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A Blue Suit Day




Tradition is what binds us together, much like an invisible, social glue that secures our worlds and keeps them from flying out of kilter. When tradition meets resistance, which may have been built up over time, the result is often unpleasant. 

Maxwell knows what he must do, and he knows what is expected of him, but the very thought brings burning moisture up into his throat. He wants to vomit and run away, but he can't.  The reason?  Tradition’s glue holds him fast. He must stand firm right now. Everyone around him expects that he will fulfill the duty tradition has laid upon his young, fragile shoulders. Today, he must be a man and do what men in families do.

Lacking a blue suit, in fact any suit, makes the experience even more uncomfortable as he finds himself moving around inside his white shirt as though his feelings brought out an invisible rash. It’s upsetting. He is shockingly improperly garbed standing here among men who wear suits as part of their job. 

The men decide he is to be given a pass since it is his father who lies in the poorly stained wooden casket. Who but a family that could only afford this final insignificant vehicle of passage to the everlasting unknown sends a boy dressed like this? Not their problem, but his is the unspoken decision as they stand by waiting for the task’s completion.

As the boy stands wobbling in the sickening smell of the flowers decorating the room, his thoughts go back to those searing dinner table experiences and the words bounce around in his head like handballs. The anger is welling up and setting his blood pressure to a point where his head is aching. But the men see nothing but a dutiful son, not one who wants this to be over before he runs away. 

How many meals has he pushed down his throat as he heard that familiar rant that never stopped, but it will never fill the room like a hateful verbal stench anymore. 

“You’ll be pushing up daisies before me!” his father yells. The anger is undeserved but ever present. He is the only boy in the family and the target of his father’s enmity for a life not well lived. 

An additional unfortunate event was his being named after a car his father was refurbishing and which caused a significant injury. The car would provide them passage into the middle-class, but that dream crashed into oblivion as the motor braces gave way. 

Unexpectedly, the father’s life plans are fading like old wallpaper.  Ruined dreams haunt his mind as the never-ending torturing pain he cannot staunch with bottles of sickeningly sweet rock-and-rye whiskey. The rock candy rattling in the bottle promises something it cannot deliver. He tries to believe the lie, anyway. But the liquor will end it all, even if it’s not how he had planned.

“Yeah,” Maxwell yells back attempting a futile response to the most recent blast, “you’ll be there before me!” Inside he is tensing his muscles and hoping tears never well up in his eyes. That would be a victory for the brute he calls father. 

His mother sits silently by as do his three sisters who fear that any move may re-direct them into this spotlight of anger. One of Maxwell’s sisters, however, foolishly breaks out with giggles and begins talking about a school chum’s mistakes in class that day. It is an error she is to regret in an unexpected way.

Suddenly raising from her seat, the chair banging as it lands on the floor, the mother grabs a large carving knife from the table and throws it at the girl. Failing precision, the knife narrowly misses the girl’s eye, slicing through her fair skin, splitting it in a gash. A thin, red line wiggles down her face. Next, a red blotch spreads like a web over her dress. Giggles turn to terror as she screams and cries.

“Now look what you’ve done,” the father yells at Maxwell. How is he to blame for his mother’s act of violence toward his sister? It doesn’t matter. He is blamed for everything whether responsible or not. And he’s rarely responsible for the constant barrage of abuse.

“I didn’t do anything,” he begins to plead.

“Shut up and get me the bandage and tape from the kitchen,” comes the command. 

The mother sits in silence, not attempting to quell the bleeding wound as the father begins to press it shut. 

That day, it was both verbal and physical violence from both parents. Why was he born in the first place? It is a question that could, if answered honestly, provide a clue to the reason for the torrent of verbal abuse.

But the time of retribution has come as one of the suited men hands an odd hammer to Maxwell. Without hesitation, he grasps it firmly, his fingers placed to ensure a hold. 

“Ok, kid, now you drive the nail in here,” the man directs as he points to one, slender spike placed into the lid of the coffin. The rest of the nail’s journey will be Maxwell’s job. He thought he would relish it, but his stomach is churning. 

Swiftly, thoughtlessly, he slams the hammer down at the nail as though it were an enemy in battle. The enemy, in fact, is being sealed forever inside the box and Maxwell will have his revenge. Done, it was done and the men directed him to leave as they remove the remains to the waiting hearse. 

When would the daisies begin pushing up? He couldn’t help the black thought, the gut-twisting anger that came over him as he slowly walked away from the rent in the earth that was quietly being filled. 

It was over, but was it?








  
  
A Sunny Day






The afternoon sun drills through the air, the ground and the garden surrounding the house. The day screams out for air conditioning and the tinted windows of the car tightly hold in the cool, artificial breeze flowing over her silken and carefully arranged long blonde hair. He appears at the front door. almost sprinting to the garage as he sees her coming into the driveway when a screech, a roar, flying pebbles and he flies onto the gravel. The Mercedes found its mark. A quick turn, a push into reverse and a bump raise the car momentarily. It was over quickly and neatly done. Now she smiled, checked her hair in the rearview mirror and applied just a bit of water to her mascara to tiny black streams below her eyes. Then, pleased that she looked appropriately upset over this accident, she slipped the car into park and picked up her cell. The cell made low noises as she punched the three numbers. "Operator, I'd like to report an accident."

Cynthia didn't marry for love. Abe foolishly had fallen under the spell of one of the secretaries in the office. She found out about it when she examined his cell phone one night as he lay in a drunken stupor in the library. She'd married for only one thing: money. Abraham or Abe, as his closest friends were known to call him, was the target. She carefully crafted every little thing she did in order to come to his attention in the way she wanted. Too bad he didn't understand the degree of her motivation to keep what she had so carefully garnered in that prenup and the life insurance policy that was now three years old. 

They'd see it was an accident and that it definitely wasn't the widow's fault. She was so upset they had to take her to the hospital to get a physician to give her something to calm her down. She was hysterical. Now she had it all: the cars, the house in the Hamptons, the stock portfolio, and the bank account. There would be no skimping on personal care in the future. 








  
  
Chosen or Not




Twenty thousand potential students would submit their application to the university. Of that number only one thousand would be chosen for further consideration by the selection committee, made up of senior professors and the department chairman. Further culling would result in 100 being called in for group quizzing by three senior professors. How could a potential doctoral student possibly make it into the seventeen slots that would be available for the chosen few? 

The secret was in finding out who was on the selection committee and then cleverly signing up for one of their courses with the mindset that an A grade would provide notice and potential entrée. 

After surveying any and all information available, the student found one person that might be the most likely to be influenced by registration in his course and producing a paper that would result in an A grade. The student had discovered that the professor had a life outside of the university that involved black leather outfits and riding a motorcycle. And when the assignments were given out, the students knew exactly which vocation she would select for her term project. sex therapist.

She began to check into sex therapists who would be willing to be interviewed for her paper. One therapist was a former Jesuit priest who admitted that his father had taken him to a bordello when he was 15 for his first sexual introduction. It also resulted in his choosing that for a career after he left the priesthood.

A second couple, who ran a sex therapy group, invited the writer to come to one of their groups but indicated she would have to enter totally nude. This was not acceptable for the writer and she declined but they did provide interview material

The paper was written, submitted, and received an A grade. Once the letters for joining one of the group interviews for the open slots in the doctoral program were sent out, she received one. The professor she had chosen sat before her with two other of his peers as they grilled students. Each student knew they should be active and provide what the school wanted but they couldn't be too much like a shark because that would eliminate them as being unable to cooperate with the group.

Cleverly, she managed to remain engaged during the group interview, which included seven students, and she didn't have the appearance of a shark but beneath the surface, she was all predator.








  
  
Con Permiso






The Animals Don't Care


The school bus pulled up to the zoo entrance at nine-fifteen on a Thursday morning in May, and the girls came off it the way girls do—in a rush of sound and motion, their white blouses bright in the San Diego sun, their maroon skirts swinging as they hit the pavement. Anna Maria Rodriguez was the third one down the steps. She paused at the bottom to let Rosalinda catch up, because Rosalinda always dropped something—this time her lunch bag—and waiting for her was just what you did.

Their teacher, Miss Vargas, counted heads with one hand pressed flat against her chest like she was pledging allegiance to her own anxiety. Twenty-two girls. All present. She exhaled and waved them forward, her silver bracelet catching the light.

