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The bravest thing I ever did was continuing my life when I wanted to die.

—Juliette Lewis

Whoever saves a single life, it is as if he saved an entire world.

—The Talmud

You carry your wound like a weapon or you carry it like a stone. The only difference is what it does to everyone around you.
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PROLOGUE
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Helmand Province, Afghanistan — 2009

The night before they died, the four of them played cards.

It was something they did on nights before runs they’d done before — not a ritual, exactly, more an acknowledgment that the particular restlessness of pre-mission energy needed somewhere to go. Sergeant Danny Kowalski had produced a deck from somewhere in the third week of deployment and it had been with them ever since, bent at one corner, missing the seven of clubs, which everybody knew but nobody mentioned because Kowalski had threatened, only half-jokingly, to make the card’s absence thematic.

“Three queens,” said PFC Antoine Price, spreading his hand across the crate they used as a table.

Kowalski studied the hand. He studied the ceiling. He studied Price with the expression of a man consulting scripture for guidance on a personal injustice.

“Price,” he said, “I want you to know that I have a theological objection to this hand.”

“Pay the man,” said Lance Corporal Marcus Webb without looking up.

He was on his cot with a notepad propped on his knee, a pencil moving in the patient way it moved when he was working on the floor plan. Jack had first seen it four months ago: a hand-drawn blueprint of a barbershop, rendered in soft pencil on whatever paper was available, revised and re-revised until the page was faintly gray with the ghosts of previous arrangements. Two chairs. A front window Webb had repositioned three times based on some interior calculation about morning light. A waiting area — four chairs, he’d decided, though this changed — and a small counter with a mirror that Webb described with more care than he’d ever used to describe anything that actually existed yet in his life.

Memphis. He’d been saying Memphis since the first week. Grew up watching his uncle work, the neighborhood men coming and going, the specific rhythm of that room. Webb was nineteen years old and had the floor plan of his future sketched in soft pencil in his breast pocket, and he consulted it the way other men consulted maps.

“Tile,” he said, to no one in particular.

“What?” said Kowalski.

“Changed my mind about the floor. Going with tile.”

“The wood was a good choice.”

“Tile’s easier to clean.” A pause. “Hair, mainly.”

Kowalski accepted this. He paid Price and began gathering the cards for another deal. He had the particular looseness of a man who was constitutionally incapable of being bothered by losing — not because he didn’t care, but because the caring seemed to him a waste of energy that could be used for the next hand. He had a laugh like an old engine turning over, rough and then catching, and it filled whatever space it was in without effort. Jack had noticed, early on, that Kowalski’s laugh was the thing that made a bad situation feel survivable. Not because it changed anything. Just because it insisted the world was still capable of being funny, even here, even now.

Corporal Elena Ruiz was at the far end of the tent, writing.

She’d been writing the same letter for three weeks. Jack knew this because she folded and unfolded it the same way each time, along the same creases, with the deliberate care of someone who understood that some things needed to be said exactly right or not said at all. Her grandmother in Fresno — this Jack knew because she’d told him once, simply, and he hadn’t asked more. Her grandmother who hadn’t finished school. Ruiz who would have been, if everything went the way it was supposed to go, the first one in her family to go back. Graduate school. Engineering. The acceptance letter had come three weeks before deployment and she’d read it standing alone outside the mail tent and said nothing to anyone for four days.

He was almost certain the letter was about that.

She wrote in careful cursive, the pen moving with intention, and the tent was close and yellow from the lantern and outside the camp moved through its nighttime frequencies — generator hum, someone’s radio, boots on hardpack — and Price had the stillness he always had, the particular peace of a man who had arranged something interior, and Webb had his floor plan, and Kowalski was already building his next joke about a priest and a helicopter, the setup taking its customary elaborate shape, and for approximately eleven minutes everything was exactly fine.

* * *
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The mission briefing was at 0600. The route was one they’d run eleven times.

“Route Tampa, south loop, standard configuration.” Captain Rearden moved through it with the efficiency of repetition, a man who believed in preparation and also believed that preparation had a point of diminishing returns, and they had long since passed it for this particular route. Threat level moderate. Expected duration six hours. Back before lunch.

“Questions.”

No questions.

