the notes grew less precise here, the handwriting harder to follow, as though the act of recording had become difficult — her father had obtained Daniel's portfolio. She could not tell from the notes exactly how. The word her father used was accessed, which told her everything and nothing. He had accessed the portfolio. He had approached the Harmon Group's contact — a man named Ellis, first name only — and represented the design as his own. Ellis, who had apparently met Daniel only once, at a preliminary presentation, had not questioned it. Or had not looked hard enough to question it.

The commission had been awarded to Richard Cole.

The Eastfield Community Arts Center — she knew this building. She'd been to an event there once, a fundraiser, seven or eight years ago. Her father had pointed it out from the highway when she was young: That's one of mine. She could hear him saying it. She could hear the particular pride of it, contained and absolute, the way he held his accomplishments — not displaying them but not concealing them either, just: that's one of mine, the way you'd say that's the oak I planted.

She put the papers down on the floor of the unit and pressed her hands flat on top of them, as though they might move.

The bare bulb above her.

The sealed air.

The square stacks of her father's boxes.

That's one of mine.



She didn't know how long she sat there. Long enough for her legs to go partially numb. Long enough for the quality of the light in the corridor outside to seem slightly different when she finally looked up at it.

She thought: This could be incomplete.

She thought: This could be a misunderstanding.

She thought: You are a lawyer. Read what is in front of you.

What was in front of her was eight pages in her father's handwriting, two letters on Harmon Group letterhead — one addressed to a man named Osei, one to her father — and architectural drawings credited to D. Osei for a building her father had spent forty years calling his.

She looked at the cover sheet again. Keep. Do not discard. He had written that himself. He had sealed the envelope and put it at the bottom of the 1981 box — mislabeled, she now realized, or perhaps deliberately shelved a year early, a small misfiling that would make it harder to find and easier to overlook. He had kept it. He had not destroyed it.

That was the thing she kept returning to. He'd kept it.

A man who wanted to bury something destroyed the evidence. A man who kept it — sealed, labeled, filed away where no one would look — was doing something else. Something she did not have a word for yet.

She stood up. Her legs were stiff. She put the papers back in the manila envelope with the photographs. She put the envelope under her arm.

She turned off the light and left.



She drove to a park she hadn't been to in years, a city park with a pond and benches along the water, and she sat on a bench in her coat in the November cold and looked at the pond and held the envelope in her lap.

The photograph was still in her mind — the two young men in safety vests, March of 1981. Alive in his face. The word she'd reached for: aliveness.

Daniel Osei.

She said the name aloud, once, very quietly, to no one. To see what it sounded like. Like a name you could look up. Like a name that belonged to a person who had existed and who, somewhere, might still.

She sat on the bench for a long time.

She did not call James. She did not call anyone.

After a while, a woman walked past with a stroller, moving quickly, the baby inside bundled against the cold, and the woman glanced at Sara — just a glance, the ordinary acknowledgment of another person — and Sara looked back and thought: I am not who I was this morning. Which was not quite true and was not quite false. She was the same. Everything around her was the same. But the thing she now knew had not existed in her, four hours ago, and now it did, and it was the kind of knowledge that cannot be unlearned.

She stood. She walked back to her car. She put the envelope on the passenger seat, where it sat in the thin November light like an ordinary object.

She drove home.
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Chapter Four
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She didn't tell James that night.

She made dinner — pasta, something simple, the kind of meal that requires just enough attention to keep your hands occupied without demanding anything from your mind — and she set the table and poured wine and they sat across from each other the way they sat across from each other most evenings, in the particular comfortable silence of two people who have been together long enough that silence doesn't require explanation.

James talked about his day. A systems issue at the firm, a junior developer who'd made a well-intentioned mistake that had cost them half a Tuesday. He told the story with the mild, retrospective humor of someone who'd been frustrated at the time and had since achieved perspective. Sara listened and responded and laughed in the right place and was aware, distantly, of performing something that was also real — she did love James, she was interested in his life — but that tonight required a kind of effort she couldn't account for without explaining why.

The envelope was in her bag. She'd brought it inside and put her bag in the hall closet, which she never did — she always left it on the bench by the door — and James hadn't noticed, or if he had he hadn't mentioned it.

After dinner she washed the dishes by hand though they had a dishwasher, because she needed something to do that was not thinking, and washing dishes is almost that.

Daniel Osei. She'd looked him up before she'd left the park. Her phone, in the car, the name typed carefully into the search bar the way you type something when you're not sure you want to confirm it's real.

There was not much. A LinkedIn profile, deactivated, with no photograph — just a name and a single entry: Junior Architect, Granger & Associates, 1979–1982. After that: nothing. No firm of his own. No projects listed. No professional presence past 1982, which was either the year everything had ended or the year he'd left the industry or both.

An obituary, dated fourteen months ago. She'd read it twice.

Daniel Kwame Osei, 67, passed away at home on September 14th after a brief illness. He is survived by his son, Kwame Osei, of Philadelphia, and his daughter, Adwoa Osei-Mensah, of Atlanta. He was a loving father and grandfather, a devoted reader, and a man of great private dignity. A memorial service will be held—

She'd stopped there.

Fourteen months ago. Two months before her father.

She rinsed a pan and set it in the rack and thought: two months. Her father had outlived Daniel Osei by two months. She did not know what to do with that fact. It sat in her like a stone — not heavy enough to be unbearable, just present, just there, the way certain facts are.

A man of great private dignity. She wondered who had written that. Whether it was his son. Whether dignity was the word they'd chosen because it was true, or because it was the kind of word you choose when the true words are harder.

She dried her hands and went to the living room and sat on the couch and turned on the television and turned it off again.

James came in and sat beside her. He looked at her for a moment.

"You seem far away," he said.

"I'm tired," she said. Which was true and was not the whole truth, and he accepted it, and she was grateful and also — she noticed this as though from a small distance — she was tired of being grateful for things she should not have to be grateful for. The acceptance of her partial explanations. The not-pushing. She had once called this respect. She was not sure anymore what to call it.

"The storage unit was a lot," she said.

"Was there much to sort through?"

"More than I expected." She felt the sentence close over her like water, flat and unruffled. More than I expected. The understatement of an entire life.

"We can go together on the weekend," James said. "If you want help."
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