The zoo was already filling up on a weekday morning. Young parents steered strollers with the focused precision of people running late. An elderly couple moved arm in arm, the man pointing at a peacock that sat on a low wall as if it owned the place. And there were the women—women about Anna Maria's mother's age but wearing the kind of linen slacks that stayed pressed without effort, the kind of sunglasses that sat perfectly on their noses as if they had been made for exactly those faces. Those women walked differently than the girls' mothers walked. Not faster or slower. Just like the path cleared ahead of them without being asked.

Anna Maria noticed this the way she noticed weather—not because anyone taught her to, but because her body had learned to read the air.

The girls moved together through the first stretch of the zoo, past the flamingos that stood in the shallow water like pink candles burning at both ends. Past the tortoises that inched through their exhibit with the unhurried dignity of creatures that had decided long ago that hurrying solved nothing. Rosalinda grabbed Anna Maria's elbow near the reptile house. "I'm not going in there," she whispered, loud enough for four people to hear. "Those things have no eyelids. They can never stop looking at you."

Anna Maria laughed. She always laughed at Rosalinda. Some people found a way to make everything funnier without trying to, and Rosalinda was one of those people. It was a gift, Anna Maria thought, though she could not have put it in exactly those words. She just knew it felt like getting a drink of water when you were thirsty.

They didn't ride the double-decker buses that rolled along the paved paths, narrating the exhibits through speakers while passengers looked down on the animals from above. The buses cost extra. Everyone in the group understood this without anyone saying it. The understanding settled into their morning the way sand settles to the bottom of a glass of water—always there, always still, not something you stirred up. The girls didn't talk about the buses. They watched one roll past with its second deck full of tanned arms resting on the railing, and then they looked at something else.

The giraffes were enough. They stopped at the rail and stared up at the one who had come close to the fence, its neck unfolding from its body like something that had never been told it couldn't reach that far. Anna Maria watched the way the giraffe's jaw moved—slow, patient circles, as if chewing required its full attention. She liked that. She liked anything that gave itself over completely to one thing.

"It doesn't see us," said Marisela, standing beside her at the rail.

"It sees us," Anna Maria said. "It just doesn't care."

Marisela tilted her head. "Is that good or bad?"

Anna Maria thought about it. The giraffe blinked once. Its lashes were long and pale and a little dusty-looking. "Good," she said.

She meant it. Something about an animal that looked at you and simply continued being what it was seemed like the right way to be in the world. It wasn't coldness. It was just completeness.

The women came into view somewhere between the giraffe enclosure and the big cats. Two of them, both wearing white blouses and walking with the leisure of people who had nowhere they needed to be. They were talking quietly, and then they were not talking, because the group of twenty-two girls in matching uniforms had rounded the path ahead of them, filling it with sound and movement and the particular energy of children outside of school.

The taller woman's eyes moved over the group the way you look at something that has appeared in a place you weren't expecting it. Her expression didn't shift into something ugly. It was more quiet than that. Her chin lifted a degree. A door closing gently, softly, but with intention.

Her companion followed her eyes. She didn't look away quickly enough.

Anna Maria saw it. She always saw it—not because she went looking for it, but because some part of her had been appointed to watch for exactly this and had never been asked. She was eight years old. She had been watching for this her whole life.

She filed it away in the place where she kept things she hadn't figured out yet, things too big for the moment but too important to drop. And she kept walking.

By noon the bottoms of Anna Maria's feet ached the way they did when she'd been standing too long on the tile floor of the church during the long Sundays. Her legs were a child's legs—short and meant for bursts, not marathons—and they had given everything they had to this morning. When she spotted the row of benches along the main path, her body moved toward them before her mind had fully decided.

Most of the benches were taken. An older man in a plaid shirt worked a crossword puzzle with a mechanical pencil. Two white-haired women shared a container of fruit. A boy of about three slept in a stroller while his grandmother scrolled her phone, one hand resting on the stroller handle without looking.

At the far end of one bench sat a young woman, non-Hispanic, with brown hair pulled back at her neck and a small canvas bag in her lap. She wasn't reading or scrolling or doing anything at all. She was just sitting, watching the people walk past, with the easy stillness of someone comfortable in her own company.

Anna Maria walked toward her.

She stopped just beside the bench. She didn't sit. She stood with her hands at her sides and her back straight, and she said the word quietly—the word she had been hearing since before she could walk, the word her parents used when they approached any space that wasn't already theirs, the word that meant "I see you and I respect what belongs to you and I am asking, not assuming."

"Con permiso."

The young woman looked up. There was no recalculation in her face. No chin lift. Her eyes found Anna Maria's and something in them went soft and easy, and she moved her canvas bag from the bench to her lap and said the word back…

"Si."

Just that. One syllable. No performance, no Spanish-class accent, no self-congratulation. Just "yes."

Anna Maria sat down. She kept space between them, not because she was afraid but because she had been taught that you didn't press yourself against people who hadn't invited you to. The bench was warm from the sun, and it felt good under her legs. Somewhere through the trees she could hear Rosalinda shrieking at something—probably the meerkats—and Miss Vargas's voice calling for order.

The young woman glanced over at her once, not in the way the taller woman had glanced. This was softer. Curious and kind.

Anna Maria looked straight ahead.

They sat in the kind of quiet that doesn't need anything done to it—two strangers at rest in the sun, the zoo moving around them like a slow river. A peacock crossed the path. A sparrow landed on the arm of a bench across the way and disappeared again.

When Miss Vargas came looking for her, Anna Maria stood. She smoothed the front of her maroon skirt with both hands. She looked at the young woman, who was already looking at her, and Anna Maria gave a single nod—small, deliberate, complete.

The woman smiled back.

Anna Maria walked toward her class. Her legs still hurt. But some weight that had been sitting in her chest all morning had loosened, just a little, and she carried herself through the rest of the zoo afternoon with her chin at exactly the angle her mother always told her to keep it.

The Kitchen Table


The Zagreb neighborhood sat at the south end of San Diego in a grid of modest streets where the houses were small and the yards were not. Most of the yards were bigger than the houses, and the families who lived there used them—vegetables along the south-facing fences, roses by the front walks, children's bicycles leaning against porch rails on weekdays and put away properly on weekends. The homes wore their age honestly. There were cracked driveways and weathered window trim and screen doors that didn't quite seal anymore. But nothing was abandoned. Nothing went unattended for long. A broken porch step got fixed within the week. A dead rosebush got replaced before the soil had finished settling back.

Anna Maria's family had lived on Crest Street for eleven years, which meant she had lived there her whole life. Her father, Ernesto, had been the one to find the house—he'd driven through the neighborhood on a Sunday afternoon in April, the year before Anna Maria was born, and had come home and told her mother there was a place on Crest Street with a lemon tree in the backyard and a mortgage they could manage if they were both working. Her mother, Concepción—Connie to everyone on the block—had asked one question: How big is the kitchen? Ernesto had used both hands to show her. She'd said yes.

The kitchen was in fact not large. It held a four-burner stove, a refrigerator with a photo of Our Lady of Guadalupe under a magnet shaped like a jalapeño, a counter that seated two if you didn't mind shoulders touching, and a table just big enough for four chairs and everything a family needed to do in the evenings. It was at that table that Anna Maria did her homework each night between seven and nine.

This was the routine as fixed and reliable as sunrise. She came home from school and changed out of her uniform and hung it on the hook behind her bedroom door. She ate whatever her mother had left covered on the stove—rice, usually, or beans, sometimes leftover chicken with the sauce her mother made on Sundays that lasted the whole week if you used it carefully. She rinsed her plate and dried it and put it away, because her mother had a thing about dishes in the sink, which was that there should be none. And then she sat at the table with her backpack, took out her homework folder, and began.

Her mother was usually home from her first job by five-thirty, smelling of the cleaning supplies she used at the office building downtown, her hair still pulled back in its daytime braid, her feet already looking for somewhere to sit down. Connie would take off her shoes in the hall and walk to the kitchen in her socks and check what Anna Maria was working on by standing behind her and resting both hands on her daughter's shoulders—not reading, exactly, just touching, just present—before going to change her clothes and make her own plate.

They ate together when they could, which was most evenings, at the kitchen table with the homework pushed to one side. Ernesto came home at six-thirty, sometimes seven, from the landscaping company where he worked five days and some Saturdays. He washed his hands at the kitchen sink before anything else, a thorough wash that went up past his wrists, and then he dried them on the dish towel and hung it back exactly so, and only then did he sit down.

They talked at the table. Anna Maria's parents asked about her day in the specific way of parents who actually wanted to know—not the what-did-you-do that was really just a greeting, but the real version, with follow-up questions, with interest. She told them about the giraffe and what it was like to watch it eat. She didn't tell them about the taller woman at the zoo. Not because she was hiding it. But because bringing it to the table felt like bringing something dirty inside, and the kitchen was for other things.