Jack had something that was not quite a question. It was a feeling — the specific, wordless unease his body had been developing over seven months as its own threat assessment, a system that ran below language and often below conscious thought. He had learned to pay attention to it. He had also learned that paying attention to a feeling was not the same as knowing what to do with it, and there was no briefing protocol for unease.

He looked at the route on the map. The route looked like every other route.

He looked at Kowalski, who had resumed the joke from last night — the priest and the helicopter pilot, the setup still building, Price listening with his arms crossed and that slow reluctant smile already forming. He looked at Webb folding the floor plan along its permanent creases, tucking it into his left breast pocket where it always went. He looked at Ruiz sealing her envelope, writing the address in her careful hand, her grandmother’s name above a house in Fresno.

He didn’t ask his question. It wasn’t a question.

They mounted up at 0730.

* * *
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They were three hours out of Camp Leatherneck, running a route they’d run a dozen times. The road was a pale scar across brown nothing, the mountains squatting purple-gray in the middle distance. Webb was driving. Price was in the right front, his head canted slightly toward the window the way it always was, scanning. In the back, Kowalski was finishing his joke and Ruiz was shaking her head at it, and Jack was watching Price watch the road and thinking about nothing in particular, which was a skill he’d developed specifically for missions like this, because the missions where you thought too hard were the ones that went wrong.

He should have been thinking harder.

The IED was planted eighteen inches below the road surface. Later, the engineers would say it was sophisticated — not the crude pressure-plate improvisation they saw from lower-tier cells, but a command wire detonation, carefully timed, the product of someone patient and skilled and very deliberate about what they wanted to accomplish.

What they wanted to accomplish was this: the truck gone, the men inside it gone, and one survivor, kept alive by the accident of his position in the vehicle, to carry the weight of it forward.

Jack didn’t hear the explosion. You never heard them. One moment: the world in its ordinary configuration, Kowalski’s voice in the middle of a sentence. The next moment: the world reassembled incorrectly, the geometry all wrong, smoke and the taste of blood and a sound that was everywhere and was the absence of all the sounds that mattered.

He was outside the truck. He didn’t remember getting outside. He was on his knees in the dirt and the truck was burning and somewhere behind him someone was screaming his name, the quick panicked scream of a man who has not yet understood what he’s seeing, and Jack was already moving toward the truck because Webb was still in the truck, he could see Webb, and Price, and —

He made it four steps before the secondary charge went.

* * *
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He came back to consciousness forty meters from where he’d fallen, with a medevac overhead and a tourniquet on his left leg that he hadn’t applied himself. Someone had kept him alive. He never found out who.

He lay in the dust of Helmand Province and did the inventory that his mind performed without his permission — the terrible, precise accounting of what the silence meant. Who he could see. Who he couldn’t. What the shapes in the burning truck were. What they weren’t anymore.

The smoke went straight up. There was no wind. There was nothing in the whole flat distance arguing with anything.

He thought about Kowalski’s joke. The punchline hadn’t arrived — they’d been interrupted by the briefing, and he’d been going to hear it on the way back. He was not going to hear it. He understood this with a clarity that felt like something being removed from him, something he had not known he was relying on until it was gone.

He thought about a floor plan in a breast pocket. Tile. Easier to clean.

He thought about a photograph Price had passed around that morning before the briefing — not the one of his three kids, which they all knew by heart, but a different one. A woman with Price’s same stillness, standing in front of a house. His mother’s house, he’d said. Passed last spring. He was thinking about whether to keep it.

He thought about an envelope addressed in careful cursive to a woman in Fresno who was going to receive it now without the conversation it was meant to begin.

He said their names to the sky.

Sergeant Danny Kowalski. Twenty-two years old. Bucks County, Pennsylvania.

PFC Marcus Webb. Nineteen. Memphis.

Corporal Antoine Price. Twenty-six. Three kids.

Corporal Elena Ruiz. Twenty-four. First in her family.

The sky gave him nothing back.

He took the names home with him. They were the only things he brought back that still mattered.
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PART ONE
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THE DEAD WATCH
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Chapter One: The Dead Watch
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The dead were punctual. They came every night at 0300, the same hour the IED had gone off, and they brought their faces with them.