At eight-fifteen on zoo Thursday, her mother stood up and rinsed her plate and dried it and went to the bedroom to put on the black pants and button shirt she wore for her second job. The second job was waitressing at a diner on Market Street that served breakfast all night. The diner smelled like coffee that had been burning since morning, and the booths were orange vinyl, and the tips were inconsistent, but the owner was fair and the schedule was reliable. Connie needed reliable the way a house needed a foundation.

Anna Maria heard her mother getting ready in the bedroom—the drawer opening, the slide of a hanger, the brief sound of water in the bathroom. She kept her eyes on her math worksheet. The numbers were a kind of company. They meant what they meant, always, without condition.

At eight-twenty-five her mother appeared in the kitchen doorway in her work clothes with her purse over one shoulder and her hair re-braided. She stood there for a moment looking at Anna Maria at the table, and her expression was one that Anna Maria had been looking at her whole life—something between love and effort, something that held both without apologizing for either.

"Mija." She came to the table and cupped Anna Maria's face in both hands—her hands were always slightly rough on the palms and soft everywhere else—and pressed her lips to the top of her daughter's head. "Do your reading before you sleep."

"I will."

"The door is locked."

"I know."

"Your father will be here."

"I know, Mama."

She left. The door closed. The house settled into its nighttime sounds—the refrigerator's hum, the television in the back room where her father was already half asleep, the sound of the neighbor's radio through the shared wall, a song Anna Maria recognized without knowing its name.

She finished her math. She opened her reading book. The story was about a boy who discovered a hidden island, which was the kind of story she liked—not because it was true, but because it reminded her that things could be found. That there were things still waiting to be found. She read until the words started sliding across the page in the way they did when sleep was coming, and then she put the book in her bag and zipped it and turned off the kitchen light.

She stood in the doorway for a moment. The lemon tree was just visible through the kitchen window, its leaves silver in the streetlight. Her father had strung a single bulb on an extension cord out there last summer so they could sit outside after dinner, and the bulb was still there, though no one had plugged it in since October.

She would remind him tomorrow. They could sit outside this weekend if the weather held.

She went to bed. Down the street, the Méndez baby was crying. Farther away, a car alarm went off and stopped and went off again before going quiet. The city at night sounded like something working—like something that didn't sleep because it couldn't afford to, and was not embarrassed by that fact.

Anna Maria lay in her bed and thought about the giraffe. About the long neck. About the way it kept chewing no matter what was happening below it. She thought about the young woman on the bench, the way she had said that one word without making anything of it.

She was asleep before she could finish the thought.

Señora Luz


Three houses down from the Rodriguezes, on the same side of Crest Street, Señora Luz Delgado had lived alone since her husband passed the winter before last. She was seventy-four years old and still wore her hair pinned up the way she had worn it for fifty years, and she grew tomatoes in clay pots along her front walk with the same seriousness other people brought to painting or prayer. Her garden was immaculate. Her tomatoes were not the point—the care was the point, and everyone on the block understood this.

What no one on the block had fully understood until the past year was how much the ordinary things had begun to cost her. Not money. Energy. Her knees had been bad for a long time, and now they were worse, and there were mornings when the twelve steps from her back door to her alley trash cans felt like a problem that needed solving rather than a task to be done. She never complained about this. She was not a complaining woman. But the neighbors saw, and in Zagreb, seeing was enough.

Anna Maria had been stopping at Señora Luz's house since she was five years old, initially because her mother sent her with a covered plate on Sunday afternoons and later because it had become its own thing, a habit that had turned into something more than habit. By the time she was eight, she had her own rhythm with the old woman—she knew to ring the bell twice, quickly, the way Señora Luz had told her meant friend not stranger. She knew to wait on the porch without fidgeting, because Señora Luz's knees sometimes made the walk to the door take longer than you expected. She knew to say "buenas tardes, Señora" before anything else, and to mean it.

The Friday after the zoo trip, Anna Maria went with Marisela and a girl from two streets over named Dolores—Lola, she went by—to Señora Luz's house after school. Señora Luz needed the trash bins rolled to the alley and her kitchen floor swept and her high kitchen cabinet reached, because there was a good pot up there that she needed for the weekend and she could not manage the step stool anymore without someone spotting her.

They went without telling anyone they were going. It didn't occur to them to announce it. You saw something that needed doing and you did it.

Señora Luz answered the door in her housecoat, her white hair pinned at the nape of her neck, her face arranging itself into the particular expression she wore when people showed up to help—somewhere between gratitude and indignation, because she was a proud woman and pride and gratitude did not always agree. But she opened the door wider and said, "Come in, then," in the tone that meant she was glad they were there.

The kitchen smelled of garlic and dried herbs and something sweet, a dessert from earlier in the day. The yellow curtains over the sink were the same ones that had been there for as long as Anna Maria could remember—faded to the color of old butter, edged in a brown trim that had probably once been white. The curtains were clean. They were always clean. Señora Luz had certain standards and the curtains were among them.

Lola found the broom in the closet by the back door. Marisela took the trash bins—she was the tallest and didn't mind the alley, which Lola found unsettling for reasons she could not fully explain. Anna Maria stood in the kitchen and looked at the high cabinet.

"The pot," Señora Luz said, pointing. "The big red one. I need it for Saturday."

Anna Maria pulled out the step stool from beside the refrigerator and placed it against the counter and climbed up. She was tall for her age, with her father's build—long limbs, steady. The cabinet door was a little stiff, and it took both hands to get it open, but then there was the pot, red-enameled and heavy, sitting in the back corner like it was waiting to be found.

She passed it down to Señora Luz with both hands, carefully, and the old woman received it the same way—carefully, properly, with both hands—and set it on the stove as if she was returning something to its right place.

"Bueno," she said. Just that.

Lola swept. Marisela came back through the alley door with a leaf on her shoe, which she picked off and deposited in the trash can by the door. The kitchen smelled like lemon cleaner now along with everything else.

They had been there forty minutes. Señora Luz offered them pan dulce from a box on the counter—the good kind, from the panadería on National Avenue, the ones with the pink and white sugar on top. They each took one and ate it standing at the counter while Señora Luz filled three glasses of water from the pitcher in the refrigerator, because she kept her water cold the way she kept her curtains clean, because there were certain dignities you maintained regardless of what everything else was doing.

"You girls are good girls," Señora Luz said. She was not looking at them when she said it. She was looking at her kitchen floor, the sweep marks still visible in the dust. "Don't let anyone tell you different."

The girls didn't say anything. They ate their pan dulce.

"You hear me?" she said.

"Sí, Señora," they said, together, without planning to.

She sent them home before dark. At the door she pressed a small plastic bag into Anna Maria's hands without explaining it. Anna Maria looked inside on the walk home—three more pieces of pan dulce, wrapped in a paper towel, for her parents.

She carried it home the way you carry something that matters—in both hands, away from her side, carefully.

Her mother was on the porch when she got there, sitting on the top step with her shoes off and her work braid coming loose, watching the street go quiet for the evening. She looked at Anna Maria coming up the walk and then at the bag in her hands.

"From Señora Luz," Anna Maria said.

Her mother's face did the thing it always did when a neighbor sent something over—a softening, a recognition, something that was not surprise but felt close to it. She took the bag and looked inside and then held it against her chest for a moment before standing up.

"Go wash your hands," she said. "We'll have them with the news."

Anna Maria went inside. Through the screen door she could hear her mother calling back down the street, loud enough to carry three houses: "Luz, gracias, hermana." And from somewhere down the block, quiet but clear enough: "De nada."

It was the kind of exchange that needed no translation. It didn't belong to any one language. It belonged to the specific way people spoke when they had decided, without ever having a meeting about it, to hold each other up.

The Word That Did Not Stick


There was a woman at Anna Maria's school who wasn't a teacher, exactly—she was called a specialist, which meant she moved between classrooms on a schedule and worked with students who needed extra help or who had tested into special programs. Her name was Mrs. Blaine. She had a lanyard with a lot of keys on it and a habit of turning her reading glasses up onto her head and then forgetting where she'd put them. She wasn't a bad woman. She was a busy woman, which sometimes amounted to the same thing in how she moved through a room.

Mrs. Blaine ran the after-school enrichment program on Tuesdays and Thursdays. The program had a small budget and a rotating selection of activities—art projects one month, basic coding the next, and this month a writing workshop where students were supposed to tell a story about themselves. Something true, Mrs. Blaine had explained. Something that happened to you. Something that made you who you are.

Anna Maria liked the writing workshop. She liked the way a blank page waited for you without judgment, the way you could put words on it and move them around until they said what you meant. She was not the fastest writer in the room. But she was careful. She crossed things out and rewrote them. She read what she'd written back to herself, moving her lips without sound.

The story she was working on was about her grandfather in Michoacán, who had been a beekeeper. She had only met him once, when she was four, but her mother talked about him sometimes—about the way the bees had moved around him without stinging because he was calm, always calm, and the bees could tell. Anna Maria wanted to write that down before it disappeared. Some things were in danger of disappearing if you didn't hold onto them.

Mrs. Blaine came to her table on a Thursday, making her rounds with a clipboard. She stopped behind Anna Maria and read over her shoulder. Anna Maria could feel her standing there—the slight shift in the air, the presence of someone reading what you'd written, which always felt a little like being seen in a way you hadn't asked for.

"This is a nice story," Mrs. Blaine said. She had her glasses up on her head. "Your grandfather was a beekeeper?"

"Yes, ma'am."

"In Mexico."

"Michoacán."

"Mm." Mrs. Blaine made a small sound that was not quite a word. She tapped the clipboard against her palm once. "You know, the enrichment program has a writing competition coming up. The winner's essay goes in the district newsletter." She paused. "I think the other students—some of them have been in the program longer. They're a little more prepared for something like that."

She said it the way you say something you mean to sound helpful. The tone was careful and smooth. But the thing the tone was carrying—the actual content underneath it—was different. Anna Maria heard it. She heard it the way she had heard the chin lift at the zoo, the recalculation, the quiet closing of a door.

"I think you'd enjoy participating, though," Mrs. Blaine added. She smiled and moved to the next table.

Anna Maria sat with it. She looked at her paper—the part about her grandfather standing in the flowering field with his hands open and the bees finding the calmest spot near him and settling there. She had worked on that sentence for ten minutes. She had crossed out two other versions before she got to that one.

She thought about what Mrs. Blaine had said, and she turned it over the way you turn a stone to see what's under it. The stone was smooth. Nothing under it was smooth.

She didn't cry. She was not a crier at school. She would have said, if asked, that she didn't have anything to cry about—and in a way she believed it, because she knew what her family had and she knew what they had made of it, and none of that called for tears. But something in her chest pulled tight, the way it did when something unfair happened and you knew it was unfair and also knew that saying so out loud wouldn't fix it.

After the workshop she stayed at her table and read back through what she had written. All the way from the beginning. The grandmother taking the honey from the hives with a wooden tool that had been her husband's father's. The way the kitchen smelled when she rendered the wax on the stove. The grandfather's voice, which Anna Maria's mother described as low and unhurried, a voice that didn't feel the need to fill space.

She picked up her pencil and added three more sentences at the end—about the one time she'd met him, about the way he'd held her small hand in both of his and looked at her face the way he probably looked at the hives, which was with patience and without hurry, as if everything he was looking at was something worth the time.

Then she put her name at the top of the page.

Her first name. Her last name. In full.

She folded the paper into her homework folder. When the next workshop came, she would put it in the competition box on Mrs. Blaine's table. She didn't do this because she was angry, or because she was trying to prove something to Mrs. Blaine, or because she needed to win. She did it because the story was good—she knew it was good, in the quiet confident way you know something without needing anyone to confirm it—and a good story deserved to be entered.

Mrs. Blaine was standing by the door saying goodbye to students as they filed out. Anna Maria stopped in front of her.

"Mrs. Blaine," she said. She held the woman's gaze—not aggressively, not defiantly, just with the steady quiet that her mother had modeled all her life. "I'm going to enter the competition."

Mrs. Blaine blinked once behind her glasses, which had migrated back down to her nose. "Oh," she said. "Of course. That's great."

"Thank you," Anna Maria said.

She went out the door and down the hall. Behind her, the fluorescent lights hummed their dull constant hum. Outside, the afternoon was still light enough that the walk home was all warm pavement and jacaranda shadows.

She thought again about what the giraffe had done. She thought about continuing to chew. She thought about the bees finding the calmest place and staying there.

She walked home with her backpack over both shoulders and her chin exactly where her mother had told her to keep it.

Con Permiso


The last Saturday in May arrived with the kind of morning that reminded you why people moved to San Diego in the first place—air that didn't ask anything of you, light that came in at a low angle and made ordinary things look like they'd been considered. Anna Maria woke up before her alarm and lay in bed listening to the house.

Her father was already moving in the kitchen. She could hear the particular sounds—the coffee maker starting, the refrigerator door, the specific sound his slippers made on the kitchen tile, which was different from her mother's sound and different from hers. She had been cataloguing these sounds her whole life without knowing she was doing it. They were the sounds of a house that was occupied, a house that was in use, a house where things happened in the morning because people in it had places to be.

She dressed and went to the kitchen.

Her father was at the stove with his back to her, scrambling eggs with the focused attention he gave to anything he was cooking. He was a deliberate cook—not slow, just thorough, the kind of person who didn't hurry food. He heard her come in and reached out without turning around and turned up the heat a little, which meant there were eggs enough for two now. She poured herself water and sat down.

They ate without talking much, the way they did on Saturday mornings. Her father read the newspaper—the print edition, folded in quarters the way his father had taught him—and Anna Maria looked out the window at the backyard. The lemon tree had a new growth of leaves at the tip of every branch, each one a brighter green than the older leaves below it, the color of something recently decided.

Her father looked up from the paper. "Your mother says you have something going on at school."

"The writing competition."

He nodded, looking at her in the way he looked at things he found interesting. He had a face that showed what it thought without broadcasting it—not an easy face to read if you didn't know it, but Anna Maria had known it her whole life. "She says you wrote about your grandfather."

"About the bees."

He was quiet for a moment. Outside, a bird was doing something in the lemon tree—she could see the leaves moving. "He would have liked that," her father said.

She thought about that sentence for the rest of the morning.

At ten o'clock she walked down Crest Street to Señora Luz's house with a container of leftovers her mother had sent—the chicken with the sauce—and the announcement from school about the writing competition, which she had thought to bring because Señora Luz always asked about school and because she was the kind of woman who received news about children the way other people received good weather.

The old woman was on her porch with her tomatoes, turning the clay pots to give the sun-facing sides a rest. She was wearing her good house slippers and a blue dress with small white flowers, and she moved the pots with care—the kind of care you learn when the things you have are the right amount and you don't want to change that by being careless.

"Anna Maria." She said the name the right way—all four syllables, the r rolled properly, the stress where it belonged. Anna Maria loved the way her name sounded in Señora Luz's mouth. It sounded complete.

She held up the container. "From my mother."

Señora Luz took it with both hands. She looked at the announcement second. She read it standing on her porch, holding it at arm's length because her reading glasses were inside. Her lips moved slightly. Then she folded it and held it out and said, "This is yours."

"Yes, Señora."

"You'll win."

Anna Maria opened her mouth and then closed it. Not because she agreed or disagreed. Because there was something in the certainty with which Señora Luz said it—not hopeful, not encouraging, but factual, the same tone she might use to say the tomatoes would ripen by the end of June—that landed differently than encouragement usually did. Encouragement asked you to believe something you didn't know yet. This was different. This was someone telling you something they could already see.

"I don't know if I'll win," Anna Maria said.

"I know," said Señora Luz. She took the container of chicken inside. "Come back and tell me when you do."

Anna Maria walked home. The jacarandas on her block were at their peak—the sidewalk under them was carpeted in fallen purple, and when the breeze moved through, more came down, soft and unhurried. She walked through it. It got in her hair. She didn't shake it out.

The announcement had said the winners would be posted on the district website on the second Friday of June. That was three weeks away. She put it out of her mind the way you put a pot on a back burner—it was still there, still working, just not the thing you were watching.

She spent the afternoon helping her father with the extension cord in the backyard. They strung it along the fence and plugged it in, and the single bulb came on in the lemon tree—warm and small and impractical, exactly enough. They dragged out the two lawn chairs and sat under the tree while the afternoon went gold around them. Her mother came home from her Saturday errands and stopped in the backyard doorway when she saw them, and her face did the thing it did—not surprise, not exactly. Recognition. The sight of people she loved being exactly where they were supposed to be.

She went inside and came back with three glasses of hibiscus water, and they sat under the lemon tree as the day settled around them, the neighborhood going quiet and then filling again with the sounds of Saturday evening—children being called in, a radio somewhere, the smell of someone's grill two streets over.