Sergeant Danny Kowalski. Twenty-two years old, Bucks County Pennsylvania, had a laugh like a carburetor turning over. PFC Marcus Webb. Nineteen. Wanted to open a barber shop in Memphis. Corporal Antoine Price. Twenty-six. Three kids. Had shown Jack a photo of them the morning he died. Corporal Elena Ruiz. Twenty-four. First generation college, would have been the first in her family to go back out.

Jack Hayes knew their faces better than his own.

He lay on his back in the gray pre-dawn of his Bridgeport apartment, staring at the water stain on the ceiling that had been there since he moved in eighteen months ago. He’d never called the super about it. He figured he deserved it.

The ceiling fan turned. Jack counted the rotations. He’d been doing this since 3:04 a.m. It was now — he checked — 4:51. In forty minutes his alarm would go off, not that he needed it. He hadn’t needed an alarm clock since Helmand Province.

He could hear the city waking up below him: a garbage truck compressing the night’s garbage into something manageable, the way Jack had once tried to compress the war. A dog barking at something only it could see. The clatter of someone’s window AC unit cycling off. Normal sounds. Safe sounds. He made himself catalog them the way his VA therapist had suggested, Dr. Okafor’s voice steady in his memory: Ground yourself in the present. Name five things you can hear.

Jack could name five things he could hear. What he couldn’t do was make himself believe the present was where he was living.

At 4:52 he gave up on the ceiling fan and sat up.

The apartment was small and he had made it smaller on purpose — not through crowding but through the specific elimination of anything that wasn’t necessary. A bed. A couch. A kitchen table with two chairs, though he had never had a guest. Bookshelves along one wall, though he hadn’t read anything on them in fourteen months; they were there because a man with bookshelves looked like a man with a life, and some mornings the looking was the best he could do.

The boots were beside the bed in the exact position he’d placed them the night before: left boot flush with the leg of the nightstand, right boot parallel, heel-to-heel, two inches of clearance between them. This was not something he’d thought about. It was something his hands did while his mind was elsewhere, the way a soldier’s hands knew where their equipment was in the dark. He’d tried, twice, to stop doing it. Both times he’d woken at 3am and spent twenty minutes in the dark trying to remember where he’d left his boots before locating them by the dresser and by the closet door, and both times the relief he’d felt at finding them had been so disproportionate that he’d understood this was not a fight worth having with himself. There were enough of those.

He dressed. He went to the kitchen, drank a glass of water standing at the sink, and looked out the window at the street below. A delivery truck idling at the corner. A woman walking a dog with the patient exhaustion of someone who had agreed to this arrangement in a moment of optimism and was now honoring it. The light was gray and specific, the kind of early morning light that had no warmth yet but was honest about it.

He went to the hall closet. This was the second ritual, the one he was more careful about: the quick methodical check he performed every morning before leaving the apartment. It wasn’t paranoia, or not only paranoia — it was more like the way a pilot ran a preflight checklist, not because they expected the plane to be broken but because the day you didn’t check was the day it was. The Glock was on the high shelf where it lived, loaded, safety on, in the soft case he’d bought specifically for this purpose. He checked it, returned it, closed the closet. He didn’t carry it. He’d decided, six months in, that carrying it was a kind of question he wasn’t ready to answer yet.

The photograph was where it always was: tucked inside the back cover of a copy of The Things They Carried that he had never read, on the second shelf of the bookcase nearest the window. He’d bought the book at the airport on the way home, in the fog of the medevac and the discharge processing and the particular nowhere of military transition, because the title had seemed like something he needed. He’d gotten forty pages in before he’d understood that reading about war while living in what the war had left behind was not something he was equipped for, and he’d put the book down and never picked it up again. But the photograph was in there.

Price’s kids. Destiny, nine, missing her front tooth. Marcus Jr., six, wearing a Memphis Grizzlies jersey two sizes too big. Amara, three, mid-laugh, eyes shut, her whole body committed to it. Price had shown it around the morning he died — not the first time, they’d all seen it a dozen times, but that morning specifically he’d passed it around again and not said anything about it, just waited for each of them to look and hand it back. Jack had thought at the time that it was just Price being Price, the quiet deliberate way he moved through everything.

Now he thought Price had known. Or some part of him had. And the photograph was the thing he’d needed them to carry.