When June came, Anna Maria forgot and remembered and forgot again about the competition. She turned in a math test she felt good about. She helped Rosalinda study for a science quiz. She took her turn bringing snacks on Tuesdays. She went to Señora Luz's house twice more—once to reach the high cabinet again, and once just to sit on the porch and eat pan dulce and listen to the old woman talk about the tomatoes, which were coming in well this year, which Señora Luz attributed to the new soil she'd bought at the nursery but which Anna Maria privately credited to the care.

The second Friday of June she came home from school to find her mother at the kitchen table with her phone in her hand and an expression Anna Maria had not seen before—still, contained, doing the thing faces do when they are keeping something in long enough to find the right moment.

"Sit down," her mother said.

Anna Maria sat.

Her mother turned the phone around. The district website. A list of names under the heading WRITING COMPETITION WINNERS. And there, in the third position, in the same font as all the others, with no extra weight or size to mark it: Rodriguez, Anna Maria, Grade 3.

She looked at it for a long time. Not because she couldn't read it. Because she wanted to be sure she was reading it right. Because there was something strange and large about seeing your own name on a list like this—your full name, in a place where it had not been before, in a place that had been made for something you had made.

Her mother watched her. She didn't say anything yet.

Anna Maria looked up. "Third," she said.

"Third," her mother confirmed.

The district newsletter would carry the story—all three of the top entries, with the author names—and it would go to every school and every family in the district. Her grandfather in Michoacán, standing in the flowering field with the bees moving calm and trustful around his hands, would be read by people who had never heard of Michoacán. Who had never thought about bees choosing a man because of the particular quality of his stillness.

She sat at the kitchen table for a while after her mother went to get dinner started. The table had held her homework every night of her life. It had held the family in the evenings, and the pan dulce on Thursdays, and the good plates on Sundays, and the bills her parents paid at the end of the month in a careful order that she was old enough now to understand was not casual.

She thought about Mrs. Blaine. Not with anger—she had carried it for a while, the tightness in her chest when she thought of that careful, smooth sentence, but the tightness had loosened somewhere between the competition box and the lemon tree and Señora Luz's certain voice. Not because it hadn't been what it was. But because it was not the whole of what had happened. The whole of what had happened included everything: the giraffe and the bench and the young woman's single word, her father turning up the heat when he heard her come into the kitchen, Señora Luz turning the tomato pots, her name on the page in her own handwriting.

She thought about the bench at the zoo—the long bench in the sun, and herself walking toward it. The word she had said. The smallness of it. The size of it.

Con permiso.

It meant I see you. It meant I am asking. It meant I am here, in this space, and I know it has not always been made for me, and I am not pretending otherwise—but I am not asking permission to exist. I am only asking permission to rest here, for a moment, beside you.

And the woman had said yes.

And tomorrow there would be more days like the zoo and more women with chins that lifted and more sentences with smooth tones carrying something hard inside them, and Anna Maria knew this—she was eight years old and she already knew this, had always known this, the way children who are paying attention know things adults sometimes spend years forgetting and relearning.

But she also knew this: the giraffe. The bench. The warmth of wood in the sun. The one right word and the one right answer to it.

"Mama," she called toward the kitchen.

"What?"

"Can we sit outside tonight? Under the light?"

A pause. The sound of a pan on the stove. Then her mother's voice, easy and warm, coming through the house the way all the best things in this house did—without effort, without announcement, just present.

"Light the cord when you go out. I'll bring the water."

Anna Maria went to the backyard. She plugged in the cord. The bulb came on in the lemon tree, small and certain, warm against the darkening blue of the June sky. She sat in her chair and waited. Up the street, the Méndez baby was not crying tonight. Somewhere a radio played something with guitars in it, low and sweet.

She put her chin at the angle her mother had taught her. She waited.

The night came in.

She was ready for it.








  
  
First, Do Harm






The waiting room smelled of cheap air freshener and stale coffee. The chairs were bolted in rows, impossible to move into anything more comfortable. Carol Malone sat in the middle, purse on her lap, coat still buttoned even though it was warm. She had driven herself. Ray had offered to come, but she told him she was fine. She was always fine. But gripping the steering wheel with both hands to keep the car from drifting left on Maple, she started to wonder if that was a lie she’d told so often it no longer felt like one.

She was forty-three. She had three kids: Tyler, fifteen; Abby, twelve; and little Evan, just eight, who still believed a kiss could fix a scraped knee. The house needed its gutters cleaned. Her husband worked long shifts at the plant. Her body had started doing things she couldn’t explain or recognize. Fatigue came in heavy waves, so thick that some mornings she couldn’t lift her arms to fold laundry. Her left foot dragged when she was utterly exhausted. Last Tuesday, she dropped a casserole dish because her hand just stopped working for a moment, like a lamp going out when someone pulls the cord. The dish broke into four big pieces on the kitchen tile. Evan came running, and she told him it slipped.

She hadn't told Ray about the dish.

The intake form asked her to describe the reason for her visit in her own words. She wrote: fatigue, some trouble walking, and difficulty with household tasks. She stared at it. It looked ridiculous on paper, like a list a lazy person would make. She added: not seeking to avoid responsibilities. Then crossed that out because it made her look worse than the original. She left it with the three items and handed it back to the young woman at the front desk, who smiled at her the way people smile when they're thinking about something else entirely.

Jeanne Mason, MSW, came out to the waiting room herself rather than having the receptionist call Carol's name. That was the first thing Carol noticed — the personal touch, the warmth of it. Jeanne was forty-one, trim and put-together in a cream-colored blouse and sharply pressed black slacks, her blonde hair cut precisely to her jaw in a style that required maintenance. She smiled with her whole face. She extended a hand. Her grip was firm and brief and professional.

"Carol. I'm so glad you came in." She said it warmly and efficiently, like a hostess at a party, her eyes already moving past her guest to check the room.

The office was small but arranged to suggest competence. One wall held diplomas in matching dark frames, hung level and evenly spaced. Carol noticed, without quite meaning to, that all of them were from the same state institution. Most clinicians didn't display their continuing education certificates—a small cluster of weekend trainings, annual conferences, and specialty certifications. Just the two degrees and a framed print of sunflowers rolling across an open field, golden and simple and easy to look at.

Jeanne sat down, crossed her legs, and rested a yellow legal pad on her knee. She smiled again. "So. Tell me what's been going on."

Carol told her. She described the fatigue, her dragging foot, the dropped casserole dish, and how stairs had started to feel unsteady beneath her. She talked about Ray, the three kids, the house, and how there was always so much to do. She mentioned, carefully and watching Jeanne’s face, that her mother had MS. It had been in the back of her mind.

Jeanne made notes. When Carol mentioned her mother, Jeanne tilted her head with the practiced attention of someone who had learned to look like they were listening closely. "That must weigh on you," she said. "Worrying that you might have the same thing your mother has."

"Well, yes. But I'm also worried because the symptoms themselves..."

"Of course you are." Jeanne's pen moved. "You're carrying a lot. Three children and a husband who works long hours. It sounds like you don't have much support at home in terms of your own needs being met." She paused, letting that settle. "Does your family take your concerns seriously when you raise them?"

Carol frowned. "Ray has been very..."

"How does he react when you’re too tired to finish tasks around the house?"

The question hung in the air like a trap disguised with flowers. Carol answered carefully. She talked about Ray’s patience, his willingness to pick up the kids, and how he had started cooking on nights when she couldn’t stand long enough. She didn’t know, as she spoke, that Jeanne had already written two words in the margin of her intake form. She wouldn’t see those words for six months. When she finally did, in a copied file, they would read "attention seeking."

Supervision


Phil Jamison had been the clinical director of Lakeview Family Services for eleven years, and during that time he liked to think he had a knack for spotting the gifted ones. He reminded himself of this on a Thursday afternoon in early November as he pulled his car out of the clinic parking lot, leaving fifteen minutes after Jeanne. They had worked out their routes so they wouldn’t arrive together: he drove north on Elm, she went east on Third.

He was fifty-six. His wife was in Akron visiting her sister for the week. He had convinced himself, quite thoroughly and over considerable time, that what he and Jeanne had was professional at its core — that the supervision they conducted in her bedroom, on stolen Thursday afternoons, was still supervision in the truest sense. They talked about cases sometimes, afterward. Didn't they?

Jeanne’s house was ten minutes from the clinic. It was a brick ranch on a quiet street, lined with old oak trees that had already dropped their leaves. The sidewalks were orange and damp. When he arrived, she had a bottle of wine open on the counter and two glasses ready.

"I have a complicated case," she said, handing him a glass. She said this most Thursdays. It had become a kind of ritual between them—the case as prologue, the clinical framing as a way of maintaining the fiction that this was work, that it served the clients, that it served anything beyond themselves.

He leaned against the counter. "Tell me."

"New client. Mother of three. She’s dealing with fatigue and some motor complaints, like trouble walking and some fine motor issues. Her husband is around but emotionally distant—not abusive, just not involved in what she’s going through." She swirled her wine. "It’s a classic case of secondary gain. When she can’t do things, she gets more help at home. The kids help out. Her husband pays attention. She becomes the center of the household in a way she isn’t when she’s healthy."

Phil nodded slowly, the way he had learned to nod when he wanted to appear considered rather than simply agreeable. "Did you rule out organic causes?"

"She mentioned her mother has MS." Jeanne's voice carried the patience of someone explaining something they believe is obvious. "That's exactly why she's fixated on the neurological angle. She's primed to interpret every sensation through that lens. It's almost textbook—she's given herself the framework and she's filling it in."

"Almost textbook," he repeated.

"The symptoms aren’t consistent. They come and go. They get worse when she’s stressed. When I spoke with her about family issues, things got better. That’s not a lesion, Phil. That’s anxiety pretending to be. Phil set his glass on the counter. He was careful in every part of his life except this one, and the conflict it caused made him softer than he would ever admit. Jeanne understood this about him, even if she couldn’t put it into words. She knew he wouldn’t argue with her here, in this kitchen, with the bare oak trees outside, the afternoon light fading, and the wine open between them.

"You're documenting that reasoning thoroughly?" he asked.

"You know me," She smiled.

He did know her. He knew that her case notes were meticulous and defensible on paper. He knew that no one at Lakeview had formally questioned her clinical judgment in four years, partly because she was competent within a narrow range and partly because he stood between her and any scrutiny that arose. He told himself this arrangement protected the clients too—that a confident, stable clinician produced better outcomes. He had said this to himself so many times it had developed the texture of a fact.

Jeanne refilled both glasses. She moved to the window and looked out at the street. "There's a new social worker starting Monday," she said. "Lydia Harmon. I looked her up. Her husband runs Harmon Industrial. You know the company? They did thirty million last year."

Phil raised an eyebrow.

"She doesn’t need to work." It wasn’t quite contempt. It was more like calculation, the way a chess player notices a piece they haven’t decided how to use yet. "I want her in my supervision group."

Phil thought about asking why. Instead, he said, "I'll assign her to your group. Starting Monday."

Jeanne turned from the window. The smile she gave him then was different from the one she gave clients. It was smaller, more private, saved for moments when things worked out for her. "Thank you, Phil."

Out on the oak-lined street, the last of the November light was fading. Inside Carol Malone's house across town, Evan was asking why Mom was lying down again and Tyler was telling him to leave her alone; she was tired, and the casserole dish was still in four pieces in the kitchen trash. Nobody was calling anyone to check on her. Nobody was writing anything down.

The Intern


Becca Tomlin was twenty-four and finishing her practicum hours at Lakeview, working three hundred hours toward a degree she had paid for by holding down two jobs. She wore her brown hair in a low ponytail and always arrived ten minutes early for every shift. Jeanne noticed this, just as she noticed most things about Becca, quietly and with an eye for how it might matter later.

Becca was assigned to Carol Malone's case as a co-observer in joint sessions. Jeanne called it a developmental opportunity. "You'll see how I work with a resistant client," Jeanne told her in the hallway before their first appointment together. "Carol presents as a true believer in her symptoms. Part of the therapeutic work is gently challenging that certainty and expanding her perspective around what else might be contributing."

Becca wrote this in her practicum journal. She also made a private note for herself: "Client appears genuinely distressed. Walked into session today with a visible limp, holding the doorframe. When she asked whether she should see a neurologist, the supervisor redirected the conversation to family dynamics without answering. Client did not push back. Looked tired."

She kept those notes apart from the official ones she turned in.

In mid-November, Becca made a small procedural mistake. She gave a new adolescent client the adult version of the intake form instead of the one meant for clients under eighteen. She noticed the error herself that same afternoon and fixed it. She wrote a note to Jeanne explaining what happened and how she corrected it.

Two days later, Jeanne showed up in the doorway of the interns' shared office. She closed the door behind her so quietly it felt louder than a slam. She placed the note on the desk between them like it was evidence.

"This is a protocol violation," Jeanne said.

Becca's stomach dropped. "I know. I caught it right away and fixed it that same day. The note explains everything."

"An error is still an error, no matter how quickly it's fixed." Jeanne's voice was compassionate, which was the most unsettling way she could speak. "I have a professional obligation to your university supervisor."

"You're going to report it?"

"I'm going to document it. What the university does with that is up to them and the program." Jeanne folded her hands. "I want you to take some time and really think about whether this program is the right fit for you at this stage in your development."

Becca went home and cried for two hours. Then she called her university supervisor, Dr. Patel, who listened without interrupting and then said quietly, "Let me look into this."

Dr. Patel made calls. She spoke with two other supervisors at Lakeview who had received prior complaints about interns coming out of Jeanne's supervision group—complaints about unclear expectations, shifting standards, and documentation confusion. She pulled the file. She reviewed the intake form error. She noted, in her review, that the form Becca had given the client was the adult form from the intake packet that Jeanne herself provided to all new interns in the first week. She put this in writing and sent it to the clinic director's office.

Jeanne received Dr. Patel's letter on a Wednesday. She read it twice, slowly. She had genuinely not remembered that she was the one who had placed the wrong form in the intern packet—she ran through the scenario again and again in her head and could not make herself wrong, but she could not quite make herself right either. The angle she had intended to press had turned back on her. She let it go. She withdrew the complaint. She told Becca in their next meeting that she had decided not to escalate, that she believed strongly in second chances, and that she hoped Becca would learn from the experience.

Becca thanked her. She kept her expression neutral and her voice steady. She finished her last eight weeks of practicum in that building, completed every required hour, and never ate lunch near Jeanne's office or accepted an invitation to the staff holiday party.

That same Wednesday, Carol Malone came in for her monthly session. She held the wall in the hallway for several steps before reaching the waiting room, her left hand trailing along the painted cinderblock. Jeanne noticed. She always noticed. In her session notes she wrote, "Client continues with symptom-focused presentation. Gait disturbance appears functional in nature—it resolves when the client is engaged in active discussion and distracted from somatic preoccupation. No deterioration in observed affect or relational engagement."

Carol wasn't distracted from anything. Her left foot had dragged for most of the walk from the parking lot. It dragged in the evenings now, even when she wasn't tired. No one had asked her about the parking lot. No one had asked about the evenings. No one had asked how far she could walk before she had to stop.

The Ally


Lydia Harmon had joined the clinical team in early November and already Jeanne had decided she was worth knowing well. Not because of Lydia's clinical skills — she was thorough, careful, a bit too earnest in her belief that the work itself was the point — but because of the life she went home to each evening. Gary Harmon drove a black Mercedes that he kept clean. Lydia wore a watch that cost more than Jeanne's monthly salary. She had a way of mentioning things — a ski trip in January, a kitchen renovation that had taken the better part of spring, a dinner reservation at Aldridge that required six weeks of notice—without showing off, in a matter-of-fact way that somehow irritated Jeanne more than showing off would have. As though the money were just background. As though it didn't mean anything.

Jeanne began building the relationship with the patience she applied to most things she wanted. She arranged to take her breaks at the times Lydia did. She lingered in the copy room. She asked for Lydia's opinion on difficult cases in a way that flattered without creating obligation. Within three weeks she had positioned herself as Lydia's primary ally at the clinic. Within five she was being invited to the Harmons' home for a dinner party.

The house was everything the watch and the Mercedes had implied: a colonial on the east side with a deep backyard, original art on the walls from a gallery Jeanne recognized, a kitchen with commercial-grade appliances and a range that cost more than Jeanne's car. Lydia's husband Gary was broad-shouldered, quieter than his money would suggest—the kind of man who had earned enough that he no longer needed to prove anything. He shook Jeanne's hand, poured her a drink, and then mostly retreated to the den with the other husbands.

Jeanne was charming at dinner. She always was. She asked questions and remembered the answers with the precision of someone who has learned that remembered details read as affection. She laughed at the right moments and went quiet at the right ones. She expressed admiration—for the kitchen tile Lydia had sourced from Portugal, for a small painting near the dining room that Gary had picked up in Santa Fe—in a way that felt genuine because she had practiced it until it did.