Jack looked at the photograph for a moment. He’d never tried to find them — Price’s family. He knew he should have. He didn’t know what he would say. He put the photograph back, closed the book, and picked up his gym bag from beside the door.

Dr. Okafor had asked him, at their last session, whether he’d thought about the future.

Not in the context of the flashbacks, she’d been careful to clarify. Not what he was working through. The other future — what he wanted, where he was going, what the life on the other side of all this was supposed to look like.

He’d told her he hadn’t thought about it much.

She’d looked at him with the particular patience of a woman who had heard fourteen months of careful deflection and had decided not to comment on it directly. “That’s worth noticing,” she’d said.

He’d nodded and changed the subject. He’d been changing the subject on that particular question for fourteen months. Not because he didn’t have an answer but because the honest answer was the kind that, once said aloud, could not be unsaid: that he had no idea what he wanted the future to look like, because the future assumed a version of himself that he wasn’t sure existed anymore. The man he’d been before Helmand had a future. The man on Kenmore Street had a ceiling fan.

He went to the gym.

* * *
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Three days earlier

The VA clinic on State Street smelled of industrial cleaning products and waiting. Jack had been coming here for fourteen months and had learned to notice the things that changed — the posters in the reception area, occasionally updated; the receptionist’s nail color; the specific shade of resigned patience in the faces of the other veterans in the chairs along the wall — and the things that didn’t. The chairs didn’t change. The particular quality of the light didn’t change. The feeling of being a man who had survived something he’d spent fourteen months trying to process and had not yet managed to fully explain didn’t change.

Dr. Okafor’s office was small and deliberately unremarkable — two chairs, a desk she kept clear, a single plant on the windowsill that she had owned, she’d mentioned once, for eleven years. She was fifty-one, Nigerian-American, had the steady precise attention of someone who had been listening to hard things for a long time and had learned to distinguish between the things people said and the things they were saying.

Jack had liked her immediately, which he’d found suspicious. He’d spent the first four months waiting for her to do something that confirmed his suspicion and she’d consistently failed to do so.

“The 3 a.m. waking,” she said, settling into her chair with the unhurried manner of someone who was not watching the clock. “Still every night?”

“Most nights.”

“And when you wake — the sequence is the same? The faces first, then the grounding exercise, then the inventory of the room.”

“Yeah.” He paused. “Usually in that order.”

“Does the grounding help?”

“It helps me know where I am.” A beat. “It doesn’t help me stop caring that the other answer is Helmand.”

She wrote something. He’d asked her once what she wrote and she’d shown him: a single word, then a space, then another single word. Not sentences. Just the things that seemed important to mark. He’d found this unexpectedly reassuring — the idea that he could be distilled, that there were individual words worth keeping.

“Tell me about the last bad one.”

He told her about the one from Tuesday. Not the worst — not the dream where he made it all the way to the truck and the secondary charge took him anyway, not that one — but the one he’d been having more frequently: the card game. The tent the night before. Kowalski mid-joke, the punchline perpetually undelivered. He’d wake at 3am with the complete certainty that if he could just hear the punchline, something would resolve. He knew this was not logical. The part of him that wasn’t asleep knew it even inside the dream.

“The unfinished joke,” Dr. Okafor said. “This is the third time you’ve described it. What do you think it represents?”

“I know what it represents.”

“Tell me anyway.”

He looked at the plant on her windowsill. It was some variety of succulent — thick-leaved, patient, requiring very little. He’d never learned to keep plants alive. “It represents everything that was happening in the middle of,” he said. “All the things that were mid-sentence. The joke. Webb’s floor plan. Ruiz’s letter. Price and his mother’s house.” He paused. “Nobody was finished. We were all in the middle of things.”

“And you’re still in the middle of things.”

He looked at her.

“You said ‘we were all in the middle of things,’” she said. “You included yourself in that.”

He considered this. “I came home,” he said. “They didn’t. Whatever I’m in the middle of, I have the option of finishing it. That’s different.”

“Is that what you’re doing? Finishing it?”

The question sat between them. He was aware that it was a better question than he wanted it to be.

“I’m managing it,” he said.

“Managing and finishing aren’t the same thing.” She said it without pressure, just setting it down. “You’ve gotten very good at managing, Jack. The rituals — the boots, the photograph, the morning check — they’re doing exactly what you designed them to do. They’re keeping you functional.” A pause. “But functional and forward aren’t the same thing either.”