Driving home along the dark streets, she ran the numbers in her head. Not literally, but in the way she always did after a social investment: what she had given, what she might get back, and on what timeline. The Harmons attended events. They sat on boards. Gary was on the arts council and the hospital foundation. There was a gala in March she had read about in the Sunday paper—black tie, the kind of event where a plus-one from the right household changed the temperature of your entire social standing. She would need to time it. She would need to be patient.

Patience was the discipline she was most proud of. It was also the discipline that had never once been applied to Carol Malone.

At the clinic, Jeanne continued to present the Malone case in exactly the same terms in every setting where it came up. In the monthly consultation meeting — which Phil technically led but practically ceded to whoever spoke with the most clinical authority — she summarized the case for the assembled staff. "Classic somatic presentation with secondary gain dynamics," she said. "Family history of MS has primed the client to interpret her symptoms through a neurological lens, which we're working to gently challenge. The family system has reorganized around her limitations in ways that reinforce the symptom pattern. We're making steady progress."

Becca Tomlin sat in the back row. She looked at the table.

Nobody asked what "steady progress" looked like in measurable terms. Nobody asked whether a medical referral had been considered or declined. Phil nodded in his careful, considered way. Lydia, who had heard about the case from Jeanne and trusted her framing entirely, nodded too. The meeting moved on to the next agenda item.

That afternoon Carol called the clinic from the school pickup line after having to stop twice walking from the car to the building's front door. She left a message with the receptionist: she was wondering if they could discuss a referral to a neurologist, just to be sure, just to rule things out. Jeanne listened to the voicemail at 4:15 from her desk. She called Carol back at 4:30. Her voice on the phone was warm and genuinely attentive—Jeanne could do this well, the warmth was real in its way, it just served the wrong thing.

"Carol, I'm so glad you called. The fact that you're thinking about neurological causes—that's something we absolutely need to work with in our sessions. It's connected to so much of what we've been exploring around your mother's illness and what her diagnosis has meant for your own sense of your body and your safety." A brief, understanding pause. "Can you come in Thursday?"

Carol said yes. She always said yes. She had been saying yes for four months, and the foot dragged a little further each week, and she did not know what else to do.



brief, understanding pause. "Can you come in Thursday?"

Carol said yes. She always said yes. She had been saying yes for four months, and the foot dragging, Carol agreed.  She didn’t know what else to do.

What the Body Knows


It was Ray's mother who finally said it out loud. Not diplomatically, not indirectly—Doris Malone had buried a husband who'd been told his fatigue was depression for a year before they found the tumor, and she had developed, in the years since, a low tolerance for the polite acceptance of things that needed to be questioned.

She came up from Cincinnati the second week of January for Tyler's birthday. She found Carol on the couch at two in the afternoon, not sleeping but not quite awake—the flat, dense exhaustion that doesn't look like rest, that looks like something has been turned off. Doris stood in the doorway and watched her daughter-in-law try to stand and nearly miss the armrest. She watched the left foot step and drag. She watched Carol get upright and smile and say she'd been resting; she was fine.

Doris didn't say anything right then. She helped Carol to the kitchen. She made coffee. She sat down across the table and looked at her directly and said, "Honey, who have you seen about this? A real doctor. A brain doctor."

Carol explained about Lakeview, about Jeanne, about the weekly and then monthly sessions that had now gone on for more than four months. She kept her voice carefully neutral, the way you talk about something you're not sure you're allowed to doubt.

Doris said, "I mean a neurologist."

"Jeanne thinks the symptoms are connected to anxiety. That I might be focusing on them in a way that makes them worse." Carol stopped. She'd never said the next part out loud. "That I might be—that the family situation is part of it. That I get something from not being able to do things."

Doris was quiet for a moment. The refrigerator hummed. From upstairs, Evan was watching something with a laugh track. Doris set her coffee cup down. "Do your feet focus on themselves?" she said.

That night Doris spoke to Ray in the kitchen for twenty minutes while Carol was upstairs. Ray was a man who moved slowly and then moved completely. The next morning, early, before the clinic was open, he called Carol's primary care doctor and described in plain language what he had been seeing for months and had not been certain he was allowed to call what it was. The doctor listened. He asked three questions. He said, "She should have a neurological evaluation. I'll put a referral in today."

Dr. Alan Kaplan's office was on the third floor of the county medical center, a clean-lined space with anatomical charts on the walls and a receptionist who moved with the efficiency of someone who understood that time had specific weight in this building. Carol sat on the exam table in a room that smelled like antiseptic and recycled air and told the story again—the fatigue, the foot, the hand that had cut out—and this time the person across from her leaned forward and wrote things down and asked questions she had not been asked before.

"Does the fatigue get worse with heat? A hot shower, warm weather, a hot car?"

Carol looked at him. "Yes. In the summer it was really bad. I thought it was just summer." She paused. "How did you know that?"

"When was your most recent MRI?"

"I've never had one."

Dr. Kaplan wrote. He sent her for blood work that afternoon and scheduled an MRI for the following week. Before she left the exam room, he asked, almost as an aside, "Had anyone previously suggested a neurological evaluation?"

Carol hesitated. "I've been in family therapy. The therapist felt it was more of an anxiety presentation."

He made a note. He didn't respond to that directly. He said, "Let's get the imaging first and work from there."

The MRI took forty minutes. Carol lay inside the machine and listened to the deep, rhythmic knocking that surrounded her, and she thought about her mother—the way her mother's hands had changed first, the dropped things, the careful adjustments, and the progression that arrived the way all unwelcome permanence arrives, a little at a time until it was simply there. 

She thought about what it would mean if the scan showed nothing. That was what frightened her most. Not the diagnosis—the absence of one. The confirmation that she had been, as implied in a hundred small reframes, the author of her own suffering.

The MRI showed lesions. White spots distributed across the brain and spinal cord, scattered and unmistakable, the signature of an immune system that had turned on its own infrastructure. Dr. Kaplan called her the following afternoon. He spoke plainly, with the directness of someone who has learned that plain speaking is a form of respect. He said "multiple sclerosis" the way you say a word you have said many times and know the weight of.

Carol sat down on the kitchen floor. Not because she couldn't stand. Just because the floor was there and the rest of the room had shifted slightly and she needed something solid.

She called Ray. Then she called her mother. Then she sat in the kitchen with the phone in her lap and the refrigerator humming and Evan's television coming through the ceiling, and she thought about the last six months. Every session. Every reframe. Every time Jeanne had translated her dragging foot and her dead hand and her waves of exhaustion into a story about her family dynamics, her need for attention, and her primed neurological anxiety. And she felt something settle in her like cold water going still.

She had never been making it up. Not one day of it. Not one dragged step. 

No Apology


Jeanne got the call from Phil's administrative assistant on a Thursday morning. There was a certain irony to it being Thursday, but she chose not to think about it. The assistant asked if she could come by Phil's office before noon. Jeanne already knew what it was about. Clinics were small ecosystems. News traveled through them like a shift in the weather, a change in pressure before anything could be seen.

She sat across from Phil in his office. He had the Malone file on the desk in front of him, and next to it a copy of Dr. Kaplan's preliminary report, which Carol had authorized to be forwarded to the clinic. Phil looked tired. Not guilty—Phil had a remarkable talent for not looking guilty—but tired in the specific way of a man who has just understood that he is going to have to do something that will be uncomfortable and that he cannot fully delegate.

"Carol Malone," he said.

"I was told she received a new diagnosis." Jeanne kept her voice steady. She had prepared for this on the drive over, as she always did, by rehearsing what she would say and finding her footing.

"MS. Confirmed on imaging."

"That's significant. I'm glad she pursued the additional evaluation."

"She's requesting her records." He opened the folder. "I've reviewed the notes."

"My documentation is thorough. I think you'll find the clinical reasoning is well supported."

"It is." He carefully turned the page. "You documented your reasoning clearly throughout." He discussed the secondary gain hypothesis, the somatic focus framework, and the interpretation of family dynamics. "It's all here." He looked up. "What isn't here is any recommendation for medical evaluation."

"The presenting symptoms were consistent with a functional somatic picture," Jeanne said, keeping her voice steady. "The anxiety indicators were elevated on intake. Her reported symptoms were variable and seemed to depend on stress."

"Jeanne."

"Her family history created a strong tendency to think in terms of MS, which I believed was clinically responsible to consider."

"Jeanne." His voice was flat. "She came in here walking with a limp. You documented it as functional."

"In my clinical judgment at the time …"

"She has lesions on her brain and spinal cord." He spoke quietly, which somehow felt worse than if he had raised his voice.

The fluorescent light above the desk buzzed softly. Jeanne shifted in her seat and looked at the file instead of at Phil. "I made a clinical decision based on the information I had at the time and within my professional role," she said. "I'm sorry the diagnosis wasn't found sooner. But the neurological question was not fully my responsibility as a social worker. If there had been clear medical concerns, referring to primary care would have been the right step."

Phil looked at her for a long time. He was thinking about Thursday afternoons. He was thinking about four years of director reports in which Jeanne's work had been rated as meeting or exceeding standards. He was thinking about how much of that rating was objective assessment and how much of it was his own reluctance to look closely. He knew the answer. He had known it for a while.

He said, "I'm requiring you to complete a twelve-hour continuing education training in medically complex presentations. I'm also putting an additional layer of clinical consultation on your active caseload—a second clinician review for any client presenting with physical symptoms."

She nodded. "Of course."

He waited. She said nothing else. There was no admission of error, no sentence beginning with "I should have," and no sign of concern for Carol Malone or for what six months of misdirection had cost her. No one had ordered basic imaging as the disease progressed through a year of appointments. Phil had not expected her to say more, but he had hoped for it. He felt disappointed, but he let it go, as he always did.

Jeanne walked back to her office. She sat behind her desk. She opened her documentation system. She composed a carefully worded addendum to the Malone file: the client had received additional medical evaluation through an outside provider, and a comorbid medical condition had been identified. The clinical work at Lakeview had appropriately addressed the psychosocial dimensions of the presenting concern, and the case was being closed with a warm handoff to the client's medical team.

The word "mistake" did not appear. The word "harm" didn't appear. The sentence "I should have recommended a neurological evaluation" didn't appear. "I am sorry" didn't appear in any form.

Instead, what showed up was the careful work of someone who, in her own story, had never done anything wrong and never would.

Down the hall, Becca Tomlin was packing her practicum materials into a canvas tote for the last time. She had accepted a position at a smaller agency across town that worked with foster youth—a place that paid less, had aging furniture, and had a clinical director who attended two national conferences every year, with the certificates framed in the staff room where everyone could see them. She zipped the tote. She walked out. She didn't stop at Jeanne's office. She didn't  say goodbye.

In the lobby she passed Lydia Harmon coming in from lunch. Lydia smiled. "Last day?" she said.

"Last day," Becca said.

"Jeanne will miss having you," Lydia said. She meant it completely, because she still believed what Jeanne had told her.

Becca smiled back. She walked out into the January cold and kept walking. 

What Comes After


Carol began a disease-modifying therapy in February. The neurologist explained what it could and couldn’t do, speaking in the calm, straightforward way Dr. Kaplan always did. The treatment would slow the formation of new lesions. It might make relapses less frequent and less severe. But it wouldn’t reverse the damage that was already there. It couldn’t undo the year and a half of progression that happened while she sat in a small office with a sunflower print on the wall, learning not to trust what her own body was telling her. What had happened was done. The scans showed what they showed. They would move forward from here.

She drove herself to the first infusion appointment and sat in a reclining chair by a window while the IV dripped into her arm and the other patients in the room read magazines or slept or looked at their phones. Her left foot still dragged when she was tired—it probably always would, to some degree. But she knew now what it was. Knowing the name of a thing didn't fix the thing; she understood that clearly. But it changed the weight of it in a way she hadn't expected. It was a thing that was happening to her body. Not a thing she was doing to herself.

That distinction mattered more than she could explain to most people. She tried explaining it to Ray and got as far as "it's like the difference between the roof leaking and thinking you made it rain" before she ran out of words that felt right. He looked at her across the kitchen table and nodded and didn't ask her to say more. She was grateful for that.

He came to the second appointment. He sat beside her in the chair they pulled over from the wall, his big hands folded in his lap, his jaw working the way it did when he was holding something in. After about an hour he said, "I should have pushed harder. When it started."

"You didn't know," Carol said.

"I trusted that whoever we were seeing knew what they were doing." He looked out the window. "I shouldn’t have just trusted that."

Carol looked at the IV line taped to the inside of her elbow. "So did I," she said.

They didn't talk about Jeanne again after that, not directly. There were forms being considered—she'd spoken with a patient advocate at the medical center who had walked her through the process, the licensing board complaint, the documentation pathway, what she would need and how long it typically took. She was thinking about it. It was its own project for its own days, and she was not in a hurry. She was tired of hurrying toward things that turned out not to be there.

Doris came back in March. She brought a covered casserole dish, a thoughtful gesture that no one mentioned, and stayed for four days. On the second morning, while Ray was at work and the kids were at school, she sat with Carol in the kitchen. They talked about Carol’s mother, about the diagnosis, the adjustment, and the long, uneven process of reshaping life around something that wasn’t going away. They talked about how anger comes first, then practicality, and then something that isn’t quite acceptance but works like it.

"She was angry for a long time," Carol said, meaning her mother. "Really angry. Then she just got practical. She started making lists."

"That's your family," Doris said. "You get practical."

Carol thought about that for a while. She remembered how she had spent six months being steered away from her own experience. Her fatigue was called avoidance, her fear was called fixation, and the gap between what she felt and what she was told to feel was treated as the real problem. She had been patient. She had given it time. She had trusted the process and the person in charge.

Somewhere across town, Jeanne Mason sat at a tidy desk in a cream-colored blouse, with color-coded files in front of her. She was listening to a new client, a man in his mid-fifties who came in with ongoing fatigue and some mental slowness he thought was from stress. Jeanne tilted her head, took notes, and wore the expression her clients always saw as deep attention and real care.

She wrote two words in the margin. They were different words this time, a different way of thinking. But it was the same handwriting, the same certainty, the same complete confidence in her first impression of someone she had only just met.

She didn't ask him about his primary care physician. She didn't request medical records. She didn't send him anywhere.

That was what Carol would eventually understand about Jeanne Mason. It wasn’t complicated, but it meant accepting something hard: some people cause harm without realizing it, and some never learn. Some keep sitting behind desks in nice offices, seeing clients, taking careful notes, and believing with calm, unshakable certainty that they are helping.

The system that might have stopped Jeanne—peer review, mandatory continuing education, active supervision, accountability structures—had been quietly hollowed out by the same person who stood to benefit most from its absence. Phil Jamison would eventually retire and move to Florida and take up golf. Lydia Harmon would understand eventually, from a safe distance, that she had been cultivated rather than befriended and would feel the particular cold embarrassment of someone who trusted well and was used for it. Becca Tomlin would become, in time, a therapist that other therapists sent their difficult cases to—someone known for her thoroughness, her humility, her habit of requesting medical records on any client presenting with physical symptoms, and her policy of always, without exception, erring on the side of the referral.

But those were other stories, with other endings.

This one belonged to Carol, who drove home from her February infusion in the same gray Honda she'd always driven, stopped at the grocery store because Evan needed cereal and Abby was out of shampoo, and carried two bags up the front walk without holding the wall. Just that once. Because it was a decent day and the sun was out and her legs felt like hers.

She put the cereal away and started dinner. She heard Evan come in through the back door and drop his backpack on the floor with a thud she knew well. She called his name from the kitchen, he answered, and she told him to pick it up. He groaned, and she smiled at the window over the sink, at the bare March yard just starting to show green, and at nothing in particular and everything at once.

She was sick. She was going to be sick for the rest of her life. And she was standing in her kitchen with dinner on the stove and the light going gold in the window and the name of the thing she carried was sitting in her chest like something finally, irrevocably, honestly known.

That was not nothing. That was not nothing at all.

Three days later she called the patient advocate back and said she was ready to start the paperwork. The woman on the other end of the line walked her through the first form in a steady, unhurried voice. Carol wrote down her name, the dates, the name of the clinic. She wrote Jeanne Mason, MSW in the box labeled "Provider." She wrote the names of her children in case there was a line for that. There wasn't. She wrote them in the margins anyway because it felt right, because this was for them too—for Tyler, who had learned too early to tell his little brother to give Mom some quiet; for Abby who had started doing the dishes without being asked; and for Evan who still believed a kiss fixed most things and deserved to go on believing it for a while longer.

She sealed the envelope. She put a stamp on it. She walked it to the mailbox herself.

It was March. The yard was soft and pale with new beginnings. She stood at the end of the driveway for a moment in the cold, her hand on the mailbox flag, then walked back inside.