He said nothing.

“When I asked you about the future last week,” she said, “you changed the subject. You’re very smooth at changing the subject. But I want to stay with it for a moment, if that’s all right.”

He gestured: go ahead.

“If the nightmares stopped,” she said. “If the 3 a.m. waking stopped, or became manageable instead of inevitable. If you woke up one morning and the first thing you felt wasn’t the weight of it. What would you do with the day?”

He thought about this for a genuine moment. Not the deflection version — not the “I’d sleep” or the “I’d figure it out” — but the actual answer, if there was one.

He didn’t have one.

“I don’t know,” he said.

“Okay.” She wrote something. “That’s an honest answer. More honest than most of what I get in this room, which I say not to make you feel good about it but because I want you to hear what you’re actually telling me.” She looked at him steadily. “You’re telling me that you’ve spent fourteen months working on what’s behind you. Which is necessary and which you’ve done with real effort. But you haven’t spent any time at all working on what’s in front of you. There’s nothing in front of you. Not because there’s nothing available. But because wanting something in front of you would require believing you deserve to be there.”

He was quiet for a moment.

“That’s a lot of words,” he said.

“You’re a man who prefers fewer of them. I’m aware.” Her tone was not unkind. “One question before we finish. Just one, and you don’t have to answer it today. But I want you to sit with it.” A pause. “What would it mean to actually want something again?”

He took the question home with him. He turned it over on the walk to the parking lot, in the car, in the apartment with the boots beside the bed and the photograph in the back of the unread book. It sat in his chest like a stone of unusual weight, not painful exactly, but present. He could feel it was important in the way that important things were — not comfortably, not usefully, but persistently.

He didn’t have an answer.

He went to bed. He woke at 3:04. He counted the ceiling fan.

* * *
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He was in the gym by five-fifteen. Not because the gym helped — it didn’t, not anymore — but because it was a place to put his body while his mind did what it did. The fluorescent lights buzzed like something trapped. The kid at the front desk, early twenties, a UCONN hoodie, barely looked up from his phone when Jack swiped his card.

Jack preferred it that way.

He worked for ninety minutes. Bench press, dead lift, pull-ups until his shoulders screamed. He liked the screaming. It was the right kind of pain — clean, causal, deserved. You lift the weight, you earn the hurt. Nothing like the other kind.

He was walking out — towel around his neck, the cold of the morning hitting the sweat on his neck like a slap — when he saw her.

She was standing outside the community outreach center across the street, slightly apart from the small cluster of people waiting for the doors to open. Blonde hair lank against her cheeks, a jacket two sizes too large for her frame, arms crossed over her chest like she was trying to hold herself together. Her eyes moved the way eyes moved when they were tracking exits.

Jack recognized that posture. He’d seen it in soldiers coming back from their second and third deployments. The body in a safe place, the nervous system still somewhere else entirely.

He almost kept walking.

He told himself he had nothing to offer. He told himself he was the last person who should be approaching a damaged woman — what could he give her, this hollowed-out man who still slept with his boots on the floor beside the bed? He was a liability. He was an absence where a person used to be.

He crossed the street.

“Hey.” He kept his distance — ten feet, hands visible, non-threatening stance, the way you approached any potential hostile who might just be a civilian who’d had a hard day. “You okay?”

She turned. Her eyes were blue and they were exhausted in a way that had nothing to do with sleep deprivation. They were the eyes of someone who had made calculations about human beings and arrived at a number she hated.

“No,” she said. Just the one word. No performance of fine, no social scaffolding. Just the truth, flat and clean as a blade.

Something in Jack’s chest shifted. Not warmth — he wasn’t sure he still had access to warmth — but recognition. The sharp, involuntary recognition of like calling to like.

“My name’s Jack,” he said.

“Emily.” She didn’t offer a last name. She was watching him with the particular attention of someone who had learned that the way a man stood in the first ten seconds told you almost everything you needed to know about him.

“There’s a coffee shop on the corner,” Jack said. “I’m going anyway. You don’t have to talk.”

A pause. She looked at the outreach center door, still locked. She looked at Jack.

“Okay,” she said. “But I’m buying my own.”

He almost smiled. It was closer than he’d come in a while.

* * *
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He didn’t push. He sat across from her in the back booth and drank his coffee and waited. He was good at waiting — waiting was the one skill the Corps had given him that translated perfectly to civilian life.

Emily Monroe wrapped both hands around her mug and stared into it like it was showing her something he couldn’t see.

“You look like you’ve been in the military,” she said finally.

“Marine. Two tours.” He paused. “You look like you’ve been in your own war.”

Something crossed her face — not quite a smile, not quite pain. Something in between. “Is it that obvious?”

“Only to someone who’s been in one.”

She looked at him then. Really looked at him, with those exit-tracking eyes, running her read on him. Whatever she was looking for, she seemed to decide he had enough of it.

“There’s a man,” she said, her voice dropping to something barely above the ambient noise of the coffee shop. “He... I can’t get away from him. I’ve tried twice. Both times he found me.”

Jack set down his cup. “What’s his name?”

She hesitated. Saying the name aloud was its own kind of risk — as if speaking it might summon him, or make the conversation real in a way that couldn’t be walked back.

“Victor Reyes.”

Jack kept his face still. He knew the name. Knew it the way you knew the names of foreign-born disease outbreaks — something that existed in the abstract, in news reports, in the anxious whispers of cops who’d tried to build cases that evaporated before trial. Victor Reyes ran half the city’s trafficking network. He had people inside the department, people inside city hall, and a lawyer on retainer who had beaten the last three federal indictments like a man playing a rigged card game that he’d rigged himself.

“Okay,” Jack said.

“Okay?” Emily stared at him. “I just told you Victor Reyes owns me, and you said okay?”

“I said okay because I heard you. I’m not dismissing you and I’m not running away.” Jack looked at her steadily. “I’m trying to figure out how to help you.”

She searched his face for the lie. She had the gift of seeing lies — a gift acquired the hard way, from the kind of education that costs everything and teaches you nothing you wanted to know.

There was no lie. There was something else in his face that she didn’t have a name for yet — a cold, clear purpose, like a scope being adjusted into focus.

“Why?” she asked.

Jack thought about Danny Kowalski. About Marcus Webb. About three kids in a photograph he’d never been able to throw away.

He thought about Dr. Okafor’s question, three days old, still sitting in his chest.

“Because I need something to do,” he said, “that means something.”

Emily Monroe looked at him for a long moment. Then she set down her coffee and said nothing, but she didn’t leave. And the morning moved around them, the coffee shop filling up behind them with the ordinary noise of a city doing its ordinary thing, and for the first time in a long time Jack Hayes had an answer to a question he hadn’t known he’d been asking.
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Chapter Two: Forty-Eight Hours
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He didn’t invite her. He said he was going home and she could come if she wanted to, which was a different thing. The distinction mattered to him and he suspected it mattered to her.

They walked the six blocks in silence. Not uncomfortable silence — neither of them was the kind of person who filled silence out of obligation — but the particular silence of two people who have each recognized something in the other and are not yet sure what to do with the recognition. The morning had warmed slightly, the low cloud burning off, and Bridgeport went about its Tuesday with its usual indifference to whatever was happening on the sidewalk.

The building on Kenmore Street was a four-story walkup, gray brick, the kind of building that had been functional for forty years and would be functional for forty more without ever becoming anything other than what it was. Jack held the front door. Emily walked through it without touching the frame, which he noticed.

They went up the stairs. He unlocked his apartment door, pushed it open, and stepped back so she could see the whole room before she entered it. This was not a conscious calculation. It was the kind of thing his body knew to do for someone whose nervous system was still reading rooms before her mind caught up.

She stood in the hallway.

He went inside. He set his gym bag down, filled a glass of water at the kitchen sink, drank it, refilled it and set it on the counter. He didn’t look at the door. He sat on the couch and looked at nothing in particular and waited.

Waiting was the one skill he’d brought home from the Corps fully intact. Not the waiting of impatience, which was just urgency with nowhere to go — but the operational kind, the still and watchful patience of a man who understood that forcing a situation and reading a situation were two entirely different acts, and only one of them tended to produce useful information. He’d been good at it overseas. He’d found, to his mild surprise, that he was still good at it here, on a couch in Bridgeport, which was a different kind of theater but theater nonetheless.
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